

[image: Cover]






[image: Book Title Page]








Copyright

Copyright © 2019 by Abigail Pesta

Cover design by Chin-Yee Lai

Cover images © Markus Gann/Eyeem/Getty Images, © Aksonov/Getty Images, © Photoalto/Sandro Di Carlo Darsa/Getty Images


Cover copyright © 2019 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Seal Press

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

www.sealpress.com

@sealpress

First Edition: August 2019


Published by Seal Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Seal Press name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBNs: 978-1-58005-880-3 (hardcover), 978-1-58005-881-0 (ebook)

E3-20190621-JV-NF-ORI





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Author’s Note

Foreword

Chapter One: The Dream

Chapter Two: The Town

Chapter Three: How It Began

Chapter Four: The Coach

Chapter Five: Goodbye to All That

Chapter Six: The Disbelieved

Chapter Seven: The Scream

Chapter Eight: The Seduction

Chapter Nine: How Kids Think

Chapter Ten: The Club

Chapter Eleven: The Con

Chapter Twelve: The Final Act

Chapter Thirteen: An Epic Fail

Chapter Fourteen: The Board

Chapter Fifteen: The Poker Game

Chapter Sixteen: Justice

Chapter Seventeen: The Memory

Chapter Eighteen: Freedom

Chapter Nineteen: Facing the Truth

Chapter Twenty: The Family

Chapter Twenty-One: The Teen Warriors

Chapter Twenty-Two: The Courtroom

Chapter Twenty-Three: The Army of Survivors

Acknowledgments

Discover More

About the Author

Notes




To the army of survivors.

To my team: Joel, Mom, Dad, and Jesse.





    
        
            
                Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

                

            

            Tap here to learn more.

        

        
            [image: Seal logo]

        

    




Author’s Note

This project is a work of original reporting based on interviews that I conducted with twenty-five survivors of more than a quarter century of abuse and manipulation at the hands of Larry Nassar. Many of the women I interviewed—including the woman who may have been his very first target—are publicly sharing an extended, personal account of their childhood abuse and the aftermath for the first time in the pages of this book. To reveal Nassar’s evolution from doctor to predator, I also interviewed family members, coaches, legal experts, and many others, and collected and reviewed hundreds of pages of court documents and police records spanning the decades.
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Forward, Together

By Tasha Schwikert, US Olympic Team medalist, and Jordan Schwikert, US National Team member

At first we found it hard to believe. Larry Nassar, the famous Olympic Team doctor, had been accused of sexually abusing young girls. We thought, What? Larry? No way. He was the good guy. The one who listened. The one who cared. The one who slipped us secret treats, like granola bars. Amid all the brutal coaching and training in gymnastics, he was our trusted friend.

It didn’t immediately register that he had abused us too. It took some time. It’s a strange feeling when you come to realize, as an adult, that you were abused as a child. Especially when the abuser is your doctor, the person who is supposed to have your best interests at heart. It was difficult to grasp that this had happened to us. As gymnasts, we had been taught to be tough. We were so mentally and physically strong, we thought that no one could take advantage of us. We were the most resilient athletes around.

We weren’t alone in our initial disbelief. Many of the women he abused as children had a hard time believing he had abused them. This tends to surprise people; they assume we all knew we had been abused but had kept it quiet. But many of us did not know. He was the Olympic doctor. He said he was doing a medical treatment. We trusted him.

The two of us grew up putting our faith in coaches and doctors. They were our world. We started gymnastics as toddlers, going to Mommy and Me classes with our mom in our hometown of Las Vegas. She encouraged us to try different sports—soccer, T-ball, tennis. She had been a serious athlete herself, a tennis player who had made it to Wimbledon. But we loved gymnastics. When Mom took us to play tennis, we ended up doing cartwheels and backflips all over the court. We just wanted to go to the gym. We had found our passion.

We’re pretty close in age, just a year and nine months apart, and we progressed in the sport together. Our parents let us pursue our dream. They were dice dealers at Caesars Palace, and Mom would drop us off at the gym and take a nap there before heading to work. Our coach, Cassie Rice, was young and just starting out, and she was great. Her goal was to make us the best athletes—and the best people—we could be. That was more important to her than any awards or accomplishments. If we had a bad day, she encouraged us and lifted us up. She was all about positive reinforcement.

