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Teeing It Up


You’ve probably never  heard of me, but there was a time when my name was in every newspaper in the country. And even for a while after, people remembered John Pine very well. But most of those folks are no longer around.
When I started playing golf, men wore knickers, and over the decades, the advance of technology (not to mention fashion) changed the game in almost every way. One thing that has never changed, however, in golf or otherwise, is the element of luck. And most certainly, it is that element—and the fear of our inability to control it—that leads us to superstition.
Many people have some object that they consider a lucky charm. And I once had something like that myself—or at least, the man I got it from told me that was what it was. But to look at it, it was nothing special. Made of silver, it was an ordinary coin, a British shilling, minted in 1899. On one side it showed the coats of arms of England, Scotland, and Ireland, along with the national flower of each—the Tudor rose, the thistle, and the shamrock—and on the other side was the head of Queen Victoria, wearing a crown and veil.
The man who gave me the coin was, like me, a golf professional, and having been told it had magical qualities, had carried it during the most important round of his life. In fact, he had used it that day, before his final putt, to mark his ball on the green. He had then put the coin in his pocket, where it stayed for the next nineteen years.
He gave me the coin in 1931. I lost it the very next day—on a train, I think, or maybe at a station along the way. Regardless, I did not care for it as I should have. And though I genuinely doubted that it contained any real magic, its loss haunted me, because I could not think about the coin without also thinking of how much it had meant to the man who had given it to me.
And how much it had meant to him for me to have it.
I knew how disappointed he would be if he ever found out how seemingly little I had thought of his gift. Of how inconsiderately I had behaved toward his most valued property, and by association, toward him. And so I never saw that man again. I did not have the nerve to look him in the face.
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A Bad Round


The day before  my wife left me, I gave a lesson to a guy who couldn’t hit a golf ball for squat. New member by the name of Rossman. Short, chubby guy with a silly little mustache and black hair all oiled back and kind of plastered to his head. He hadn’t been in town long, but he already had a reputation as a playboy. No one seemed to know what, if anything, he did for a living. He was loaded, though. He had the nicest house in the swankiest part of town and drove a brand new, powder blue Packard 180 convertible that I was sure cost more than what I made in a year.
Or possibly three years.
I told him to pull out his favorite iron and hit a few balls to loosen up. He shanked one and topped the rest.
His bag was propped against a wooden stand a few feet away.
“What kind of clubs you got?” I asked, looking through his bag as if the answer might make some difference.
“Personal set,” he said. “Had ’em made special in Chicago. Cost a ton, I’ll tell you.”
And I’ll tell you, it was the prettiest set of clubs I’d ever seen. The heads were all shiny with hardly a scratch. The irons had the sort of edges like the best on the market. And on every club, instead of a manufacturer’s mark, there was just a name: Rossman’s name.
Well, of course. Personal set.
I reached for the club he was holding. “You mind?”
“Check it out,” he said. “It’s the best there is.”
I took it by the grip—a leather grip so newly wrapped I could smell it, and so tacky, it clung to my fingers almost like Scotch tape.
I put the head of the club on the ground, where it lay perfectly flat, then extended it in front of me, examining the loft.
“Mashie,” I said.
Rossman laughed at me. “I thought you were a pro. They stopped usin’ those dopey names. They call that a five-iron now. Don’t you know anything?”
I did. I knew plenty. I’d had a numbered set for several years, and I had seen numbers on his. But the numbering thing hadn’t been the standard for all that long, and most folks who had played the game since clubs only had names used the names and numbers interchangeably. We all knew a five-iron was a mashie, and vice versa, a six-iron was a spade mashie, and vice versa, and so on. So it didn’t matter what you called a certain club; either way, real golfers knew what you were talking about. And I would have been happy to explain that to this guy—this fat little man with his greasy hair who had clearly not played much golf.
If he had deserved it.
I swung his five-iron back and forth a few times. The balance of the club was unreal. Like swinging an extension of myself. And here I was a good six inches taller than this guy. But the club, for me, was a spot-on fit. Naturally, I assumed that was true with the whole set.
These weren’t made for you, Rossman, I thought. These were made for me.
“Bet you’d like to own a set as nice as these,” he said.
“I sure would.”
“Pretty tough on your pay, though, huh?” He laughed at me again.
“Right,” I said. “Hey, why don’t you pull out your driver and let’s see how you swing the big stick.”
I teed several balls extra high so he could get them in the air, which he did. But he had a tendency to slice.
“Let’s work on that,” I said. “And let’s see if you can move that top hand over to the left a little more, and maybe aim your shoulders a little further left too. How’s that feel?”
“Pretty good,” he said.
It was my turn to laugh—but I tried to make it sound friendly.
I had him hit another thirty balls or so, and along the way gave him a few more “pointers.” But you know, he never did get rid of that slice. In fact, it got worse.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next day, Monday, was to be a special day for me. I had qualified for the 1941 United States Open, which was to be played starting Thursday of that week in Chicago. The drive from Iowa was a good five hours, and I’d planned to leave early enough to get there in time to eat lunch and find a place to stay, and after that go to the course to register, hit some practice balls, and maybe play several holes. I’d also planned to play full practice rounds on Tuesday and Wednesday.
My plans, however, got derailed.
When my alarm went off that morning, I looked over to my wife’s side of the bed and saw only ruffled covers. It was 6:30, and though she sometimes slept till noon, I didn’t think much about her leaving the bed so early. I thought maybe she had gone to the bathroom. But after checking around the house, I started to wonder.
