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INTRODUCTION


The call came on a balmy September evening in 2008 as my wife and I were about to take our sons to a birthday dinner for the older one, who had turned twelve. My editor at The Australian, on whose dime I’d traveled the world as a foreign correspondent since the mid-1990s, informed me that a Los Angeles bureau was “a luxury the newspaper can no longer afford.” The economy was falling apart, advertisers were deserting, and News Corporation had ordered immediate and penetrating cuts to newspaper budgets. Foreign bureaus were suddenly indulgences; where there were almost twenty Australian newspaper correspondents in the United States in the halcyon days of the early 1990s, only three were left by 2010. And just like that, I was unemployed. A hefty buyout helped soften the blow, but I was on the wrong side of forty and had spent virtually my entire working life as an ink-stained newspaper reporter.

What was I going to do with my life? Newspapers were busily sacking, not hiring, as the insanity of giving away their product online for free took its inevitable toll. Readers were canceling subscriptions and advertisers were looking elsewhere as long-standing media models were no longer relevant. I felt like a blacksmith as the first mass-produced Oldsmobile came chugging down the road; the market for newspaper journalism, just like horseshoes a century before, wouldn’t be bouncing back.

Of the many assignments I’d carried out for The Australian—spanning every continent except Africa and Antartica and ranging from World Cup soccer finals to civil unrest in Argentina—those I’d grown to most enjoy involved golf, a maddening pursuit to which I myself had become addicted. Specifically, I looked forward to tournaments that featured Tiger Woods. Woods is one of those sporting supernovas who come along once in a generation, if we’re lucky. He transcends his sport, which others had before, but none in quite the same way. Roger Federer, whom I’d watched win Wimbledon from a courtside seat, is just as celestial and more graceful, but he had to grow into the champion he’d become; Woods was twenty years ahead of him in evolution and, by the nature of his sport, could remain relevant for twenty years after Federer had retired. It took a perfect storm—parents, upbringing, the sport he chose, the strength of his mind and determination and, of course, a stratospheric talent—to produce Woods. And what is remarkable about him is that he has generated such widespread global appeal in a sport much of the world’s population can never hope to play. Golf isn’t like soccer or basketball or even tennis, games that require relatively few props or, more to the point, money. Woods’s branding has been a tribute to his excellence and, it has to be said, the omnipotence of the Nike Swoosh. Many of my colleagues were cynical about the way Woods’s handlers had manipulated his image, but for whatever reasons—and I hope naïveté wasn’t one of them—I found it hard to be cynical when it came to Tiger Woods.

Not that I couldn’t see the flaws. The stubborn refusal to give up any control, the temper, the cold way he could have with people, the selfishness, the way he was pampered and indulged by those around him, how he was unable to accept any criticism no matter how well-intentioned, and how his true opinions—expressed only to those he could trust—were constantly being suppressed in favor of carefully inoffensive public views. I knew, for instance, that he feels more Asian than black, despite his skin tone, but he would only hint at it, saying things like it’d be insulting to his mother to be called African American. But, really, he doesn’t want to open that can of worms. Most remarkably, Woods really did believe he could arrive at a tournament, bask in the glory of sinking the winning putt, then disappear to live a private life, interrupted only by filming the advertising campaigns that put perhaps $100 million a year in his pocket.

But I’ve been around many prominent athletes, and their flaws are, by and large, worse. There are a few exceptions, like U.S. Open tennis champion Patrick Rafter, who is a saint—he once told me that he’d “tried to be an arsehole but I just couldn’t do it”—but most are more like Pete Sampras and Barry Bonds in that they didn’t have to try very hard; it came naturally. And in golf, with its tradition of gentlemanliness, the realities of private lives hardly gell with the cultivated public personae. I ran into a well-known player at an airport once, who told me he’d flown in to work with an instructor on his short game, which I had no reason to disbelieve until an attractive young woman who wasn’t his wife embraced him intimately as he’d barely finished saying the words. Greg Norman and Arnold Palmer both had a great appreciation for the beauty of the female form, but they reigned in different times. “The times have changed,” even Woods acknowledged in 2010. “With twenty-four-hour news, you’re looking for any kind of news to get out there.” But it was also true that the media looked the other way in years past. Golf writers back then were friendly with the players they covered, and some of them were even chasing the same women. But Woods, with very few exceptions, was estranged from the media that covers him, and when he needed their restraint at the end of 2009, he instead got their revenge.

My view of Woods—admittedly from observations made at the distance of press conferences or media scrums after rounds but also interspersed with the occasional brief off-the-record conversation—was that even though he is flawed, he is essentially a good guy. And, beyond that, it is the beauty of his playing that always won the day with me. In 2000 I asked him, not for the first time, how much better he thought he could get. “Why do you always ask me that?” he said. I asked because in him I saw something different. I was fascinated by the way he could make life conform to his wishes, as if the universe’s many powerful and complex forces could be made to obey him the way a golf ball obeyed him.

Taking advantage of my newfound freedom to think more deeply about what my future might hold, it occurred to me that this was the perfect opportunity to write a book about Tiger Woods.

