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As a debut novelist, I'm grateful for any opportunity to talk about my book. I'm especially 
grateful for this one, at the Winston-Salem Open, where I'm guessing that at least some of 
you will catch the significance of the title, Breaking and Holding, before I explain: you 
know, as in tennis, as in breaking and holding serve.  
 
I do want to say upfront, however, that: even though tennis players and fans will find an 
extra measure of enjoyment in this novel; even though tennis is the conceit of the novel; and 
even though 25 copies of Breaking and Holding will be available in the players' lounge at 
the US Open next week—something I'm really excited about!—you don't have to like or 
understand tennis to enjoy Breaking and Holding. The story stands on its own as one of 
relationships, deception, betrayal, and the folly of the human heart.  
 
When I talk about Breaking and Holding, I invariably get three questions:  
 
Do you play tennis?  
 
Well...no. I have never played tennis. In fact, I've have hardly held a racket.  
 
So, why tennis?  
 
Because even though I don't play, I am head-over-heels, weak-in-the-knees in LOVE with 
the sport and have been for a very long time. I fell hard and fast, and since the who/what/ 
when/where/why of that fall has a North Carolina connection, I'd like to share it.  
 
In 1978, when wooden rackets were still around and men were still playing tennis in 
ridiculously short white shorts, the NCAA men's championships were held at the University 
of Georgia in Athens, where my husband and I were in school. We went to the tournament's 
final, for no particular reason other than just for something to do. But playing that day, were 
the number 1 seed, 19-year-old John McEnroe who played for Stanford, and John Sadri, a 
Charlotte native who played for NC State. Sadri was an unexpected finalist with a 
bludgeoning serve. McEnroe won the match and championship, but only after four hours 
and twenty-three minutes.  The score was 7-6, 7-6, 5-7, 7-6, 144 points to 143. That match 
became known as THE match in college tennis, and I was forever smitten. 
 
But my love for tennis is not the only why. There's another: the language of tennis: love, 
match, fault, double fault, serve, return, and of course, break and hold. Those words do 
more than lend themselves to a story. They're irresistible. They beg for one.   
 
And they make for great metaphors too, so that in Breaking & Holding, a character never 
has fear in his eyes, he has "a triple-break point look in his eyes." And when struggling on 
one occasion to confess something difficult, a character knows: "He would do best if he said 
it fast, but the words came out clay-court slow, like a ball sitting up high in the misting rain, 
waiting for someone to slam it back down his throat."  
 



In his autobiography Open, Andre Agassi wrote, "…tennis uses the language of life. The 
basic elements are those of everyday existence because every match is a life in miniature." 
 
And he's right. Those elements apply just as readily to what happens to us on court as off 
court in life. In my story, when intertwined relationships get messy—and they do—everyone 
faults or doubles, everyone makes errors, forced and unforced, and my title, which does 
refer to serving as I said earlier, also refers to two people who are broken at love, but who 
desperately try to play on and to hold.  
 
The third question I consistently get is: Why did you set the novel in the 1970s?  
 
The late 70s and early 80s were the Golden Age of the Tennis, with the great rivalries of 
Borg, Connors, and McEnroe. This was the time when the antics of bad boys, Connors, 
McEnroe and Ilie Nastase made tennis a popular spectator sport; when it became noisy and 
colorful, like the US Open, rather than quiet and white, like Wimbledon.  
 
But truthfully, there's more this novel and the 1970s than that. And if there's a 
motivational takeaway for you in these remarks, this it is. It's not naïve and syrupy. It's 
not follow your dreams and they'll all come true. But it is: Do what you love no matter what 
it takes; try it, if your intuition tells you to; go for the low percentage shot, reinvent yourself 
at 22 or 52 or 92; persevere for what feels like a foolishly long time; be strong in the face of 
rejection, and you might not get that sweet, dreamy ending, but hmmm…you never know.  
 
