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“Shivas, here it is!” I cried and picked it up. “It’s here in the hole!”

“I’ll be damned,” he said, his eyes more cross-eyed than ever. “ ’Tis the first time I e’er shot a hole-in-one on the thirteenth.” He looked at the shillelagh, and kissed its mean-looking burl. “Ye saved my life, ol’ spoon,” he said with enormous relief. “Thank ye kindly.”

—MICHAEL MURPHY,

GOLF IN THE KINGDOM






Tiger’s funny.

A while back, after Nike stopped making golf clubs, he was shopping for a new deal, trying every brand you’ve heard of and some you maybe have not. Tiger was on the phone with Davis Love. It was Christmastime, and the Love house looked like the United terminal at O’Hare, with so many people coming and going.

“How’re things at your house?” Davis asked.

Tiger’s first win on the PGA Tour had been over Davis in a playoff. Twenty years later, Davis was the captain of the U.S. Ryder Cup team and Tiger was one of his assistants. Golf does long well.

“My house,” Tiger said, “looks like a PGA Tour Superstore.”

When Tiger was in his prime but having a bad tournament, he’d sometimes tell Steve Williams, “Stevie, looks like I’ll be opening TW’s Car Wash pretty soon, and you’ll be polishing cars.” A droll line, but a reassuring thought. Even if Tiger played his way out of golf, his caddie would still have a job.

In the interest of candor, you should know that Tiger can work blue and often does. That makes him like millions of other American men with exposure to playground basketball or army veterans or both. After hearing that a male acquaintance had spent a productive hour with not one but two late-night pros in legal Nevada, Tiger’s retort was immediate: “Which one had a dick?”

Blech.

But he has many moves. With a script in hand, he can do it all. He can be funny, serious, warm, contemplative, mischievous. You can imagine professional actors who wish they had Tiger’s range. He doesn’t do Method. He once told Bryson DeChambeau, when they were shooting an ad together, “You’re overthinking it, bro.” Tiger was playing a bored student to Bryson’s mad professor, and he was nailing every take. He’s a natural. Tiger has been playing for cameras all his life. In middle age, amid the wallop it packs, he has shown a depth he didn’t have as a teenager or as a young man in his twenties and thirties. Self-deprecation has become part of his repertoire.

Here’s an extreme example but a telling one, from the May night when he was charged with suspicion of driving under the influence, a camera rolling all the while. Tiger was in a holding cell at the Palm Beach county jail at four in the morning. He was about to take a Breathalyzer test. A police officer was posing a series of boilerplate questions. Tiger was barefoot and hatless. He was wearing baggy workout shorts and a long-sleeved Nike running shirt. His cuffed hands were behind his back and he was unsteady on his narrow feet. He was forty-one and not ready for his close-up. Still, he soldiered on, as pros do.

Your home address, Mr. Woods.

Your date of birth.

Your height, your weight.

Your eye color.

Your hair color.

“Mostly brown,” Tiger said to the last. “And fading.”

The officer chortled. Male-pattern baldness doesn’t care how many golf trophies you have in your den.

Not quite two years later, Tiger won the Masters. What he did over the course of those twenty-three months is a monument to the human capacity to rise. Somehow, and not alone, Woods got from that depressing holding cell on Gun Club Road in West Palm Beach to the eighteenth green of the Augusta National Golf Club, the winner’s green jacket being draped over his shoulders.



At the top of the order at Augusta National is the great triumvirate of American golf: Arnold, with four Masters wins; Tiger, with five; Big Jack, with six. Presiding over this unlikely threesome, now and forever, is Robert Tyre Jones Jr., founding father of the club, patron saint of American golf, host of the original Masters. Or, as Bobby himself called it in its early Great Depression years, the Invitational, when it was a decidedly southern golfin’ jamboree for Jones’s friends, amateur and professional.

By the 1950s, the Masters had cemented its place in American sports. It was a rite of spring, along with baseball box scores in morning newspapers and earthworms on weekend fishing hooks. Dwight D. Eisenhower, golf-nut president, was making regular trips to his Old South club, and Herbert Warren Wind, Yalie writer of sport, had given a gentle name—Amen Corner—to a back-nine nook where weird and memorable golf seems to unfold each year. By 1958, the year Arnold Palmer won his first Masters, Augusta National was already steeped in magic and mystery, and a win there was a ticket to the club’s good life, in which working-class men (the players) and accomplished businessmen (the members) could drink on equal footing.

During the Tiger years and the long stock-market rise that accompanied them, anything bearing the Masters name became a status symbol. The club brought in executives from Disney and Ritz-Carlton to work in marketing and sales. The Masters became synonymous with tradition and southern courtliness to a national and global audience that couldn’t get enough. The club opened new territories via amateur golf events in Asia and Latin America. Grow-the-game had supplanted fraternity as the club’s MO. If you looked closely, you could see the manic pursuit of perfection bubbling below the surface, but the club was getting what it wanted. An Augusta National membership—actual (Warren Buffett, Condi Rice, Jack Nicklaus) or honorary (all the other former winners)—had immeasurable cachet. If you were in, you had something money could not buy.

All the while, the club wisely kept its eye on the prize. Each April, it continued to put on a terrific show. Some years were better than others, but that’s bound to happen when you’re staging a live outdoor sporting event. The Masters is unscripted drama at its best. As traditional life everywhere has languished, the club has doubled down on ritual. For one blessed week, you can take a break from the heartbreak of the real world and enter Augusta’s twilight zone. The Drive, Chip & Putt contest. The release of the Champions Dinner menu. The chairman’s annual State of the Masters press conference. The Par-3 Tournament. The annual jokes about getting thrown out for having a cell phone on the course. The ceremonial first shots. The opening round. The second round, the third. Masters Sunday. The Butler Cabin interview. The Green Jacket Ceremony. Yes, all that ritual can be cloying. (Bob Jones carries the title president in perpetuity.) But it’s comforting, too.

Golf thrives on ritual. The game has a dress code, a language, a code of conduct. It has its own bible (The Rules of Golf) and Talmud (Decisions on the Rules of Golf). Golf tries to impose order and predictability where it can. You need it, because physical chaos (How do you play a mud ball?) and psychic confusion (Where does your game go when it goes?) are always lurking around the corner.

Tiger is a master of preparation. He dislikes surprises but accepts that they’re coming. No matter how bad his situation is, his thoughts are settled by the time he plays his shot. It’s an unusual mind that can do that again and again, forget the past and get lost in the present. It’s an excellent athletic skill, and it’s particularly useful on the back nine on Masters Sundays, with all that water waving at the contenders. Rae’s Creek can kill dreams. You have to respect the back-nine water hazards without becoming frozen with fear. You could say the same of the greens, the bunkers, the hovering ghosts of Masters past. Man, it’s fun.

The former champions have their own locker room, on the second floor of the time-warp clubhouse, up a set of corkscrew steps and adjacent to a dining room called The Library. All through the tournament there’s a uniformed gent with a trim white beard and a cherubic face at the locker-room door. He has little to do. Who would even think about trying to enter without the necessary credential, a Masters title? Nobody.

Each former champion gets his own green jacket. By custom, the past champions leave their jackets at the club but the new winner, by special dispensation, gets to take his home for his year as the reigning champ. Each winner shares a locker. A half-locker, actually, but tall enough to accommodate a jacket. Tiger’s locker mate is Jackie Burke, the 1956 winner. Long after they’re both gone, they’ll still share their gym-class locker, just as Bob Jones will still be the president in perpetuity, your cell phone will stay in your car’s glove box, and the leaderboards will be changed by hand.

