
[image: The Swinger: A Novel, by Michael Bamberger and Alan Shipnuck.]


[image: Image]

“Fast . . . Juicy . . . There’s lots of insidery detail . . . Part of the fun is squabbling with the authors’ speculation about what made Tiger—excuse me, Tree—behave the way he did.”

—John Paul Newport, The Wall Street Journal

“A devilishly fun summer read for sports fans, celeb-gawkers, or anyone that just likes a good story . . . If you had any interest at all in the Woods saga as it played out, you’re nearly guaranteed to love this novel.”

—Daniel Roberts, Fortune

“In their roman à clef about Tiger Woods, Shipnuck and Bamberger thinly disguise as fiction plenty of gossip they’ve heard over their four decades, combined, covering the PGA Tour. . . . What’s more relevant to the story, and to the reader—including, possibly, Tiger Woods himself—is the way Tree approaches his post-scandal life. . . . When reading The Swinger, you can’t help but wonder: what if Tiger were more like Tree?”

—Sean Gregory, Time

“Not a fan of sports books, or golf, or Tiger Woods, but I loved The Swinger.”

—Jennifer Weiner, author of Then Came You

“The Swinger is a raucous, lively, and at times laugh-out-loud funny look inside the world of professional golf and modern celebrity. . . . The surprising ending should leave those still frustrated with Tiger’s post-scandal actions feeling satisfied. And I guarantee you’ll never think of Altoids, Vijay Singh, the wine cellar at Augusta National or, for that matter, Tiger Woods, the same way again.”

—Geoff Shackelford

“It leaps to the top of the golf novel genre.”

—Bradley S. Klein, senior editor, Golfweek

“An enjoyable and enlightening read . . . Equal parts an inside joke, an authentic glimpse into the PGA Tour, and a deeper look into journalism and society’s treatment of celebrities. . . . Even though the story is a fictional account, Shipnuck and Bamberger pour invaluable insight into their alternate universe with little details that they’ve scooped up while covering golf for a combined four decades.”

—Kevin Merfeld, Monterey Herald

“The phrase ‘ripped from the headlines’ has never been more apt than in this entertaining, funny and surprisingly poignant and sentimental book by two writers who have been around since the beginning of the Woods Era. They skillfully weave reality and fiction to offer a morality play that, in the end, is more about hope than a tabloid slash-and-burn. Bamberger and Shipnuck’s knowledge of the game gives the book a reality rarely seen in golf fiction outside of Dan Jenkins.”

—Garry Smits, Florida Times-Union

“A must-read for golf fans . . . I laughed out loud.”

—Yahoo! Sports

“Funny and raunchy . . . The book really shines when it provides an alternate-history version of how a smart, sensitive, self-aware Tiger might and should have handled his return to the tour.”

—Jeff Neuman, RealClearSports

“Yes, it is fiction, but it will tell you more about Tiger Woods than we knew for years . . . And yes, the golfer in the book is nicknamed ‘Tree’ instead of Tiger, and yes, there is an upbeat ending, but in many ways this is a scary novel about the greatest golfer in the world who lost his own soul on the way to the green.”

—Bill Reynolds, Providence Journal

“Quite the romp—a fictionalized romp, it being a novel—through the life of one Tree Tremont. It’s fun, fun, fun, especially for a golf writer familiar with many of the people Sports Illustrated writers Michael Bamberger and Alan Shipnuck included in their clever collaboration. . . . Tiger gave the writers all the material they needed, and they run with it and they scamper with it and they revel in it. . . . I laughed at all these caricatures of the characters who are involved in Tree’s outsize, out of control life. . . . Get yourself a copy of The Swinger, pour yourself a rum and coke, perhaps, and enjoy.”

—Lorne Rubenstein, The Globe and Mail (Canada)

“No, they didn’t! Oh yes, they did! . . . An entertaining, clever work of fiction that gives readers an inside look into pro golf and life in tour . . . I’m still laughing.”

—Stephanie Wei, Wei Under Par
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For James P. Herre


The tree was dead. Still, the children climbed it.

—Chinese proverb


[image: image]You should know one thing from the start: I have tried to make this whole write-up as accurate as possible. Looking for a single quote, I just spent twenty minutes trying to find one particular notebook, marked PEBBLE/FATHER’S DAY on the cover in blue ink, with Johnny Miller’s cell number written sideways in pencil on the last page. Turns out it was stuck to another notebook, one marked AMANDA/OFF COURSE with a red felt tip. Their spiral metal bindings had become enmeshed in a crowded storage box. How fitting.

Tree Tremont’s guy hired me. Someday, he said, Tree would write a book and he’d need a record of the details. Did Tree really go into a GNC and buy $945 worth of dietary supplements in one fifteen-minute shopping spree? He did. Did Tree really say to his nemesis, Will Martinsen, on Masters Sunday, “You’d make way more putts if you went to a cross-handed grip?” He did. Did Tree really drink a bottle of Macallan and half of another by himself on one Scotland-to-Florida flight, hours after winning the British Open? He did.

I found the quote I was looking for in the Pebble Beach notebook on a page crammed with my semi-legible late-night handwriting:

2:10 a.m. Wake up to high heels descending circular wooden steps, Tree a step behind them, barefoot. He’s been up now for 20+ hours. Started weight lifting poolside at 6 a.m., grunting like a porn star. At breakfast he talked to Belinda/kids for 30 minutes on speaker: new countertops, soccer strategy, down-the-street gossip. I open the bedroom window. Burning cedar in heavy Pacific air. Tree walks High Heels to her car. The gate opens. As she leaves (Toyota Prius?), a Lincoln Town Car arrives. Ships passing in the night. From backseat, out comes a tall shimmering redhead. “Hi, I’m Tree,” he says. She says, “I know.”