When we started winning state competitions, people noticed. In the midnineties, we got invited to join the Talent Opportunity Program, known as TOPs, a training program for promising young gymnasts run by USA Gymnastics, the governing body for the sport and for the US Olympic Team. As part of the program, we qualified for the TOPs national training camp, held in Tulsa, Oklahoma. There, the days were long and tiring. The coaches at the camp also coached the US National Team, so we got a taste of what it takes to reach the elite level of the sport. We actually looked forward to the camp’s nutrition class because we could escape the relentless training. Not that the nutrition class was very helpful—we were just told what not to eat. That was the first time we started thinking about food in a negative way.

By our early teens, we had climbed to the elite level. When we made the US National Team, the training got toxic. We spent a lot of time at the Karolyi Ranch, the official training center for the National Team, based in Texas. We dreaded going there. The coaching was all negative—verbally and emotionally abusive. It was a terrible, threatening environment, all about power and control. As soon as you stepped into that gym, you became a robot. You weren’t allowed to be exhausted, to be human. You turned off your emotions. If you got injured, the coaches made you feel useless, so everyone hid their injuries and kept training, taking medications to mask the pain. We saw girls get so tired, they nearly landed on their heads while doing skills, yet they were ordered to repeat those skills again and again. It was dangerous, with coaches pushing us way past the point of fatigue. None of us had a voice. To speak out meant angering the coaches and losing your standing. It was such an extreme environment, Aly Raisman once said she was scared to ask for a bar of soap.

Our parents weren’t allowed at the Karolyi Ranch. But Larry Nassar was there. He was always on hand for the training camps at the ranch, and he became a best friend. We could go to him and be human. His training room was our safe place; the door would shut, and we would confide our problems without worrying that we would get in trouble. That’s how he drew us in.

For me, Tasha speaking here, the abuse started when I was fifteen, after an incident at the ranch. We were all doing the “oversplits,” splits in which you elevate one or both of your feet, forcing your body to go down deeper than the regular splits. Coach Bela Karolyi pushed me down too hard, but I held back my tears. I had just watched Bela shouting at Jamie Dantzscher, calling her a “baby,” and I didn’t want to get yelled at myself. The next day, limping from pain in my groin area, I got sent to Larry. He massaged and penetrated me vaginally with his bare hands, claiming it was a medical treatment that would loosen my muscles. I trusted him because he was a respected doctor, and I had known him for years. Also, it’s important to note that in gymnastics, you’re extremely isolated. I didn’t know about sexual abuse. And you spend so many hours of your life in training at the gym, there’s no time for dating or socializing. I had no experience with boys or sex. None of us did.

When I was seventeen, I had an Achilles injury that became so bad I could barely walk. Larry told my mom that he had a week when his schedule wasn’t crazy. Then he made a phenomenal offer: he said he could treat me at his home in Lansing, Michigan, for the week. He told me to ask my mother if she would buy me a plane ticket to Lansing and said I could stay with him and his family. I desperately needed to get back on my feet, and I appreciated his thoughtful gesture. This important doctor was making all this time for me. I thought, Wow, as a top athlete, I’m getting the LeBron James treatment. And so I went and stayed with Larry, his wife, and his children for five days. They made me feel right at home. It was like staying with family, like visiting a trusted uncle. He worked on me every day, either in his basement, where he kept a massage table and medical supplies, or at an athletic training room at Michigan State University, where he also worked. He did an MRI, acupuncture, electrical nerve stimulation, and ultrasound. Every session was accompanied by a massage. He would start by massaging my Achilles tendon and would work his way up my leg, eventually penetrating me. He said, “Everything is connected,” claiming that applying pressure to one part of my body would help another. He performed this abusive “treatment” on me three times a day—morning, noon, and night.