Augusta’s an interesting place.



The first time I saw Tiger at Augusta in person was during the 1996 Masters. Tiger played the Thursday and Friday rounds with Ben Crenshaw, the defending champion. Crenshaw shot 77-74 in the Thursday and Friday rounds and missed the cut, but he stayed through the weekend. Come Sunday night, by tradition, he would help the new winner into his green jacket—Nick Faldo, as it played out. Ben was happy to do it. He and the club share a paternal grandfather, or so it seems. Tiger shot 75-75 and missed the cut, too, and by Friday afternoon he looked like he couldn’t wait to split. He was due back at Stanford, where he was a sophomore.

The first time I saw Tiger Woods anywhere in person was at the 1995 U.S. Amateur, played in Newport, Rhode Island. I was a reporter on The Philadelphia Inquirer. Tiger was facing Philadelphia’s best amateur, Buddy Marucci, in the final. In the insular world of suburban private-club amateur golf in Philadelphia, Marucci was famous. All through spring and summer, his name was often in the paper. I drove from Philadelphia to Newport early that morning, on the last Sunday in August.

By the summer of 1995, everybody who followed golf closely knew the outline of the Tiger Woods story. His father was black and his mother was Thai, and Tiger grew up playing public courses in Southern California. He had won the 1994 U.S. Amateur just as he was starting his freshman year at Stanford. He had a big smile and an intense fist pump, and he didn’t look like any of his opponents.

I was thirty-five, and golf was an elemental part of my life. I was bitten by the bug in an eighth-grade PE class, hitting plastic balls off plastic mats at retractable backboards. I knew there was a chasm between what golf really was and how nongolfers often thought about it. Ted Knight—Judge Smails in Caddyshack, blowhard member of Bushwood Country Club—had played his role too well. In the mid-1990s, when Tiger was emerging, Smails was still the face of American golf.

This analogy is more recent and borrowed from a friend: I wished that golf, like soccer, could stand publicly in its beauty. Fútbol, “the beautiful game,” was played wherever there were kids and a ball and anything resembling a field. Golf is at heart a primitive, overland stick-and-ball game. Like millions of other pilgrims, I had played the stripped-down, fast-paced, open-to-all aboriginal game, as practiced by actual Scots. American golf is still weighed down by its attachment to 1950s suburban prosperity. The country club! Courses in gated communities with man-made water geysers. A white-haired man cruising along an excessively manicured fairway in a rumbling golf cart. White belt, white sunscreen, white stomach beneath his logoed shirt. I thought Tiger could bring the game to people who did not have a passport to it, as my eighth-grade gym teacher (Mr. Greenlee) had done for me. I was projecting far too much on him. It wasn’t fair. Tiger was nineteen. He had his mind on other things.

For The Philadelphia Inquirer the final of the 1995 U.S. Amateur at the Newport Country Club was a good local story. I was going to write up Buddy Marucci no matter what he did. But I had come to see Tiger.



Tiger’s first Masters win was all about him and the man who made him. It came in 1997, when Tiger was twenty-one, and he won by twelve. You can imagine a younger winner but not a bigger winning margin, at any age. There’s too much parity. Too much good training, instruction, and equipment. Tiger holed out and, in victory, fell into the arms of his father, Earl Woods.

Earl was a sociology major at Kansas State in the 1950s. He was an army officer in Vietnam in the 1960s. He was a self-taught golfer in the 1970s. He was a golfing theorist, a prodigious drinker, a world-class curser, a pantsuit-chaser, a midnight philosopher with a smoker’s baritone and a bad heart. He is also the starting point for the unique life and times at play here.

Earl had three children from what he sometimes called “my practice family.” (He could be funny.) In his second go-round, Earl married a woman, Kultida Punsawad, whom he met in Bangkok, and they had one child, Eldrick Tont Woods, future chairman of ETW Corporation and one of the great prodigies ever.

The caddies at Augusta National and other clubs got to know Earl because he liked to hang. He’d poke around, Tiger often beside him. They’d make the rounds at Pinehurst, at the National Golf Links on Long Island, at a public course called Forest Hills in Augusta, at other places. The photographic proof of those visits, curling and held up by a thumbtack or tape, can be found hanging here and there. Tiger looks so young in the snaps.

Here’s a casually assembled lineup of prodigies who fulfilled their early promise: Mozart, Alexander Hamilton, Einstein, Picasso, Michael Jackson, Babe Ruth, Julie Andrews, Bobby Fischer—and Tiger.

Yes, it’s a little odd to see Woods with Picasso and Mozart, but there are powerful similarities. All three have brought a lot of joy to a lot of people. All three lived with the costs of their extreme gifts. All three started out crazily young. You’ve probably seen the clip of Tiger, as a two-year-old, hitting balls on the Mike Douglas Show, dwarfed by his father, by Mike Douglas, by Bob Hope and Jimmy Stewart. Earl Woods wore a tight red shirt and a heavy gold medallion around his neck. It was 1978. The camera loved Tiger. It was all beginning. Michael Jackson, particularly, would get this. Tiger was a reality-TV star before the term existed. It was the start of a life that has been recorded with and without his consent. It has allowed him to prosper and caused him to suffer, too.

Tiger’s fourth Masters win came in 2005, followed by a fourteen-year wait for number five. No gap between wins there has ever been longer. In victory, Tiger hugged his son, Charlie, ten, and his daughter, Sam, then closing in on twelve. It was a Sunday in April and they were taking a break from their crowded lives at the Benjamin School, a private school in South Florida often populated by a half dozen or more students named Nicklaus. There have been times that golf’s two greatest players, Jack Nicklaus and Tiger Woods, have attended the same middle-school soccer games, Tiger on hand to see his daughter, and Jack to see one of his granddaughters. Sam Woods and Nicole Nicklaus on the same roster. What are the chances of that?

When Jack won his sixth Masters in 1986, Tiger, then ten, was watching the tournament on TV for the first time. He was with his father in his parents’ tidy, modest development house in Southern California, a classic Mike Brady design right down to the ski-jump roof line, but with only one child in it, not the Brady Bunch six. Jack and Tiger could not know it, of course, but that was when their circle game began. In 2019, Nicklaus watched Tiger win his fifth Masters from a boat with a TV while bonefishing in the Bahamas. It was Tiger’s fifteenth major professional title. Only Nicklaus, with eighteen, has more. Jack has always been Tiger’s main opponent.

“Tiger, your victory today is going to inspire not only children but adults all over the world,” said an Augusta National member, Craig Heatley, wrapping up the winner’s press conference. He was its host and moderator.

Heatley was wearing his green Augusta National members coat, with its coaster-sized patch depicting a green America with a giant flagstick planted in Augusta. Before long, Heatley’s coat would be placed on a wooden hanger for safekeeping at the club. Tiger, seated beside Heatley, was wearing his own club blazer, but you know how that works: As the reigning champion, he could wear his home.

“Magnificent achievement,” Heatley said, looking at the new winner.

Tiger, uncharacteristically, had his upper teeth resting on his lower lip. He was waiting.

“You’re a very, very worthy champion, and we’re proud that you’re wearing that jacket for the fifth time today.”

Tiger didn’t bother to take a beat. He looked out at the nearly two hundred reporters, photographers, camera operators, and visitors in attendance and ended the press conference with the most charming thing I have ever heard him say: “Yeah—I’m excited about show-and-tell at school.”

Tiger giggled, stood up, rolled his heavy desk chair back into place, and headed out, his green jacket covering most of his red shirt. Christmas in April.

