

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Wednesday-Thursday

Thursday

Thursday-Friday

Friday

Friday-Saturday

Saturday

Saturday-Sunday

Sunday

Monday-Tuesday

Epilogue

ABOUT THE AUTHOR




Ang Tak



Helen Yeomans

GUARDS PUBLISHING





Copyright © 2012 Yeomans Associates Ltd.



All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review.



Published by Guards Publishing, an imprint of Yeomans Associates Ltd.

www.helenyeomans.com

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.



Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication



Yeomans, Helen, 1949-

         Ang Tak [electronic resource] / Helen Yeomans.



Includes bibliographical references.

Electronic monograph issued in PDF format.

Also issued in print format.

ISBN 978-0-9693219-4-1



         I. Title.



PS8647.E65A55 2012           C813'.6          C2011-907753-1



The lines on page 319 are from the poem “Seaside Golf” by John Betjeman (John Murray Publishers Ltd.).

Cover design by Felix E. Ferreiro

Printed in the United States of America















For my father,
a player and a sportsman;

and in memory of my mother,

who loved the Masters.
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Funeral of Chhiri Sherpa

KATHMANDU: Hundreds of mourners witnessed the funeral of Chhiri Sherpa, killed last Friday along with nine members of the Royal Family at Narayanhiti Palace. Chhiri was Nepal’s most famous Sherpa since Tenzing Norgay. He is survived by his wife Mollie, son Lhakpa Gyeltsen, 7 and brother Pemba.

--The Everest Times, June 5, 2001







WEDNESDAY-THURSDAY

Amen Corner

People say it really began years ago, what happened last April at the Masters. Not for me. It began for me the night before the tournament, when I stood on the Hogan Bridge at Amen Corner and said a prayer for Josh.

Maybe I should give you a few details about myself. My name is Katrina Archer but I mostly go by Kat. I’m thirty-four, from Vancouver. I went to school there (Lord Byng) and university. I’ve always loved sports, golf especially. I used to play the public courses, Fraserview and McCleery. Then my dad got a membership to Vancouver Club through work, and we used to play there Fridays and weekends. You might say I grew up playing hills.

I wasn’t really happy at UBC, except for meeting Josh, so I took off for Florida to try to break into the LPGA. Long story short, that didn’t work. I was sort of en route home when I stopped off in Hilton Head to watch the PGA event and I happened to be hanging round the parking lot the Thursday morning Charlie Jorgensen fired his caddie. The guy had been coming to work late and hung over ever since Charlie won the Masters two years before, so now he was history and Charlie started for the pro shop to see if they had any caddies available and I practically fell all over him. He looked me over—I’m pretty well set up, five foot nine and strong—and I wonder how many decisions in this world get made just because someone wants a quiet life? Charlie said he’d give me a try and that was eleven years ago. We hit it off and we had a relationship that was a mixture of professional and friendship. Charlie had a solid marriage and two kids, and Josh and I were tight. But we spent more time together than with either of our families. We both love sports and we’re both what you might call opinionated. 

Caddies make good money if their players do well. Charlie got as high as eighth in the world a few years ago. Now he lies around forty-fifth, but in the years I’ve worked for him he never made less than a million in winnings any year except for the last three, and generally much higher. Caddies take home anywhere from five to ten percent of their player’s winnings, and Charlie’s deal with me was a flat ten percent, so I was always able to afford plane fare. Josh was a landscape architect, so we had pretty much the same busy season. We got married the year after I hooked up with Charlie. And that’s why I was at Amen Corner that Wednesday night. Josh used to come to the Masters, and he’d spend most of his time down here, at the low end of the property. It was like a kind of shrine to him. I’d always give him a backwards tip of the cap as we crossed the Hogan Bridge, and sometimes I’d try to spot him when I was on the other side looking back at the stands. Not often, because my mind was on the game. But Josh died in January of liver cancer, and so on the Wednesday night before the competition I went down there to say goodbye. 

I hadn’t expected to be at the Masters this year, because Charlie’s back had been acting up and he phoned in early March to say he was canceling. It suited me. But he hadn’t finished. 

“I want you to caddie for the kid who won the British Amateur.” 

“No thanks.” I knew the kid he meant. English-Asian hothead. Made the news last year when he socked a spectator he claimed was making racist remarks.

“Yes, Kat. It’ll be good for you, and he needs your experience.”

We went back and forth on this for a while but in the end I didn’t care enough either way, which is how I came to be at Augusta in April as usual.

I stood on the Hogan Bridge that night looking down at the stars in Rae’s Creek. I thought about Josh and I said goodbye in my mind. Thought about pine-scented air freshener and how it’s not the same as the real thing. Then I looked up past the black pines at the night sky. Midnight blue is an amazing color. 

I could hear the softest echo of my footsteps as I walked off the bridge. Never noticed that before.