Looking back, I remember hearing girls sometimes say, “Does Larry creep you out?” But we would all brush it off, saying, “Nah, he’s just nerdy Larry.” We had been taught not to question, not to make any noise. The officials at USA Gymnastics told us to smile, to make everything look effortless, glamorous. When we got trained on how to talk to the media, we were told, “Talk about how great it is to be an elite gymnast.” We were supposed to make it all seem like rainbows and butterflies. We were expected to be the perfect, obedient athletes. It’s like a job, and if you make a misstep, you are highly aware that you’re replaceable—you are often reminded of that. When the officials at USA Gymnastics picked me for the Olympic Team in 2000, I felt grateful. I was one of just six girls on the team that year. Yes, I had worked hard, but I felt deeply indebted too. I won an Olympic medal and owed my success to USA Gymnastics.

More than a decade later, after the allegations of abuse made the news, I got a call from Steve Penny, then the president of USA Gymnastics. At the time, I had just finished law school and was busy studying for the bar exam, which was days away and all-consuming. I was also raising my first child and soon to be pregnant with my second. My husband, a pro basketball player, played overseas with his team, so I was on my own. I hadn’t had a single second to process the allegations of abuse or think about whether it had happened to me. I had to stay focused and not get derailed. Steve Penny blindsided me by asking whether I had been abused. With no time to think about how to answer, I heard myself saying no. Then he asked me to sign a statement in support of both Larry and USA Gymnastics. He knew I still felt grateful, which is why he targeted me. Under pressure, I agreed to sign a statement supporting USA Gymnastics, but not Larry. USA Gymnastics blasted the statement out on Twitter, with a picture of me at the world championships.

Finally, after I passed the bar exam, started a job at a law firm, and had my second child, I had time to face the skeletons in my closet. I looked back through my memories and started putting the puzzle pieces together. Larry’s manipulative tactics came into focus. It was mortifying to realize that this had really happened to me. I wrestled emotionally with the fact that I had been so manipulated. Me, the strong, impermeable African American athlete. I beat myself up about it. I kept thinking, I should have known; I should have known. I spent a lot of time with my therapist on that. I couldn’t see at first that the blame was on him, not me, for using his position as the Olympic doctor to take advantage of children. The adults I trusted as a kid to keep me safe—not just Larry, but also the officials at USA Gymnastics—had profoundly let me down. They had failed to protect me.

I thought about the many ways Larry had built up our friendship and trust when we were young girls. He would often ask about our personal lives, about our boy crushes. We all had little crushes on guys on the men’s team, or on boy-band pop singers. We thought Larry was in our inner circle. I didn’t realize as a child how inappropriate it was that a grown man was so interested and involved in these conversations. Other moments of manipulation came back to me too. I remembered how at one of the national championship qualifying meets, I was leaving the training room after a “treatment” from Larry and another gymnast was coming in. Larry told the other gymnast he had just done this “treatment” on me that had worked. At the time, I was one of the top-ranked gymnasts in the United States, and this girl looked up to me. I can see now that he used me to establish her trust. A sickening realization.

For me, Jordan speaking here, the abuse began when I was in my early teens and started training at the Karolyi Ranch, where I suffered injuries from the relentless pounding and repetitive stress, eventually leading to a major back injury. Because Larry was a world-renowned doctor, I thought he must know the best medical techniques. I assumed his invasive procedure was something he did to treat my specific injuries—I never imagined that he did it to everyone. I had no clue that he gave Tasha the same “treatment.” We never talked about it. I knew nothing about sexual abuse. I had always thought of it as something more violent, like a rapist holding you down, not something your doctor would do while pretending to help you. Now I know that abusers are often very close personally to the people they target. But back then, I was a kid in an insane universe where you couldn’t say if you were injured or hungry. I had learned early on not to make the mistake of saying I was hurt; once, when I did, I got banished to a back gym at the ranch for the day. That was the worst. You never wanted to fall off “the good list.”

Years later, when I first heard the allegations of abuse, I felt confused; I couldn’t imagine that Larry would hurt anyone. I was engaged to be married at the time, busy planning my wedding. It wasn’t until I started reading more details in the news and connecting personally with other gymnasts that I began to realize, Wow, their stories sound very similar to mine. That’s when it all came to light. His hand had been in my vagina, and not for medical reasons. I felt disgusted. At first, honestly, I wanted to block it out. As the scandal kept growing, I went to Tasha and said, “You know, he touched me in a weird way too.” We were both surprised to hear that it had happened to the other. It was a hard conversation to have.