A driver had brought the girl to our rented castle, on a hill above Pebble Beach, U.S. Open week. Not somebody in Tree’s tight little circle, just a random middle-of-the-night driver. It seemed so reckless. How was Tree going to get the redhead home? The circle would expand. Did he really think Belinda would never find out about any of it? What about the position he was putting the rest of us in?

I have to say one thing in Tree’s defense. There he was, the most famous athlete in the world, introducing himself to the next girl in the parade by name. Hi, I’m Tree. There was something so charming and unassuming about it. I think that’s how he got good, by taking nothing for granted.

Of course, getting good and staying good are not at all the same thing.


[image: image]I took my bills to work, stuffed into the big pocket of my Target backpack with the crappy refurbished Toshiba laptop that the paper gave me five years ago. For the longest time, I’d still find eyelashes in the keyboard from the guy who had the computer, and the golf beat, before me.

“Joshuamon, what brings you to the paragraph factory?” Pete, the sports editor, asked me.

It was late December. The new golf season was still weeks away. The high school football season was over. I wasn’t on the copy desk rotation. My paycheck—$1,362.50 biweekly, after all the deductions—was on automatic deposit. There was no reason for me to come in, no good reason.

“My kid needs mold samples for a science project,” I said to Pete.

The truth was that I had to make some calls that I couldn’t do on my cell phone from my usual office, the crowded Starbucks on First Street in downtown St. Petersburg. I had to call the mortgage company about refinancing, I had to call Visa and American Express to figure out some kind of payment plan, I had to call my ex-wife and ask for more time on our son’s tuition at his summer lacrosse camp, and I had to make sure my girlfriend, Lily, didn’t get wind of any of this. I needed multiple phone lines and a soupçon of privacy. Ten in the morning on a Saturday in winter, there shouldn’t be anybody in the sports department of The St. Petersburg Review-American. But there was Pete, wearing his short-sleeved plaid shirt and plaid pants without a hint of irony.

I worked my way into a corner. I swept a week’s worth of old papers into a big blue recycling bin. There was something comforting about being at the paper. We were dying a little death every day, but there was still an undercurrent of macho arrogance in the place, like We might not be relevant now, but you should have seen us back in the day.

I got out my Visa card and squinted at the 800 number. I had tried on some 1.0 reading glasses at CVS, but I’d left them on the rack, not ready to make another concession to middle age. Pete came ambling over. “I heard something that might interest you,” he said.

I knew the various preambles of Peter Henry Hough down cold, and this was one of his favorites. Pete loved everything about the reporting game, and the editor-as-tipster was near the top. Pete loved news. If you had news, he wanted it. In the paper, on RevAm.com, on our blogs, in our Tweets, he didn’t care, as long as we had it first and had it right. A few days earlier he had taken great delight in a little item I had posted about a local high school baseball coach who got ticketed and breathalyzed for doing 62 in a 25. The coach called and read Pete the riot act. That made Pete’s day.

“I heard Tree’s been stepping out,” he said.

Pete, drawling Southerner, milked this most unlikely of sentences, dripping Spanish moss on the whole thing.

Tree. What everybody called Herbert X. Tremont, Jr., the damnedest golfer who ever lived. Tree’s father was a black Creole from rural Louisiana who spent twenty years in the army; he had a master’s in political science from Howard and a jazz collection that rivaled Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s. Tree’s white mother was from Chicago, where she had been a schoolteacher. The parents, who had married fairly late and were now separated, hadn’t worked in years. Tree was their job. He was an only child, homeschooled by his mother and coached exclusively and secretly by his father until Tree entered, at age nineteen, the first tournament of his life, a U.S. Open where he finished ninth. Since then he had become not just the most dominant golfer of all time but also the richest, most powerful, and most popular athlete in the world. He was modest and handsome, with perfect Hollywood teeth and the family to go with them: the beautiful wife, the adorable twins. Everybody wanted a piece of the action, and before long, Tree Tremont became the first celebrity ever to have endorsement deals with Coke and Pepsi. His Crest deal alone was worth $5 million a year. Tree could have lived anywhere in the world. He lived in Florida because the Sunshine State has no state income tax. He lived in St. Pete because he fell in love with a boat.

Only one sportswriter knew what the X stood for. Me. And I was sworn to secrecy.

“Stepping out,” I said, incredulous.

“That’s what my peeps are telling me.” Pete’s slang was always outdated by a few years, not that he knew it.

“You’ve seen his wife, right?” I asked.

Of course Pete had seen his wife. Snaps of Belinda DeCarlo Tremont, a former Italian bikini model, sunbathing topless had become an Internet sensation ever since plaything.com paid a fired housekeeper a reported $250,000 for them. When I saw the pictures, I couldn’t stop looking at the beads of moisture deep in Belinda’s cleavage. I didn’t know if the droplets were sweat or Mediterranean seawater, and I didn’t care. Lily caught me looking at the pictures one day. She pushed up her A-cup breasts and said in a fine mock-Italian accent, “Good golf buys hot tits.” I loved that girl.

