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FOR NATALIE SILVER,
MY OWN GOLDEN GIRL—
I’M AWED BY YOUR DIGNITY,
SWEETNESS, BRILLIANCE,
AND FIGHTING SPIRIT,
IN STILL WATERS
OR GNARLY SURF.
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INTRODUCTION

She came shooting off the wall like a human torpedo, gliding through the water with cold, relentless precision. Unleashing her incomparable, undulating dolphin kicks, Natalie Coughlin began to pull away from the field in the 100-meter backstroke, popping to the surface nearly a body length ahead of her closest pursuer. From that prime vantage point—with a picturesque view of the Athens sunset, a mere 35 meters between her and redemption—Coughlin was as good as gold.

The most talented female swimmer of her generation took a deep breath and closed in on the prize she’d been chasing for more than a decade. Six days shy of her 22nd birthday, Coughlin propelled herself backward through Lane 4, seven competitors and untold degrees of doubt, pain, and disappointment in her wake. Get to the wall, and she would forever be an Olympic champion, the haters and the traditionalists be damned. Just a dozen or so more strokes and she’d finish a 4-year struggle for self-determination that summoned every ounce of will in her being.

Just 25 meters to go, then 20, and the only question seemed to be whether Coughlin would break her own world record. Six thousand fans at the Athens Aquatic Center were cheering her home; tens of millions more would experience the suspense on television. And then … Oh, no. This cannot be happening. Coughlin felt an energy crash coming on—that insidious, instant loss of zip that every swimmer dreads. She grimaced as the lactic acid ripped through her leg muscles; instinctively, she bit down on her lower lip to combat the pain.

The last time this happened, in the final individual race of Coughlin’s unmatched collegiate career, she had appeared so dead in the water that her father, Jim, a police sergeant in her working-class northern California hometown of Vallejo, had barely fought back the urge to race from the stands to rescue his little girl. On that March 2004 night in College Station, Texas, site of the NCAA Championships, Coughlin had been passed by two swimmers down the stretch of the 200-meter backstroke—the only time in 4 years the University of California, Berkeley, superstar had lost a meaningful race. Now, 5 months later, the nightmare was happening again.

Nooo! the voice inside Coughlin’s head shrieked. Not this! Not now! Her arms felt like redwood stumps, her legs like jelly. She veered close to the lane line, her normally perfect technique beginning to give way to panicked thrashing. She was holding on, but for how long? No one in her line of vision was making a charge—certainly not Haley Cope, once her close friend and Cal teammate, now just another obstacle between Coughlin and her rightful gold. It had to be hers, after all she’d been through; after all she’d sacrificed to swim this race on this warm Monday night.

The threat, Coughlin knew, was unseen. Over in Lane 1, blissfully shielded from the wind-induced currents rippling through the pool, was Zimbabwe’s Kirsty Coventry, the very same Auburn University swimmer who had caught Coughlin on that awful night in College Station. Coventry was coming, hard, as Coughlin figured she would be.

The previous night, in her semifinal heat, Coughlin had eased up to win in 1:00.17, setting an Olympic record. She was the only woman ever to have gone under a minute in the event, had held the world record (59.58) the past 2 years, and owned the four fastest times in history. Now, however, it wasn’t about the clock. It was about finding a way to get to that wall before her worst fear was realized.

Fifteen meters to go, and Coughlin perceptibly slowed. She was sinking like the Titanic, and no lifeboat loomed. Her parents, Jim and Zennie, gripped each other’s hands tightly, their stomachs in knots. Coughlin’s sister, grandparents, and boyfriend watched beside them in agony; there was nothing they could do but pray. Coventry was edging closer, and Coughlin seemed to be coming back to the field as if hindered by an underwater rope.

This isn’t happening, she thought. Please, don’t let this be real. Were the gods of swimming this cruel? Were they taunting her once more? They’d given her talent, drive, and intelligence, along with an uncanny ability to feel the water that most sharks would have envied. Her “physical IQ,” in the words of one stroke guru, was astoundingly high, meaning she was able to comprehend and effect specific technique alterations in a manner of seconds. Yet at so many key moments—before the 2000 Olympic Trials, when her shoulder gave out, and at the 2003 World Championships, when her fever spiked and her body collapsed—fate had conspired against her.

Now, once again, everything was falling apart—and oh, how this would hurt. She could see the headlines (“Coughlin Comes Up Short”) and anticipate the disparaging words that would be whispered in Athens and on pool decks across America. She could picture the tears running down the face of her coach, Teri McKeever, who was crouching in the stands behind the finish line, too nervous to watch with the rest of the US delegation. She could imagine the legions of traditionalists weighing in on McKeever’s methods and how they had doomed Coughlin to failure. And, clear as day, she could envision her former youth-club coach, Ray Mitchell, and hear him bellowing, “I told you so.”

It was all unthinkably devastating, and for a split second, Coughlin felt herself go numb. And then, in an instant, the fire returned. Screw that. This is my moment. For the first time in her life, she had total, unequivocal clarity. Ray’s not in charge anymore. I am. I decide how this ends, and I choose victory. I’m in control now.

Coughlin jerked her right arm up from the water, rotated backward, and slapped it back to the surface. Her kicks became steady and vigorous. She no longer saw Mitchell’s face—nor could she see McKeever’s, or those of her Cal or US teammates, or her friends or sister or parents. In her head there was only darkness, the shade of the predawn sky in Concord, California, when, as a teenager, she’d arrive at the pool before Mitchell and her Terrapins Swim Club teammates and sit in her car for 10 minutes, staring into nothingness and getting her mind ready for the task at hand. Then Coughlin would get out of the car, unlock the gate, and unravel the pool cover, shattering the early-morning silence by diving into the water and beginning another grueling practice.

