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JOHN
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TO PATTY –

My soul mate, my partner in crime—we were meant for each other





A man’s gotta do
what a man’s gotta do
when a man’s gotta do
what he’s got to.

Edie Brickell and Steve Martin, Bright Star
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List of Illustrations

Who’d have thought this angel-faced kid would turn into the terror of Centre Court?

Establishing my commitment to doubles from an early age. My doubles partner (Fritz Buehning, the guy in the upper left of the picture) now works at my tennis academy.

Me at the US Open the last year it was played in Forest Hills – back when fashion mattered.

Me, Vitas Gerulaitis, Guillermo Vilas, and Björn Borg in the days when men (well, the first three of us at least) had the balls to wear short shorts. (Bob Straus)

Taking a break with Peter Fleming at Wimbledon in 1985 – who says doubles can’t be fun? (Action Images/MSI/Monte Fresco)

Vitas and me modeling the double-denim look, or the “Canadian Tuxedo,” as fashion insiders know it. I’m still proud to wear it today, much to my children’s disbelief!

Björn Borg and me on the cover of our HBO documentary.

I longed to look as cool as my great Swedish friend and rival, but I could never quite pull it off.

Me looking unusually respectable with my mom and my late father, who always had my back.

Sydney, 1979: in the dressing room right after the first time I ever went onstage at a rock concert, with Vitas Gerulaitis, Eddie Money, Carlos Santana, and a couple of Carlos’s bandmates.

I’ll drink anything Tina Turner gives me! The late, great David Bowie also seems to be enjoying himself . . . (Bob Gruen)

An early night at the Mudd Club – trying to fit in with the dark shades. (Kate Simon)

The winning 1979 USA Davis Cup team – Bob Lutz, Stan Smith, myself, and Vitas.

At the year-end Masters back in the day, with Ivan Lendl, Mats Wilander, and, just behind me, Andrés Gómez. (Michael Scocozzo)

Basketball had its Dream Team in 1992, and this was the tennis equivalent. In Fort Worth, Texas, at the last Davis Cup match I ever played: Andre Agassi with hair (and plenty of it), Jim Courier, myself, Pete Sampras, and coach and captain Tom Gorman.

At my Hall of Fame induction at Newport, Rhode Island, in 1999 – my friend the wonderful artist Eric Fischl (on the right) painted this portrait of me serving especially for the occasion.

With Patty and Anna, cutting the ribbon at the opening of a neonatal nursing station at Lenox Hill Hospital, where my mom used to work and where Anna spent the first month of her life, having been born seven weeks prematurely.

At the first St. Patrick’s Day parade after 9/11 – March 17, 2002 – I was proud just to be walking alongside these heroic firemen.

Me in front of the John McEnroe Building at the Nike HQ in the Portland, Oregon, suburb of Beaverton – just checking they still had my name on the building!

With Patty, meeting Nelson Mandela in the backyard of his Johannesburg home. He shook my hand and it was like being greeted by an angel.

Outside the Las Vegas theater where Patty opened for the great comedian Don Rickles in November 2001.

The only time I ever went camping – on the Futaleufú River in Chile. Sorry, Anna, your mom and dad love each other – what can I say?

All dads have to be Santa Claus, don’t they?

Rocking out with my good friend Chrissie Hynde of the Pretenders. Backward baseball caps are allowed when you’re onstage.

After his opponent had to default at the US Open, Novak Djokovic called me out of the commentators’ booth to show him how it was done.

Guess who’s not the comedian in this group – with Conan O’Brien, Kevin Nealon, Jack Black, Colin Quinn, and Jimmy Fallon.

Hamming it up at a charity event in Florida with former president George Bush, Chevy Chase, and Chris Evert. (© 1999 Alese/Morton Pechter)

Showing Boris Becker how to wear a jacket.

With my wife, my parents, and my kids at the Hall of Fame induction ceremony, 1999.

The last full McEnroe family photo.

Horror hair at the French Open – I’ve learned that lesson now.

With my friend the great Ranger hockey goalie Henrik Lundqvist, Oscar-nominated actor Edward Norton, and Novak at my charity event on Randall’s Island, 2014.

In Kuala Lumpur, in front of one of the world’s tallest buildings, with James Blake, Roger Federer, and Björn Borg.

Ivan’s manager made sure we all had recent photos on the laminate except him – talk about going the extra mile!

Having some fun with Andy Murray playing a doubles exhibition at the London O2 Arena in 2014. (Getty/Andrew Couldridge)

Standing in front of Royal Albert Hall in London – one of my favorite buildings in the world to play in. Thankfully for the audience, it’s tennis I’m playing, not music.