That final line was some nod: to himself, to his kids, to their school, to his green jacket, to (stealing now) this thing called life.

Oh happy day.




NIGHT.





On Memorial Day 2017, Matt Palladino, in his second year as a road-patrol officer for the Jupiter Police Department, in South Florida, started his nearly twelve-hour shift at 6:45 p.m. He was in his mid-twenties, tall and slender. He was driving a 2014 Dodge Charger patrol vehicle, a white car with blue and gold decorative stripes. (A curling wave, a ray of sunshine.) At a little past two in the morning, about a mile and a half from police headquarters, Palladino saw a Mercedes on the west side of a flat six-lane north-south commercial road called Military Trail, named for a path cleared by U.S. Army soldiers in a nineteenth-century war against the Seminole Tribe. To the west was a housing development called Canterbury Place. To the east was a golf course called Admirals Cove. At two in the morning, on this stretch of Military Trail, you’re more likely to see a coyote than a parked car, but it was the latter that prompted Officer Palladino to stop. The stopped car’s brake lights were on, with the right turn signal flashing, and the left front and rear tires in Military Trail’s slow lane.

Palladino turned on his vehicle’s flashing red-and-blue rooftop lights and its dashcam. He called a command center to make certain the black Mercedes—a four-door 2015 sedan with an immense engine—wasn’t stolen or connected to another investigation. It wasn’t.

Palladino got out his flashlight, approached the car from the passenger side, and saw a lone person in it. There was a man sitting behind the steering wheel as the engine ran, a phone on his lap, his eyes closed. The driver, attempting to respond to the officer, could barely open his eyes. He struggled to locate his driver’s license, insurance card, and registration. Eventually he handed the officer his Florida license, and that was when Officer Palladino knew with certainty that the man in the car was a black male born December 30, 1975, named Eldrick T. Woods.

Can you imagine running into Tiger Woods in some random setting? He’s one of the most famous people in the world, and, try as you might, it would be hard not to stare and gawk. Most people only know him from TV, and there he is, in the flesh. The heart races.

Officer Palladino’s response was nothing like that. He was dealing with an impaired driver, a stopped car in a dangerous place, the requirements of Florida law. He had a job to do.

Palladino asked Woods where he was coming from.

“Jupiter,” Tiger said.

He asked Woods where he was going.

“Jupiter,” Tiger said.

The officer repeated his second question.

“Home,” Woods said.

Where, Palladino asked, is home?

“Jupiter,” Woods said.

Woods’s car was pointed south on Military Trail. His home is on Jupiter Island, eight miles north.

Backup was on its way. That’s standard Jupiter Police Department procedure for any DUI investigation. Doesn’t matter who the suspect is.



Jupiter Island is a narrow barrier beach and an incorporated town with a population in the high three digits. It’s in southern Martin County, which is South Florida but almost the edge of rural small-town Florida. The town of Jupiter, crowded in places and largely suburban, is in the northernmost part of Palm Beach County, about a half hour north by car from the airport in West Palm Beach. The airport to Jupiter is just a straight shot up I-95, followed by a right turn on Indiantown Road, toward the ocean. Jupiter Island and the town of Jupiter are separated by the Indian River and the Loxahatchee River, both bountiful today, even with all the developments. It’s easy to imagine Native Americans as fishermen and trappers on the banks of those rivers, centuries before the first Jiffy Lube went up. Today Indiantown Road, the main east-west route into and out of Jupiter, is choking with strip malls and the various signposts of modern American suburban life. A PetSmart, a Home Depot, a Publix. A Taco Bell.

Across a bridge, Jupiter Island is a spectacular oasis from all that, at least for the tiny number of people who live there, including Tiger Woods and his two children, when they’re with him. (Shared custody after divorce.) Driving through Jupiter Island—driving past Blowing Rocks, a desolate and beautiful public beach—a powerful force comes off it, related not to its natural beauty but to its population, or its lack of population. There is no 7-Eleven to buy an emergency late-night pint of Ben & Jerry’s. There are no kids playing H-O-R-S-E on the street. There are few sidewalks. It feels lonely.



Tiger has spent half his life in Florida and half of his Florida life in South Florida. Golf brings all manner of people to South Florida, for a variety of reasons. When you look at Martin County and Palm Beach County from a plane, or via Google Earth, the number of courses you see is astounding. Collectively, the many public courses, resort courses, development courses, country-club courses, and private-club courses are major contributors to the social, athletic, and economic life of both counties. To keep the dozens of clubs and courses up and running takes an immense amount of disposable income. It also takes the cooperation of the government, which regulates how the clubs and courses are taxed and assessed. Raise the taxes and the assessments, and green fees and annual dues will rise until some courses close. It’s a balancing act.

Then there are the thousands of low-wage course workers and clubhouse employees dedicated to keeping the greens green and the iced teas icy. You sometimes see these men and women in carpools, arriving in the early morning, driving in from distant places, years after being born in places more distant yet. Without these workers, the whole industry would shrivel up and die. Of course, you could say the same thing of the golfers on those playfields. No golfers would mean no golf courses, no driving ranges, no pro shops, no grillroom bars with terrace seating, umbrellas angled just so in the midday sun.

Jupiter has become a mecca for PGA Tour players, aspiring players, teaching pros, club pros, equipment salespeople, player agents, professional caddies, and professional amateurs. So has Palm Beach Gardens, Jupiter’s more affordable neighbor to the south. The PGA of America has been based for years in Palm Beach Gardens. The Gardens Mall is on PGA Boulevard, where there’s an Apple store frequented by Tiger’s people, and a Yard House brewpub, where Joe LaCava, Tiger’s caddie, has enjoyed some pops over the years. The Snuggery, a mile south on PGA Boulevard, is a caddie bar and has been for years, just as the Keys Bar, on Market Street in St. Andrews, is a caddie bar and has been for years. There’s a Moe’s on PGA where Tiger’s young friend Justin Thomas will stop for a burrito. PGA Boulevard is the Main Street of the modern PGA Tour, and the Gardens Mall is its downtown. Rory McIlroy and his father met Jack Nicklaus for the first time in its vast parking lot. Tiger’s been in that lot more times than he could count.

Nicklaus lives between the mall and the ocean in a development called Lost Tree, fifteen miles south of Tiger’s compound on Jupiter Island. Nicklaus would go right by Tiger’s corporate offices in Jupiter and his bar-and-restaurant if he were ever invited to make the drive from his house to Tiger’s. That doesn’t happen. There’s a psychic closeness between the two golf giants, but that’s really it. They’re not in each other’s daily lives. They’ve spent little time together, although Donald Trump, as president, did get Nicklaus and Woods together by asking them to join him for a round at one of his courses, Trump National Jupiter. Rory McIlroy was invited, too, but passed, so Steve Nicklaus, the second of Jack and Barbara’s five children, filled out the foursome. Tiger shot a 64 and Trump tweeted out the score. Tiger’s play that day got Nicklaus’s attention, too. Nicklaus started predicting then that Tiger’s fifteenth major title was bound to come soon. That was ten weeks before the 2019 Masters.

Jupiter Island is dominated by an eleven-thousand-acre nature preserve with meager public parking and by a long row of estates, most with gated driveways and ficus-tree hedges, tall and dense. Tiger lives in one of those estates and Greg Norman lives in another, about a mile up the beach and up Beach Road. Norman moved to Jupiter Island from Orlando in 1991. Woods moved to Jupiter Island from Orlando in 2011. They pass each other regularly along narrow Beach Road, Norman typically in a Range Rover, Tiger most often in a Mercedes sedan, though each has other options.

