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It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes up short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.
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INTRODUCTION
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I was twenty-two the first time I entered “the zone.” It was like nothing I had ever experienced. Ball after ball went tumbling into the pocket, almost before I knew I had taken a shot.
Stripes and solids, bank shots, cut shots, and combinations. One after another. I lost count pretty quickly, but my mentor, Gene Nagy, kept a tally as he set up each new rack.
We were out in Queens, at a café known as La Cue, where I played every day with Gene. He had the perfect personality for a mentor, and with his long, flowing white beard, he even looked like a guru.
A crowd gathered around us, but I didn’t notice. All I saw was the table, as it gradually revealed its mysteries. Somehow, for the first time in my life, I truly could not miss.
When at last it ended, on an impossible lie, I was ecstatic. One hundred and twenty-two balls! I had never heard of a woman topping one hundred, and I thought for sure I had scaled the mountaintop.
Then Gene chalked up. In the very next inning, he started a streak that ran for 230 consecutive shots. He didn’t say a word, but I learned plenty just the same.
I learned there is always room for improvement in this game. I’m still learning that, at every tournament and during every practice session. To me, that’s what makes pool so incredible—you can’t master it, but you can always get better.
See, I wasn’t always the Black Widow. I got that nickname from some guys in a local poolroom, because I always wore black and I looked deadly at the table. But when I walked into a poolroom for the first time ten years ago, I was just Jeanette, an eighteen-year-old dropout, a rebel, a waitress trying to make the rent on my studio in Manhattan.
No one could have predicted that I would succeed at pool. I was the wrong sex. I was too old—most of pool’s champions started shooting as children. Plus, I had a distinct physical handicap for a sport that requires constant bending: scoliosis. My spine was curved, and I would have been a hunchback were it not for eighteen inches of metal rod implanted in my back.
But five years later, I was ranked as the number one pool player on the face of the earth. Since then, I have helped lead the women’s game out of obscurity and into the limelight, made the quickest run from nowhere to number one in the history of the game, and earned more money than any other professional playing today.
I was a scrawny, handicapped girl. Now I’m a champion. I have done motivational speaking for Fortune 500 companies and top-notch universities. In every city on the tour, I see young girls who tell me they want to grow up and be like me. I’ve got an image as both a dedicated athlete and a sophisticated woman who takes what she wants.
That eighteen-year-old waitress has become a twenty-eight-year-old married woman, a spokeswoman for national charities, and an athlete making mortgage payments on a giant ranch house in the Midwest.
The transformation wasn’t easy. I could have quit a thousand times, after bitter losses, close calls, and hospital visits, but I never did, because in my heart I knew I could make it, even though everyone else thought it was unrealistic.
I had to learn all the techniques I will share with you in this book—from how to make a bridge to how to sink a bank shot with a TV camera in your face.
But the lessons I have learned can make you more than just the player to beat in your basement, bar league, or tournament.
I have learned how to compete, how to lose gracefully and win frequently. I have come to understand the psychology of success, the importance of mental toughness. I have learned the difference between competing against men and against women. I know how to stay focused under pressure, and how to achieve goals in the face of seemingly impossible odds. I am learning how to handle success, and how to balance a career and a family.
And now I want to share my secrets.
These secrets can help you succeed, whether or not you ever pick up a cue stick. They were learned in the poolroom, but the mental, analytical, and psychological techniques also work at home and in the office.
I am not vain enough or dumb enough to tell you that you have to do it my way. The point of this book is to give you the courage to find your own way.
I could have written this book a number of ways. I could have whipped off a “rack ’em and crack ’em” paperback, like some other pros have done. Pool hacks told me I could just cut and paste their instructions, slap a sexy photo on the cover, and start collecting royalties.
Publishing houses approached me three years ago with a list of potential co-authors. These writers promised me that we would never have to meet. I could talk for a few hours into a tape recorder, and they would transform these tapes into a “personality” book.
“That’s the way it’s done,” they told me.
Well, that’s not how I wanted it done.
I waited until I met Adam Scott Gershenson, who was writing then for the New York Times. I saw an article of his about the Women’s Professional Billiard Association’s Big Apple Classic that captured both the excitement of the sport and the unique role women played in transforming what was once a hustler’s game into a family event.
As we got to know each other, it became clear that we both wanted a book that would tell my story and help readers learn to play better pool.