Kathmandu

At midday, the narrow side street off Asan Tole market was busy but less noisy than the main bazaar. Two tourists hovered round a tea-seller’s stand. One ate momos, dumplings filled with water buffalo. The other watched as the tea-seller scooped a ladle of frothy milk from the rolling boil in the saucepan into a plastic glass of tea. The glass and five rupees changed hands.

From a portable radio next to the saucepan, a program was audible in the quieter side street. “You’re listening to DuChat, 96.3 on your FM dial and today the Coca-Cola Hour is devoted to golf, golf, golf. Tonight begins the Masters and our guest is the secretary of the Royal Nepal Golf Club—” 

Two dogs fought over garbage, the loser barking noisily; sellers advertised massages, watches, cauliflowers, transportation. “Rickshaw to Durbar Square only fifty rupees. Fifty rupees! . . . Okay, sir, for you only forty rupees.”

“It is the first time a Nepali has been invited to this most exclusive tournament and we should be very proud—”

Honking horns answered an annoyed moo. Overhead, amid a maze of wires and shop signs, washing hung from balcony rails, and women leaned on the rails and chatted across the narrow street. The whirring of sewing machines issued from open windows in the narrow buildings, and the air smelled of spices and dung and sewer odors.

“Right!” The radio host was enthusiastic. “Let’s take another call, this time from Dharan.” 

Next to the tea-seller, a thin woman in a faded crimson sari squatted against the wall with Raju, a street musician. Today he was selling handmade flutes, a hundred rupees each, along with a meager assortment of leather belts. He glanced at his watch and then at his companion. “Time to eat, didi.” Older sister. He was in his mid-thirties; so was she but she looked much older. She was a street sweeper.

The high-pitched voice of a female radio caller carried over the street sounds. “It is very good that Lhakpa has done so well. But we should not forget his father. I myself could never believe that the Crown Prince killed Chhiri. He liked him! And I think—”

“Oh, that is a bit off-topic, caller—”

Raju grunted. “She has a point, that person.”

The radio host continued: “Let’s talk about Lhakpa’s style of play. Do you think it is suited to the Augusta golf course?”

“I never believed it was the Crown Prince, myself,” said the tea-seller. “The Maoists had the most to gain from the king’s death. But where have they got us? Bandhas.” Strikes. “Nothing but bandhas.”

A small boy dashed along the cobbled street, yelling, waving a cut down three-iron and wearing a baseball cap, green with white lettering: Lhakpa. Two more kids followed, one dragging the other on a piece of stiff corrugated plastic, both laughing their heads off.

 “We have someone else on the line. Good morning, caller! Do you have a question for our guest?”

“I want to say that the last person was right. Surely we should recognize by now that King Birendra was killed by his brother. It was to his advantage to kill him.”

“We are here talking about golf—”

The caller ploughed ahead. “The Crown Prince may have pulled the trigger but his uncle was behind the whole thing.”

Raju snorted again. “If they had ever listened to me, they would know who pulled the trigger!” He got to his feet. “I am so sick of this. Who was driving the jeep that night? Who?”

The street sweeper put her hands over her ears. 

 The tea-seller stared at him. “What jeep, Raju?” 

“The jeep! The jeep! The jeep that drove out of the south gate at 9:05 that night! Right after the shooting! Who was driving that jeep, I want to know?”

“Did you see the jeep, Raju?”

“Yes yes yes I saw the jeep! But I was on the other side of the road. It was getting dark. I could not see who drove. One man. It was one man.”

“You told the authorities, of course.”

“Of course I told the authorities! But they paid no attention. What does an ignorant street musician know?” He turned away in disgust. “Pah!” Then in a calmer tone, “Time to eat, didi.”

Leaving the tourists to eat in the street, the two entered a small restaurant, and as they did so, the street sweeper spoke. “I know who can help you, bhai.” Brother.

“Who is that?”

“Mingma.”

O         O         O

“Have you got anything for me?” Rab Manga was the principal talent at Dharmedia, hired at great expense from an Indian TV station. His salary was more than the combined pay of all the other employees, including the group manager.

“We’re evaluating these leads on the massacre,” answered the group manager. The two men had crossed paths in the lobby.

“That’s stale.”

“It’s all we’ve got at the moment.” He added, “The public doesn’t seem to think it’s stale.”

State-owned Nepal TV had a stranglehold on Masters coverage, and Joy TV, the television arm of Dharmedia, was scrambling to find anything to run against it. The response on DuChat 96.3 had taken everyone by surprise, and three reporters were following up on all calls.

“Can’t you get the kid?”

“He’s tied up,” said the group manager, an expatriate New Yorker, drily. “We’re trying to get his caddie.”

“His caddie? Who cares about his caddie?”

The group manager shrugged. “We can’t compete with NTV. They’ve got the resources of the country behind them.”

“That’s not saying much, is it?” Rab Manga scowled and his eye fell on the sign in the lobby. “And get rid of that bloody e,” he said and strode off.