Norman enjoys telling about the time he was driving behind Tiger on Jupiter Island with his wife, Kirsten, in the passenger seat. Tiger got to the drawbridge leading off the island just as it was going up. Norman positioned his car beside Tiger’s. “I got ahead of his security detail,” Norman said, describing it playfully. “We’re side by side. Had to be the longest eight minutes of Tiger’s life. I’m talking to Kirsten, so I’m looking his way. She rolls down the window. I said, ‘Hi, Tiger!’ Nothing. Tiger storms off. Kirsten says, ‘What was that all about?’ ”



Many of the courses in and around Jupiter have big, bold golf names attached to them. Greg Norman was the founder of Medalist Golf Club. Jack Nicklaus redesigned, for a fee of one dollar, the municipal course in the village of North Palm Beach, where he lives. He also designed the course at Lost Tree, the gated development in North Palm Beach where he and Barbara raised their kids. Nicklaus redesigned the Champions Course at PGA National, where the Honda Classic, a fund-raiser for the Nicklaus Children’s Health Care Foundation, is played each year. (The synergy is so thick you could cut it with a 1-iron, if you could find one.) McArthur Golf Club, three miles up the road from Jupiter on U.S. 1, was designed by Nick Price, working with Tom Fazio. There are courses designed by various other notables. Rees Jones, Dick Wilson, Joe Lee, Pete Dye. George Fazio, Jim Fazio, Tom Fazio, his nephew Tommy Fazio. Trump likes to use architects named Fazio.

Tiger doesn’t have his name on a South Florida course yet—he first discussed his interest in course design with Trump years ago—but he did design a practice area on three and a half manicured acres, on turf he’s always trying to get drier and faster to duplicate tournament conditions. This rectangle of golf in Tiger’s backyard has four greens, seven bunkers, and enough space to invent a variety of par-3 holes. On his website it looks spectacular.

Tiger, when he’s home, does most of his practicing and playing at Medalist, which Greg Norman designed with Pete Dye in the mid-1990s. Seeing Woods work on the practice tee alone there, dirt-soiled clubs leaning on his Tour bag, is a stunning sight. People watch him, but at a distance. Tiger requires space. The longtime pro there, Buddy Antonopoulos, once told the writer Craig Dolch, “You’d watch Tiger hit thirty drives and they’d go through the same cloud.” Tiger knows what Hogan knew: the secret’s in the dirt.

Medalist has a distinct high-octane energy, and it’s loaded with successful people. It’s one of the reasons a dozen or more notable Tour players play there and actually enjoy the members, even if they’re 93 shooters.

Nobody confuses Medalist with Seminole Golf Club, a late-1920s Golden Age classic on the Atlantic designed by Donald Ross. Seminole oozes the confidence that comes with age and inheritance. There are no Tour players who belong there, although Raymond Floyd and Rory McIlroy’s father are members. Tiger played Seminole as a guest once on a day when he was in no mood to charm anybody. The tenor of his round was captured as the group played the last hole. Seminole’s eighteenth is a beachfront dogleg par-4 with an elevated back tee that’s practically on a dune and so near the heaving ocean that you can’t wait to finish your round and get in the surf. Woods was told to aim for two wrecking-ball cranes in the distance and on the beach. Tiger, in the retelling, said, “I know about those cranes—I’m paying for them.” Contractors working for his former wife, Elin Nordegren, were knocking down a waterlogged 1932 oceanfront mansion. She was starting over.

As he was leaving the club, with its pink clubhouse and pebbled driveway, Woods told a club employee that Seminole was a “nice little course.” It’s his habit to use diminutives, to call even the most meaningful moments of his life “pretty special,” to refer to a stretch when he has won multiple consecutive events as “a nice little run.” He’s been overcompensating for his father’s verbal grandiosity all his adult life. But “nice little course” was a dig. Every dues-paying golfer knows the sentiment that Herb Wind, in the language of his time and place, captured for posterity: “You may sooner insult a man’s wife than his golf club.” Tiger, playing the course for the first time, had shot something in the mid-60s without batting an eye or working up a sweat. His afternoon plan was to drive to Medalist and get in some practice.



Memorial Day weekend is not sleepy in greater Jupiter, and it’s not solemn. Thousands of college students are home, cooling their jets while getting reacquainted, and many of their parents are off, too. On the beaches and along Jupiter’s rivers and inlets, there are docks, backyards, hotels, bars, and nightclubs teeming with people seeking a reprieve from their gotta-check-my-phone lives. Workday norms are blessedly snuffed out by the holiday that jump-starts summer, by warm South Florida days spent in the surf, in the wind, in the sun. By nightfall, inhibitions take a further beating, owing to the steady flow of Funky Buddha (a South Florida beer), Tito’s (a yellow-corn vodka), and Corazón (a small-batch vodka). Plus weed, coke, Ecstasy, various other club drugs. No different than anyplace else.

The three days of Memorial Day weekend in 2017 were hot in Jupiter, ninety or warmer each day. Time slowed. On Sunday, Jason Cardinal, an America’s Got Talent alum, played a sultry afternoon gig at the Square Grouper, on Jupiter Inlet. All over town—on the golf courses, in the surf, at the bars—the pace was languid. It was too hot to rush around.

Most of the prominent PGA Tour players who live in and around Jupiter—Brooks Koepka, Rory McIlroy, Dustin Johnson, Justin Thomas, Rickie Fowler, Keegan Bradley, Lucas Glover, Ernie Els, others—were off. They weren’t at the tournament concluding that Sunday at Colonial Country Club in Fort Worth. It was a good weekend to be home. Spring break, in March or April, is a time for tourists to shake-shake-shake. It’s amateur hour. Memorial Day weekend in Jupiter is a far different thing. It trends more local, for one thing. It’s more mature.

Tiger wasn’t at the 2017 Colonial, and he wouldn’t be in the next event—Jack’s tournament, the Memorial, played outside Columbus—despite his five wins there. Woods was recovering from his fourth back surgery five weeks earlier. Golf for him was on the back burner with the gas off. Tiger’s annual two-day charity fund-raiser, Tiger Jam, had been a week earlier at the MGM Grand in Las Vegas, but Woods wasn’t there, either. Still, he had things to keep him occupied: the different tournaments he oversees; his yacht; the many schools with his name on them. He was doing his post-surgery rehab. His kids were on summer break. Plus, he had side businesses up and running, most notably his golf-course design company and his restaurant. Ever since he turned pro, Tiger’s life has been busy, expensive, and pressured. He doesn’t have much down time.

The Woods Jupiter was doing well, both the restaurant and its bar. Yelp reviewers were consistently praising it without confusing it with the local Outback Steakhouse. A modest dinner for two at the Woods Jupiter—a full rack of “Woods ribs,” in this menu sampling, with a twice-baked potato and Brussels sprouts, along with a bottle of wine and a single order of s’mores with two forks—would run about two hundred dollars with tax and tip. Of course, factored into the price is the prospect of seeing Tiger Woods. It can happen, but he’s not exactly what Mickey Mantle was at Mickey Mantle’s restaurant, in its red-meat prime. Even when Tiger’s in the house, he could be eating in a private room and you would never know it.

