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The Slice of My Life




It was a ghastly, careening push-slice—the mongrel of all golf shots—that changed the course of my life. Okay, maybe that’s a bit breathless, but there’s no question that the banana ball I perpetrated on July 16, 1983, was the finest shot I’ve ever missed.

The scene was the 18th tee of the most famous golf course in the world, the Old Course at St. Andrews, Scotland. As the editor-in-chief of Golf Magazine, I’d been invited, along with half a dozen or so colleagues from other American golf publications and newspapers, on a pre–British Open boondoggle, courtesy of a man named Frank Sheridan.

Sheridan had purchased the Old Course Hotel, the modern five-story monster that looms inharmoniously over the penultimate hole of the ancient links, the balconies of its sixty deluxe rooms jutting impudently outward from a chunky stucco frame. When the hotel first opened, back in 1968, Henry Longhurst aptly described it as “a dresser with its drawers pulled out,” and despite its advantageous location, the place had never really caught on.

Sheridan, however, was determined to transform the hotel (which he’d rechristened the Old Course Golf & Country Club) into Scotland’s premier hostelry, and to help make his point he’d drafted Jack Nicklaus and Seve Ballesteros to launch a weekend-long celebration with a head-to-head match on the Old Course, to be reported upon by us conscripted scribes.

But at the eleventh hour, there arose what the Scots refer to as a wee glitch. Commandeering a tee time on the Old Course is not a simple matter, even if your names are Nicklaus and Ballesteros. The St. Andrews Links Trust—which controls play on all six of the town’s courses—had ruled that Sheridan’s circus would not come to town—it would create too much disruption to the regular Saturday morning play. And so, rather hastily, the battle of the titans had been relegated to Ladybank, a comparatively unknown parkland course in a nearby town of the same name.

“It’s just down the road—you’ll see the sign,” said the hotel porter on the appointed morning as I headed out the door to my rental car along with Golf Digest’s Ross Goodner, Ron Coffman of Golf World, and Furman Bisher, the venerable and feisty sports columnist for the Atlanta Constitution.

Down the road Ladybank was, but a bit farther down the road than we’d expected. We’d driven roughly ten miles, all four of us craning our necks at every little sign, placard, and poster, when Bisher boomed from the back seat, “Aw hell, why don’t we just forget about it and go play some golf.”

It was an offer none of us could refuse. And so, approximately 300 yards short of the intersection I now know to be signposted “Ladybank,” I U-turned my Vauxhall Viva and headed back to St. Andrews.

Up to the first tee of the Old Course we marched and lo and behold there was an open slot. Today this would never happen, and even back in July of 1983 it was relatively astounding. What was even more remarkable, however, was that upon learning of our good fortune, all four underpaid and overprivileged members of the golf media immediately reached into our pockets and not only paid to play but sprung for caddies. (My colleagues, I assumed, had the same intention I had—to do some creative writing at expense account time.)

Four blissful hours later, we were tramping back into the lobby of the hotel, bags over our shoulders, when suddenly we found ourselves the focus of some highly unwanted attention. There, in the center of the lobby, standing in a semicircle and looking directly at us, were Nicklaus, Ballesteros, and Sheridan, in the middle of a press conference with our invited colleagues, including the BBC, with its klieg lights glaring and cameras rolling. Absolutely horror-struck, I moved into “perp walk” mode, shoulders hunched, head bowed, hand shading brow.

Old Furman had no such compunctions. Striding straight up to Nicklaus, he said, “Jack, we’re awfully sorry we didn’t come to watch you boys down at Ladybank, but you see, we were able to get a tee time on the Old Course!”

It was during that illicit round that I hit the fateful slice of my life. Understand now, the home hole at the Home of Golf lies seamlessly side by side with the opening hole, comprising a target the approximate breadth and contour of Nebraska. But as any devout golfer knows, the Old Course is not just a golf course, it’s a shrine—golf’s version of the Vatican—and number 18 is its culmination, its Sistine Chapel, the last place you want to demonstrate a proclivity to stray.

Moreover, running along the entire right edge of the hole is a sturdy, gleaming white fence, marking out of bounds, and just beyond that fence, across a narrow street, is a row of stately slate-roofed townhouses, their bulging bay-windowed facades adding considerably to the intimidation of the final tee shot. Yes, when a golfer puts his peg in the ground at number 18 on the Old, every fiber in his being tells him “Don’t go right.”

Which of course I did, with a swing so convulsive that, from the moment the ball left the clubface all four players and all four caddies knew it was gone, destined for not grass but glass—or steel or granite or human flesh or some calamitous combination of them all.

Curiously, however, it just disappeared, diving without bounce or clank into the nether regions of the gray stone neighborhood. I never found that ball. But while searching for it I did find something else—a For Sale sign. Incredibly, the bottom two floors of one of those townhouses—2,000 square feet of private residence—was on the market, and fate had drawn me (actually sliced me) to it.

On Monday morning, instead of heading down to Birkdale with my cohorts, I phoned the listing broker and asked the price. When I heard it, my heart skipped a beat—£45,000, or about $65,000 at the then prevailing exchange rate. The previous owner, an elderly woman, had died earlier that year and left everything in the hands of lawyers and accountants who had been instructed to accept the first offer to hit the asking price. In six weeks, no such offer had been received.

I took a quick walk through the place and that evening called home for permission. My wife, although a confirmed nongolfer, had been to St. Andrews and I knew she liked the town.

“The interior’s not in great shape,” I said, “but that’s okay—the layout is ideal, the rooms are big, the ceilings are high, and there are four working fireplaces. Besides, we’re never going to actually live here—it’s an investment. We can rent it to students to help with the carrying costs, and in the summers it’ll be free if we want to visit. I know it’s a chunk out of our savings, honey, but wait until you see the view.”

Happily, she didn’t need much selling. And so, two months later in a solicitor’s office in Dundee, George and Libby Peper became the proud owners of 9A Gibson Place, St. Andrews, Fife.
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Transatlantic Landlord




St. Andrews, in addition to being golf’s mecca, is home to the third oldest university in Great Britain, founded in 1412. Only Oxford and Cambridge are older or, for that matter, more prestigious. To the full-time residents, St. Andrews University is a sustained source of pride, commerce, and annoyance. Each autumn roughly 7,000 students converge from all corners of the world, instantly swelling the little burgh’s population by fifty percent. Unfortunately, the university facilities can house only about half of these students, so in late August a tetchy sort of town-gown ritual begins to unfold as everyone tries to cram fifteen Titleists into a dozen-ball box.