Alone in the dark, Coughlin had been in control of her destiny—before the shoulder had given out and the rumors cropped up and the thoughts of quitting had begun to fill her mind. Saved by McKeever’s intuitive touch, Coughlin and her coach had created an alternative model for success; yet even now, after all her triumphs, there were doubters—including some of her trusted college teammates—who expected her to choke when it mattered most.

Well, she had a surprise for them, for Mitchell, and for everyone who’d ever questioned her mettle: That wasn’t going to happen. After thousands of miles’ worth of laborious laps to prepare for this moment, she could gut out these last 10 meters. Yes, she wanted to win for her country, her family, her school, and, most of all, McKeever. But the last 10 meters would be for her, and her alone.

Slap. Her left arm hit the water, then her right arm. I will not lose. One stroke to go, maybe, if she could time it right. Her left arm reached backward and extended, glided through the water, and touched the wall.

Coughlin’s heart was racing. This was the moment that would define her as an athlete, and she’d never wanted anything so badly. With her right hand, she pulled off the outer swim cap she’d worn over her Team USA model, then lifted her goggles and looked to the scoreboard. She squinted upward, her eyes disbelieving. Fourth? I got fourth? That can’t be right.

She scanned to check her time: 1:00.37. It wasn’t a great effort by her standards, but fourth? She closed her eyes and took another look. Five seconds passed—not an especially long time, except when you’re thinking your dreams have been dashed. Then, finally, Coughlin saw it: a big number “1” on the right of the scoreboard. Now she understood: The “4” had been a trick of the light. Normally, the scoreboard at a swim meet instantly rearranges itself at the completion of a race to rank the finishers from top to bottom. In Athens, for whatever reason, there had been a delay, meaning Coughlin, who’d raced from the fourth lane, was still fourth on the board when she’d looked up.

Now, at long last, the board rearranged, and her name was on top. That “1” was the loveliest, most comforting numeral she’d ever seen.

All the muscles in Coughlin’s body relaxed in unison. Eyes closed, she raised her fist to the sky, then lifted it again, and again, and again. Her face was a mixture of resuscitated relief and unfettered joy. She had become the first US woman in Athens to capture a gold medal, and she had done it her way. Six thousand fans were on their feet cheering while tens of millions of viewers across the globe sat on their couches, watching her pretty face beaming across their television sets.

None of them, not even the people closest to her, could see the scars. But that didn’t matter. Not now. As the sun went down on Athens and Coughlin’s star began to shine, the healing process officially began.


CHAPTER ONE

JUST THE TWO OF US

The foreign journalist took the microphone, stood up in a crowded press conference, and, in perfect English, asked Natalie Coughlin a pointed question.

How does it feel to dishonor your country?

This was a strange time to have a bad flashback, but given her state of delirium, Coughlin wasn’t entirely surprised. Here she was, at the 2003 FINA World Championships in Barcelona—the last major international competition before the Athens Olympics—slogging through some warm-down laps after one of the more astonishing outcomes of her career. Coughlin, the world record holder in the 100-meter backstroke since the previous summer, had just done the unthinkable: She’d failed to advance past the preliminary rounds. As she completed her last, painful turn in the warm-down pool, her Speedo goggles were filled with tears.

Coughlin’s head, meanwhile, was full of dreadful possibilities. Her mind jumped back to her most recent international disappointment, at the 2002 Pan-Pacific Championships in Yokohoma, Japan, the previous August. In the wake of the favored US team’s defeat to Australia in the 400-meter medley relay, Coughlin, after a slew of reasonable questions, had been asked how it felt to dishonor her country by the Asian sports media’s answer to Mike Wallace on speed. At the time, she’d nearly started laughing. Coughlin hated to lose in anything, but coming up short in a relay against the formidable Aussies certainly didn’t qualify as a domestic disgrace.

Now, however, as she exited the warm-down pool and gathered her belongings, she was in no mood to field outlandish queries. Physically, she doubted she could make it up the steps to the podium. Her face pallid, her body shivering under a nylon sweat suit, Coughlin felt disoriented. She was reeling emotionally as well. This was supposed to be her meet, and it had gone so terribly wrong. Poised to showcase her amazing versatility and stamp herself as the swimmer to watch at the Athens Games, Coughlin had taken ill at an inopportune time. Just as the weeklong competition was about to begin, she’d been felled by a virus that caused a headache, sore throat, and 103° fever.

La polivalencia, the locals called it.

The worst feeling in the world, Coughlin called it.

The previous evening she had sucked it up and, in her third race of the meet’s opening day, propelled the United States to victory in the 4 × 100–meter freestyle relay with a blazing leadoff leg. Now, however, the woman who had hoped to win as many as seven gold medals at the Worlds had hit the wall. On this warm August morning, Coughlin, the only woman in history to have broken the 1-minute barrier in the 100 back, had finished her heat in 1:03.18, more than 3.5 seconds shy of her world record. By morning’s end she was in 22nd place, not good enough to advance, an outcome that did not bode well for the rest of the meet.

It was the biggest story of the day, if not the entire meet, and Coughlin wasn’t eager to be grilled by the press, even though she had a legitimate explanation. Following her warm-down swim, she shared her feelings with coach Teri McKeever, who urged her to meet with the media. “You’re going to be competing in this sport for a long time,” McKeever told her. “The classy thing to do is to go to the press conference, acknowledge that you don’t feel well, and answer their questions.”