A more likely Jupiter nightspot to see a professional golfer, well known or not, is the Square Grouper, a down-home tiki bar on Jupiter Inlet. You might see Ernie Els there, or Dustin Johnson. You could see a golfing minor-leaguer, somebody good enough to dream (in the phrase of a long-ago Utica Blue Sox GM). The pale left hand, covered all day by a golf glove, is just one tell. If you’re good at name-that-pro, you might recognize the journeyman Steve Marino, who once looked like he might be the game’s next Mark Calcavecchia. You might see Will MacKenzie, a touring pro more interested in snowboarding and kayaking. Tiger always liked Willy Mac. His play was erratic, but as a free spirit he was irresistible. Once, at Torrey Pines in San Diego, after MacKenzie had been off the PGA Tour for several years, Tiger saw him, hugged him, and said, “You have no idea how happy I am to see you here.” Tiger’s internal life shows up in unexpected places.

In his South Florida years, Tiger would sometimes frequent the better chilled-glass hangouts with their expensive martinis, but over time he grew tired of drawing crowds and making money for others. That has been cited as one of the reasons he wanted to open the Woods Jupiter, located in an outdoor mall called Harbourside Place. The restaurant was still in its planning stages when Tiger got to know Erica Herman, a former nightclub owner in Orlando who was involved in its design and the hiring of its staff. The u in Harbourside is surely a clanging alarm for pretentiousness, but Tiger’s restaurant is not, if you can get past the special menus for cognacs and cigars. The name, the Woods Jupiter, doesn’t roll off your tongue, but the rights to your own name are complicated when you’re Tiger Woods and your name is worth millions. That’s what the man who developed the mall once told me.

The Woods and the Square Grouper are only a mile apart as the gull flies, across two inlets and a park named for Burt Reynolds, but one establishment might as well be planted on East Egg and the other on West, they’re so different. You park your own truck at the Grouper, and the bands there play right through midnight. At the Woods, the valet guy will handle any European key you drop in his palm, along with a crisp green gift, and the house band is Joe Buck doing play-by-play on a flat-screen above your head. What both places have are well-stocked bars, sure-handed bartenders, and thirsty guests.

When you do all the math and take out all the recycling bins, you can only conclude, for good and for ill, that drinking is one of our great American hobbies, in Jupiter and most everywhere else, and Memorial Day weekend is a particularly prime time to indulge in it. The Jupiter police have a delicate job. There’s serve and protect and something even more elemental than that: the responsibility to keep people safe. The local cops have to know the closing times at the Woods, at the Grouper, at Ralph’s and Joe’s and Uncle Mick’s and the others. Jupiter has 55,000 residents and 310 miles of paved roads, three of them carrying the name Military Trail. Drivers speed, they stop in odd places, they drive when they shouldn’t, they fight with their passengers, they get into accidents. The fifty Jupiter police officers on road patrol have their hands full. And now, early on the morning of Memorial Day, there was Tiger Woods on the side of one of their roads, in no shape to be driving—not even close.

“Have you been drinking tonight?”

The question was put to Woods by another Jupiter police officer on the scene that night.

“No,” he said.

“No? Are you sure about that? Because there’s some odor coming from you,” Christopher Fandrey said.

Normally, nobody says anything to Tiger Woods even remotely that direct or challenging. That’s because in almost every relationship, except maybe the ones with his mother and former wife, Tiger is the dominant personality. He holds the cards and has the power. But then he did not.



Greg Norman was the best player in the world when Tiger Woods turned pro, and no player had more power or charisma. Norman first met Tiger in the early 1990s, when Tiger was fourteen or fifteen. Hughes Norton of IMG, which represented Norman and had designs on Tiger, had arranged for them to play together at Old Marsh Golf Club, a development course in Palm Beach Gardens. They played nine holes, just the two of them, walking. Tiger was inquisitive and better than any junior golfer Norman had ever seen, and he told IMG how impressed he was. He remembers Tiger asking, “Why do you play so aggressively?” By 1993, Tiger had begun working with Butch Harmon, Norman’s teacher, but Norman and Tiger never saw each other. In 1995, when Woods played in his first Masters, Norman played a Tuesday practice round with him. Norman remembers Tiger asking a litany of specific questions about how to play the course, and Norman answered them as best he could while still preparing for the tournament himself. But Earl felt Norman hadn’t shown Tiger enough respect. That was one of Earl’s moves. He liked to stir the pot. He liked the idea of us against the world.

Norman wasn’t alone. There was something awkward about Tiger’s relationships, early in his pro career, with Tom Watson and Nick Faldo, among others. Curtis Strange made some critical remarks about Tiger no-showing at a college awards dinner, and Earl never forgot that. Even Arnold Palmer said that Tiger was being talked about with too much awe. Faldo and Norman and a hundred other guys were trying to beat Tiger. They saw no reason to coddle him.

Various golf reporters, present company included, were doing enough coddling for everybody. Golf Channel began broadcasting in 1995, the year before Tiger turned pro. Golf websites were becoming popular for the first time. There was suddenly so much space to fill, and along came a player to fill it. Tiger was the game’s first great Cablinasian player (his term for being white, black, Indian, and Asian) and the first golfer since Bobby Jones to win USGA titles in six consecutive years as an amateur. Interest in him was almost insatiable even before he collected his first Tour check. Tiger and especially Earl had the power, and they were taking names. If you dared to say that Tiger would have been wise to return to Stanford for his last two years instead of turning pro, your name went on a list. Sandy Tatum, the former USGA president and a legendary Stanford golfer in the early 1940s, found that out. The power of the traditional golf establishment has been in decline ever since.

Tatum was close to another Stanford golfer, Tom Watson, who turned pro after getting his degree in psychology. Watson and Woods have always been a curious pair, linked by far more than their initials. They have major areas of overlap—Stanford, U.S. Open wins at Pebble Beach, a knack for links golf—but they have never been close. Watson was the captain of the U.S. Ryder Cup team in 2014, a year in which Tiger was feuding with his back. In the months leading up to the Ryder Cup, there was an ongoing debate (among people who clearly had too much time on their hands) about whether Tiger would play on Watson’s team. They weren’t talking. Mark Steinberg, Tiger’s agent, said to one of Watson’s confidantes, “Have your guy call my guy.” It was the old thing, the caller loses. Tiger, aided and abetted by Steinberg, had a knack for turning the most mundane request into a show of power. You see it in every walk of life. For some people, it’s a way to feel alive.

Things changed after Thanksgiving 2009, the starting date of the Tiger Woods sex scandal, which turned various lives upside down. It also empowered a disparate group of people. The editors at the New York Post. Matt Lauer. Tiger’s wife, Elin Nordegren. Tom Watson. Newspaper columnists. It was absolute hysteria there for a while, at the end of 2009 and the beginning of 2010. The Stiletto Parade was in full swing, with a long series of Tiger’s alleged lady friends offering their rendezvous histories. You would have thought Tiger was a United States senator, the way his infidelity was being covered. But he wasn’t an elected official, a clergyman, a university president. He was just an exceptional athlete making millions on the side by selling a false version of himself in the name of Buick and American Express. The National Enquirer was treating him as if he were Gary Hart seeking the presidency. As the Miami Herald spied on Gary Hart, the Enquirer spied on Woods.

This wasn’t MeToo before the movement existed. Yes, there were mighty gaps between Tiger and the women, in wealth and fame and power. But none of the women even implied that the relationships were anything other than consensual. Still, people were going crazy.

Arnold Palmer did what he wanted, and nobody wrote about it. Thirty years later, Michael Jordan did what he wanted, and there was no public shaming of him. But the rules were changing, and maybe Woods, had he been more aware, could have seen the pattern. Or maybe arrogance got the better of him. In any event, he was exposed. No star had ever fallen so far and so fast. His rise had been steady. It took decades. His fall took three days.