If I’d had any doubts how compelling a story Woods is, they were eradicated by five unforgettable days in June 2008 at Torrey Pines in San Diego. That was the last time I’d seen him, hobbling in obvious pain but unable to wipe the smile from his face after leaving the U.S. Open media center on a gorgeous Monday afternoon. Woods had called that playoff win over Rocco Mediate his greatest majors triumph, and he may have undersold what he’d accomplished. Had there ever been a greater one? He’d won the U.S. Open on one leg. He knew each swing would bring a shooting pain up his left leg, but he swung anyway. He is not a man short on courage. Woods had been told by his doctors that he couldn’t play after the Masters, not with a ruptured anterior cruciate ligament and two stress fractures of the left shinbone. He told them that not only would he play, but he would win.

Woods’s longtime caddie, Steve Williams, a straight-shooting New Zealander who’s been carrying golfers’ bags all his life, told me later that the tournament meant everything to Woods. Not so much because it represented a fourteenth major, but because he won on a course to which he was spiritually attached. Torrey Pines, the famous municipal track cut into the bluffs overlooking the Pacific Ocean, had been the holy grail for Woods as a boy growing up in Orange County. His father, Earl, had promised him that one day, when he was good enough, he’d take his little Tiger to Torrey and they would play together. The boy dreamed of that day, just as years later the man dreamed of returning to win the U.S. Open on Father’s Day 2008, for his “Pops,” who’d passed away two years before. Golfers are often asked for their fantasy foursome, the three players—alive or deceased—they’d share one last round with if they could. Woods always had the same reply: it wouldn’t be a foursome, but a twosome: just him and Pops, the way they used to be.

“We knew after Augusta that he couldn’t go on,” said Williams of Woods’s busted knee. The knee had been a source of pain and discomfort for more than a decade. Woods had a third surgery after the Masters, to remove floating cartilage from the knee, but his surgeons were merely rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. The ACL, a sort of rubber band that stabilizes the knee, had snapped, probably a year before. Williams could literally hear a crunching sound—bone grinding against bone—when Woods swung. The knee needed to be rebuilt, but it would mean missing the U.S. Open. “The doctors told him 100 percent that he couldn’t play, but of course I knew he was going to play. In all the years I’ve caddied for Tiger, I’ve never heard him talk about one tournament more than the Open at Torrey Pines. From the day they announced that it was going to be the venue, he talked about it all the time. Every time we played the [Tour stop at Torrey Pines], he was always asking, ‘Hey, Stevie, what are they going to do with this hole? Where do you think they’ll put the pin here?’ I mean, he never stopped. Even away from the tournament, he was always talking about it, which is intriguing to me because when he had the chance to hold all four major championships at one time, so you had from the end of the PGA in August 2000 until Augusta next April, so you’ve got seven months, he never talked about it. It was never mentioned. Okay, when we got closer to Augusta he started talking about what kinds of shots he needed, but otherwise he never talked about it. But jeez, he never shut up about Torrey Pines. His absolute resolve to win that tournament was just incredible. And [during the tournament] he was hitting it fucking awful, but he had it in his mind that he was going to win and nothing was going to stop him. I could caddie for the rest of my life and there will never be another tournament like that. That’ll be the biggest highlight for me, ever.”

Woods rode off into the sunset, forced to spend nine months away from golf to recuperate from his surgery, and without him the sport fell into darkness. Ratings were down, interest was waning and, worse, the world was soon left teetering in a deep recession that threatened golf more than any other sport. Wall Street’s credit default swaps scam had unraveled by late 2008, triggering a real estate crisis in the United States that soon cast a pall across the global economy. Golf had relied on Detroit and Wall Street for its sponsorship dollars, and those sectors were blowing up; the government had to print money to keep them afloat.

Against this backdrop, I wondered if Woods wouldn’t return in 2009 as something like a modern-day Seabiscuit, winning majors against the odds and inspiring a nation down on its luck. And that was to be the tone of my book. I had assumed Woods’s agent, Mark Steinberg, would have loved the idea. But, as it turned out, I thought too much like a storyteller and not enough like an agent. “You will be making a profit off an unauthorized book about Tiger,” he replied. And in case I wasn’t convinced, my colleague John Feinstein recalled Woods’s reaction when a bad television movie was made about his life in the late ’90s. “To be honest, it pisses me off,” the twenty-two-year-old Woods had said at a pre-Masters press conference. Pissed him off because it was bad? No. “It pisses me off that people I don’t even know are making money off my life. I wish there was some way to stop them.”

For better and for worse, much changed during the year I shadowed Woods. To my benefit and that of this book, FoxSports.com hired me to cover every PGA Tour event he played and—unlike Steinberg—Woods was both kind and generous with me, offering insight into the man beneath the Nike hat. But as he did with everyone in his life except for a select few accomplices—not including Williams—and a handful of famous friends, he drew the line at revealing his dalliances with Las Vegas cocktail waitresses and porn queens. It was difficult for me to reconcile the fact that no one outside a very small group had the slightest clue of the secret life one of the most instantly recognizable men on the planet had been living. “He used to go back to his hotel room very early, leave the golf course early,” Padraig Harrington said. “I just assumed he was playing video games, you know? I thought his life was quite boring.” Tour caddie Ron “Bambi” Levin, whose finger was always on the pulse of the world of professional golf, admitted, “Dude, I had no idea.” “You ever want to know what’s going on out here, ask Bambi,” said caddie Corby Segal. Yet even when a Tour player tried to tell Levin in September 2009 that Woods had been seen boarding his plane with different women, Levin rationalized that there had to have been an innocent explanation. “I’m thinking it was probably a woman from Nike or someone from Gatorade or something like that because you never heard any stories about that guy,” he said. “You hear things about lots of guys out here, but no one even whispered things like that about him.”

