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OUT OF THE SHADOWS

I’m 29 years old and for the last three years people have been telling me I’m finished, washed up, done.

That doesn’t sit well with me. I’ll say when I’m done and I’m not done yet. I haven’t even reached my peak. Screw ’em.

It’s 1981 and I lost my hold on the number one ranking in the world in the previous year, and even though I’ve claimed 17 titles since then, I haven’t won a major tournament. There’s an element of doubt creeping into my daily training: Do I still belong? Can I still compete at this level? I’m not winning. I’m being pushed onto the back burner. That’s hard to take.

I’m up, I’m down. I think I’m good and then I don’t win. I get up every day and do the right things, but the results aren’t improving. I’m getting to the semifinals, and I’m losing matches I should win. Not good enough. Winning lesser tournaments along the way is fine, but it’s not the majors and that’s what I’m looking for. Anyone else in those years would have been content with my record—but not me and obviously not the media. This has been the most frustrating three years of my career.

“You’re not going to reach your prime until your thirties,” my mom keeps telling me. “My prime? What the hell, Mom? What was the last six or seven years about?”

“You wait,” she says. “You haven’t played your best tennis yet.”

My wife, Patti, our two-year-old son, Brett, and I are living in North Miami at Turnberry Isle, Florida. We moved down from Los Angeles for the tennis, but distractions are everywhere. This is a playground for the wealthy. Rich people come here from all over the world for the gambling, discos, restaurants, golf, and—I’m guessing—drugs. In the evenings I can go down to the courts and play tennis against guys who bet $5,000 a set they can beat me if I play them right-handed. Guess what? They can’t. The extra cash is nice, but the fun and laughs is what it’s really all about. But I have only one thing on my mind: reclaiming my position at the top of the tennis world.

I continue to work my ass off every day, practicing two and a half hours in the morning with the Turnberry Club tennis pro, Fred Stolle, a former Grand Slam champion from Australia. He stands in one corner of the court and hits the ball to the opposite corner so I have to run the whole width of the court in order to return the shot. Then he moves to the other corner and I do the same thing from the other side. Then Fred comes up to the net and stands over on the right side so that my forehand passing shots have to go up the line and my backhand has to go crosscourt. Every drill I do is designed to replicate a situation I’m going to face against my toughest opponents. I’ve never hit a shot in a match that I haven’t practiced over and over.

Later in the day I play a couple of sets with my longtime friend David Schneider, a former top South African player, who practices with me whenever I want to fine-tune what I worked on with Fred that morning. Afterward, David and I have a Coke and relax as buddies. It’s nice to let tennis go and be able to talk about other things.

It’s difficult balancing tennis with family life, my friends. When I’m with my family, I feel like I’m slighting the tennis. When I’m practicing, I feel like I’m slighting my family. When I get up at 6:30 a.m., Brett is eating breakfast and watching The Smurfs. I want to spend time with him, but I know I have work to do on the court. When I’m playing tennis, I feel I should be spending time at the pool with Brett and Patti. There are conflicts everywhere I turn. When friends visit, I want to go out and have fun with them, stay out late, but then I am slighting both my tennis and my family. If I go down to the restaurant for breakfast I’ll see 10 people I’m obliged to say hello to and that will hold up my day.

Mom is on the phone. I talk to her at least 10 times a day. This may sound like a lot, but Mom is also my business manager. My schedule is made six months in advance, so not only is she “checking in” as a mother, mother-in-law, and grandmother; she is letting me know about commercial offers, upcoming tournaments, and all the numerous details involved in my career.

If any of the calls lasts more than a few seconds, it’s because she knows I’m having problems. She’s concerned about me. I have to push myself further than I want to, train harder, practice longer. I’m older and things don’t come as easily now. I don’t mind the physical part. It’s getting into the right mental state that I find tough. I haven’t been winning the way I expect to, but I have to find a way to act as if I am, so I won’t talk myself out of it. I don’t want to fall into that trap of saying, “Oh, shit, maybe they’re right. Maybe I am finished.” I have to find my self-confidence, even though I’m not sure where I left it. Things aren’t working out for me, so to get myself through it I have to be twice as arrogant. That’s how I’ll cope. I can’t go out there and just be half-assed; I’ve got to go all the way. I have to be prepared, I have to be in the best shape possible, and my game has to be ready.

Wembley, England. November 14, 1981.

Wembley is a big tournament at the end of the year, but it isn’t a Grand Slam, and yet this isn’t just another match. I’m down two sets to love, looking across the court at ... John McEnroe.

I love playing Borg, Lendl, Nastase, Panatta, and Gerulaitis. The list of great players from my era is as long as my arm, but to play Mac is beyond the realm of just tennis. He’s my gauge; I look to him to see the level I have to reach to be number one again.

Mac is the best player in the world. He’s just won Wimbledon and the US Open. When McEnroe was coming up he wanted everything that I had. I was number one in the United States and he wanted that. I was number one in the world and he wanted that. Then he took it all. And now I want it back.

I’m not just going to roll over and say it’s too tough, that he’s too young (seven years younger to be exact). Even though Mac and I clash at every turn, we’re so much alike it’s scary. I’m Irish, he’s Irish. I’m left-handed, he’s left-handed. I’ve got a bad attitude, he’s got a bad attitude. I’ve always said I would love to play myself, and Mac is as close to playing me as I’m going to get.

This McEnroe match could be my return to winning in a big way. I know my game is getting better again, and now I have a chance to prove it by beating Mac in the final.

Unfortunately, I’m down two sets to love. All I can do is to figure out how to stay out there one more minute, one more point, one more ball, one more anything to keep putting some pressure on Mac—that’s all I want to do. I made my reputation on my all-out aggressive style of play and I’m going to live or die again today with that. I’m not just going to wait for something to happen. I’m going to force the action.

But, right now, I’m not in it. Mac is the show. He’s doing everything right and I’m like a bit player in his future Broadway production of Kicking Connors’s Ass. I’m getting steamrolled, but, in tennis, sometimes even the smallest thing can change the course of a match. It might be a shot, a call, an interruption from the stands, anything to relieve the pressure and the tension. Of course, that kind of small change can work against me, too. It wouldn’t be the first time I let myself get sidetracked.