I put on some pants and a shirt and opened Cora’s door. She seemed sound asleep, but stirred as I started to leave.
“Where’s your mama?” I said.
“I don’t know.” She sat up and rubbed her eyes. “She’s not here?”
“No. But the car’s out front where I left it.”
I went back to the bedroom and was looking out the window into the back yard when Cora came in, still in her night clothes. She was eleven and had finished fifth grade the month before.
“Do you think she went for a walk?” she asked.
Had the woman ever been for a walk in her life?
“I doubt it,” I said.
It was then I glanced toward the closet. The door was not quite shut. I swung it open and saw my clothes on one side. My wife’s, though, were missing.
Cora saw the same thing.
“Jesus H. Christ,” she said. “Evie’s done took off again.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Cora was a cute little girl with blue eyes, freckles, and blond curly hair to her shoulders. Thin and kind of tall for her age. A bit of a tom-boy. And very smart. She read a lot—and sometimes things you wouldn’t expect an eleven-year-old to read. But while Evie and I treated her as such, she wasn’t really our daughter. Not Evie’s. Not mine. I’ll explain.
Cora’s mother died just after Cora was born (a birthing complication) which left Cora with her father, a local ne’er-do-well named Lester Millbox. Not long after his wife’s death, however, Millbox came into a nice inheritance. And that attracted Evie (who by then had already married and divorced another poor sap, but let’s move on). Millbox and Evie married when Cora was six months old. Then, little over a year later, Millbox blew his brains out—which serves to demonstrate the sort of effect Evie could have on men.
But I’m being a little unfair. Truth is, right away, Millbox got to playing with his money. He spent weeks at a time betting the ponies at Washington Park south of Chicago (which was where he met Evie; she lived, then, on the South Side), and ultimately not only lost his inheritance, but owed a pile of money to some very shady people. So almost certainly, that was the principal cause of his suicidal decision.
Anyway, it turned out that neither Millbox nor his first wife had much in the way of kinfolk. Cora’s mother had an aunt in California, but she wasn’t willing to step up and take a toddler, and the few relatives Lester had wouldn’t so much as answer the letters they were sent by the lawyer handling his affairs. Consequently, despite having no legal responsibility for Cora, Evie became (rather unwillingly, I would add) her keeper by default. In Evie’s defense I should note that there was a local orphanage, and she could have sent Cora there, but she was at least decent enough not to do that—although I think the checks she started getting from the state for foster care may have also had something to do with it.
Saddled with a young child, Evie no doubt became less attractive to eligible males at large. Eventually, though, I came along, and while Evie was a few years older than me, she was all bubbly and sexy and so impressed with me being a golf pro that she just cuddled right up to me. She did not, however, have a clue about what my job actually entailed. I was new at the club. I was on a meager salary and took whatever I made giving lessons. And like most pros then, I also owned the merchandise in the pro shop, but that was financed, the shop was small, and in the rock-bottom economy of 1932, I rarely sold anything.  
Evie, on the other hand, had the idea that I was a kind of gatekeeper who was handsomely paid by the club’s members in exchange for allowing them use of the golf course. Why she harbored this belief, I have no clue, but I did nothing to disturb it—which, in retrospect, proved to be a serious mistake. In any event, we married (my first nuptial and, of course, her third), and Cora, just shy of her third birthday, came with the deal.
From the start, Evie told Cora that I was “daddy,” and if Cora was confused by that, she quickly got over it. She looked to me as her father, and Evie was “mama,” and we were a family.
Or so I thought.
When Cora was six, I came home from the club one summer evening to find the house empty and a note from Evie on the entryway table: John, it said, Cora is at the Pearsons’. I have gone off to think about our relationship. —Evie.
I may have been a fool (and let’s face it, I was), but I had not sensed any grave difficulties. And needless to say, I thought it odd that a woman who was a little girl’s caretaker would just drop the child off with the folks next door and disappear. At any rate, having no choice, until Evie came home a week later, I watched Cora every minute. Fed her, tucked her into bed at night, took her to the pro shop during the day and to the driving range while I gave lessons—basically just babysat her everywhere I went. I had not paid a lot of attention to her before that; she wasn’t my kid and I had no idea how to be a real father. But she obviously liked tagging along with me, and during that week she became a sort of mascot at the club. She had personality. She was polite and respectful (which, I think, was the result of imitating the way I dealt with the members). And people—members and staff alike—really cottoned to her. I was more than proud to have her around.
I never did know for sure where Evie went. She said she had taken the train to Chicago to stay with her mother. She claimed it was all very innocent, and I wanted to believe her. I did not want to lose her and, stupidly, was willing to do anything to prevent that. So I apologized for all sorts of things she claimed I’d been doing wrong, and she said she was sorry for leaving, and it seemed we had patched things up.
But three years later, it happened again. I had, for the first time (after multiple attempts), qualified for the U.S. Open, which was played that year—1939—in Philadelphia. The board of directors at the club, believing my appearance in the national championship was a big deal, voted to give me train fare and daily expenses. I then returned the favor by playing so poorly in the first two rounds that I failed to qualify for the remainder of the tournament and came home early, saving them further cost. And when I got home, Evie was gone. Cora too.
That time, the note on the entryway table said only: John, we have left for a time. —Evie.
It was ten days before they came back.