So off Coughlin went, and McKeever braced herself for several days of poolside skepticism. Make that 12 months. Instead of validating 3 years of cutting-edge achievement, Coughlin was providing fuel for the cynics who’d doubted that she would ever come through on the big stage. That had begun before the 2000 Olympic Trials, when a torn cartilage in Coughlin’s left shoulder derailed her designs on making the US team as a teenager. Skeptics wondered whether she was a china doll doomed to crack under pressure. With her body having failed her yet again at a critical juncture, the resolutely confident Coughlin was bound to be confronted with self-doubts, as well. It was, McKeever would later conclude, “the first time I’ve seen a chink in her armor.”

Protective by nature, McKeever, 42, was like a surrogate mother to Coughlin, who’d come to her as an emotionally and physically scarred teenager on the verge of quitting the sport. The oldest of 10 children, McKeever had been a caretaker her entire life. In her march toward improbable success in her field, she had given so much focus to her career that she felt it had impacted her personal life—an issue, given that she harbored dreams of becoming a wife and mother. Instead, it was as if she had 25 de facto children, and Coughlin was the one with whom she was the closest.

McKeever had known something was wrong the day before the meet, when she realized Coughlin was literally hotter than the Spanish summer sun. As was her custom before a big meet, McKeever bought a small gift and a card for both of her swimmers in Barcelona—Coughlin and former Cal star Haley Cope, a backstroker/sprint freestyler—and scrawled personal messages that she presented separately to each woman. When Coughlin read McKeever’s card, which spoke of their journey and the exciting opportunities ahead, she hugged her coach as a thank-you gesture. McKeever instinctively recoiled: “You’re burning up.” Coughlin conceded that she felt a little flushed but assured McKeever she could swim through it.

That night, a worried McKeever tossed and turned in her hotel bed. Natalie never gets sick, she thought to herself. In 3 years together, the coach couldn’t remember a single practice in which Coughlin had been too ill to participate. The girl was tough, mentally and physically, as if her intensely competitive nature wouldn’t allow an infection to mess with her body.

Empathetic to the core, McKeever also had some selfish reasons for considering the impact of Coughlin’s physical breakdown. A coach’s prominence is often tied to the success of his or her elite swimmers, and with breastroker Staciana Stitts, a recent Cal grad and a 2000 Olympian, having relocated to Southern California to swim for Dave Salo of the prominent Novaquatics club, Coughlin and Cope represented McKeever’s best chance for career enhancement. Cope, perhaps the most unlikely world-class swimmer in recent American history, was regarded as somewhat of a miracle, having emerged from a broken home to become a world champion—and one who had continued to improve even after her collegiate career. But Cope at her best still wasn’t as formidable as Coughlin on a bad day. McKeever knew that Coughlin, when it came down to it, was her ticket to Athens.

No woman had ever served on the coaching staff of a US Olympic swim team, and McKeever, one of the few prominent females in her profession, aimed to be the first. The process of naming assistant coaches was political and inextricably tied to the makeup of the team itself. Were Coughlin, as expected, to emerge as the centerpiece of the US women’s squad, selecting McKeever as one of the assistants would be a natural means of keeping the swimmer in her comfort zone. McKeever had a good relationship with the University of Southern California’s Mark Schubert, already appointed as the coach of the women’s team, though their philosophies were strikingly different. The bottom line was this: With Coughlin at the peak of her powers, McKeever was a slam dunk to be selected.

Though this was hardly her primary goal, McKeever desired the distinction as a means of uplifting her program, which was struggling to break into the national top five, and because it might pave the way for other women in her field to achieve similar success. Most of all, though, she wanted to prove something to herself: that the sacrifices she had made over the past 2 decades—really, since she was 4 years old—had paid off in a blatant and tangible way.

Teri McKeever, by all rights, was ordained for athletic excellence. Her father, Mike, a USC football star, had an identical-twin brother, Marlin, who had also been a gridiron hero for the Trojans. The McKeever twins were famous across the land and seemed destined to be professional football players. A series of injuries derailed Mike’s NFL hopes, but in 1961, the Los Angeles Rams would make Marlin the fourth overall pick in the draft, and he would enjoy a productive, 13-year career for four teams as a linebacker and tight end, making the Pro Bowl after the 1966 season. The popular twins also acted in several movies, including The Three Stooges Meet Hercules and The Absent-Minded Professor, and appeared on the covers of numerous national magazines.

Teri’s mother, whose maiden name was Judy Primrose, had been a youth swimming champion who had once finished second in the mile at US Nationals. Had the Olympics featured an event longer than 400 meters for women back then—“long enough so that I could wear everyone else down,” in Judy’s words—she likely would have qualified to represent her country.

Like classic characters from an old movie, football hero Mike and homecoming queen Judy hooked up as college kids, got married, and started making babies. Teri was the first, and she was not an especially easy child. “From what I was told,” Teri says, “I was sort of an awful little kid.”

After Teri came Mac, and then Judy got pregnant again. The McKeevers had an idyllic life that seemed emblematic of the American dream. And then, in an instant, their picture-perfect existence was shattered. On December 4, 1965, Mike McKeever was broadsided by a drunk driver while driving in Long Beach. He fell into a coma. Ten days later, his second son, Barry, was born.

Teri barely remembers her father, but she distinctly recalls her mom telling her in the aftermath of the accident, “All right, I need your help now.”

It was a heavy burden for a 4-year-old. From that point on, little Teri became a caretaker. She was especially protective of Mac: When he would rile his mother by, say, dropping his jacket on the ground, Teri would jump in and plead, “Mommy, don’t yell at him. I’ll pick it up for him.”