Mac is under what I call “confrontation time-out,” which means he hasn’t emptied his bucket yet, there’s still more to come, and he’s resting up for a second assault on the umpire. He’s sitting in his chair looking up at him, and then he starts in again.

“You don’t know the rules. You don’t have the right to tell me anything.”

I wander over to a kind, sympathetic face in the stands, a girl who looks like she’s feeling sorry for me because I’m getting hammered. I suck up a few words of encouragement from her and then get back to the business at hand. That one small moment is all it takes for me to feel like I’m a part of what’s going on around me. I loosen up. Now I have a chance to go inside my head and confront my demons; it’s that place where I can dig up something from my past to help me push on to the win.

I look back at the way my grandfather, Pop, trained me. There was only one way to do it: his way. Anything else was unacceptable. He pushed and pushed. I could jump rope with the best of them, but Pop sometimes went too far. As a kid I’d pick up the rope and start jumping for 10 or 15 minutes. Then I’d ask, “How much do you want me to do, Pop?”

“Why don’t you do five more minutes?” he’d say.

I’d be jumping rope for five more minutes and Pop would be walking back and forth in front of me, talking.

“You know, Jimmy, it might be better if you do 10 more minutes.”

In that five minutes I had been jumping, I’d be trying to get the most out of that time, and I’d think, “God, now 10 more minutes?” I mean I had pushed it hard from the time I picked up the rope, so do I keep going full-speed, or do I slow down because he might come back and say 20 more minutes?

All the time I’m jumping, I’m worrying about picking up my feet and doing it the right way, because if I miss I have to start over from the very beginning. I’m trying to concentrate and work.

“OK, Jimmy, you have 20 minutes.”

At this point Pop is talking to me about nothing in particular, asking questions about school, my friends, where I want to have lunch. He’s walking around, trying to get in my way, doing anything and everything to distract me and mess up my concentration.

It almost seemed like a game to him. And I would be thinking, “Son of a bitch! What’s going on here? I’m exhausted!”

Looking back, I realize he was helping me build the mental and physical strength I would need to cope with the best tennis players in the world.

Pop was telling me in his way that no matter how prepared you are, there will always be something going on, either on or off the court, that will take your mind off your game. How I deal with that is down to me.

It’s the beginning of the third set now and my footwork is better and I’m more prepared to hit shots. My returns become more penetrating, deeper, faster, so Mac has less time to react. I start dictating the course of play.

Once I break serve in the third set, my confidence level rises for the first time in the match. I’m hitting my groundstrokes closer to the lines, with more control and accuracy. Because of that, Mac gets to the ball late, giving him fewer opportunities to impose his game on me. Even though we’re similar in some ways, our styles of play contradict each other. When one of us is really on top of his game, it detracts from the other. His strengths are serving and volleying; mine are hitting from the back of the court and moving the ball around. So, unlike the first two sets, where Mac was serving great and coming into the net, which is his comfort zone, now he has to play the way I want him to play, from the baseline.

After I win the third set, I’ve turned the momentum in my favor, and even though I’m still down a set, I know that no matter what Mac plans to throw at me, I’m ready for it. Still, I want to make sure I don’t get too cocky. That’s still John McEnroe across the net and you can never take John McEnroe lightly. Ever.

I go up a service break in the fourth and the crowd senses a turning point. They’re getting their money’s worth and now they’re cheering for both sides. However, the more excited the fans get the easier it is for me to get lost in their enthusiasm. So now it comes down to this: how to keep my wits about me when everyone around me is losing theirs. My job is to make the crowd go crazy, not to join them.

There’s no doubt my mental game has caused me problems in the past. It seems like nothing ever runs smoothly when I’m going to play. I’ve even forgotten my bag or racquets because I was thinking too much about the match.

Once when I was about to play the finals of the US Open, my limo—I always had a car and driver take me to and from my matches—got rear-ended two blocks from the hotel. Now we have to go through all this crap of exchanging license numbers and names and I’m going to be late for the title match. So what do I do? Do I tell the driver to speed up and find a shortcut to the stadium? No, it’s back to the hotel to start all over again. There’s been a change in my routine. I have no choice.

Are you asking yourself, “Why would he do that?” It’s a thing called OCD: obsessive compulsive disorder. Yup. I have it. Didn’t know that, did you? Well, neither did I at the time.

When I turned pro at the age of 19, I started having what I used to call “twitches.” They showed up the first time I went to Wimbledon. My first “twitch” occurs when I’m playing Centre Court and I walk over to get a Coke. I take a drink and start to put the can down, but my hand won’t let go of the can.

“Time, Mr. Connors,” the umpire says, noticing my bizarre behavior. “Time, Mr. Connors.”

Put the damn can down and get the hell back out there, I’m telling myself. I can feel the umpire looking at me. Time is running out. But I can’t let go of the can.

“Time, Mr. Connors. Time, Mr. Connors,” the umpire says again.

The can doesn’t feel right in my hand. For some reason, it doesn’t feel solid. Twenty thousand people are watching me trying to put down a can of soda! I’m saying to myself, LET GO OF THE FUCKING CAN!

Finally, after about 25 times, the can once again feels comfortable in my hand and I’m able to put it down. I’m ready to play again.

I go to serve and now I can’t stop bouncing the ball. I bounce it 30 times, trying to get the ball to feel right. Believe me, I’m not trying to throw off my opponent’s game with all the bouncing, although that might be a fortunate side effect. It’s just that I won’t be able to stop bouncing the ball until it feels right in my hand and connected to my brain.

It was only when I was in my mid-thirties that I saw a television show on OCD, and I realized, Damn! I’ve got that. I thought I was just superstitious, fidgety, and nervous. Who knew they had a name for it?

I’ve had the symptoms of OCD since that first trip to London and throughout the rest of my career. It was exhausting. Any action—from putting something in the fridge over and over again to moving a chair to the perfect spot—could pop up at any time and totally occupy my thinking. I’ve probably had the symptoms of OCD since childhood, but they didn’t become pronounced until the stress and excitement of my first Wimbledon.

