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This is what it looks like when the adults in authority do not respond properly to disclosures of sexual assault.… This is what it looks like.


It looks like a courtroom full of survivors who carry deep wounds.


—RACHAEL DENHOLLANDER

















Authors’ Note


Before there were hundreds, there were two. On August 29, 2016, Rachael Denhollander, a thirty-one-year-old former gymnast, filed a report with the Michigan State University police department, telling a detective she had been sexually assaulted sixteen years earlier by her doctor, Larry Nassar, during medical examinations. Ten days later, Jamie Dantzscher, under the name “Jane JD Doe,” filed the first civil lawsuit against Nassar, USA Gymnastics, and its top officials, revealing how Nassar sexually assaulted her for years. The following week, the stories of both women appeared in the Indianapolis Star, the newspaper whose dogged reporters first brought the decades-long scandal to the public’s attention.


It was around that time that we began our own reporting on the Nassar case. At the time, we didn’t have any idea where the story would lead us. Nobody did. The world—strangers, close friends, and even some of his victims—did not yet understand how Nassar created a career that allowed him to prey on hundreds of girls and young women or how the environment that produced the largest sexual abuse scandal in the history of sports fostered his crimes.


What became clear early in our reporting is that Nassar’s crimes weren’t limited to a few women like Rachael Denhollander and Jamie Dantzscher in the distant past. He was a master manipulator who for decades groomed and sexually abused his patients, a group that included some of America’s biggest Olympic stars, including some who had just weeks earlier won gold medals in Brazil. While many of these women weren’t yet ready to share their stories with the public, we learned the scope of Nassar’s crimes would be enough to shock the nation if eventually revealed in full. Our reporting raised pressing questions about how many others were suffering in silence and how he was able to hide his actions for so long while operating so close to the spotlight.


The pursuit of answers led us to a deeper understanding of the trauma experienced by sexual assault victims and the courage needed to publicly reveal abuse. It also led us into the highly dysfunctional world of club and elite-level gymnastics, a world where emotional and physical abuse is normalized, where young girls are conditioned not to question authority and to remain silent as they are used and broken. This is the world in which Nassar hid in plain sight for more than a quarter century.


Understanding how Nassar gained unfettered access to thousands of young girls, despite repeated warning signs, meant confronting an uncomfortable truth: he didn’t gain that access alone. Nassar was surrounded by a complex web of enablers, a group that included coaches of club, collegiate, and elite-level gymnasts; the USA Gymnastics organization and its top administrators and coaches; and medical professionals, administrators, and coaches at Michigan State University.


The material in these pages is the result of more than two and a half years of reporting. We’ve interviewed sources from dozens of states. We’ve reviewed thousands of pages of documents, including public court records, police reports, Title IX reports, and other documents obtained from Michigan State University through public records requests. We also drew on newspaper reports, social media posts, and the personal materials of those involved.


While more than 150 sources spoke with us, many did so under the condition that they remain unnamed. Others declined to be interviewed for the book or didn’t respond to interview requests. Most notable among those who chose not to be interviewed: Larry Nassar, who did not speak to any reporters during the time between his arrest and the publishing of this book. We did our best to provide everyone mentioned in the story that follows an opportunity to participate and share their perspective.


As our research gave us a deeper insight into Nassar and his actions, we came to understand this as a story about power and control. In the beginning, Nassar and the systems at USA Gymnastics and Michigan State University that enabled him exercised total control over the lives of the young women and girls he sexually assaulted. In the end, this remarkable group of survivors took back control, spoke truth to power, toppled the leadership of both institutions, and, in so doing, empowered countless others.


Our decision to focus this version of events on certain women involved should in no way diminish the importance of those not mentioned. Each survivor’s story matters. It is our hope that the accounts we chose reflect the strength and courage exhibited by the collective group. We have extensively checked events via interviews and through documents and other primary sources. We have sought to include a full range of perspectives in a fluid, unfolding story.


We also wrestled with the question of surnames. We’ve decided to forego the journalistic practice of referring to certain women, like Jamie Dantzscher and Rachael Denhollander, whom you’ll meet in just a few pages, by their surnames upon second reference. The same applies to Kyle Stephens, whom you’ll meet later in the book. For the sake of consistency and clarity—and because the reader will follow these three women through many stages of life—we chose to use their first names throughout the book. While on occasion we’ll use first names of others for the purpose of clarity, we’ll generally use surnames for all other subjects.