The owner of Dharmedia was a Buddhist. While caste had been officially outlawed in Nepal more than fifty years earlier, it remained alive and well among the Hindu majority and even among some Buddhists. When he bought the media group the owner had caused a sign to be placed in the lobby in both Nepali and English: Caste is Past. The janitor had added a final e. “It is silent,” he explained to the group manager, “but it adds a pleasing symmetry to the phrase, do you not think?”

“Very pleasing,” the group manager had agreed, appreciating the sign’s inadvertent accuracy. Regretfully, he had explained the difference between “past” and “paste,” and the final e had been taken down. Unfortunately, the letters were adhesive, a Chinese knockoff of an American product, and the final e took with it the surface of the underlying veneer, also of Chinese origin, leaving a faint outline that no amount of scrubbing would remove. Now, as Rab Manga disappeared down the hall, the group manager gazed at the sign for the umpteenth time. He was seventy-three, informal editor/production chief for all of Dhar­media, training the editors, reporters and production staff under him.

A load-shedding moment washing over him. “What to do,” he murmured—ke ho ke ho, almost a national refrain—and turned away. 

 As he approached the conference room for a progress report, the door opened and one of the reporters, Vineeta Bhool, passed him, cellphone to her ear and headed for the lobby. She disconnected as she came out on to the front steps of the Dharmedia building. Two Nepalis had just arrived, one holding a cellphone. He gave the customary greeting, putting his hands together and inclining his head.

“Namaste, Vineeta.” He was nineteen, small but strong. A Sherpa.

“Namaste, Mingma, how are you?” She had met him last year while writing an article on his school, part of a series on education in Kathmandu.

Mingma lost no time. “I must return to the school, but here is Raju, who listened to your radio show and knows something about the killing of King Birendra. I have told him you will hear his story.” He raised a hand to them both, turned and jogged off down the street. 

Raju looked skeptically at the reporter and waited. 

“Hello Raju,” said Vineeta. She motioned him to follow her, and returned inside. Raju waited in the lobby until she returned for him and took him to the empty conference room, where they sat down across from each other at the table. 

 Raju thought he might as well get this over with. “I am a Dalit,” he said. It was an uncharacteristic remark but Raju was in a mood. He was actually one of Nepal’s six thousand gandharbas or street musicians; one of the many untouch­able classes lumped together under the catch-all term “Dalit.”

“So am I,” said Vineeta. 

He stared. “That is impossible! Dalits are street sweepers and musicians.”

“And reporters.” She returned his gaze and waited. Vineeta had broad features, a stolid expression and a quick mind. 

Raju said nothing for fully twenty seconds. Then finally, “Ha!” His mood lightened and he regarded the woman with respect.

“What can you tell me?” she asked. 

“I was at the palace the night of the massacre. I was walking past the south gate. At 9:05 a jeep came out. I was across the street. I saw the jeep with one person in it. It turned west and I was going east. I thought no more about it until the next day.”

Vineeta noted the details. “What were you doing there at that time of night?”

“I was going to play at the Yak and Yeti. A group of Japanese tourists wanted sarangi music.” The sarangi is a traditional Nepali stringed instrument, not to everyone’s taste: it sounds like a seagull in a certain amount of pain. 

She questioned him further but there was little he could add. He had not heard the gunshots. The jeep had had no particular markings; it was just an ordinary army jeep. He was sure about the time because he’d just glanced at his watch, worried about being late for his gig.

She promised to look into the information and he left, walking on air because someone had at last listened to his story. She ran the details past the group manager.

“Interesting,” he said. Unlike the reporter, who was too young to remember the details, he recalled that night very well, and the days that followed. He did not recall ever hearing this particular bit of information. 

“I will interview the servants.”

“And the surviving royals and their ADCs. Palace security. But check online first. You should be able to find the official report.” He glanced at his watch. “Is your laptop charged?”

She reminded him that the city’s power would be staying on at night during the golf tournament, and left to find her computer. 

Brain’s not what it was, muttered the group manager sourly to himself. In his youth, he had been assistant managing editor of a New York daily. He had left to write the great American novel and had found himself, after many diversions, in Kathmandu, and here he had stayed. The novel was in a suitcase in his room, not quite finished. It had been not quite finished twenty-five years ago, but he had become attached to this little country, whose population ebbed and flowed with tourists, Tibetan refugees and Indian gangsters. Sandwiched between two superpowers, it had been struggling for a decade to define its republican self and move forward. 

He checked his watch. Five-thirty Thursday afternoon meant 7:45 Thursday morning in Augusta, Georgia. Nearly time. He could hear the television as he neared the lunch­room. 

O         O         O

Two men, one a colonel in the combat dress of the Nepal Army, sat at a table in the restaurant of the Yak and Yeti casino. The room was filling up; the television screens placed strategically around the walls showed talking heads, volume low, against a background of Augusta National Golf Course. They could hear the roulette wheels upstairs. 

The Chinese diplomat, a heavy-set man of fleshy features, raised his drink, glanced at the screen nearest him and decided to change the subject. “Do you follow the golf, Colonel?” He took a sip.