Even now, when I let my dogs out at night before going to sleep, it happens. Long after the dogs are back in the house and in their beds, I can’t get my mind off the door. Lock, unlock, repeat. Is the door closed? No, that didn’t sound right. Push in the door. That doesn’t feel right either. Sometimes my hand is willing but my mind isn’t, and sometimes my mind is but my hand isn’t. Obviously, it’s not rational. If I had the answers, I’d probably have a cure.

Sometimes my kids will mess with me. I’ll be in bed—comfortable, horizontal, and ready for a good night’s sleep—and they’ll come in and say, “Dad, I wonder if that door is locked.” Now I’m up again, walking around the house six times, making sure everything is locked and locked and locked and locked and locked and locked. For the most part, though, it happens more when I’m by myself. It’s embarrassing and tiring, but I’ve never looked at it like it was a debilitating disease. I pretty much just laughed at myself. What the hell. But if you see me when you’re out to dinner, don’t think I’m going to be your evening’s entertainment unless I’m your waiter and you bought my book. In that case, I’ll give you a show.

It’s the fourth set and still tight. Mac probably thinks that if he doesn’t end it now, I’ll probably break his will in the fifth. After I win the fourth, I can see the change in his body language. I can sense his confidence slip.

Two sets all. Mac trips and twists his ankle. I’m not surprised; the court is a carpet laid over hardwood. It’s difficult to play on. It can bunch, give a little bit, and there are dead spots. Mac walks off the pain and prepares to get back to business. He would have played me on a broken ankle. I’d have played him on a broken ankle.

Our rivalry is about respect. He’s able to bring out more in me than any other player, and I hope I do the same for him. I’m fighting my ass off and so is he. There is nothing fake about our rivalry. Mac is the one player I can watch limping around the court and feel good about saying, “Fuck that guy.”

The ump tells Mac to play on. So he does. He serves and takes the point. His next serve hits the lineswoman right in her stomach—it had to hurt. I look at her, grab my stomach, and double over sympathetically. She smiles, the fans laugh and then applaud. I’m loving it.

I win the game, and at the changeover there are fireworks. Mac is sitting in his chair, yelling at the ump.

“It’s your stupidity. All right? It’s your stupidity. That was part of my injury time. That was 20 seconds of my injury time,” Mac says. “You only make it worse when you say play on when I actually hurt myself!”

He’s got a point. You get 20 seconds in between points. You also get three minutes of injury time; the ump was wrong to tell Mac to play on. Mac could have called for a trainer if he wanted to, but the ump didn’t seem to know the rules. When someone is the umpire in a match between Mac and me, he’s sitting on a ticking bomb; in fact, he’s sitting on two ticking bombs. It’s just a matter of time. It’s not if, but when.

So I’m hanging around on my side, thinking, “Screw him, let him fight his own battle,” even though I know he’s right. I’ve fought enough on my own.

“It doesn’t have to be continuous if I hurt myself!” Mac yells at the umpire.

I’m ready to get back on the court, but at the same time I want to stay in my chair and hear the conversation. Hey, what the hell? What’s another 30 seconds when some good insults might be coming from Mac? But I’m disappointed this time, because Mac says nothing as he stalks back on the court.

I’m ahead in the fifth and serving when Mac hits a backhand passing shot down the line. It’s out, but it’s called in. Here we go again. I’m so close and then this shit happens. I head for the umpire.

“We’ve been playing over three hours and I know you must be very tired,” I say. “You’ve been doing a lot of running and everything. So just try and pay a little bit of attention.” Sarcasm—the weapon of champions.

I’m playing well. The match is going my way and I can feel it. The extra work is paying off. I take the next points easily. Connors, 40-love, triple match point. Mac hits a backhand return into the net, and then it’s over. I was down two sets and I battled back to win, 2-6, 3-6, 6-3, 6-4, 6-2.

This is what’s it’s all about. This is boxing at 90 feet. Throwing blows at each other until there’s only one man left standing.

I’ve always said the next best thing to playing and winning is playing and losing, because at least I’m playing tennis, I’m in the game. I could never ask for anything more than that.

I’ve always gauged the mettle of someone’s character by the way they figure out how to continue a losing fight. I always knew which guys would stay in there and battle to the end, and I knew the guys who wouldn’t, and believe me there were more of those.

Those three years of criticism—hearing that I was finished, that the game was passing me by, that other players were pushing me aside—gave me a gift: They made me understand that I needed tennis. I needed to go out and win. I needed to see sold-out stadiums—the proof that I was winning. I couldn’t let the critics beat me. Even if what they were saying was “Come on, Jimmy, we expect more of you.” And if some of the fans were actually trying to get rid of me, I needed that motivation as well. It all made me work harder. What they didn’t know was that it was the greatest compliment they could have given me. Those years were hard and frustrating, but I never once, even for a second, lost my love and passion for tennis.

My grandmother, Two-Mom, always told me to keep a little mystery about myself in life, and that’s what I did during my career. As a result, there was always a lot of speculation from so-called experts and critics who thought they knew me. If they’re reading this, they know what I’m talking about.

Well, now it’s my turn to tell you about myself. I’m just simply telling my story, and this is the way it is and I accept full responsibility for anything and everything I ever did, have done, will do in the future.

Are we clear? OK, good. Now turn the page.
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SHAPING AN ATTITUDE

I’m eight years old and I’m watching a thug beat the shit out of my mother and my grandfather. There’s blood on the court. I can’t help them. I’m powerless. This day will transform me more than any other event in my life.

My older brother, Johnny, and I are playing tennis on the public courts in Jones Park, in East St. Louis, Illinois, with Mom and my grandmother, whom we call Two-Mom because she’s like our second mom. There are five hard courts in a row and no one else is around. Two guys in their early twenties come over to hang out, and they get on the next court. They place a large transistor radio at the foot of the net post and turn it on full blast. The music is so loud we can’t hear Mom giving us instructions across the net. She asks them politely to turn the music down. They ignore her. They are screwing around, yelling and swearing. Mom asks them, again, to please turn it down or move over a court. They call her a bitch. We keep playing.

My grandfather, who is chief of the parks police, comes over. Pops, as we call him, likes to watch us practice. He isn’t happy with the guys next to us, but neither is he looking for trouble. We stop and watch as Pop approaches them.

“Boys, would you mind turning that down a little?”