It was perfect for us—we had no desire to visit our flat between September and May, and the rental income was exactly what we needed. We could put the squeeze on the lads and lassies without being squeezed by them.

Or so I thought. The day after we took possession of our place, I paid a get-acquainted visit to my neighbor upstairs. When I mentioned our intent to seek a student rental, his face went ashen. Sandy Brewster had just retired after a long and distinguished career in the international division of Gillette. Years earlier, he and his good wife, Kathleen, had bought the three-story flat directly above ours and converted it into a comfortable, tastefully decorated home. All he’d wanted from his golden years was to play a bit of golf, tend to his investments, and enjoy some peace and quiet.

“Do you realize what you’re doing?” he said to me with the severity of a Calvinist deacon. “Do you realize what the students do? They play rock music at peak volume, they crash in and out at all hours of the night, they cook strange-smelling food, they leave rubbish on the stoop, they…”

I listened patiently to this litany, nodding sincerely while at the same time thinking “Tough darts, Sandy,” until he got to his closer:

“And they will, I assure you, destroy the structure and contents of your home with the cruel comprehensiveness of a tornado.”

“Well then,” I gulped. “I guess we’ll have to find some nice ones.”

We did get lucky that first year—a young divinity professor and his wife whose idea of a wild time was a long walk on the beach followed by an evening of scripture reading. They took better care of the place than we would have. Over the ensuing two decades, however, things steadily deteriorated—a succession of lesser professors followed by graduate students, followed by undergraduate students, followed by undergraduate students with personality disorders, the last group so traumatizing the poor Brewsters that they fled their idyllic nest for a tiny cottage up the street.

I must admit I wasn’t proud of having fostered the intimidation of an innocent septuagenarian couple, but I managed to assuage my guilt with the thought that, number one, the Brewsters had had a nice run—a good fifteen of their twenty years of residence had been passed in serenity; number two, they’d really become a bit too old to be lugging sacks of groceries up three flights of stairs; and number three, they’d made a handsome profit on the sale of their flat.

Our rental income had been relatively meager—about $500 a month to start, with only slight increases over the years. It hadn’t covered the mortgage, taxes, and insurance, let alone the repairs.

And repairs there had been. Despite Sandy Brewster’s warnings, the students were less than devastating as house wreckers. The real scourge was Mother Nature. In the first year of our ownership, a spring flood wreaked havoc with the sewer system, which backed up and belched its contents across our entire ground floor, leaving a stench that lasted for months. When we visited that summer, the odor in the kitchen was evocative of a Yankee Stadium men’s room midway through a July doubleheader.

A couple of years later, while sitting innocently at my desk in Manhattan, I got a phone call that struck terror in my veins.

“Mr. Peper,” said a clipped British voice, “it’s Fiona here, at Murray & Donald Solicitors” (my real estate agent). “I’m afraid there’s been a nasty business at your flat.”

“Wh…what is it?” I asked, mentally speed-sorting through a catalogue of potential disasters. Conflagration? Mass suicide? Bagpipe recital?

“I’m afraid, sir, that you have dry rot.”

I wasn’t sure how to react. The term rang a bell, but only a faint one. Dry rot, as I recalled, was a medical condition along the lines of yellow fever or athlete’s foot. I know now that it’s something far more serious—a sort of cancer of the woodwork whose favorite prey is quaint-but-prohibitively-

expensive-to-restore British buildings. There is in fact nothing dry about dry rot. Moisture is its cause, moisture that seeps through exposed brick and stone and settles into enclosed timbers. Like an army of termites, it eats away at everything in its path. Once the wetness evaporates, the wood rots. The only cure is to amputate, which we did at excruciatingly high cost, our insurance covering only a fraction of the work.

The only thing that saved us that year was the British Open. Too impoverished to enjoy the place that week ourselves, we rented it for a windfall of $5,000. Our tenant was International Management Group, the enormous sports management and marketing firm founded by the late Mark McCormack. When I made the deal with one of the IMG vice presidents, a chap named Bev Norwood, I had stars in my eyes. Greg Norman was then on the Golf Magazine staff of playing editors and I’d envisioned him and his young family ensconced at our place for the week. After all, it offered way more privacy and space than he’d get from a hotel and the location couldn’t be beat.

I guess, if I’d taken a hard look, I’d have known better. In the few years we’d owned the place, we hadn’t had the time or money to do much with it, just added a few pieces of furniture here and there. A couple of large televisions and a few, sturdy overstuffed chairs now vied with the pink-shaded lamps and chintz-covered sofas left by the deceased widow. The resulting decor was a tribute to schizophrenic tastelessness—Arsenic and Old Lace meets Animal House.

Moreover, there was only one bathroom, painted Easter egg purple (a decorator color for which the Scots seem to have a perverse predilection), and it had no shower, just a large tub, which, when filled with our rusty water, took on an unsettling peach hue, as if mildly radioactive. Worst of all, no matter in what corner of the residence you stood, aromatic traces of our sewer fiasco lingered.

So quite rightly, I suppose, IMG’s location scouts decided old 9A Gibson Place was not suitable for the Great White Shark (or for that matter any of the briefcase-carrying sharks on the IMG payroll).

“So who’s taking the flat?” I asked Norwood when I saw him at the U.S. Open.

“We’re putting Mark’s assistant in there, along with three girls from the London office,” he said.

“Secretaries?” I said, a bit wounded.

“More like…hostesses,” he said with a sly smile.

“You’re kidding me,” I said, suddenly seeing myself as a glorified whoremaster.

“Yes, I’m kidding you,” he said. Bev Norwood, perhaps due to a lifetime of dealing with his peculiar first name, had a delightfully cynical view of the world.

A month later, I arrived in St. Andrews, checked into the bed-and-breakfast where I was staying for the week, and was headed toward the British Open media center when I bumped into Norwood again.

“So do the ladies have everything they need?” I asked.

“Almost,” he said. “I’m just headed into town to buy them some red light bulbs.”

