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BUD, SWEAT, AND TEES


FOREWORD


I know what you’re thinking,” Rich Beem said, by way of hello. “Guy wins one tournament and he thinks he can start dressing like Spicoli.” 

Turned out in a wrinkled T-shirt, silky purple basketball shorts, and flip-flops, Beem couldn’t quite pass for the celebrated stoner from Fast Times at Ridgemont High, but tonight he was clearly high on life. Eight days had passed since his stunning victory at the 1999 Kemper Open. Beem had gone into that tournament a clueless twenty-eight-year-old rookie in the throes of a two-month slump, but over four giddy, magical days he summoned the best golf of his life, producing one of the most unlikely victories on the PGA Tour in recent memory. (The headline in GolfWorld said it all: “Who in the World is Rich Beem?”) Now, bellied up to the bar at an Outback Steakhouse outside Memphis, Beem was still basking in the afterglow. He had just spent the afternoon at the driving range of the Tournament Players Club of Southwind, site of that week’s PGA Tour event, the FedEx-St. Jude Classic. Having taken the last week off, for previously scheduled laser surgery to correct his nearsightedness, this was Beem’s first day back at work and his new life was beginning to come into focus. His first inkling that things had changed irrevocably in the wake of his victory was when the parking lot attendant at the golf course knew his name, a first. Then he found the front of his locker to be practically invisible, owing to the veneer of hand-scribbled notes that had been taped on. None of this, however, prepared Beem for the scene at the range, where upon his arrival he was treated like the fifth Beatle. His buddy Paul Stankowski dropped to his knees to salaam, and David Sutherland, a ten-year pro, rushed up to say, “I haven’t watched golf on TV in years. I hate to watch it on TV. But I watched every minute of the Kemper on Sunday and I was screaming at my TV the whole time.” The unctuous manufacturers’ reps, who only a week earlier hadn’t afforded Beem even the token fawning, now plied him with business cards in the same manner randy patrons at a strip club throw soiled dollar bills at the dancers. 

“Some unbelievably cool things have happened to me since the Kemper,” Beem said, taking a long swig from his beer, “but nothing compares to seeing that I have the respect of my peers. Nothing. Tell you what, that’ll make your head spin.” 

The first sign of the dizzying hysteria came less than an hour after the final putt had dropped, when Beem checked his cell phone and found seventeen voice messages. (Over the next week he would log some 2,600 minutes on his Motorola, and his phone bill for the month after Kemper would come to nearly $900. “If cell phones do cause cancer,” his caddie, Steve Duplantis, said at one point, “then he’ll be coming down with a tumor by next week.”) When Beem checked his email the morning after the victory there were congratulatory messages from everybody from John Daly to three old friends from Berlin, where Beem, something of a military brat, had spent his high school years. It was serendipity, then, that the laser surgery gave Beem an alibi for skipping the tournament immediately following the Kemper, Jack Nicklaus’s exclusive invitational, the Memorial. With his victory Beem had scored an automatic invite, and in his champion’s press conference he had made a point of apologizing to “Mr. Nicklaus” for standing him up. (Privately, Beem said, “I think Jack’ll get over it.”) Beem needed the week off to get a little perspective, so he took refuge with his girlfriend, Amy Onick, in San Diego, where her mother lived. Lying on the beach did wonders for Beem’s equilibrium, if not his golf game. 

Between the laser surgery and gallivanting around San Diego, Beem spent all of one hour hitting balls in the eight days between the Kemper and his arrival in Memphis. Clearly, his mind was on other things, like, say, what kind of convertible he should buy with the $450,000 winner’s check. In the heady moments after his victory Beem had been crowing about purchasing a Porsche Boxster, and the only thing that held him back was that his agents were supposedly burning up the phone line trying to secure an endorsment deal with BMW. “BMer and Beemer,” Beem said, invoking his nickname. “How perfect is that?” 

Already on his second pint of beer, Beem was properly relaxed, and he laughed at the hardship of having to choose between a Porsche or a BMW. Huddled next to him at the bar was a reminder of his former life, which is to say, his life before Kemper—Todd Pinneo, a former teammate at New Mexico State University. Pinneo had spent the last year and a half on the low-rent Hooters tour, sleeping in fleabag motels and playing for little more than gas money. Like Beem, Pinneo was going to tee it up the following morning at the regional finals of U.S. Open qualifying, hoping to earn a spot in the national championship, which was to be played the following week. 

Duplantis was there, too, cradling in his lap a golden little girl in pigtails—his daughter, Sierra, three and a half years old. It was a jarring sight. With his goatee and his Billy Idol sneer, Duplantis, twenty-six, was straight out of central casting for a disaffected Gen-Xer. The kid part didn’t add up. Fussing over Sierra was a toothsome young woman who Duplantis introduced as Shannon—no last name, and no nouns attached. Those would come later. 

Eventually this motley crew moved to a table for dinner, and the conversation flowed as readily as the Coors Light. Pinneo was having a laugh at his friend’s expense, telling of the time that Beem had been drafted into service as a playing coach for the New Mexico State golf team. Before the final round of the tournament Beem had stood in front of his teammates and, voice thick with emotion, said, “Boys, we’ve got the chance to do something special today. Let’s go out there and show them what Aggie golf is all about.” 

“It was,” said a deadpan Pinneo, “one of the most inspirational speeches I have ever heard.” This led Beem to fire a crouton across the table at Pinneo. 

Before the entrees had even come the golf-centric conversation was bouncing from topic to topic like, well, a stray crouton. For a minute the subject was professional golfers’ favorite beer (consensus: Coors Light), which led to the question of how much water a player should drink during a round in Memphis in the summer (eight bottles), which led to a discussion of whether Tour caddies should be able to wear shorts (Answer: No. Why? Two words: Fluff’s legs), which led to a dissertation on Nick Faldo’s former caddie, Fanny Sunesson (cool girl, with a mouth like a truck driver), which led, inevitably, to an analysis of Faldo’s intriguing domestic situation. “This is what I don’t get,” said Duplantis. “Faldo pays like twenty million dollars to get rid of his wife, and then he goes straight to Brenna [Cepelak, famously a college coed when the romance began]. I’m sorry, but that girl’s got a big ol’ butt. For twenty million dollars, a guy like Faldo oughtta be getting a better return on his investment.” 