On August 25, 1967, some 20 months after the accident, Mike McKeever died in a Los Angeles hospital. Teri remembers “sitting at the funeral and seeing people walking by and looking at us, and every one of them was crying.” From then on, whenever she saw her uncle Marlin, Teri would chillingly be confronted with a vision of what her father would have looked like at that age.

Judy met a man named Gary Gannon and married him in 1969. The two ended up having seven kids together—for a total of 10 in the household. In reality, though, there were nine kids and a de facto third parent—Teri. She changed diapers and got her younger siblings dressed, fed, and bathed. When she turned 16 and got her driver’s license, Teri also received a credit card from her mother, so she could do the grocery shopping and run other errands.

The family lived in Escondido, a town north of San Diego, in a nice house that had 25-yard and 50-meter pools in the backyard. Many of the kids gravitated toward sports—Mac played football for Long Beach State and San Diego State, while Barry played for Stanford. Years later, younger sisters Kelli and Kristi Gannon would earn spots on the US national field hockey squad.

Shy by nature, a trait she shared with her late father, Teri felt most comfortable in the water, an environment in which she could escape the hectic pace of a life spent caring for her brothers and sisters. Swimming also offered the best chance for individual attention from her mother, who imparted the lessons she had learned while training for legendary coach Peter Daland at the Los Angeles Athletic Club.

While many youth swimming standouts built their endurance bases through rigorous, monotonous workouts, that wasn’t an option in Teri’s world. Time was always of the essence. She typically swam in the backyard while supervised loosely by her mother, who had one eye on her eldest daughter’s technique and the other on the younger kids. “Sometimes Mac and Barry would swim relays against me,” McKeever recalls. “Sometimes the younger kids would be riding their bikes around the pool while my mom tried to coach me. I remember at least one time when one of them fell in, and my mom had to reach in and fish her out in the middle of my set. I never knew when my workouts were going to be, because it depended on everyone’s nap schedule.”

When mother and daughter did have uninterrupted time together, it was inevitably rushed, so it was essential that every minute count. The result was that Judy emphasized technique and form over mind-numbing repetition and often instructed her daughter to practice at race speed, rather than stressing the value of going long distances at slower speeds. Judy also felt that Teri’s tall, slender build was not particularly suited toward the overtraining that most coaches favored. Instead, she focused on the mental aspects of preparation, painstakingly explaining the rationale for each element of the workout and imploring her daughter to participate mentally in the process.

Judy might not have realized it then, but she was creating the basis for a philosophy that would guide her daughter to an impressive stint as a competitive swimmer and a revolutionary career as a coach. At the very least, growing up in an environment that necessitated quality over quantity would later compel Coach McKeever to ask the questions that most of her peers dared not broach: Why do we make them swim so much more than their race distances, over and over again, in practice? If you’re more efficient in the water, doesn’t that also enable you to retain more energy for when you need it most?

Before becoming an all-American at USC, McKeever, a butterfly and middle-distance freestyle specialist, excelled as a youth swimmer and competed in numerous meets across the country. Those trips had special meaning for her, not because she was going head up against the best in the United States but because of the quality time she got to spend with her coach and traveling companion. While many of the competitors behaved like social butterflies, McKeever kept to herself, sitting with her mother and beholding the spectacle. “The only time I remember being alone with my mother,” she remembers, “was at those national meets.”

As an adult, McKeever essentially had more than two dozen children—and the big meets represented an opportunity to bond with the highest achievers. Coughlin, who arrived at Cal as a confused, burned-out teenager, had trusted McKeever like a child trusts her mother. In many ways McKeever was the one person—besides herself—in whom Coughlin had complete faith. Though Coughlin’s parents were in Barcelona to watch her swim, it was McKeever to whom she turned for support when she fell ill.

Given Coughlin’s symptoms, it was no surprise that her teammates weren’t especially eager to be in her company during the competition. For 5 days, Coughlin spent the bulk of her mornings, afternoons, and nights lying in bed at the team hotel, alternately sweating and clutching her blankets, barely able to eat or sleep. “No one wanted to be around me, of course,” Coughlin says. “Other than the doctors, Teri was the only one who’d deal with me.”

McKeever would knock on the door of Coughlin’s hotel room every hour or so to check on her, and the two would go down to team meals and sit alone at a table in the far corner of the room. None of this was visible to the rest of the swimming world, which saw only stunning failure, confirming some people’s suspicions that Coughlin, as she had been before the 2000 Olympic Trials, was physically—or, as some erroneously speculated, mentally—vulnerable when the stakes were highest.

Having qualified for the 100-meter butterfly final on the first day of the meet, Coughlin, even after her illness worsened, and even after her plodding effort in the 100 back the next morning, decided to give it a go in the evening session of day 2. Her only chance, she and McKeever reasoned, would be to employ a “fly and die” strategy: Go out hard and see if her body could hang on for 58 seconds.

Coughlin flew at the start…and quickly died, finishing last in the field. She skipped the warm-down session, the series of slow laps all competitive swimmers rely upon to rid their body of lactic acid and thus spare themselves the aches and pains that result when the acid remains in the system. Coughlin didn’t care—her body already ached miserably from the virus, and she didn’t plan on reentering the pool anytime soon. Hunched over in pain, barely able to move her legs as she slowly hobbled to a car waiting to take her back to the hotel, Coughlin stopped and balanced herself on McKeever’s arm. “Whoa,” she said, cracking a tiny smile. “I haven’t gotten eighth in a race in a long time.”

But as the meet proceeded, Coughlin knew she was losing more than just a couple of races. On the men’s side, 18-year-old Baltimore phenom Michael Phelps was doing what Coughlin had been projected to do—win race after race and position himself as the greatest American medal hope for Athens. Meanwhile, Coughlin’s brilliance of the past 3 years was suddenly fading from memory, and the predictions of multiple individual golds were being downscaled.

