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NEW YORK TIMES BEST SELLER • An inspiring and intimate self-portrait of the champion of
equality that encompasses her brilliant tennis career, unwavering activism, and an ongoing
commitment to fairness and social justice.“A story about the personal strength, immense growth,
and undeniable greatness of one woman who fearlessly stood up to a culture trying to break her
down.”—Serena WilliamsIn this spirited account, Billie Jean King details her life's journey to find
her true self. She recounts her groundbreaking tennis career—six years as the top-ranked
woman in the world, twenty Wimbledon championships, thirty-nine grand-slam titles, and her
watershed defeat of Bobby Riggs in the famous "Battle of the Sexes." She poignantly recalls the
cultural backdrop of those years and the profound impact on her worldview from the women's
movement, the assassinations and anti-war protests of the 1960s, the civil rights movement,
and, eventually, the LGBTQ+ rights movement.She describes the myriad challenges she's
hurdled—entrenched sexism, an eating disorder, near financial peril after being outed—on her
path to publicly and unequivocally acknowledging her sexual identity at the age of fifty-one. She
talks about how her life today remains one of indefatigable service. She offers insights and
advice on leadership, business, activism, sports, politics, marriage equality, parenting, sexuality,
and love. And she shows how living honestly and openly has had a transformative effect on her
relationships and happiness.Hers is the story of a pathbreaking feminist, a world-class athlete,
and an indomitable spirit whose impact has transcended even her spectacular achievements in
sports.
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backTo my parents,for their love, laughter, and the values that they instilledin me that continue to
shape my life every dayTo my brother, R.J.,whom I love, for a lifetime of supportand
unconditionally loving me backTo everyone who continues to fight forequity, inclusion, and
freedomFight for the things that you care about, but do it in a way that will lead others to join you.
—Ruth Bader GinsburgPrefaceWhen I was a girl I’d sit in my elementary school classroom in
Long Beach, California, staring at the big pull-down map of the world, and daydream about the
places I’d go. England, Europe, Asia, South America, Africa! Even then, I felt that borders had no
hold on me. They connected me. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t have a restlessness, an
ambition, and an urgency. As much as I loved my family and hometown, I always knew that my
life would somehow take me beyond their embrace.I was born in the wartime 1940s, reared in
the buttoned-down 1950s, and came of age during the Cold War and rebellions of the 1960s. My
father was a firefighter, and my mother was a homemaker who sometimes sold Tupperware and
Avon products to help us get by. They were both determined to give my younger brother, Randy,
and me a loving existence that was more stable than their broken families had been. But unrest
was all around us. My early life played out against the backdrop of the civil rights movement, the
women’s movement, the Cold War, assassinations, and antiwar protests of the 1960s; the
LGBTQ+ rights movement would come later.When I began playing youth tennis in the 1950s,
college sports scholarships didn’t exist for girls. The only women’s pro sport was the Ladies



Professional Golf Association, which was founded in 1950 by thirteen players but was still
working to build purses and gain traction. The modern women’s sports movement as we know it
essentially started the day nine of us players and a sharp businesswoman named Gladys
Heldman, the publisher of World Tennis magazine, broke away in 1970 to create the first
women’s pro tennis circuit, ignoring the sneers from a male-run tennis establishment that told us
no one would pay to see us play, and then repeatedly threatened us with suspensions when it
looked as if folks might.I didn’t start out with grievances against the world, but the world certainly
seemed to have grievances against girls and women like me: There was the principal who
wouldn’t sign a permission slip to excuse me for a week-long tennis tournament until my mom
went to the school office and said, “My daughter is a straight-A student. What could possibly be
the problem?”; the elementary school teacher who sent a note to my parents explaining that she
was marking me down a grade because “Billie Jean occasionally takes advantage of her
superior ability” during recess playground games; the local tennis official at my first tennis
tournament, Perry T. Jones, who turned heads by yanking me out of a group photograph when I
was eleven years old because I was wearing white shorts, not a white skirt or white tennis
dress.Pursuing your goals as a girl or woman then often meant being pricked and dogged by
slights like that. It made no sense to me. Why would anyone set arbitrary limits on another
human being? Why were we being treated as “unreasonable” for asking reasonable questions?
Why were we constantly told, Can’t do this. Don’t do that. Temper your ambition, lower your
voice, stay in your place, act less competent than you are. Do as you’re told? Why weren’t a
female’s striving and individual differences seen as life enriching, a source of pride, rather than a
problem?If I felt that way, I wondered how the people of color around me felt. When I was young
I’d seen photos of how the Little Rock Nine students had to walk past an angry white mob to
desegregate their Arkansas school in 1957, and how six-year-old Ruby Nell Bridges still had to
be escorted daily by four federal marshals to attend classes at her previously all-white New
Orleans school three years later. I knew the stories of how Althea Gibson and Jackie Robinson
broke the color barriers in their respective sports, tennis and baseball.The all-white country
clubs that hosted tennis tournaments I began playing in were noticeably different from Long
Beach’s Polytechnic High, the racially mixed school I attended. Poly was integrated in 1934, nine
years before I was born. But my high school didn’t offer varsity sports for girls; free tennis
instruction in the public parks was my only option.As time passed, the incidents kept piling up.
There was the sight of the top-ranked teenage boys getting free meals at the lunch counter at
the Los Angeles Tennis Club while my mother and I sat outside on benches behind the courts,
eating the brown-bag lunches we brought. We weren’t comped, even though I was a top junior
player, too. There was the future adviser who introduced himself to me after I won a match at age
fifteen and said, “You’re going to be No. 1 someday, Billie Jean”—a thrilling first—only to have
him tell me later, as casually as if he were appraising my backhand, “You’ll be good because
you’re ugly.”After I married Larry King and rose to No. 1 in the world, I still faced constant
questions about whether playing tennis was “worth it,” and when I was going to retire and have



children.“Do you ask Rod Laver the same questions?” I’d respond, referring to one of the great
male players of my era.Even if you’re not a born activist, life can damn sure make you one.The
older I got, the more I aspired to. There wasn’t just unrest in the world around us. There was a
storm gathering inside me.—To this day my 1973 “Battle of the Sexes” match against Bobby
Riggs remains cast in the public imagination as the defining moment for me where everything
coalesced and some fuse was lit. But in truth, that drive had been smoldering in me since I was a
child. What the Riggs match and its fevered buildup proved was that millions of others felt locked
in the same tug-of-war over gender roles and equal opportunities. I wanted to show that women
deserve equality, and we can perform under pressure and entertain just as well as men. I think
the outcome, and the discussions the match provoked, advanced our fight. A crowd of 30,472 ,
then a record for tennis, came to the Houston Astrodome for the match that September night. An
estimated 90 million more watched the event worldwide on TV, a record for a sporting
event.Along the way, it has always amazed me when people saw me as a separatist. I’m an
egalitarian, and I always have been. I’ve always pushed for everything to be equal, everyone
pulling together, though I know how hard that is to achieve.What’s become clear to me is that
people and leaders of every generation have to argue and re-argue the details and meanings of
eras for themselves. Coretta Scott King put it perfectly when she wrote, “Struggle is a never-
ending process. Freedom is never really won. You earn it and win it in every generation.”Today
the work of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the NAACP is carried on by
groups such as Black Lives Matter. The feminist arguments advanced by NOW helped inform
the #MeToo movement and TIME’S UP. The 1969 Stonewall uprising led to ACT UP, which
eventually led to LGBTQ+ rights and then marriage equality, gains that once seemed
unfathomable. It wasn’t so long ago that women were fighting to get a few precious slots at
medical schools and law schools. Now women run for president and sit on the Supreme Court
and are celebrated with handles like “Notorious RBG.” (May she rest in power.)Two of the
unchanging, overarching lessons of my life are that people’s existence is rarely improved by
sitting still in the face of injustice, and that the human spirit should never be underestimated. The
human spirit can’t be caged.What starts as a spark of ambition can not only lift you personally, it
can change the world. The personal is political. A murmur rising from one soul can become a
roar expressed by many. An act of defiance—insisting on basic human dignity, equal pay for
equal work, a front seat on the bus—can ignite a movement that alters history. It may even
sweep you into the company of presidents and queens, heroes and groundbreakers and
contrarians who refuse to accept the status quo, especially when it renders them inferior or
seems designed to erase them completely.My life is proof of all that.When I was outed as gay in
1981, corporate sponsors deserted me overnight. Today I laugh and think, “Wait—I get paid now
to be a lesbian?”But I’m getting ahead of myself…Early on, what was most apparent to me was
that the world I wanted didn’t exist yet. It would be up to my generation to create it. We were born
on the cusp of the Baby Boom and walked a tightrope between shedding the old and shaping
the new. For me, the timing turned out to be a profound blessing—and a burden that nearly



broke me by age fifty, to a degree that few people know. Sometimes my biggest opponent was
me.Along the way, people often thought I was angry. They were wrong. More than anything, I
was determined.I won my share of fights.But let me tell you how I truly became free.Chapter
1Ican still remember exactly what it looked, felt, and sounded like on that September afternoon
in 1954 when my life changed forever. The sky overhead was bright as a bluebird’s wing. The
Southern California sun felt warm on my skin, and I could smell the spicy bark of the eucalyptus
trees that surrounded the public tennis courts at Houghton Park in Long Beach. A handful of
boys and girls were lining up for their drills as I arrived with my friend Susan Williams for my very
first session with a coach named Clyde Walker. It wasn’t long before the thwock-thwock-thwock
of the balls being struck on our court blended into the noise rising from the adjoining court,
too.Susan had introduced me to the sport a few weeks earlier by asking me a simple question as
we sat in our fifth-grade classroom: “Do you want to play tennis?”“What’s tennis?” I replied.I
listened intently as Susan explained that in tennis you could run, jump, and hit a ball—three
things I loved about basketball and softball, two of the team sports I played. Susan invited me to
play at the Virginia Country Club, to which her family belonged. I was predictably awful, but
Susan thought it was funny when I blasted a ball over the fence and shouted, “Home run!”—a
first, I’m guessing, at the venerable VCC.On the way home my mind was racing. That night I
asked my father, “Daddy, which sport would be best for a girl? You know, in the long term.”My
father put down his newspaper and thought for a while. “Well, there’s swimming, golf, and”—I
waited for it—“tennis.”Tennis! I had tried swimming, but I was the worst in my class at the YWCA.
The great female star Babe Didrikson Zaharias played golf, but to me golf looked too slow.
Tennis seemed just right. I liked the variety and mental challenge. I liked being able to hit the ball
over and over. Tennis fascinated me from that first day I played with Susan, using a borrowed
racket.When I pestered my parents for my own racket, I wasn’t discouraged a bit when they
reminded me that money was tight, and that I’d have to buy it myself. I did odd jobs for
neighbors, who smiled and indulged me when I told them my goal. I weeded flower beds, swept
sidewalks. My mom advanced me $2, and I rode my bike to a local pharmacy, where I bought
candy and then resold it to the other kids at a small markup.I put every nickel and dime I earned
into a Mason jar above the kitchen sink. After a few months I couldn’t wait anymore and my
parents took me to a sporting-goods shop. When my parents approached the salesman and
said they’d like to see tennis rackets for their daughter, I mustered the courage to ask him what
$8.29 could buy. He showed us a sweet little wood racket with a purple-and-white throat and a
purple grip. I thought it was beautiful. I bought it and slept with it that night…and the next night…
and many, many nights after that.While I’ll remain forever grateful to Susan for introducing me to
tennis, it was Clyde Walker whose free instruction made the sport come alive for me. Once
Clyde showed us how to hit a proper groundstroke, I loved the pure feeling of the racket strings
connecting cleanly with the ball, absorbing its energy and hurling it back. I couldn’t get enough
of the thrill of making contact—how the transference of energy shoots through your fingers, your
arm, your shoulder, and how your whole body is involved as you swing. I loved the drama of it all,