This book was, obviously, reshaped after the events of Thanksgiving and the subsequent shocking revelations of Woods’s reckless sexual exploits. It had to be because he’d gone from a god of the sports pages to a devil of the tabloids. “He’s scum,” wrote New York gossip columnist Cindy Adams. And on what did she base her conclusion? The same information many did: widespread reporting of often unsubstantiated stories by outlets like the National Enquirer and TMZ.com. Woods’s camp, Steinberg in particular, bore much responsibility for the way the gossipistas trampled all over Woods. “Mark was in way over his head,” said a member of Team Tiger who disagreed with Steinberg’s stonewall strategy. With no credible public relations crisis management plan in place, Team Tiger fell back on what had always worked in the past: build higher the walls of the fortress and say nothing. But they were no longer dealing with the domesticated animals of the golf press; they were being mauled every day by the wild animals of the tabloids, who’d stop at nothing. In writing this book, I was determined to not make it a salacious tell-all, but neither could a portrait of Tiger Woods be complete without examining his infidelities, and so they are addressed as I piece together the story behind the story. But, to me, what the adultery most spoke to was a fault Woods himself acknowledged in his televised public apology of February 2010: that he’d felt entitled; that the rules did not apply to him. It turned out the world avoided another depression, and Seabiscuit, Woods wasn’t. But he remains a unique and deeply fascinating character and, perhaps a little like Nick Carraway and Gatsby, I’ve told his story. All of it.


Unplayable





CHAPTER 1




Match Play

Not for the first time, Tiger Woods had beaten the dawn’s early light into the parking lot of a golf course. A lifelong difficulty sleeping had turned Woods into both an early riser and, paradoxically, an inveterate night owl. But sleep had been more elusive than usual on this cool, cloudless February 2009 night in the high Sonoran desert. Understandably, perhaps, as he wasn’t just literally arriving in the dark at Dove Mountain, site of the Accenture Match Play.

As Steve Williams—always the driver—pulled the courtesy car into a venue so new that the host property, a Ritz-Carlton, hadn’t actually yet been built, even he wasn’t sure what to expect. The New Zealander had for a decade played the role of the loyal Sherpa Tenzing Norgay to Tiger’s Edmund Hillary in the scaling of Mount Nicklaus and Jack’s peak of eighteen majors, the only record that matters to Tiger Woods. Williams had seen more than enough otherworldly deeds to believe that, on a golf course, nothing was beyond his boss. But Williams had been carrying golf bags for professionals ever since his father talked five-time British Open champion Peter Thomson into letting a twelve-year-old caddie for him at the 1976 New Zealand Open. He well knew the vagaries of being forced to the sidelines and understood, perhaps uniquely, that not even the great Tiger Woods was completely immune to them.

Williams rolls his steel-blue eyes and shakes his graying temples from side to side at metaphysical talk of a preternatural Woods, of a man who, as the legend goes, may or may not be a god but was almost certainly sent by one. “Most people have this conception that he’s different to everybody else but in actual fact he ain’t,” says Williams. “A lot of people look at him and marvel at how he can execute shots and finish off tournaments and have this incredible ability to win, and they think he’s probably got something that nobody else has got when in actual fact he doesn’t. He works harder than anybody else and he has that desire to win. His desire to win is incredible. When you’re around someone like that, it gives you a whole different perspective. Winning is everything. But away from the course, he’s normal. He’s doesn’t do anything different to anybody else.” These words would be interpreted in an entirely different light later in the year as the greatest scandal to hit golf unfolded in the tabloids, but at the time he uttered them, Williams was speaking the truth as he knew it.

And so while all around him expectations of Woods’s return were spiraling out of control—among others, that oracle of the ADD generation, ESPN, had already crowned this the greatest comeback in golf history, short-changing Ben Hogan—Williams had taken a much more pragmatic view. “He’d been away from the game for nine weeks before, but this was nine months,” he says. “Let’s be honest, that’s a long time to be gone. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious about seeing him swing again. I knew he’d been practicing, but the swing was always going to be different because he’d always been compensating for that left knee. And you can practice at home all you want, running around in a golf cart with your mates, but it’s not the same as playing in competition. That’s as true for Tiger as it is for anyone else.”

After Woods’s stirring triumph of the spirit at Torrey Pines, Williams had returned to the sanctuary of his farm outside Auckland, a serenity offset from time to time by the roar and adrenaline of his successful stock car team, Caddyshack Racing, named after the iconic golf comedy that both he and Woods list as their favorite movie. Golf had been far from his thoughts. Williams doesn’t pretend to keep up with the game when he’s away from the Tour. He wouldn’t dream of watching a tournament on television and couldn’t tell you who’d won in his off weeks. But he thought often of his friend and employer in Orlando. After regular international phone calls spread over many months to check on his boss’s progress, Williams sensed that the surgery had taken other, unforeseen, tolls.

“Those first few months after the operation, talking to him, it wasn’t the same Tiger Woods I knew,” he says. Immobility, then learning how to walk again, had sapped Woods, who’s more shark than tiger in his primal need for constant motion. “I can’t imagine to have to sit down for even three or four days,” says Williams. Woods, who tended to play his cards close to his chest, would later say only that the months of his rehabilitation were “no fun.”