PROLOGUE

5:14 a.m., June 8, 2015, Paris

I wake up in a sweat. My pillow’s damp and I don’t know what day it is. Did I miss the match? Am I playing later? For a few seconds I don’t even know where I am. Then it hits me. I already played the match. I already lost it. Jesus, it was back in 1984 and I’m still haunted by it. Even now, more than thirty years later, I’m as hot as I was in the fifth set and I can taste the red clay on my tongue.

It was a match I should have won and it turned into the worst loss of my career. I’d been playing my best tennis ever, I was undefeated that year, and although serve-volleying wasn’t the obvious way of winning the French Open on the slow clay of Roland-Garros, I was playing Ivan Lendl. Ivan had so far lost four Grand Slam finals in a row and I sure as hell wasn’t planning on breaking that run for him by handing him his first title. In fact, I was planning on beating his ass.

At first, that’s exactly what I did. After two sets, I was up 6–3, 6–2, and I was all over him. The crowd was behind me, “Allez, John! Allez.” As far as I was concerned, I was in control, I had this in the bag. But as it got hotter, the crowd started losing focus. Then my friend Ahmad Rashad—a great former wide receiver for the Minnesota Vikings—who was there rooting for me, got up to leave. “You got this, Mac! I’ll see ya back at the hotel.” Shit, the last thing I needed was a jinx. It’s an unwritten rule in sports that friends and family don’t leave until the match is over. Not that I’m blaming Ahmad for the loss, but that’s when little doubts started creeping in for the first time. I still thought I was going to win but those negative thoughts began to get to me.

Everything suddenly became a distraction. At the next changeover I couldn’t help but notice the noise from a nearby cameraman’s headphones. Someone was obviously trying to get this guy’s attention. The third set had barely started when, I swear to God, I heard something like, “When the match is over, we’ll focus on John and then stick with him through the trophy ceremony. He’s got this, so make sure he’s in the shot.” In English. In Paris. It was the American TV cameraman listening to the producer’s instructions in his headphones, but they were so loud I could hear them too. Unbelievable! Now I was feeling even more jinxed. So I walked to the guy’s chair, grabbed the headphones off his head, and screamed as loud as I possibly could into his mic: “SHUT UP!” I knew immediately that my frustration wasn’t a good enough reason for me to do this, and while I didn’t care about the cameraman, I did care about the crowd. I needed them. But they sure as hell didn’t need me and my bad attitude. That was the point when they turned on me. They just wanted the match to go on—who could blame them—and what better way than to change corners and root for my opponent? After all, that French crowd was known for being fickle. I tried to block them out. I was still the best tennis player in the world and there was no way I was losing to Lendl.

I failed to break his serve at 2–2 in the third, despite him being 0–40 down. No matter. I still had my mojo. I was still convinced I could win this thing, all I needed to do was stick with my game plan: serve-volley, and break him—as soon as possible. Except he won the set 6–4.

I had to pull it together. I reminded myself I was two sets to one up; better than him. “Don’t panic. Don’t let the heat get to you. Don’t let these people get to you. They know I can beat this guy. I know I can beat this guy.” But it didn’t happen.

In the fourth set, I found myself serving, 4–3, 40–30. I’d broken him and was five points from the title. I really thought I could close it out. But in the heat of the moment, my normally soft hands pushed my first volley a fraction beyond the baseline. Somehow, in the blink of an eye, the set was over. He’d won it 7–5 and we were now two sets all.

In the fifth, the heat became stifling, Lendl’s confidence ignited, and the crowd got behind him. My legs felt more and more like Jell-O and, with my strength draining fast from my body, I lost my grip on the match. I tried and tried, but in the end, I was the one walking to the net with my head down, while Lendl was smiling goofily, his hands up, jumping around as he sealed his first Slam title.

Does it surprise you that I still have that nightmare, all these years later? It wakes me up every year when I’m in Paris, commentating on the French Open—at least once, usually twice. But every time I have this bad dream, it’s a little easier to get over. Maybe I’ve gained some perspective on this dark moment in my career. Maybe time does heal all wounds. But any way you look at it, this was the closest I ever came to winning this clay-court major.

Thankfully I’ve had a couple of small chances for revenge since then (although let me be clear: nothing could EVER EVER EVER make up for what happened that day). The first was in October 2010. And it was in Paris. That morning when I awoke I didn’t have to have the nightmare, because after eighteen years, I was finally going to be playing Ivan Lendl again. For me, it was a big deal to meet him on court once more. My chance to get one back on him. I’m not kidding. That 1984 Roland-Garros defeat still burned my guts. We’d come up against each other on a number of occasions since then; sometimes I’d won, mostly I’d lost. We’d last played each other on the main tour back in 1992 in Toronto, but by then we were both on the downward slope of our careers, so it hadn’t felt like a proper opportunity for payback. Once I started on the seniors circuit, there was a long period where Ivan was kept off the court because of a clause in an insurance policy that looked like it would stop him from ever playing again. But somehow that got ironed out. So now, in the city where I’d suffered the most painful loss of my career, I finally had the chance to lay that ghost to rest—the one that had been haunting me for twenty-six years.