Telling these stories properly means including sensitive events and difficult information of a nature that may be a trigger for survivors of sexual assault or others impacted by other types of sexual misconduct. After consulting with experts, we felt it was important to provide a fact-based account of Nassar’s crimes that avoided minimizing his actions or making the events unclear by relying on euphemisms. We hope readers will approach this story with that cautionary note in mind and also keep in mind resources like the National Sexual Assault Hotline (800-656-HOPE) and the National Child Abuse Hotline (800-422-4453).














Prologue


More than anything, she remembers the fear. As Jamie Dantzscher walked briskly through the executive air terminal of the Oakland airport she was gripped by a familiar churning in the pit of her stomach. It was the same feeling she experienced years earlier at every practice, competition, and trip to the ranch.


By the summer of 2016, Jamie thought she was on her way to putting gymnastics in her past. She’d recently earned her real estate license. She hoped it would be her ticket away from the gymnastics camps and coaching that served as a source of income but that were also a constant reminder of her own career in a leotard. She even avoided watching gymnastics on television. The thought of hearing praise for Bela and Marta Karolyi, the legendary coaching couple who steered Jamie and her teammates to a bronze medal at the 2000 Sydney Olympics, made her feel sick.


Jamie never felt proud of her decorated, elite gymnastics career. The memories of physically abusive training, eating disorders, and suicidal thoughts would forever outweigh the stacks of awards and honors she collected. The best day she experienced in the sport, she often told people, was the day she quit.


At thirty-four, Jamie was finally poised to put that part of her life behind her when a conversation with another gymnast unearthed the darkest and most repressed of her gymnastics memories. It was something she’d never shared with anyone. She consulted with a former teammate before fully accepting the truth: she was a victim of sexual assault. Jamie’s former teammate Dominique Moceanu had then connected her to a woman named Katherine Starr, a former Olympian and sexual abuse survivor in Southern California, who worked as a legal consultant on child sex abuse cases.


Starr made the ninety-minute flight to Oakland that morning on the Beechcraft King Air twin turboprop owned by the man she wanted Jamie to meet. John Manly had never heard of Jamie before their August 12, 2016, meeting was scheduled. Never laid eyes on her until she was walking through the terminal. The Irvine, California–based attorney had met with hundreds of victims of child sex abuse through the years and represented more than two thousand of them. He had never heard a story like the one Jamie would begin to unravel.


Inside the meeting room, John Manly sipped a soft drink and squinted as he peered through the miniblinds and watched Jamie draw closer.


“Boy, she’s tiny,” he thought to himself as the former gymnast came into focus.


The room was a tight fit. Housed in what looked from the outside like a portable classroom, it was no more than eight-by-eight feet and felt even smaller when Manly closed the blinds. Jamie, dressed in yoga pants and a T-shirt, her brunette hair pulled back in a ponytail, settled into her seat and fixed her brown eyes on the attorney. She’d just come from coaching a practice.


Manly started, as he always did, with an apology. He told Jamie what happened to her was not her fault and that she displayed courage by making it to the airport hangar that morning. Jamie steeled herself and, for the first time, started to tell these virtual strangers about her former doctor.


“He was my buddy,” she began, as she recounted her time on the US national team.


She explained that the doctor told her to call him by his first name, snuck her candy when she was weak from hunger, and comforted her with hugs after particularly hard training sessions. He was so kind that she never thought twice about his unsupervised visits to her hotel rooms. He sat on the edge of her bed at training camps and told her he was treating her injuries while he slipped his hands over her breasts and inside her vagina. Manly and Starr listened quietly while looking at Jamie. Her eyes held a “thousand-yard stare,” the demeanor of someone describing a near-death experience.


Jamie was not the stereotypical high achiever filled with bubbly energy, the gymnastics personality of television broadcasts and Olympic competitions. Manly was struck by a dark sadness in her face as she described her time as one of America’s best young athletes. It was a look he knew well. He ticked through his list of standard questions he asks at the start of a sexual assault case. “Have you ever been married? Do you have trouble keeping jobs? Do you have trust issues with men?”