Now I’m a gymnastics coach, and I have an opportunity to help change the culture of the sport that allowed this abuse to go on for decades. Recently I sat down with the girls I coach, telling them, “If you ever feel weird or uncertain about anything, speak up.” I want them to know that they can come to me and talk about whatever they want, that they have a voice. I know that kids often have a hard time communicating with adults or don’t have the confidence to do so. I want to create a safe, encouraging, positive environment for them, and I keep a watchful eye.

There are many things that people have yet to understand about the Nassar nightmare. This book answers the questions people so often ask. How did this doctor get away with decades of sexual abuse? How did he become such a master predator? Why didn’t parents know? Why didn’t many kids tell? And when kids did know and did tell—which a number of kids did—why didn’t officials listen? There were plenty of times when this man could have been stopped. Why weren’t these young athletes and their families protected? Who are the people and institutions who failed these girls and enabled this monster?

The deeply personal stories and astounding insights from the people in these pages, many of whom grew up with Larry Nassar in their close-knit community in Michigan, shed crucial light on all of this—and will help prevent this kind of travesty from happening again.

We share our own story with that same goal.

—As told to Abigail Pesta

Tasha Schwikert is a 2000 Olympic bronze medalist, a two-time national champion, and a graduate of UCLA, where she won many titles on the gymnastics team. Jordan Schwikert competed on the US National Team from 2001 to 2002 and later on the UCLA team, where she was named Gymnast of the Year in 2008, the year she graduated.
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The Dream

Sara Teristi saw the making of a monster. She watched a man transform from doctor to predator, starting decades ago when he gained access to a gym full of little girls. She was one of those girls. She may have been his very first target.

Her fateful march toward Larry Nassar—the most prolific sex criminal in American sports history—began when she was in kindergarten, a typical kid growing up in a tiny town along the banks of the Grand River in Michigan. As an only child, she liked to entertain herself by looking for turtles, cattails, and puffball mushrooms in a creek near her home. These were the days before cell phones and i-things, and she and her friends often played outside until dusk, when their parents would ring a cowbell to call them home for dinner. The kids played tag in the yard or ghost in the graveyard in an actual graveyard, jumping out to scare each other from behind the tombstones. If the streetlights came on and Sara hadn’t heard the clank of the cowbell, she knew it was time to head home. At night, she slept beneath a poster of rock star Pat Benatar.

Her town, Dimondale, was so small, it didn’t need any stoplights. Just a few miles from the city of Lansing, the town made a name for itself back in the sixties for its horseshoe-pitching prowess, producing champion pitchers. Some people called it “the horseshoe capital of the world.” Today, people paddle down the river in kayaks and canoes, shop at the farmers’ market.

As a child, Sara lived just outside town, in a neighborhood known as Copville because of its proximity to the police post. Several cops lived in the area, her father among them. When her dad would come home from work, looking for a little peace and quiet, Sara would be bouncing around the house, bursting with energy. An exuberant kid, she had a hard time sitting still, especially when Dad came home in his state trooper uniform. And so, in September 1980, when she was five years old, her mother enrolled her in a gymnastics class, hoping she could burn off some energy there.

The class was part of a youth gymnastics program at Michigan State University, in nearby East Lansing. Sara’s mom would drive her there on Saturdays in her powder-blue Datsun 210, and Sara, wearing her auburn hair in braids like Laura Ingalls from Little House on the Prairie, would bound into the gym in her leotard. She embraced the sport. If anything, it made her more energetic, not less. She cartwheeled up and down the halls of her family’s ranch house, rattling vases and photo frames. She did handstands against the door of the coat closet, causing the dog to bark like crazy in confusion. She used her bed as a trampoline, bouncing so high, she scraped her nose on the ceiling. In class at the gym, she learned how to master the balance beam and uneven bars, how to spin and flip and fly.