According to Evie, there had been another trip to her mother’s. And Cora agreed that was where they had been. But as to what had happened there, Cora was unclear.
“So you went to Chicago?” I had asked her when we were alone.
“Yeah, like Evie said, we were at her mama’s.” (By that time, Cora had discovered that Evie was not her mother and refused to pretend otherwise. But more about that later.)
“Just you and mama?” I said. (I was still pretending.)
“Uh-huh. Me and Evie and her mama. Well, Evie some of the time.”
“What do you mean?”
“She wasn’t there a lot.”
“Was she there at night?”
“Not when I went to bed. But she was there in the mornings.”
“How did she seem in the mornings?”
“I don’t know. Kind of tired, I guess.”
What Evie had been doing during her time away from Cora, I never knew, but you can guess what I suspected. Anyway, from Evie, I got the same story as before about how she had left because she needed time to think about our relationship and blah blah blah. And like before, we smoothed things over, but this time not as much. I was still scared of losing her, but I had stopped trusting her, and at times found myself thinking that it might have been better if she had just left Cora behind and not come back.
And now, two years later, she had done that. More or less.

      [image: image-placeholder]I found the expected note on the entryway table: Dear John, it said. I am leaving you for good. I will send for Cora when I have got settled.
She had not even signed this one.
“Dear John?” I said, shaking. “What kind of crap is that?”
“Well, it’s your name,” Cora said, missing the point.
“It’s a bad joke, is what it is!”
I felt like breaking something. Breaking everything I could get my hands on and flinging the whole mess into the street.
I hadn’t been good enough for her. Or rich enough. (She had forever complained about that.) Or important enough. Or let’s be honest, all of that. Eight years of marriage and she had just painted a clown face on me and walked out.
“Let me see that,” Cora said, grabbing the note from me. “She’ll send for me? Who does she think she is? Jesus H. Christ.”
That had, for some time, been her catch phrase.
“Cora, I’m tired of hearing that from you.”
“Well, I learned it from you.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“Yes, I did. And you don’t even go to church,” she said. 
“What the hell difference does that make?”
“Just listen to you,” she said. “Some example you are.”
Right then, I was thinking of every person who had ever done me wrong. Even Rossman, laughing at me the day before. Don’t you know anything? I hated him. I hated everyone in the world.
I detonated.
“Cora, god dammit, I’ve had enough of your lip! I gonna give you the belt!”
“The belt? What do you mean?”
“I mean I’m gonna get the longest, thickest belt I’ve got and smack your butt till you learn some manners!”
Her lips trembled, her eyes tearing up. “You’d hit a little girl with a belt? Like a whip?”
Though some people did such things, I never had and never would. And I had never talked to Cora that way before. It was all just angry, infantile bluster. A grown man speaking to a child like a child. But I did nothing to make amends. Just stared at her like some fiend, boiling over. I must have looked very ugly.
And pathetic.
She dropped the note and ran.
“You’re a horrible person! No wonder she left you!”
I heard her bedroom door slam.
I picked up the note, tore it to pieces, and threw it in the kitchen trash. Then stormed through the house, round and round, pacing and panting like a man in need of a shot from a tranquilizer gun.
Finally, on my fourth or fifth trip through the living room, I stopped at a chair and sat down, struck hard by a question I had, over the years, come to ask myself in circumstances touching on my deportment: What would Arliss have to say about this?

      [image: image-placeholder]Arliss Peters was born in 1883 in Galway, Ireland, where his father was a professor of English literature at the Royal University. He was the youngest of three children, his parents’ only son.
When Arliss was fourteen, his father took a position at the University of St. Andrews and moved the family to Scotland. To that point, Arliss had never swung a golf club. However, no more than several hundred yards from the university lay the most famous golf course in the world—the Old Course of the Royal and Ancient Golf Club of St. Andrews. Arliss had always been an exceptional student. His father was grooming him for an academic career. But as Arliss once told me, after the first feel of a golf club in his hands, all notions of Chaucer and Bacon left his head, and after hitting his first solid shot, he could think of nothing but the thrill of hitting the next one.
Arliss became a golf professional (his father vehemently disapproved), and went on to become one of the better players in Great Britain. In 1912, he won what was then one of the world’s biggest tournaments, the British PGA Matchplay Championship, beating, in his final match, Harry Vardon, who was considered the best golfer on the planet. His victory brought him fame and credibility, and, despite being an Irishman, he was soon after named to a prestigious head club job in Sandwich.
When the Great War started, Arliss enlisted immediately, and in September 1914, he entered the First Battle of the Marne. He left on a stretcher. A German shell had taken off the better part of his left leg. Incredibly, the leg was saved. Yet for Arliss, golf as he had known it—playing golf—was all but over.
He was, though, still devoted to the game, and returned to his former position in Sandwich, where he became recognized as one of the finest instructors in Britain—and one of the most demanding. To club members he showed great deference. But to the club’s staff and those would-be golfing greats from outside who came to him for lessons, he could be uncompromising to the point of absurdity. Stories in this regard abound. One of my favorites involved a budding amateur champion who showed up half an hour late for an hour lesson. Arliss spent ten minutes dressing down the youngster about the need to be on time, then another ten minutes explaining swing theory. Then he told the young man that if he ever wished to receive another lesson, he would be required to hit one hundred balls in the ten minutes he had remaining while stating “I will always be promptly on time, Mr. Peters” before each shot. As legend has it, the kid did it.