too—chasing down each ball, the universe of possibilities that opened up as I drew my racket
back, then that split-second pause where everything hangs in the balance as you’re preparing to
hit a return. There was something swashbuckling and instantly addictive about all of it. I loved the
challenge and suspense of trying to hit a perfectly executed shot and the charge I got when the
ball landed out of my opponent’s reach. Then I couldn’t wait to get the next ball and do it
again.By the end of that first afternoon with Clyde I knew I had discovered my sport. It was as if a
window into my future had been flung open. I was only ten, but in the breathy way that ten-year-
olds think, I was already certain it was my destiny, and I just had to tell somebody.“Mom! Mom! I
found out what I’m going to do with my life!” I said when she arrived to pick me up in our green
DeSoto. “I want to be the No. 1 tennis player in the world!”She smiled. This was not unlike the
time a few years earlier when I stood in the kitchen as we were drying the dishes and told her,
“Mom, I’m going to do something great with my life—I just know it! You watch.”This time—as then
—my mother looked at me and said the absolutely best, most revolutionary thing she could have
said to a girl like me in 1954: “Okay, dear.”—I was grateful that my parents resisted setting limits
on me, which is different from saying that my upbringing was always progressive. My mom and
dad were strict and conservative in many ways, but they also told my brother and me we could
be anything we wanted to be. When Randy, who is five years younger than me, announced at
the dinner table one night that he also intended to be a pro athlete—a Major League Baseball
player—both my parents covered their faces with their hands, then peered out through their
fingers with a look that said, Not you, too? Mom was already driving me to tennis matches all
over Long Beach and beyond. My dad later said we wore out three cars between Randy and
me.Randy ended up playing Major League Baseball for twelve years as a relief pitcher with the
San Francisco Giants, Houston Astros, and Toronto Blue Jays. I went on to win thirty-nine
singles, doubles titles, and mixed doubles titles at the four major or “Grand Slam” tournaments—
the U.S. Open, Wimbledon, Roland-Garros (also known as the French Open), and the Australian
Open—and accomplish a few other special things. I don’t think there is just one factor that
explains our athletic success. I think a combination of lucky genes, incredibly devoted parents,
opportunity, and chance all played a role. We were fortunate to grow up in Southern California
with its perfect weather for developing athletes year-round. Sports was the air we breathed.The
term “snowplow parent” hadn’t been invented when we were kids, but it wouldn’t have applied to
my folks anyway. They supported us but never pushed us to be sports stars. They concentrated
more on being life coaches. Even my ultra-competitive father, who was a terrific athlete, never
cared if we won or lost our games. “Did you try your best and have fun?” he’d ask, same as my
mother did.My parents always treated Randy and me equally, which was unusual for many
families then. But when I didn’t share the same love of shopping or painting my fingernails that
my mother did, I would notice the look on her face. She earned a cosmetology license the year
she was engaged to Dad, and she was always so stylish in her pinched-waistline dresses and
impeccable hair and makeup. I eventually learned that she had been a fast runner and terrific
swimmer as a girl and used to body-surf in fifteen-foot-high ocean waves before she married my



dad. On our swimming outings, Randy and I would thrash around, but she’d just float serenely,
bobbing in the rolling waves like a cork. I’m sure I inherited some of her athletic talent, but she
always played her abilities down. She had strong ideas about what was “ladylike.” She was
happier (and far less conflicted) when I told her I was eager to sign up for cotillion like the other
girls.Later, once I started to question my sexual orientation, it was hard for me to forget those
kinds of messages, or the day my hot-tempered father was driving Randy, my mother, and me to
a tournament when I was about thirteen. We passed two men walking together down the street,
and it triggered Dad’s memory. He told us a story about a man in the service who propositioned
him. “I’d have clocked him if he hadn’t backed off,” my father said. I believed him.The competing
cues and emotions were hard for me to reconcile at times, but I also knew that people on both
sides of my family had repeatedly demonstrated an independent streak. In the end, that was the
temperament I gravitated toward, too. Both the Moffitts and the members of my mother’s clan,
the Jermans, came from mining and oil-geyser towns on the western frontier. They kept their
heads down and worked, worked, worked. But they also bucked convention and seemed
incapable of remaining quiet or complacent once they were fed up with something. They were
passionate, gritty, action-oriented people.I was named after my father, Willis Jefferson “Bill”
Moffitt, a hardy Montana boy who grew up in Livingston, a railroad town on the banks of the
Yellowstone River. When my dad was thirteen, his mother, Blanche, packed him and his two
siblings into the family’s Model A Ford and drove off from their home, leaving his father, William
Durkee Moffitt Jr., behind with a hangover and a knot on his head. Blanche had cracked a
window screen over W.D.’s skull for coming home violent and drunk one too many times. She
pointed the car west and didn’t stop until she reached the Pacific Ocean at Long Beach, where
she knew nobody. I guess she thought that if she was going to start over it might as well be in the
sunshine rather than in the shoulder-high drifts of Montana snow. She and W.D. never lived
together again, but they never divorced, either. He sent Blanche a bit of money each month to
help support them. Blanche enrolled their three children in Long Beach’s first-rate public
schools, where they thrived.Dad went on to become a basketball standout at both Long Beach
Polytechnic High and Long Beach City College, where he occasionally competed against Jackie
Robinson, then a four-sport star at Pasadena Junior College. (My father had a cherished photo
of them playing on the same court.) Dad was strong-jawed and handsome, and he loved
dancing to big-band music in the seaside ballrooms. So did my mother, Mildred Rose Jerman,
who everyone called Betty. She was seventeen years old and still in high school when they
started dating. Later, she wore my father’s miniature basketball trophy on a chain around her
neck, even after it chipped her front tooth one day as she leaned down to take a sip from a water
fountain.After their third date she told her mother, Dot, she was going to marry him.“Well, has he
asked you?” Dot said.“No, but he will,” my mom replied.Dot never seemed overly warm to me,
but she was considerate and gentle. Blanche was different. My father’s mother was a hard-
edged woman who chainsmoked Chesterfields, drank black coffee all day, and was full of
colorful sayings such as “If they don’t watch it, I’ll lay ’em out in lavender!” She was tough, but



then she’d had some staggering disappointments in her life even before she abruptly packed up
her children and left W.D.She was born Hazel Campbell in 1897 in Lowell, Massachusetts, to a
Scottish teenager who was living in a home for unwed mothers, and she was given up for
adoption before she was three. Her new parents, Jefferson and Georgia Leighton, changed her
name to Blanche and moved with her to Butte, a mining boomtown in central Montana. Her
mother opened a candy shop there, and her father worked as a carpenter. Blanche became
such a gifted pianist she was sent back east to train at the Boston Conservatory for two years.
But she had to come home when Georgia died and her father stopped paying her tuition.
Blanche took a job working at the railroad depot in town, and that’s how she met W.D., who was
a brakeman on the Northern Pacific line. They moved to Livingston after they married and rented
a house just beyond the tracks, where they could hear the whistle and rumble of the steam
locomotives passing by, or step outside and look down the street and see the Absaroka
mountain range rising in the distance.My father was born in Livingston in 1918, two years before
his brother, Arthur, and two years after his sister, Gladys. Blanche used to say W.D. was a nice
enough man when he was sober, but he was a nasty drunk. Sometimes he’d beat her in front of
their kids, and one day my dad, then only twelve, finally had enough. As W.D. wound up to take
yet another swing at Blanche, my father stepped between them and told W.D., “If you hit her
again, I’ll kill you.” W.D. backed off.Montana was a progressive state then, and I always
wondered how it impacted my father’s egalitarian views about women. The state legislature
approved a woman’s unlimited right to vote in 1914, four years before the rest of the country. Two
years after that, Montana’s Jeannette Rankin was the first woman elected to the U.S. Congress.
The state still had a Wild West feel, and women were already working on ranches and in other
fields usually reserved for men when America entered World War I in 1917. After that, they filled
even more jobs that Montana’s departed men used to do.My father grew to be just under six feet
tall and powerful as an ox. After finishing his associate degree at Long Beach City College he
was offered a basketball scholarship to Whittier College. He lost his scholarship when he had to
skip his first semester because of acute appendicitis. It was 1940, and the country was still
digging out of the Great Depression. He went to work full-time running the produce section in a
grocery store and never returned to college. By then, his brother was working in a coat hanger
factory to help Blanche keep their family afloat, and Gladys was trying to work her way through
nursing school. It was a wonder Dad had the money to take my mom dancing when they were
courting.Mom and Dad always said they had only $3 between them when they were married on
May 17, 1941. My father landed a job with the Long Beach police force, but he said the work
tested his faith in humanity. He often felt bad for the troubled souls he encountered, not knowing
what hardships they faced. When America entered World War II after the attack on Pearl Harbor,
my father and his brother enlisted in the Navy. I have a photo I love that shows them with big
smiles on their faces, looking so handsome in their sailor whites. Mom, who was only twenty,
found out she was pregnant with me ten days before my dad shipped out. They hadn’t planned
on a baby so soon, and she was anxious and scared.Dad was stationed in Norfolk, Virginia,



when I was born on November 22, 1943. He sent a handwritten card that read “For my little
daughter who I haven’t seen, but will be holding in my arms soon, I send all a father’s love, for
always and always.”For a strong-willed and opinionated man, Dad could be a real softie.
Throughout his life he never stopped getting teary-eyed at the playing of our national anthem.
Rather than rejoin the police when his Navy years were done, he took a job with the Long Beach
fire department and stayed there for thirty-five years. At one point, Mom wanted him to study for
the officer’s test, which would mean a bigger paycheck, but Dad liked the action. He was an
engineer, driving the trucks and maintaining the pumps. Sometimes he’d take me to the fire
station when I was young and hold me in one arm as we slid down the brass pole. He’d let me
play with Old Sam, the house cat who would slide down the pole too when he heard the alarm
sound. There was an Associated Press photo to prove it.Dad insisted that we all kiss each other
good night and say “I love you” before we went to bed, for the same reason my mother named
me after him when he was away during the war: My father’s work was dangerous, and there was
no certainty he would return home. One of my dad’s scarier nights on the job involved the injury
of a coworker and the death of two others during the massive Signal Hill oil refinery fire that
rocked Long Beach in 1958. The blaze left ash and droplets of oil falling from the sky and took
three days to put out. You could see flames shooting out of the hilltop plant from our home.Later
in life my dad liked to talk about the good things he remembered about his firefighter days and
Montana childhood. He returned to his home state again and again to fish the rivers and breathe
the crisp mountain air. But the memories of his unstable upbringing never left him. Mom was the
same regarding hers. He and she were a perfect match in that way, too.—My mother’s father,
Roscoe “Rocky” Jerman, was born in northern Pennsylvania, but his family moved to the dusty
oil-drilling town of Taft, California, in the late 1800s. There is a sepia-toned photograph of Rocky
at age nineteen, the tallest among a group of oil workers standing on the massive rotary platform
of a drilling rig. For a while he tried bare-knuckle prizefighting, but his main line of work was oil
leasing, well drilling, and wildcat speculating. His life was a series of booms and busts.I’m not
sure my mother knew the details of how Rocky met my grandmother, Dot, or even who Dot’s
parents were. My grandmother’s death certificate listed her parents’ names as “unknown.” I have
no idea how she got to California or who fathered Dot’s first child, whom she named Doris after
herself. Dot and Rocky were married and living in Taft when my mom was born on May 26, 1922.
Three years later, Rocky and Dot moved to Long Beach and eventually split up, leaving Dot to
fend for herself with her two children. Rocky remarried quickly and didn’t want anything to do
with them.Dot eventually had at least six husbands, by my mom’s count. (When my mother
mentioned that to me once, I saw tears in her eyes and tried to console her by saying, “Don’t
worry, Mommy—it’s not a record.”) Mom told me about a night Dot had to sneak out the back
window with her to escape an abusive man she married after Rocky. But beyond that, my mother
rarely talked about those chaotic years. Dot got a job at a commercial laundry operating a big
steam press, and finally married a kindhearted man, a Navy veteran named James Kehoe, who
treated my mom and her sister like his own children. He was the grandfather Randy and I knew



and loved.Looking back now, I can see that both my parents carried a generational sense of loss
and yearning. They were generous with affection and constantly urged Randy and me to be
observant and respectful of other people. But talking about intimate or painful feelings was never
their style. They were married for sixty-five years and determined to leave the dysfunction and
instability of their childhoods behind. They told us so. The best way they knew how to
accomplish that was by imposing a rigor and a discipline on themselves that was passed on to
us. If you wanted something, you worked and waited for it—case closed. Integrity was
paramount. They refused to complain or dwell on the past; the past was something you couldn’t
fix. All that mattered was here and now. Quitting or making excuses was also not allowed. If the
subject of a divorce involving someone we knew came up, they’d hastily assure Randy and me
that it would never happen to them because, well…it just wouldn’t. “We’re going to be together
forever,” my mother would say. “Family is the most important thing.”My parents were both loving,
devoted, complicated people. Especially my dad. Most of the time he was funny and charming,
the kindest, most patient guy in the world. He was known as one of the coolest heads in the fire
department under duress. When there was a family crisis, Dad was always the first one called.
As a rule, the bigger the problem, the better he was. But he was unpredictable. You never knew
when something would set him off or provoke a rage. It could be hitting his thumb with a
hammer, or me making a noise in the hall when he was asleep after pulling another twenty-four-
hour shift. Dad would get a look in his eyes that you didn’t want to see, because you knew he
was ready to blow.My father was never violent with us, but he could be scary. Once when I was a
little girl he lifted me in the air and began screaming in my face, chiding me for something I had
done. He didn’t seem aware of how long he was squeezing my arms until my mom began yelling,
“Bill! Bill!” and I was saying, “Daddy, Daddy, put me down!” We ended up laughing after he
blinked, caught himself, and lowered me to the floor. I was like Dad in that respect: fast to blow
up, quick to move on. My mother, on the other hand, would fall quiet and grow distant when she
was uncomfortable or disapproved of something, shutting down discussions altogether. To me,
the silence felt somehow worse.I can see now that I learned to compartmentalize my own
feelings from an early age. I was a highly inquisitive, energetic kid who would probably be
labeled hyperactive or hypervigilant today. I asked a million questions. I was always analyzing
things. I became acutely sensitive and extremely attuned to reading the feelings of everyone
around me, hoping to prevent trouble or just make sure everyone was okay. When my dad was
asleep I felt safe because he was home. But when he was up and agitated I was on high alert,
eager to calm things down. I became good at knowing how to get my dad in a good mood, when
to nudge back, what buttons to press.Those impulses spilled into things outside my family, too. If
I was picking sides for one of our neighborhood games I’d make sure some of the worst players
were not chosen last, just to make them feel included. I figured everyone wants to belong. If
Randy or I saw someone getting picked on at school or on our block, we became the anti-
bullying squad. Other kids noticed. I was surprised, for example, when they elected me president
of the school glee club though I was the worst singer in the group. I think it was because I was