Happily, our little house on the fairway survived that week, as well as the next decade and a half of student abuse, with remarkable strength and dignity. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, in fact, 9A Gibson Place assumed a sort of back-burner role in our lives as Libby and I (mostly Libby) focused on raising our two sons and I kept my nose to the grindstone. I managed to visit St. Andrews about two summers in three, usually in connection with a British Open or Ryder Cup. Libby made it about two in five, and one year the boys came with us for a weeklong visit.

As time passed, we were able to make improvements—modern appliances, nicer furniture, new carpeting and drapes, and a variety of semi-tasteful golf-themed wall hangings. We even managed to squeeze in a second bathroom. Ultimately, the decor came to evoke neither old maids nor frat boys, just Pepers.

We created a place that for us was very livable—but only for a few days at a time. Indeed, if there was one thing on which Libby and I had come to agree, it was that our St. Andrews flat, although a fine investment, was like New York City—a nice place to visit but we wouldn’t want to live there.
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An End and a Beginning




The 2002 Ryder Cup was held at The Belfry near Manchester, England. Libby and I had earmarked the weekend prior for a St. Andrews visit. As was our custom, we left from Newark airport on the Friday-evening Continental Airlines flight that arrives at about 7:30 on Saturday morning. It’s a six-hour flight, and typically I’m able to sleep for about four of those six hours, but this time my eyes never closed. I had some thinking to do.

For twenty-five years—nearly half my life—I’d had what I considered to be the greatest job in the world, running the editorial side of Golf Magazine. But the company had been purchased, new management had been installed, and the new president and I hadn’t seen eye-to-eye. Over a period of two months or so each of us, for very different reasons, had begun to wonder publicly whether I should stay in my chair.

And so, during the long, dark silence of that flight I began considering my options. I still loved my job as much as I did the day I’d started—or almost—and especially enjoyed the easy camaraderie with my colleagues on the editorial staff. On the other hand, I’d never considered myself much of a team player, and a part of me had always wondered how I might fare as a one-man show, a freelancer working from home. (Like all New York commuters, I was less than fond of arising at 5:30, jumping in my car, and racing a few thousand fellow maniacs into Manhattan.) I’d accumulated a good pension, more stock options than I deserved, and a couple of real estate investments had flourished in the boom times. My retirement seemed secure enough.

On the other hand, I knew next to nothing about money and investing. Besides, I was more than a decade short of retirement age, I still had one son to put through college, a hefty home mortgage, and myriad monthly bills. For reasons both psychological and financial, I needed to work.

I’d shared my thoughts with Libby and she was as conflicted as I. She wanted, and usually knew, what was best for me, and also knew I’d become frustrated with the corporate conniving, but she was even more anxious than I about the uncertainties of freelance life. Also, being just as independent a person as I, she’d always treasured her solitude during the weekdays and wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about my becoming her constant companion—a classic case of “I married you for better or worse but not for lunch.”

That autumn weekend in St. Andrews was a particularly beautiful one, with plenty of the golden kind of sunshine that only Scotland seems able to produce. On Sunday evening, we were sitting at our bay window, sipping a pre-dinner glass of wine and watching the shadows stretch across the billowing 18th fairway when Libby popped the question.

“You know,” she said, “if you’re thinking about leaving your job, maybe we should sell the house in New York and move here. Tim [our older son] is about to head out on his own, Scott will be going to college next year, and it’ll be just the two of us rattling around in that big house. We could renovate this place, stay for a couple of years, and then sell it at a profit and return to the States. What do you think?”

Never have I felt more in love with my adventurous, thoughtful, imaginative wife than at that moment. I was, in British parlance, gob-smacked, equally astonished and delighted. It was an idea that had never occurred to me, partly I suppose because I’d never dreamed Libby would go for it.

“Will you say that one more time?” I said.

She hesitated a moment. “You know you love it here, and granted it’s not exactly my kind of place, especially since I hate golf, but I’ll agree to live here if you’ll agree to let me fix it up the way I want. It’ll be expensive, but we can pay for it with the proceeds of the sale of our house in New York. Besides, whatever we put into this place you know we’ll get it all back and more when we sell it.”

“Well…yeah,” I said. “And the British Open is coming here in 2005—that would give us plenty of time to fix it up and it would be the perfect moment to make a killing. Then we can come home and decide what we want to be when we grow up.”

“Meanwhile we’ll have an adventure,” she said.

I don’t think either of us slept much that night, me fantasizing about two years of life in a town with six golf courses and Libby mentally dismantling, reconfiguring, and redecorating every inch of the flat.

And so, on the Monday following the Ryder Cup, I walked into the boss’s office and told him I’d decided to retire (technically, I asked him to fire me, which he kindly did, entitling me to an exit parachute that gave me plenty of time to start my new career).

Workwise, things fell into place with astonishing speed. Within a couple of months, I managed to land a column with Links magazine, a scriptwriting assignment from CBS, a consulting gig with Workman Publishing, and contracts to write four books. It all made me wish I’d taken the leap a couple of years earlier!

With our financial concerns thus at least temporarily at bay, I could join Libby in confronting the most daunting challenge of our lives—uprooting our house and home, deserting our sons, and absconding to Scotland.

We’d taken the plunge with our eyes open and knew it would be difficult both logistically and emotionally, but I don’t think either of us appreciated all the moving parts. Suddenly our closest associates became lawyers, bankers, accountants, real estate agents, insurance brokers, cargo shippers, and storage facility managers. And that was just on the U.S. side of the pond—in the U.K. we began to face off with another set of lawyers, bankers, and accountants plus a brigade of architects, engineers, historic preservationists, contractors, carpenters, electricians, plumbers, upholsterers, and painters.

The most overwhelming assignment was the sorting out of our belongings. When a family of four lives in the same house for twenty years, they accumulate a mountain of possessions. Now, every item in every room had to be consigned to one of four fates: take it, toss it, store it, or donate it.

Many of the calls were easy to make. For instance, all rain gear and heavy sweaters were packed for Scotland. The antique dining room chandelier went into storage. The Franklin Mint collection of simulated silver coins commemorating fifty legendary artists and musicians of the twentieth century, bestowed on me grandiloquently by my great-aunt in 1981 with three of the anointed geniuses absent from their blue-velvet slots, got tossed.