At this point Beem piped up. “I knew Brenna before Faldo did.” There was something lascivious in his tone, and it set the table atwitter. 

“What do you mean, you knew her?” 

“In the biblical sense?”

“All I’m saying,” said Beem, “is that I knew her before Nicky did.” His Cheshire cat smile said enough.

Noticeably detached from all the jocularity was Shannon, who had kept herself busy throughout the evening by tending to Sierra. Of course, she didn’t have to say much to still make an impression. Shannon was curvier than 17 Mile Drive, a fact that was highlighted by a pair of shorts that were little more than a rumor and a clingy, low-cut top. She had a blinding smile, eyes of the bluest sky, and her auburn tresses were done up in a fashionable bob, falling across her forehead just so. Shortly after the Faldo repartee she sashayed to the powder room, and every guy at the table followed her progress with their eyes, including Beem. Noting this, Duplantis said, “Don’t hurt yourself, Beemer.” 

“I just wanted to see where the rest rooms are, in case I have to go later,” was Beem’s coy response. This brought a smirk from Duplantis. The easy camaraderie was a good sign. Improbably, the Kemper had been their first tournament working together. Two months ealier Duplantis had been fired by Jim Furyk, after four and a half blockbuster years that established Furyk as one of the top players in the world. Out of desperation Duplantis had, the week before the Kemper, rung up Beem to plead for a job. Beem was delighted at the prospect, because he was having such a sorry year that no established caddie would so much as give him the time of day. The player-caddie dynamic is always delicate, to the point that it is often discussed in the nomenclature of courtship. For Beem and Duplantis, then, winning their first tournament together was like sleeping together on a first date—fun, to be sure, but complicated. If Beem and Duplantis were going to have a meaningful long-term relationship they would need a few more nights like this, getting to know each other better. 

By the time Shannon returned to the table, the talk had moved to the upcoming British Open (which Faldo had won three times). Hearing this, she perked up visibly. 

“Stevie has some interesting stories about the British Open,” she said, shooting Duplantis an icy glare.

“Now, now, I don’t think we really want to talk about this here.”

“Oh, so now you’re having second thoughts.” 

“Shannon, c’mon.”

Beem spoke for the rest of the table when he asked, “Is there something you two would like to share?”

“No, there’s really nothing left to say on the topic,” Shannon said archly. The rest of the evening dissolved into thick steaks and hearty laughs. Over dessert, Beem, for the first time, grew a bit pensive. “I kinda feel like tomorrow is the start of the rest of my career,” he said. “My whole life I’ve been clawing to get out here, and now I’m here. I know I’ve got a job for the next two years [winning a tournament brings a two-year exemption onto the PGA Tour], and I’ve never had that kind of security. But you know what, winning a tournament dun’t mean shit if you disappear afterwards. What I need to do is build from here.” 

Good-byes were said, and then it was off to bed. Tomorrow would be an eventful day.

U.S. OPEN QUALIFYING is the purest form of sport. In 1999 a record 7,889 players—both amateur and professional—took a swing and a prayer into the three-layered qualifying. When the dust settled, the ninety-two who had shot the lowest scores earned tee times at the Open. Beem was playing at Memphis National Golf Club, one of thirteen sectional qualifying sites dotted around the country, and, due to the high concentration of Tour regulars, certainly the most cutthroat. One hundred and sixteen players beat the sun to Memphis National to walk thirty-six holes in the brutal summer heat, and only twenty-four would leave happy. 

By the end of the morning round Beem looked like a good bet to be one of them. He went out on the tougher South course and shot a 68 that easily could have been a 64 had his putter not overslept. Only nineteen players opened with lower rounds, but with so many gunning for so few spots, Beem knew the afternoon would be a shootout. “It’s go low or go home,” Beem said. “Pedal to the metal, fire at every flag, and don’t stop making birdies until you get to the parking lot.” This kind of golf suited Beem just fine. He is an explosive, albeit unpredictable, player. After striking a few practice putts during the lunch break he was confident he still had a low round in him. He stepped to the North course, where he would start on the back nine, and crushed a drive to open his afternoon round. The march to the U.S. Open had begun. 

Playing with Beem was a young man named Steve Bell, an assistant pro at Memphis National whose legs were so skinny and white they could have doubled as out-of-bounds stakes. Bell had a nice-looking swing but was clearly rattled by the magnitude of the event and the caliber of player he was competing against. His sideways shots were not the only reason why there wasn’t quite the same tension as Sunday at the Kemper. At one point during the round Duplantis relieved himself in a ditch not ten paces from a tee box. By his 25th hole Beem’s concentration was visibly fizzling. As he was idling on the tee of number 16, a reachable par-5, he and Bell were distracted by the Spanish of some men working on the roof of a house adjacent to the course. This led Bell to wonder out loud if his playing partner was bilingual, being from the Southwest and all. 

“Put it this way,” said Beem, “I speak enough Spanish to get you a blow job in Juérez, Mexico, for five bucks.”

“That’ll be my swing thought,” said Bell, as he settled over his ball. He proceeded to uncork a screaming hook, which settled only a few paces short of O.B. After the ball had come to rest there was a pregnant pause, then both Beem and Bell cracked up. 

U.S. Open qualifying is not a laughing matter, however, and on the very next hole, a short, straightforward par-4, Beem’s insouciance caught up with him. He made a lazy swing with his driver and dumped his ball into a fairway bunker, where it snuggled under the lip, leaving him an impossible lie. He was forced to blast back out to the fairway, and from there he tried to get too cute with a sand wedge, spinning it into a fried-egg lie in a deep bunker fronting the green. He gouged that out to fifteen feet, a putt he missed, resulting in an exceedingly sloppy double bogey. Walking off the green Beem angrily gave the finger to the hole. A stout birdie on the 18th brought him back to even par on his opening nine, and four under overall, but strolling toward the first tee he got a glimpse of the other scores, and the news wasn’t encouraging. It looked like it would take 8 or 9 under par to sneak into the Open, which meant Beem needed no worse than a 32 on the final nine to have a shot. Go low or go home, indeed. 

At this point Beem and Duplantis got their respective game faces on, but up until then there had been plenty of loose talk. Duplantis was more than happy to circle back to his barbed exchange with Shannon from the previous evening. “Okay, here’s the whole story,” he said, and over the span of a couple of holes he unspooled a doozy. 