All those hiked-skirt, in-the-parking-lot revelations cost Woods his marriage, his image, a chunk of his money. And that was when the long road to his fifth Masters victory began, in the aftermath of Thanksgiving 2009 when he ran over a fire hydrant in his front yard in a development near Orlando called Isleworth, and all hell broke loose. This is painful: We were surely culpable in his fall. We bought the tabloids. We clicked on TMZ. We judged. The ripples of Woods’s affairs went far.

His fall had to be a staggering blow to his psyche, no matter how it came about. Whatever mind-games training Tiger got as a junior golfer from Jay Brunza, a navy psychologist, it could not have prepared him for the daily assault he was getting at the hands of TMZ.

Can you imagine the impact it would have on you—you, me, Tiger, anyone—if your sexual life were exposed for the world to see? For your friends, your colleagues, your parents, your spouse, and your children to read about? Imagine just one itty-bitty leaked text about a private fantasy, online and available for anybody to read. Can you imagine the stress that would bring? The anger and the confusion? It would be impossible for your mental health not to take a hit.

And sooner or later your mental health is going to show up in your physical health. This is not New Age crazy talk. It’s René Descartes, Norman Cousins, Dr. Bob Jones IV, clinical psychologist and grandson of Bobby. “In many instances, if not most, there’s a biological connection to stress,” Jones told me. “If you’re prone to spinal issues, and then you endure great stress, your spinal issues will likely get worse. It’s to be expected.”

Yes, Tiger Woods hit a million golf balls, and that’s the starting point of his back problems. But Jamie Jungers, one of the women in the parade, talking about Tiger on the Today show surely didn’t help. Neither did the twenty straight days when Tiger appeared on the cover of the New York Post. The headline on the fourth day wasn’t artful, but it did its job: 2 MORE SEXY GALS COME OUT OF THE WOODSWORK WITH THEIR STEAMY TALES.

The tabloid covers, the Saturday Night Live skits, the Conan and Letterman stand-up bits, the Radar Online updates. Who could possibly withstand all that intact? Where a human being once stood for millions to see and admire, there was now a cardboard cutout, like Keanu Reeves as John Wick, greeting you at your AMC 20. Say whatever you want about that cutout, step on it if it falls over, it doesn’t matter—it’s not Keanu Reeves or even John Wick. It’s just a piece of cardboard.



The second officer at Woods’s car on that Memorial Day night was a Jupiter police sergeant named Don Hennessy. When Palladino called for backup, Hennessy was the first to respond. The sergeant observed that Woods, on a warm night and with the car’s engine off, kept the windows of his car up when the officers weren’t talking to him. Palladino told Hennessy that he believed Woods was impaired, and it was Hennessy who called in Christopher Fandrey, a road-patrol officer, to conduct a series of field sobriety tests. It had now been six minutes from the time Palladino pulled behind the Mercedes.

Before Fandrey arrived, another Jupiter officer, Nick Imperiale, was on the scene, although only briefly. When Palladino was in his patrol car, Imperiale’s job was to monitor Woods. When Woods began to reach into his pockets, Imperiale asked him to stop. He did, and then he fell asleep.

Later that night, Imperiale returned to take an inventory of Woods’s car and to fill out the paperwork for its towing. The officer noted that Woods was driving a black 2015 Mercedes-Benz AMG S65 registered to the ETW Corporation. The officer wrote that the driver’s-side front and rear tires were flat and that their rims were damaged. He mentioned that the front bumper was damaged and the back bumper had scrape marks on it. He looked for car parts on and around Military Trail but found none.

The car was towed away by North County Towing, a Jupiter company that had been in business for forty-five years. Over the years, North County towers have towed their share of golf carts out of swamps, but now they were towing away a $200,000 Mercedes-Benz belonging to Tiger Woods. It was going to an impound lot. Imperiale removed a range finder and two pairs of sunglasses and took them to police headquarters for safekeeping. For a professional golfer, a range finder is an essential tool of the trade. A golfer without one is practicing naked.



The last officer to arrive that night had the biggest role. Christopher Fandrey was twenty-four, tall and baby-faced, living in an apartment in Jupiter, making about fifty thousand dollars a year as a Jupiter police officer after seventeen months with the department. He was also the grandson of a police detective on Long Island, a college graduate with a degree in criminal justice, and a veteran of the U.S. Marines, in which he had enlisted at eighteen. It was Fandrey who told Woods that he was emitting an odor.

Yes, in polite society that observation would be beyond the pale, but from an investigating police officer, and said the right way, it was all in a shift’s work. Body language and actual language, along with some other things, subtle and otherwise, can make or break these encounters. We’ve all seen the evening news. Fandrey was appropriate in every way, and that made all the difference. As Fandrey noted, Woods was trying to cooperate. On some level, Woods must have understood that Fandrey didn’t want to further humiliate him or make a show of power over him. Fandrey’s first job was to assess the situation, a mess of Woods’s making.

It was Fandrey who let out a quick laugh when Tiger, at the Palm Beach county jail, described his hair as “brown—and fading.” In that moment, there was a serious imbalance of power between the two men. Woods was alone in a holding cell, standing barefoot on a stained linoleum floor, cuffs around his wrists, his brain function impaired. Fandrey was in his heavy blue police uniform, carrying a gun. Despite all that, Fandrey was going to treat his prisoner with humanity. In doing so, he revealed his own.

Fandrey’s poise through all his taped and now public interactions with Woods, both roadside and at the jail, showed his professionalism. But all the while, there was never any doubt about the seriousness of Fandrey’s purpose or Woods’s recklessness. Woods could easily have killed somebody, including himself, that night. “He could have died,” Tiger’s friend Notah Begay said later. In the twelve pages of police reports that came out of that night, there was a rectangular box on one page marked VICTIM. It was a question. In filing the report, an officer entered a single word: SOCIETY.

When he arrived at the scene, Fandrey parked his patrol car in front of Woods’s Mercedes. He turned on his spotlight and left on his headlights to shine a path for the sobriety tests he would conduct on a dark stretch of road on a dark night. Woods struggled to get out of the driver’s seat and took off his running shoes after being unable to tie the left one. You almost can’t believe it. At a tournament, and in about five seconds, Woods can stand on a tee and talk with a playing partner while tying a shoelace without looking at it.

Woods first told Fandrey that he was in Los Angeles, on his way to Orange County. He was wobbly, his speech was slurred, his eyelids were droopy, his hair was messy, his face was bloated, and he looked like he hadn’t shaved in a week. Palladino and Fandrey half-caught Woods at one point to prevent him from falling. Woods couldn’t follow Fandrey’s pencil light with his eyes. He couldn’t walk a heel-to-toe line. He struggled to bring his finger to his nose. He couldn’t answer Fandrey’s basic mental-function questions. He was gone.

Fandrey asked Woods to recite the English alphabet and not in a singsong manner, then asked him to repeat the assignment, to show that he understood it.

“Not to sing the National Anthem backwards,” Woods said. His confusion could not have been more obvious.

When he finally did recite the alphabet, Woods finished it off with a triumphant “and z,” sounding like a proud preschooler. Most of the other tests could not be completed.

There are thousands of hours of tape of Tiger on YouTube. He’s playing golf, giving interviews, appearing at functions. He’s with presidents, other players, business leaders, reporters, Tiger Woods Learning Center students. All those hours where he is nothing but appropriate and in control. And then there was this night. Nothing in his taped canon can prepare you for the Memorial Day recordings. They’re hard to watch, though many have. They’re primitive and real. Tiger Woods, without his usual power. Tiger has always been impressive, from age two on. But on that night, he was vulnerable. What a sad scene. He was lucky nobody died that night. And still your heart went out to him. Tiger was practically screaming, he was in such pain.