Jamie’s answers confirmed what Manly and Starr believed when they agreed to make the trip to Oakland. He locked eyes with Jamie from across the conference table.


“I believe you were sexually assaulted,” Manly told her. “I want to take your case.”


My case? What case? Jamie thought to herself. She hadn’t come to the meeting prepared to file a lawsuit. She thought the meeting was a step in the process of reporting a man who’d molested her while she was pursuing her Olympic dream.


“Nobody’s going to believe me, and they’re going to come after me,” she told Manly.


“Yes, they will,” he assured her. “Because you’re telling the truth.”


Jamie managed to hold back the tears until she left the conference room. They were streaming down her face by the time she got back to her car. She’d dealt with the people who wielded power in the world of elite gymnastics for so long, dealt with the control they exercised over every aspect of her life. She criticized the sport before and wanted no part of the people and responses that would follow if she spoke up again.


The thought of returning to that lonely place filled her with a sense of dread. The reality that she was a victim of sexual assault was only now starting to take shape in her mind. As she drove away, her first instinct was to tell her mother about what had happened in her meeting with Manly, and that’s when the full weight of it came down on her.


What the fuck is going on with my life?


The skies were cloudy on the first day of the fall semester in East Lansing, Michigan. A cool breeze swept through the campus of Michigan State University. Groups of young men and women walked and rode bikes along the banks of the Red Cedar River, mapping out new schedules and morning routines. A few blocks south, a line snaked out the front door of the university police department headquarters. Students lingered outside the squat, utilitarian building, chatting excitedly about their summers and the year ahead as they waited to collect their campus parking passes.


Rachael and Jacob Denhollander steered their silver minivan around the students and into the small parking lot outside the station. Jacob cut the engine. They sat side by side staring through the windshield, and together they prayed.


The night before, the Denhollanders and their three young children drove from their home in Louisville, Kentucky, to the house where Rachael was raised in Kalamazoo, Michigan. The kids stayed with her parents, who were happy for the distraction. They tried to keep their minds from replaying the stories Rachael was about to tell the police.


Neither Rachael nor Jacob was looking forward to what lay ahead. Truthfully, they had no idea what would come of their trip to East Lansing. The previous few weeks had been a nerve-racking, sleep-deprived whirlwind. On August 4, Rachael had come across an article on the Indianapolis Star’s website, an in-depth investigation of the way USA Gymnastics—the national governing body for the sport—had for years mishandled sexual misconduct cases by failing to alert authorities to multiple allegations of sexual abuse made against coaches. To Rachael, the trio of reporters whose names appeared at the top of the page seemed to be thorough, fair, and knowledgeable on a subject that other outlets had struggled to cover in the past. A spark of hope flitted inside her. Perhaps, she thought, the opportunity she spent half her life waiting for had finally come.


Rachael fired off an email to the newspaper’s investigative team to ask if, in their reporting, they had come across any complaints about a particular prominent Olympic physician. After eleven anxious nights, a reply arrived in her inbox from reporter Mark Alesia. He wanted to talk. Someone else, Alesia explained, was asking questions about the same doctor. Alesia told Rachael he couldn’t share much about the other tipster, only that it was an attorney based in California, someone who had also come across their article when he was doing his own research on sexual assault in elite gymnastics.


For years, Rachael and her parents had wondered if she was the only one who was violated in the exam room at the end of the hallway at the MSU Sports Medicine Clinic. Her mother sat in the room for several appointments and harbored misgivings after a couple of them, uneasy feelings that Rachael eventually confirmed were warranted.


Surely there were others, they thought. They wondered if anyone else had raised concerns about the doctor’s methods and been waved off. Perhaps someone had spoken up and nothing came of it. They coped together, never sharing the full story with anyone in a position of authority. Rachael didn’t see the point in battling a powerful community figure when she didn’t feel there was a chance to stop him. She promised herself, however, that if a window ever opened, if the opportunity for justice ever arrived, she would be ready to leap through it.


“You cannot imagine,” she replied to Alesia, “what it means to hear there is someone else who mentioned him.”


It was time to leap. Rachael agreed to share her story with the Star reporters in the hope that it would convince others to come forward. She went to work gathering any shred of information she could find to prove she was telling the truth. She collected old medical records and notes compiled from years of trying to understand what happened to her. She called medical experts and lawyers to get their opinions on her case. One of them surprised her by letting her know that it was not too late to file a police report.