One punk starts to bend down; I think he’s going to turn off the music. Instead he throws himself at my grandfather, catches him off-guard, and tackles him to the concrete.

The punk straddles Pop, grabs him by the shirt collar, and starts banging his head into the court.

I don’t even notice my mom run over to help her father. When she goes to grab the young guy by the shoulder, he whirls around and punches her right in the mouth. Her teeth go flying. Two-Mom moves toward Johnny and me, but she can’t shield us from seeing our mother fall bloody onto the tennis court.

Then the punks just run away. It happens so fast that it feels like a bad dream, but it’s all too real.

Two-Mom shoos everyone into the car and drives us home. Mom’s friend, Booth, takes Mom into the bathroom and puts a towel on her face. At one point Mom pulls the towel away. What teeth she has left in her mouth are shoved through her lips and gums. Johnny screams, “Put it back! Put it back!” Booth gets mad and pushes Johnny out of the bathroom. Dad arrives and we take Mom and Pop to the hospital.

In the emergency room, the doctors treat Pop’s head wound. Then it’s Mom’s turn. They pull out her last remaining teeth and she gets hundreds of stitches in her mouth.

That night we try and make Mom comfortable on the couch. Then Dad, Johnny, and I go back to the courts and search for Mom’s teeth. We think maybe we should save them because they might be able to put them back or something. We just didn’t know.

The next morning, Mom is resting on the couch when Johnny and I ask if she wants to go hit some tennis balls. We’re too young to realize how injured she is. Yet Mom gets up and goes out into the backyard and hits balls with us. Nothing would ever keep her from playing tennis with her boys. She won’t be able to pronounce any words for a month. She literally has to learn how to talk again. My mother will struggle with the injuries to her mouth until the day she dies, but she never complains or makes a big deal out of it. She never brings up the beating or uses it as an excuse.

Johnny and I talked about that day for years after it happened. We’d ask each other: Who does that? How does that even happen? How do we let something like that pass? There’s no question it had a lasting psychological effect on both of us, but eventually we came to grips with it the best we could. I took my anger and used it in my tennis. Johnny dealt with it by channeling his rage in another way—by taking it to the streets.

After watching my mom get battered, the need for revenge ran strong in me, and I found I could use that emotion to achieve it. If she could hit balls the very next day after getting beat up, then I could play for one hour or five hours, no matter how bad my body ached. There’s a line that Patrick Swayze has in the movie Road House. After he gets stabbed, the doctor, played by Kelly Lynch, asks Swayze if he enjoys pain, and he says, “Pain don’t hurt.” I understood that.

I could always find something to drive me, and most of the time it was those feelings of anger and rage that bubbled up from the past. My mother taught me how to harness those emotions. She called them Tiger Juices.

“Get those Tiger Juices flowing, Jimmy,” she’d say to me.

Al Lynch “Pop” Thompson had been a lifeguard before he became chief of the parks police, and he was pretty famous around East St. Louis. There are still people in the area who talk about him from his police days, when he would ride around town on a huge white Harley. People knew him to be a fair man, and he wouldn’t hesitate to help you if you needed it. Pop wasn’t big, but he was wiry and guys knew not to mess with him, because in his younger days Pop had been a Golden Gloves middleweight boxer. He had his own style and attitude, and he built up a reputation good enough to be able to get in the ring with Joe Louis. Exhibition or not, it was still a great honor to fight the Champ.

In 1975, when I played Rod Laver in a Challenge Match at Caesars Palace, in Las Vegas, I flew Pop out to watch. This was the first time Pop was ever on an airplane. (He used to work for the railroad, so he always took the train.) I knew from my many visits to Caesars Palace that Joe Louis was a member of the “Caesars family.” He had value as a sports personality and people loved being around him, so Caesars Palace made him an official greeter. It was good for business. He would socialize with the guests, and they, in turn, would spend more time in the casinos.

After the match, Pop accompanied me to the post-match festivities. Try to imagine how proud I was when I saw Joe Louis at the cocktail party, knowing that Pop had been in the ring with him. I took Pop up to say hello to him.

“Mr. Louis, this is my grandfather, Al Lynch. He trained me, and, at one time, he boxed with you.”

Mr. Louis looked at Pop and said, “And I knocked you out, right?”

Pop grinned, “Yeah, but you knocked everybody out.”

Years later, my grandmother, Bertha, Two-Mom, told me that the first moment she hit a tennis ball, she fell in love with the sport. She couldn’t afford lessons, but because she was a natural athlete, she was able to teach herself how to play, figuring out on her own how to improve her strokes and her footwork. Soon Two-Mom became an established player in East St. Louis and the surrounding areas. She and Pop then made a deal: He would teach her how to swim and she would teach him how to play tennis. They went on to win several local mixed-doubles titles, and by the late thirties and early forties Two-Mom was one of the top-ranked women in the St. Louis district. She had a calm temperament and, like a human backboard, she returned everything.

Two-Mom gave my mom, Gloria, her game. When my mom was a teenager, she played the Missouri Valley circuit and won district and municipal titles indoors and out. She and Two-Mom would often play doubles. In 1939, they played each other in the semifinals of the Heart of America invitational tournament, in Kansas City. Mom was 15 years old and lost 6-0, 6-0 to Two-Mom—her mother. Pretty tough lesson to learn, right?

That was the thing about growing up with these two women who loved tennis. There was no sentimentality involved. It was all about the game.

When I was old enough to play her, Mom didn’t take it easy on me, either—she’d hit that ball right down my throat.

“See,” she’d say. “If your own mother can do that, imagine what others will do to you.”

In 1940, at 16, Mom was the youngest player in the women’s Western Open tournament, in Indianapolis. By the time she was 19, she had competed twice in the US National Championships, at Forest Hills. She moved to Los Angeles, where she lived with her best friend, Pauline Betz, the great champion of her time, and played on the professional circuit. When Mom wasn’t playing, she was teaching tennis to kids and coaching Hollywood celebrities like Mickey Rooney, Gilbert Roland, and Errol Flynn.

For Pop, however, and the majority of fathers in the forties, a daughter was not meant to travel all around the country playing tennis. She was supposed to get married and start a family. When he told her it was time to come home, Mom, an obedient Midwest girl with a Catholic upbringing, did just that.