Over the next few years, she moved up to an advanced group and began practicing alongside girls more than twice her age. Her coach was hard-driving, serious. If Sara was afraid to learn a new skill, he would order her to go stand in a corner. She understood. There was no room for fear if you wanted to be a good gymnast. Plus, standing in the corner was embarrassing, so she would try again until she got it right. In 1984, when she was ten years old, her coach recommended that she try out for a spot at a gymnastics club in Lansing called Great Lakes Gymnastics. “They can take you to the next level,” he said. At private clubs such as this one, scattered across the country, girls can train to compete in state, national, and sometimes international meets. They can get on track for a college scholarship. Or maybe, for a lucky few, the Olympics. Jordyn Wieber, who won Olympic gold with her team in 2012, grew up in a town just down the road from Dimondale. There is always the dream.

Sara wanted to go for it. Still, she was nervous about the prospect of joining the new club. For a couple of nights before the tryouts, she lay awake in bed, trying to will herself to sleep. When she arrived for the big day, she was surprised at the scene: the gym was tucked away in a musty old warehouse, with plastic buckets strewn about the floor, catching drips from the leaky ceiling. The grim place was a far cry from the gleaming gym at Michigan State, stocked with shiny new equipment. But there was an ambitious coach at this new gym, John Geddert, who had competed as a gymnast at Central Michigan University and then coached at a top gymnastics club, Marvateens Gymnastics, in Maryland, before returning to Michigan, where he grew up. Sara wanted to learn from him. He was gaining a reputation for training stellar athletes. Indeed, he would one day become a head coach for the 2012 US Olympic Team. Over the years, he would coach more than twenty US National Team members and help gymnasts secure more than $7 million worth of college scholarships, according to his LinkedIn page. But for many girls, it would come at a high price.

When Sara met him, John Geddert was just getting going in his career. She recalls stepping into the gym, walking past a lineup of photos on the walls—girls with scholarships. She imagined herself getting her own scholarship one day. All she had to do was survive this gym. At the tryouts, John’s wife, Kathryn, one of several coaches on hand, guided her, asking her to perform a range of difficult skills. Sara knew that the coaches would want to see whether she was scared to do hard things. She showed no fear. She leaped and twirled her way through the tryouts. Afterward, she waited. A few seemingly endless days later, she heard the news: she had been accepted. It was the happiest day of her young life.

Little did she know, she was about to go down the rabbit hole into a surreal universe in which she would lose sight of her boundaries, her body, herself.

Sara tells me this story on a misty spring day in Raleigh, North Carolina, where she lives now. We sit in a pebbled outdoor courtyard at an art museum, a quiet, serene setting she chose because she does not want to tell this story in her house. She doesn’t want this tale anywhere near her home, her children. She is nervous about telling it. This is the first time she has confided in anyone, aside from her husband, about the depths of her childhood experience. She hopes that by sharing her life story for the first time in this book, she will help people understand how predators hunt their prey. Her goal is to protect children in the future. She is in her early forties now, a mother of two young boys. She wears a metal knee brace from old gymnastics injuries. Physical pain is a part of her everyday life, as it has been for decades. And then there are the psychological scars.

“People don’t understand how many broken girls it takes to produce an elite athlete,” she says, delivering the haunting words while sitting with the perfect posture of an athlete. “A coach can easily go through three hundred girls or more.”

At Great Lakes Gymnastics, Sara entered a new world—a boot camp. The training was far more intense than at her previous gym, where she had practiced just one day a week. Here, she attended three practices a week after school, each lasting for three hours or more. Still, she welcomed the challenge. She wanted to prove she could hack it, especially since the new gym was more expensive for her parents, who both worked and were not wealthy. She wanted to help repay them with a college scholarship. They were making a lot of sacrifices so she could pursue her passion, and she knew it.

Sara begins to get emotional as she tells me this, then quickly regroups and continues. When the coaches yelled at her during practice, which they often did, she says, she would strive to do better. She especially wanted to please John Geddert. A muscular, domineering man with a strong, chiseled jaw, he exuded confidence and power. Sara knew he could carry her far in the sport if she impressed him. She became focused on making John proud. (The girls at the gym all called him by his first name, and so I am doing so here as well.)