already learning to lead.Long after my parents retired and moved to Arizona, my mother finally
told me a little more of her personal history, but never all of it. She just smiled a little cryptically
and said something that, for better and worse, became a deeply embedded coping mechanism
of my own: “Every family has its secrets, Billie Jean.”Chapter 2Mom moved back in with
Grandma and Grandpa Kehoe to await my birth after Dad left for the Navy. Later, when the
Douglas Aircraft Company sent Boy Scouts door to door to recruit housewives for four-hour
factory shifts as part of the war effort, my mother signed on. She became one of the legendary
“Rosie the Riveters” at the plant, which churned out C-47 transports and B-17 bombers. Today
there’s a park in Long Beach to honor the women. By the time I was learning to talk those war-
era women workers were getting laid off across the country to make way for the returning
soldiers and sailors. It was as if everyone was expected to snap back to the old standards. The
pressure to conform was strong.African Americans who had fought against facism overseas
were often subjected to the same Jim Crow segregation practices in the military that they
experienced in civilian life in the States. Women were supposed to return to their housework and
raise kids. Aspiring to anything beyond the sanctioned female careers—nurse, secretary, teacher
—was treated like a quixotic quest or, worse, an act of self-indulgence that might prevent male
breadwinners from supporting their families. (Before 1974, an adult woman couldn’t get a credit
card in her own name unless her father, husband, or employer signed for it. In some states,
women still couldn’t serve on juries.)During the war, many folks tasted an independence they
hadn’t known before. Something had to give, and eventually a lot did. Just not right away.My
mother, strong and resourceful as she was, seemed completely sold on the prevailing idea that a
woman’s path to fulfillment was marriage and children. I loved to spend time with her, and I could
always count on her to stick up for me when it was important. But she had a traditional view of
my place in the world, too. One day when I was playing a spirited touch-football game in the front
yard with the neighborhood boys, she ordered me into the living room. I had no idea what I had
done.“Billie Jean, you have to be a lady at all times,” she said.“But Mom, what does that mean
—‘be a lady’?”“You know,” she said, looking a little exasperated. And that was it. No more football
for me.My parents took advantage of the GI Bill to buy a tidy little one-story tract home on West
36th Street in the Wrigley Heights section of Long Beach. Every other house in the
neighborhood was more or less the same, built from the same two or three basic sets of
blueprints. My father proudly put his stamp on our place over the years, paneling some rooms,
adding a garage, building a den with a fireplace. He planted rosebushes everywhere because
my mother loved them so. Our swatch of lawn was immaculate.By the age of four I was pestering
my parents for a sibling. When I found out that my mother was pregnant, I seriously thought they
were having a baby just for me. The day Randy was brought home from the hospital I kissed his
pudgy cheeks and drank in his milky sweet, baby-powder smell. I couldn’t get enough of him. I
thought, Finally, I have someone to share everything with! Now our household looked like
something out of The Donna Reed Show, the classic 1950s TV program, complete with a
working dad, a stay-at-home mom, two kids, and an adorable black-and-white spaniel named



Bootsie, who my mother and grandfather had let me pick out at the dog shelter.Randy and I
were as close as could be as kids. It was Randy who gave me my family nickname, “Sis.” We
walked to school together, played catch. When I began winning tennis tournaments he’d eagerly
wait for me to get home and arrange my newest trophies on the shelf, then do a recount for me.
The first time I took a tennis trip to the Midwest we cried our eyes out at the train station. After he
declared his dream to be a pro athlete too, we’d practice signing our autographs in big florid
strokes. We also liked to mimic our father’s colorful language—“Bust your bahoola!” we’d boom,
bumping shoulders and dissolving into laughter—not always realizing until we were chided that
some of Dad’s other expressions were too salty to repeat.Before the 405 freeway came through
Long Beach, our working-class neighborhood of Wrigley Heights literally sat on the wrong side
of the railroad tracks that divided the city in two. Active oil derricks dotted the streets around us.
Some remain to this day. Randy and I would ride our bikes to a trestle just a few blocks away and
emerge on the other side in upscale Los Cerritos, where many of our schoolmates lived. We’d
roll by the stately brick estates with manicured lawns and realize there was more out there in life
than in the world we came from.As the elder child, I had a head start on Randy when it came to
our lifelong bond with Dad over sports. Dad would read the baseball box scores to me daily. By
kindergarten I had already asked him for my own bat, which he made for me from a piece of
scrap wood. I’d constantly pester him to watch me tear from my friend Molly’s tree just down the
block to a tree in front of our house, a distance of about sixty yards. “Time me, Daddy! Time me!”
I’d plead. Randy, then still waddling in diapers, would sometimes try to run with me. I vividly
remember the gratitude I felt when Dad told the neighborhood boys there would be no more
games on our front lawn unless they stopped refusing to let me play too.I loved to rebound for
Dad when he shot at our garage basketball hoop, and I could see why he was recruited after his
Navy tour to play for St. Louis in the Basketball Association of America, one of the precursors to
the NBA. Dad turned down that opportunity in order to raise our family. He could still make one
hundred free throws in a row. I’d count each of his made baskets out loud as I passed the ball
back to him, my excitement rising as his streak grew.It was the postwar baby boom, and our
neighborhood was crawling with children. I was always physically mature for my age and well
coordinated. Once I held my own in softball games, my father’s coworkers always wanted me to
play shortstop or third base on their teams at their fire department picnics. There, I learned an
important lesson that applied later in life, in other contexts: Men and boys will accept you more
easily when you excel at something they value.When my parents took Randy and me to Los
Angeles to watch our first Pacific Coast League baseball game between the L.A. Angels and the
Hollywood Stars when I was nine I expected it to be a thrilling day—until I looked down on the
field and it dawned on me for the first time that all the pro players were men. Before that day I
had heard about the American Dream and thought it applied unconditionally to me. I believed
that I could go as far in anything as my abilities would take me. I was a girl who loved to play ball
and compete. I was as good at it as any boy my age, and while I had a growing sense that that
somehow made me different, I disliked being called a tomboy or unladylike. I wasn’t trying to be



a boy—I liked being a girl. Now I had smacked into a wall; it was the first time I realized that no
matter how good I was, my life would be limited because I was female.“What’s wrong, Sis?” my
mom asked me on the car ride home.I just kept staring out the backseat window, too upset to
talk.—As a firefighter, Dad often worked twenty-four hours on and twenty-four hours off. When
he came home from overnight duty at the firehouse he would start the coffee and make
breakfast for Mom so she could sleep in a little. He’d do chores around the house without her
asking. I still have some of the love notes my father never stopped writing to my mom over the
years in his beautiful longhand script, calling her “Darling” and thanking her for being such a
wonderful wife and mother. Mom was a terrific homemaker, and she loved hooking rugs, sewing
many of the clothes I wore, baking special things for us. She was shy, but if she felt something
was important to her children, she could get animated. Before my matches, she’d sometimes
write me little notes of encouragement, reminding me about tactical points to keep in mind, then
exhorting me, “Go get ’em, Tiger.”My parents rarely went out for a night on the town and drank
alcohol only on special occasions, when my mom might nurse a Grasshopper and my dad might
sip on Scotch. They loved to listen to my dad’s records—jazz and big-band music were the
soundtrack of my childhood. They loved Ella Fitzgerald—especially her scat singing on Ella in
Berlin—Louis Armstrong, Tommy Dorsey, Glenn Miller, Count Basie, Shirley Bassey, and the
jazz trombonist Jack Teagarden. Sometimes my parents would roll up the living room rug at the
pleading of Randy and me and entertain us by dancing a little together. My mom would even
show off a bit. That was their idea of stepping out.Some of Dad’s other habits, like our 8:30 a.m.
Saturday bedroom inspections and the chores Randy and I had to do before we could go off to
play, seemed a carryover from his Navy days. Suppertime was also sacred at the Moffitt house.
We were expected to be at the kitchen table ready to say grace by 5:30 sharp. I can remember
many a time when I’d be running and yelling at Randy over my shoulder, “C’mon! You know how
Daddy is when we’re late!” We’d often talk at the dinner table about current events, maybe how
the Dodgers were doing, then it was homework time. We went to bed early, though I often used
that private time to indulge my love of reading—history, biographies, any kind of nonfiction
fascinated me.My mother was always frugal because she had to make things work in the
household on my father’s salary. We weren’t among the first folks on our block to have a TV set,
because my parents simply didn’t have the money. One of my first experiences watching
television was a visit to our neighbors when I was nine to watch the 1953 coronation of Britain’s
Queen Elizabeth II. It was my first taste of the terrific pomp and ceremony that the Brits bring to
so many things, including Wimbledon. I would be fortunate to be part of that in the years to
come.One of the greatest things my mom ever did for me was sit me down when I was ten and
show me our family budget. I had no idea that every time I flipped on the light switch it cost
something, or that every trip in the car cost money for gas. She wanted me to understand that if
she or my dad didn’t want to buy us something they weren’t being uncaring—it was because we
couldn’t afford it. We always had enough to eat, but we typically lived on tuna casseroles, meat
loaf, canned veggies, and the occasional Sunday roast; we had margarine instead of butter. I



can’t remember dining in a restaurant until I was eleven years old. Even then, Mom and Dad
wouldn’t let us order a milkshake and fries with our burgers; we had to choose one or the other
because of the cost. Even at home, it wasn’t uncommon for my father to remark, “Boy, you kids
really eat a lot,” or for my mother to shoot us a disapproving look when we reached for another
portion. To this day, going to a restaurant and having everyone order whatever they want secretly
thrills me.For Randy and me, the scrutiny created a conflicted relationship with food that has
lasted our entire lives. If I got a little money as a kid, I’d go to the store and buy Three
Musketeers bars as a treat. It was soothing to have the freedom to eat what I wanted. Once I
began traveling for tennis as a teen without my parents, I started binging on ice cream and other
treats and my weight began to rollercoaster. It has remained a struggle throughout my life.My
parents’ rules and views could be a challenge as I got older. They remained an inhibiting voice in
my head long after I reached adulthood and left home. But I never questioned my parents’ love
and devotion, and I yearned throughout my life to repay them in kind. I constantly strove never to
disappoint them. I knew they wanted only the best for us.Even as a girl, I could see how my
parents’ values helped me navigate what life and tennis threw at me. They taught me delayed
gratification at a very young age, and so I not only knew how to work and wait for what I wanted,
but I had the faith and confidence that I could make my goals come true. I knew what it felt like to
be challenged, unwelcome, or penalized for being different and how to push on anyway. I had
empathy for people, but I was no pushover. I could stick up for myself. All of those traits helped
me when I turned my ambition toward tennis.From my first hitting session with Susan Williams, I
knew that a country club membership was not available to a blue-collar girl like me. But that
hurdle seemed less important by the time Susan and I met Clyde Walker in the summer of 1954.
We sought him out because our softball coach, Val Halloran, who later coached us to the Long
Beach city championship, told us there was “this nice man” giving free tennis instruction at
Houghton Park. I soon learned that Southern California was a hotbed for tennis, and that public-
park kids like us were fueling it. Before long, I was following Clyde each day to the other public
parks in Long Beach where he taught during the week: Mondays at Silverado, Tuesdays at
Houghton Park, Wednesdays at Somerset, Thursdays at Ramona, and Fridays at Recreation
Park.“You again?” Clyde would say, laughing when he saw me coming. But he always had a soft
spot for me.I was still among the tallest kids in my elementary school class photos then. Clyde
asked me early on, “How old are you anyway? Fourteen?” I said, “No, sir. I turn eleven in
November.” He seemed happily surprised. I could tell he was thinking, Whoa, we’ve got a live
one here.Clyde was a kind man, then in his late sixties, with thinning hair and a bulbous nose.
He reminded me of Jimmy Durante, the gravel-voiced comedian. Clyde liked to jingle the change
in his pockets, which always drove me crazy. But he loved us, and we loved him. His belief was
important to me.It wasn’t long before Clyde mentioned entering Susan and me in a tournament.
One day soon after that I asked him, “Clyde, can you make me a champion?”He said, “No, Billie
Jean. But with hard work, you can.”—Inspired by Clyde’s words, I flung myself into working on
my game. Whole lives are woven from thinner threads of hope than the assurance he gave me. I