One of the frustrating things about writing a book is that sometimes it feels like sending a message in a bottle. I don’t want to wait around on the beach forever without hearing your responses, so please feel free to contact me through my Web site, at www. jeanettelee.com.
Turn the page, and I’ll welcome you to my web.

I
HOW TO PLAY


1
YOUR TRUE POTENTIAL
I walked into Chelsea Billiards on a spring day in 1989, after  The Color of Money, starring Tom Cruise and Paul Newman, had come out. In the movie, the girl never takes a shot; she’s just an accessory. Still, something about the sight of these two sexy hustlers making their living off playing this game appealed to me.
At that time, Chelsea Billiards was the best room in town. It offered a cross section of society, from uptown millionaires to downtown scam artists, and everybody in between.
But the player who caught my eye was an old man shooting pool by himself, over on the house table reserved for the regulars. Johnny Ervolino. He moved so gracefully around the table, like a dancer or an angel. So calm, so steady. Even from across the room, I could see him drawing long, deep, even breaths. I could see the arteries pulsing in his neck.
Too shy to approach, I stared from a distance. He was an artist, it seemed to me then, a genius with a cue instead of a paintbrush. With every stroke, the patterns changed, scattering and resolving into a new image, a new world, a new puzzle to figure out. And after every shot, if I listened closely enough, I swore that I could hear in the distance the satisfying thud of another ball tumbling into a leather pocket.
When I pulled a cue off the wall, I knew immediately that I lacked his touch, his feel for the game, his knowledge, and his skill. Heck, I didn’t even have any idea about how to stand.
I didn’t know it at the time, but I was already learning my first lesson: you cannot judge a pool player’s potential at a glance.
It seems so easy. You walk into a place, you see two kinds of players. On one table prowls the cool cat, with the smooth, easy stroke and the attitude to match. Two tables over, an obvious hack strains and sweats beneath the lights, with chalk on her hands and a frown on her face.
The cat glides around the table, displaying all the apparent signs of greatness—creativity, concentration, and confidence. The hack is painful to watch. Her arm seems to creak with every stroke.
So there you have it. The first player has a future in pool, while the second ought to get that elbow greased and oiled.
But it’s just not that easy.
When I started playing pool, I was definitely a hack. And even though they might not want to admit it, I’m pretty sure the same is true for every other legendary pool player. None of us were born great. It’s just not that kind of sport. First you have to learn how to play, and then, more important, how to win.
I wish I could explain how that first day in the poolroom affected me. But how do you explain being struck by lightning? It was that powerful, that sudden a love affair.
I knew right away that I wanted to be the best player that ever lived.
My friends laughed, and with good reason. I was the worst player out of all of us. Meanwhile, my doctors were insisting that I not play, because they knew that the strain would eventually overwhelm the metal rod that runs the length of my spine and keeps me walking upright. And then there was the surest sign that I was no good: the guys in the poolroom lined up to play me for money.
What none of us realized, though, is that true potential lies hidden beneath the surface. The player who is willing to read this book, study the game, practice correctly, and understand the mental and psychological aspects of pool will grow into a far better player than the show-off who relies on his or her natural ability.
I’m not about to name names, but there are plenty of top players on the Women’s Professional Billiard Association Tour with little or no natural talent. And believe it or not, they win. They win major tournaments and pull in serious prize money, because they have dedicated themselves to the sport, and they do whatever it takes to get better. Then there are others with tons of natural ability who’ve yet to cash a winner’s check.
That’s part of the beauty of pool. So much of the game is mental. You don’t have to be seven feet tall or three hundred pounds, and you don’t have to run like the wind (unless you’ve tried to work a hustle that backfired).
Anyone can get very good at pool.
And I have to say thank God for that, because it has changed my life. When I walked into Chelsea Billiards for the first time, I felt like I had nothing going for me.
I had grown up in a family with so little money that when we wanted to hold things together, we used sticky rice instead of Elmer’s glue. I wasn’t close with my mother or stepfather. My closest relative was my grandmother, only she spoke no English, and I spoke no Korean. My sister was the favorite child, the valedictorian with a future in international business.
I was the runt of the litter, underweight and misunderstood. Bright enough to get into Bronx Science, a magnet school in New York City, but stubborn enough to drop out as soon as I could.
At eighteen, I was a waitress, an aimless party girl who woke up every morning wishing I could be anybody but who I was. I went to a bunch of colleges, but I could never commit myself fully to that kind of education.
Then I discovered pool. And once I did, I was not to be stopped.