She soon learned that he was hard to please. He intimidated the young gymnasts, ruling by fear. “He would throw clipboards at the girls if they messed up,” she tells me. “He would call them worthless.” Her first experience with his temper, she recalls, came when she was trying to do a roundoff / back handspring / back tuck. She took off poorly and ended up landing on her head, getting a rug burn on her face. “He was supposed to spot me,” which could have prevented the fall, she says. “But he was angry that I had started off wrong. He turned his back and walked away.” She got up alone, her face throbbing. Instead of being mad at her coach for failing to spot her, she was mad at herself. Lesson learned, she thought: it was her fault. The coaches often yelled at the girls for not concentrating or trying hard enough. Injuries meant you weren’t focusing. If you got hurt, the blame was on you.

I sought comment from John Geddert, via his attorneys, on the experiences Sara and other gymnasts shared in this book but did not receive a response.

A light rain begins to fall as Sara speaks. We move our chairs under the branches of a leafy tree for cover, then continue our conversation as the rain drips around us. Sara recalls how the girls learned to hide injuries from their coaches. “If you said you were hurt, you would be called a liar,” she recalls. She saw girls training with bloody sores on their hands, with broken fingers and toes. She got used to seeing things like that. She got used to the shouting, the insults from coaches.

“You’re not trying!”

“You’re useless!”

“You’re lazy!”

She also learned the consequences if she didn’t perform perfectly—extra laps and leg lifts repeated time and again, until she thought she would collapse. Body weight was another stress point. The coaches weighed the girls regularly, and if they didn’t “make weight,” they would be sentenced to running laps around the parking lot in their leotards. Sara remembers the humiliation of running around the parking lot in public, on display as a young girl in her skintight bodysuit, with cars driving by and honking, guys catcalling.

Sometimes she was ridiculed inside the gym as well. For instance, when she did handsprings, she had a hard time keeping her legs together due to a birth defect that made her legs curve slightly outward. She remembers John mocking her, making sexual jokes with another coach. “He said the boys would love me because I couldn’t keep my legs together,” she says. “I was just ten years old, but I knew what that meant.” She felt mortified as the two men snickered, her face turning a deep red. She didn’t know what to say; she was a child.

She tried to avoid John’s wrath. He could be volatile and fearsome, she says, recalling a day when she didn’t do well on the vault at practice. He took it out on her, getting physical. “As I was sprinting at full speed down the vault runway to try again, he shoved me midsprint,” she says. “I tripped and went flying sideways, landing on the steel cables supporting the uneven bars.” Bruised, she got up to try again, feeling ashamed, blaming herself.

Sara didn’t tell her parents about the rough treatment at the gym because as far as she knew, this was the norm if you wanted to become a top gymnast. She had no frame of reference. She trusted the adults around her. All of it just made her more driven to impress her coach.

Looking back today, Sara describes the experience as “brainwashing.” She was a young girl; John was an adult man. The power dynamic was imbalanced. If she did not please him, he could choose to ignore her instead of helping her advance. He had all the control. If she didn’t perform well, he made her feel like she was nothing. She felt she could never do enough to earn his respect, so she became obsessed with trying to get it. “I was a perfectionist,” she says. “And he was a drill sergeant.” As her world grew ever more focused on gymnastics, everything became about him and his opinion of her. “I would’ve done anything to make John happy,” she says. “Eventually, I saw him more than I saw my own parents. Any child wants to make the adults in their life happy.”

She began training for five hours on Saturdays in addition to the three after-school practices. The gym moved to a new space, but it wasn’t much better than the old: a rented gymnasium in an empty high school that was stifling hot in the summer, with no air conditioning. To try to stay cool, Sara would take ice-cold showers when she got home, then stand naked in front of a fan to dry off. “One day, after five or six hours of practice, the heat really got to me,” she recalls. “I felt dizzy, so I asked one of the coaches if I could go to the bathroom.” She walked into the restroom and lay down on the floor, hoping she wouldn’t get yelled at for taking a break. She got busted immediately. “John came in and said, ‘You’re faking it. Get up!’” she says. “He always walked in on the girls in the bathroom. If he noticed you weren’t in the gym, he’d go searching for you in the bathroom.”

She had no privacy. In retrospect, she says, this is part of how she began to lose a sense of boundaries.