In early November 2009, two women, employees at a downtown New York nightclub that catered to men with heavy credit cards and thin-soled loafers, called the main number for Time Inc. in midtown Manhattan. The switchboard operator steered them to the golf editor at Sports Illustrated, a Time Inc. magazine.

That editor, Jim Herre, spoke to one of the women and could hear the other in the background. Though they were giggling, their purpose was serious. The woman said she had a friend named Rachel Uchitel who was having an affair with Tiger Woods. The two women, one on the phone and other near it, were looking for a buyer for their story. They wanted twenty-five thousand dollars.

Herre told the woman that Sports Illustrated didn’t buy information from sources. But he didn’t want to lose her, either. He was surprised by what he was hearing. Tiger’s reputation was so Buick, so AT&T, so clean. He took the woman’s number (she didn’t offer her last name) and said he would speak to his boss. After that, he said, they could speak again. The woman said she was talking to other publications as well. She mentioned the National Enquirer. Herre asked, “Why are you ratting out your friend like this?” There was no meaningful response.

Herre spoke to his boss, the managing editor of Sports Illustrated, who showed little interest in the story. He left the matter to Herre, who called me. (I was an SI writer). Herre gave me the woman’s number and told me to call her and find out what I could.

“What would we do with it if we got it?” I asked. It was the goods, the scoop. I remember thinking, if Tiger Woods was having an affair, that wasn’t news for Sports Illustrated.

“I don’t know,” Herre said. “But I’d like to know.” I got that. Reporters often gather information they will never use directly, but it informs whatever else you write.

I called the woman. Her cell phone had a Las Vegas area code. She did not call back. From what I was able to gather, she had made a deal with the Enquirer. She didn’t sell her Tiger-Rachel story, as I understand it, but got paid for telling the Enquirer when Rachel Uchitel would be leaving her Manhattan apartment and flying to Melbourne, Australia, for a rendezvous with Woods, who was there playing in a tournament.

The Enquirer got a photo of Uchitel leaving her building. Then the Enquirer had a stringer in the elevator of the Crown Towers Hotel as Uchitel was going to Tiger’s penthouse suite, and the stringer confronted her. The Enquirer had its story, what turned out to be the first of many. That’s how the unraveling of Woods’s private life began. It seems unlikely that the Founding Fathers had in mind stories that came out of that kind of sordid newsgathering when they ratified the First Amendment.

The National Enquirer was creeping in on him, and still Tiger won the 2009 Australian Masters at Kingston Heath. That was on November 16. On November 25, the print edition of the Enquirer, featuring the Woods-Uchitel tryst, was published. November 26 was Thanksgiving. On November 27, at 2:25 a.m., Tiger left his house in a hurry, crashed his Cadillac Escalade, and was unconscious for six minutes. Police and emergency workers were called in.

Now there was a new kind of Tigermania, completely unlike the first version, which began with Tiger’s win at the 1997 Masters. Everybody got swept up in it. Or most everybody. Jack Nicklaus didn’t. He said that Tiger’s private life was Tiger’s business, not his. But you didn’t hear that take much.

You didn’t hear it from Billy Payne, the chairman of Augusta National. His eleven-year run as chairman will be remembered for what he did to bring golf in general and the Masters in particular to more people across the world. But in the highlight reel of his tenure you would have to include his State of the Masters address on the Wednesday of the 2010 Masters, when he apparently confused the dais in his club’s press building for the pulpit at his church. That afternoon he offered a two-minute sermon about Tiger’s return to competitive golf in the wake of his sex scandal. A snippet: “It is not simply the degree of his conduct that is so egregious here, it is the fact that he disappointed all of us, and more importantly, our kids and our grandkids. Our hero did not live up to the expectations of the role model we saw for our children.”

I speak only for myself: Tiger Woods didn’t disappoint me; he wasn’t my hero; and I never had any kind of thought about what kind of role model he needed to be for our son and daughter, both in high school at the time. Tiger Woods was an excellent and exciting golfer from an uncommon background, and I was mesmerized by his ability to do a difficult thing at such a high level, again and again. Also, I liked the way he walked. That was more than enough to sustain my interest in him.

The chairman, like many others, was empowered by Tiger’s fall. Here’s how Payne concluded his remarks: “We at Augusta hope and pray that our great champion will begin his new life here tomorrow in a positive, hopeful, and constructive manner, but this time, with a significant difference from the past. This year, it will not be just for him, but for all of us, who believe in second chances.”

Can you imagine praying for Tiger to do anything? But I have to be careful not to be too judgy here, as we all have our breaking points. Once, while caddying in a long-ago Masters, I talked my player into going for the green with his second shot on the par-5 fifteenth hole, despite the yawning pond that guards that green like a moat. With the ball sailing limply through the air, I could imagine the coming splash, and I never prayed so hard in all my life: God, please—make it fly! Seems kind of nutty now.

There were and are many reasonable people who thought Payne’s remarks were not only appropriate but necessary. The chairman of Augusta National is a leader in the game, and golf’s most significant figure was returning to competition, and to Billy Payne’s club, after a public sex scandal the likes of which modern life had seldom if ever seen. How could the chairman not say something? It’s one view.

I asked Bob Jones, the psychologist, how his grandfather would have handled Tiger’s post-scandal return to the Masters. Here’s Dr. Bob: “He would have said, ‘Hello, Tie-guh.’ In private.” Jones did his grandfather’s patrician Atlanta accent, an old-guard brogue now nearly dead.

Tiger despised (I’ve been told) Payne’s remarks but has never said a public thing about them except this: “I was disappointed in myself, too.” As it happens, Tiger never won a Masters with Billy Payne as chairman. Nearly ten years later, Payne said, “I would say, and I would hope and believe Tiger would confirm, that we are dear friends.”

The Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday before the 2010 Masters were downright strange. Tiger played practice rounds with Fred Couples, Mark O’Meara, Steve Stricker, and some of his other regulars. It looked like business as usual. He still had some of his earned status. On Tuesday morning, he had his regular tee time, first off at eight a.m., with Phil Mickelson right behind him. For that round and others, Tiger wore shirts that were on the loose side, and some of his pants were downright baggy. Nike considers every piece of clothing worn by Tiger, and that was not the week to sell Tigerwear on the basis of his sex appeal.

At times, Tiger looked sheepish and unsure of himself, and the people around him were walking on eggshells. Mark Steinberg, following Tiger closely, looked pale and tired, in the fifth month of his crash course in crisis management. Tiger’s caddie, Steve Williams, was robust by nature, but his vitality, even the customary bounce in his walk, seemed forced in those practice rounds. Phil Knight of Nike was on the scene during the tournament, much more prominent than usual, walking with Tiger’s mother, talking to reporters with a county sheriff nearby. Woods, in a press conference, said his wife, daughter, and son would not be coming to Augusta, and mentioned how his family had been hounded by paparazzi. Nobody close to Tiger had come out of this scandal unfazed, most of all Elin. Her former life was over. Poof.

But when the bell went off on Thursday, Tiger’s play was excellent, despite his five-month layoff. He was playing for keeps, and he was his old self. The way the practice rounds had gone, you didn’t know what he was going to be like. That’s how good at golf he was then.