But there was more to the story than merely a demanding rehabilitation. The recovery had not gone well. Compounding his knee problem, when he began to train again in December 2008, Woods tore the Achilles tendon in his right foot. He would re-tear the tendon throughout 2009, and was often unable during his swing to push off his right side. By February 2009, the reconstructed knee was still bothering Woods. The decision was made—though Woods’s agents, the ubiquitous International Management Group, would later deny it was theirs—to fly in a controversial Canadian doctor to perform a radical blood-spinning therapy. Dr. Anthony Galea, a pioneer in the field, went to the Woods home in the exclusive Isleworth community of Orlando a handful of times in February and March to try to accelerate the healing of golf’s most important knee. Dr. Galea, a Dorian Gray man in his fifties who’d married cutting-edge medicine with the sensibilities of a New Age mystic, performed a procedure called platelet-rich plasma (PRP) therapy on Woods.

The procedure involves extracting blood, spinning it to isolate platelets—an important component of blood that contains large doses of bioactive proteins—then reinjecting a small amount of the platelet-rich blood directly into the injured area. Proponents of the procedure, which is widely used on high-performance athletes, say it has a marked effect on speeding recovery from injury, and after just one session Woods knew it was the answer to his prayers. Later in 2009, Dr. Galea would be charged in Canada over the possession of Actovegin—essentially, calf’s blood—and human growth hormone, which is not illegal in Canada and which he claimed was for his personal use. There was never any suggestion that Woods had taken HGH or any performance-enhancing drugs. In 2010, Woods would indignantly deny any wrongdoing, echoing his agent’s denial of late 2009. “The treatment Tiger received is a widely accepted therapy, and to suggest some connection with illegality is recklessly irresponsible,” said Mark Steinberg, Woods’s agent. “That rehabilitation did not involve human growth hormone, a substance that Tiger has never taken.” Steinberg, an Illinois lawyer who was usually as circumspect as they came, naïvely e-mailed the New York Times in December, when the newspaper caught wind of Dr. Galea’s association with Woods, and asked that they kill the story. Steinberg had e-mailed the paper’s golf writer, Larry Dorman, whom he knew, but Dorman forwarded the response to his editors.

According to the Times, Steinberg, whose favored method of communication was e-mail, asked that “you guys don’t write this. If Tiger is NOT implicated, and won’t be, let’s please give the kid a break.” Woods was, of course, at the time in the middle of a nightmare of his own making; his infidelities had turned him into the butt of jokes, and Steinberg felt the New York Times was piling on. The éminence grise of American journalism, of course, published the story, complete with Steinberg’s plaintive e-mail. For a man who was already paranoid about the media, the incident only confirmed to Steinberg that journalists couldn’t be trusted. Woods’s physical rehabilitation had been daunting, but like the Special Forces soldier he would’ve been had it not been for golf—a reminder that we are, for better or worse, in ways both big and small, always and forever our fathers’ sons—he was prepared to tolerate the pain and work as hard as was necessary. But commitment, diligence, and a high pain threshold wouldn’t necessarily be enough. Doctors, perhaps because they’ve devolved into a class of pessimists, careful not to overpromise in an age of capricious malpractice lawsuits, had refused to give him guarantees. Woods could faithfully follow their every instruction, but just one misstep in an unguarded moment or reaching for a little too much, a little too soon, and the rebuilt knee could be ruined; nine months of pain and suffering rendered worthless. And the implications of such a worst-case scenario threatened even more. Where would a ruined knee leave his career? What if he was robbed of the opportunity of scaling Mount Nicklaus? These were difficult truths to accept for a man who doesn’t like shades of gray in his black-and-white world.

There are those who know Woods who characterize him as a control freak because of his headstrong insistence that life always go according to his wishes, though what is that, other than an acknowledgment that he is willing—and able—to exert his will onto his environment? But in February 2009, Woods had accepted that there was an element of uncertainty in the equation of his rehabilitation.

If he’d doubted it, he had to look no farther than to the cautionary tale of Ernie Els. The South African had mangled his left knee in a fall from a rubber tube while being towed behind a boat during a 2005 summer vacation in Italy. Els was a laid-back man whose nom de guerre, the Big Easy, so aptly—for better and worse—encapsulated his approach to life and golf. Woods resisted parallels between them because he felt that Els hadn’t done the hard yards necessary in rehabilitation, and (uncharacteristically, given his avoidance of uttering anything controversial) publicly said so in Boston later in 2009, calling Els out as “not a big worker.” But it wasn’t lost on him that his greatest rival had been reduced to a shell of himself after returning too soon from ACL surgery. When a right-handed golfer swings, his weight at impact has shifted onto the left leg, and that knee is absorbing the torque. The left knee must function properly—a nonnegotiable fact. In this context, Woods’s long-awaited comeback at the Match Play—which pitted the top sixty-four players in the world in a knockout competition—represented something of a gamble.

In truth, it wasn’t a gamble Woods had to take. He would’ve been better served by waiting another week and coming back to competitive golf at Miami’s famous Doral Blue Monster, a low-impact, flat course he knew well, had won on several times, and was conveniently located down the road from his home.

But commercial considerations forced his hand. Woods at the time had a lucrative financial arrangement with the Fortune Global 500 company Accenture, which had based its worldwide marketing campaign around slogans like “We know what it takes to be a Tiger” and “Go on. Be a Tiger.” The world’s biggest consulting firm also happened to sponsor this event, and so, quid pro quo.