“Hey, it’s like I always say, dudes want a piece of strange,” Pete said. He had seen it all and done it all. “I hear Tree’s been going upstairs at Gents, dealing Benjamins like he’s working a Vegas blackjack table.”

I made a mental note: Steal line for screenplay. If I could just sell my screenplay—the one I’d been trying to write for years—I could make everybody happy.

“Let’s say it’s true, Pete,” I said. I took a good look at my boss, standing in his brown Wal-Mart shoes on the linoleum floor of our dumpy sports department, wearing his extraordinary plaid-on-plaid ensemble, casually offering a tidbit that could bring down an empire. A tidbit that could fell the Tree Corp. “Let’s say we could get the girls on the record.”

“You’d have to,” Pete said. “You’d need to have it dead to rights.”

“Fine, you got it dead to rights.”

“You’d need pictures,” Pete said. “You’d need art.”

“Okay, you have art,” I said. “You have some girls on the record. You give Tree the chance to deny it. What are you gonna do with it?”

“We run it.”

“With our publisher?” The patrician, silver-haired Charles B. “Salty” Morton IV. Ringer for the pompous blowhard in Caddyshack, Judge Smails. He owned the paper free and clear, having inherited it from Salty III, who got it from Salty Junior, who got it from the first C. B. Morton, who predated Morton Salt and the family nickname. Salty IV was more interested in his golf than in his newspaper, and he was on the fast track to becoming a player in the hierarchies of both the United States Golf Association and the Augusta National Golf Club, home of the Masters. “You really think Salty’s going to let us run that story?” I asked.

Pete ran his thick fingers through his fine hair, leaving an oily film on his nails. “I don’t know,” he said. “But you’d like to give him the chance, right?”

He grabbed a reporter’s notebook off my desk. He wrote a name and a phone number under a scribbled quote from the high school football coach in Tampa who had let his kids score seventy points against a team that managed one lousy field goal. Did it kill ’em? Don’t see no dead bodies over there.

I looked at the name. Emerson. I looked at the number. Area code 917. A New York cell phone.

“You didn’t get it from me,” Pete said. He actually sounded giddy. Which was weird. Because Pete didn’t do giddy.


[image: image]Lily and I ate dinner at my house that evening, eggplant Parmesan on a cold December night. She had her own apartment and I had my house, a 1950s-development rancher three miles from the nearest Gulf beach. I shared the house with Josh Jr., getting close to fifteen, several nights a week, or whenever he felt like coming around. Sometimes the three of us would have dinner together. Lily and Josh had an easy rapport, talking about teachers and swimming and movies. She was my first real girlfriend since my divorce from Meg, and she was nearly ten years younger than I. We were very different people, but we shared some significant interests: cooking at home, movies, newspaper reading, ocean swimming. She looked great coming out of the water. We’d read movie reviews out loud to each other, or she’d read about Belize in the travel section of The New York Times and say, “Can’t you get an assignment there?” She believed, as I did, that being a reporter, done the right way, was a noble thing.

Cleaning up, I put the eggplant peels in a compost pile that I kept for Lily. When I leaned in for a goodbye kiss, she turned her head away, like they do in the movies.

“It’s a goose chase,” I said.

It didn’t sound good, going to Gents late on a Saturday night for a story.

Lily said, “That better be all you’re chasing.”

•   •   •

St. Pete is loaded with beach dives and hotel bars and suburban taverns and cycler hangouts, but Gents is the town’s only swanky nightclub, a nexus of silicone and Italian tailoring and, in the parking lot, German engineering. The club attracts all manner of flush men: professional athletes, businessmen, trust-fund college kids, fugitive husbands on golf junkets. Sparkly women from as far away as Tampa flock to it. I had been there only once, when an off-duty NBA star tried to throw an uppity fan through a plate-glass window, à la Charles Barkley. But the window was shatterproof, and the fan went splat and broke his nose and sued the baller. “Next time,” the doorman had said to me that night, “if there is a next time, come correct. No tennis shoes. And no fuckin’ pleated Dockers, neither.”

For my second visit, I tried to dress the part. I got through the front door and entered a dark, womb-like tunnel. The music was so loud, the bass was thumping in my chest. The walls were upholstered in red leather. Large chandeliers hung from the black ceiling. The place smelled of spilled champagne and perfume. I went to one of the many bars.

“Coors Light, please.”

“Fourteen.”

I slid a ten-dollar bill across the counter. “Just the one.”

The bartender, heavily pierced, looked at me with pity. “Fourteen dollars, sir.”

I fished out a five, leaned against the bar, and tried to look like I knew what I was doing. At the center of the room was a dance floor, a blob of sweating, flailing limbs. The men wore designer jeans and bejeweled shirts, many sporting inflated biceps and shaved chests. On the edges of the room were roped-off red sofas and tables with signs that read BOTTLE SERVICE ONLY. Here the patrons were slightly older and more debonair, and the women were particularly spectacular, with their sculpted thighs, pierced navels, and gravity-defying breasts. I felt woozy and old.

In one especially dark corner, there was shrieking and whooping. A patron was spraying his posse with champagne as if they had just won the World Series. Security stepped right in.

I could not imagine Tree Tremont hanging at Gents. He despised it when fans slapped his back. You almost never saw him shake anyone’s hand. He refused high fives. He avoided crowds. He avoided anything public. He was a germophobe. He made you think of a straitlaced basketball savant off an Iowa farm, circa 1958. Most people didn’t even think of him as black.