After weeks of phone conversations and late-night research, Rachael scheduled a trip to East Lansing to meet with a detective. She compiled all her evidence and typed out a cover letter to summarize what happened to her. She kept the inches-thick stack of paper inside a manila folder, which now rested on her lap inside the minivan parked outside the university’s police station. She and Jacob finished their prayer and unclipped their seatbelts.


“Well, this is it,” Jacob said. She nodded, and they made their way to the front of the building.


Rachael told the cadet seated behind the glass partition at the reception desk that she was a few minutes early for an appointment with Detective Andrea Munford. They sat on a wooden bench and waited, Rachael in a long skirt and professional blouse, Jacob in a blazer and khakis. They watched as a parade of flip-flopped, bed-headed college students shuffled past.


Rachael gripped her husband’s hand and held it tightly to one side of her body. On the other side, she kept the thick manila folder tucked snugly against her ribs. She tried to bury her concerns about what they were about to do and the even bigger concerns about where she had to do it. The MSU police chief, she knew, reported to the same university president who sat at the top of the chain for the medical school where her abuser had worked for nearly twenty years. He was a beloved man and an asset to a prestigious academic program and athletic department. Rachael’s mind was filled with all the obvious reasons why Michigan State might want to make her and the problem she was about to present go away quietly. That was not her plan.


Munford, the leader of the department’s special victims unit who joined the force shortly after graduating from Michigan State nearly two decades earlier, met the Denhollanders in the lobby and walked them back to a small, sparse interview room in a quiet part of the building. The short, dark-haired detective greeted them with a firm handshake. Rachael tried with little success to get a read on what preconceived notions the exceedingly professional, no-nonsense woman might hold about her case. She took a seat next to Jacob on a sofa built for two inside the cozy interview room. Munford sat in a comfortable chair on the other side of the table. A mini-fridge hummed in the corner. The lone box of tissues beside the Denhollanders went untouched.


Rachael’s folder lay open on the coffee table. Piece by piece, she worked her way through the documents she had collected as she outlined for Munford a technical, matter-of-fact version of her story. She told Munford about participating in gymnastics as a young girl. She explained that she loved the sport despite the toll it took on her long, spindly body—a frame not built for gymnastics. She pulled old medical records out of her manila folder and showed the detective her different ailments and where she went to have them treated. Munford nodded along and scribbled notes on the pad in her lap.


Rachael told her that as a teenager her gymnastics coach had helped her get an appointment with a famed physician who worked with Olympians and some of Michigan State’s top athletes on campus in East Lansing. She explained how the doctor groped her and put two of his fingers inside of her vagina while telling her that his “treatments” would fix her back problems. She told Munford that both she and her mother saw that the doctor appeared to be aroused after one of her final appointments. She pointed out that the records in front of them on the coffee table made no mention of internal treatments.


With the confidence of an expert witness testifying in court, Rachael then flipped to a series of articles from prominent medical journals and walked Munford through the science of pelvic floor adjustments. The articles described how physicians can manipulate muscles near a patient’s groin to help solve some types of hip and back issues. The authors explained the value of a treatment that could be uncomfortable for obvious reasons. They also drew clear distinctions about when and how it was appropriate to use the technique.


Munford leaned over the table and asked questions as Rachael highlighted certain passages. This, Rachael told her, was how the doctor would try to justify the way he touched her if Munford questioned him. She suggested a few ways that Munford might challenge those assertions if the police decided this was a case worth pursuing.


She started to explain to Munford why she was only now in East Lansing talking about her experiences more than a decade after her last appointment. Munford assured her that waiting to report wasn’t abnormal. Even so, Rachael wanted to prove that she was trustworthy. She pulled a letter out of her folder from a Michigan prosecutor, an old family friend who helped Rachael prepare for their meeting, vouching for her character. She had several similar letters from other community members confirming they believed Rachael to be smart, well-intentioned, and honest.


Rachael pulled out copies of case law and legislative history that would be key to determining if her sixteen-year-old case was within the limits of what could still be prosecuted. She showed Munford the Indianapolis Star’s exposé on the gymnastics world. She told her she had contacted reporters at the newspaper and that they said she wasn’t the only one who had mentioned the doctor’s name.