To keep up with the demands of training and school, she became extremely regimented, doing homework late into the night. She sought perfection at school, just as she did in sports, and always made the honor roll. “If I got anything less than an A, I freaked out,” she says. As she tells her story, I’m surprised to hear about her fierce drive at such a young age. So often you hear that parents are the ones who push their children into elite sports. Not so for Sara. She pushed herself. Her parents were proud of her, she says, but they just wanted her to be happy; they didn’t force her into hours of hard-core training each week. In fact, they worried that it was getting rather overwhelming. She was sacrificing social activities and slumber parties to keep up with all the training and schoolwork. But as far as her parents knew, Sara loved the sport, and so they believed all was well. She never told them otherwise. She didn’t mention how her coaches belittled her, made sexual remarks, or threw things at the girls. She thought it was just the way top coaches behaved. This isolated little universe was the only one she knew. She told herself, Suck it up. Endure. This is what it takes to be the best.

As she moved through middle school, she won state-level competitions and placed among the top three athletes in five-state regionals. John began picking her to go to all the important “away” meets. She enjoyed traveling around the country for competitions. She shares with me a funny essay she wrote as a kid about an incident at one of the meets—a glimpse of the good times amid the rigors of training:


It was about one o’clock in the morning on a foggy night. My gymnastics team had just finished competing in the Georgia Classic Invitational earlier in the day, and we decided to treat ourselves to a night out. The only hot spot open on a Sunday night at one in the morning was the local Bowl-A-Rama. So all fifteen of us headed for the dimly lit parking lot. Just as we began descending down the stairs, a piercing laugh broke into our conversations. We rushed down the stairs to see what the commotion was about. To our amazement, we found three guys dancing in the parking lot, two were butt naked. We stood there just gasping at the alarming sight. The two guys spotted us and ran inside. After the stun of what we saw wore off, we proceeded to the minivans and the bowling alley. A few minutes later the guys emerged from their rooms, fully dressed this time, and proceeded to follow us. Because of our coach Kathie’s scenic route driving, we managed to lose them in the old back roads. We finished off the night by bowling for two hours, making fools of ourselves the whole time. When we got back to the motel, there was no sign that the guys were even there, except for a pink shirt, which laid still on the wet pavement.



The coach Sara mentioned in her essay was Kathie Klages, who went on to become the head coach of the gymnastics team at Michigan State.

Sara’s star was rising. She often trained with John’s select group of top gymnasts—the girls who got the majority of his time and attention at the gym. At the same time, the pressure was mounting. One time when she flubbed on the vault at a competition, John was furious, she recalls. “He picked up the springboard and threw it at me. I felt it hit my leg from behind. This was like a forty-or fifty-pound plank. I stumbled and fell forward, with my leg bleeding,” she says. “He said, ‘Oh, it must have slipped.’” She tried to brush it off. She knew she was on the verge of joining his top posse for good. This was her dream—and her nightmare. She feared him as much as she craved his approval.

And then, at twelve years old, she crashed.

She suffered an injury so extreme, she could not possibly hide it from the coaches. It happened while she was doing a dismount from a balance beam—a cartwheel at the end of the beam followed by a jump off backward. The beam was elevated on a platform, with a pit of foam blocks below. As she jumped from the beam after the cartwheel, she felt her body twisting in a way that it should not. “You fall a lot in gymnastics, so you become aware of your body and how to position it so you won’t get injured,” she says. But in that moment, she didn’t think she needed to readjust herself. “I thought I would be fine because I’d be landing in the foam pit.”

She was the opposite of fine. She landed on her backside with such force that her feet flew up over the front of her head and her chin smashed into her sternum—actually breaking the bone. She didn’t know she had broken anything at the time. She just knew that the shock and pain were so great, she could hardly move. Still, she tried to pull herself up out of the pit to get back on the balance beam. “I didn’t want to get in trouble,” she says. “I knew I would be blamed.” John would be mad. She had to buck up.

As she tried to hoist herself out of the pit, she hoped no one would notice that she was moving in slow motion. “It was like trying to pull myself up out of a swimming pool,” she says. It felt more like quicksand. John noticed and asked what was taking her so long. “I said I was hurt; he said I was lying and to get up and do it again,” she says. Adding to the horror, she says, “I could feel my whole rib cage moving around in my chest. I could barely breathe. I couldn’t take a regular breath, only super-short, shallow ones.” That’s because breathing made her lungs expand, which made her rib cage move. Still, she tried get back up on that beam. She collapsed instead.