He really was one of a kind: polite assassin on the field, model citizen off it. The whole of America—urban, suburban, and otherwise—couldn’t get enough of him. Nor could France or India or China. He wasn’t even thirty yet, and Fortune had pegged his net worth at $1.2 billion and his annual income at $150 million, only one tenth of which he made on the golf course. It was his image that made him Wall Street–rich. It was people like me who helped create and maintain that image. Tree chasing tail at the Sporting Gent? I couldn’t see it.

I walked by a 330-pound NFL lineman I knew slightly. The two girls with him might have checked in at 230 combined.

“Zandy Clarke,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

Zandy Clarke leaned down to my level and said, “Snatch by the batch, my man. By the batch.”

I laughed.

“Serious,” he said. “A sportswriter could get laid here.”

“Hey, Zandy, you ever see—”

I never finished my question. The offensive lineman, with a girl on each arm, had other things to occupy him.

I moved on, middle-aged sportswriter on an expedition. I reached a stairway that was guarded by a large man dressed like Johnny Cash. A waitress sashayed by. Her getup was like that of all the other waitresses: five-inch stilettos, tiny black skirt, black shirt unbuttoned halfway to the navel, lacy red bra.

“What’s upstairs?” I asked.

“You know what they say: If you have to ask, you can’t afford it.”

Her smile made you want to reach for your wallet. She walked over to a nearby table and leaned in to take an order. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tattoo on her lower back: two rows of intertwined circles, in blue, black, red, yellow, and green. I recognized the ink and then placed its owner: Cari Coleman, who got the tat and a bunch of long lectures when she was a senior at Calvary Christian and held three age-group world records. Back then she was all set to become a star Olympic swimmer. The paper ran a close-up photo of the tattoo to accompany a feature I had written about her. Angry church ladies wrote in to complain, saying The Rev-Am was getting too risqué. Somewhere on her MapQuested trip to an Olympic podium, Cari Coleman missed an exit.

She stepped back from the table. I tried again.

“Aren’t you Cari?” I asked. The music was so loud, I was practically yelling. She smelled like vanilla. “I’m Josh Dutra. From The Review-American? I covered you at Calvary?”

“I remember you,” she said. “You were the one with no camera, no tape recorder, nothing but that little notebook. You had a thing for Coach.”

St. Pete is a hard place to keep a secret. “Not as bad as that lady cameraman from Channel 63 did,” I said.

Cari smiled.

“I’m trying to find Tree Tremont,” I said. “You ever see him here?”

“We’re not allowed to talk about that kind of thing,” Cari said. “I’m sorry. I better go, Mr. Dutra.”

That’s what she had called me in high school. She started to turn away.

“Cari, I’m not going to quote you. I won’t use your name, nothing like that.”

She tilted her head, gave me a serious look, and said, “You gotta keep me completely out of this.”

Cari understood the ridiculous power of a third-rate website like RevAm.com. She was making a trade. She didn’t want to be mentioned in a story about Tree, a where-are-they-now column, or anything else. Her life as a public figure was over. She was a cocktail waitress in a short skirt at a nightclub called Gents.

I nodded sympathetically. Young promise will follow you around for the rest of your life. We both knew things about the other.

“He’s been in here,” she said. “He comes by himself, meets up with these two nerdy Asian guys with glasses. They hang out upstairs.”

“With women?” I asked.

“Yes, with women,” she said. I thought I saw her roll her eyes. “They’re spending a thousand dollars for a bottle of Patrón you can get at a liquor store for forty bucks. Of course there are women. Two girls for every guy. That’s what you pay for upstairs—that and a lot of privacy.”

I started to ask another question.

“I gotta go,” Cari said. She still looked like a swimmer, long and lean, with broad shoulders. I noticed that she’d had her ears pinned back. They used to protrude. I wondered what that had cost her. “I can’t lose this job. Take care, Mr. Dutra.”

She walked away. The dance-floor crowd swallowed her up.

My head was spinning from the noise, the flashing lights, the story I was chasing. I pushed my way outside and plopped into my ten-year-old pale blue Camry, 160,000 miles on it but all paid off.

I looked at my phone. One missed call from Lily. Any other time, I would have called her right back. Instead, for the third time that day, I dialed the 917 number Pete had given me. For the third time, it went to a generic voice mail. I resorted to texting. I had learned it was the only way to reach my son and most everybody else under the age of forty. I clumsily thumbed a greeting: Emerson, this is Josh Dutra of The Review-American. I would love to talk to you about Tree Tremont. Please reach me at this number. Thanks!

I couldn’t stand the fake cheerfulness of the electronic exclamation mark, but there I was, another abuser. I was calling Lily when my cell phone vibrated, alerting me to an incoming text:

Meet me in 15 at gad

Me, texting:

How will I know it’s you?

Nothing.

I made the drive to the Great American Diner to talk with a total stranger about one of the most famous men in the world, a man who represented not just family values but something far more valuable: country-club family values. Could it possibly be all facade? I was actually starting to wonder. I felt my shoulders shimmy in a cold chill.


[image: image]I knew within a minute of my arrival at the Great American Diner that Emerson was not there. There was a truck driver at the counter. A couple in a booth. Some high school kids in a corner table. I took a booth that faced the door. Early on, most of my interviews with Tree’s father had been at the diner. I thumbed through a menu I knew by heart, passing by the familiar pictures of the various specials. Grandmother’s Famous Meat Loaf. The Honest Indian Turkey Platter. My mind drifted. I thought about my history with Tree.