The setting, Stade de Coubertin, was totally different from the famous red clay of Roland-Garros, even though the two stadiums are only a stone’s throw apart. Coubertin is a big enough indoor sports venue that they played the year-end Masters there in 1971 and 1980. But it’s also a gray, nondescript building on the edge of the giant Paris ring road. On top of that, I remember the air conditioning wasn’t working that evening; packed to full capacity, that place was about as hot as I’ve ever known a stadium to be. It was an oppressive atmosphere, literally and psychologically. The crowd were into it because they know the game pretty well in France and they understood this was a big match for me.

Generally, on the seniors tour, players get along fine, despite whatever differences they may have had in the past, and there’s an element of camaraderie and even light-heartedness in the locker room. Not here. There was an intensity in each of us because we both knew we were going to play as hard as we could. I wasn’t going to lose a point if I could help it—I wanted to make him suffer and show him who was the boss. When Ivan arrived at the stadium, I was on the trainer’s table getting a massage. He entered the room, and without so much as a “hello,” he said in his heavy accent: “So, John, are we going to make each other look good, or are we going to kick each other’s asses?” I paused for a moment and replied, “I’d prefer the latter.”

I never thought that, when at long last I found myself on court against Ivan again, I’d be the fitter of the two of us. The guy had been a machine when he was younger. He was known for his fitness. I was the opposite, known for playing doubles as a way of getting fit. Here we were now, and I was clearly in better shape and moving better than him, although God knows he’d worked hard to come back after a long period out of the game and had lost in the region of forty pounds in the months leading up to the match, which is a lot in anyone’s book. Trouble was, he still had another twenty pounds to go.

When we started, because of the heat, I could hardly breathe. I kept telling myself that if I felt this bad, he must be feeling a whole lot worse. Except that he was serving bigger than I’d expected—or maybe I was returning worse. The fact was, I was tighter than I’d anticipated because I wanted to beat Ivan to a pulp so badly and I’d got myself pretty worked up.

Toward the end of the first set, when the match was still a close one, something weird happened. Ivan Lendl, this guy— this robot—who was known for his total lack of a sense of humor, started tossing out jokes to the crowd. I hadn’t seen that coming, and it threw me to hear Ivan, of all people, asking the crowd why I was taking the match so seriously: “Hey, John, you’re playing too fast. It’s only a game, relax!”

By the time I’d won the first set 6–4, I guess he realized he was going to lose, because he started acting like he didn’t care what happened. His attempts at humor seemed designed to make me look lame and pathetic for wanting to win, but really he was trying to protect himself from humiliation. And it was totally bizarre to have him suddenly try to be this comedian on court.

Then, just as I was smelling victory and moving in for the kill—at 3–2 in the second set—Ivan retired. Without warning. He’d hurt his calf. The public wasn’t too thrilled. I felt cheated, like he wouldn’t give me the satisfaction of a win. Oh, and to add insult to injury, Ivan told me as he defaulted that if he’d been in better shape, he would have beaten me.

It was still incredibly satisfying to have won, because even if he hadn’t bailed on me, I knew I had him. My post-match celebrations made it clear how I felt—I seem to remember doing quite a lot of fist-pumping as I saluted the crowd. Ivan had long retreated to the locker room when I ended the on-court interview by saying that this was a historic moment for me: “I never thought we’d play again . . . and who would’ve thought I’d be able to say that I was fitter than Ivan Lendl?”

Afterward, Ivan came up to me. “In two months I’ll beat you, you know. I’ll be ready then. Trust me.” Jesus, this guy could be so annoying! But the gauntlet had been thrown. We met on court twice more over the next four months, and both times there was drama.

I’m not sure what it was about Ivan Lendl that brought out an allergic reaction in me. But I do know we were polar opposites; about the only thing we had in common was being members of the human race. I’ve often heard it said that we react badly to people because they remind us of a part of ourselves that we don’t like, or because they possess a character trait that, subconsciously or consciously, we admire and even wish we possessed.

Yes, I admired his dedication and envied his fitness. It’s true that Ivan had a work ethic that no one else had, at least in those days, apart from Guillermo Vilas. But Vilas didn’t do the whole diet and monastic life thing, whereas Ivan was the first player who seemed to have no life at all outside tennis. I give a lot of credit to the guy for sticking at his regime for so long. It paid off in the end, and he certainly changed the game of tennis: today’s players have levels of fitness and commitment that are off the charts. And much as I hate to admit it, that is a good thing. But it seems like the sport has lost some of its personality in the process.