It turns out that he had asked Shannon—who did in fact have a last name, Pennington—to marry him less than a year earlier. Duplantis proposed at the Orlando airport just before jetting off for the British Open at Royal Birkdale in Southport, England. It was all very romantic. Two days later Duplantis had a fling with an English lass he met in a bar. “Hey, shit happens,” he says. The indiscretion might have remained a secret had Pennington not decided to thoughtfully do her fiancé’s laundry upon his return. Stuffed into a pants pocket was a cocktail napkin with some exceedingly incriminating information scribbled on it. “Shannon was pissed, of course,” says Duplantis, “but I was pretty much able to put out the fire. I told her it was a meaningless one-time mistake, and that I’d never hear from that chick again. I even gave her a bunch of money to go shopping so she could cheer herself up. Unfortunately, she took my cell phone, too.” 

That was how Pennington wound up in an animated discussion with Duplantis’s English concubine, who had called to reminisce. Pennington immediately packed her bags and went home to Dallas, and they had no contact for ten months. And then in mid-May, two weeks before the fateful Kemper Open, Duplantis traveled to the Byron Nelson Classic in Dallas. He was in desperate need of a loop and had gone to the Nelson to try to drum up some interest. Six weeks had passed since his firing and he hadn’t had so much as a nibble from any other players, no doubt because of a reputation for chronic tardiness. As always, Duplantis had his excuses. Since September of 1997 he had had full custody of Sierra, and unlike the coddled millionaires they pack for, Tour caddies have no organized day care while on the road. He was also entangled in some messy divorce proceedings with Sierra’s mother, Vicki—a stripper from the Philippines by way of Fort Worth, Texas. When Duplantis had been given his pink slip Furyk told him that he was doing it partly out of benevolence; Furyk wanted him to take some time off to get his life in order. Furyk—who off the course is straighter than six o’clock—also made it clear that he disapproved of Duplantis’s lifestyle. Duplantis was well known as a serial skirt-chaser, and for maintaining Keith Richards hours. So, by the time Duplantis bumped into Pennington at a bar in Dallas he was a man trying to mend his ways, or at least give off appearances. 

Duplantis told Pennington that he was thinking about calling a struggling rookie named Rich Beem, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to head back out on tour again without some help caring for his daughter. In the ten months since the marriage proposal Pennington had often wondered about Sierra. Pennington adored her, and while she was dating Duplantis she had become like a surrogate mom. With little going on in her life back in Dallas she took the bait and agreed to travel with Duplantis as a paid nanny. Pennington made it clear the relationship would be strictly platonic. 

“We’ll see how long that lasts,” Duplantis said from Memphis National, with a wolfish grin.

Back on the front nine Beem was showing some teeth, too, as he made a twisty thirty-footer for birdie on the second hole. He was now −5, with seven holes to play. Just after Beem had struck his drive on the 3rd hole Pennington showed up at the course, pushing Sierra in a stroller along the cart path. She was a vision in tight denim shorts, and it didn’t take long for her to pick up the narrative. 

“You know what the most unbelievable thing was?” she said in her Texas twang. “That napkin I found, it didn’t just have that girl’s home phone number. It had her email address, her business number, her cell phone, you name it. Gawd, I was so stupid. At least I had an excuse. I was only nineteen then.” 

Pennington eventually had her revenge, at least to some degree. “The engagement ring Stevie gave me was amazing, and of course he wanted it back. Well, I had bills to pay. I had given up my life for him, and when I got back to Dallas I was in debt. So you know what I did? I had a cubic zirconia made. I can only imagine how much he paid for the diamond, because it cost me five hundred dollars to have the zirconia done. Anyway, I pawned the ring and paid off all my bills, and then I gave him the fake one. By the way, I’ve never told him. I still don’t think he knows.” 

Seeing Pennington talking a blue streak must have made Duplantis a tad uncomfortable, because he kept stealing glances in her direction. Beem, however, was demanding plenty of attention in his own right, as he made a little rally. He gave himself good birdie chances on the third and fourth holes, which he just missed, and after getting into trouble on the short, tricky par-4 5th hole, he holed a thirty-five-foot snake for par to keep hope alive. Meanwhile, Pennington continued to dish. 

“You know, I think I’ll always be friends with Stevie, because we’ve shared a lot, but I could never respect him enough to go out with him again,” she said. “If he thinks I’m out here for him he’s got another thing coming. I mean, if it wasn’t for me he wouldn’t have even been able to go to the Kemper Open, and who knows where he’d be. But like I said, I’m not out here for him, I’m out here for Sierra. I worry about what kind of life she is going to have. Stevie tries, but he’s just a young guy who wants to have fun. I realize now that’s why he asked me to marry him. He just wanted someone to take care of Sierra so he could go out and party. That hasn’t changed, but at least now we have a business arrangement. I mean, this is how he thinks: he actually took Sierra’s mother with him to a party this year, and they’re supposedly in the middle of a divorce!” 

That was at the season-opening Mercedes Championships, on the island of Maui. Prior to 1999 the Kapalua Invitational had been a small unofficial tournament played every fall, a cherished working vacation at the end of a long year. The players and their families were pampered in every way imaginable, and one of the highlights of the week was always a private rock concert with big name acts imported for the occasion. (An epic evening in 1996 featured Hootie & the Blowfish, at the apex of their popularity, as well as a dozen or so sodden Tour players who joined the group on stage to mangle one of their hits). In 1999 the low-key charm of the Invitational became a casualty in the big-money restructuring of the PGA Tour. Mercedes was brought in as the title sponsor, the field was restricted to winners from the previous season, and, with $2.6 million up for grabs, the players were compelled to act in a far more sober manner. Still, the Wednesday night concert endured, and in 1999 the featured group was the hip neo-swing band the Brian Setzer Orchestra. As good as their raucous two-hour set was, Duplantis stole the show. He spent the evening strolling the grounds of the Kapalua Ritz-Carlton with an impish grin and a darkly exotic beauty on his arm. She was wearing a minidress that appeared to have been painted on, accentuating a gravity-defying figure that called to mind Jessica Rabbit. 

“I could tell you some stories about her,” said Pennington. “Then again, we all make mistakes. How else can I explain Stevie?” Here she grew reflective. “I think what I need to do is find a nice rich golf pro to take care of me,” Pennington said with a sigh. “Someone like Rich. He’s a cutie.” 