Munford nodded. The veteran investigator continued to play her cards close to the vest. She didn’t mention that she already knew that Rachael wasn’t alone.


The previous week, after speaking to Rachael on the phone to set up her appointment and go over the basic information of her complaint, Munford walked down the hallway and poked her head into the office of her boss, the department’s assistant chief, Captain Valerie O’Brien. The name Rachael mentioned on the phone had sounded oddly familiar.


“Hey,” Munford asked. “What was the name of the doctor you investigated for sexual assault a couple years back?”


O’Brien didn’t take long to answer. “Larry Nassar,” she said.


Munford thanked her. That’s what she had thought.


Days later, as Rachael finished showing Munford the contents of her folder in the interview room, the detective held on to her stoic expression. Munford knew Nassar had talked his way out of at least one complaint in the past. His medical credentials and the long line of supporters willing to attest to his kindhearted, devoted personality were convincing. She knew sexual assault cases were hard to prosecute even when they involved perpetrators with far seedier reputations. But Rachael’s story was convincing too, and Munford could tell the couple in front of her was braced for a long, painful process. The odds were stacked against them, but Munford saw a battle worth fighting.


She thanked the Denhollanders for their time and said she would follow up with them soon while she walked them back to the front door. She kept Rachael’s contact information by her desk on a small, rectangular, white piece of paper. The slip of paper would stay there for years, long after their fight reached a conclusion that seemed impossible, unthinkable even, in the late summer of 2016. It served as a reminder of how a world-changing moment begins. Three bold words are printed across the top: Start by Believing.
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THE BANALITY OF EVIL














Chapter 1





The Awkward Introvert


Larry Nassar wanted to be a runner.


Fred Nassar, Larry’s father, was a runner. Fred set records in the 440-yard dash at his high school in Dearborn, Michigan, a blue-collar town on the outskirts of Detroit. Fred grew up to be an engineer. He married a woman named Mary, and they moved a short distance north to start a family. They had five children and named the youngest, born in 1963, Lawrence Gerard Nassar.


Larry was a quiet boy. He joined his junior high school’s track team and planned to continue running at North Farmington High School when he arrived in 1977. But like many younger siblings, Larry wanted the company and approval of his big brother. Mike Nassar, two years older, had found a different role in the North Farmington High athletic department. He was the school’s first student athletic trainer.


Sports medicine and athletic training remained a fledgling field in the 1970s. Most college and professional sports teams had a credentialed trainer, but they were virtually nonexistent at the high school level. It was common for coaches or even a student volunteer to assume those responsibilities.


Mike persuaded Larry to follow him into the field. Larry gave up on running and became the high school’s next student athletic trainer. By the time he started taping ankles and stretching hamstrings for North Farmington High School athletes, Larry had grown to be a trim teenager with a big mop of dark hair above thick, aviator-style eyeglasses.


Mike and Larry were self-taught. They developed their skills by reading books on athletic training and through experience. Larry worked with the football team, the basketball team, and many other student-athletes in the novel role his brother carved for him. Before long, his list of responsibilities included the girls’ gymnastics team at North Farmington. The gymnasts kept him busy during the winter of his senior year. The school’s yearbook summarizes their season as one hampered by injuries. He earned a varsity letter for the amount of time he spent working with the team.


The Nassar siblings, in letters submitted to a federal judge decades later, recalled Larry as a diligent worker, oftentimes showing up late to family dinners in high school due to his training duties.


Larry tinkered. He once tried to find a way to design a football helmet that was easier to remove in the event of a head or neck injury. His oldest sister, Lin, twelve years his senior, invited the boys along to the classical dance classes she taught. Larry studied the ballerinas as they warmed up at the beginning of their classes and took note of how the dancers kept their ankles, knees, and hips limber and healthy. He took what he learned back to school and taught the same stretches to the athletes he was treating.


Larry Nassar’s interest in gymnastics never waned once he was introduced to the sport. He decided to attend the University of Michigan, where he majored in kinesiology, the study of how bodies move and a common stepping-stone to a career in what was the still-burgeoning field of athletic training. He continued to work with athletes—gymnasts and others—on campus in Ann Arbor. He completed his degree in 1985 and moved back toward Detroit to start work on a master’s program in athletic training at Wayne State University. There he sought out a volunteer role working with future Hall of Fame coach Steve Whitlock and his nearby troupe of young gymnasts known as the Acronauts. Whitlock remembers Nassar first approaching him at his gym inside a Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, strip mall when Nassar was still in high school and eager to learn about the types of medical care gymnasts required.