spent every spare moment hitting balls at home against the wooden fence that ran along the
small slab of driveway in front of our garage. I don’t know how our long-suffering neighbors
coped with the noise the ball made before that beat-up fence finally gave way and fell down—or
how they felt after Dad replaced it with a cinderblock wall and my thumps in the night resumed.
He put up a spotlight so I could keep hitting after dark. One more ball, one more ball, I’d tell
myself.When I quickly wore out my first racket, Clyde took me to a barrel of used ones at
Houghton Park and pulled out a Spalding Pancho Gonzalez signature model. I loved that one
too. Pancho was an early hero of mine. I cleaned the black-and-white frame every night. I painted
the strings with clear nail polish, hoping it would help them last. I wrapped adhesive tape around
the top of the racket’s wood frame to protect it from scuffing against the cement courts we
played on.The initial competition Clyde entered us in was a novice event at Long Beach City
College over the 1954 Christmas holidays. I lost my match to Susan, 6–0, 6–0, but the lopsided
score only motivated me more. Susan was a brilliant student and exceedingly gracious, but I
think we initially became fast friends because she was a born all-around jock, same as me. She
was the best tennis player in our Long Beach age group at the time, but, just the same, I didn’t
like failing to win even a game from her. My first goal was to become better than she was, and I
told my parents so.As important as the extra effort I poured into my game was, my life might have
turned out very differently without Clyde’s dedication and vision to complement my parents’
support. I was very lucky. He came to California from Tyler, Texas, where he had coached at
some country clubs before he was hired by the Long Beach Parks and Recreation Department.
At first, nobody in our city government supported his sizable aspirations for the junior tennis
program. But Clyde convinced them. A decade before I showed up, he was already taking his
pitch for a five-year plan and fund-raising to the local newspapers. “Who will be our Moses?” he
asked, noting how tennis was a terrific lifetime sport for kids, how it could build civic pride, how
Long Beach lagged behind surrounding Southern California towns in producing tennis
standouts.Clyde eventually teamed up with the Long Beach Tennis Patrons and Century Club,
two community groups that shared his dream of making the city an incubator for future
champions. They provided financial support that helped promising players like me travel to
tournaments and stay in the game. At the time, even the $2 entry fees were tough for my folks to
cover.It helped, too, that Clyde had a magic touch with kids. He was patient, easygoing and
nonjudgmental, which was fortunate for me because I knew absolutely nothing when I first
turned up. Even following tennis’s scoring system for games and sets was a challenge for me at
first: 15, 30, 40? “Shouldn’t it be 45, not 40?” I asked Clyde. “Love” means “zero”? Since when?
Says who?Clyde believed in finding ways for a child to succeed right away, which was also
smart. He put us through drills that were more like games and kept us engaged the full ninety
minutes. He stood behind newcomers like me and guided us through each stroke as we dropped
the ball and swung through it. “This is a forehand…This is a backhand,” he’d say, as if he was
letting us in on a magical secret. He believed in teaching the fundamentals first, starting with our
groundstrokes. Unlike many of today’s coaches, it was a long time before Clyde finally let us hit



(or “rally”) with each other. But I had an attacking game even then—I just didn’t know it was an
actual style. It just fit my go-go-go personality.As soon as we began a point I’d rush the net. Then
I’d hear his voice:“Billie Jean, please back up to the baseline.”“But Clyde, I like it up here! It’s me!
It’s more fun hitting the balls in the air.”“I know, I know—that’s what we call a volley,” he said as I
marched back to the backcourt. There was so much to learn.—Jerry Cromwell lived near Susan
and me, and he was the only other kid who followed Clyde to the various courts five days a week
after school. After Susan moved away because her father, a Shell Oil executive, was transferred
to Denver, Jerry was my best friend. He was still small and a year behind me at Los Cerritos
Elementary, but he’d been playing tennis longer and he was already good by age nine.Clyde told
us that ever since he started coaching he had been looking for a kid with a passion to play. In
Jerry and me, he now had two. He said that Jerry and I were the first ones out of the hundreds,
maybe thousands, that he had coached who loved tennis more than anything in the world,
burned to be the best, and were willing to put in the work. That, of course, only made us double
down even more. Jerry still jokes about how I somehow whipcracked and cajoled him into
walking the three miles to school together one year to build our leg endurance for tennis.After
Clyde’s group sessions, Jerry and I would routinely stay on the court hitting. Clyde would often
linger and coach us on more advanced strokes: half-volleys, volleys, overheads. He had us do
crosscourt and down-the-line drills running back and forth across the baseline. Then, when it
was too dark to continue, we’d pile into Clyde’s ’48 Chevy and he would take us home on the
rare days when one of our parents couldn’t pick us up. Some nights Clyde would take us to his
house first and his wife, Louise, would give us snacks or avocados picked fresh from their tree.
Jerry grew to be six feet two and played some terrific tennis for the University of Southern
California and various U.S. national teams. He could’ve turned pro. He was that good.Like my
father, Clyde rarely put limits on me. He started all junior players with underhand serves. But I
could pound overheads very soon. As soon as Clyde taught me a proper serve, I began to add
different spins. Then one day I watched Clyde teaching Jerry the American twist, a glorified
topspin serve with a little side hop. It’s called a kick serve today.“Clyde, can you teach me that
too?” I asked.“Girls don’t do the American twist,” Clyde said. The conventional thinking then was
the stroke was too hard on a young girl’s body because she would have to throw the ball up
behind her. Though I couldn’t articulate it this way at the time, I saw this as yet another cue to me
as a girl to temper my ambition. It ranked right up there with similar thinking at the time that girls
and women were so physically delicate we couldn’t play full-court basketball, run the longer
races at the Olympics, or do a zillion other things because it might hurt our reproductive organs.
We were actually told this.Clyde relented when I asked, “Can I at least try the American twist?” I
got it on the first try, and he was thrilled. After that, I was allowed to serve the same as any guy.—
Of course, me being me—which is to say, an unconventional girl with robust enthusiasm—my
drive could sometimes create…complications. I’ve always said God gave me extra energy. I felt
like there were never enough hours in the day for tennis and everything else I wanted to do,
especially since Mom and Dad insisted that I remain well rounded.I had always been a very



good student before I started tennis, but now they warned me that they wouldn’t let me play if I
fell below a B in any major subject. That happened once when I got a C in high school chemistry.
I convinced Dad to let me play again after four weeks, which felt like a lifetime to me. Before that,
we had a knock-down, drag-out stalemate after my fifth-grade teacher called home one day and,
to Dad’s astonishment, said that I was in danger of failing reading.“But how can that be?” he
said. “I have to tell her to turn off the light every night because she’s reading in bed.”I put in the
effort. My problem was that I was suffering from social anxiety and a fear of public speaking,
something that still gnaws at me. I’m much more uncomfortable giving public presentations than
I ever let on. As a child, it was more acute. I hated being called on in class because I would have
to speak. On that particular day, my teacher had called on me to give my oral book report
assignment and I froze. She concluded that I was unprepared.When I got home, Dad was
waiting for me. He made some stern attempts to convince me, “You have to go back to school
and get through your oral report.” My mom backed him up. When neither of them would budge,
the conversation escalated into me trilling loudly in my ten-year-old voice, “But I can’t do it,
Daddy! I can’t! You might as well punish me now!” Calmly he repeated, “Sis, you have to do it.” I
stormed to my room and flung myself on my bed, where I sobbed and thrashed and wailed
extravagantly for what seemed like hours. Mom eventually came to check on me. Then my dad
tried a different tack. He asked me gently, “Tell me about the book you’re reading now.” It was
about Peter Stuyvesant and early New York. “Why don’t you practice giving a report on it with
me,” Dad suggested. And so, between my sniffles, that’s what we did. I made some notes. Before
I went to bed my mom helped me give nose drops to my Raggedy Ann doll because I said
Raggedy had been upset too. Somehow, I made it through my oral presentation the next day,
knees knocking, and I passed reading.About a year later, when I was eleven, my love of tennis
became an issue again. I had obsessively begged my parents for a piano since kindergarten
after listening to Grandma Moffitt coax beautiful songs out of the spinet she kept in her living
room. It took my parents until I was in fifth grade to save enough money to buy a used one. That
also happened to be the year I started working with Clyde and found tennis. It didn’t go over too
well when I sat at our piano just ten or eleven months after we got it and told my mom I thought I
should stop music lessons because they were interfering with my sport.Oh, boy.She began
pacing back and forth and let me have it. “We saved all those years, Billie Jean, and you wanted
a piano—you got it.” Pace, pace, pace. “Now you are going to finish what you start.” Stern look.
“You’re not quitting until I am satisfied that you can read music and play it well. Got it?” Hands on
hips. “That’s just the way it works around here!”She was magnificent. My dad could never be that
strict with me. After another year of lessons, maybe two, I was able to play “The Dream of Olwen”
by Charles Williams straight from the sheet music at a recital. Afterward, I looked up at Mom
expectantly, and she kept her word. But I will never forget what she said to me then: “You’re good
enough to stop now, but I wish you would play forever.”Today, a Clavinova piano similar in size to
the spinet we had sits in the New York City apartment I share with my partner, Ilana Kloss. I still
have the sheet music to “The Dream of Olwen,” and every now and then when I try to play it



again, I always think about my mom.—My family worshipped at the First Church of the Brethren
in Long Beach, which sat just a short walk from our home in Wrigley Heights. As if I didn’t have
enough sports-minded thoughts already, the minister there was the Rev. Bob Richards, an
Olympic pole vaulter who had won a bronze medal in 1948 and gold medals at the 1952 and
1956 Summer Games. He was the first athlete to appear on the front of the Wheaties cereal box,
and he later worked as a television spokesman for the brand. He also became a popular
motivational speaker. The newspapers nicknamed him “the Vaulting Vicar,” but we knew him as a
spellbinding orator and dedicated athlete who would do his workouts on the field next to our
church.For an aspiring athlete like me who wanted to be the best, it just didn’t get any better. I
would walk with Randy on Sundays to hear Rev. Richards’s homily even if my parents had to skip
a service. You can still find some of his recordings on YouTube. His stem-winding sermons were
so inspirational I’d feel shot out of a cannon when he was through. Most of the time, it seemed as
if he was speaking directly to me.Rev. Richards was an enormous influence in my life. He called
sports “the language of self-reliance” and stressed how rigorous self-analysis was vital to
recognize your weaknesses and work on them. Like Clyde and my father, he preached that
champions in life and sports aren’t so much born, they’re made. He often used himself as an
example. “You will never meet a more mediocre man than the one standing in front of you,”
Richards boomed one day, his cadence rising, the emotion building as he went. “I am five feet
ten, 185 pounds. Average brain, average voice. Average!“And yet—”Richards often added
cliffhanger pauses like that, and I would be absolutely rapt by the time he continued—“And yet,
you don’t give in to your weaknesses! Nooo! You take what you’ve got and turn it into power. Run
till your legs are strong! Climb rope and your arms will get strong! The difference between a
champion and the rest of us is just that little bit more that a champion puts out. Why, I think of the
great Rocky Marciano in boxing. He had weak arms. But he went to the local pool and he worked
on those upper arms. He became heavyweight champion of the world!”His point was: It’s up to
you. So get going.The Brethren sprang from the same theological roots as Mennonites. They
believe that Jesus directed them to live simple lives of peaceful action glorifying God and
spreading His word through good works. That sounded good to me. In our church we were told
you weren’t judged by how often you worshipped but by how you acted. Were you kind? Were
you good? Did you live a life of service?Rev. Richards also preached tolerance, which was an
important validation for a girl like me who was already bumping up against conventional thinking.
He told parables about his own career. After a Russian athlete congratulated him with a hug for
winning gold at the 1952 Helsinki Olympics, Richards was sharply criticized in the U.S. for
accepting the show of fellowship since the Cold War was on. He disagreed. He told us that he
saw it as a moment of grace. He made a point at our services to emphasize that everyone was
welcome. Some of our church members were conscientious objectors to military service, and
they sat side by side with veterans who had served.Being part of that atmosphere at such an
impressionable age captured my mind and my heart. Sometime between sixth and seventh
grade, I asked to be baptized. No one suggested that I do it. The Brethren believe in free will,