Although Woods had always maintained that he abided by the general philosophy that focusing only on what was best for his golf allowed “everything else to take care of itself,” on this occasion Tiger Woods Enterprises won the day. It wasn’t ideal—especially given the undulating Jack Nicklaus–designed Dove Mountain course and, it would later be discovered, the most exasperating greens complexes on the PGA Tour—but Woods was determined to make the best of the situation. He may not have thought the expectations surrounding his return were fair, but ever since he gave Bob Hope a putting lesson on the Mike Douglas Show at the age of two, Woods had done his best to disabuse us of the notion that he was bound by the limitations of the human condition. And so he knew the score would be as ludicrous as always: anything short of a win was a loss.

What Woods didn’t know as he and Williams walked from their Buick SUV toward Dove Mountain’s contemporary Southwestern-themed locker room was that Phil Mickelson would be waiting. Oddly for a man who’d made his bones by staring down opponents in the cauldron of Sunday afternoons, Woods didn’t like face-to-face confrontation. With the world’s cameras trained upon his every move, Mickelson wasn’t giving him a choice. Seeing Mickelson in the parking lot, Woods and Williams didn’t need to say a word. They knew they were being set up. Mickelson didn’t exactly have a history of predawn practice rounds. Yet as the golf world awaited the return of its king, there Mickelson stood, accompanied by his longtime caddie, Jim “Bones” Mackay, and swing coach Butch Harmon, whose estrangement from Woods had been decidedly acrimonious. Woods sensed immediately that Mickelson wanted the last word on an episode dating back to December 2008, when Williams ill-advisedly “had a bit of fun” while speaking at a charity function in New Zealand. Williams was pressed during a question-and-answer session at an event in support of his own foundation to discuss the relationship between Woods and Mickelson. “That’s probably the question I get asked the most. What do they really think of each other?” says Williams. Thinking that what happens in the antipodes stays in the antipodes, Williams confirmed what most inside golf’s highest circles long knew: Woods didn’t like Mickelson. Williams went on to call Mickelson a “prick,” hardly the sort of language expected in a sport that prided itself on gentlemanly behavior. Or at least, the outward pretense of such behavior. The caddie also told an amusing story about a spectator shouting “Nice tits” at Mickelson during the U.S. Open at Torrey Pines the year before.

Williams’s comments were leaked to a local newspaper, which published them on its Internet site, then were quickly picked up by the Guardian’s U.S.-based golf correspondent, Lawrence Donegan, thus guaranteeing they wouldn’t quietly disappear into a black hole in the blogosphere. Williams was given the chance to deny the comments by another New Zealand journalist the following day, but in all good conscience he could not. Williams is a straight shooter—indeed, his primary defense would later be that he was only being honest in describing how both he and Woods felt about Mickelson—and so he admitted that he’d been quoted accurately. Williams made the disclaimer that he didn’t intend the comments to be made public, but that was, by then, wasted breath.

The typically sleepy golf off-season had been awakened by that rarest of occurrences: a juicy story. Predictably, two quotes from Williams appeared most prominently in reports: “I wouldn’t call Mickelson a great player ’cause I hate the prick” and “He pays me no respect at all and hence I don’t pay him any respect. It’s no secret we don’t get along, either.” Mickelson was far too proud to let this kind of an outburst slide. And, in fairness, his anger was not misplaced. “Steve’s a caddie, and he should remember that,” says a player who himself was not particularly fond of Mickelson. “He was out of line saying what he said about another player. He’s lucky Tiger’s got his back, because not many other caddies would’ve survived that.”

What really riled Mickelson was the anecdote making fun of his breasts. The Californian was especially sensitive to jokes about the “subcutaneous fat,” which he blamed for the protruding nature of his breasts. “I will always have fat on me. There’s nothing I can do about it, just genetics,” he said in 2003. “I’ve got subcutaneous fat. And most people who are ripped have visceral. There’s nothing I can do about it. It just lies underneath the skin as opposed to underneath the muscle. Some people put on weight, but they’re still ripped because it’s underneath the muscle. I don’t have that luxury.” Skeptics point out that Mickelson’s fondness for eating and disdain for physical exertion didn’t help his cause. Mickelson’s former coach, Rick Smith, recalled that the left-hander consumed three of Augusta National’s enormous club sandwiches before going out and winning his first major in 2004.

But irrespective of Mickelson’s weight problems, the kicker was that Williams got his facts wrong. The incident he joked about didn’t happen at Torrey Pines but occurred six years earlier at the first Bethpage Black U.S. Open in New York and, further, it didn’t even involve Mickelson. That jibe—typical of the raucous Long Island golf crowds, who behave as if they’re at a Jets NFL game—was directed at another prominent golfer with an even bigger subcutaneous fat problem—and even thinner skin—Scotland’s Colin Montgomerie.

Mickelson had his publicist, former San Diego golf writer T. R. Reinman, issue a statement admonishing Williams for “grossly inaccurate and irresponsible statements.” He wanted it known that Monty was the butt of that joke but he also wanted to slap down Williams and, by extension, put pressure on Woods to act. “After seeing Steve Williams’s comments, all I could think of was how lucky I am to have a class act like Bones on my bag and representing me,” Mickelson said. Mackay, a genial character who—unlike his boss—got along fine with Williams, said that he would never have made such derogatory remarks about Woods and that, if he had, Mickelson wouldn’t have had to fire him because he would’ve resigned. The implication was that if Woods and Williams were men of honor and integrity, Williams would either be fired or fall on his own sword.