The Colonel refused to be deflected. “So you can tell me nothing about these men?” 

The diplomat shook his head impatiently. “Do you really think China is invading your northern border? Of course not.” He was conscious of the Colonel’s scrutiny. Sounds of excitement from upstairs penetrated his thoughts. “Shall we have a wager, Colonel? I wager that if we fly up there, you and I, we will find not a trace of this horde of Chinese invaders.”

“No horde. Just a team of engineers, by the sound of it. I’m still investigating.” He nodded and stood up. “And I have no doubt they’ve hiked out by now.”

“Oh come, Colonel. Perhaps it was a party of tourists. Or perhaps your villager was daydreaming—or drunk. Here, let us have a bet on our two players. Lin Jinhai against your Lhakpa Pinasa.” He savored the sweet blended liqueurs of his drink, gazing at the opening ceremony now displayed on the screen. 

The Colonel studied him. “Lhakpa Pinasa is an amateur. What are you trying to prove?”

The Chinese threw up his hands. “Very well. Lin against the field, if you prefer.”

“Good evening.” The soldier turned and strode out of the restaurant.



THURSDAY

It is nevertheless a game of considerable passion, either of the explosive type, or that which burns inwardly
 and sears the soul. –Bobby Jones

Kat’s Story 

“Fore please. Lhakpa Gyeltsen Pinasa now driving.”

Patrons milling round behind the tee box, volunteers with arms and signs held high for silence. The picture froze as Tony went through his pre-shot routine. Just under six feet, good shoulders and a well-setup body, wearing a creased off-white shirt and chinos, color-coordinated shoes. He wore a visor and his hair stuck up on the crown of his head. The best thing about him color wise was his skin: bronze with a tinge of pink. I checked that online and that’s his exact color. 

He addressed the ball and produced a smooth swing, clean contact and a slight draw. Nice. The ball dropped about two hundred and eighty-five yards out, just before the crest. Mild applause (it was only eight-fifteen and we were the first group). First-tee jitters are the same for golfers everywhere, but they’re magnified at a major and it was good to get away.

Stillson started off as I took the driver, inspected, wiped, replaced, covered it, picked up the bag (only thirty-five pounds, five less than Charlie’s) and took off after Tony. That’s what he prefers to be called; suits me. 

Augusta National is full of traditions. The honorary starter is a good example, where old champions, the great ones, get to hit first to start off the tournament. For years Sam Snead and Byron Nelson did the honors together. Arnold Palmer took over for a few years. Sometimes it can take a while for the starter to get going. Maybe you know: old bones and early mornings don’t mix. We’d waited inside the ropes, Tony and I, then Stillson and his caddie, Monk, joined us. I braced myself.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Kat,” said Stillson. He managed to grasp my hand in both of his. “I’ve been praying for you and for Josh’s soul.”

I muttered something and shot Monk a grateful look when he changed the subject. 

“When’s Charlie back? Miss his smiling face.”

“June probably.” I managed to extract my hand and looked for something more to say. “Me too.”

Then the starting ceremony began and now we were off and running, only a few minutes late.

The fairway drops down about thirty feet in front of the tee box and I paid attention to my footing. Caddies wear tennis shoes at Augusta National, not spikes. It means less wear and tear on the course, but in the rain or early morning, when there’s moisture on the ground, you don’t want to make a fool of yourself going up and down slopes. So I hustled with care down the slope. The two players, the width of the tee box apart, were well out on the fairway as I caught up with Monk. His real name’s Mike, but he’s bald under his cap except for a fringe round the bottom. That plus his player gave him his nickname.

“Heard from Bullet last night,” he said. Normal Thursday-Friday play is in threesomes. We’re only a twosome because Bullet’s player fell down the stairs last weekend and tore a ligament.

“How was he?”

We were walking fast to catch up with the two players. Monk gave me a sideways glance and I got his drift. “Oh man.” Everyone wants to come to Augusta, caddies as well as players.

“He’s out for six to eight weeks,” said Monk. 

We matched stride for stride, marching down the fairway in our white jumpsuits and green caps. “Poor Bullet,” I said. Monk grunted as he veered off toward the left trees. Stillson’s ball was in the pine straw under the trees, clearly visible against the rust red. I reached Tony and planted the bag. He was pacing around, not exactly impatient but with energy to burn. I glanced at him, not saying anything. It was enough. Sometimes rookies have to be reminded to breathe, and we’d discussed yesterday how I would remind him if he seemed to be getting quick. Now he closed his eyes, looked down at the ground and became very still. I assume this is some kind of meditation thing but I’m not asking. We’re not on those terms.

The members go to great lengths to make amateurs feel comfortable at the Masters. They get a dinner and pep talk on Tuesday night, and that aside, everyone goes out of their way to help them and put them at their ease. The draw is set up to be supportive of the amateurs. Our threesome had included a marquee player and Greg Stillson, both of whom had played Augusta National many times.