You see, I actually began writing this novel in 1978. And I love when people pose that 
question: So, how did it take you to write it? Oh, around 35 years. But that's not exactly true. 
That novel, called Love-30, was quite different. I was able to get an agent in NY for it, but he 
couldn't sell it, so I relegated the manuscript to my attic where it slept in a blue box, 
forgotten and untouched until February of 2008. On a lark, I read it again and cringed for 
most of its 300 pages, but occasionally, I'd stumble into a scene and think: Oooooh, that's 
really good. 
 
I decided to take two months, tweak the novel, and try again. Tweaking became extensively 
revising, and, while the heart of the story stayed the same, very little else did. Those two 
months became seven years. I joined a wonderful, helpful writing group. Love-30 became 
30-Love, Holding at Love, and finally Breaking and Holding. And as is often the case for 
even bestselling novelists, 99 literary agents said no, one said yes she would represent me 
and within eight months sold my novel for publication. 
 
Hmmm…you never know.  
 
As I began revising, I thought about dropping my story into present-day, but I wanted to 
give women of my generation a nostalgic look back at 70s, and I wanted to introduce women 
of younger generations, like my daughter's, to the era.  
 
I wanted to keep the fun of the pop culture, music, and fashion of the day. I wanted to 
maintain the painful but important disillusionment that settled in after Watergate and 
Vietnam and hung over us for a long time, like a 95-degree day with a heat index of 110. To 
keep my characters believable, I needed that narcissistic, navel-gazing of the ME-Decade, 
that philosophy of "It feels good, do it." 



I very much wanted to touch on women's issues of 1970s too: self-actualization, equal pay, 
the glass ceiling, career versus home. Sadly, most of them are still with us today, but they 
were fresh, new, and more difficult challenges then. Those were the days, when a career-
driven woman, like my character Lynn, could earn an MBA at Harvard by sitting in the same 
classrooms as her male counterparts, hearing the same lectures, enduring the same 
workload, passing the same exams, and yet be given a diploma not from Harvard, but from 
Harvard-Radcliffe.  
 
Finally, I wanted to touch on technology, or the absence of technology in the 1970s. Today, 
the climax that the reader foresees and fears for ten chapters would be unlikely to happen. It 
would be easily prevented by a cell phone call or text message. Today, Google would change 
everything that happened in the aftermath. But 1978 was different—a time when it was easy 
for someone to hide, easy to be lost. It was not a time to let someone you loved walk out of 
your life.  
 
I guess the only question left is: So, what's Breaking and Holding about? I'm tempted not to 
answer, so you'll stop by my table and pick up a copy. But I will. My publisher pitches the 
book as a love story—and it's a good one. But, especially on Ladies Day, I see it this way:  
 
It's the story of two women in the summer of 1978. Career-driven Lynn is struggling to 
succeed in a New York advertising agency. Her close friend, Patricia, is seeking the courage 
to get out of a desolate marriage to an older man. The twist? Lynn's domineering boss is 
Patricia's controlling husband. When Patricia opts to spend a summer alone on Kiawah 
Island, she meets Terry Sloan, a collegiate tennis player desperate to turn pro. And when 
their physical attraction begins a slow burn toward obsession and love that can't let go, Lynn 
finds herself in the middle, trying to protect them all from a tragedy that can shatter lives 
or…redeem them.    
 
To give you the best sense of Breaking and Holding that I can, I'd like to close today by 
reading the opening paragraphs.  
  
This isn’t my story. It’s Patricia and Terry’s. But in the summer of 1978, their lives were 
wound around mine like strands of twine around a spool. Twine. Rope. Barbed wire by 
August.  
 
I still have the notes I took out of habit that summer, not knowing what else to do. I have 
Patricia’s journal too, which was left at the beach house on Kiawah Island in the 
aftermath. Even now, five years later, I find it too painful to read.  
 
I have the moist heat of the Carolina coast, even here in New York. I see the rivers and 
smell the salt marsh, sweet with life and bitingly sour. I hear the perpetual respiration of 
the ocean, rolling us toward what I called date certain—September 1, 1978, the beginning 
of the Labor Day weekend. 
 
I have me, interloper turned housemate. A his-and-hers confidante, counselor, friend. 
Speaking truth to love. Lying to power. A fascinated witness, in the middle of it all, the 
place I hate most to be.  
 
Thank you. 