Either way, what better prospect at the start of a new year than facing Ivan Lendl across the net again? This time we were in Adelaide, in early 2011—the week before the Australian Open. And as well as the usual line-up of doubles matches, Ivan and I were scheduled to play singles. Hopefully, this time he’d hold out until the end of the match.

The promoters knew the match-up would sell a few tickets. To be honest, there aren’t a whole lot of seniors matches that people will pay to see—including most of mine. They don’t give a damn if I play Mikael Pernfors or Andrés Gómez, for example, even though they were great players and they still do a good job, probably better than some of the other guys I get to play against—probably better than me! Of the players of my generation, the ones people wanted to see me take on were Björn and, before he got too old, Jimmy Connors.

My Adelaide match with Lendl almost didn’t happen—it was raining hard and we were wondering if we should play in those conditions. I had been suffering with a long-standing hip problem which at times was so bad I doubted whether I could go on playing. The last thing I needed was to slip on a wet court and injure myself even more. Luckily, the rain stopped and the court dried out so the match could go ahead. This time I beat him pretty easily in an eight-game pro-set. The crazy thing was, he was still trash-talking to me the whole time. I think he was annoyed that it wasn’t as easy as he’d expected to come back in his late forties and play well. It was like he didn’t want to give me credit for playing consistently for the previous ten, fifteen years.

A month later, we were at Madison Square Garden for what was billed as “The Showdown”: me against Lendl, followed by Sampras against Agassi. The promotional picture had photos of Pete, Andre and me as we looked in 2011. In my case in particular, I was that old guy with the gray hair. But for some reason, Lendl’s picture was from about 1985. Wait a minute, I thought, why do three of us look old while he’s looking like he just turned twenty-five? Could it be because the co-promoter of the event was Jerry Solomon, who happens to be Ivan’s agent? Credit to him, though, because 17,000 people paid good money to see us play two matches, apparently featuring the ghost of Lendl past.

Not that I ever needed motivation when I played Ivan, but playing in front of a crowd that size was always going to make it even more special. I’d played at the Garden many times when the ATP finals had been held there in the past. This was my home turf, and it was exciting to be going back now, because it had been a long time since I’d last hit a ball there. Plus, I was fit, and I was 2–0 against him, so I couldn’t wait.

Just before my match, I was on court having a workout with Pete; I figured if I could keep up with him, I could beat Lendl. As it turned out, I was hitting the ball well and feeling good. I was about to finish up when I decided to move up to the net for a few volleys. Pete hit a ball short, I charged, but as I did so—and I swear this is the only time in my career this ever happened—my foot somehow got stuck underneath me, and I turned my ankle. I knew immediately I’d sprained it. Badly. So I headed straight back to the locker room. My ankle started swelling up like a balloon in front of my eyes. I was in so much pain I was in tears. I wasn’t sure I could play, but the only thing I could think about was that I couldn’t pass this one up. After all, what if I never got to play here again?

Meanwhile, I was overhearing conversations going on around me, supposedly behind my back and out of earshot, between the promoters, agents and players, all trying to figure out what the hell to do. At one stage, I heard one of the promoters going, “If John doesn’t play, we’re going to put in Justin Gimelstob. He’s offered up his services to play.” Are you crazy? That loudmouth? Justin Gimelstob, whose career high in the singles world rankings was 63? He was calling the match for the Tennis Channel and I could tell they were desperate, but the thought of a Sampras, Agassi, Lendl . . . and Gimelstob event was enough to make me tie my laces up as tight as possible and announce, “OK, guys, I’m playing.”

When my agent, Gary Swain, told Ivan I was going to have my ankle taped up so I could play, Ivan said, “I’m going to kill him.” We were in the locker room, about to go out, when I heard Agassi saying to Lendl, “Are you going to help John out, or are you going to be a fucking pussy and beat his ass?” I think that flustered Ivan. Even though I knew he wanted to kill me, he wasn’t sure what to do because it’s actually tough to play an injured player. Do you play it safe or do you act like an asshole and just go for it?

Anyway, I got this incredible start. Ivan seemed to be playing it safe, so whenever I had a shot, I went for it. My mind was freed up, everything I tried was a winner. Here I was, on one leg, yet I was controlling every point. In a way, it was beautiful. Meanwhile, he freaked; 2–0, 3–0, 4–0, we were playing first to eight. At 6–3 and two breaks up, I retired. I decided that it was classier to let him “win,” even though he was getting his ass kicked, because I knew that for him it was embarrassing and he was getting pissed. Anyway, by then, he knew who was boss.

I know what you’re thinking: “Jeez, what happened to McEnroe’s competitive edge?”
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