While many high schools offered gymnastics as a sport, the most talented and competitive gymnasts are products of club gyms. Unlike in most other sports, a typical female gymnast hits the prime of her career in her teenage years. Most gyms hold introductory classes for children as young as three or four years old, and the cream of the crop separates itself quickly. By the time they reach junior high, the competitive gymnasts put in long hours at least six days a week. Many are fueled by aspirations of winning medals at national and international meets or earning a college scholarship.


Well-connected club coaches become power brokers, gatekeepers who decide which gymnasts get the time and opportunities to continue climbing. As a skilled gymnast matriculates through the levels of competition with good performances at local, regional, and eventually national competitions, the pool of peers grows smaller, and the community becomes more insular and tightly knit. Gyms and coaches can launch themselves into these elite circles with a single great gymnast. One success story can build a reputation that attracts more top-end talent.


Steve Whitlock had one of the best gyms in Michigan when Nassar joined him during his graduate studies. He connected Nassar with Jack Rockwell, the US national team trainer, and suggested that the motivated young man would be a good fit to help care for athletes at regional and national events. At that time, in a sport that can be particularly hard on the body, it often fell on coaches to tape their gymnasts or assess whether injuries were serious enough to merit a doctor’s visit. Whitlock recognized Nassar’s apparent passion for the sport and thought it could be a great asset for the country’s top gymnasts.


Nassar jumped at the opportunity. He was spending a good deal of his free time dreaming up small inventions to be tested at the gym. He built a contraption that cooled the chalk that the girls used for their grip. Cooler chalk stuck to the hands better and added a little extra relief to palms torn open by endless repetitions on the uneven bars. Nassar also tried to fashion patches of synthetic skin into grips the gymnasts could use to prevent some tearing in the first place. He focused on the ankles, too, developing a set of braces that would lessen the wear and tear of stiff dismounts and hard landings on the joint. He called his braces the “Nassar System” and eventually found enough business to take out full-page advertisements in popular gymnastics magazines. The ads featured elite coaches of Olympic gymnastics touting his product as “the best ankle brace I have ever used for training.”


Now in his mid-twenties, the awkward introvert started to become a familiar face at gymnastics events around the Midwest. He drove to Indianapolis to help out at the Pan-American Games in the summer of 1987. A year later, he flew to Salt Lake City for the 1988 US Gymnastics Olympic Trials. For four long days in early August, he bounced around the Salt Palace Convention Center wearing a red cross on his shirt while working on gymnasts and trying to pick the brains of Olympic doctors.


The coaches in Utah were happy to see Nassar. It was rare to find a medical professional who understood their sport well enough to know how to treat its most common problems. More importantly, he didn’t cost a dime. Nassar volunteered his time and paid his own way to the events, filling up credit cards to attend. He told the coaches and doctors he met that he was eager to learn and gain experience.


Nassar returned to Michigan with a world of potential in front of him. He was now a known entity at the top levels of the gymnastics community and certain he wanted to make a career out of treating injuries of young athletes with a hands-on approach. He had applied earlier that year to medical schools with programs in osteopathy, a branch of medicine that focuses on treating problems by manually manipulating and massaging the body. He stayed close to home. Michigan State’s College of Osteopathic Medicine—one of the top programs in the country—accepted Nassar as part of its incoming class in the fall of 1988. He promptly ended his master’s degree training at Wayne State and made plans to move a little more than an hour down the road to East Lansing.


Classes started less than a month after Nassar returned from his trip to Utah. In that time, he packed his belongings in Detroit; settled into his new place; and connected with an ambitious, young coach, a man who was well on his way to building a gymnastics juggernaut just a few miles away from the Michigan State campus.


John Geddert’s star was just starting to rise in the 1980s, but it was already clear to those who knew him well that the brash alpha male with a hard-set jaw and piercing eyes was going to be a force in gymnastics. Geddert’s start as a gymnast came during high school in Alpena, Michigan, a small town in the state’s northeastern corner along the shores of a small scoop of Lake Huron known as Thunder Bay.