Harmon, a man not without substantial ego who had an ax to grind after being fired by Woods after a decade by his side, got into the act, too, calling Williams’s remarks “deplorable.” “Phil Mickelson is one of the most popular players in the world, every bit as popular as Tiger Woods,” he was quoted as saying. “He’s a nice guy, all the guys like Phil, so I don’t know where Steve was coming from with that comment. Personally, I would assume he would wish he’d never made it. I would have loved to have heard a recording of the conversation between [Williams] and Tiger. I worked with Tiger for ten years and I can tell you he wouldn’t have been very happy with that. Golf is a game of honor and integrity, and that was a very uncalled-for remark. I don’t think it’s any reflection of what Tiger thinks of Phil Mickelson.”

Harmon’s nose presumably grew after making that last remark. He, perhaps more than anyone, knew that Woods had had worse—much worse—to say about Mickelson, whom Woods considered to be a phony whose public and private personas didn’t exactly gel. A prominent golf broadcaster says that Harmon, when he was working with Woods, told him of a confrontation in a hotel elevator between the rivals, which culminated with Mickelson storming out, yelling, “I’m not your bitch!” After Mickelson’s ill-fated implosion at the 2006 U.S. Open at Winged Foot, Golf Channel anchor Kelly Tilghman told colleagues that Woods responded to her text message about Lefty’s demise by wondering “which tit he tripped on.”

Woods, it must be said, was not alone in feeling antipathy toward Mickelson. There was a widespread belief throughout the PGA Tour locker room that Mickelson was an aloof know-it-all who showed very little respect to other players. To his peers, Mickelson often appeared in public as if he were running for office—the perpetual candidate. They called him FIGJAM (Fuck I’m Good, Just Ask Me) and Genius. One veteran player, who asked not to be identified because he was linked to a company with ties to Mickelson, recalled having to play thirty-six holes on a bitingly cold Sunday one year at the old Bell South Atlanta tour stop. “It was fucking freezing, the week before the Masters, and none of us were happy playing thirty-six, including Phil, who was bitching about it in the locker room. Then the next thing I know, I see him doing an interview on TV saying how great it was that we got to experience what it was like in the old days,” the player said. “You just shake your head at some of the shit that guy says because you know even he doesn’t believe it.”

In 2006, Mickelson was the most surprising entry and the only golfer to appear in GQ magazine’s poll of the top ten most hated athletes by their peers. In Sports Illustrated’s 2007 survey of PGA Tour pros, not one listed Mickelson as a favorite playing partner (Woods topped the list) while Mickelson was behind only the universally despised South African boor Rory Sabbatini as the golfer they least want to play with. “Tiger’s not the only one who sees straight through that shit-eating grin,” says a longtime caddie. “Phil’s the least liked player by his competitors and the most liked by the fans. That’s hard to do.”

A member of Mickelson’s inner circle dismissed such claims as “jealousy” stemming from the fact that “Phil doesn’t hang out with the [Tour] bottom-feeders.” He also said that Mickelson didn’t dislike Woods at all but that until Woods got married and started a family, the two had little in common. “One guy was living in California and sleeping with his wife, the other guy was living in Florida and sleeping with Mark O’Meara,” he said in a tongue-in-cheek reference to Woods’s longtime friend and mentor. The irony was that in recent years Woods had mellowed considerably on the subject of Mickelson, if for no other reason than his adversary had finally joined the club and won three majors. Woods respected achievement. In that sense, he was the ultimate meritocrat. It was interesting that while he didn’t particularly like Vijay Singh, or Mickelson, he tipped his hat to the fact that they had both won the big ones. Sergio Garcia, on the other hand, was another kettle of Spanish mackerel. Woods has no respect for Garcia because he thought he hadn’t earned the right to strut.

Harmon was right that Woods was not happy with Williams for his outburst, but only because he’d aired dirty laundry in public, which Woods would be forced to clean. But he was never going to fire Williams, whom he respected as both a caddie and a friend. It was Woods who’d called Williams late one night in their Tokyo hotel and encouraged him to marry his girlfriend, Kirsty. He was the best man at their wedding. But Woods understood that he needed to be seen to have acted, so he issued a statement saying that he’d been “disappointed” to read about Williams’s comments. He pointedly called Mickelson “a player that I respect.” “It was inappropriate,” Woods went on. “The matter has been discussed and dealt with.” Woods wanted to put an end to the saga.

Mickelson, however, wasn’t done. As the two posses came together that morning on the outskirts of Tucson, the media was too far away to hear what was said. The cameras showed Mickelson and Williams shaking hands, and it was assumed the gesture was a public signal that bygones would be bygones. However, the truth was far less amicable. And far more interesting. Mickelson had approached Williams aggressively and said, “Do we have a problem?” Williams could not believe what he’d heard and responded with a few choice words. They would be the last words the two would exchange all year. Williams was furious because he had called Mickelson to apologize in the days after his comments were published. The two spent half an hour on the phone. Most of the conversation involved Mickelson asking Williams why Woods so disliked him and what he could do to improve their relationship. He’d asked Williams to put in a good word for him with his boss. Williams agreed, and in return asked Mickelson to let it be known publicly that they had spoken and had put the issue behind them. Mickelson assured him that he would. But not only did he never make such a statement, when I asked Reinman in Miami a week later about Williams’s apology, he replied with an even stonier face than usual. “Apology? Well, he called him, but I don’t know that you could categorize that phone call as an apology.”