and that your choices are between you and God alone. So one Sunday in front of my parents
and the congregation, Rev. Richards opened a curtain behind the altar to reveal a large baptism
tank with a front panel framed by two sets of stairs. After I declared that I had accepted Jesus
Christ as my personal savior, Richards stepped into the tank. I wore a white sheet wrapped
around my bathing suit and descended the stairs on the other side, prepared to be symbolically
reborn. He dunked me three times as he baptized me in the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit. I came up gasping when it was all over.I read the Bible every night through junior
high and high school, and I often led prayer meetings before Sunday school class. I didn’t smoke
or drink, and I carried a Bible with me on the tennis circuit for years. It gave me comfort as I tried
to adjust to life on the road and sleeping in a string of unfamiliar homes and beds. For a while, I
seriously considered becoming a missionary. (When I told Chrissie Evert that, her eyes widened
and she said, “Me too!”)It wasn’t until I got a bit older that I began to question some of the
scriptural interpretations we were taught, especially regarding women. I also learned that years
after Rev. Richards left Long Beach to lead a different congregation he veered toward extremist
right-wing politics—an about-face that still stuns me. He even mounted a quixotic campaign in
the 1984 U.S. presidential election for a reincarnation of the old Populist Party, which now
espoused white-nationalist views. It’s difficult for me to reconcile such activities with the man I
once knew.Back then, Richards showed me how a champion could inspire others. His assertion
that you could change people’s hearts and minds through sports became a bedrock, animating
belief of mine too. He gave me confidence that I could transcend the contrary messages I kept
getting about whether sports was any place for a girl. He was another person telling me faith and
hard work could get me through.I never lost trust in some of the basic tenets I learned then, like
the emphasis on kindness and living a life of service filled with good acts. Even now, when I face
political adversaries or folks with different philosophical or religious beliefs, my background
helps me have a dialogue. It’s amazing—even transformative—what you can learn and
accomplish when you genuinely listen to people and engage them with respect, rather than
judge them because they’re different from you.—I began to get a better sense of the Southern
California tennis landscape as I played more tournaments. In the spring of 1955, Jerry Cromwell,
Susan Williams, and I were among five of Clyde Walker’s players from Long Beach who were
chosen to compete in the Southern California championships at the prestigious Los Angeles
Tennis Club. I was excited to know I was leaving the novice ranks and entering my first
sanctioned tournament. I’d also earn my first junior ranking.Somehow, my mother and I were
given the wrong date for the start of the thirteen-and-under bracket. We arrived a day late, but
Joe Bixler, the Wilson sporting goods company rep who was checking in the players that day,
was sympathetic and willing to let me make up the first round. My opponent, Marilyn Hester, was
generous enough to agree. That meant I’d have to play two matches in one day if I won the first,
but I didn’t care. I was thrilled to be playing on the same courts where I knew many famous
players had competed, and I became more excited when Joe handed me two brand-new balls
for my match. I had never played with fluffy new balls. I held them up to my nose and breathed in



that new-tennis-ball smell. I rolled them around in my palms and felt the scruffy texture on my
skin.I defeated Marilyn in straight sets, but that’s all I recall. I guess that seems odd, since it was
my first sanctioned match, but it actually became a career-long pattern of mine. I rarely lingered
on victories. My next opponent was Ann Zavitovsky, a big, strong girl with more experience than
me. I remember that match more clearly because she had to teach me that balls that land on the
lines are in. She beat me after I extended her to 6–all in the third set and I wound up with so
many blisters on my feet I could hardly walk. I had never played more than two sets.All of that
paled in comparison, though, to something else that happened that day. When my mother and I
arrived that morning at the Los Angeles Tennis Club, we were told all the junior players were
lining up to take a photo on the front steps. I was happily taking my place with the others when a
pear-shaped man with a penguin’s waddle approached. In front of everyone he said, “You! Little
girl! Out! You can’t be in the picture wearing shorts. You need a skirt or dress.”That was my first
(but hardly last) run-in with Perry T. Jones, president of the Southern California Tennis
Association, whose headquarters was at the Los Angeles Tennis Club. Though the club only
required players to wear white, he made his own additional rules. Everyone called Jones “the
Czar” because he commanded his kingdom like a tyrant. He had rigid ideas about how players
should look, talk, and act. Over the years I found some of his stances infuriating and others
hysterically funny. Once Susan Williams and I won an award as high schoolers, and, at the
banquet, the Czar presented each of us with a new racket and…a baby doll. Seriously?On that
first day I met Jones, I was only aware that my poor mother, who had made me those beautiful
shorts, was mortified. She was so upset she bought a new bolt of white fabric and began sewing
me a new dress that night, using a coffee cup to trace out the scalloped edges of the hem. It
never occurred to me to be humiliated by Jones’s rebuke. I was upset for my mom—and then I
got angry. I had already played plenty of other sports wearing shorts. I had already played plenty
of other sports and never had an adult act like this. So why was tennis so unwelcoming?“Don’t
worry, Mom,” I told her. “I’ll show him someday.”It only made me want to win more.I spent that
summer and the ensuing ones playing as many matches as I could. But I had to learn to balance
my drive with my temper. I guess I came by it honestly. Dad always taught Randy and me that
winning wasn’t the most important thing, but boy, did he hate losing. He was ejected from some
of his night league basketball games for fighting. Mom and I would be watching from the stands
while his teammates dragged him off the court, still screaming and making a fuss. We’d turn to
each other with an embarrassed look that said Oh, my God! And yet, while we could have done
without the spectacle, I loved my dad’s intensity and I’d defend him. “Mom! He’s just competitive!
He can’t help himself!” I’d say.My dad knew better, though. When I began playing tennis I
sometimes threw my racket on the ground if I got frustrated. Once I made the mistake of doing it
in front of Dad at a tournament. He was quiet but boiling the entire drive home. As soon as we
were out of the car he marched me into the garage.“Billie Jean, give me your racket. You
obviously don’t care about it,” he said, firing up his power saw.“No, Daddy! No!” I cried. “I promise
I won’t throw it again!” It was my only racket. He took it from me anyway, and my eyes widened



when he held the wooden neck of it an inch away from the whirring blade. Again I yelped,
“Please, Daddy! Don’t!” After a long pause spent looking at me, he switched off the saw and
handed my racket back. Then he warned me, “I’m taking you off the court if you have an outburst
like that again.” I meant it with all my heart when I promised him I never would. (Not that it lasted.
Forever is a very long time.)By the summer of 1956, just before I entered eighth grade, I was
starting to win a lot of matches and happy to begin getting some notice in the Long Beach Press-
Telegram. The writers were calling me a “local whiz” and “the Long Beach tennis wonder.” Still, I
had never seen my name on the front page of the sports section until, one day, there it was—a
headline that screamed, “Moffett Eliminated.” What! They misspelled my last name, and under
the same headline, there was a brief account of my 6–0, 6–0 quarterfinal loss at the National
Junior Public Parks tournament.“What is wrong with these people?” I snapped, throwing the
paper down on the kitchen floor.Then I noticed my dad and mom watching me.For the next ten
or fifteen minutes, Dad patiently led me through why I had to let it go. He explained, “Yesterday is
not important. You should learn from history, but you can’t change it. It’s done.” He told me how
important it was to live in the moment, because that’s how athletes succeed. Then he made a
rule: From that day on, I could not read my press clippings—and I didn’t for the rest of my career.
I still have to be forced to read anything about myself.When my parents died some sixty years
later I found boxes and boxes of magazine and newspaper articles about Randy and me that
they had saved for us. I had no idea.After that embarrassing loss, I was still practicing as hard as
ever. But I was missing shots that I should’ve made and I didn’t know why. The answer became
clear months later when my eighth-grade science teacher showed us a slide show in class and I
couldn’t read the captions.When my parents took me to the optometrist we learned I was
shockingly nearsighted. Luckily, my vision was easily corrected to 20/10. With glasses, I now had
the eyes of a fighter pilot. My tennis improved immediately, although I could be in trouble if it
rained or the lenses fogged up during a match. I was even more concerned when people told me
there had been only one major tennis champion by then, male or female, who wore glasses:
Jaroslav Drobny of Czechoslovakia, the 1954 Wimbledon champion.I decided that was another
thing I’d have to change.—Tennis doesn’t really have an off-season in Southern California,
because the hard courts and perfect weather make it possible to play year-round. There was a
tennis event in a different city just about every weekend. For my parents, that meant the
expenses piled up for gasoline, meals, and entry fees for tournaments, which was a strain for us
back then.The good news was that the Long Beach Tennis Patrons pulled together to support
the most promising young players. I’ll never forget the patrons’ names because, like the many
people who helped me over the years, they were heroes to me: Al Bray, Gene Buwick, Charles
Felker, Ted Matthews. Along with the Century Club, another all-volunteer civic group that pitched
in, the Patrons helped young players with fees and travel expenses. I’m not sure how many of us
would’ve managed without their aid.Just as important was the individual attention we received,
the doors that were opened for us as junior players, and the connections we made. An example:
As juniors, Jerry and I weren’t allowed on the courts without an adult player at the grandly



named Lakewood Country Club, which was actually a county-owned public park in Long Beach.
Al Bray, who was the best adult male player in Long Beach, and Gene Buwick, who was number
two, usually invited us to practice with them at Lakewood on Saturday mornings.Jerry and I
soaked up a lot of tennis lore while at Lakewood. I was always an avid student of tennis history. I
had read about the nineteenth-century origins of the sport, and Wimbledon’s stature as the most
important tournament in the world. I knew about the worldwide coverage of the 1926 “Match of
the Century” in Cannes between the French icon Suzanne Lenglen, who once went seven years
without a loss, and twenty-year-old Helen Wills, a three-time U.S. champion who crossed the
Atlantic by ocean liner because she was so determined to play Lenglen. I memorized the score:
Lenglen won, 6–3, 8–6. I devoured Doris Hart’s autobiography after she swept the Wimbledon
singles, doubles, and mixed-doubles titles and rose to No. 1 in 1951. I read about the teenage
sensation Maureen “Little Mo” Connolly, a five-foot-five powerhouse from San Diego whose
career was ended prematurely in 1954 by a horrific leg injury that she suffered when a cement
truck sideswiped a horse she was riding on the side of a road.At Lakewood and the other
venues we began to play, Jerry and I encountered people with firsthand stories about stars like
Jack Kramer, Don Budge, Pancho Segura, Tony Trabert, Ken Rosewall, and L.A’s self-taught
Richard “Pancho” Gonzalez, a son of Mexican immigrants. Gonzalez became one of the greatest
players of any era.Lakewood was also the first place where I heard about Bobby Riggs. Even
then, everyone seemed to have a Riggs story. He was the son of a Los Angeles minister, and an
early protégé of Perry T. Jones before he fell out of favor with the Czar for hustling players into
betting on their matches. (I guess that was Bobby’s idea of passing around the collection plate.)
He stood only five feet seven but he had a colorful personality, terrific racket skills, and a great
strategic mind. He was just twenty-one when he won the triple crown at Wimbledon in 1939,
sweeping the singles, doubles, and mixed doubles. But then, like so many great players, his
career was interrupted by World War II. He served in the Navy and spent time in Guam before
touring after the war as a barnstorming “contract” pro, which meant forgoing the traditional
amateur tournaments for a series of paid events staged by a promoter.By the 1950s, many of the
great male stars had left the amateur ranks to do the same. Only a few women, most notably
Lenglen, Pauline Betz, and Gussie Moran, were invited to tour as pros by then. I knew the
decision disqualified them from playing Wimbledon and the other three majors, which still invited
only amateurs. Even then, I questioned what was so special about winning those Grand Slam
titles if most or all of the best men’s and women’s players weren’t in the tournament. In our
house, pro sports meant being the best.I found myself questioning a lot of other things as well.
Later that summer, I attended the Pacific Southwest Championships for the first time. The event
was held every September right after the U.S. National Championships (now the U.S. Open), so
most of the top players made it their next stop. That particular year, the news was still full of
stories about the Supreme Court’s issuing a clarification, in May 1955, that “separate but equal”
schools and other public facilities were not only unconstitutional but must be desegregated “with
all deliberate speed.” I remember asking my parents about some images of segregationists I’d



seen in the newspaper, and they remarked that it wasn’t right for anyone to prevent children from
getting an education or going to school together. So discrimination was on my mind as I sat
watching the Pacific Southwest matches. It was my first time back to the Los Angeles Tennis
Club since Perry T. Jones pulled me from the photograph for wearing shorts. My father’s former
college opponent, Jackie Robinson, had been with the Brooklyn Dodgers for eight years by
then, and I was used to the idea that athletes came in all colors. But as I looked down on the
grandstand court from my seat high in the bleachers, I was struck by how white everything was.
Everybody played in white shoes, white socks, white clothes. Even the balls were white.
Everybody had white skin. Where was everybody else?At that moment, I had an epiphany that
I’m sure had something to do with the incidents in the news, the hurdles I was already
experiencing, and the messages I was hearing from Rev. Richards on Sundays: I told myself that
day that I would spend my life fighting for equal rights and opportunities for everyone, so no one
felt scorned or left out. I believed our church’s teaching that I was put on this earth to do good
with my life. Now I had a better idea what my calling could be: I could bring people together
through tennis. If I was good enough and fortunate enough to be No. 1 in the world, tennis would
be my platform.—When I look back now, I’m amazed at the personal contact I had with so many
accomplished players and people who helped me. Those experiences helped make me the
human being and player I became. Remember, there was no tennis to watch regularly on TV
when I was developing my game, no hopping on the internet to call up YouTube videos of how a
top player hit her forehand or serve. Southern California was a mecca for champions, and I was
lucky enough to meet some of them and watch others from the stands. On that same first trip of
mine to the Pacific Southwest tournament, I asked everyone, “Who should I see?” They directed
me to a faraway side court. That’s the first time I saw Rod Laver, then only seventeen and a rising
Australian star. Many people now think he was the greatest male player ever. Serendipitous
things like that happened often.Another high point of my summer was being a ball girl with
Susan Williams for a Recreation Park exhibition match between the three-time U.S. Nationals
champion Doris Hart and the top-ten player Beverly Baker Fleitz. When they invited us to play
doubles with them afterward, all I could think—besides Oh my God, I’m playing doubles with
Doris Hart!—was what superbly skilled athletes they were. Trading shots with them gave me a
greater sense of how precise their strokes and ball placement were, how efficiently they moved
around the court.Later, getting to practice with Darlene Hard, a budding star on the women’s
circuit, drove home even more how talented the top players were. Darlene was twenty-one years
old when we met but already a veteran of Wimbledon as well as a doubles titlist at the French
Championships (Roland-Garros). She was a lively California girl who was studying pre-med at
Pomona College. She and her mother, Ruth, knew Clyde Walker from competing on the local
scene, and Darlene sometimes helped him with his clinics. One day, Clyde asked her to hit with
me. Playing one-on-one with Darlene, who wound up in the International Tennis Hall of Fame,
changed my outlook because I got my first extended taste of what it meant to play at a high level.
The pace and depth of her shots were a revelation.Amazingly, Darlene not only agreed to play