The job of a caddie is to adapt—to do and be whatever his player wants. I’d played three practice rounds with Tony earlier in the week. We’d discussed some ground rules and I’d formed some impressions. He was something of a loner, I found, maybe because of his reputation as a hothead or maybe from inclination. He liked to keep his own council. He also soaked up information wherever he found it. For our practice rounds he’d had me suggest the club and the shot, and on the greens the line and the break. For the tournament we had agreed that he would describe what he planned on each shot and I would put in my two cents whenever I felt it necessary.

For someone with a completely undistinguished amateur career—his only win of any significance was the British Amateur, which he’d won last year after coming second three times—he had plenty of confidence. The good kind. He didn’t brag or anything; he just seemed comfortable in himself.

Stillson finished conferring with Monk and took a club. He hit eventually, going up over the trees and coming down long and left of the green. 

We had one-fifty-five on an upslope to a slightly elevated green. The first hole can be quite brutal but it was playing short today with no wind. Common practice is to shoot for the middle of the green and try for your two-putt. But the pin placement was front right and Tony had wanted to try something different. I waited to see if he would stay with his game plan.

“I’m going to draw it in to the front.” It’s a nice shot but testing, and if he’d been Charlie we’d have discussed it. Control your distance and the ball will land just off the green so that it comes in and runs toward the hole, with the slope behind the hole as a backstop.

“Nine,” I said, pulling it out.

“You think?”

I put it back. “Better a hard nine and come up short. You don’t want to be down at the back there behind the green.”

He agreed and I pulled out the club and handed it to him. Stayed put while he got the picture. Swing. “This’ll work fine.” Swing. “I had this shot at the under-sixteens in Bremen,” swing, “fifth hole.” I picked up the bag. Swing. “Oh momma.” I moved away. He went through his routine and took the shot. A beautiful draw, higher than most.

The ball landed just where it was supposed to and ran into the slope. We were lying about fifteen feet from the hole. “Nice.” We exchanged a smile.

“Great shot, Tony,” Stillson said and as they headed down the fairway I heard him ask, “Is this your first time at Augusta National?” I didn’t hear the answer but Tony had said earlier in the week he’d been here twice since winning the Amateur: last October for two weeks, and then again in March for another two. He’d played thirty-six holes most days so he’d got plenty of rounds under his belt. But not under tournament conditions. The shot he’d just hit had been good by any standard.

Patrons were scattered round the green with one or two in the stands and a threesome in the left trees just ahead: a man and two women. I’d met Tony’s mother, Mollie, and his uncle, Gordon Menzies, yesterday. Hadn’t met the girlfriend, Tashi. She flew in last night.

I’d spoken on the phone a couple of times with Gordon. I asked him once if he’d considered getting one of the course caddies for Tony. He said they didn’t have the tournament knowledge or experience any more. At one time players had to use Augusta National caddies. In fact, they set the standard for what a caddie should be. But there was a ruckus one year when none of them turned up on time, so after that players were allowed to bring their own. Some went on using Augusta caddies just for the Masters—Fuzzy Zoeller was one, and Ben Crenshaw. But the original caddies got older and eventually retired, and nowadays most players bring their own. So while Augusta National’s caddies have plenty of course experience they haven’t worked the tournaments, where the course plays very differently.

Stillson took a gazillion practice swings. Tony was standing quite close to his family but didn’t talk to them, nor they to him. Stillson chipped to within about five feet—not bad by Masters standards: getting the ball to stop near the hole is always a challenge, even on Thursday. On the plus side, this morning the greens are pristine: not a mark on them; a far cry from what they’ll be like tomorrow afternoon when we come this way again.

Tony surveyed his putt from both sides, and so did I. “Left edge,” he said and I agreed. He uses a center-shaft blade putter. He made a good, smooth stroke, a tad too hard I thought—it looked as though it might roll by the hole—but it caught the left edge and dropped. He straightened and grinned at me, and I walked over and replaced the flag and gave him a high five. Birdie. On the first hole, first day.

“Nice,” I said as he handed me the ball. He walked off in a springy way toward the second and I heard Stillson’s “Great birdie, Tony” as I followed. There had been a smattering of applause in the early morning light, and now I saw Gordon give him a thumbs up as we passed. Mollie looked thrilled and then her expression changed and I didn’t figure out what it was until much later. Tashi was looking at me as I went past, and I nodded. 

The bunkers at Augusta National are filled with white feldspar. Standing at the front of the tee box, Tony had the fairway bunker on number two as a backdrop. Seen like that, his outfit looked even more dingy. It’s not respectful wearing clothes like that, and that’s all I have to say on the subject.

He would be first to play and I wanted to allow time for the adrenaline to dissipate so I was slow putting the bag down by the right tee marker, and slow to clean the ball.