Shortly after 7 a.m., Woods—still chafing that Mickelson had pulled such a stunt—ventured from the clubhouse to the practice range, an army of media in tow. Mickelson had set up on the left side of the range; Woods, predictably, assumed a station as far away as he could on the right. He wore gray slacks and a matching sweater, which was about the right color for his first warm-up session: a mixed bag of crisp irons and rocket drives interspersed with swings best described as indifferent. Woods enjoyed hitting golf balls on a range and could do so all day, but he was on a tight schedule and shortened the session. Once warm, he marched to the first tee. Just after 7:15, with photographers having assumed every vantage spot on the opening hole, Tiger Woods stuck a tee in the ground, hit a serviceable drive, and began walking briskly after his ball. It was just like old times. Woods would later marvel at how it felt as if he’d hardly been gone from the game.

As he often did when on unfamiliar terrain, Woods used the round as reconnaissance, getting acquainted with a course that was hosting the tournament for the first time. He didn’t finish any holes, sometimes hit two tee shots, and usually pitched and chipped around the greens to where he thought pins would be placed. He didn’t appear very happy, but that may have had more to do with the lack of privacy afforded him by the media circus than the state of his game. Although he looked rusty at times, he did more than enough to suggest that he hadn’t lost his game entirely. What was clear from his facial expressions was that he had quickly grown to dislike the greens. They were slow and ponderous, but because of their humps and bumps, couldn’t play any faster for fear of becoming unputtable.

Woods took longer than he’d anticipated to finish his round, prompting a tardy start to his news conference from a man to whom watches could usually be set. Woods had entered the back door of the makeshift media center, where a standing-room-only crowd awaited, flanked by his agent and business manager, the always serious Steinberg, wearing his standard uniform of a Nike golf shirt, perfectly pressed trousers, and a frown, and his newly hired publicist, the personable Glenn Greenspan, who’d been poached from Augusta National. Laura Hill, an attractive, friendly blonde who was the equivalent of the White House press secretary in PGA Tour commissioner Tim Finchem’s administration, took the reins. Barbara Walters, she was not. “Tiger, it’s been about eight and a half months since we last saw you,” she said. “You’ve had knee surgery, welcomed a member of the family, and welcome back. Just a couple comments for us.” For Woods, it was just like getting back on a bicycle. He’d been doing these news conferences for so long it was doubtful he even heard opening softball questions. It didn’t matter anyway as he was going to say only what he wanted to say. “Yeah, it’s great to be back,” said Woods. “Sorry I’m late. I forgot how long it takes to play eighteen holes walking. But no, it feels great to be back out and get back out here in a competitive environment again. It feels really good.”

This was the motif of a Woods news conference in a nutshell, the way it’d been since he arrived on the scene in 1996. He threw in a touch of humor, often self-deprecating—but never too much so—that illustrated the point he really wanted to stress, and the rest was as meaningful as navel lint. In this case, Woods wanted the world to know that he had not walked a golf course in almost nine months. Put another way, he was saying that he’d been gone a long time and expectations should be adjusted accordingly. Except, of course, he would never directly make such a concession, for Tiger Woods never betrayed weakness. Having made his point—by not making it—Woods then launched into the first of an interminable number of descriptions of how his left leg felt. “I feel a lot stronger in my left leg,” he said. “Both legs have been stronger than they ever have been. Stability is something I haven’t had in years. So it’s nice to make a swing and not have my—as I’ve said before—my bones move. Since I had a lack of ACL for a number of years, no matter what I did, it was always moving. So I would try and hit into my left side, but the more I did it, the more it would move, so hence one of the reasons why you saw me jumping off the ball is to get off that leg. But it’s nice to be able to hit into it for the first time.”

Most politicians have to be taught to stay on message; Tiger Woods was born that way. He would repeat the above sentiments, sometimes using the exact same words—but having the gift of delivering them as if they’d only just occurred to him—dozens and dozens of times over the coming weeks. It was a remarkable skill, requiring two of Woods’s best attributes: patience and discipline. What it also did, however, was allow Woods to control the message. If he’d decided the message of the day was that the greens were slow and bumpy and that his putter never adjusted but that he hit good putts that just didn’t go in, that would be what he gave. This was especially true of the brief electronic media interviews with the PGA Tour’s official broadcast partners—either CBS or NBC, the Golf Channel, and Sirius XM Radio—which Woods conducted immediately after signing his scorecard. Woods stuck to his message so faithfully that after a while I’d stopped bothering to take notes while listening in on these interviews. I knew he would say precisely the same thing in his postround news conference, so nothing would be missed.

As the press conference continued, I asked whether he’d missed golf while he was sidelined. I expected him to wax lyrical about how much he had missed that to which he’d devoted his life. Instead, he said he did not, giving an answer that portrayed him as the ultimate family man, an ideal that would take a battering within the year. “I didn’t realize how much I loved being home and being around Sam and Elin and now Charlie,” he said. “I mean, I’ll tell you what, that’s something that is just so important to me. I knew family would be, and it has been, but I didn’t know it would be to this degree, the closeness that I feel. That’s something that as I said was a blessing in disguise. As players you travel so much that I would have missed a lot of that, so I was very lucky there.”