The process became most vexing when I got to my den and confronted my trove of golf treasures. How did I amass all that stuff? A preliminary inventory revealed: nearly 1,500 books, magazines, journals, and tournament programs; just under a hundred videos; six complete sets of clubs plus seven backup drivers, seventeen wedges, and twenty-six putters; eight pairs of shoes, half of them encrusted with mold and curled up at the toes; nine golf bags, two of which had never been used because they were PGA Tour size and shouted my name in six-inch-

high letters on the front pocket; approximately 200 paintings, prints, photos, and other assorted wall hangings; and a broad and horrifying array of golf-themed tchotchkes.

How did I acquire a first-edition copy of Arnold Palmer and the Golfin’ Dolphin? What am I doing with a Power Pod driver and a Basakwerd putter? When did I come into possession of a bright red twenty-pound tee marker for Het Girdle, the par-3 5th hole at the Gleneagles Kings Course? What prompted me to purchase a full set of fourteen sterling silver olive picks in the shape of golf clubs?

And what was I going to do with all of it? The decisions were slow and painful, but ultimately I sorted it out as follows:

 

Packed for St. Andrews:

Clubs/Gear: My starting fourteen: TaylorMade 540 driver; Callaway Hawkeye 3-wood; Adams 5-wood; TaylorMade rac irons (3-PW); Cleveland 56-degree sand wedge; Ping beryllium copper L-Wedge; Odyssey Rossie II putter; my high school sweetheart, a Billy Casper Biltmore mallet head putter (in case the Rossie didn’t hit hard enough for those double greens on the Old Course); the 1880 vintage long-nosed wood I’d bought at an auction during the 1982 British Open (it needed to return home).

Books: A complete set of Mark McCormack’s The World of Professional Golf Annuals, 1968–2003; all thirteen books having to do with St. Andrews, the Old Course, and the Royal & Ancient Golf Club; everything written by Bernard Darwin, Bobby Jones, Herbert Warren Wind, P. G. Wodehouse, and me.

Art/etc.: Libby’s magnificent oil painting of the 7th hole at Pebble Beach; twenty-eight years’ worth of press credentials from golf events around the globe (the fruit of my misspent adulthood) soon to be encased in a self-congratulatory glass-topped display table.

 

Tossed Out:

Clubs: All wood woods; a set of Wilson Staff Dynapower irons and a set of MacGregor Tommy Armour CF 4000 irons, both from about 1971 (for a while these were regarded as collectibles and sold for thousands, but I’d neglected them in the basement, allowing them to become rusted and worthless); a complete set of barely used 1978-vintage Lynx Tigress woods and irons (my wedding gift to Libby, used only three times).

Books/Videos: All seven definitive biographies of Tiger Woods; all books whose titles included the word “Golfing”; all fiction and humor (there has never been a great golf novel, nor has there ever been a truly funny golf book—at least not on purpose); all instructional videos (beginning with the six-part series where the laughably awkward host was yours truly).

Art/etc.: All photos showing me with a full head of hair; all foursome-grinning-on-the-tee photos except those where I’m standing next to famous people.

 

Gave Away:

Clubs: One Putter Royale, a wooden-headed mallet with an insert crafted from the propeller blade of the QE2. (I probably should have put it on eBay, but one of my friends professed a penchant for athletic gear made from dismantled luxury liners.)

Books: A bulging collection of ill-conceived instruction manuals, including a couple I’d had a hand in writing. I mistakenly gave these to a golf charity aimed at helping kids with little chance of learning the game—now they had no chance.

Art/etc.: All but about a dozen items in my museum-quantity collection; one commendably weighty but rampantly unattractive “100th Anniversary of the U.S. Open” limited-edition bronze sculpture, purchased at a weak moment and a high price; one Michael’s Invitational 1981 Children’s Memorial Hospital simulated-leather golf-bag-motif trash receptacle.

 

Put in Storage:

Clubs: All twelve of my Acushnet Bullseye Standard original red-brass putters (I don’t know why, I just couldn’t part with them); my maroon-shafted Wilson R-90 and all other cool-looking old wedges (someday I know I’ll be able to make one of them work).

Books: Everything on the history and architecture of the game, especially copy #125 of Scotland’s Gift: Golf signed by the author, C. B. Macdonald (probably worth more than the rest of my library combined).

Art/etc.: All photos of me on the course with my sons; one stick-figure pen-and-ink self-portrait signed by the artist, Jack Nicklaus; one framed copy of Time magazine from September 1930 with Bobby Jones on the cover; one photograph of me in the locker room of the Players Championship with Rex Caldwell, Keith Fergus, Peter Jacobsen, Greg Norman, and Payne Stewart, where I’m the only one wearing clothes (don’t ask); one framed montage of a photograph, scorecard, and the $8 won at Medinah Country Club in 1989, with a note from the poor chump I beat, two-time defending U.S. Open champion Curtis Strange; one long-drive contest trophy won at a Magazine Publishers Conference while I was working for Golf Magazine, utterly meaningless except for the inscription “Presented by Golf Digest.”

It was Libby who masterminded the quick-and-

the-dead calls on the rest of our worldly possessions—all the pots and pans, clothing and furniture, artwork and knickknacks. Libby, in fact, choreographed ninety-nine percent of our transatlantic transplant, just as, for twenty-five years, she’d shouldered most of the day-to-day responsibilities of our marriage—everything from changing the batteries in flashlights to changing our sons’ diapers to changing the oil in our cars, all the while working as a freelance illustrator. I will never be able to thank her enough.

As the spring and summer sped by, there was much to do—bank accounts to close, newspaper subscriptions to cancel, phone and cable services to discontinue, three cars to sell (and one to buy in the U.K.). And since for various reasons we needed to maintain a U.S. address, an apartment had to be secured. When we decided New Jersey (not New York) was where we should be, a slew of additional assignments arose—new driver’s licenses, new insurance companies, new income tax issues.

Most important were the concerns of a nonlogistical nature. Each of our sons was at a delicate stage. Tim had just graduated from NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, a drama major, and was about to embark on the precarious career of acting. Scott, four years younger, had been accepted to Princeton. Before Libby and I could make a move, we needed to be satisfied that both boys were happily settled. We were, in fact, four people in transition, each of us leaving family, friends, and home behind for an exciting but uncertain new life. By mid-September, however, we’d all made our leaps.
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Dogged Pursuit




Ninety-three professionally packed boxes and one professionally crated baby grand piano were extracted from our home, loaded onto a truck, and driven to the Port of New York, where they were packed into a forty-foot container that was lifted onto a 455-foot cargo ship that sailed 3,500 miles to Southampton, England, where, after passing through customs, everything was loaded onto a lorry and driven 500 miles north to St. Andrews. The whole process took nearly two months.