Back in East St. Louis, Mom met my dad, “Big Jim” Connors, whose father, John T. Connors, was the mayor of East St. Louis. My dad had gone to Notre Dame and then served as a US Air Force second lieutenant in the Second World War, working as a bomber instructor. When he didn’t return to finish his education, his father arranged for him to manage the tollbooths on the Veterans Bridge, which crossed the Mississippi River between St. Louis, Missouri, and East St. Louis, Illinois. He kept that job until the day he died, in January 1977.

After the war, Dad just wanted to have fun. He was a snappy dresser, good-looking, well built, cultured, and an all-around class act. When he proposed to Mom, she said yes immediately. The first years of their marriage were good, with a lot of friends in the area and a great social life. When my brother, Johnny, was born, in April 1951, Mom understood it was time to stay home and devote herself to the new baby, but Dad didn’t see any reason to change his routine much. He liked hanging out with his friends; it was his life and he was going to live it the way he wanted.

I wasn’t born to play tennis. In fact, I wasn’t supposed to be born at all. (All right, I know what some of you are thinking; maybe it would have been better if I hadn’t made it. Too bad.) After my mother had Johnny, she had a tubal pregnancy and a series of miscarriages and was told she couldn’t—and shouldn’t—get pregnant again. But she did and I was born, fragile and small. Mom said I was a little dishrag.

When Mom was pregnant with me, the family moved into a newly built house on 68th Street. A tall chain-link fence enclosed the backyard, and the whole yard was littered with debris from an ongoing construction project nearby. Mom convinced some of the workers to clean out and level the backyard for her. Then she got them to spread out a layer of concrete gravel. Two-Mom helped Mom paint white lines on the court, and they built a backboard out of two pieces of plywood. We even had a pile of gravel left over to patch up the court after it rained or after we’d used it as a bike track. People in East St. Louis didn’t have tennis courts in their backyards, not even one that was makeshift, rough, uneven ... and perfect.

I first picked up a racquet when I was three and a half. They didn’t have junior racquets back then, so Pop cut down a couple racquets for Johnny and me. Johnny could just about wrap his hand around his racquet grip, but it was more difficult for me. My racquet was still too heavy, so I picked it up with both hands. Who knew that this would have such an impact on the game of tennis?

As I got a little older and a little stronger, Mom said, “Maybe we should take that hand off the racquet?” But that didn’t work out, and she figured I’d give it up in a few years anyway. Back then, hardly anybody used a double-handed backhand. Sure, Pancho Segura, the great Ecuadorean tennis champion, had a two-handed forehand, but backhand? When I first started playing, people not only picked apart my style of tennis—“You can’t play like that,” they said—but they also considered me too small to ever make it. Really?

The two-handed backhand has some obvious downsides: You have to move quicker to get to the ball, because you don’t have as much reach, and your footwork has to be more precise to get in position to use it correctly. The upside is once you get to the ball, you have the extra hand for power and direction. Unwilling to conform to other people’s thinking, I stayed with what I thought could work. When Chris Evert and I came on the scene, the game of tennis changed. We both had two-handed backhands and we were winning everything. The two-handed backhand became the fashion and almost everyone started copying us. And players are still using it today.

I was the only lefty on either side of my family. When I was five years old, my mom wanted to make sure I was naturally left-handed, because I could play baseball and hit a golf ball right-handed.

“Let’s try something new,” she said one day. “Put your left hand behind your back and try and play right-handed.”

I did as I was told, but my left hand immediately shot out without my even thinking about it and grabbed the racquet. Mom looked at me for a moment.

“OK. I guess that’s the way it’s going to be,” she said.

In the beginning, Mom and Two-Mom would bounce balls to me and I’d try and hit them back. It was always casual and easy, never forced down my throat. It was good to have that court in the backyard, but make no mistake, it was there for a reason—so my mom could teach lessons for five bucks an hour during the summer and supplement the family income. If I didn’t want to play, I didn’t have to. If I wanted to ride my bike or play baseball, it was no big deal. Mom would say, “Be home by five o’clock.” When I came home she’d ask if I wanted to hit a few balls. If I did, she’d put dinner on the back burner. If I didn’t, we’d sit down to eat. No pressure.

Of course, back then nothing was ever a big deal. Our every moment wasn’t scheduled like it is with kids today. My Mom, Two-Mom, and Pop had a way of educating me so that I didn’t even realize it was happening. I watched them working hard and taking care of business. I could see, without having them say anything, that you did your job before you did anything else, and sometimes it took sacrifices, but in the end your hard work earned you rewards.

We weren’t looked after every second of the day; as children we were allowed to make mistakes and take responsibility for ourselves under the guidance of our parents and grandparents. If we wanted to learn to ice-skate, well, there’s the ice. Go skate. If we wanted to shoot BB guns, OK. Pop set up a rifle range in his backyard. Go shoot BB guns. I could play tennis and then grab my dog, Pepper, my miniature schnauzer, to go horse around with my friends. I wasn’t a kid that needed to be entertained all the time. I liked riding my bike to my grandparents’ house, which was about 10 minutes away, having some ice cream, and hanging with Pepper. Back then we had only four channels on TV, and one of the highlights was Friday night at the movies. The movie went on at eight o’clock, and instead of going out, I would stay home, pop some popcorn, lay on the floor with Pepper, and that was my evening.

But in those early years, it wasn’t really tennis that I took to; it was the time spent with Mom and Two-Mom. Oh, yes, I can hear all the snide comments about my being a mama’s boy, but you know what you can do with that. I learned everything from them and owe all I’ve ever had in my life to their mutual guidance.

I liked hanging around while Mom was teaching the local kids. I’d listen to the instructions she was giving her students and hope that some of it would rub off on me. Two-Mom was the greatest ball picker-upper of all time, and when Mom was teaching, Two-Mom would have an old-fashioned apple box and go around the court doing her thing. The box was always full—she took no breaks.

In the summer, Mom would teach eight or nine hours a day. When lunchtime came around, Two-Mom would stick a sandwich through the fence so Mom didn’t have to stop. After having those two as role models, was I ever going to give up? These were the kinds of lessons I learned without anyone saying a word.