Woods could be mischievous at news conferences, often amusingly so. When asked what he most missed while he was away from golf, he broke out a wry smile. “I missed sitting here in front of you guys,” he said, “talking, just hanging out here.” We all laughed, of course, knowing that Woods would prefer a root canal to having to answer questions he viewed as invasions of his privacy. But then Woods, who’d not long before spoke of not missing golf, decided that he had missed it, after all. Another important lesson to learn about Tiger Woods: he could be all things at once. “I miss that rush of playing and competing, I really do, getting on that first tee and feeling it,” he said. “I miss that. As much as you can have money games at home with the guys, it’s not the same. This is what I do for a living, and this is what I’ve always wanted to do my entire life, and not being able to do it at the highest level was frustrating at times.” This last sentiment was most telling, for it revealed perhaps the greatest secret to the success of Tiger Woods. There were players who arrived at tournaments knowing that they were not really prepared, especially early in the year. Their poor performances were justified as “rust,” but what it really meant was that they didn’t do the work necessary to be ready. Not Woods. His preparation was as meticulous as it was exhaustive. He never showed up and slapped it around for four days. He was as serious and committed to winning as any other athlete who’d ever lived. “I care about what I do and I take great pride in what I do,” he said when asked if he could’ve come back earlier. “I didn’t feel like I was ready to come out here and embarrass myself. And I had to make sure that I felt my game was good enough and ready to compete and win again.” I asked him whether he’d ever showed up not fully prepared and confident that he would win. I knew of only one instance where this was true: in the wake of the death of his father, Earl, in 2006. Woods played the U.S. Open at Winged Foot and missed his first cut at a major as a professional. He had not prepared; not only was his game missing, his heart wasn’t in it. “That was the only one, yeah,” he said before leaving the media center.

If Woods got a break, it was that his first-round opponent, Australian Brendan Jones, was as undercooked as he was over-awed. After one unsuccessful season on the U.S. Tour, Jones tasted some success playing in Japan, enough to have squeezed into the Match Play field in the sixty-fourth and final spot. But the Japanese Tour was in the middle of its off-season. He had not played competitively since December at the Australian Open, and it would be another two months before he’d resume playing in Japan. Jones had a typically laconic Aussie sense of humor. If he were a betting man, he said, he’d “bet the house” on Woods. He was asked what he’d say to Woods when they met. “Can I have three a side?” He was only half joking. If he was looking for a light in the darkness, it might have been that Woods had faltered three times at the hands of unheralded Aussies in the Match Play. He was felled twice by left-hander Nick O’Hern, a short hitter who lulled opponents to sleep with his steady fairways-and-greens play, and Peter O’Malley, a marvelous ball striker whose recalcitrant putter held him back from greater achievements. Jones had spoken with neither but mischievously said he’d gotten advice from Stephen Ames. It wasn’t true, but it made for a good story as Ames notoriously called out Woods before the 2006 Match Play. Though Ames was trying to be funny, Woods wasn’t laughing. Ames was pummeled in their match, 9 and 8, and his name became a cautionary tale.

Jones was understandably nervous, and his caddie, PGA Tour veteran Ron “Bambi” Levin, tried to get the butterflies out of his man’s stomach and the stars out of his eyes. He and Jones went looking for Woods to get introductions out of the way, but they never found him until their high-noon shootout. Jones was brushing putts with his broomstick putter on the practice green when he first caught sight of Woods. Woods was, as he could be in moments like these, not especially friendly. He’d look elsewhere, pretend he didn’t see his opponent. Woods isn’t by any stretch a voracious reader, but it was as if he’d been guided by Sun Tzu, who 2,500 years ago wrote, “The Art of War teaches us to rely not on the likelihood of the enemy’s not coming, but our own readiness to receive him.” Woods would have made the Chinese militarist proud, too, with his choice of positioning: the highest part of the putting green.

Eventually, when Jones bit the bullet and decided to walk over to introduce himself, Woods—perhaps coincidentally, perhaps not—put a foot on his golf bag and bent over to tie a shoelace that wasn’t undone. Jones stood there with hand outstretched. Woods left him standing there for a moment before straightening and shaking Jones’s hand. But by then the damage had been done: both players knew the natural order of things between them.

On the 1st tee, Woods shut out the circus around him—no one did this better—and struck a perfect 3-wood with a little draw down the right side of the fairway. The swing was smooth and effortless, which was not always the case with Woods, who could be violent. “Walking on the tee, I was just in my own little world, just trying to make sure that I knew what the number was to the bunker, where the wind was coming from, slightly off left, am I going to the hit a flat 3-wood, draw the ball, trying to decide what shot I want to hit,” he said later. “And that’s basically how I am with every round going to the first tee. So that didn’t change. So over the tee shot it was just being able to hold a little draw up there and put it down the right side and give myself an angle at that flag, and I was able to do that.” This was vintage Woods: shut out the significance of what it all meant, focus only on the immediate task at hand. Jones, however, was flustered by the attention. He took out his driver and tried to cut one off the left side of the fairway, but his ball finished in the rough, from where his play to the elevated flag would be problematic given the large greenside bunker directly in his line. Woods had a perfect position and brought roars from the galleries with an 8-iron shot that came to rest 5 feet from the hole. Jones’s ball found the bunker, but it wouldn’t matter as Woods made his putt to take a 1-up lead.
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