You probably know this hole: it’s a par five, five hundred and seventy-five down the hill. Long hitters will try for a drive of three-twenty to three-forty taking the fairway bunker out of play and permitting a long-iron second shot. For Tony, the ideal shot is a drive that kicks off the bank near the bunker and continues down the hill. No wind to speak of, and the pin today is behind the left-hand greenside bunker. The easiest approach is from the middle right.

Tony was gazing at the fairway with his hands shoved in his pockets. I decided to put something out there. You don’t want to agonize over these things. He’d been in the bunker once but that was bad luck. “Draw your drive off the bank?” 

“Yes, of course,” he said. “I was just looking at the dogwoods.” He came back to the bag, pulled out the driver and gave me the cover. I hefted the bag and moved off the tee. I’ve been finding there’s a lot to like with his game, and the more I watch him the better I like it. He’s neither quick nor slow with each shot. He’s deliberate, as a conscious choice. Like many aspects of his game this is based on his idol, Nicklaus. But I would call Jack on the slow side, though I never saw him play in his prime. Tony is deliberate but with flow. You can count the steps or stages through each stroke, but he doesn’t linger over any one of them. This is especially true of his putting.

So now, he took his two practice swings, studied the line from behind the ball, glanced at the trees, took his stance—distance from the ball, grip, right foot, then left (closed for a draw)—gathered himself mentally, glanced at the target, one waggle then take away. It was a pretty shot: hugging the right then curving back into the fairway and dropping behind the bunker, with a kick off the slope toward the middle.

Stillson is a long hitter, and this time he found the fairway. We moved off, the two players in front. They’d got to religion by now. I met Monk’s sideways glance as we walked behind, but his expression didn’t change. I have to say, Stillson isn’t one of my favorite players. He’s a Southern Baptist and when the going gets rough his game slows to a crawl. I don’t know for a fact that he recites the entire Lord’s Prayer before every shot, but it sometimes seems like it.

“So I guess you’d be what—a Hindu?” None of your goddamn business, I glared at him but Tony was okay with the question.

“I’m not really anything in a formal way, but if I were I’d be a Buddhist. Or maybe a militant Anglican.” You tell him, kid.

I reminded myself that it was Thursday, and this was pretty typical Thursday conversation. Even at the majors, Thursdays tend to be relatively easy going. You can’t push yourself up to a Sunday pitch on Thursdays and hope to maintain that kind of intensity all four days. In any case, on Thursday all the mistakes, the misclubs, the disasters, lie ahead. It was a beautiful morning—a really exquisite morning if you want to know, with a temperature of about seventy and no clouds. Augusta National is outrageously beautiful: the greenest greens, rust-red pine straw, those white bunkers, and the flowers. Dogwoods all down number two and somewhere in the woods on the left I heard the call and rat-tat-tat of a flicker getting its breakfast. 

At any course, early rounds are wonderful: the quiet, the dew on the grass. Setting out lifts the spirit: the round is still a mystery filled with promise, waiting to unfold, the surroundings are beautiful and unless you’re really unlucky the company is fine. At a major, Thursday and to some extent Friday are for small talk: sports, family, appearance fees, or in the case of types like Stillson, religion. 

“I heard Charlie had to twist your arm to get you to come,” said Monk.

“Yeah.”

“Sorry?”

We exchanged a glance. He could see the answer to that one.

“Who do you like for tomorrow? Atlanta?” I asked. I knew he was a Braves fan and tomorrow was their first game. We talked baseball—no use trying to interest Monk in the NHL playoffs—until we reached our ball, then he split off to join Stillson.

“Nice lie,” I said to Tony. It was sitting up perfectly with a slight downhill stance. It’s about a seventy foot drop to the landing area Tony wanted, seventy-five feet from the pin, and he faded a shot in there nicely. Twenty yards further down the fairway, Stillson striped his second into the neck of the green between the two bunkers. It hopped forward and ran onto the green, trickling down to the back. He’d be putting for eagle.

Before we go any further we should deal with two things. Just skip over this stuff if you know it already. A draw (or a hook) is a right-to-left curved shot; a fade (or a cut or slice) is a left-to-right curve. At Augusta, both shots come into play. “Working the ball” means a golfer is able to shape his shots to suit any situation—to get round a tree, say, or avoid a bunker. You do this by changing the position of your feet or the ball, or the line of your swing. Some players have only one ball flight but Tony isn’t one of them. He works the ball. 

He told me he was a runt until he was sixteen, so he learned a lot of different shots to compensate. I also discovered, however, that he prizes control over length off the tee. He’s very good with his irons, three and up. His short game generally is good, and his putting is outstanding. His big weakness is sand. He’s spent a lot of time on that. He plays Mizuno irons and he told me one of the happiest weeks of his life occurred when he was seventeen and the Mizuno rep came to town. “Mr. Dowling invited him to stay the week and since it was November, he did.”