In time, Arliss met a man from the United States who was in England on business. This man was from Texas, and he was very rich and powerful. He was also a man, like Rossman, who could not hit a golf ball for squat. But much differently than I had treated Rossman, Arliss worked a virtual miracle with this man, and after an hour sent him off to shoot what would be the best eighteen-hole round of his life. The man from Texas would not forget that.
Several months later, a telegram from Texas arrived for Arliss. His pupil—the man he had instructed for only one hour—informed him that a new golf club was being built near Dallas, and that as a member of the board of directors, he had been authorized to offer Arliss the job of head golf professional. The position would pay more than twice what Arliss was making at Sandwich.
Arliss moved to Texas. 
That was in 1922. I met Arliss six years later. I was eighteen years-old. I thought it was the worst day of my life.

      [image: image-placeholder]I cracked open Cora’s door. She was lying on her bed, her face buried between two pillows and crying so hard I thought she would shake to pieces.
“Cora, I’m very sorry I said those things. I would never do anything to hurt you. And you’re right, I’m a bad example. I promise I’ll do better. It’s just that I was supposed to leave for that tournament today, the U.S. Open. And this may be the last time I’ll have a chance to play in it. But now Evie’s left me, and I can’t go, and I’m just really . . . really upset. It’s not your fault.”
She kept her face in the pillows, but my apology had seemed to help. 
I went back to my bedroom and sat down on my bed, thinking about Arliss and how I had, over the years, gotten away from his rules. His discipline. I had sat there for some time when Cora appeared at the door, eyes red and swollen.
“You can still go to the tournament,” she said.
“And do what with you? Ask one of the neighbors to keep you for almost a week?”
“No, I’ll go with you.”
I shook my head. “Cora, you can’t. There’d be no one to look after you.”
“But I won’t need looking after. I’ll be with you. I’ll watch you play.”
“And you’ll get tired of that real quick,” I said. “One round of golf comes to about five miles of walking. Counting the practice rounds, there’d be four straight days of that. And then, if I make the cut, the last day of the tournament will be thirty-six holes. Ten miles, Cora, in one day. No way.”
“I can do it. I’m strong.”
I nodded grudgingly. “Cora, you are. But even so, I can’t play a golf tournament if I have to constantly check on where you are and what you’re doing.”
“But like I said, I’ll be with you.”
“No, forget it. It won’t work. Besides, there’s a thing at the club this Friday. I’ve got no business going to Chicago.”
Forty-seven golfers—both local and from surrounding counties—were set to play at the club on Friday afternoon in an eighteen-hole qualifier for the state amateur championship. Of course, I had known about that when I signed up for U.S. Open qualifying, but had figured I had so little hope of making the tournament, it wouldn’t matter.
“Your thing Friday, whatever it is, that’s just an excuse,” she said. “You weren’t worried about that yesterday.”
“Yes, I was.”
“Not enough to cancel your trip.”
Her logic rankled me. “Cora, we’re staying home.”
“Why? So you can sit around here all week and think about why she left you?”
Ah, the psychological approach. Even at her age, she knew that one. 
“Plus,” she said, “if this is really the last chance you’re ever going to get to play in this tournament, you’d be a fool not to go. You don’t want to get old and die knowing you didn’t even try.”
“Cora . . .”
She wiped her eyes. “If you’re really sorry about those terrible things you said, you’ll go to that tournament and you’ll take me with you.”
“You just want a vacation,” I said. “Let me tell you, this won’t be a vacation.”
She crossed her arms and stared at me with her lips pursed.
I looked away. “Well . . .”
I was not winning this argument, and the truth was, I did not really want to win—which, sadly, was just further evidence of my devotion to the jealous mistress that had consumed my life and now cost me my marriage. Because of all the reasons I had for losing Evie, golf was at the top of the list. It had not been the gravy train she had expected (and that I had let her expect). It had led, instead, to a hand-to-mouth life, and far too often, an absentee husband. And for that she had come to hate golf, and by extension, me. Clearly, that she would one day leave me—and for good—had been inevitable. 
Still, it occurred to me that of all three hundred and sixty-five days in this year, Evie, knowing full well my plans and hopes for this week, had chosen today to spring this thing on me. Which was just downright mean.
That cinched it.
“Okay,” I said, “I need to run to the bank. And when I get back, you’d better be packed and ready to go.”

      [image: image-placeholder]My crackerbox of a house, which had been built before automobiles were much of a thing, had no garage or driveway, so I always left the car in the street. I had a decent ’34 Chevy four-door I had picked up for a good price from a club member a couple of years before.
As usual, the paperboy had thrown the morning paper about a one-iron from the front door. I tracked it down and took a quick look. The top of the first page was local stuff. The bottom half reported on the war in Europe, with speculation that Hitler was going to invade Russia. The second page discussed problems with Japanese diplomatic relations.
I carried the paper toward the car, which, oddly, seemed to be sitting a bit lower than I thought it should. Then I saw the reason for that.
All four tires were flat.
Walking around the car, I tried to figure out what had happened—although that quickly became apparent: Some jackass had slit my tires.
But why? This was certainly not Evie’s doing. Sticking a knife in a tire just wasn’t her style. (She might break a nail.) Yet this, happening today, seemed almost more than a coincidence.
I went back inside the house, told Cora about the car, and gave her the paper. 
I had no telephone. None of my neighbors had a telephone.
I started walking.