Was she versatile and talented enough to approach the Olympics like Phelps and challenge Mark Spitz’s record haul of seven golds (four individual) from the 1972 Olympics in Munich? Undoubtedly. Was her body capable of holding up? Even Coughlin began to wonder.

Cooped up in her hotel room, she had a lot of time to think. A major decision loomed—would Coughlin renounce her collegiate eligibility and cash in on endorsement offers that could exceed $1 million? The smart money said yes.

Or would she thumb her nose at conventional wisdom and return for her senior season at Cal? Few college athletes, let alone athletes who compete in nonrevenue sports, would think twice about leaving for such a bounty. But Coughlin, especially in the wake of her sudden fallibility, wasn’t so sure.

Going into Worlds, Coughlin had all but decided to bolt. She could still attend classes at Cal and train with McKeever and the rest of the team, but she wouldn’t be able to compete in collegiate competitions. Considering that college meets are contested in short-course (25-yard or, during an Olympic year, 25-meter) venues, while the Olympics are held in long-course (50-meter) pools, that wasn’t a huge loss. It would be like skipping half-court, three-on-three hoops competitions while preparing for full-court, five-on-five action. Coughlin, who excelled at turns, had already proven to be the best short-course swimmer in the world; the key for her was pushing her long-course capabilities to the highest possible level.

Yet turning pro wasn’t the no-brainer that everyone assumed it was. For one thing, Coughlin was true to her school like few other collegiate athletes, with a fervor that would have made the Beach Boys proud. As a high school senior, she had fought fiercely with her parents for the right to attend Cal, which she correctly sensed would be a better fit for her than Bay Area rival Stanford, her parents’ preference. Not only was Coughlin excited by the idea of swimming for McKeever—and, though she respected him greatly, somewhat certain that Stanford’s hyperintense coach, Richard Quick, would not be the best fit for her—but she also loved everything about Berkeley: the liberal legacy, the diversity, the probing encouragement of progressive and contrarian thought, the vibrant campus in a lush yet urban setting.

With Coughlin back for a fourth season, McKeever had a chance to push her program to the next level. Not insignificantly, Cal would also have an opportunity to defeat Stanford in a dual meet for the first time in 28 years, something both women craved the way Golden Bears seek honey. Coughlin would also have a chance to make history; already the only swimmer to sweep three individual events at three consecutive NCAA Championships, she’d be favored to make it four for four.

Besides, Coughlin thoroughly enjoyed being part of a team, getting lost in the fabric of collective goals, and, on occasion, getting to pretend she was one of the girls. As much as she stood out in the water and embraced her role as a star, she worried about being cast as an ordained Olympic hero before her time. Were she to turn pro and start showing up in commercials a full year before the games, she might suffer from the same type of overexposure that made some viewers regard Marion Jones’s performance at the 2000 Sydney Games as a disappointment, rather than an exceptional accomplishment.

In one sense, her body’s breakdown in Barcelona could have spooked her into taking the money while it was still on the table. But in another sense, Coughlin felt a greater need to cling to McKeever and remain in the protective cocoon that had revitalized her as an athlete.

It was not a stretch to say that McKeever saved Coughlin’s career, both technically and emotionally. When Coughlin arrived at Cal, McKeever changed her stroke, giving it a more cyclical efficiency that reduced the stress on her injured shoulder and helped her reach a new level of excellence. She also altered Coughlin’s outlook, making life in the pool fun and exciting and unpredictable. Coughlin, who’d taken to the pool because she enjoyed the sensation of frolicking in the water, rediscovered her love for the sport at Cal. By the end of their first year together, Coughlin had been voted the NCAA Swimmer of the Year and was on her way to becoming the greatest collegiate swimmer of all time. She was getting good grades; making appearances on behalf of the university; and projecting an image of beauty, grace, and well-rounded achievement.

What Coughlin didn’t realize was that in the process, she was helping to save McKeever. Before landing Coughlin, the coach had been, quite literally, a woman on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Overworked and overstressed, McKeever suffered from depression, panic attacks, and a severely impaired self-image. She had reached a breaking point with her closest coaching confidant, Cal cocoach Mike Walker, and feared that severing ties with him would expose her shortcomings as a leader. Whenever McKeever felt like giving in and walking away, she would remember her commitment to Coughlin and the unique opportunity this special swimmer’s presence afforded.

It was as if Coughlin’s fragility superseded McKeever’s, pushing the coach to challenge the limits of her own potential. “I was at the lowest point of my life,”McKeever recalls. “And one of the things that pulled me through—though even Natalie may not know this—was her being here, that I’d made a commitment to someone that special. I’m a better coach than I was 4 years ago, and not just because of what I’ve learned from her in the pool. In many ways, she’s the kind of person who makes everyone around her better, and I’ve probably been the biggest beneficiary.”

One of the tenets of McKeever’s philosophy is that the journey is as important as—or, in most cases, more important than—the outcome. Even as she felt Coughlin’s disappointment in Barcelona, the coach viewed it as another chapter in her swimmer’s odyssey toward growth and fulfillment, a trying time whose value might not be understood until after the fact. For the previous 3 years, things had been going so well, so consistently, in Coughlin’s career, it was almost eerie.

Perhaps there was value in Coughlin’s being forced to confront her frailty a year before the Olympics; surely she could learn another lesson in perseverance and handling adversity by fighting through the discomfort.