Tom Dowling is his teaching pro, working out of Widemouth Golf Course on the north coast of Cornwall. His lies and lofts are precise to within a tenth of a degree; apparently the Mizuno rep had a van full of equipment, tools and machines for working your will on any golf club, and had showed Tony how everything worked. “I used to go out and hit a hundred balls, then adjust the lie on this club or the loft on that one, then hit another hundred. And so on. It was wonderful. By the time I’d finished I could absolutely nail my yardages on every club.” He doesn’t own a gap wedge. “I found that my lofts were coming out about a degree higher each club, and it almost eliminated the gap, so why bother?” His sand wedge is fifty-three degrees, not fifty-four. 

The ball, when we reached it, was actually seventy-six yards from the flagstick by my reckoning. My yardage book is pretty marked up and I had a note on the distance based on one of the right-hand trees. It’s good to see some short shots early on, just to settle the nerves. We were looking at an elevation of maybe ten feet. Tony’s wedge shot landed twenty feet from the back left pin and ran forward, but less than he’d expected, leaving him about five feet to the hole. I heard him muttering under his breath, swishing the club against the grass. I just waited, and eventually he handed it to me without a comment, and took the putter. Stillson missed his eagle putt but both made their birdies so now we’re looking at two under for my player after two holes on the first day of the Masters.

The players eat all they want at the Grill Room in the club house, and Mollie had also given me a box of Tony’s favorite energy bars, but coming off the green he decided to inspect the cooler behind the third tee and returned with a banana. He and Greg seemed relaxed and were still talking religion between shots. Patrons began to show up in greater numbers in the trees along the fairways and in the stands, and the sun warmed up the pines. There was a scent of pine and jasmine in the air. 

Holes three, four and five form another corner on the course, just as tough as the better known Amen Corner, but both players followed up par at the third with another at the fourth. The fact is, they had the good fortune to be on a roll. Stillson knew how unusual that was, but Tony probably did not. In any case neither Monk nor I wanted to rock the boat, so we did our jobs quietly, unobtrusively and quickly. We were the first group out, we had no delays and few distractions, the weather was perfect and the players relaxed. Or so I thought.

I brought out a fresh ball on the fifth tee. Unless your player really crushes it or the cover is scuffed, you don’t have to change balls. I just got into the habit with Charlie, about halfway through each nine. I checked that it was marked correctly: a star cradled in the tail of the Titleist capital T. Tony hovered at my elbow and I gave him the ball. Stillson and Monk were over the other side.

“Anything wrong?” He wasn’t as composed as I’d thought earlier. Nothing much I could see, just a tiny bit anxious.

“I don’t want to talk right now.”

“Okay.”

“I meant, to Greg.”

“Okay.” I offered him an energy bar but he declined. “Did you tell him?”

“I said I want to focus on my game.”

“Perfect.”

“It’s not rude?” He must have discerned something in my expression because he went on, “He was telling me about his church.”

“Makes no difference.” I gestured over toward the right rough, about one-fifty out. “Look at that magnolia.” He couldn’t see it because they don’t come into bloom for another month, but it got him turned well away from the others. “Listen,” I said. “He may be older and a pro, it doesn’t matter. You have every right to be here.”

“I know that.” He looked offended. Better than anxious.

“And to talk or not talk. Your call.” We turned back to the bag and began to discuss the hole and the tee shot. 

The fifth is four hundred fifty-five yards, a dogleg left that rises about thirty-five feet to the landing area. The bunkers on the left are eight feet deep. Unless you plan to drive them, which requires a tee shot of at least three-fifteen, you want to land as close to the right of them as you can. The landing area is narrow and the ideal shot is a draw. I studied the tree tops: still no wind. We both had our yardage books out. 

“I’m going to land about there,” Tony indicated a point midway along the length of the nearest bunker. That’s a shot of about two-seventy. I pulled out the three-wood.

“Give me the driver.”

I put the three-wood back. “You don’t need the driver. Hit a hard three. Better than an easy driver.” I thought he had some adrenaline in there, maybe from Stillson. In any case, a three is easier to work than the driver and he’d want to draw the ball. I met his stare calmly, waiting. I wasn’t going to pull out a club until he made a decision. He looked out at the fairway. We could see the corner of the first bunker. 

“Okay,” he agreed at last.

I handed him the three and he took some practice swings, staring down the fairway and commenting between each one. Sounded like he was getting the picture, and he finally walked to the tee and went through his routine. He produced a sweet draw, landing about as close to the bunker as you’d want to be.

We waited for Stillson. It was nine-thirty and getting nicely warm. The group behind us had just reached the third green as we started off. Our twosome was drawing further and further ahead even with Stillson’s deliberate play.

We discussed shot options as we walked up the fairway. Tony enjoyed this. I’d learned that when he first played here he asked his caddie to do what I did: namely, give him all the options for each shot. That was last fall. He went back home with his yardage book and a notebook full of thoughts, and he seemed to have spent the winter visualizing his way round the course. He returned in February and did the same thing all over again with a different caddie, then went home and put all his notes together.

Now, on number five, he ran down all the possible options for the second shot, depending on the lie and the precise distance, and whether it would be better to land long right or middle left.