As the years passed, tennis became a bigger part of my day. Along with teaching tennis, Mom also had to carve out some court time for me. You have to remember that we are talking about the 1950s and 1960s, way before indoor tennis clubs came into existence. Anywhere I could play was a privilege.

Being brought up in Illinois was no picnic. Cold winters and hot, humid summers were the norm. There were times when we had to chip ice off our backyard court so that we could practice. I remember one winter when Mom, Two-Mom, and I were going to play on a locked court. We had a bucket of balls, racquets, and a little pick to work the lock and chip off the ice, but we decided instead to just go ahead and climb over the chain-link fence. Mom, who was always worried about everyone else, said, “Come on, Two-Mom, we’ll help you over. Be careful on top.” Two-Mom ignored us and just flung herself up and over the fence like it was nothing. When Mom climbed up, she got her sweat pants caught on the prongs at the top, and it took both of us a while to get her untangled and down. Of course, by then, we were on one side, locked in, staring at the balls and racquets we’d left on the other side. How can you not laugh at that?

In later winters, we would go to St. Louis’s National Guard armory, crossing from Illinois into Missouri. Almost every day, Mom and Two-Mom would pick me up at school at 2 p.m. Getting there was hard work; depending on traffic, it would usually take us an hour and a half to drive across the bridge and to the armory.

During my junior-tournament days, I was playing bigger and better kids my age and not winning. How did my mom keep me interested in tennis, keep me from not being bored or discouraged? She told me that I had the basics down and that, if I kept going, I would grow into my game. How did she know that? I wish she were alive today so I could ask her. I’m Irish Catholic and not the most religious guy in the world, but I still go to church every Sunday to discuss a few topics with Mom. Maybe someday I’ll get some of those answers I’m looking for. One thing I do know is that, during her years of training me, Mom had that “Fuck it” attitude toward anything that interfered with her vision for me. Maybe that’s where I got my own defiant attitude.

So it was easy for me to play kids a few years older and tolerate losing, because I wasn’t under any pressure—yet. I wasn’t supposed to win. I would just go out there swinging away and gaining experience. Mom knew that, as my game got better, the kids my own age would become my future competition.

“If you can’t beat kids your own age,” she’d tell me, “you can’t beat anybody.”

So, I ask you, how was it that a woman from East St. Louis who loved playing and teaching tennis was able to come up with a style that fit a personality like mine? Well, she was a genius. Obviously, I’m prejudiced, but I listened to her instructions and understood that if I did what I was asked to do, that there would be rewards at the end. Once I had mastered the fundamentals, I could improvise—introduce different shots, different spins, and ways of directing the ball—anything that would make me a better player.

Mom could have taught anybody. She was able to get inside the mind of anyone she was teaching and identify the right buttons to push to get maximum result. If you talked to any of her old students today, they’d tell you the same thing.

Mom also understood what it took to keep me eager to get back out on the court. Practice was measured in quality not quantity. As a young boy, practice would last under an hour, and that remained the case pretty much throughout my career unless I was deliberately pushing myself. Sometimes I’d be on a roll, thinking I had it all figured out. I couldn’t wait to play more, but that’s exactly when Mom would walk on the court and call it a day. We quit when she decided I’d had enough. She never let me over-practice. Some of my buddies I grew up playing against, like Vitas, Guillermo Vilas, and Brian Gottfried, would be on the practice court for two or three hours, but for me it was 45 minutes. As a result, I always looked forward to my next workout.

Mom didn’t always get it right. But as a kid, if I got annoyed at her, which was rare, I kept it to myself. When I was older and more independent, there were times when I thought she was interfering in my extracurricular life. Occasionally I would get so pissed off at her when we were practicing that I would slam down my racquet and storm off the court, yelling at her, “Get out of my life!” But that didn’t last long.

A lot has been written about my mom being a stage mother, so let me set the record straight. Why was it OK for Joe Montana’s dad to teach his son football or Wayne Gretzky’s dad to teach him hockey but it wasn’t OK for Gloria Connors to teach her son tennis? Mom stepped right into a man’s world and a man’s game during the height of the Women’s Movement in the 1970s. Up until that point, people weren’t used to dealing with a woman in the business end of tennis; both men and women players had men as managers, and men organized and ran tournaments. Along comes this feisty little woman from East St. Louis whose son was proving to be a winner, and they had to deal with her. When Billie Jean King was in the forefront as the first woman athlete to enter the boardroom, Mom had already been doing exactly that behind the scenes, fighting the established tennis bureaucracy. Now, if I hadn’t been winning, they could have dismissed her and it wouldn’t have been a big deal. But my mom represented me. And not only represented me but was my mother, coach, and friend.

She paid the price for treading into that traditionally male-dominated territory by having some pretty aggressive criticism thrown at her by the tennis establishment and the media. They would say she wanted my success more than I did because she had never had it herself, that she hadn’t been good enough so she tried to make her son good enough. They called her “domineering” and “Dragon Lady.” If it got to her, I never knew about it and neither did anyone else.
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NOTHING WOULD EVER BE THE SAME AGAIN

What people seemed to miss entirely was the real story: Mom, Two-Mom, and Pop taught me the basic fundamentals and technique. I am proud of that, because I think it has become a lost art. But they also had a plan for how they wanted me to play, and they instilled it in me from the very beginning. No compromise. The game they taught me was a woman’s game, but given to a man to beat men. It was both a very simple and yet complicated way to play, and no one else played it. No one.

Before the violent attack on Mom, the concrete courts at Jones Park played a big part in my tennis education. They had these steel nets that made a cracking, twang sound when you’d hit the ball into them. Also, the steel net didn’t catch the balls; it would shoot them right back at you. So not only did you miss the shot; the net never let you forget it. I can still hear that sound today. On the tennis court at home, the bounce was uneven and the space behind both baselines was tight, so that’s where I learned to take the ball on the rise. But at Jones Park the surface was smoother and we could play longer rallies, which gave Mom a better opportunity to assess how Johnny and I were progressing.