Libby and I, with just one suitcase apiece, made much better time, but our journey was not without travail. Instead of flying into Edinburgh or Glasgow as was our preference, we were forced to fly via London, rent a car, and drive 475 miles to St. Andrews. Our circuitous route had been compelled by an item we’d brought with us, the one item we couldn’t load onto a ship—our single most precious possession—Millie.

She’d entered our lives on the Fourth of July, 2000. When Libby, Scott, and I first saw her, cavorting with her brothers and sisters in the front yard of a farmhouse in eastern Pennsylvania, we all fell in love. Just ten weeks old, a cotton ball with three black buttons for her nose and eyes, she somehow stood out from the half dozen other West Highland white terriers in the litter.

“Look at those big goofy ears,” said Scott. “One sticks straight up, the other kind of flops over backwards.”

“And her eyes,” I said. “Don’t they seem brighter than the eyes on the other dogs?”

“That’s because she’s paying more attention to us than the others are,” said Libby. “She seems to be telling us to take her home.”

We’d always been a dog-nutty family. Libby and I had barely moved into our first house when I presented her with Alice, a basset hound that stole our hearts despite being the dumbest mammal in North America. Alice was followed by Sandy, a golden retriever and best friend to our growing boys, and then by Cleo, a bright and feisty little schnoodle (mixed schnauzer and poodle).

Cleo was still with us but nearly ten years old and slowing down a bit when we brought home Millie. The notion was to rejuvenate Cleo with a playmate for her golden years. Unfortunately, Cleo at first viewed Millie more as competition than companion. After the ritual butt-sniff, she retreated under the kitchen table from whence she repelled Millie’s advances with a series of snarling nips. Happily, Millie, in the manner of all Westies, felt no rancor and continued her courtship undeterred, eventually winning Cleo over just as she had the rest of the family, the two of them playing, eating, and napping together and particularly enjoying their romps in the enclosed area of our backyard reserved for them and known affectionately as the defecatorium.

When she wasn’t with Cleo, Millie tended to hang out with me, especially after I became a home-based freelancer. I think we bonded because we enjoyed the same things—taking early-morning walks, eating often and sloppily, scratching ourselves, staring mindlessly out the window, and above all, watching television.

When we made our decision to move to St. Andrews, we realized Cleo would not be able to go with us—she was simply too old and frail—but we were able to find her the perfect situation, living with a contemporary who had the same need for companionship that she did: Libby’s mother in Kansas City. Millie was a different story—there was never a question that she would go with us. At least not until the day I was chatting with a friend.

“I guess you won’t be taking your dogs with you,” he said.

“Well, not Cleo, but we’ll definitely take Millie,” I said. “After all, being from the West Highlands of Scotland, she needs to return home.”

“How are you going to handle the quarantine?” he said.

“What quarantine?” said I.

Back in 1901 a spate of deaths attributable to rabies had prompted sweet old Queen Victoria to impose a set of strict regulations on foreigners bringing their pets to Great Britain. Basically, the dog or cat had to sit in a detox cell for six months before it could rejoin its owners. Over time, however, the policy had become both cruel and idiotic. There had not been a case of rabies in the U.K. in decades—meanwhile, thousands of dogs and cats had died in their detention pens.

When we learned all this, we didn’t know what to do. The notion of being separated from our dear little Millie for six months—and the vision of her in canine solitary—was more than Libby and I could bear. The nearest holding area was a drive of several hours from St. Andrews, meaning our choice would be to make regular visits and feel put upon or make no visits and feel guilty.

There had to be another way. Feed Millie a couple of Valium and smuggle her in the shoe pocket of my Club Glove? Bribe a trawler captain to drop her on the beach at Folkestowne? Pretend I’m blind and seek exemption under the seeing-eye-dog clause? Suit up in black tights and ski cap and stage a midnight raid on the pet prison?

As much as we disliked it, there were only two options—obey the law and be separated from Millie for the entire fall and winter, or scrap the whole idea of moving to St. Andrews.

Then an amazing thing happened. The quarantine was lifted. After a hundred years, the British government decided to loosen up a bit. As suddenly as we’d been throttled, we were released. There were still hurdles to be jumped—essentially Millie had to satisfy the six-month rule before rather than after her arrival. That meant a gauntlet of rabies vaccinations, blood tests, and tick and tapeworm treatments, as well as the subcutaneous insertion of a microchip that would allow her to be identified instantly by officials at any port of call in the world (presumably so they could eliminate her as a terrorist suspect).

Libby and I paid half a dozen visits and several hundred dollars to the local vet, accumulated a two-inch-thick file of customs documents, and on the day of our trip spent nearly three hours in the cavernous pet check-in area of Newark airport, getting Millie bonded and boarded. I’m not sure where on the plane they put her, but I can only assume she had a fully reclining seat, champagne service, and a choice of movies, because while Libby and I traveled gratis on frequent flyer miles, Millie’s one-way ticket cost $589.

At Heathrow, we were dispatched to a grim little office to wait for our girl to clear customs and immigration. A Frenchman sitting next to us had been there nearly five hours, waiting for his cat. Over the previous forty-eight hours he’d traveled from Paris to Houston to pick up Fifi, then—following U.K. requirements—accompanied her to Heathrow (then the only airport in Europe that allowed pet arrivals). While we were with him, a uniformed official emerged from the customs area to inform Pierre that he was missing the original copy of one of the twenty-seven required immigration forms. He produced a photocopy but that would not do, and since it was Saturday morning and no one could help him until Monday, he and his cat would have to remain in London for the weekend, with Fifi’s quarantined cat house pegged at $250 a day.

So I guess we were lucky when after just under three hours Millie leapt into our arms. She was a happy dog, and about to become immeasurably happier. For while Libby and I faced a host of challenges and uncertainties in our expatriate life, for Millie it would all be upside—a town full of playful, aromatic hounds, a home full of cozy chairs and twenty-four-hour cable, and a vast new backyard defecatorium called the Old Course at St. Andrews.
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Arrival




There’s a memorable scene in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy and her cohorts come skipping around a bend in the Yellow Brick Road and suddenly stop in their tracks. There before them, on the far side of an enormous field of poppies, is the shimmering skyline of the Emerald City, the magical place where dreams come true.