The fifth green is a huge, undulating monster. At the front is a five-foot-deep flat apron. This rises sharply through a swale running across the width of the green, to a plateau. Hit too long and your ball runs off the plateau into a trough or bowl which itself rises to a smaller flat area near the back. We’d had some fun here on Monday, when Tony had been seemingly incapable of dropping a putt.

We reached the ball. Stillson had used his driver and was thirty yards ahead. The flag was left center, on the plateau. “I’m going to aim for left middle. If I miss it’ll end up in the rough; if I make it should stop on top.” 

That told me he planned on a fade. There are two magnolias on the left beyond the bunkers, and we were opposite the second. That put us at one-sixty-five to seven, call it one-sixty-six. Eight-iron. Open stance, tremendous force on the downswing and the ball was launched. Would it cut? Christ it was high, heading for the left trees. It turned finally, but not enough, and landed in the rough all right, deeper than he wanted. I heard some muttering as I came back with the divot and he tamped it down with the club. We stood and waited while Stillson did his thing.

“He seems awfully big on religion,” said Tony.

“Did he want you to visit his church?” I’ve heard him say that before.

“I think he was working up to it.” 

“So . . . you’re a Buddhist?”

“I’m a Sherpa. We’re originally from Tibet. That means I’m a Buddhist.” He paused then added, “Except when I lose my temper.”

He looked rueful and I had to laugh. I’d read somewhere that Buddhists are nonviolent. In fact, I did quite a lot of research on this kid last week. I’d had several questions and now seemed like a good time to ask one. “So—Sherpas are—well, like caddies for mountain climbers, right?” Now it was his turn to be amused.

“Sort of. That’s quite funny, actually.”

“So why do you call yourself a caddie? You’re a player.”

“Sherpa’s an ethnic group as well as a job description. My dad was a Sherpa sherpa. I’m just a Sherpa.”

“I get it, he was like what’s his name. The one who climbed Everest with Edmund Hillary.” I know most sports but mountain climbing is a bit out of my field.

“Tenzing Norgay. Yes, he was.”

We started walking toward the green. “So, your dad’s last name was Sherpa.” I’d been wondering why his wasn’t. 

“Nepal’s an interesting country. There are over fifty different ethnic groups. Sherpas and Newars and Nubris and Tamangs—that’s what Tashi is.”

“And Gurkhas, right?” I’d heard of them.

“Well—not quite. Gurkhas actually come from four different ethnic groups.” He went on, “Anyway, many people take their ethnic group as their last name. But women often take a clan name. Pinasa’s my dad’s clan, so my mum took that name when they got married. I traveled on her passport because we left right after my dad died.”

We’d reached the green and come round to the left rough. I lowered the bag and Tony finished absently, as he crouched down behind the ball, “I could add Sherpa to my name. But it’s long enough as it is. . . .”

Got that right. I crouched down with him. The ball was sitting up in the longer rough, the second cut, as they call it here. In other words, it was sitting on grass an inch and three-eights long, so you have to be careful. Your club head can go right underneath and grab almost all air and no ball, which will cause it to pop up and drop down, leaving you another chip from pretty much the same place. Tony had ten feet of rough, two feet of fringe and thirty-five feet of green to the pin. If he failed to hold the line, the ball would roll off the plateau. It was like trying to roll a ball along a length of two by four over a ravine.

He didn’t miss his line, he just misjudged the distance, using a seven-iron and landing it in the fringe. The ball ran out of steam about twenty-five feet from the pin. He gave that putt his best shot but it slid by about eighteen inches, and he just stood there glaring at it, then looked off to the trees and made some choice remarks under his breath. He was perfectly calm when he sank the bogey putt and I thought he was handling himself well. 

We went to the sixth one under for the day. 

Television doesn’t show the elevation changes too well at Augusta National. Standing on the sixth tee, we had the fifth green to our left, about ten feet higher. On the right is the sixteenth green, about ninety feet below. 

Stillson had the honor, so I left the bag and went to the washroom, thinking about Tony’s background. He lost his dad in 2001, when the Crown Prince of Nepal went postal and gunned down his entire family during a Friday night get-together. He had several guns at home because he served in the Nepal Army. So he put on his army fatigues and took a semi-automatic and he killed his father, mother, brother and sister, plus a lot of cousins, aunts and uncles. The king’s brother wasn’t there and many people found that suspicious, and wondered if he was behind the murders. So although he became king he didn’t last long because no one liked or trusted him. They booted him out and in 2008 Nepal became a republic.

It seems this massacre stuff won’t go away, though. Some new theory’s always cropping up about who did what and who was behind it. It’s like the Kennedy assassination, I guess. 

I couldn’t see why Tony’s dad would have been at the palace until I read that the Crown Prince used to do a lot of trekking and Chhiri was the one who arranged it, so he was in a study somewhere in the Prince’s house with one of the royal cousins, working out the details of their next trek, when Dipendra—that was






























































































































































































































Along the Eleventh Fairway
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