      [image: image-placeholder]Back in my teens, I got the bug to play tournament golf. I read stories about the great players of the time—Bobby Jones, Walter Hagen, Gene Sarazen—and wanted stories like those written about me. So I decided to become a professional golfer.
Now, if I had wanted to just up and declare myself a pro golfer and start playing in tournaments for money, I could have done that. Things were very loose in those days, and many guys—guys with no chance of even breaking 80—would just show up for a tournament, call themselves pros, and swing away. And as long as they paid their entry fees, no one tried to stop them.
But the fact was, tournaments then paid so little in prize money that if a player couldn’t regularly finish in the top ten, he wouldn't even make expenses. And because of that, most playing professionals had steady-paying club jobs they could fall back on. Only a handful of guys actually made a living doing nothing but playing golf, and to do that, they not only had to finish high in every tournament, but also collect fees for exhibition matches and other appearances.
So I thought that if I was going to play tournament golf, I should probably, at least for a while, nail down a job on the side that would produce a regular paycheck. However, as I discovered, if that was going to be a job in golf, then it would greatly help to become a member of the PGA—that is, the Professional Golfers Association of America. And under the PGA rules as they then existed, to get such a membership, a person was required to serve three years of apprenticeship under a PGA member.
Which was how I came to meet Arliss Peters. I did my three years of apprenticeship under Arliss (who was a member of the PGA of America by virtue of his membership in the British PGA), and when I’d finished, despite being only twenty-one, I was theoretically qualified to be the head pro at any club in the country. But that was 1931, with the Depression in full swing, and jobs were few. At most clubs, membership was down, and many clubs were closing; pros with jobs were hanging on to what they had. So I basically had the choice to either stay in Dallas as an assistant to Arliss (the safe alternative) or to hit the road on what was then loosely considered to be the PGA tour, but was more commonly known as “the circuit.” Naturally, being young and having little sense, I opted for the latter.
A good friend of mine, Jerry Taggle, had completed his apprenticeship under Arliss a couple of months ahead of me and, right after, had gone on the circuit. He had a car (which I did not), and our plan was that when I had finished my three years, I would join him. We'd agreed to share expenses and pretty much everything else, including—at least until the end of the year—any prize money either of us might win.
I had saved what seemed to a person of my naivete like a good deal of money, and in July 1931 took a train to Pittsburgh, where I met Jerry to play in the Pennsylvania Open. The tournament was set for seventy-two holes and, as with most professional tournaments both then and now, there was to be a “cut” made after the first two rounds in which half or more of the field would be eliminated. I played badly and did not even come close to making the cut. Jerry did make it, but finished low and got nothing.
We then moved on to the Metropolitan Open in New Jersey, where Jerry missed the cut. I made the cut, but got nothing. Next, at the Niagara Falls Open, we both made the cut, but got nothing.
“Jerry,” I remarked shortly after, “didn’t you say you had a couple of good finishes back before I came along?”
“Yeah, but nothing in the money,” he admitted. “I was sort of hoping you’d help even things out.”
“I’m not sure what your expectations were,” I said. “But it seems to me that I’ve kept things about as even as you had ’em before.”
We calculated that, considering food, lodging, gas, caddie fees, and entry fees, this venture was costing us such that we had about a month until we were broke. To reduce our overhead, we started eating butter sandwiches and sleeping in the car.
At the next tournament, though—the Northeastern Open in Boston—we caught a break. To generate public interest, a long-drive contest was held the day before the tournament. Every golfer in the field was given three shots, with only the longest counting. However, to count, a shot had to finish inside an area that was, ridiculously, less than thirty yards wide. And to further increase the level of difficulty, the day of the contest saw literally gale-force winds. Now, while I was indeed a long hitter, there were nevertheless a half dozen guys who outdrove me. Yet all of their shots finished outside the boundaries and I had one that didn’t. I won first place and fifty dollars.
The following day, both Jerry and I made the cut, and he went on to finish high enough to earn thirty bucks. Suddenly, we were on a roll.
And as a bonus (if you could call it that), the Boston Globe ran a story about the long-drive competition, reporting that “Up-and-coming John Pine, a big-hitting youngster who is known in some circles as ‘Long John,’ collected the winning share.” Of course, I was anything but up-and-coming, and I had never been known anywhere as Long John, but for a while the nickname stuck (during which time rumor got around that the moniker referred to something other than my length off the tee, which was rather embarrassing).
In the next tournament, I was paired for the first thirty-six holes with a guy named Bill Doolin. He was about ten years older than me. Tall and strapping, he had a devilish smile, gray-blue eyes, and a long, thick shock of dark hair that was constantly falling into his face. Word had it that he was one to look out for—that he was extremely abrasive. And while that proved to be true, he did not really direct much, if any, of his aggression towards me.
“So you’re a big-hitter?” he said on the first tee, all but throwing down a challenge.
“Did you see me hit that drive in Boston?”
“No, but I read about it.”
“Well, let’s just say I put one in play. The others didn’t.”
He laughed. “Well, Pine, at least you’re honest.”
Neither of us made the cut. Doolin, however, hit the ball very well. Incredibly well. In fact, his long game was as good as I had ever seen of anyone. He just couldn’t putt, and by that I mean he was positively horrendous, three-putting numerous times and four-putting more than once. And he missed at least six putts of less than three feet. It was hard to watch. And on several occasions he shouted and cussed and threw his putter—but in a way, he seemed resigned to it.
“How long you been at this?” I asked him during our second round.
“Off and on, too many years to count.”