Practice-round days used to be slow, and some of the writers would sneak out to play nearby courses. A nice memory. Following the example set by the Super Bowl, golf figured out that the days leading up its biggest events were prime selling days. On Masters Wednesday, the day when Billy Payne made his hope-and-pray remarks to a roomful of reporters, Nike aired its memorable “Dead Earl” ad. The thirty-second spot featured only one visual, Tiger’s impassive face in black and white, filling the screen, the shot getting tighter and tighter over the half minute. It has the feel of a homemade movie but with two camera flashes going off near the end, an apparent nod to his public life. He blinks seven times as he listens to his father, in voice-over, from the great beyond: “Tiger? I am more prone to be inquisitive, to promote discussion. I want to find out what your thinking was. I want to find out what your feelings are, and did you learn anything.”

It was brilliant, mixing private life and public life, comingling father and son, teacher and student. It was also hilarious. Stephen Colbert had a field day with it.

Earl’s dialogue was lifted from a documentary that had aired about eight years earlier. The first word—Tiger?—was spliced in. In the documentary, Earl was not addressing Tiger but comparing himself to Tiger’s mother. But Nike’s people weren’t making a documentary. All’s fair in love and advertising. They wanted to push our buttons, knowing that button-pushing is good for business, at least at Nike. Brand awareness is Nike’s god.

Nike and Phil Knight have shaped Tiger’s life in some ways that can be measured, and many that cannot. It was Phil Knight who made Tiger rich before he struck a single shot as a professional golfer. Nike gave Tiger the freedom to say to his father, as he was concluding his amateur career, “I’m never flying coach again.” He knew that his first Nike deal, reportedly for $40 million, was coming. Nike sold Tiger every way a free man can be sold, but Tiger signed willingly. He must have wanted the clothes, the clubs, the fame, the money, the attention. The proof is that he never walked away. He was set for life—for money, anyway.



Tiger’s professional greatness has always been rooted in his otherworldly ability to be in control. Of his situation, his swing, his body. His thinking. His employees and his fans. (If a child in a crowd touched him, Tiger’s glare would send the kid into a hole.) He was in control of his sponsors, golf executives, reporters, broadcasters. Other players, at least at times. Woods could make players try desperate things, because they knew it would take a miracle to beat him. They knew and Woods knew that Woods was better. He was better in every category there is, so their nervousness was well founded. If Woods had the fifty-four-hole lead, and he often did, he didn’t have to do anything special to win. But the chasers did.

At the 2007 U.S. Open at Oakmont, Aaron Baddeley had the fifty-four-hole lead. Tiger was in second, two shots behind him. Tiger stepped on the first tee on Sunday in a red T-shirt so tight you could almost see his pounding heart. The leader flinched. You could actually see it. Baddeley looked like a prizefighter getting ready to take a hit, and he shot 80. Woods didn’t win that day, but Baddeley had no chance. In their twosome, Woods had a TKO before they made the turn.

By tradition, the fight and conflict in stroke-play tournament golf is practically invisible. That’s one of the reasons golf is a niche sport. The whole enterprise is too subtle. But it wasn’t a niche sport when Tiger was leading majors. He drew millions of people to TV screens who, under normal conditions, would have been out washing the car or doing some other productive weekend activity. They wanted to watch Tiger Woods because he was the heavyweight champion of the world. Because he was consistently, reliably, and relentlessly great. Because he buried the competition. He was Mike Tyson in the 1980s, General Motors in the 1950s, the U.S. Army in the 1940s, the New York Yankees in the 1920s. Rooting against him was a waste of time. Woods left his opponents gasping for air, and by Sunday night you could see their blood all over those beautiful country-club greens. Before the cleaning crews could get out there, Tiger would talk into a TV microphone held by a smiling broadcaster. He might be exhausted, but you wouldn’t see even a scratch on him.

He’d give up little pieces in those interviews, but you had to mine the material. To try to understand him, you needed to watch closely. And that was difficult, because you could feel how uncomfortable he was, knowing that three thousand people were staring as he walked from the putting green to the first tee. His eyes told you when his allergies were bothering him, when he was cold, when he had suffered a particularly bad bout of insomnia. Would you look at any other golfer so closely? You wouldn’t even have the interest.

There was always something more purposeful about him. You could see it in his walk, through parking lots and clubhouses, across driving ranges, down fairways. He didn’t wing anything, except when circumstances required him to invent something on the spot, and he could do that, too. He could play a shot left-handed, he could grip the club on the metal, he could blade a shot by design. But he always had a plan, for his pre-round warm-up sessions and his post-round interviews and for all that he said and did in between. He was unwavering in his devotion to his predawn workouts and his red-and-black Sunday costumes. He could dictate intra-round conversation with his playing partners on body language alone. The stage was his.

The ultimate goal for Tiger, as it is for any golfer, was to be in control of his golf ball, to the degree he could. (Golf balls have an annoying tendency to do their own thing.) But when you can really golf your ball, to use a dying phrase, when you are truly in control of it, a feeling of ecstasy washes through you. Every golfer at every level has experienced that, even if it’s fleeting. At Tiger’s level, it leads to all manner of prizes: silver-plated trophies, direct-deposit checks, carnal pleasures, preferred tee times. But the starting point is to be in control of your ball. Golf tests control in every possible way.

But people need to be out of control, too. It’s in our nature. Witness: the dance floor at an August wedding, ties loose, shoes off, ice buckets spent.



On those police tapes, Tiger seems relieved. That’s not an observation many would make, but that’s Billy Harmon’s take. Billy, a prominent teaching pro and Butch Harmon’s youngest brother, has been around Tiger. He’s also a recovering alcoholic and drug addict who is open about his own sobriety and who knows firsthand the relief that comes from being caught. In the sine curve of life, being discovered can be a fast way to define the bottom of the trough. It was for Billy. On the day of his reckoning, a small group of club members came into his apartment on the second floor of the columned clubhouse at the Newport Country Club, in Rhode Island, and told him what they could see and he could not. The jig was up. He felt the lying and the booze and the coke start to wash out of him.

You’ve never heard Tiger be more polite than he was that night. After Fandrey and Palladino handcuffed him and placed him in the back seat of Fandrey’s patrol car, Woods asked, “Could you loosen the right one just a little bit?” They did, and Woods said, “Thank you so much.”



After Thanksgiving in 2009, all hell broke loose, and Tiger disappeared. His location became a national guessing game. Then, three weeks into the New Year, a National Enquirer photographer snapped a grainy long-lens picture of him. He was carrying a tall Styrofoam cup and was wearing gym clothes. He was almost concealed, with the hood of a hoodie on his head. But there was no mask on his face and you could tell who it was. The photo ran across the world, another nail in the coffin of privacy. Tiger was in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, as an in-house patient at a facility for sex, alcohol, and drug addiction called Pine Grove.

We all know how these centers work, at least when the recovery story makes it onto Celebrity Rehab with Dr. Drew. Patient bottoms out, admits to having no power over specified addiction(s), enters facility as a ticking time bomb, endures weeks of cold sweats and tough group therapy, comes out clean and sober and saying these words right on cue: “Now the real work begins.” Mental illness as mass-market entertainment will lead to distortions, but these facilities have been demystified over time. If Bill W. and Dr. Bob were starting Alcoholics Anonymous today, maybe they would drop the second word. Billy Harmon would be fine with that. He doesn’t think there’s anything to be ashamed about. For that, Betty Ford should take a posthumous bow. She paved Tiger’s path to Hattiesburg. But privacy, for Tiger, has always been an issue. Privacy is the name of his yacht.
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