At that moment Beem was indeed looking pretty good. After lipping out a fifteen-foot birdie putt on 6 he ran in a shocking fifty-footer for bird on the next hole, bringing him to six under par with two holes to play. Number 8 on Memphis National’s North Course was an eminently birdie-able par-5. With the wind picking up in the afternoon, presumably sending scores soaring, Beem was well aware that another birdie might just get him into the U.S. Open. He pounded his drive down the middle of the eighth fairway and stalked after it. Pennington kept pace. 

“You know,” she said, “I met Rich’s girlfriend, Amy somebody, at the Kemper. We all went out to dinner. I didn’t like her very much. Typical schoolteacher.” Meaning? “She’s real quiet, kinda mousy even. And not very attractive. With all that’s going on in Rich’s life I don’t see them lasting through the end of the year. I get the feeling Rich wants a taste of the life Steve’s been living.” 

Beem laid up perfectly at the eighth and then stuck a wedge to five feet. As he was lining up the birdie putt Duplantis actually turned around and put a finger to his lips, trying to get Pennington to lower her voice. Beem didn’t appear to have been distracted by her chattering, but after a series of brilliant putts something clearly affected him on this one, because he pulled it badly and never scared the hole. He pantomimed snapping his unfaithful putter over his knee before tapping in for a crushing par. But if Beem has anything, it’s juevos. He played two textbook shots to the 9th green and then rolled in a frighteningly fast, downhill, right-to-left breaking birdie putt for a round of 69. He was seven under par overall, and there was still a glimmer. 

Beem strode to the scoring area shaking his head, both anguished by the missed opportunities and exhilarated by his gutsy play over the final nine holes. There were still so many players on the course that it was impossible to say what the magic number would be, but one volunteer told Beem that −7 should be good enough for a playoff. He retreated to the air-conditioned clubhouse to cool off with a Pepsi, but it wasn’t the caffeine that made him so jumpy. “I’ll go out there in a playoff and birdie the first four holes if I have to,” he said. “They’re not gonna keep me out of this sonofabitch.” 

Not long after Beem sat down his buddy Pinneo strolled into the clubhouse, beaming. “Gimme a number,” Beem said.

“Six.” That was how many strokes under par Pinneo had finished.

“Well, then, what the hell are you smiling for?”

“Hey,” said Pinneo, “not all of us are PGA Tour bigshots. I hung up a couple of good rounds [69-69], and for my first time through qualifying, I’ll take it. You better go check the board because they just posted a bunch of scores.” 

At the moment Beem reached the scoring area there were twenty-three players posted at −8 or better, with five twosomes still unaccounted for. If just one of those ten players came in with a score better than −7, Beem was out of the U.S. Open. 

“I may as well bend over and grab my ankles,” he said.

By now a hundred players and those who loved them were crowded around the scoring area, and the mood was like an Irish wake—a weird mix of the somber and the euphoric. All attention was trained on two harried volunteers, who, equipped with walkie-talkies and felt tip pens, were feverishly trying to chronicle the action. Suddenly a walkie-talkie crackled, and one of the volunteers—an expressive older woman—put it to her ear. After another burst of noise she said softly, “Oh my.” Over to board she scurried, and next to the name of David Toms, an occasionally explosive Tour veteran in the midst of a career year, she scribbled the harsh truth: 64-63, 17 under par. “You have got to be fuckin’ shittin’ me,” Beem said. He ripped off his hat and slapped his knee hard, then began ambling toward the parking lot alone. The United States Open—the biggest tournament of the year—would be played next week and Beem was going to have to watch it on TV, as always. 

Apparently life as a PGA Tour champion was not going to be as easy as he imagined.


CHAPTER [image: Image]


THERE WERE NO BARS on the windows at Magnolia Hi-Fi, though it certainly felt that way to Rich Beem. This was where, beginning in September of 1995, he did eight months of hard time in the straight world, a prisoner to a time clock and the whims of the buying public. Tucked into the plush Seattle burb of Bellevue, in the shadow of the Microsoft campus, Magnolia is a high-end playground for wired stock-option millionaires and overprivileged teenagers, and though these weren’t exactly Beem’s people, he made a clear connection with them. Beem sold cell phones. Lots of them. Not that Beem knew that much about selling phones. He had wandered into Magnolia one day on a lark, seduced by the promise that he could make up to $25,000 a year, at seven dollars an hour plus commission. “That was the most money I’d ever heard of,” he says. “I walked into my interview and said, ‘Hey, I can barely dial a phone let alone explain one, but I promise you I can sell anything to anyone.’” 

Beem had drifted into Seattle along with his fiancée, Tanya Thie, who had transferred to Western Washington University to finish her undergraduate studies. “I always told Tanya I would follow her anywhere,” says Beem, and so he did. Thie was a firecracker, a knockout brunette with a sharp tongue and salty sense of humor, her excess of spunk owing to having grown up with nine brothers. Beem loved her tragically, but his move to Seattle was about a lot more than Thie. Beem was running away—from his frustrations on the golf course, from his father, Larry, a brooding presence whose legend had lorded over his life, and from too many drunken nights spent pissing away a life’s potential. Come to think of it, Beem had been running for most of his life. 

When Beem was eleven the family had moved to Panama, part of a string of far-flung jobs that Larry took running the golf courses at various military installations. In two and a half years Rich never made any friends in Panama, but he did join the track team, running everything from the eight hundred meters to the ten kilometers. “It was the one thing I could do by myself,” he says. Golf is a favorite sport of loners, too, but Beem resisted. “That was my dad’s deal,” he says. On the rare occasions when Larry Beem was able to drag his son to the course, Rich’s potential was eye-popping. “Because of Larry I grew up around golf, and I’ve seen more than my share of golfers,” says Rich’s mother, Diana Pompeo. “I’ve never seen anyone pick up the game as easily as Rich.” 

After Panama the Beems—Rich, his parents, and two older sisters—landed in Berlin, while the Wall was still standing. Having grown out of what he calls his “dork” phase, Rich began running with the cool crowd at Berlin American High School. The drinking age in Berlin was only sixteen, and though Rich was still a few years shy of it, he and his buddies partied like rock stars. Rich also started hanging around Berlin Golf and Country Club, where his father was head pro, not to visit with the old man but to score pocket money. Larry would cover all of his son’s bets, and the soldiers playing hooky from the nearby base were easy marks. Beem was talked into playing for the Berlin American High golf team as a freshman and sophomore, and both years he breezed to victory at the countrywide championship of Defense Department high schools. But Beem was booted off the golf team following the first tournament of his junior year, after getting caught pounding beers on a train ride home. This practically left him doing jumping jacks. Not being able to play meant not being judged by his father’s withering standards. 