Mom would stand behind me, watching my every move, how I set my feet, whether I moved my body into the shot or got my racquet back soon enough, and every other little detail that helped me improve. If she saw something wrong, like I was tossing the ball too far in front of me on my serve, she would stop the session immediately and explain what the issue was—and not just when I was young—that strategy continued even after I had become the best. I always looked her square in the eye as she spoke; anything less would have been unacceptable. Why did I look her square in the eye? Respect. I knew that she meant to help me and I wanted to make sure I absorbed what she was saying.

My game was simple, but here are the two key ingredients. First, preparation. That was the foundation; be ready, racquet back, straight back, just like a gate swings. No excess motion. There’s a lot of wasted motion in today’s tennis, but that’s not how I was taught. I was told to turn, bring the racquet back, and use my body to drive the ball. Today it’s all arm power and swinging away with an open stance. Maybe you’ve even tried this yourself. It might be easier, but to me it’s not as effective. Mom never gave me negative criticism. She was always positive, even if what we were working on wasn’t quite where she wanted me to be. Mom would say, “Getting better, Jimmy, but it’s not quite there.

“Move those feet. On your toes. Racquet back and time the ball.”

OK, OK, I got it.

“If you’ve got it, then do it again and show me,” she’d say.

Now, here comes the second and most important part: footwork. This is what made my game what it became. This was the hard part, and believe me, I worked on it every day.

My grandpa took great interest and pride in seeing both Johnny and me play tennis. But he knew not to get involved too much when it came to giving advice on our games. The looks Mom and Two-Mom used to throw him if he offered an opinion that wasn’t asked for were enough to shut him up. Instead, he took on the role of my physical trainer, working with me as if I were a boxer.

He trained me like a boxer. He was tough. There was no discussion about the best way to train. His way was the only way. Jump rope, pick up your feet, and don’t miss. If you missed, you would have to start over. No margin for error.

In my early teens Pop bought me a pair of heavy boots to run in. By then we had moved to a house at the top of a steep hill in Belleville, outside East St. Louis, and Pop had me running up that slope wearing those boots and carrying a weighted bag.

“Lift those feet high as you run, Jimmy,” he’d say. “This is gonna do nothing but be good for you when it counts.”

Pop was also the ultimate “Don’t give a shit” guy. I remember after I had just lost 7-6 to McEnroe in the fifth set of the semifinals of the 1980 US Open. It was a really long, grueling match, and I was exhausted. On my way back to Florida, I stopped to see Mom in Belleville. When I arrived, Pop was sitting at the kitchen table, leaning back like he always did, with his hands locked behind his head. I’m standing there, just off the plane with Patti, the baby, the nanny, and 15 suitcases.

“Well, Jimmy, have you had time to figure out how to beat McEnroe yet?” Pop asked.

Wait! What?! I stared blankly at Mom and Patti.

“No, Pop, I’ve been kind of busy, but I’ll get right on that.”

That was my Pop. No nonsense. You’re out there doing it, so do it right. From Mom, Two-Mom, and Pop’s point of view, I should never have lost. I knew my performance was a reflection on them. Mediocrity was unacceptable, and pushing my limits started at an early age.

Although Johnny and I rarely played on the tennis courts at Jones Park after Mom’s attack, we still went there with Mom, Dad, Two-Mom, and Pop to enjoy the facilities all year long. During the summer we fished in the lake, messed around in rowboats, and swam in the pool. We’d meet up with our friends for games of softball, while all around us families would be enjoying picnics and afternoons out. Not after dark, though. When the sun went down, a different kind of crowd came out, and those guys were looking for trouble.

I never looked for trouble, but one day when I was about 10 years old I found it. During the winter, the lake at Jones Park would freeze over so we could go ice-skating. People would build bonfires on the shore to roast hot dogs and marshmallows, and the kids who were old enough would have their jugs of Mogen David wine. One time, I was skating toward shore to get to the bonfire when I heard CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! The ice gave way a little. I knew what it was, but I was thinking, “I can make it.” Then the ice gave way a little more, but I still believed I could make it. Then, before I knew it, I was neck deep in the freezing water, looking up and thinking, “Fuck, I didn’t make it.”

I was wearing about 30 pounds of winter clothes and starting to sink when suddenly I felt this big hand on my head. I had a buzz cut with a little tuft of hair in the front, and Pop grabbed me by that tuft and hauled me out. That was the day I decided that I wasn’t ever going to do anything that caused me great pain. Except, well, play tennis for 47 years.

Actually, the park was responsible for teaching me another lesson. Right past the tennis courts in Jones Park was a line of lady cigar trees that had these big bean pods that Johnny and I would try and smoke. They were hard to light, but when we did take a hit, I usually ended up coughing my guts up and feeling sick. Cigarettes never stood a chance with me after that.

Pop was behind one of the most thrilling and dangerous experiences of my childhood. Beyond the lady cigar trees were the railroad tracks, a stretch of the line used by freight trains and coal cars that passed through at about five miles an hour. This was too tempting for Pop.

“Come on, boys,” he said one day after tennis, and that’s when we learned to ride the railcars.

Pop taught us how to run alongside the railcar, grab the post, and jump up on the step. Getting off was harder. You had to hang from the ladder on the side of the car and time your jump to make a soft landing in the bushes. Many a time I ended up with an ass full of stickers. Just all part of the learning process.

Once we got on the train, we saw a different way of life. The boxcars were filled with guys trying to make it from one place to another. Back then we called them hobos. So there we were, just off the courts, dressed in pristine tennis whites—although we weren’t country-club boys—and hopping into a boxcar with hobos. Can you imagine how we felt? But there was never any tension, because we were with Pop, and Pop was always “packing heat.” Watch out!

We usually didn’t ride farther than the St. Louis rail yard, but once we stayed on as far as Kansas City, which was about 300 miles away. I had never been farther from home in my life on the train. When we got home from riding the railcars with Pop, Two-Mom would give him grief and Pop would just laugh it off. He was good at that.

Once Johnny and I were old enough to ride the railcars on our own, it was our favorite way to travel. If Johnny had to stay after school, he would grab a train home. If we wanted to head off into the local hills, we knew a perfect spot where we could make a soft landing.