I met him about three months before his first U.S. Open. Actually, I met his father first. Big Herb. I was covering a Yankees–Red Sox spring-training game at Legends Field in Tampa. Scads of New York writers were there, plus ESPN, FOX Sports, NBC Sports—all the big bats. Another steroid scandal had erupted.

A tall, elegant, long-fingered black man in a Kansas City Monarchs hat approached me in the quiet press box five hours before first pitch. “Young man, do you know the sportswriter Mitch Albom?” he asked. This was during the Tuesdays with Morrie craze.

“Sir, I don’t think Mitch Albom is here,” I said. He had moved way beyond sportswriter.

There was a movement then to get old, forgotten Negro Leaguers in the Hall of Fame, and I figured this man in the Monarchs hat was connected to it. He looked hurt.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

The man said, “My son’s gonna be the greatest golfer of all time. I was gonna let Mitch Albom do an article on him.”

In the ’80s and into the ’90s, when there was space galore in The Rev-Am, I used to write stories that Pete called Profiles in Kookiness. The man in the Monarchs hat, I thought, would have fit right in.

“Herbert X. Tremont, Senior,” the man said. He shook my hand vigorously. “Father of Tree Tremont. Nice to know you. Keep an eye on Tree. He’s gonna change the world.”

Big Herb spent the next hour telling me about Tree. None of it sounded credible, but it was irresistible. A few days later, I found myself on a sod farm on the outskirts of Brooksville, Florida, watching Tree knock rising 4-iron shots through a Hula-Hoop held high by his father. Any errant shot could have knocked Herb out, but he had total faith in his son. The day Tree qualified for his first U.S. Open, my 3,500-word piece on him was ready to go. The story was picked up everywhere. After his ninth-place finish in the first tournament of his life, I was interviewed by CBS Evening News and Good Morning America, by a dozen radio stations and NPR, by Golf Channel and ESPN. For a while there, I was the Tree Tremont expert. It landed me a side job, a writing contract with Golf Digest. For a couple of years I had access to Tree that nobody else had. I got the word on his engagement to Belinda before anybody else.

But by the day of the wedding, on an island off Key West, I was in the media boat like everybody else. When the baby pictures of the twins came—a boy and a girl—they went straight to People. By then I couldn’t get one-on-ones with Tree anymore. He was the Tree Corp.

That day at the sod farm, Tree was funny and smart and likable. Little Josh was a toddler then, Meg was pregnant, and I was feeling my way through the father-and-husband business. I admired Tree and Herb’s father-son bond. They almost seemed like contemporaries.

“You know what has two thumbs, speaks French, and loves blow jobs?” Tree asked me one day at the sod farm.

I said I did not.

Tree dropped his club, pointed his thumbs at his chest, and said, “Moi!”

I kind of doubted that Tree actually knew anything firsthand about oral sex—his life was so cordoned off.

Big Herb just about fell to the grass. When his back was straight again, he said, “Now, I know you ain’t gonna put that in the paper, Josh.” And I didn’t.

That was the tradeoff for the access. They could be themselves around me, trusting that I knew what to print and what to leave out. I didn’t know if Pete would have approved, but it felt right to me. My father had taught me golf, and though I never got even close to good, there was something about Herb and Tree that felt familiar to me. I was on the inside of a once-in-a-lifetime story, and I liked it.

Big Herb and Tree’s mother, Helene, were still together when I first started coming around. Helene had a kindly manner and an old-fashioned correctness and the kind of skin that burned after ten minutes in the Florida afternoon sun. She popped in at the sod farm every time I was there, pouring pink lemonades for us from a giant thermos.

Mrs. Tremont asked me a series of courtly questions about where I had grown up and how I had become a sportswriter. Her “hobby,” she said, was poetry; every so often she sent one of her poems to the editor of her church’s newsletter. But she didn’t have much time for that. “Not with this guy and this guy,” she said, pointing to her husband and son. They were working in the dirt, discussing how you add bounce to a sand wedge by opening up the face. “They believe in six squares a day. We have two refrigerators and a freezer. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

When Mrs. Tremont wasn’t there, Big Herb worked blue. One day at the sod farm, he said to Tree, “I want you to move that left thumb to the right just a cunt hair and hold it down hard.” Tree did exactly as told and started hitting beautiful low draw shots. I could only dream about hitting shots like that.

“For the British Open, into the wind, right?” Tree said.

“You got it, Bo.”

That name came from Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Shirley Temple’s black tap-dancing partner. Herb said to me, “My son might sound white to you. Lord knows his mother is whiter than Billy Graham. But Tree knows a lot of brothers danced a lot of soft shoe for white folks so he’d have the chance to make more money in a week than most people will make in their lives.”

I didn’t use any of that, either. There was more than enough good stuff, and I figured I’d be writing about Tree for years to come.

•   •   •

I came out of my drift and looked at my watch. It had been nearly an hour since Emerson had sent me his text.

A breathtaking woman entered the diner alone, wearing a short skirt and high heels. As she came closer, I could see she was expertly made up.

She came right to my booth. “You’re Josh.”

I must have looked shocked.

“Your picture’s on the website.” She sat down. “I’m Emerson. Before I say one word, I want to know where you got my name and number.”

She had immediately put me in a tough spot.

“Unfortunately, that’s not something I can tell you.”

She got up.

“Wait, please.”

She stood at the table.