“Won anything?”
“Nothing much to speak of,” he said.
“How do you stay afloat?”
He smiled his devil-smile. “You ever seen a man play golf with a pick and a shovel?”
“What?” I didn’t think I’d heard him right.
“A pick and a shovel,” he said. “You know, like you’d get at a hardware store? I can break a hundred with a pick and a shovel—but I don’t generally tell people that. I just find some guy who thinks he’s a whole lot better than he is and say something like, ‘Hell, you’re no golfer. You give me a shot a hole and I’ll beat you with a pick and a shovel.’ And of course, he can’t resist, and so we make a little wager. Financially speaking, I’ve come out a whole lot better doing that than I have out here.”
“Boy, I’d like to see that,” I said.
The next day, I went with him to the practice range at the tournament site. Jerry had made the cut, so it was just Bill and me. He had brought a long-handled garden shovel to demonstrate. First, he tossed a golf ball in the air and, choking up on the handle, swung the shovel like a baseball bat, hitting the ball with the back of the blade. The ball went nearly a hundred yards. Then, however, he put a ball on a tee and, amazingly, swung the shovel like a golf club, using the front of the blade. That shot went far past the other.
“So for accuracy,” he said, “I go baseball swing. For distance, golf swing.”
“What about the pick?” I asked. He hadn’t brought one.
“I just use it to putt. I always get one with a handle that’s flat on the end. That way, I can lay down and work it like a pool cue.” He chuckled. “I’m a whole lot better at putting that way than I am standing up.”
I must admit, I was awestruck. “Got any other tricks?”
“Oh, hell, yes.” He took the driver from his bag and gave me a range ball. “Just soft-toss that toward me like you would if I was gonna hit a baseball.”
I lobbed the ball as instructed and he swung the driver horizontally like a baseball bat, catching the ball flush on the club’s face. The ball flew over two hundred yards, straight down the range.
“Whoa!” I said. “I have never seen anything like that. Can you do it again?”
“Sure.”
I tossed him another ball. He did it again.
“Here,” he said, handing me his driver. “You try.”
I tried. Five times. Twice I made just enough contact to dribble the ball thirty or forty yards. The other three were whiffs.
“I give up,” I said.
Laughing at me, he pulled out his niblick—which, before clubs were numbered, was akin to what we would later call a nine-iron.
“You just need practice, John,” he said. “Or maybe try it a different way. Like this.”
Holding his driver in his left hand and the niblick in his right, he scooped a range ball from the ground onto the face of the niblick, bounced the ball on the face several times, then popped the ball a good ten feet in the air. As the ball came down, he dropped the niblick and swung the driver with both hands, smashing the ball as far as if he’d hit it off a tee.
I must have looked as if my eyes were about to shoot out of my head.
“You know,” I said, “people would pay money to see stuff like this. I mean, what you’ve got here is like a magic act.”
“Yeah, it is, in a way,” he said. “But every magician needs an assistant, right? And I’ve never found anybody decent. Had a guy back in ‘twenty-five for a while, but he couldn’t stay sober and the show never really got on the road.”
“Was he a golfer?”
“Not really.”
“Well, I am. And,” I added, “despite what you just saw, I was a pretty good baseball player in high school. Like you said, I just need a little practice.”
“You’re not a bad looking guy either,” he said. “I think the women would go for you. That would help.”
“I don’t know, Bill. I don’t think I’m what you’d call handsome.”
“Hell, for a dollar, I’ll call you anything you want.”
Two weeks later, Jerry left the circuit. I stuck with Bill (who also had a car), and over the next few weeks, we each managed to earn some tournament money. I had three top ten finishes, and even with his awful putting, Bill had two. I began to think I was starting to get the hang of tournament play and believed I could make a go of it. But we also had this other thing: Whenever we had a free moment, we worked on our “act,” and it became, at some point—and for reasons I’ll never understand—more important. And so, in November, as the circuit headed for the Carolinas, we made for places even further south to become what our playbills called “The Greatest Golf Show on Earth”—
“Handsome John and Dollar Bill.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The nearest service station was over a mile away. It was just opening when I got there. I explained my problem to the attendant, but he told me his inventory was low and he didn’t have the right-size tires for my vehicle. However, he called the local Chevrolet dealership, and although they had the tires, they said it would be afternoon before they could make a service call. The guy was nice enough to contact a couple of other stations, who also had the tires, but neither offered a better price than the dealership. I used the phone at the station to call the dealership back and schedule them to come out, then started for the bank, which was downtown and another healthy walk. Still, I got there early and had to mill around on the sidewalk before they opened at nine.
There were three tellers set up for business. I knew one of them better than the others and went to her window.
“Hey, John,” she said. “How you doin’?”
“Great, Betty. Just great,” I said, no doubt sounding as unenthused as I felt. “I’m needing some cash.”
She slid a withdrawal slip and a fountain pen across the counter. “How much do you want?”
Having made a poor investment two years before, this time around, the club had offered nothing for expenses. And it was a long trip. I figured gasoline would run me at least twelve dollars, maybe fifteen. As for food and lodging, I thought Cora and I could eat on two dollars a day, and a decent place to stay would be two dollars or so a night. But I would also have to pay a caddie, and we would need a little extra for sundries.
Then too, there was the bill for four new tires at a cost of $32.53, and the dealership, I knew, did not extend credit.
“How about eighty dollars?” I said, starting on the withdrawal slip.