Looking back, I don’t recommend doing what I did. I gave up everything but pool for the next few years, because I believed that was the only way to reach my goal. I am still convinced that you have to sacrifice to become the best player in the world, but I have also learned how important it is to have balance in your life. Believe me, winning your local tournament won’t mean as much if you have no one to celebrate with.
Back then, I played more pool than any person should ever be allowed to play. I woke up every morning with a new purpose, determined to make it to the poolroom as quickly as possible. No shower, no makeup, no breakfast.
I lived just three blocks from the hall, but I’d flag a cab anyway, figuring the minutes on the table were worth the money I would spend.
Every day I played fifteen, sixteen hours in a row. Chelsea Billiards never closed, and I rarely left. One time I played thirty-seven hours straight, until my back collapsed and my friends had to carry me home.
Later that week, when I got out of the hospital, I was still obsessed. I would go to cafés and drift off in the middle of conversations, watching imaginary pool balls ricocheting off my friends’ heads, against the ceiling, and back down into the garbage can in the corner.
At night, when I lay down to sleep, I would play games in my head. I would shoot my imaginary break and follow the balls as they scattered around the table. Then I would visualize every shot. Even in my imagination, I could not make all of them. In fact, it took me months before I could run a rack, even in my dreams.
I admit, I may have been deranged—but I was happy. For the first time, I had found my passion, found what I was meant to do with my life. I honestly don’t think it matters whether your passion is pool or business or building a family or all three—what matters is that you find the strength and the courage and the means to achieve your goal.
You may not want to dedicate your life to pool. Chances are, you just want to beat your father-in-law next Thanksgiving, or your boss at the next corporate event. Part I of this book, which stresses fundamentals and shot making, will teach you the basics of how to play. Maybe you want to dominate the table at the neighborhood pub, or perhaps you’re dying to take home the trophy from the local league. Part II, which explores the mental aspects of competition, will teach you how to win and how to play like a professional. No doubt some of you have dreams of joining the pro tour. Part III takes you behind the scenes, so you can see what life is really like on the professional tour.
Of course, you won’t get anywhere without a little ambition and a dream. So please, dream big. Because there’s one thing I have discovered over the last ten years: people become who they believe they are.
There will be people—there are always people—who will tell you your dreams are not realistic.
But what is realistic? Twenty years ago, if I said you could send messages instantaneously around the world, you might have locked me up. Now it seems like everybody has E-mail. Ten years ago, if I told you that women playing pool in silk and satin would be watched by a million people once a week on ESPN, you would have said I was crazy.
So don’t be confined by someone else’s version of reality. There is always another side, a hidden, personal side that comes out only when you make it come out. It is your job to transform the reality that everyone else sees into the reality that only you can create.
When I first joined the tour in 1990, people said it wasn’t realistic to think that I could beat established top-ranked professionals like Ewa Mataya Laurance and Loree Jon Jones. After all, they had been playing for twenty years. They had more knowledge, more experience, more refined games.
But there was another side to that reality. I knew, each time I went for a shot, that I could make that one shot. And when the next one came up, I could make that one, too.
And so, shot by shot, I managed to make my vision come true. The reality that everyone else saw, the image of a rookie in over her head, didn’t really matter anymore. I had created my own universe, in which I was a pool player, making smart decisions, searching for sinkable shots.
Before that year was over, there was a new reality in the tour rankings—I was number one.
So if you’re not afraid to dream, and you’re willing to work, believe me when I say that anybody can become a champion.
I’m not asking you to play all the time like I did. But I will say this: no matter what you devote yourself to, don’t hold back, and don’t cheat yourself. Anyone can make excuses, and it is easy to say “I would have been great if only I had tried.”
By April 1999, ten years had passed since I’d first seen Johnny Ervolino, the coolest cat in Chelsea Billiards. That’s when I saw him again, when the Amsterdam Billiard Club on East Eighty-sixth Street held the 1999 National Straight Pool Championship.
Now, Amsterdam is the top room in the city. I happen to be their in-house professional. And when the straight pool tournament began, I was one of just two women competing against eighty men. The other woman lost in the opening rounds.
I drew Johnny Ervolino. And I beat him.
It was so satisfying. At first, I didn’t know why it felt so important. I had won tournaments all over the world, in front of bigger audiences, and with more money on the line.
But then I realized that it felt so good because I had been transformed. I had walked in as the underdog, the know-nothing, the amateur. And walked out, ten years later, as the player to beat.
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