“I got it at work.”

Emerson sat. “Look,” she said. “Some very nasty shit is about to go down, and some powerful people and powerful companies are not going to be happy about it.”

One of the old-gal waitresses came by, took Emerson’s coffee order, and said to me, “Be sure to say hi to Lily for me.”

Emerson’s eyes were bloodshot. Her hand shook as she raised her water glass. “I’m telling my story to Eye of the World. My girlfriend’s father knows the editor there. I talked to them one day, and the next there was a contract and a check at my front door. I didn’t even give them anything close to my best stuff. What I did, technically, is sell them a picture of Amanda and Tree and me together upstairs at Gents. It’s a very revealing picture.”

My mind was racing. I opened my notebook and said, “So they paid you for the picture. If you don’t mind me asking, what’d you get?”

She read an incoming message on her cell phone and said, “This has to be completely off the record.”

I closed my notebook.

“You know what that means?” she said.

“It means I can’t use what you tell me unless I can confirm the information with another source and leave you out of it,” I said.

“I was told that’s background basis,” she said.

Emerson was correct, and I knew it. I wondered where she had learned the difference.

“I’m saying you can’t use any of this,” she said. “Not a word. Do you know the power these people have?” Her chin fell in her chest. She was a surgically enhanced party girl, but there was something vulnerable about her, too. “Twenty thousand,” she said. Her voice was low.

Not a lot of money, really, when you consider what Tree might have paid for the picture. Maybe she felt the same way.

“Can we start over?” I asked. “How can I help you?”

She looked around the quiet diner, then at me, and she was off.

“I started dating Tree two years ago. Our anniversary is coming up. You know, he was really nice. A freak between the sheets but a gentleman on the street, you know? He’d say, ‘The thing about Belinda, she can’t give me what I need, but she’s the mother of my children. I can’t walk.’ Very, you know, honorable.

“What you got to realize is that he can’t give me up. He’s like an addict. He texts me like twenty, thirty times a day. He’ll text me from the car with his wife right next to him. He’ll say, ‘When can I see you? I gotta see you.’

“I actually feel sorry for him. All that money. Good-looking guy. Great body. But he’s led such an army life, you know? Up at five and all that. With me, he always wanted to experiment, get a buzz on, try things. And I introduced him to my best friend, Amanda. He wanted three-ways, and that was cool, ’cause Amanda and me, we’re fine with that. He liked to watch us. So that went on for like the past year. We’d be with him at his golf tournaments. But never on Sundays. Belinda doesn’t miss Sundays. You know that special black shirt he wears every time he’s in the hunt on a Sunday? He told me he didn’t give a shit about it but that Belinda was all into that Catholic superstitious shit and she makes him wear it, that black shirt with the red armbands. He said his sponsors like to see the twins and Belinda on the eighteenth green whenever he wins, that it’s worth an extra twenty million a year. It’s so funny. He wins and his wife gives him a little peck on each cheek, like they’re meeting at the airport or something. It’s so pathetic. And the kids are on his legs like dogs pissing on a hydrant.

“My dad’s like, ‘Look at them kids. What kind of fucking sport is that? You don’t see kids running around after a football game, do you?’ I told that to Tree. He laughed his ass off. He goes, ‘Your father’s right.’

“So it was all good. But then, about ten days ago, ’Manda goes, ‘Don’t be mad at me, but I gotta tell you something.’ She’s like, ‘Tree told me not to say anything to you, but I didn’t think that would be, you know, ethical.’ So I know this is gonna be good. She says, ‘Tree wants to take me to Maui for the first tournament of the year. He’s gonna stick around afterward to look at a hotel project, and he wants my design ideas.’

“Design my ass. You should see her condo. She’s got like artwork made out of Fruit Loops, the stupidest shit you’ve ever seen. Design. That’s just Tree looking for cover. So now I’m out? That skank over me? Fuck that, and fuck Tree, too.

“I know Eye of the World’s gonna be in Hawaii. I want the story out. But then I start freaking out, because you know people will say, ‘Yeah, what do you expect, it’s the Eye.’ Last week they had that mother delivering a Martian baby. They got all that crazy shit. So if it comes out in the Eye and nobody believes it, then the joke’s on me. So I was telling Pete all this, and he said for the story to be credible, it had to be told by a real sportswriter, by somebody who knows Tree. That’s why I’m sitting here with you.”

“Pete?” I asked.

Emerson look confused. I hadn’t given up Pete when Emerson first arrived, but now it was obvious how I came to have Emerson’s cell number.

“Your boss. From the paper?” she said.

“Pete Hough,” I said.

“Yeah. Sweetheart. Hangs out upstairs at Gents. I’m a hostess there. We call him Payday Pete. He comes once every two weeks on Friday nights.”

Pete, in his plaid-on-plaid, upstairs at Gents, writing numbers on matchbooks. Unbelievable.

Emerson took a Marriott pen from my breast pocket, removed the cap with her teeth, and wrote down flight information on my Great American Diner/Great American Generals place mat. According to Emerson, Amanda was flying to Maui on the first Wednesday in January, on United out of Miami through LAX.

Emerson dropped the pen back in my pocket. “I’m going to the ladies’,” she said. “Lose my number.”

I watched her get up and march straight out the front door. I wanted to call Lily. I looked at my watch. It was one in the morning. It felt much later. I made a slow drive home, dazed.