Pop was full of fun lessons. Johnny and I would usually walk or ride our bikes to school, but sometimes we drove. It sounds crazy, but it’s true. Pop taught us to drive his police car in Jones Park when I was eight years old and Johnny was ten. Pop would sit shotgun and Johnny and I would take turns cruising along the paths. Thank God we were quick learners, because not long after we got behind the wheel, we had to take Pop to the hospital. We’d been at a swimming pool where he was teaching us some new dives. He did a speed dive from the shallow end, hit the bottom, and split his forehead open. He surfaced dizzy, disoriented, and bleeding. Johnny grabbed the keys to the police car and we managed to get Pop into the backseat, where I held a towel to his head. Johnny jumped in the driver’s seat and hit the gas. He weaved through traffic, laid on the horn, and sped to the hospital. By the time we made it, there was so much blood in the backseat you would have thought Pop had been shot.

Driving became no big deal for us: hopping in a car without a license or adults; you’re on your own, taking full responsibility. Whenever Pop would come over we’d take his police car out around the neighborhood. We’d visit our friends, go to the store, or drive ourselves to school. Pop never minded walking over to pick it up later. Remember, this was back in the 1950s; if you did the same thing today it’d be called “breaking the law.” Occasionally, someone would see us driving past, trying to peer over the dashboard, and call the cops. When we were pulled over, we’d simply explain to the officer that Al Thompson was our grandfather and we’d be off the hook.

He’d say, “All right, then. Say hi to your pop and be careful going back.”

What a time we had back then.

Mom didn’t mind, but Dad didn’t like us driving at all. He was busy working on the bridge all day so he wouldn’t be around when we took the car, but he’d hear about it later.

Dad was a straight-shooter. If we ever did anything wrong, which we did—a lot—we always had to stand up to it. There was one time we snuck off to the house of a guy who pissed us off for some reason and slashed his tires. When Dad found out what we had done, he made us go over the next morning before school to apologize and pay for the damage. We had no money, but Dad wasn’t interested in excuses. So how could we pay it off? Well, it was either a job or the belt, and I preferred the job. If you were out of line, you were out of line, and you had to do something about it. Never hide from your screw-ups.

Dad might not have been as involved in my upbringing as much as Mom, but he wanted us to do well in school. Unfortunately, I was never very good at it.

Johnny and I went to St. Phillip’s grade school, 20 blocks from where we lived. In first grade, Mom would drop me off at school, and every day she would stop by the grocery store to decide what to put on that night’s dinner table. By the time she got home, I’d be waiting on the back porch with Pepper. That didn’t sit well with her, so back in the car and back to school I went.

School was torture for me from the very beginning. By the second grade, I’d settled down a little, mainly because the headmaster, Monsignor Forney, let Johnny and me play tennis during recess on one of the two courts he had built next to the baseball diamond. It was unusual in the 1950s for a grade school to have tennis courts—and a stroke of luck that my own school was one of them—but the monsignor loved the game, and he also got to hit with us once in a while. We loved it, too, because it got us out of school. To most of our classmates, tennis wasn’t a real sport. White socks and white shorts? Come on, get real. If you didn’t play baseball, basketball, or football, you’d better be able to run fast.

The kids used to give me a hard time, constantly teasing and pushing me around, especially after the monsignor let me leave school early in the third grade to go play at Jones Park. Johnny looked out for me as much as he could. He was good with his fists and protected me because I was small for my age.

Even when Johnny wasn’t around to help, I didn’t care how the kids at school treated me. I figured I’d be leaving East St. Louis, anyway. Mom had told me tennis was my way out of there, so I put up with the bullying and got on with it.

In class, I was a clock-watcher. I’d look at it every three minutes and the day would just drag on. My attention span was nonexistent, and it was an effort for me to read. I’d read lines multiple times because I’d lose my place or keep reading the same lines over and over again. Then I would forget what I was reading and have to start all over. Like I still do today.

It wasn’t until I was an adult that I discovered I had something called an ocular-motor sensory deficit. That’s the new, twenty-first-century version of you can’t read. My eyesight was good, but my eyes didn’t have the ability to work together. If I could have read with just one eye, I probably would have done OK, but I couldn’t track the words using the two of them. No wonder I also had a short attention span and had trouble with reading comprehension.

Looking back, I have no idea how I was able to play tennis at all, but on the court I had perfect vision. I was able to see the ball quickly when it came off my opponent’s racquet and track it into my hitting zone, trying to keep my eye on the ball until I made contact. Not bad for a guy who couldn’t follow words on a printed page.

This eye problem was the reason why I always insisted on three-paragraph contracts in business. You tell me what you want me to do, I’ll do it, and you’ll pay me. I couldn’t read 20 pages of a contract. I had no interest in the small print.

It wasn’t until I turned 45 and got reading glasses that I was able to see clearly. It only took 30 years. On a flight from California to New York, my wife, Patti, will finish an entire book while I can read only about 60 pages. When I play tennis these days, I don’t wear my glasses; it’s too uncomfortable, because I wear progressive lenses. It’s better for me to see the ball come off my opponent’s racquet, because I have a feel for where it’s going. Once it crosses the net, I lose sight of it, so that by the time the ball gets close to me, it’s a blur. Basically, I make my contact with the ball by memory. After playing for so many years, it’s funny how that works.

So all you guys on the Senior Tour didn’t know you were playing Mr. Magoo, did you? Funny what you’ll do to keep playing a game you love.

In many ways, I guess we were a pretty regular 1950s American family in those early days. I say pretty regular because some interesting characters used to visit our house from time to time.

My dad’s father, John T. Connors, passed away before I was born, and I’m sorry I never got to know him. My brother was named for him. John T. had been the police commissioner before he was elected mayor. There was a lot going on in City Hall during those years. Because of its river, railroad, and stockyards, East St. Louis was closely connected to Chicago. Back in 1947, Grandpa Connors was among 19 officials indicted for malfeasance for ignoring evidence of gambling and election irregularities. For my grandfather to have survived as mayor for as long as he did, he must have been strong-willed and one hell of a mover and a shaker. I sometimes wondered how many of his character traits I ended up inheriting. As time went on, I discovered more than a few.

One of my grandfather’s friends, who was also close to my parents, was Frank “Buster” Wortman. Buster owned the Paddock lounge, in East St. Louis, where our family would go for dinner on occasion. One night, when Johnny and I were about eight and six years old, respectively, we were in the restaurant when a group of men burst through the front door. They
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