In much the same way, Libby and I rounded a corner on the A91 just east of Guardbridge and there, rising against the autumn twilight, were the distant spires and gables of St. Andrews. I’d made this trip dozens of times—the appearance of that skyline was no surprise—but a bolt of excitement shot through me nonetheless. This time I’d come not to visit but to live—and to live out a dream.

It was just shy of six P.M. We’d been barreling north in our rented Ford Focus for eight hours, following the six-hour flight and a three-hour wait at International Pet Control. Now, at last, the finish line was in sight. Normally, I would have gunned it through the last two miles of winding, stone-wall-

lined road, past the horse stables and the pig farm, past three of the six links courses, past the athletic fields, and through the town’s ancient southwest gate. Instead I slowed the car down, to savor the moment we’d awaited for over a year—our arrival. There was, after all, no reason to rush. No one was waiting for us, we had no deadlines to meet, and there was no better time to stop and smell the flowers.

That fanciful notion lasted about ten seconds. Then I slammed my Type-A foot to the metal, and we roared into the Auld Grey Toon.

The three stone townhouses at the south end of Gibson Place are among the first major buildings you see as you enter St. Andrews. Our house was built in 1866 for a chap named David Cunningham at a cost of £800. I have a copy of the original deed, which looks like a first draft of the Declaration of Independence—twelve pages of single-spaced calligraphy that concludes with a list of two or three dozen signatures.

There were some vicious zoning laws back then. Among the conditions imposed upon Mr. Cunningham by the town planners was that he not use his premises “for any Brewery, Spinning Mill or Factory, Distillery, Workshop or yard for Masons, Wrights, Smiths, Coopers, Weavers, or Candlemakers or for Slaughter Houses or for carrying on any nauseous operations, noxious or noisy manufacturers, or anything that can be deemed a nuisance or occasion annoyance or disturbance to the neighborhood.” Remarkably, student rentals had made the cut.

Mr. Cunningham built a grand five-story home for himself and his family, but sometime during the early twentieth century the place was bisected at the chest to form two flats—9A downstairs and 9B above. Our place, I suspect, was originally the servants’ quarters—a first floor (sitting about two feet below ground level) comprised of a kitchen, pantry, sitting room, and bedroom, and a second floor with a living room, another bedroom, and a bathroom.

Not much had been done to the place in half a century or so, and I would have been happy to keep it that way. In my view all it needed was a coat of paint, a few light bulbs, and cable TV. But I’d made a deal with Libby, so a somewhat grander vision had been put in motion: a complete remodeling of the kitchen with all new cabinets and appliances—including a restaurant-quality icemaker and a dumbwaiter—along with an opening-up of the floor plan so that the kitchen, pantry, and sitting room merged into one large family room, American-style, complete with a granite-topped island for food preparation, recessed lighting throughout, and two walls’ worth of custom-built bookcases and cabinets. The blueprints also called for refurbishment of all four fireplaces, redesign of both bathrooms, built-in closets in the downstairs bedroom, and the creation of a raised bay window area upstairs to provide a more commanding view of the golf course and the sea beyond. The Sultan of Brunei would’ve approved.

It had been nearly four months since our last visit, when we’d had a final conference with the architect, approved the plans, and pulled the trigger. Progress reports had followed—letters, e-mails, and phone calls—but they were suspiciously nonrevelatory. “We’ve had the odd wee glitch but we’re making progress” was about as much as anyone would say.

Most dismaying was the absence of any visual updates. I’d dearly hoped to see the occasional photo attached to an e-mail, but it seemed the only St. Andreans familiar with digital photography were the caddies who snapped the obligatory “here-I-am-at-

the-Home-of-Golf” photos with cameras thrust at them by American and Japanese golfers.

I was, however, able to do some Orwellian surveillance thanks to www.standrews.com. Among the gizmos of this full-service site is a Webcam stationed on the roof of the Old Course Hotel that may be aimed and zoomed in for ninety seconds of real-time viewing of anything within its scope. When I beamed it in on a view of the Swilken Bridge, roughly one hundred yards down the 18th fairway, the backdrop included a remarkably clear view of our back door.

It was thus that, throughout the six weeks prior to our arrival, I made it part of my morning routine to log on and zoom in for an invasion of my own privacy. Most of the time I didn’t see much, but one morning, just a few days before we were due to head over, I hit paydirt. The activity was frenetic, a constant stream of burly blokes shouldering in and out of our doorway with an assortment of tools, supplies, and items too small for the Webcam to discern. The show was a riveting mixture of This Old House and 24—except that each episode lasted not one hour but ninety seconds. Undaunted, I repeatedly re-zoomed on the proletarian parade until darkness fell on St. Andrews and the last guy finally lumbered to his van. That day, I decided, one of two remarkable things had happened—either the lads had pulled off a whirlwind completion of the kitchen or they’d robbed us of everything in the flat.

So we were anxious in every sense of the word to see what had transpired in our nascent nest. When we finally pulled up to the curb that evening, we didn’t bother to gather our luggage, just beelined it for the front door.

Which barely opened, so crammed was the front hall with lumber, pipes, boxes, and grit-covered debris. We had entered not a home but a bomb site. Sheetrock and planks lay everywhere, along with scraps of metal, lengths of wiring, and shards of tile, all of it under a thick layer of gray-white soot. The bedroom and living room looked as if they’d been hit by a tsunami, with furniture and debris stacked to the ceiling. Only the upstairs bathroom was untouched, as in no one had lifted a finger to work on it. Dust bunnies—big ones—had taken over the stairway and were beginning to breed.

Downstairs, where we’d expected to see gleaming appliances and new cabinetry, there was nothing, and I mean nothing—just a grim, gray, hollowed-out hovel, a tomb. The interior walls had been banged away, and the old kitchen cabinets had been removed, but that only made it worse—exposed timbers, bare walls, and a cold concrete floor with the only light coming from a hanging bulb-in-a-cage.

Libby’s tears and my stupefaction lasted only a moment before being replaced by the sickening reality: Our home was uninhabitable!
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Two Andrews




A renovation that had been slated for completion in September, then pushed back to Thanksgiving, now seemed targeted for Easter. Of 2008. Our situation was beyond despair, beyond anger. A week into our sojourn, all we could do was laugh, count our blessings, and give thanks to the man upstairs.