Ah, but if only it were so easy to escape one’s DNA. Larry Beem’s son simply had too much natural talent to give up on golf, or have the game give up on him. For Rich’s senior year in high school the family moved back to Las Cruces, New Mexico, the town where he had been born. (Larry was now running the golf course at White Sands Missile Base.) After the old man made a few phone calls Rich wound up with a scholarship to play for New Mexico State in Las Cruces. There was no hiding from his dad there, for Larry had been NMSU’s first golf All-American in 1964, and was memorialized in an oversized poster that hung in the school’s on-campus Hall of Fame. 

There were times on the golf course, occasionally, when Rich lived up to his father’s expectations. At the 1993 New Mexico State Amateur Championship he shot a final round 68, in forty-mile-per-hour winds, to win by six strokes. “If the tournament had gone another nine holes he would have won by twelve, and if it had gone another fifty-four he would have won by one hundred,” says Larry. “It was blowing a hurricane but he was just relentless, fearless, aggressive. That was the first time Rich ever showed me he could play.” 

Rich, of course, found a way of running from those kinds of expectations. Juérez, Mexico, was but a quick car ride from Las Cruces. A border town teeming with vice and mice, in Juérez you only had to be eighteen to drink, which Beem often did. He never won a collegiate tournament at New Mexico State, never even really threatened to, but Beem did collect plenty of stories, like the time when he got his ear pierced on one of Juérez’s grungy sidewalks. His sister Tina’s then-husband simply snatched an earring from his bride, sterilized it with tequila, and slammed it into Beem’s ear. “It was hilarious,” says Tina. 

Following college, in April of 1994, Beem lit out of Las Cruces for Sioux Falls, South Dakota, where, thanks to the connections of a college girlfriend, he had lined up a job as an assistant pro at Westward Ho Country Club. “All I knew about Sioux Falls was that it was somewhere else,” he says. “I wanted to get the hell out of Las Cruces, New Mexico. I didn’t care where I was going.” After thirty years Larry and Diana’s marriage was falling apart. As always, it was easiest for Rich just to run away. 

Tanya Thie worked in the grillroom at Westward Ho. Their first date was at a pseudo-French restaurant, and they were engaged less than a year later. Beem only occasionally teed it with the boys from the Westward Ho pro shop, but when he did he made a lasting impression. Says Jeff Brecht, the club’s head pro, “There is a lot of professional golf up in this part of the world—maybe not the PGA Tour, but there are a lot of fine players, and they all pass through Westward Ho. I can tell you Rich had the most God-given talent of any player I’ve ever seen. The game just came so easy for him, or so it seemed. Everytime we’d play I’d tell Rich, ‘You don’t belong here. You need to go test yourself against some real competition.’” 

Beem eventually took the advice. Following his first summer at Westward Ho, in 1994, he blazed out of Sioux Falls to roll the dice on the Silver State Tour, a micro-minitour that snakes across Nevada. Beem won his very first tournament, in Henderson, Nevada. After opening with a 73 he had gone out in 35 the next day when a monsoon hit. With half of the fifty-four holes complete, the tournament was called and Beem earned a cheap victory, not to mention $1,650. Things went steadily downhill from there, as Beem struggled with his game and his emotions. Two thirds of the way through the season, in February of 1995, Beem and Thie were engaged, and a wedding date was set for the following September. It was a bipolar existence, the hardships of playing golf for a living contrasted with the comforts of being at home with Thie. “I was a mess,” says Beem. “I didn’t want to be on the road. Half of it was I wasn’t playing well, the other half was that being with her made me so much happier. I was young and immature about a lot of things. It was hard to focus on golf.” In the summer of 1995 Beem felt compelled to give golf one more chance. He allowed himself a half dozen tournaments on the Dakotas Tour, but his heart wasn’t in it. 

After two years of studying psychology at the University of Nebraska, Thie, too, was looking for a change of scenery. “Rich and I both grew up landlocked,” she says. “We thought it would be nice to be near the water.” For Beem this qualified as a cogent plan. At Thie’s insistence, he vowed to give up competitive golf and they moved to Seattle, settling into a small apartment at 30th and Avalon. “It had a great view of Puget Sound,” says Beem. 

FROM THE TIME BEEM ARRIVED in Seattle he refused to allow himself to play a single round of golf, and he rarely let on about his past in the sport. A notable exception came during Magnolia Hi-Fi orientation, when Beem participated in a getting-to-know-you game where he had to tell two truths and a lie, and his coworkers tried to discern which was which. Beem said: 1) I lived overseas for seven years; 2) I have a six-year-old son named Jacob; and 3) I used to be a professional golfer. Taking stock of Beem—five foot eight and an assless 150 pounds—not one among the forty or so people in attendance believed Beem had ever been a professional golfer. 

Maybe Beem didn’t believe anymore, either. He had plunged into the domestic life with a vengeance. Beem would set up shop in the kitchen of his apartment and whip up the Mexican dishes that were (and are) the cornerstone of his diet—enchiladas, tacos, a killer bean dip. Tanya’s nephew Corey Thie had come to Seattle to live with the betrothed, taping up a sheet to close off the den to make a tiny living space, and he soon picked up a job bartending at a trendy nightclub, 2218. Rich and Tanya frequently came by to drink on the house, and together they explored Seattle’s vibrant music scene. Occasionally they would go sailing on the Sound with David Wyatt, a Magnolia Hi-Fi colleague who had a twenty-seven-foot sailboat named Xocomil, after the Mayan god of wind. “I thought I was happy,” says Beem. “I fell so hard for Tanya. I thought she was the be-all, end-all. I thought being with her was all I had ever wanted, and would ever want.” 

Others weren’t so sure, including Tanya. “For as long as I’d known Rich he wasn’t happy unless he was playing golf,” she says. “Even if he was unhappy because he had played bad, he was still happy. You know what I mean? Deep down I think he knew that’s what he belonged doing, but it was so hard for him to admit it. I’m sure that had something to do with his relationship with his dad.” 