If a hope for redemption, however minor, were to present itself, McKeever was all for it. Jack Bauerle, the vaunted University of Georgia coach in charge of the US women’s staff in Barcelona, kept asking McKeever if there was a chance Coughlin might be available for the meet-ending 400-meter medley relay. Because Couglin was the fastest US swimmer in three of the four strokes—all but the breaststroke—at 100 meters, leaving her off the medley relay was almost inconceivable. Yet the coaches knew that even if she began to feel better, Coughlin would be weak and out of sorts in such a competition. Swimming is a sport in which “feel for the water” is everything; skip a few days of training, and a swimmer is liable to behave like she hasn’t been in a pool for months.

Bauerle asked McKeever about the possibility of Coughlin’s swimming the backstroke leg in the prelims. That way, even if she performed poorly, the team’s other swimmers would probably be strong enough to qualify for the final. It would also allow her to shed some of the rust, potentially clearing the way for a faster swim in the evening.

“Jack, the girl is spent,” McKeever said. “The way I see it, she’s got one swim in her, period.”

Saving her for the finals would be a gamble, but McKeever and Bauerle agreed that it was a risk worth taking. Cope, the second-best US backstroker, could go only so fast; Coughlin at least offered the possibility of greatness. She led off the medley with a time of 1:02.26—nearly 3 seconds off her world record, but a respectable effort under the circumstances. The United States finished second to China, edging the powerful Australians, and Coughlin views the performance as a triumphant one. “I was really proud of myself for sucking it up and swimming through my sickness,” she reasons. “Everyone thought the meet was a disaster for me and that I should be devastated, but it actually ended on a redeeming note.”

After the meet, Coughlin joined McKeever, Cope, and a small US delegation on a side trip to Athens. They got the lay of the land, visited the Olympic swimming venue, and had a fancy dinner that featured local delicacies. For a couple of days she forgot about the disappointment of Barcelona, stopped worrying about whether or not to turn pro, and looked forward to her next big international test.

Next summer, she told herself, I’ll be healthy. Then all these people doubting me now will be the ones who feel like crap.


CHAPTER TWO

WHERE THE HEART IS; WHERE THE ACTION IS

She is staring at me—her bespectacled eyes cutting through my Quicksilver shirt and Billabong cargo shorts like scissors through notebook paper, her scowl a mixture of contempt and disgust. This frumpy, middle-aged woman clad in loose, earth-toned linens and clutching a copy of The Nation seems to regard me as the embodiment of all that is wrong with my gender, my age bracket, and Western civilization as a whole.

They’re all staring, in fact, as, on a warm afternoon in late August 2003, I take a seat at Barney’s, a casual burger joint in North Berkeley in the shadow of Alice Watters’s chichi Chez Panisse. Across the table is a smiling, radiant Natalie Coughlin.

I’d like to believe that our lunch date is attracting attention because, even after her recent misfortune in Barcelona, Coughlin is the best female swimmer in the world, and I am a mildly visible sportswriter who whores it up on the airwaves on a semifrequent basis. But human nature being what it is, I know better. Much better.

What the people at Barney’s see is what I see: a tall, muscular but certainly not substantial college student just turned 21, tanned and golden haired and blessed with gorgeous aqua eyes and perfect teeth and silky skin and an incredibly evolved sense of fashion (not that it hurts when you can bring traffic to a halt in ripped jeans, Pumas, and a sleeveless black top); preternaturally poised and prone to unleashing a wholesome yet slightly dangerous smile at precisely the right moment.

Then, when they’ve finished gaping at her, they notice me: a 38-year-old dude with expensive glasses and day-old stubble, dressed a little too young and casually; tall and curly haired and sporting a touch of gray, not to mention a disturbing abundance of ear hair; very happy to be there and, despite his valiant efforts to the contrary, giving off that creepy professor vibe, talking with his hands and in the process revealing—gasp—a wedding ring.

Any second now, I am sure, the frumpy lady or someone else like her is going to take a ketchup-drenched knife off her plate, sneak up from behind, and stab me through the jugular. Given our location—the PC capital of the universe—she just might get away with it. Your Honor, what we have here is a classic case of justifiable homicide.

It is a sensation I will experience many times over the next year, as I break bread (and pad Thai, and huevos rancheros, and greasy barbecue) with this young woman, who, when I was in her position—entering my senior year at UC Berkeley, contemplating some big decisions—was running around the backyard of her modest home in working-class Vallejo, spared the socialization of preschool because, her parents explained, she was “too smart” for such an endeavor. After a while, I came to accept the discomfort: Wherever we go, whatever we do, we’re gonna get stared at together.

Most times, the gawkers don’t see my reporter’s notebook in my back pocket or the wallet photos of my lovely and age-appropriate wife (herself a frequent recipient of reproachful glares for the crime of being too naturally blond, too fit, and too fashion-conscious for the Frumpy Police’s tastes) and our three kids, the eldest of whom is, in fact, named Natalie. Such details tend to kill your game with the young, hot gold-medalists-to-be, just as the inevitable wink-wink/nod-nods and worse from your jealous friends (you’re having lunch with who?) don’t enhance your popularity on the home front. Because no matter how hard I may try to keep the interaction strictly professional, it nonetheless reeks of awkwardness. Were I a character in a movie whose attributes were somewhat embellished—or, let’s just say, a sportswriter who got paid as much as most of the NFL players he covers—Coughlin could pass as my cliché coed squeeze, a tragically naive second wife in waiting.