Namely, Andrew Lang-Stevenson. In 2001, the Brewsters’ flat, directly above ours, had come on the market. For a brief, unguarded moment we’d thought of buying it, with the pipe dream of converting the top three floors into St. Andrews’s premier bed-and-breakfast, operated from below by George and Libby. Then I’d run the numbers while picturing the lifestyle we’d be shackled to—a couple of trolls in the cellar, rising at six each morning to shovel out bacon and eggs, then wash bedspreads and swab bathrooms soiled by strangers. Thereupon, sanity had returned.

The flat was bought instead by a delightful Englishman who was to become both our good neighbor and good friend. Andrew Lang-Stevenson was a golf-loving alumnus of St. Andrews University who never quite got the place out of his system. Thirty-five years after his graduation, married with three teenaged children and a thriving practice in orthopedic surgery, he’d convinced his good wife, Sue, that a holiday home in the town of his alma mater was an altogether smashing idea.

Almost from the moment I met him, I realized Andrew and I were kindred spirits. We were about the same age, in a similar semi-retirement mode, were the same height and weight, both bespectacled, and both all but bereft of cranial covering (though he at least had a mustache, something I’d never been able to muster). More important, we were both hopelessly addicted to golf and married to decidedly golf-averse women who suffered our obsession with sufficient understanding and good humor that they’d agreed to invest in domiciles hard by the Old Course.

At the same time, however, we were very different souls, each of us somewhat typical of his national origin. In contrast to my Yankee competitiveness was Andrew’s gentler mien, to my self-absorption, his thoughtful generosity, to my time-consciousness and linear focus, his tendency to get lost in the moment.

We loved playing matches against each other, but neither of us paid much attention to who was winning—I became manically focused on shooting the lowest number I could, while Andrew floated serenely along, singing to himself, sniffing the sea breeze, and musing about whether his weight shift was too pronounced. He was a better man than I, a man who made me wish briefly that I’d been born British (as if that might have made a difference).

It was no surprise, therefore, that on the day before we were due to head back to the States after our summer reconnaissance visit, Andrew said, “If your flat’s not ready when you return in September, you’ll just stay upstairs.”

When I demurred, he was adamant. “Don’t be silly,” he said, “we won’t be coming back north until late November and meanwhile there will be no one to keep an eye on the place, so you’ll be doing us a favor. You’ll stay as long as you need.” With that he’d handed me a set of his keys.

Thus it was that our residence in Scotland began not in 9A Gibson Place but in the far more commodious 9B, five hundred square feet larger and twenty feet more elevated, with a view of the links and beach that put ours to shame. Standing in Andrew’s bay window and enjoying that view for the first time, I thought I would never be able to lower myself.

One of the first people I saw from that window (speaking of Andrews, saintly and otherwise) was Andrew Albert Christian Edward Mountbatten-Windsor—the Duke of York. At precisely eight o’clock on the morning of September 18, 2003, His Royal Highness, fourth in line to the British throne, smoked a drive 275 yards down the first fairway of the Old Course as a small tee-side cannon unleashed a deafening blast. The occasion was the ritual “playing-in” of the captain of the Royal & Ancient Golf Club, HRH becoming the sixth member of the royal family—and the first in sixty-six years—to assume the position.

That single stroke is the only one the captain plays, but it’s enough to win him the Queen Adelaide Medal, which, following tradition, he wears at all official club functions. I wondered whether he’d been nervous standing up to that shot. He was a golfer about the same caliber as I, roughly a 7-handicap, and I was far from immune to the terror-induced top, snap-hook, push-slice, and whiff. Moreover, he had known about his captaincy for several months and thus had had ample time to engender a full measure of paralytic fear. The history of the Royal & Ancient is full of tales of captains who’ve foozled their playing-ins, notably Andrew’s ancestor HRH the Prince of Wales, who in 1922 hit his tee shot onto the front of the 18th green, less than fifty paces away. The newspapers of the day, somewhat more respectful than the current London tabloids, described the drive as “a bit to the left.”

On the other hand, Andrew was no stranger to public demonstrations of grace and power. I decided, on balance, that he’d been nervous but not nearly as nervous as I would have been.
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Round One




No matter who you are, to stand for the first time on the 1st tee of the Old Course at St. Andrews is to experience the greatest natural laxative in golf. So intimidating is this opening shot that Dwight Eisenhower, a five-star general who once held the fate of the free world in his hands, couldn’t handle the pressure. He slinked to the second hole.

There you are, barely a dozen steps from the front porch of the Royal & Ancient Golf Club, the full weight of its four-storied grayness upon you. Thirty-two clubhouse windows face that tee, and you can feel eyes piercing from every one of them, especially from the Big Room—front and center on the ground floor—where the blue-blazered members sip their gin and tonics and peer imperiously through graduated bifocals.

You feel their eyes, lasered into your temples. You feel the eyes of every golfer in your group, every golfer waiting to play, every lurking caddie, raking greenkeeper, and passing motorist, every shopkeeper, dog walker, street cleaner, beachcomber, and windsurfer, every gull, snipe, and pigeon, every fisherman on every trawler in the North Sea. Most of all you feel the eyes of Old Tom Morris and Harry Vardon, of Henry Cotton and Bobby Jones—of every great player, live or dead, who has ever walked these fabled links. And you don’t want to disappoint them.

Which, of course, I did. My first round on the Old Course—at least my first as a resident—came two weeks after our arrival. It was a relatively quiet weekday afternoon, and I was able to walk up to the 1st tee and join a group of three Glaswegians named Jamie, Jock, and Ian.

They didn’t know me and there was little likelihood I would ever see them again. That was a good thing. They were all worse players than I (or at least confessed to higher handicaps). That was also good. They had each paid £110 (nearly $200) to play the Old Course, while as a local I’d paid next to nothing—that induced a feeling of inner warmth that only a cheap bastard like me can appreciate. Finally and perhaps best of all, Jamie, Jock, and Ian had never played the Old Course while I had played it a dozen times.

Surely, therefore, they would be petrified by that opening tee shot, which was exactly what I needed, because I myself had been petrified for weeks. With the moment of truth now at hand, I desperately needed all three of these blokes—or at least two of them—to hit shots of such unimaginable ineptitude that I, hitting after them, would be empowered with the Schadenfreude necessary for solid contact.