Though Beem wouldn’t let himself play eighteen holes, it was clear he was still in the grip of the game. “He wouldn’t go to the course, but he always had a club in his hand around the apartment,” says Corey Thie. “He was forever checking his grip, checking his swing in the mirror, that kind of thing.” From their second-floor balcony to the edge of Puget Sound was a carry of a couple hundred yards at least, all of it over a bustling industrial complex attached to the port. Beem used to delight in launching drives off the balcony, trying to reach the water. 

On Easter Sunday in 1996 something finally snapped inside of Beem. He spent the better part of the weekend screaming at his TV, watching the PGA Tour’s BellSouth Classic. Paul Stankowski was in contention. Stankowski had gone to the University of Texas-El Paso, a mere thirty miles from New Mexico State’s campus, and Beem had always counted him as both a friend and a healthy rival. By 1996 Stankowski was in his third full year on tour and showing considerable promise. At BellSouth he shot a final round 71 to force a playoff with Tour veteran Brandel Chamblee, and then birdied the first extra hole to win it. The victory was worth $234,000 to Stankowski and an immeasurable amount to Beem. That afternoon he went sailing with Wyatt, who was quickly becoming his best friend. It was just the two of them, and after a spin around the Sound, Beem grew reflective. 

“David,” he said, “I think I feel like playing golf again.”

IN HIS FIRST ROUND OF GOLF since landing in Seattle, Beem played in only 2 over par, and that was all it took to push him off the wagon. Overnight he began bingeing on the game, in whatever form was available—the driving range over lunch, a quick nine holes after work, and thirty-six-holes-a-day benders on the weekend. Predictably, Beem’s relationship with Tanya began fracturing almost immediately. A scant three weeks after that first fateful round, Thie suggested she get her own apartment and that they take a little break. “Tanya was very clear it wasn’t a breakup, just a break,” says Beem, but Thie still returned the engagement ring. It was supposed to be symbolic—Beem was going to slip it back onto her finger again when they were both ready. But with Thie going in her own direction Beem decided to do the same. The day after getting the rock back Beem quit at Magnolia Hi-Fi and began tuning up for another run at the Dakotas Tour. “I just had to know,” he says. 

Beem played seven tournaments in as many weeks up in the Dakotas, making the cut in all seven, and finished second in a triumphant homecoming in Sioux Falls. But while he was falling in love with golf, maybe for the first time, Thie was rapidly falling out of love with him. By the middle of the summer “her tune had changed completely,” says Beem. “One day, out of the blue, she says, ‘I don’t think this is going to work.’ I was like, ‘Excuse me?’”

Says Thie, “It’s a hard thing, to follow a golfer around. It’s not a stable life, and it’s not what I wanted. Hats off to him, but it’s not how I envisioned my life.” By the summer of 1996 Thie was well on her way to a bachelor of arts in human services, with a minor in counseling, and was volunteering at a group home for disenfranchised youth. 

“As Rich once put it, ‘She wanted to save the world and all he wanted was to save par,’” says Larry Beem. “They just didn’t understand each other after a while.” One person with whom Thie connected was a fellow volunteer at the group home, whom she would eventually marry. By the time Beem returned home from the Dakotas Tour to pick up his stuff in early September, “There was a closet full of this other guy’s clothes,” says Beem. “I fuckin’ freaked. Total meltdown.” Beem called his friend and colleague Wyatt and they found a quiet slice of shoreline along the Sound and proceeded to pump hundreds of purloined range balls into the water. 

“Thank God for David,” says Beem. “Without him I might have wound up at the bottom of Puget Sound, too.”

DAVID WYATT GREW UP in Alexandria, Minnesota, a tiny town in the state’s central lakes region, 130 miles from Minneapolis. When he was three years old his dad skipped out on the family and was never heard from again. When he was five he was molested by a baby-sitter. “I was basically programmed at an early age to be fucked up,” Wyatt says with a hard, little laugh. When he was eight Wyatt got high for the first time, and he says, “It was like, ‘This is the answer to my life right here.’ To this day that was the best experience of my life. It was the most peace I’ve ever felt.” By nine he was actively using a cornucopia of drugs. “I liked speed and Valium, but I wasn’t picky,” he says. Wyatt dropped out of school after ninth grade; by then he was in and out of foster homes and often living on the streets. At fourteen he got his GED while, he says, “a guest of the state of Minnesota.” And what was he arrested for? 

“You want the whole list, or just the partial?”

By fifteen Wyatt was sober but still living like a junkie, stealing to survive. He would often disappear for months at a time on wild hitchhiking jags across the country—by the time he was sixteen Wyatt had visited forty-seven of the lower forty-eight states. “How I missed Pennsylvania,” he says, “I’ll never understand.” Wyatt spent one long night on the road picking the brain of his ride, a gent who happened to install security systems for a living. After that, breaking and entering became a way of life. That is, until, “The state of Minnesota was kind enough to correct my wayward path,” he says. 

Beginning when he was seventeen, Wyatt spent two and a half years incarcerated or in halfway houses, and upon his release he got tangled up with a woman eight years his senior, the daughter of one of Alexandria’s most prominent families. “She was an alcoholic, I was in recovery, it was all part of the charm,” Wyatt says. They were married in October of 1984, and divorced eight months later. In the interim a daughter, Cady, was born, and Wyatt earned his certificate of chemical dependency counseling. He was thrilled to finally have some decent job prospects—to that point he had already worked as a beekeeper, fishing guide, tire repairman, cook, waiter, motor boat repairman, and construction worker. 

Wyatt spent the next ten years wandering, living like the Unabomber in a tent in Helena, Montana, spending a year exploring Guatemala, where he became a vegetarian and embraced meditation, and along the way working at various counseling outposts to earn pocket money. In September of 1995 he somehow washed ashore at Magnolia Hi-Fi, where during orientation he told the following two truths and a lie: 1) he had ridden a motorcyle at 178 miles per hour; 2) he had been to forty-seven of the lower forty-eight by the time he was sixteen and 3) he had a six-year-old son named Jacob. 

After bonding at that orientation it took little time for Wyatt and Beem to become friends, and accomplices. “It was definitely pandemonium when they were around,” says Bobby McCory, a coworker at Magnolia Hi-Fi. “They were quite a combo—like powerful opposite forces that somehow kept the other in check.” Beem and Wyatt used to delight in cranking up the display stereos to ear-splitting volumes, and they quickly developed a language so dense with inside jokes and obscure references that customers had no idea when they were being made fun of, which was often. 