with me a couple more times, she also offered to drive the forty miles from Pomona and pick me
up at my house to do it, even though it could take her as long as an hour and a half one way in
bad traffic. I would be jumping out of my skin as I waited to hear her coming down 36th Street in
her red Chevy convertible. It had a twin-pipe hot rod muffler that announced when she was
near.Sometimes Darlene would join me for a meal with my family after we practiced. It was my
chance to barrage her with questions about all the things I longed to know: What’s it like to play a
major? Is Wimbledon as great as they say? Tell me about some of the places you’ve been!
Darlene filled me in on Althea Gibson, whom she anticipated she might compete against at
Wimbledon. (Sure enough, Althea defeated her in the 1957 final.) When I saw Darlene again
over the next few years, her predictive powers remained sharp. She was always raving about a
smooth young Brazilian player named Maria Bueno, who later became No. 1. She also
mentioned a tall, rawboned Australian teenager named Margaret Smith, who was later better
known by her married name, Court, and would become one of my fiercest rivals. When Darlene
announced, “Margaret is really the one to watch,” it broke my heart a little. I wondered if she
would ever tell me I was good enough to make it on the tour. She never did. Inside, I felt that
familiar restlessness churning in me again.Being around Darlene and other champions enriched
my life. It also made me want to be better than any of them.Chapter 3Just a few months after I
met Darlene, I finally saw what it looked like to be the absolute best in the world. I was sitting in
the bleachers at the Los Angeles Tennis Club when Althea Gibson strode out in the sunlight for a
match at the Pacific Southwest Championships. She was transfixing even before she swung her
racket. Althea stood five feet eleven and was a lithe 140 pounds. Her coffee-colored skin looked
beautiful cast against her brilliant white tennis outfit. Her arms and legs were impossibly long
and lean, and she moved like a gazelle. She wore a faint frown of utter concentration as she
bounced the ball at the baseline, preparing to serve. When she rocked back, floated her toss
high in the air, and brought her racket through in one smooth, explosive motion, the ball shot off
her racket with a crack.I had just seen what I wanted to be. And if you can see it, you can be it.I
watched Althea closely that day, tracking every move. For a while I would zero in on just her
hands, then her footwork. I noticed how incredibly efficient her movements were, and how still
her head remained as she connected with the ball. Althea played an aggressive serve-and-
volley game, my preferred style. I studied when she approached the net, how intimidating her
long wingspan was when she chose to attack, how she executed shots and plucked volleys out
of the air as if guided to where the ball would be by some awesome sense of premonition.Could
I ever be that good? I knew I was going to have to work awfully hard to try to get there. It helped
me that Althea’s backstory was proof that anything could be done—a fact that stayed with me as
much as her game.Althea was born in Silver, South Carolina, to Daniel and Annie Bell Gibson,
who were sharecroppers on a cotton farm before they moved to Harlem when Althea was a
child. I can only imagine what a culture shock it must’ve been for them to relocate from an area
of open spaces to a small apartment on a crowded, noisy stretch of 143rd Street near Lenox
Avenue. By chance, the area was a designated Police Athletic League zone and sealed off from



traffic during the day so people in the neighborhood could play organized sports. That’s where
Althea learned paddle tennis, and by twelve she had become the New York City women’s
champion.Some neighbors saw Althea’s obvious talent and chipped in for her to learn tennis at
the Black-owned Cosmopolitan Tennis Club in the Sugar Hill section of Harlem. Soon she was
winning junior events organized by the all-Black American Tennis Association, the amateur
tennis equivalent of the Negro leagues in baseball. She quickly found an important patron and
mentor in Dr. Walter Johnson, the same Virginia physician who was active in the ATA and would
later help Arthur Ashe. Johnson sponsored Althea’s advanced training.In 1950, Althea became
the first African American to compete in the previously all-white U.S. National Championships at
Forest Hills. She was our sport’s Jackie Robinson. She broke the color barrier in tennis three
years after Robinson integrated Major League Baseball with the Brooklyn Dodgers. At the 1956
French Championships, she was the first African American to win a Grand Slam title. In the
summer of 1957, when she beat Darlene Hard for her first Wimbledon singles title—“At last, at
last!” Althea said as Queen Elizabeth II handed her the Venus Rosewater Dish that goes to the
winner—she swept the doubles and mixed doubles too.When I saw Althea walk out at the Los
Angeles Tennis Club just a few months after that, she was thirty years old and at the peak of her
tennis career. But I had a strange sensation as I watched the all-white crowd cheering for her.
Three years had passed since the Supreme Court had decided its landmark Brown v. Board of
Education of Topeka ruling that declared separate but equal public facilities were
unconstitutional. Now a group of African American students who became known as the Little
Rock Nine were trying to attend class at Little Rock Central High School, and the state of
Arkansas refused to enforce the law. So President Dwight Eisenhower sent in troops to
desegregate the school.I couldn’t stop thinking about a picture I had seen of one Black girl in
particular, a fifteen-year-old named Elizabeth Eckford, who was impeccably dressed for her first
day of school in a starched white blouse, crisp gingham skirt, and eyeglasses. Eckford was
walking all by herself, with her schoolbooks clutched in her arms, and she was being followed
and menaced by a clutch of angry white people who hissed and spat at her. Eckford kept her
head up and showed no expression, but she must have been terrified. Could I have managed
that?As I watched Althea in her own perfectly pressed shirt and skirt, playing here in front of a
different white crowd, I wondered, What lonely road did she have to walk to get to this place?As
a white person I obviously have not had to deal with the challenges that my sisters and brothers
of color have faced. But when I was a thirteen-year-old girl, Althea inspired me. I knew if she had
gone through what she had gone through and changed the world by her example, then maybe I
had a chance too.A year later when Althea published her memoir, I bought a copy and read it at
least ten times. I slept with her book in my bed, next to my tennis sweater and racket. Even the
title spoke to me: I Always Wanted to Be Somebody.—The same week I watched Althea, Jerry
Cromwell and I won the junior singles titles in our respective fifteen-and-under age categories at
the tournament. As a result, we were both given honorary memberships to the Los Angeles
Tennis Club where I had just seen Althea play.Having regular access to the place known as “the



cradle of tennis” in Southern California did more than open a new level of competition for me. My
family and I were exposed for the first time to a world of money and privilege we couldn’t have
imagined or accessed without tennis. When I was a child attending Los Cerritos Elementary, I
didn’t know that the more affluent parents were trying to get my neighborhood redlined out of the
school. But my parents sure knew. They didn’t tell Randy and me until years later that they were
among those who attended meetings to defeat the effort.The Los Angeles Tennis Club was
located on a few acres of prime real estate in the swanky Hancock Park section of L.A., which is
south of Hollywood and just around the corner from Paramount Studios. Before World War II,
Clark Gable and Carole Lombard had a courtside box there. On any given day, Errol Flynn and
Bette Davis might be around too, playing a friendly match. The club looked like a colonial
Spanish palace with its white stucco walls, pillared entryway, and red tile roof. You walked
through an arched front door and the first room you entered was a lounge filled with upholstered
chairs and game tables for the members.When my mother and I arrived it was still common to
find Lucille Ball there playing backgammon. She was always nice and said hello to us, which
thrilled my mom. Ozzie Nelson, then the dad on the hit television show The Adventures of Ozzie
and Harriet, was often at the club with his handsome son, Ricky, an excellent junior player who
all the girls had a crush on. Ricky eventually gave up tennis to be a pop star.Another regular was
Jack Webb, the star of the Dragnet TV show. One day he asked Mom, “What project are you
working on?”—he genuinely thought she was an actress—and my mother was floored. “Oh. No…
I mean…Oh dear, no—my daughter is a junior tennis player,” my mother stammered. I always
thought she was as gorgeous as any movie star, with her high cheekbones, perfectly coiffed
hair, and dazzling blue eyes. I wasn’t surprised Jack Webb did too.As fun as those moments
were, the bigger attraction of the club for me was the amateur and pro tennis stars we bumped
into. On any given day I might see Louise Brough or Pancho Gonzalez practicing on the stadium
court. You learn from the players who come before you, and I was lucky to be able to study some
of the best. Unfortunately, the men weren’t much interested in helping girls. Jack Kramer and
Pancho would fall over themselves to volunteer pointers to my contemporary, Dennis Ralston,
the latest local boy star. But neither legend cast even a sideways glance my way. I used to
crouch behind the seats to eavesdrop on what they were telling Dennis.The boys got everything,
and the girls got crumbs. After I had been at the club awhile, I had a few dates with a young
amateur player named Dave Reed, and the subject of expenses matter-of-factly came up. He
said, “Oh, we get financial help from the [Southern California Tennis] association”—Perry T.
Jones’s group. That was news to me. It burned me to hear that, and to know Dennis was signing
for his free meals at the club lunch counter and Perry T. Jones was taking care of his expenses
but not mine. I was a top junior too. I used to pass by that lunch counter and tell myself, Billie, it’s
not always going to be this way.When I pulled back and assessed my game at this point, it took
faith at times for me to stick with the serve-and-volleying style I preferred. Baseline players
become proficient earlier because there are fewer shots and decisions to master and less risk
baked into their games. At that age, the pattern is basically serve, return (or return/return/return),



repeat. We used to call the baseline players “pushers.” At this point, they still usually beat
me.The losing killed me, but Clyde assured me it would be worth it in the long run, and he was
right. I learned to take satisfaction from improving on things I was working on in matches, and not
necessarily what the scoreboard said. To be a successful attacking player, I knew I had to have a
strong second serve, the reflexes to snag my opponent’s passing-shot attempts down either
side of the court, and the soft hands to pick off volleys as I was charging the net. In time, my shot
choices did become clearer. My judgment improved. I controlled more points by making the
player across the net feel pressure from me.In the spring of 1958, I went to the Dudley Cup in
Santa Monica, which was a big event at the time. I was fourteen, and I had to overcome both a
formidable player named Carole Caldwell and a brief relapse into my public-speaking phobia to
win the title. After I pulled ahead in the second set and saw the winner’s prize sitting courtside I
realized if I won I’d have to say a few words to the crowd. Then I lost a few points I shouldn’t
have. That’s enough of that! I chided myself. You HAVE to do this. If you want to be the best you
have to find your voice. No getting around it. (If you’ve ever wondered why tennis players talk to
themselves, the answer is simple: There’s no one else out there to commiserate with.)Making
that leap was a breakthrough for me. But there were still a few things standing in my way of
becoming No. 1. One of them remained Perry T. Jones. As head of the Southern California
Tennis Association he had the power to decide which tournaments you could enter and how
much money—if any—the association would contribute to cover your expenses. Most of us were
afraid of running into the Czar by chance because we were worried he’d cite us for some petty
dress code violation or other trumped-up infraction. If somebody spotted him coming, word
raced around the courts and we’d scatter like pigeons.I was now No. 2 in the Southern California
Tennis Association’s rankings for fifteen-and-under girls behind Kathy Chabot, whom I had never
beat. Still, I figured my standing would earn me a trip east that summer to play in the national
championships in Middletown, Ohio. They always sent the top two players from our section.
When the Czar summoned me to his office at the Los Angeles Tennis Club to talk about it, I
could hardly breathe. At first he regarded me the way an emperor might eye a serf who had just
breached the castle moat. Then he got to the point: “I don’t intend to send you to Middletown
unless you defeat Kathy Chabot in the Southern California Championships.”“But what about
Kathy? If I beat her, can she still go?”“Of course,” he said.I was happy that Kathy was guaranteed
a spot. But the Czar was being unfair to me. He was breaking precedent, yet I knew there was no
arguing with him. I became so determined to make sure I won my place at nationals I started
training like a maniac. I rose at 5 a.m. to do calisthenics and jump rope like a prizefighter. I hit
balls in our driveway for an hour and a half before school, telling myself there was no way Kathy
was going to beat me. I practiced again after school. Even when I wasn’t physically practicing I
was visualizing the match, picturing myself doing everything right. As I was washing dishes I’d
daydream about seeing my second serves go in. In bed at night I’d imagine myself chasing down
each ball, making every shot. Then I’d get up at the crack of dawn and start again.And I did not
lose that match. The Southern California Championships, like all my showdowns with Kathy, was