[image: image]Pete said he wanted the story, and he sure as hell didn’t want the Eye beating us on it, so a few days into the new year, I found myself flying a gruesome combination of flights engineered by Pete and Travelocity.com for maximum cheapness: Tampa to Dallas, Dallas to San Francisco, San Francisco to Honolulu, Honolulu to Maui. Four legs, middle seats all the way. But with one breath of the fragrant, humid Hawaii air, the flights were a bad memory.

I used to make regular trips to Maui for the Kapalua Championship, to write state-of-Tree stories, but in recent years the trips had been canceled because of the paper’s vicious cost-cutting. I was glad to be back.

A PGA Tour event is comprised of four rounds that are played over four days, starting early on Thursday mornings and finishing late on Sunday afternoons. When Tree was in contention, a hundred million people around the world watched. When he wasn’t playing, the number was less than half that. PGA Tour officials—and just about everybody else with a financial stake in the game—prayed for him to play well.

Tree opened with a first-round 63, tying his own course record, the best round of the day by three shots. What a way to start the year. Virtually every person at the tournament was following Tree, thousands of people, traipsing the canyons of Kapalua’s Plantation Course. As soon as I saw Tree toiling in his vineyards, I stopped caring about Amanda and Emerson, whether Pete was a regular at Gents, Eye of the World—all of it. I was watching the greatest athlete in the world at the height of his powers. It was mesmerizing for the casual sports fan. For the serious golf aficionado, which I still was, it was intoxicating. Tree used his mind and his body to make a golf ball do things that others could not.

Even from two hundred yards away, Tree Tremont was an unmistakable figure. He was built like a martini glass, with powerful shoulders and a chest tapering to a thirty-inch waist, all of it accentuated by his tight European-cut clothing that Belinda hand-picked for him, as Tree liked to remind reporters. (He was giving himself plausible deniability.) By comparison, the other players looked like they had just stepped off a shuffleboard court. Tree’s stride radiated athleticism, confidence, superiority. There was something virile about his presence, certainly for women but for men, too. Twenty weeks a year, whether you saw him live or on your flat-screen TV, people watched Tree Tremont throw grass in the air, and it excited them in ways they couldn’t even articulate.

In theory, I was paid to be a neutral observer, but you couldn’t be neutral, writing about Tree Tremont. I knew a lot of sportswriters who felt overmatched, covering him. The speed at which he won his first thirteen major championships and fifty-three PGA Tour victories had no precedent. A lot of us with no blueprint were lost. My take on him was that as easy as Tree could make the game look, he was a grinder at heart. He brought intensity to every shot, and he played in a controlled fury. On Friday, for the second round, it was humid, and his mocha skin was glistening by the first green. The golfing highlight of the day came on the fairway of the par-5 fifteenth. He stood dead still and assessed a thorny shot. He was standing on a tilted fairway, his ball below his feet. The pin was on the front left of the green. He’d have to hold a draw against a slice wind. The shot required strength, nerve, and superior skill. Most players would have chosen the safety of laying up. Tree pulled out a 1-iron, a club so unforgiving that only he carried one. I once asked him when he’d replace it with its modern, easy-to-hit equivalent, the 15-degree hybrid. “When Hogan does,” he said. The long-dead Ben Hogan.

Tree took a few purposeful practice swings. Many golf swings on Tour, clinging to old models of gentlemanliness, were long and graceful and artistic. Tree’s action was blunt and forceful and scientific. I had seen him play tens of thousands of shots, but the violence of his action still awed me. He lashed at the ball on fifteen at Kapalua and drove it through the heavy air with an audible sizzle. The TV cameras and spectators followed the ball, as they always did. I watched Tree. From his cocky twirl of the club, I knew it was a superb shot and that he knew it, too. That twirl move was a rare move for him. The ball came to rest twenty feet from the hole.

He stalked the eagle putt, missed it, but went on to shoot a second-round 64. He was leading by five with two rounds to play. The tournament was all but over. Stepping from the scorer’s tent behind the eighteenth green, Tree was greeted by tiny Bill McNabb from Golf Channel. Tree took one look at him and couldn’t stop laughing. “Jee-zus, did you microwave your face? You’re gonna be the reddest Irishman in Orlando.”

McNabb laughed heartily, flattered by Tree’s putdowns.

Tree resented that Golf Channel monopolized so much of the Tour programming. The cable outfit was costing him money. CBS and NBC and ESPN gave him so much more exposure. Richard Fenimore, the commissioner of the PGA Tour, lived in fear that Tree would someday criticize their TV contracts, and negotiating the TV contracts was the commissioner’s most important job. But Tree never did. He always played his part in all things. After every round, regardless of his score, he answered questions from Golf Channel stand-up guys and everybody else. Back when Tree turned pro, Big Herb told him, “You play golf for free. You get paid to promote.” Tree understood that TV made myths and that myths made people rich. After the twins were born, Tree did spots for Saturn about the importance of car safety. He talked over footage that showed him strapping his kids into their car seats. Nobody I knew had ever seen Tree Tremont driving a Saturn. He was a Bugatti guy, a Maybach guy, a Range Rover guy. A tricked-out Hummer now and again. He did not drive Saturns. I knew that; the general population did not. Another thing I never wrote up.