Nevertheless, “If it weren’t for strippers, we wouldn’t be best friends,” says Wyatt. “Maybe buddies, but not the blood brothers we are now.” It seems that during his Magnolia days Wyatt was dating a dancer at Club Déjà Vu. “She was the love of my life,” he says. “She was my Tanya.” One night, while hanging out at the club, Wyatt had “the big one,” the kind of blowup that signals the end of any relationship. Wyatt stormed out of Club Déjà Vu and jumped in his car. Sensing the gravity of the situation Beem followed him outside, and, uninvited, parked himself in the passenger seat. “Rich was afraid I might kill myself, and I probably would have,” says Wyatt. Without so much as a word Wyatt raced out of the parking lot driving like a madman, and after running a series of red lights he finally pulled over, screaming at Beem to “fuck off and get the fuck out of my car.” Says Wyatt, “I was shaking, crying, and Rich grabbed my hand and touched my heart. He said he wasn’t going to leave me, no matter what I said or did. It was a very special thing for him to make himself so vulnerable like that. When I finally cooled down I said, ‘From this day forward you and I are forever best friends,’ and that’s exactly how it’s worked out.” 

AFTER COLLECTING HIS THINGS at his old apartment Beem crashed with Wyatt for a spell, assessing his options, such as they were. He finally accepted what everyone else had known all along: “The only thing I really knew, the only thing I was special at, was golf,” he says. His dad made a few phone calls and, per usual, Rich was taken care of, this time in the form of a job offer at El Paso Country Club, just down the road from Las Cruces. The assistant pro position didn’t pay much, but Beem could work on his game, and, more importantly, start right away. After a lifetime of running away—from golf, from his dad, from Las Cruces—Beem was heading home, to the life he never wanted.


CHAPTER [image: Image]


WHEN STEVE DUPLANTIS was growing up in Brampton, Ontario, he loved golf so much he used to sleep with his clubs. “Literally,” says his mom, Sandy Cantin. “We used to hear them fall out of his bed and onto the floor when he would stir at night.” Duplantis loved golf so much that, at age nine, he would ride his bike to the neighboring city of Georgetown because it was the only place he could play. Brampton to Georgetown was twenty minutes by car, so for a pint-sized kid like Duplantis it must’ve taken at least an hour of dogged pedaling. When he was older he took a job delivering pizzas late into the night so he could reserve his afternoons for golf. Once Duplantis got a junior membership to North Halton Country Club in Brampton, nothing could keep him off the links. “Steve considered a couple inches of snow to be playable conditions,” says John Mitchell, Cantin’s husband from the time Duplantis was six to nineteen. “He’d play thirty-six holes a day in weather that was below freezing, and then complain that he only got in thirty-six before he lost feeling in his hands and toes.” When the snow got too deep, Steve and his father, Stephen Duplantis, would travel to an indoor driving range in Toronto. After hitting mountains of balls they would retire to the practice green, to have cutthroat putting contests. “He would grind over those putts as if it were the U.S. Open,” says Stephen. 

Eventually Duplantis graduated from his grudge matches with his father to some bona fide tournament action. In the summer following his junior year in high school he teed it up in a handful of American Junior Golf Association events, in such glamorous, faraway places as Hilton Head, Aspen, and Lake Tahoe. Duplantis was blown away to see the video cameras, swing gurus, and sports psychologists that the other kids had at their disposal. “We never saw any of that until we came to the States,” says Mitchell. “In Canada there are no junior programs to speak of. The access to courses for kids is very limited, and there’s almost no coaching. Steve had the dedication, but that’s all he had.” In his case, that was enough. 

There had always been a touch of the obsessive in Duplantis. When he was a preteen he was an eater of almost cartoonish specificity. When Duplantis decided he liked something, he would gorge himself on that one food until he grew sick of it, then move on to another. Those close to him remember in particular a period of months when he ate virtually nothing but Eggo waffles at every meal. So when Duplantis got it in his mind he was going to play college golf in the United States, he set about making it happen. Blindly culling addresses from a guidebook, he sent out dozens of letters to small schools across Florida, Texas, and South Carolina, selling himself and his accomplishments, such as they were. No one in his family knew he had sent the letters until a smattering of replies trickled in. The only school that showed genuine interest was Spartanburg Methodist Junior College, in Spartanburg, South Carolina, which came through with a half scholarship offer, sight unseen. When Duplantis visited the campus for the first time the coaches were surprised to find out he was left-handed. Apparently the form letters and various applications hadn’t asked about that particular bit of information. Duplantis had two decent seasons in Spartanburg, though he never won a tournament, and never really threatened to. “I knew I loved golf,” he says. “Maybe I wasn’t as great as I wanted to be, but I loved it.” 

Duplantis became equally passionate about exploring the brave new world south of the forty-fifth parallel. “Steve was always amazed with the things that I think of as uniquely American,” says Cantin. “He loved the spectacle, the excess. He would go to these high school football games, where he didn’t know a soul, and just sit in the stands and marvel at the thousands of fans, the bands, the cheerleaders, the whole bit. And this was just a high school football game.” Duplantis was always jumping in his beat-up sky blue Chevy Cavalier to spend long weekends exploring Charleston or Charlotte or Savannah or Hilton Head, and more than once he roadtripped cross country. In the summer of 1993, following his sophomore year at Spartanburg, Duplantis drove to Greeneville, South Carolina, to take in the action at that week’s Nike Tour event, the Greater Greeneville Classic. He had an old friend he wanted to see. 

A GOOD OL’ BOY BORN and raised in Goldsboro, North Carolina, Clarence Rose was a mainstay on the PGA Tour throughout the 1980s, especially from 1985 to 1989, when he never finished lower than 63rd on the money list (though he never managed to get that elusive first victory). Rose has a Carolina drawl thick as barbecue sauce, and a distinctly down-home sensibility. When he and his wife, Jan, his college sweetheart, first set out to travel the Tour in 1981, they weren’t forty-five minutes outside of Goldsboro when they pulled the car over for a good cry. “We had never been away from home before,” says Clarence. 