a battle. But my game and my mind had turned a corner. I was relentless, determined, and
steadier than I’d ever been. I won 6–3, 6–3.Now Perry T. Jones grudgingly gave me permission
to go to the nationals at Middletown. But he refused to cover my expenses. Later, when he found
out that the Long Beach Tennis Patrons had stepped in to fill that void, he moved the goalposts
yet again and added a new condition. “You’ll need a chaperone,” he told me.Mom and Dad
couldn’t afford airline tickets. The only way I could get to Ohio was by train with my mother. We
didn’t have enough money for a sleeper cabin, and it took us three days one way. Mom suffered
from motion sickness the entire trip and held an empty See’s candy box under her chin when
she felt like she might throw up. But she was a good sport.I, on the other hand, absolutely loved
the ride. I adored looking out the window and watching the scenery blur by, noticing how the land
turned from desert to prairie to lush fields of wheat and corn. I loved the clickety-clack sound of
the train wheels and how the swaying motion of the cars rocked me to sleep at night. It felt like a
great adventure. It was bliss for a child who yearned to do great things and fantasized about
going places.When I got to Ohio everything was unfamiliar, starting with the gray Har-Tru clay
courts, which are made of crushed stone. The only courts I had ever played on were concrete.
Now it felt like I had marbles underfoot as I ran. It was hard to start and stop. To avoid
overrunning the ball on clay once you finally do get going, you have to slide into shots,
something I didn’t yet know how to do. The bounces are also different, and the ball hung in the
air more, which favored the pushers.For the rest of my life, Har-Tru would be my worst surface
(far worse than European red clay, which I actually ended up liking). I hadn’t dropped a set in
more than a month when I got to the nationals, but I lost decisively in the quarterfinals. Kathy
Chabot and I got to the doubles finals but lost. She had trouble sliding too.After the tournament,
some of the girls went on from Ohio to Philadelphia and New Jersey to spend the rest of the
summer on the grass court circuit. I couldn’t go, and I was terribly sad as I watched their cars pull
away from the hotel. When my mother saw me shoving away some tears she said, “Oh, honey,
I’m so sorry we can’t afford to send you with them.”“It’s okay, Mom,” I said. “Next year I’m going.
Even if I have to hitchhike.”—By the time I entered Long Beach Polytechnic High School as a
tenth grader my tennis successes were starting to mount. My ranking was good enough to get
me on the Wilson Sporting Goods list to receive two free rackets a year. I thought I had hit the
big time. My parents and our extended family had attended Poly, and finally getting there myself
in 1958 seemed like another rite of passage.I felt a thrill every time I walked in Poly’s front door
past the sign that read “Home of SCHOLARS AND CHAMPIONS” and the Art Deco metal letters
beneath that that ran the length of the entrance and read, “ENTER TO LEARN GO FORTH TO
SERVE.” I felt more grown-up walking across the sprawling campus with its large grassy
courtyard in the middle. With more than three thousand students, Poly was bigger than some
community colleges. The long interior hallways echoed with noise and spirited chatter. For the
first time, I was in classes with kids of all different colors and backgrounds: Black, Brown, Asian,
Native American. I loved it.Poly was famous for its winning football, baseball, basketball, and
track teams. But the closest a girl could get to a varsity sport was cheerleading. So while Randy



could daydream about playing big-league baseball—the Dodgers had announced their move to
Los Angeles the year before—more hard realities were leaking into my dreams. I still saw myself
competing on Centre Court at Wimbledon. And yet, at that time it was impossible for a girl to
imagine a long-term future as a tennis champion or a pro athlete, except on the fledgling LPGA
Tour.My internal conflict showed in a detailed composition I wrote for my sophomore English
class that I began by imagining my life three years in the future, when I’d be eighteen:Here I am
in New York City at 5 p.m. leaving by plane for Wimbledon, England. I still can’t believe it. In one
week I will be participating in what is considered to be the Tennis Championship of the World.I
described arriving at my London housing with an English family, how I delayed my morning
practice on the grass courts until the city’s famous fog had cleared. I seeded myself eighth and
wrote expansive passages about every match I played until I lost in the quarterfinals to Darlene
Hard, 10–8 in the third. I wrote a brief epilogue that included Ramsey Earnhart, a real-life
heartthrob in California tennis who I had put onboard my imaginary flight to England with me.
Now it was 1988:Here I am at home twenty-seven years later, sitting with my four wonderful
children (at times they’re wonderful). After the summer of ’61 I entered Pomona College in
California, spending five years and graduating with a master’s degree. I married Ramsey
Earnhart—remember that boy I met on the way to the plane that day? Even though I never did
achieve my ambition in tennis, I’m so glad I went ahead and received a higher education than
high school instead of turning out to be a tennis bum.The conventional ending showed just how
much I had started internalizing the standard script for middle-class white women of my
generation. The boilerplate goal for a girl in my era on the cusp of adulthood was a college
education at best and modest achievement, as long as it didn’t interfere with marriage and
children. Women were supposed to trade in their dreams for their husband’s ambitions. It was
my mother’s stated dream for me too.I still wanted to believe that I could lead a life without limits.
But as I got older and looked around, it increasingly seemed like the world was telling me
something else.—I’m often asked when I first questioned my sexuality, and I can only say it was
a gradual awakening that didn’t start until college. I know many people who say they knew they
were gay in elementary school, but when I was growing up I had no idea. For the longest time I
felt different. But I didn’t know why. I didn’t have the words.People self-identify now when it
comes to sexuality and gender, and I think it’s a fantastic, positive development. Who you are is
about how you feel inside. But it’s hard to convey to many people today how different the world
was for LGBTQ+ people then. Hardly anyone talked openly about gays and lesbians. It was
literally dangerous to be gay, and almost unheard of to be out. Homosexuality was still
criminalized in many states. The American Psychiatric Association, the largest organization of its
kind in the world, listed homosexuality as a mental disorder until 1973 and didn’t completely
remove “sexual orientation disturbance” until 1987. Ignorance and fear, slurs and prejudices,
acts of violence abounded.I had crushes on plenty of boys beginning in grade school, and I
loved that my parents were matter-of-fact about what goes on with our bodies. Mom gave me the
birds-and-the-bees talk when I was in fifth grade. When she got to the part about how babies are



conceived I said, “Ewwww. That’s not fun, is it?” and she burst out laughing.Beyond that, I can
summarize the standard message girls received about sex in those days in three words: Don’t.
Get. Pregnant. Remember, in the 1950s there was no birth control pill. The Supreme Court’s Roe
v. Wade decision affirming a woman’s right to get a legal abortion wasn’t handed down until
1973. Unwed girls and women who got pregnant endured serious shaming. They were often told
they “had” to get married or they disappeared from school, sometimes never to return.Those
kinds of messages—and other tensions over gender roles—crept into our family once Randy
and I were seriously into sports. Our parents took side jobs because they barely had enough
money to pay the bills. I sensed how Dad felt he had to live up to a standard of manhood that
could be every bit as inhibiting as the rules women faced. He was uncomfortable that he couldn’t
provide enough with his firefighter’s salary. His schedule allowed him to moonlight at a plastics
factory. Mom sometimes sold Avon or Tupperware. She later took a job as a receptionist and a
bookkeeper at a local blood lab. Before long, she was running the place and it was turning a
profit, which she and the owner considered a triumph. But my father was occasionally insecure
that Mom was working outside the home. They used to have long, intense discussions about
work, sometimes even arguments. But the magic was that they talked it through.“Your mother
should’ve married someone with money,” he’d tell me.“Daddy, she wouldn’t trade you for
anything in the world,” I’d reply.Our exhausted parents became tired and cranky so often that
Randy and I finally sat them down for a talk one night. We begged them to quit their side jobs.
We said it wasn’t worth it. When we offered to quit our sports instead, their eyes started to water.
“You’re not on earth to take care of us—we wanted you,” my mother said.Luckily, my tennis
successes were continuing to pile up, which earned me some financial help from local tennis
patrons. My father did quit his second job eventually. By January of my sophomore year I was
No. 2 in my section of the state. By summer vacation I had kept my vow and earned my way onto
the East Coast grass court circuit—and I didn’t have to hitchhike to get there.I was also chosen
to tour with my first national select team, the 1959 U.S. Junior Wightman Cup squad, which was
a huge honor. The cup was founded in 1923 by Hazel Hotchkiss Wightman, a great pre–World
War I champion from California. Women’s teams and girls’ teams from Britain and the United
States competed in five singles and two doubles matches. The cup went to whichever country’s
team won four matches first.Southern Californian public-park players dominated our roster. The
six of us who were on that junior team—Kathy Chabot, Pam Davis, Karen Hantze, Barbara
Browning, Carole Caldwell, and me—remained friends for life. Few of us realized how good we
were until we started competing back east that July. I took my first-ever plane ride to get there on
a four-propeller Constellation that droned along at just over three hundred miles an hour. It took
us eleven hours to fly from Los Angeles to Philadelphia, our starting point for the grass court
circuit.The tour was my first full immersion in the old-school East Coast tennis establishment. My
world expanded in ways I couldn’t have predicted. The Long Beach Tennis Patrons, the Century
Club, and a few other local sponsors paid for me to tour, giving me just enough funds to get by. In
the amateur tennis tradition, we saved money by staying as player-guests most of the time in the



homes of tennis fans and wealthy supporters who were unfailingly welcoming, generous, and
kind.The Los Angeles Tennis Club and the show-biz swells there had always seemed swanky to
me. But what I experienced on the East Coast, playing at venerated country clubs, experiencing
day-to-day life with old-money host families who sometimes lived on sprawling estates, was a
different kind of rich. Our team was on the move every week. It was quite an education.Carole
and I were chosen to room together, starting in Philadelphia. Our hosts were the Freunds, who
lived in the upscale neighborhood of Chestnut Hill. Compared to California, everything in Philly
seemed old and historic to me, from the Revolutionary War–era monuments to the cobblestone
streets to the aged twin beds that Carole and I were assigned in the Freunds’ top-floor bedroom.
The mattresses sagged so much in the middle that my bum nearly touched the floor.
Philadelphia was also where I discovered Bassetts Ice Cream, a delicious local specialty I
couldn’t stop eating.Staying in private homes was a great way to meet people and learn how to
get along with all types. I had to learn more of the social graces that were part of the tennis
circuit culture, such as socializing during mixers at the elite private clubs that hosted our events.
There was a pattern to these conversations. I’d be holding a glass of water in my hand, chatting
with club members who were drinking highballs. One of the older men or women would
inevitably lean over toward fifteen-year-old me and say, “So, tell me young lady, what are you
really going to do with your life? Or are you going to be a tennis bum?”I am doing what I want
with my life, was what I wanted to say. Instead, I’d smile politely and say nothing, or assure them
that I planned to attend college and marry because I knew that’s what they wanted to hear.When
we arrived in South Orange, New Jersey, our next stop after Philly, I got to play the newly
crowned Wimbledon singles champion, nineteen-year-old Maria Bueno of Brazil, on a sticky
summer afternoon. She barely beat me, 6–4, 6–4, in a gritty match.As I was packing my rackets,
I was still replaying some points in my head and feeling a bit low about shots I’d missed. A man
with black-rimmed glasses and a big, friendly smile came over and introduced himself. “Hi. I’m
Frank Brennan,” he said. “Don’t let this get you down. You’re going to be No. 1.”Nobody had ever
said anything like that to me before. I was so taken aback I just stared at him.Frank told me that
he was a tennis coach who always checked out new players at the tournament. In the coming
years, this generous, helpful man would become an influential mentor and contributor to my
game. That first day, he had noticed that I was still playing with nylon strings and said he’d get
me some Pakistani-made natural gut strings. Gut is more expensive but strongly preferred by top
players for the better spin and control it helps create. He also explained that he was a self-taught
player who worked for the U.S. Post Office and ran his own tennis camp on the weekends.Soon
after our first encounter, Frank invited me to his home in Fairlawn, New Jersey, for dinner with his
family. I was accustomed to orderly dinners at my home, but mealtime with the Brennans was an
Irish American free-for-all. He and his wife Lillian had nine kids—soon to be ten—and the “Amen”
at the end of grace was like a starting pistol. Silverware flashed. Crumbs flew. There were so
many Brennans they attended church in shifts.The Brennan family would become like an
extension of my own. I began staying with them on my trips back east, and Frank started