“I’m sorry, John,” she said, uneasy, “but you don’t have that much.”
I stopped writing. “Oh, no, I’ve got eighty-three dollars and twenty-six cents. I looked at the checkbook before I left the house.”
“Yes, but your wife was in here Saturday and withdrew half the account. I waited on her. I mean, I’ll look and see, but . . .”
I began to sweat. “So you’re saying I’ve only got . . .” I was slow with the numbers. “. . . forty-one dollars and sixty-three cents?”
“I suppose so. I do recall that there was eighty-some dollars and she took exactly half of it. She was very emphatic about that. Exactly half.”
Well, wasn’t Evie all nice and fair. If she had asked for a divorce and half the account, I would have agreed. But for her to just take it and run. To blindside me like this. 
I took a deep, panicky breath. “I didn’t authorize that.”
“I’m sorry, John, but she’s on the account.”
“If I take everything that’s left, will you close the account?”
“Yes, that’s the rule.”
I thought for less than a second. “Then I’ll take all of it but one penny.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I came home to find Cora on the couch in the living room, reading the paper.
“John, is there gonna be a war?” she asked.
“There’s already a war. A couple of ’em. They just don’t involve us.”
“Are they gonna involve us?”
“I imagine so.”
She looked worried. “If they do, are you gonna have to go fight?”
Cora probably didn’t know it (or as much as she read, maybe she did), but the draft had been on since the previous October. And as it appeared, very soon, I would be a single man. No diseases or disabilities. No children I could claim as legally mine. So, yeah, I was the very best kind of cannon fodder.
“That’s not something we need to worry about right now,” I said. “Are you packed like I told you?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Where’s your suitcase?”
She pointed to her bedroom. I went back to have a look. I was the last person to be packing for an eleven-year-old girl, but I could see she had the basics: a hair brush, a toothbrush, a tube of Pepsodent, five pairs of socks, two sleeveless cotton dresses, a short-sleeved sailor dress, a summer blouse, a pair of shorts, and, of course, undies.
“You better throw in a light sweater,” I said. “It might get cool at night.”
“Okay.”
“And what about shoes?”
“These.” She directed me to the saddles on her feet. 
“You may want a second pair.”
“I’ll take some sandals.”
“That should do,” I said. “Now, we’ve got some roast beef in the refrigerator. For lunch, we’ll each get a sandwich, one slice apiece. We need to save the rest for the road.”
She returned to the newspaper while I went to my bedroom to double-check my own luggage. For tournaments, I had learned it was best to overpack—to allow for weather-related contingencies and to also just in general bring more clothes than seemed necessary, because you never knew when you might spill ketchup on your pants, get an ugly snag in a shirt, or have to hit a ball from some place that would send mud and slime all over you. I also routinely packed several thick hand towels for cleaning clubs, keeping my hands dry, etc. I had learned long ago to bring my own towels because most tournament sites, even the nicer ones, wouldn’t provide them.
Another thing I always put in my suitcase was some cash, just so it wouldn’t all be in my wallet—you know, so some thug couldn’t come along and take it all at once. That was something Bill had taught me. So, intending to pack away some of the money from the bank, I pulled the supposed $41.62 from my pants pocket and dropped it on the dresser, the coins bouncing as something caught my eye: Those sixty-two cents—which I had thought was two quarters, a dime, and two pennies—didn’t look quite right. It was the quarters. Or were they quarters? George Washington looked perfectly fine on one, but the other, about the same size, had a different profile.
Queen Victoria.
It was a British shilling, dated 1899. I sat down on the bed, turning it round in my fingers. Millions of these had been made, but in my entire life, I had only seen one before.
The bank had obviously made a mistake accepting this from someone, and I had made a mistake accepting it from the bank. I thought maybe I should go back and complain. But holding it, I could almost convince myself that this was the one I had lost.
I put the shilling back in my pocket.

      [image: image-placeholder]I had assumed the tires would arrive at some reasonable time after lunch, so I was absolutely fit to be bundled when the truck from the dealership came rolling in around five o’clock. Cora was down the block playing baseball with a couple of brothers about her age. As for me, I had spent most of the afternoon sitting on the front steps, thinking about things I would rather not have been thinking about.
“Been waiting on you,” I told the guy.
“Sorry. I was real busy today.”
“I’ll bet.”
“Want me to just unload these, or you want me to change ’em out for you?”
“Is there a difference?” I asked.
“A dollar.”
“Just leave them. I’ll do it.”
He handed me an invoice.
“Looks good,” I said. “Let me write you a check.”

      [image: image-placeholder]By the time I finished with the tires, the sky, which had been clear all day, was darkening for a storm. I went down the block to tell Cora to come home and that I needed to run another errand. As I drove to the club, the weather looked to be building toward something nasty.
When I parked at the club, the wind was coming hard from the west. Out on the course, golfers and caddies hurried toward the clubhouse, walking bent over, hats blowing off their heads. I got to the pro shop just as the rain started.
My “assistant,” Eddie Crane—Big Eddie, as he was known—who was about twenty years my senior, well over three hundred pounds, and slow on the uptake, sat on a wooden stool behind the counter chewing plug tobacco and spitting into a soup can. He worked for lunch and three dollars a day.
When I had started at the club nine years before, he had worked for lunch and only two dollars a day. But times then had been harder.
The place was otherwise empty.
“Thought you was already on your way to Chicago,” Eddie said with a turtle’s rhythm before spewing a line of tobacco juice.