In 1990, with Jan five months pregnant, the Roses found out that their eighteen-month-old son, Clark, had been diagnosed with testicular cancer. Over the next four years Rose would play in a total of only eighteen PGA Tour events, consumed with caring for his family. Clark eventually had a malignant tumor removed and went on to a full recovery, and by the summer of 1993 his father was haunting the Nike Tour, trying to bring his golf game back from the dead. (The Nike Tour, now known as the Buy.com Tour, is the equivalent of baseball’s Triple-A minor leagues.) Rose didn’t know Duplantis was going to drop by the Greater Greeneville Classic, but then he certainly wasn’t surprised to see him. 

Duplantis had long been like Rose’s second shadow.

“I vividly remember the day it all started,” says Stephen Duplantis. “It was a Tuesday practice round at the 1985 Canadian Open, at Glen Abbey Golf Course. Steve was twelve years old, and this was his first pro tournament. I couldn’t spend the day out there with him so we set a time and a place to meet and I dropped him off at the course. My parting words were, ‘Be sure you don’t talk to anybody.’ 

“So I come back in the afternoon and Steve pulls from his pocket a handful of beautiful brand-new balls.

“‘Where’d you get those?’ I asked.

“‘From my friend Clarence Rose.’

“‘Who the heck is Clarence Rose?’

“‘Oh, you want to meet him? He’s over there on the putting green.’”

It turns out that following Rose’s practice round Duplantis had sparked a conversation, and they hit it off famously. Duplantis wound up taking his father over to meet Rose, who was as gracious as could be. Rose even posed for a photo with Steve, still a treasured keepsake. That night Steve returned home (he was living with his mother and John Mitchell) and, “He went on and on about Clarence Rose, who none of us had ever heard of, of course,” says Sandy. “The only way I could get him to put a lid on it was to promise to take him to Glen Abbey the next day.” 

At 6:45 the next morning Sandy dropped Steve at the course, making a lengthy detour from her usual drive to work. Duplantis tromped along for all eighteen holes of Rose’s practice round, sat in the bleachers at the range while Rose hit buckets of balls, and camped in the grass next to the putting green while Rose endlessly practiced his stroke. Rose was a solid player but hardly a marquee attraction. The number of fans that followed him during those practice sessions numbered two—Jan and Steve—and that didn’t escape Rose’s attention. 

When the tournament proper began tickets weren’t as easy to come by, but Stephen managed to secure a couple for Sunday’s final round. “When I called Steve to tell him, I mentioned that I’d pick him up at ten,” says Stephen. “All he said was, ‘Why so late? Clarence goes off at eight-thirty.’ I said, ‘Hey, bud, it’s my day off. I’ll see you at ten.’” 

When the Duplantises arrived at the course Steve beat a path to the 9th hole, where, having memorized the day’s pairings, he calculated Rose would be playing. Sure enough, Rose was putting out on the 9th green. Duplantis positioned himself in the walkway between the green and the 10th tee, for maximum visibility. When Rose saw him, he said, “Hey Steve, where ya been? I missed ya, buddy.” 

“My boy lit up like a Christmas tree,” says Stephen.

That was the start of a beautiful friendship. Duplantis and Rose began corresponding by letter, and every year when he rolled into town Rose would leave a complimentary pass to the tournament for his biggest fan. During practice rounds Rose would sometimes let Duplantis walk with him right down the middle of the fairway, and occasionally he would sneak Duplantis into the clubhouse for a meal, where they sat elbow to elbow with all the other players. 

“He was like the tournament mascot,” says Rose. “Every hole I played, everywhere I went that week Stevie was there. It was a little weird, I reckon, but it was kinda neat, too.” 

When Rose dropped out of golf to help care for Clark, Duplantis kept in touch and offered healthy doses of encouragement. “Not a lot of people picked up the phone, but he did, and that meant a lot,” says Rose. 

So, when Duplantis arrived at the 1993 Greater Greeneville Classic, Rose was just as happy to see Duplantis as the other way around. Over lunch Rose told Duplantis that he had had a falling out with his regular caddie, and that he was looking for another looper. That’s when Rose broke into a sly grin. 

“Steve,” he asked, “you got any plans next week?”

DUPLANTIS HAD FIRST STARTED caddying at age eight, during therapeutic weekend mornings spent pulling his father’s trolley. The wounds from his parents’ divorce were still fresh, and, says Steve, “The golf course was one of the few places where I could feel close to my dad, where we could come together.” (When Steve was sixteen he and the old man won the Ontario father-son tournament, which both count among the highlights of their athletic lives.) In his middle age Stephen still played to a mid-single digit handicap, and was often a factor in the club championships at North Halton. Steve would caddie for his dad in the championships, and he proved a natural. 

The younger Duplantis had an analytical mind; when he was twelve he was given a Commodore 64 for Christmas, and would stay up until the wee hours of the morning punching archaic codes into that museum piece of a computer. On the golf course he loved crunching the yardage numbers and doing the cost-benefit analysis that went into every shot. By the time Duplantis was in his early teens he had displayed such an aptitude at caddying that another North Halton member, Gary Notar, hired him away for the club championship. When Notar took the trophy in their first outing together, much to-do was made about Duplantis’s contribution. (Thankfully, for the sake of family tranquility, Notar and Stephen Duplantis were in different flights.) 

So when Rose, back in Greeneville, offered him the chance to caddie for a week, Duplantis was quick to accept. His summer plans were wide open, and there was plenty of time to tune up his game before the fall, when he was due to enroll at High Point (North Carolina) University, where another half scholarship was waiting. One week on the bag with Rose would be a hoot, and a good chance to earn some spending money. 

Off went Duplantis, to Knoxville, Tennessee, site of that week’s tournament. In their first practice round together Duplantis performed admirably, and Rose enjoyed their easy chemistry. Following the round Rose turned to Duplantis and asked, in that courtly drawl of his, “Say, Steve, what are you doing the rest of the summer?” 

DUPLANTIS JUMPED AT ROSE’S OFFER to caddie for the rest of the summer of 1993, and three weeks into the job something serendipitous happened: Rose was granted a sponsor’s exemption into the PGA Tour’s Anheuser-Busch Golf Classic. Duplantis, greener than a Masters jacket, was heading to the big leagues. “I shit a brick when Clarence told me,” says Duplantis. “I mean, I was only a couple years removed from asking these guys for their autographs.” 
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