Tree pretended to treat McNabb’s questions with great earnestness. On-camera, he was always thoughtful but careful, sometimes amusing, occasionally funny. Never sarcastic, never cutting, never off-message. His discipline was astounding. He told McNabb how refreshed he was from having spent the holidays with his family. He told a story about his daughter asking Santa for a green jacket. He imitated her high voice: “ ‘I want one just like the one you got for winning the Masters, Daddy.’ ”

He credited his good play to his new 5.75-degree driver made by Arrow Golf, the manufacturer, which paid him $30 million a year. He owned a piece of the company, too. “That new Arrow driver is giving me another fifteen yards, and I love how I’m flighting it,” he told McNabb. Flighting it. That was one of Tree’s ways of letting people in, by using the terms of his craft in ways other people did not. No duffer ever talks about how he flights his driver.

When the interview was over, Tree hopped in a golf cart that raced up a steep hill toward the press room. (Pete rejected the phrase media center, and I followed his example.) I jogged up the hill and arrived winded, just as the press conference was beginning. I settled in my seat and Tree gave me a nod.

Up on a little stage were two oversize armchairs, one for Tree and one for a young PGA Tour media official, Tom Delaney. The scrim behind them was dotted with corporate logos.

“We are joined by Tree Tremont,” Delaney said. He was excitable and nervous. “Tree followed his course-record-tying sixty-three with a sensational sixty-four, giving him a four-stroke lead.”

Tree whispered something to him.

“Excuse me, five-stroke lead,” Delaney said. “Five shots clear. So, Tree, even for you, this is a pretty nice way to start a new year. Why don’t you give us a few thoughts on the round, and we’ll open it up for questions.”

I waited for what I knew would be Tree Tremont’s first witticism of the year.

“Well, I broke eighty, so that was pretty good,” he said.

He had decided to go with old reliable, trotting out a line that was familiar to me and other veterans but likely new material to most of the local media and the tournament volunteers who had crowded the back of the room. They laughed on cue and a little too loudly.

“You know, I drove it on a string today. I really controlled my traj with the irons, flighted the driver beautifully, and I was very happy with how I putted,” Tree said. “Yesterday I made a bunch of putts, but I didn’t like how the ball was going in the hole. It was kind of tumbling in a little off-center. Today my ball was hugging the ground and diving into the hole like a scared gopher. That was satisfying. That’s what I like to see.”

Tree was the only player on Tour who complained about the way he made putts. Other players, after a couple of pints, would tell you that if they could putt like Tree, they’d be Tree. It wasn’t true, not for any of them. Not for Vijay Singh, not for Sergio García, not even for Rickie Fowler.

There were a dozen or so questions about specific things in the round. I knew or could account for every reporter in the room. Nobody looked to be from Eye of the World. I looked at the photographers in the back. About them I could be less sure. Just thinking about the Eye made my feet itchy. The Eye could turn everything I knew upside down. Unless we did it ourselves first.

A woman in a straw hat from a Honolulu golf magazine said, “Tree, I have to ask you this: Do you think you can win?”

The four or five regular golf-beat guys cringed at her question and its wording, but Tree just flashed his famous smile, showing off his orderly, Crest-sponsored teeth. He had a warm, happy, easy smile. A killer smile, really. “Well, I’m not here to work on my tan, ma’am,” he said. That was one of his regular jokes, too, and the closest he ever came to acknowledging his racial lineage. People laughed. “Do I think I can win? Yes, but there’s a lot of golf still to be played.”

I put a finger in the air and waited for Delaney to make eye contact. He pointed my way, and a volunteer scurried over and handed me a wireless microphone.

“Tree, as you know, the U.S. Open is at Pebble Beach this year, and the British Open is at St. Andrews, two of your favorite venues.” After all these years, it was still jarring for me to hear my amplified voice. I sounded nervous and absurd. I plowed on. “The only thing you haven’t done in your career is win all four majors in one year. Is this the year you do it?”

“Well, Joshie,” Tree said. I have to admit that it was a little thrill every time he called me by name in a press conference. “It’s interesting you would bring that up, because I was ruminating on that during the flight over.”

Ruminating. Tree loved fifty-cent words. His mother was a stickler for grammar, syntax, SAT-vocab words. She came to tournaments with pocket dictionaries. Big Herb once told me, “In the boardroom and the press room, Tree’s gotta sound white. Only place he gets to be black is the bedroom.”

Tree looked at me and said, “I do believe a calendar Slam is well within reason. I’ve won all four majors in a row, just spread across two seasons. No reason I can’t win ’em all again. That’s my intention for this year. You know, this is the year I turn thirty. I’m getting to be an old man. Not old like you, but old. Better do it while I can, right?”

The room buzzed. This was news. Nobody had ever won the four professional majors in the same calendar year. It was an audacious thing to say—not that it was his goal but that to win all four this year was his intention. When any normal citizen of the world wants to make news, he has to make all sorts of effort, using Twitter and Facebook and publicists. All Tree had to do was open his mouth. Typically, his ambitions were locked in the well-guarded fortress of his inner self. On this occasion, he was standing up and saying he was in open pursuit of golf’s holiest grail, the Grand Slam.






OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f00xv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/swinger.jpg
te
gw [ Kg/@f"





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
g é;/p;,(yw"

A NOVEL

I

MICHAEL BAMBERGER
aip ALAN SHIPNUCK

SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS Smportsllustrated
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi B OOKS





OEBPS/images/9781451657579_cover.jpg
NATIONAL BESTSELLER

“Hilarious . . . A sensational novel of life on Tour.” —Golf Magazine

e

MITHAEL ALAN
BAMBERGER | SHIPNUCK