It could all be so heavy and self-conscious, except that Coughlin, bless her impossibly mature soul, doesn’t allow it to be. Composed, assertive, and respectfully direct, she keeps our conversations frank and intense without their being charged or multilayered. I’m not sure whether this is an intrinsic gift or a skill derived from years of navigating her way through choppy waters both figurative and literal; all I know is that I’m grateful. It’s not as though being a sportswriter for a national magazine is heavy lifting, but it does present its challenges, not the least of which is a need to bond with and cultivate the trust of intensely driven souls from all over the geographical and social spectrums. Thus I’ve rolled into a rented union hall in North Baltimore on an early spring Saturday night with Green Bay Packers receiver Antonio Freeman and a bunch of his boys, which was a good thing, given that of the 600 folks in attendance, I was the only one who happened to be white—and because of my obvious bond with “Free,” I was as fawned over. I’ve done books with a maniacally competitive, physically obsessive football star (Jerry Rice); a freakishly body-painted, exhilarating exhibitionist party animal and rebounding savant (Dennis Rodman); and an unfailingly sweet evangelical Christian quarterback (Kurt Warner) who believes, as I understand him, that Mother Teresa does not currently reside in heaven, because she died without having been saved, whereas if Charles Manson were to be saved tomorrow, then go on another killing spree, he would nonetheless be guaranteed admission to the pearly gates.

Of the three, by the way, Coughlin is the most like Rice, only with a much greater aptitude for disguising her rough edges.

The point is that in a quest to grow close with subjects such as these in a short period of time, I’m sometimes compelled to accelerate the process by any means necessary, meaning I will scream “Hallelujah!” or quote Pac or Biggie or flirt like a madman, as the situation warrants. For instance, when I had an audience with 16-year-old Russian tennis vixen Anna Kournikova—who I knew was about to split for a 2-hour drive across Southern California on an adventure that wouldn’t end until morning—I managed to overcome the protective presence of both her mother (we ended up delving into my Ukrainian heritage) and her agent (whom Anna would order to “get us a stretch lee-mo”) by shamelessly cashing in on that enduring fantasy, “If I could go back to high school knowing what I know now…” Come to think of it, there were occasions on which I shamelessly flirted with Rodman, too, though I probably didn’t realize it at the time, what with the Jägermeister and the Goldschläger and the kamikazes and all.

With Coughlin, flirting was unnecessary, from the day we first talked business at Barney’s to that emotional moment 11 months later in the cavernous Long Beach Arena when, as she exited a press conference after having qualified for the Olympic team, we saw each other and silently hugged, neither of us caring in the least who stared, because we both understood how elated and relieved and vindicated she felt and, indeed, would continue to feel, from that night forward.

[image: new]

Would she turn pro? What events would she try to swim in the Olympics? Did she want someone tagging along and taking notes in the year leading up to the Games?

These were the questions Coughlin and I pondered during that meeting at Barney’s—we had actually met once before, when I had hammed it up for the team on the deck of Spieker Pool more than a year earlier as one of McKeever’s weekly guest speakers (I’d been recommended by my old college buddy Mohamed Muqtar, now Cal’s director of student services)—and over the next couple of weeks as her senior year began. I quickly came to understand that there were two, and only two, people involved in these decisions: Coughlin and McKeever, who essentially served as her manager, agent, and public relations director.

The first question was the most pressing: Take the cash and renounce her collegiate eligibility, or wait until March, after the NCAA Championships, to sign with Speedo or Nike and whoever else came calling? Before Barcelona, it didn’t seem to be much of a mystery. Coughlin was as good as gone, with McKeever’s blessing. She had done so much for the university and for the program that the coach didn’t even allow her own obvious interests to cloud her judgment. McKeever truly wanted what was best for her greatest swimmer, and the combination of reducing Coughlin’s competitive load and ensuring her financial security while padding her bank account seemed too good to pass up.

Now, though, as she rejoined her Cal teammates at Spieker and began grinding her way back into shape, Coughlin wasn’t so certain. For one thing, the vibe seemed so much better than it had the previous spring, when a team already decimated by mass defections had grown increasingly fractured, with drama over stolen boyfriends and intercepted instant messages to boot. Then there were the feuding stars—Coughlin and breaststroker Staciana Stitts, a 2000 Olympic gold medalist (as a relay swimmer, thanks to a leg in the preliminaries, but still) who had completed her final season of eligibility in 2003. Stitts, who suffers from alopecia, was a popular performer whose bald head was a recognizable symbol of Cal’s resurgence under McKeever.

McKeever and Stitts were close, but Coughlin’s arrival coincided with a dip in Stitts’s performances, and the two ultracompetitive swimmers, who’d been good friends during Coughlin’s freshman year, soon grew estranged. Stitts seemed to resent Coughlin’s presence, sometimes complaining to McKeever that special treatment was being afforded the team’s new star. “Stace, I understand how you could feel that way,” McKeever told her, “but I care about both of you. Does a mother love one child more than the other?”

Alas, any chance at friendship between Stitts and Coughlin was officially extinguished at the NCAA Championships in March 2002. The Bears were preparing for the 200-yard medley relay, with Coughlin swimming the lead-off backstroke leg, and Stitts following with the breaststroke leg. As the whistle blew to signal the backstrokers to enter the water in preparation for the start, Coughlin, as was her custom, waited to be the last one into the pool.

There was just one problem: Texas’s swimmer Kelley Robins remained on the deck as well. McKeever instantly figured out what was happening: Mike Walker, the longtime coaching associate she had gotten rid of shortly before Coughlin’s arrival at Cal, was now the Longhorns’ co–head coach. Walker, who’d been active in the recruiting of Coughlin, clearly knew about her superstition and had instructed his swimmer not to jump in before her.