Sadly, all three used tidy Scottish swings to spank their pellets down the middle. Then it was my turn. The palsied trembling of my hands was so severe that I could barely get the ball on the tee. I’d come up with a dozen different swing keys—“Slow back, slow through,” “Stay behind it,” “Head down, wait for the hit”—but such worthy thoughts seldom take hold if, at the moment you take the club back, your mind is spinning like a gyroscope.

To be honest, I made a decent pass at the ball. But to counter my fear of the worst of all results—a whiff—I’d teed the ball so high that I hit it off not the face of the club but the crown. The result was a shot that went almost straight up in the air—a trajectory of roughly 87 degrees vertical. And there was a headwind. I didn’t know whether to run for cover or call for a fair catch. My tee shot returned to earth roughly thirty paces forward of the point from which it had been launched.

“Bad luck,” said Jock with typical British bonhomie.

I played my second shot as quickly as possible, reached the green in 3, and 3-putted for my double-bogey. Normally for me, a double at the 1st hole is sufficiently dispiriting to destroy the remainder of the round. This time, for whatever reason, it didn’t. Once down the 2nd fairway, beyond the evil theater of number 1, I calmed myself and found a rhythm, enjoying the wind on my cheeks, the soft, springy turf beneath my feet, and the exhilarating notion that this wondrous place was now my home course. I managed to play the last 17 holes in 3 over par, for a round of 77, a round that gave me enormous encouragement and hope.

You see, I’d come to St. Andrews with three tacit goals, two of them shared with Libby, one entirely my own. Our first goal was purely venal—to transform our hovel into a palace and sell it at an obscene profit. In the twenty years since we’d bought our flat, housing prices had skyrocketed in Great Britain, just as they had in America. The part of the U.K. that had seen the fastest growth was Scotland, the hottest city in Scotland had been St. Andrews, and the most desirable street in St. Andrews was the one on which we now lived. Our aim was to get everything gussied up by July of 2005, slap up a For Sale sign for the Open Championship, and reap a seven-figure bonanza, to be used for a retirement home in the States.

Our second goal was to make our two years as happy as possible. For me, the idea of living in St. Andrews was a dream, and I knew I’d warm to the golf delights, but I had concerns about my non-golfer wife. We were, after all, a couple of New Yorkers arriving in a small Scottish town where we knew almost no one. Would we meet people? Would we like the people we met—and would they like us?

Would our friends from America visit us? Would we be able to adapt to the slower pace, the shorter winter days, the rampant wind and rain? Could we ever adjust to the fact that we’d abandoned our two sons, left them three thousand miles behind? Would we ever feel at home in the Home of Golf? We hoped to be able to answer all of those questions with a yes.

The final goal—my goal—was a more solemn mission: to shoot par—maybe even under par—on the Old Course. One of the first things I’d unpacked upon arrival in St. Andrews was a framed scorecard from the round I’d played on October 23, 1985. The occasion was the biennial “Writer Cup” matches contested between teams of ink-stained wretches from the U.S. and Europe. Like the Ryder Cup, it was a three-day affair with an opening day of four-ball matches followed by foursomes (alternate shot) on day two and twelve singles matches on the final day. That year the sites were Carnoustie, the New Course at St. Andrews, and the Old Course.

Thanks to two superb partners—Bruce Berlet of the Hartford Courant at Carnoustie and Ron Thow of CBS-TV on the New Course, I’d had an impeccable start, winning three out of a possible three points—front 9, back 9, 18—on each of the first two days, to become the leading point-earner in a little competition-within-the-competition for Man of the Match honors. At the opening cocktail party, the event’s organizers had announced that a 14-karat-gold Girard-Perregaux wristwatch, valued at close to $2,000, would be presented to the highest point earner on each team. This of course was in blatant violation of golf’s rules of amateur status, which at the time prohibited nonprofessionals from accepting any award worth more than $250. However, shameless graft-grabbing slugs that golf writers are, no one had breathed a syllable of protest. Indeed, there seemed to be a tacit agreement that no report of the matches would mention the illicit timepiece. Honor among thieves.

Since no other American had compiled six points, I was a lock for the watch if I could score another three-point sweep in my singles match on the Old Course. My opponent was Renton Laidlaw, then the golf correspondent for the London Evening Standard and commentator for the BBC and now the stalwart anchor of European Tour events on the Golf Channel. If you’ve watched him broadcast—burly and baldheaded, with a lilting Scots accent—you undoubtedly see Renton as a wise, warm, avuncular sort of fellow, and he is just that. However, on the 1st tee of the Old Course in October of 1985 he was a scrappy 14-handicap, the team title was at stake, and he wanted to win just as badly as I did.

Speaking of tight, on that 1st tee, my esophagus was so constricted with fear that I couldn’t have ingested a raisin without consulting Dr. Heimlich. To make the usual intimidation more brutal, a microphone had become involved. Let me tell you, when you hear a stentorian British voice utter “Now playing for the United States” followed by your own name, every normally compliant muscle and tendon goes on sabbatical.

I’d chosen a 2-iron, to keep the ball in play, and I did that, cold-topping it 150 yards down the middle as Renton nailed a beauty nearly 100 yards past me. Being the sort of person who embraces bad omens, I figured the day was over, that I’d finally found my choking-dog game, would shoot 110, lose to Renton what would surely be the pivotal point in the match, and return home in shame.

Instead, for no apparent reason, things once again turned around. With a series of scrambling pars punctuated by birdies at the 5th and 9th, I somehow made the turn in 34—2 under par. After bogeying 11 and 13, I chipped in at the 15th and parred 16. That put me on the tee of the 17th hole, impossibly, at 1 under par.

By this time, poor Renton had been dispatched, despite playing beautifully, at least a stroke or two better than his handicap. I’d also won the ignominious wristwatch and the U.S. had sewn up the match. All that was left was a personal quest. I had a chance to do something I’d never done, on any course: shoot under par for 18 holes.

In the twenty years I’d played the game I’d stood on the 17th tees of golf courses underdressed, underappreciated, under umbrellas, under false pretenses, and under misconceptions—but never under-par. I was in completely foreign territory—and facing the most difficult hole on the course, maybe on the planet: a 461-yard par-4 that had made fools of countless players better than I.
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