coaching me. Clyde Walker was still my coach in Long Beach, and to his credit he never minded
when someone else wanted to help. Frank was the first coach who traveled with me to some of
my events. Eventually, he quit his post office job and ran an indoor/outdoor tennis facility that he
built with a business partner, and I’d return there with other top players to hold clinics. His chats
with me about strategy helped sharpen my game significantly. But he could also be blunt. He
was the man who made the searing offhanded remark to me that “You’ll be good because you’re
ugly” after predicting I could be No. 1. We were seated at the dinner table when he said it, and
Lillian and a few of their kids told him, “That’s horrible!”Men routinely took the liberty of sharply
remarking on women’s appearances then. I think what Frank was trying to say, in his clumsy way,
was that because I was pudgy and wore thick glasses I wouldn’t have to deal with boys wanting
to date me. It was untrue even then, but that didn’t lessen the sting. I got past the remark after I
got to know Frank better. And anyway, I had more towns to see and bigger battles to fight.—I
was a happy vagabond that summer. In addition to Philadelphia and South Orange, the eastern
grass court circuit took us to events in Haverford, Pennsylvania, Wilmington, Delaware, then
back to the Philly area for the U.S. National Lawn Tennis Association girls’ eighteen-and-under
championships, then on to the U.S. National Championships at Forest Hills. We had so much fun
being on our own and traveling together. I was the youngest of the group, yet I somehow became
everyone’s confidante. Minor spats, boyfriend trouble, tennis dreams—I knew all, revealed
nothing.We spent one week at the Delaware estate of Willie and Margaret Osborne du Pont. She
was a veteran member of our Wightman Cup team who was still winning matches into her
forties, and she taught Carole and me how to use utensils properly at a formal dinner table.
Willie, born in England, was a tiny, eccentric man who dressed in old-fashioned britches and
puffed on a Sherlock Holmes–style pipe. He was one of the richest men in America, but he liked
to smoke his own hams in an outbuilding on his enormous estate and rise at the crack of dawn
to personally check on his thoroughbred racehorses. He would give me tours of the grounds in
his old Chevy with a stick shift. One night I was startled to see him fall asleep at dinner
midsentence. “Oh, that happens all the time,” Margaret told us with a wave of her hand, carrying
on as if nothing were amiss.We stayed another week at the Oyster Bay, New York, estate of
Rosalind P. Walter, the Squibb pharmaceutical heiress. The Broadway songwriters Redd Evans
and John Jacob Loeb wrote the popular “Rosie the Riveter” song for Rosalind after she went to
work at an aircraft plant in Connecticut during the war effort.At one point that summer, the U.S.
Lawn Tennis Association invited the great Maureen Connolly and England’s Mary Hardwick to
Philadelphia for a series of clinics with the junior girls. I had never met either woman, but I had
been reading about them for years. I was beyond excited when I got to hit one-on-one with
Maureen one day. As she walked ahead of me to the court I could see the deep scar on her right
calf where the muscle had been gashed in her career-ending horseback-riding accident at
nineteen. What made the timing of her injury more tragic was that she had swept the four Grand
Slam singles titles in 1953, the year before she was hurt. She had tried desperately to make a
comeback and failed. But her strokes were still exquisitely clean, crisp, and consistent when we



practiced.When Maureen invited me to dinner that night, I was ecstatic. As soon as we took our
seats in the restaurant I started pelting her with questions. She was high-spirited, and I
remember how her eyes flashed as she spoke. I wanted to know everything about her life, how
she made it to No. 1, what she could tell me about how I could get better. At least she waited for
dessert to deliver the blow. I was devastated when she said, “I don’t think you have what it takes
to be a champion. You’re too self-centered, too undisciplined, and too egotistical to make it to
the top.”I think I just went blank at that point. I sat there motionless. What made my unexpected
dressing down all the more painful and surprising was that I’d heard that Maureen was usually
such a kind person. I swallowed hard, but I didn’t cry. I may have even thanked her for her
observations on my dazed walk out the door. I got up the next morning and tried to play it off as if
nothing had happened, but her words haunted me. I pulled out of it mostly by reminding myself
that she didn’t really know me. I told myself nobody could stop me but me.A few years later, a
friend of Maureen’s approached me at Forest Hills with a story that he wanted to share. He told
me he had been standing with Maureen at an event that same summer of 1959, discussing
which of the girls might become great players. Maureen pointed at me and told him to watch for
me, and only me. I looked at the man in disbelief. I had heard tales about how Maureen’s coach,
Eleanor “Teach” Tennant, goaded her players into better performance. Had Maureen been using
the same reverse psychology on me? Maybe she thought praise would go to my head. She may
have sensed my independent streak and figured, correctly, that I would react by trying to show
her how wrong she was about me. But I’ll never know for sure.We never spoke about that
conversation or, for that matter, about Maureen’s quote in World Tennis magazine a few months
after I met her saying that I could stand to lose twenty pounds, my groundstrokes needed
improvement, and I took too many shortcuts. Maureen was correct about the first two—I could
barely fit into my tennis dress after all the Bassetts Ice Cream and other goodies I ate on that
first trip away from home, and the continental grip we were taught in California had
disadvantages that affected our strokes. But shortcuts? I never took a tennis shortcut in my life.I
saw Maureen occasionally when I played the tour full-time. She was always friendly. She spent
most of her time by then in Texas with her two children and her husband, Norman Brinker, the
founder of restaurant chains including Steak & Ale, who was also credited with popularizing the
salad bar. I think Maureen and I could have been good friends if we’d gotten to know each other,
but she died of ovarian cancer in 1969. She was only thirty-four.—Our Southern California Junior
Wightman Cup team marked our return to Philadelphia by rolling to the National Junior Girls
Intersectionals title at the Germantown Cricket Club. We went undefeated in the twenty-one
matches we played that week, a record that still stands. Our next and last stop of the summer
was New York City to play the U.S. National Championships at the West Side Tennis Club in
Forest Hills. This was my first visit to one of the four majors, so it was a very big deal. I think we
were all amazed, even occasionally overwhelmed, by the huge skyscrapers, the crowds
thronging the Manhattan sidewalks, the taxis, the horns, the bustle and noise.Our team was
staying at the Roosevelt Hotel in Midtown. There were six of us sardined into one room with no



air conditioning. At least the hotel was conveniently located just a few blocks from the subway
we took to Queens. Once we disembarked there, I loved walking through the Tudor-style section
of Forest Hills to get to the club. I knew that Alfred Hitchcock had filmed some of the scenes
there for Strangers on a Train, one of my favorite movies, so being there myself now felt
somehow familiar.The clubhouse at the West Side Tennis Club had a stucco exterior, gabled
roofs, and half-timber beams. The dark-paneled interior walls were lined with photos of past
champions, and I studied them all. I loved sitting on the terrace overlooking the courts, sipping
orange juice or a soda and watching the sun set behind the beautiful horseshoe-shaped main
stadium. At the time there was also a fifteen-foot-high billboard of the tournament draws, and a
person on a ladder would fill in the results as matches were played.I was paired in the first round
with one of the strongest girls, Justina Bricka, a cagey sixteen-year-old lefthander from Missouri.
I remember being up a set and ahead 5–4 in the second; I even had her at match point, 30–40. I
lost anyway. Eliminated on day one.Summer was over, and our Wightman Cup gang was
breaking up. It was time to go back to school. We had all grown so close, parting felt bittersweet.I
flew from New York’s Idlewild Airport (now JFK) back to Los Angeles nonstop. The flight was on
a jet this time and took only five and a half hours, not eleven. As I peered out the window as the
plane banked away from the airport I felt years older—even more sophisticated—than when I
had left home.As special as my first summer circuit trip was, my parents and I rarely talked with
each other all those weeks because long-distance calls were so expensive. I was excited to land
in sunny Los Angeles and scan the crowd in the arrivals hall for Mom and Dad. But somehow, we
walked right past each other. When I turned around to see if I’d missed them, I finally heard my
mother say, “Billie Jean…is that you?” El Chubbo had gained so much weight that my parents
didn’t recognize their own daughter. My mother wasn’t thrilled, but neither she nor Dad said
anything. During the drive south to Long Beach, I told them about how great our junior girls did,
about my first look at Manhattan and Forest Hills, about the magnificent homes we stayed in
elsewhere. But Mom and Dad, God bless them, really only wanted to know one thing: “Are you
still loving tennis and having fun?”I was loving it, all right. More than ever.Chapter 4My summer
results were strong enough to convince me to enter the main draw of the Pacific Southwest
Championships that were held at the Los Angeles Tennis Club a month after I returned home, in
addition to playing again in the junior division. I was fifteen, and moving up to the women’s
competition was a milestone moment. I advanced to the third round before I lost to twenty-year-
old Ann Haydon in a brutally tough match. She barely held on 7–5 in the third. People noticed.
When I came off the court, a Long Beach real estate investor named Harold Guiver jogged up to
congratulate me and said, “I love the way you play, Billie Jean. I want to send you to Wimbledon.
You’re really good.”Harold was a terrific club player who stood only five feet four but he used to
outwit nearly all his opponents, even Pancho Gonzalez when they were teenagers and playing
for quarters on the public courts of Los Angeles. Harold was also a brilliant businessman and a
world-class contract bridge player. He cared deeply about kids. I had no doubt he could raise the
money to pay my expenses for a shot at Wimbledon. My dream of all dreams.
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Charles Kevin Kerr, “A great front row seat to the evolution of womens professional tennis and
equality of women.. Told in an easy to read and thoughtful way Billie Jean opens up the world
she grew up and was an active participant in. Although most of the book centers on her growth
and experiences as a tennis player she details many issues outside that arena that impacted her
world. I have admired her for a long time but after reading her new book I have gained even more
appreciation for her on and off court efforts.”

golfnut, “Women & Sports. I just finished reading this book and loved it. I also started playing
tennis at 12 years in a small town outside Las Vegas. There was no organized girl's sports for
kids like me to play in. I followed tennis on TV and watched every tennis match that was on.I
played tennis for 30 years until my spine started to break down. I now fit in some pickleball when
I can.Thank you for what you have done for women's tennis and women's sports over all. Your
drive and persistence paved the way for young girls to play any sport they want and not be afraid
to be a "jock".I actually have a tennis ball that you signed for me one time in Sacramento and
keep it as a valuable reminder that one woman can change the world. I used to play in your blue
Adidas tennis shoes.  Thank you..........”

southpaw, “Historically relevant, engrossing. My husband has it as an audio and I have it on
Kindle. This is very well written and BJK sounds like she’s talking directly to you. Her history is
amazing both for her tennis achievements and groundbreaking actions on many important
issues, both decades ago and now.”

Talking Fingers@aol.com, “King Serves An Ace!. Not only is it one of the best sports books I
have ever read, but also one of the just plain BOOKS that I have ever read. I was riveted to it
from Page One. I can not recommend this book more highly. It is a must read!”

Barry Sparks, “One of the most influential figures in sports history. Frank Deford of Sports
Illustrated believed the two most influential figures in sports were Billie Jean King and Jackie
Robinson.Even if you aren't a tennis fan, Deford's opinion should motivate you to learn more
about King, who was the first female athlete to earn more than $100,000 in a year (1971). While
she excelled on the court, it's her work off the court that has left a lasting impact. Always
outspoken, King has long advocated for women's rights and gender equality.Authors Johnette
Howard and Maryellen Vollers write that Billie Jean always wanted to live her life without limits,
but the world presented numerous obstacles, many of them because she was female. There
was a gap between what she thought she was capable of and the world that was.She wondered
how she could bridge the gap. Billie Jean was determined to change things and become a
champ and No. 1 in the world. It wasn't an easy battle, nor a short one.Billie Jean consistently
lost to Margaret Court early in her career. She started to reverse that trend once she realized



that champions have the ability to lift their game when the pressure is the greatest.As an
amateur, Billie Jean fought for many changes to the sport she said was 50 years behind the
times.The Open era began in 1968, and she pushed for gender equality and equal pay for men
and women. In the 1970 Italian Open, the top prize for men was $7,400 for men and $600 for
women. King got little support from her male counterparts.In 1970, King established the Virginia
Slims Tournament for women, sponsored by Phillip Morris. The tournament gave women an
opportunity to control their destiny and elevated their status in the sport.The Battle of the Sexes,
which feature King vs. Bobby Riggs at the Astrodome on Sept. 20, 1973, receives a lot of
attention. King, 30, was the top-rated female in the world, while Riggs, 55, had won Wimbledon
in 1939. Riggs, a male chauvinist pig, had beaten Margaret Court three months earlier. He
mocked women's tennis.King, however, easily defeated Riggs in straight sets in front of a live
crowd of 30,000 and a worldwide television audience of 90 million.At times, Billie Jean's private
life almost overshadowed her professional career. Her husband revealed she had had an
abortion and years later, it was revealed she had a lesbian affair. She eventually embraced both
abortion rights and gay rights. She divorced her husband and has had a long relationship with
another woman.The financial fallout and loss of sponsorships due to her being a lesbian forced
Billie Jean to extend her tennis career.Billie Jean King, a 20-time winner at Wimbledon, is a Mt.
Rushmore figure in women's tennis. The meaningful, long-lasting and impactful changes she
helped bring about rival her athletic achievements.”

Cat lover, “Inspiring and heroic. I didn't watch the match with Bobby in the 70's but remember
being very glad that she won. I could relate to Billie's eating disorders later in life, and struggles
for equality in the 60's and 70's. She was the original trail blazer for women's sports. A truly
remarkable woman.”

Peter Munn, “Impressive. Slighly disappointed because the book focuses on her enormous
achievements fighting for causes. I would have preferred more about her tennis. How she felt in
some of the key moments of her incredible career! I learnt about her knee problems..An
admirable woman who has achieved so much!”

ByronsCorner, “Tennis Player. This autobiography is outstanding. It really enables you to
understand the often difficult path she had to tread as she matured into one of the world's
outstanding athletes. It illuminates her dedication to her sport, the personal obstacles she
negotiated but, above all, her compassion for people in general and fellow comrades in sport.”

Id, “Inspirational. A great read. I had never heard of Billie Jean King before reading her
autobiography, and it's been a pleasure getting to know her life and her work for social change.
The book is an easy entertaining read, that also gives a first hand perspective on the struggle for
equal rights.”



H M Prangle, “Best tennis read. One of the best Tennis Autobiographies, I've had the pleasure of
reading in a long while, Legend.”

dean l., “Book. Great product and excellent quality”
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