“I’m headed there.”
“Tonight? Lookin’ like we’s gonna have a twister.”
I skipped the small talk. “You ready for that qualifier on Friday?”
“Uh-huh,” Eddie said, still low key—which was his only key. Beyond breakfast, lunch, and dinner, he never got worked up over anything. “The groups is all set up.”
“I know,” I said. “I’m the one that did that.” And that wasn’t all. For a solid month, I had been dealing with the state golf association and their requirements related to everything from the condition of the course to the hospitality tent. “What about caddies? Do we have enough?”
Over half of the forty-seven players had requested a caddie, and being a smaller club, we didn’t regularly employ that many. I had instructed Eddie to scour the countryside for manpower.
“We’s still three short,” he said.
“Well, Friday afternoon, we can’t be short, period. I mean, it’s going to look pretty bad if some guy rolls in here thinking he’s got a caddie and ends up having to pack his sack.”
It had been a mistake for the club to take this qualifier (and I should never have advised them to). We simply didn’t have the staff for it. But the club was being paid nicely for hosting the event, and as “tournament director,” I was being compensated as well—even though, come Friday, I would be nowhere near the premises. Of course, the club was aware of that, and as long as things went smoothly, there would be no problem. On the other hand, it was clear that the risk was mine, and if things went south in my absence, the waste material would hit the rotary blades.
“Look, if I can, I’ll phone you Thursday evening or Friday morning to check on things,” I said. “And I haven’t forgot about your share of the money.” I had promised him half of what I was receiving. “You’ll get yours when I get mine.”
“That’ll sure be nice,” he said, seeming far too unexcited for a man making three dollars a day.
I went behind the counter and grabbed two boxes of new Wilson balls off the shelf.
“Make a note in inventory,” I said. “I’m taking these for the Open.”
“I done made that note, John,” he said. “Yesterday. I thought you done took them balls.”
He was right. I had. They were sitting on my kitchen table. 
I put the balls back on the shelf, embarrassed that Eddie was keeping better track of things than I was.
“Guess I’m not thinking straight,” I said. “But it’s been a rough day. Woke up this morning and found some jerk had slashed all my tires.”
“Lordy Be-Jesus, who’d do that to you?”
“Who knows?” From outside, a heavy rain slammed the side of the building. “And I suppose you’ll hear this soon enough anyway, so I might as well tell you: My wife left me.”
“For good?” Eddie knew Evie’s history.
“Yeah. Looks like it.”
Eddie shook his head, slow and sorrowful. “Well, to be up front with you, John, I’d already caught wind of that.”
“From where?”
“Several different angles, actually.”
“Several?” I felt my temperature rise. “So who all knows?”
He frowned as he shifted his mass, the stool creaking. “Pretty close to the whole town, I reckon.”
I shook my head with a sigh.
“I sure am sorry, John.” He spit in his can.
“How did they all find out?”
“Seems the guy who runs Berkley’s Service out on the east side saw her—your wife, that is—this mornin’. And you know he’s a terrible gossip. Anyway, accordin’ to him, she was with a guy, and they stopped for gas on their way to wherever they was goin’.” He hesitated, looking as if what he was about to say pained him. “The guy was supposedly drivin’ a powder blue Packard One-Eighty convertible.”
I could hardly get the name out of my mouth. “Rossman?”
“‘Fraid so.”
“That greasy piece of . . .?”
Eddie sadly nodded his head.
I said something under my breath and stomped toward the back door of the shop, just the other side of which we kept the members’ clubs. I found Rossman’s bag, slung it over my shoulder, and carried it back through the shop.
“Where you goin’ with that?” Eddie asked.
“Chicago.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that evening, a tornado touched down east of town. Nobody hurt. No houses damaged. But that’s the direction Cora and I would have been going. Maybe I’d had a premonition. Anyway, when I got home from the club, I told her I was postponing our departure. We would leave first thing next morning.
That night, power lines were down. The electricity was off. We ate the last of the roast beef and went to bed early. But I lay awake most of the night, listening to the wind and rain and hail, and in a flood of self-pity thinking of how the events of the past day had pretty much typified my entire life. I had wanted a beautiful woman and had found one, but had never really made her happy, and now I had lost her for good. I had wanted money, too, but it had never come easy, and now I had one cent left in the bank. And as much as I had always imagined myself as someone to whom good things would happen, they never really had, and as if to stand as evidence that they never really would, I had four useless pieces of rubber in my trash that had, a day ago, been healthy tires.
There was a flash of lightning. A clash of thunder.
The wind and rain and hail came harder.
Even the weather was against me.
So why go to Chicago? It would just be another disappointment.
The pro career I had dreamed of had been a miserable bust. Fifty bucks in a trivial long-drive contest, and after that, in tournaments on the circuit, nothing but a few checks to tide things over. Barnstorming with Bill had been, at times, almost a gravy train, but that was not real golf. And in the years since, while I had played in a number of events around the Midwest, my winnings had been modest and the time and expense
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The Legend of Bobby Jones

During the 1925 U.S. Open, Bobby Jones
was about to play a shot from the rough
when he—and only he—saw his ball move.
This was a rules infraction, and Jones
called a one-stroke penalty on himself.
That single stroke would ultimately
cost him the tournament,
and he was widely lauded for his honesty,
to which he replied,

"You might as well praise me

for not robbing a bank."
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Again, for Pam—whom I love more than golf itself.