On deck, a game of chicken was playing out. The wait was getting uncomfortable—technically, both swimmers risked disqualification if they failed to enter promptly. Finally, Coughlin bit her lip and got in first. However, she did not bite her tongue, unleashing a stream of expletives at Robins in the seconds before the race began. Further fueling Coughlin’s anger was the reaction of the other Texas swimmers when she jumped into the pool: They started cheering, as if getting her to jump in first had been some sort of psychological victory.

At that point a meet official approached McKeever and said, “If this happens again, there’s going to be a DQ.” McKeever answered in response to the threat of disqualification, “Fine, but tell them,” pointing at Walker and his fellow coaches. “This wasn’t about two athletes jockeying. This was a personal attack against me and my program.”

McKeever knew what was coming next. “Watch,” she said to the people near her. “Nat’s going to destroy her.” When the starting signal sounded, Coughlin burst underwater with fury and never let up. As she touched the wall at 50 yards, the Bears had an unfathomable 1½-second lead over the next-fastest team. Her split was so swift, it met the NCAA-meet qualifying standard for the 50-yard freestyle.

The Bears ultimately finished second, just .09 behind Stanford, which set an American record in the process, but Stitts was hardly in a triumphant mood. The next morning she and several other teammates, including Coughlin, were replaying the incident in a van headed from their hotel to the pool. “That was great,” Coughlin’s teammates told her. “You took her down.” Stitts, however, voiced a different opinion: “That was selfish. You could’ve gotten us DQed.” Stunned, Coughlin replied, “We weren’t going to get DQed. I wasn’t even the last one in the water.” Stitts rounded on her, screaming, “You’re not a team player!” As Coughlin began to yell back, McKeever, who was driving, intervened and ended the conversation. But the damage was done. The next season, Stitts’s final year of eligibility, was so miserable for Coughlin at times that she began to dread coming to practice.

But in the summer of 2003, Stitts moved to Orange County to train with McKeever’s closest coaching confidant, Dave Salo of Irvine Novaquatics, in an effort to qualify for the 2004 Olympics. With Stitts gone, Coughlin suddenly felt as though a weight had been lifted. She felt something else, too—a tangible sense of optimism that the Bears might be ready to do something they’d often talked about but had always seemed far-fetched: Take the program to the next level.

The key, from Coughlin’s perspective, was Whitney Hite, the new assistant McKeever had hired that May. Though close with Hite’s predecessor, Adam Crossen (who ended up coaching Stitts as one of Salo’s Novaquatics assistants), Coughlin felt that Hite’s presence had injected the team with a spark that had been lacking. Whereas Crossen had been confused by McKeever’s semifrequent exasperation with certain swimmers during periods of intense stress, Hite seemed unfazed. He exuded an attitude of “We’re the coaches; you’re the swimmers, so get to work, damn it.” Judging by the intensity of his sets, it was best not to test that premise.

Before filling the opening, McKeever had asked Hite, as well as the other candidates she considered, to take a behavioral test administered by her close friend and “life coach,” Kathie Wickstrand-Gahen. A former swimmer who became a successful collegiate coach at Northwestern and other schools, Wickstrand-Gahen had convinced McKeever that she needed someone whose personality strengths would complement her own, and Hite hadn’t hesitated to submit to the exam. He figured, I am who I am. If she likes me, great. If not, it’s not the right place for me anyway.

The test in question is known as the DISC, with each letter representing a different element of one’s behavioral style. The D stands for dominance, the I for influence, the S for steadiness, and the C for compliance. McKeever’s scores on the S and C scales were especially high, while her D and I were low. In Wickstrand-Gahen’s estimation, McKeever needed someone with a high I score to augment her coaching style and relieve some of the burden of recruiting. Sure enough, Hite’s I was especially elevated, indicating he is a people person.

Hite was used to winning, having been part of an NCAA championship team while swimming for the University of Texas, then capturing three more team titles while serving as an assistant coach for the University of Georgia’s women’s team from 1999 to 2001. The Bulldogs finished second to Auburn each of the next 2 years, which did not sit well with Hite. Upon arriving at Cal, he instantly set his sights on the top, despite the fact that the team was not fully funded, meaning it had fewer scholarships to disperse than the NCAA-allowed limit.

Yet, a few days after moving to Berkeley, Hite had buyer’s remorse. I think I just made the worst mistake of my life, he thought to himself. Nobody on the team seemed happy about swimming. Athletes were grumbling about their workouts (nothing new), about each other, and about McKeever, and everyone seemed to be going through the motions. Even Coughlin, despite her obvious dedication, appeared to have one foot out the door.

Slowly, that started to change. In the coming months, even Hite was taken aback at how his arrival seemed to coincide with a transformation in the team’s attitude. The most tangible difference to the swimmers was Hite’s effect on McKeever. She seemed calmer, happier, and less prone to voicing frustration with them during practice. She clearly trusted Hite’s leadership skills and technical knowledge, and his firmness and conviction had a soothing effect on her.

The bizarre thing was that philosophically, Hite and McKeever were hardly clones. Hite’s orientation was more traditional. He believed that for the team to improve, mental and physical toughness had to be instilled in the form of long, grueling workouts—in the pool, on dry land, and in the weight room. “In my heart I believe that if you get a swimmer in shape, get her a little bit stronger than she’s been, and then rest her, she’ll swim fast,” Hite explains.

At Georgia, working under the exacting Jack Bauerle, Hite had helped develop stars like sprinter Maritza Correia by pushing them past their preconceived physical limits. Yet he also understood the benefits of technical excellence, something he had picked up while swimming for Texas’s Eddie Reese, whose style was a blend of high-volume training and precision, especially on starts and turns. It was Hite’s ability to impart that kind of attention to detail to swimmers like Correia, who would capture a school-record 11 individual and relay NCAA titles during her collegiate career
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