John’s wife, Kathryn, drove her to the hospital. Sara tried to stay still, to avoid being jostled amid the searing pain. “Even the smallest movement was painful,” she recalls. In the emergency room, she learned the terrible news: her sternum had been broken in two places. John came to visit after practice that night; she remembers only that he looked pale and that she felt gutted. She thought it was all her fault. Three long days in the hospital followed. The doctors wrapped her chest and said her bones would eventually grow back together, but it would take time.

Everything hurt. She couldn’t move her shoulders. Bending over felt like torture. One day before she left the hospital, she tried to put her pants on and passed out from the pain. Back at home, she lay in her bed for weeks, unable to sit up on her own. When she finally returned to school, people looked at her as if they were afraid she would break. “In the halls, the teachers were terrified that kids would bump me,” she says. “I had to go to class early so I could have the halls to myself.” Lunch was solo too: “I ate lunch in the principal’s office, not the cafeteria.” All the while, she was thinking, When can I get back to the gym?

It took six months. “When the doctor cleared me, I was so happy,” she says. “I couldn’t wait to get back.”

Her parents thought she should quit. “You don’t have to keep going,” her mom said. But Sara convinced her family to let her continue. She had invested years in the sport; she didn’t want to give up now.

“I went running back to the gym and told John, ‘My doctor cleared me!’” she says, her eyes misting at the thought of it. Then she cautioned him, “But the doctor said I need to take it easy at first.”

This did not compute with John. His reply, she says, shook her: “No you don’t.” He went on to rant that “doctors don’t know what they’re talking about; they don’t know anything about gymnastics,” she recalls. “Those were his exact words.”

Astoundingly, during her first day back at the gym after breaking her sternum, she was expected to start where she had left off. John didn’t go easy on her, sending her to practice on the vault and bars. She fell on her back, on her hands; everything felt out of whack. John noticed. When she landed on her hands and knees after a vault, he came and sat on her back, pinning her down, she recalls. “He was sitting on my back, riding me in a sexual way,” she says. “He said, ‘Ooh, baby, you like it like that!’ He wanted to humiliate me because I didn’t land on my feet.” All this, while she tried to come back from a major injury.

Her body had changed during her time off—in many ways. For one, she had grown more than an inch. In addition, her upper body strength had weakened due to the injury. Most alarming, her sternum had grown back together crooked and overlapping, causing constant pain in both her chest and back. “My body felt broken. I felt like I had to learn everything all over again,” she says. “Everything hurt so much.” Still, she would not think of walking away. “You’re conditioned not to quit. That’s drilled into your head. You’re told to be tough, be strong,” she says. “And I loved the rush of gymnastics,” she adds. “I’m kind of an adrenaline junkie. You get addicted to it. Nailing those tricks, it’s a rush.”

She tried valiantly to get back to form, but it wasn’t happening quickly, and she felt lost. She knew she was fading in John’s eyes. “I wasn’t on the same trajectory that I once was,” she says. “He was disappointed in me. I could feel it.” That hurt even more than the physical pain. She begins to get emotional as she tells me this, then checks herself. In fact, when she sees an empathetic look on my face, she asks that I please not express any sympathy as she recounts her story, because it makes it harder for her; she doesn’t want to get upset. I realize that it’s all part of the boot camp she grew up in—no crying. I try to refrain from reacting to the wrenching things she is telling me.

She continues her tale, telling me she became even more driven to get John’s approval. She had climbed so high at the gym before the injury knocked her down. She refused to let it all slip away. “It had been within reach,” she says. “I wanted it back.”

John, meanwhile, was gaining in national prominence. He had a number of Level 10 gymnasts now—the highest level in the Junior Olympics, the competitive program run by USA Gymnastics, the governing body for the sport. He wanted Olympians. Sara recalls that he brought in a sports psychologist from Michigan State to help the girls learn to focus at competitions, to block out sounds and distractions around them, to win.

And then one day, Larry Nassar walked in the door.
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