He and his high school girlfriend, Kathryn, were standout athletes and decided to attend Central Michigan University together. They married in 1977, after their freshman year. Geddert, who specialized in the horizontal bars, went on to win three letters for the Chippewas before graduating with a degree in health and physical education. Gary Anderson, a coach from the US national team, offered Geddert an entry-level coaching job at MarVaTeens Gymnastics, his gym in Maryland.


Geddert made $150 a week coaching at the private club while trying to lay the groundwork for a career in gymnastics. After four years in Maryland, the Gedderts moved back to Michigan in 1984 where both were offered coaching positions at Great Lakes Gymnastics Club in Lansing. Paula and Don Hartwick started the club a few years earlier in hopes of creating a place where their daughters and other children could enjoy an inclusive, fun-focused gymnastics experience. Geddert’s focus was on winning.


The setting was a humble one when they first arrived. Geddert ran the practices, which were held inside a converted metal warehouse with almost no windows or ventilation. A couple years later, the Hartwicks found a new space down the street that would better accommodate their growing club in a recently vacated school building.


The Walter French School was housed in a three-story, pre–Depression era brick building perched at the corner of Cedar Street and Mt. Hope Avenue until it closed its doors in 1981. Five years later, Great Lakes Gymnastics moved into a small gym on an upper floor, and a cast of coaches under Geddert’s direction went to work building a powerhouse.


By the summer of 1988, the black leotards with red and yellow piping worn by all Great Lakes gymnasts turned heads and intimidated competitors as soon as they appeared at an event. The girls marched into events together, precise and deliberate from the moment they walked through the door. They almost always left with medals around their necks or trophies in hand. Geddert’s demanding coaching style would, over time, produce dozens of state champions and college scholarship offers.


Interest in the sport, and in their club specifically, had grown enough that the gym moved to a bigger space inside the otherwise vacant building. Other entrances to the former school were boarded up with plywood. The neighborhood was not the safest area in Lansing. But inside their corner of the old Walter French Academy, the gym had grown into a formidable operation with top-of-the-line training equipment. And now, thanks to the arrival of a spirited, young medical student looking to build some more experience in treating athletes, Great Lakes was going to be able to offer something no other gym in the area could offer. Larry Nassar, a certified athletic trainer, would be available to the gymnasts on a daily basis to keep them healthy.


Once again, Nassar agreed to work as a volunteer. The coaches at Great Lakes found a space for him to set up his training table in what was once part of a hallway just outside the gym’s walls. A large, metal-grated security gate separated the space from the rest of the abandoned hallway, enclosing the makeshift room. An exit door against the back wall was boarded up to prevent people from breaking into the school. That left only one way in and out of the area—through two sets of heavy, brown doors with loud, clanging push-bars and long, skinny slivers of glass for windows.


The brown doors hung in the back corner of the Great Lakes gym. Nassar walked through the gym’s main entrance each afternoon shouldering a large trainer’s bag stuffed with tapes, lotions, and bottles of pills. He strode past the small viewing gallery with its PVC pipe railing and folding chairs set up for parents, across the floor routine mat, around the edges of the balance beams, and through the vault strip to reach his domain.


Despite the demands of being a first-semester medical student, Nassar, now twenty-five, averaged twenty hours a week in his improvised office at Great Lakes. He told the girls to call him Larry. He waited in his room most weekday afternoons for any gymnast who hurt herself in practice or needed some help dealing with the general wear and tear that comes from long hours of training. Occasionally, he walked the floor of the gym to help with endurance-training circuits. He often could be found with a camera around his neck, snapping pictures of the girls in their leotards or close-up shots of visible injuries. He wanted to document what he saw, he told everyone, to help with his studies.


Schoolwork, even his exams, took a back seat to gymnastics during Nassar’s first semester at medical school in the fall of 1988. When the US and Soviet national teams joined forces in early December for a post-Olympic tour through several large American cities, the organizers invited Nassar to come along to help care for the athletes. The tour visited eight cities in ten whirlwind days and surprised the reporters who covered some of the events with a lightheartedness not usually seen at the sport’s top level. International stars choreographed unique coed routines to the delight of the crowds and at night played pranks on each other. Soviet star Elena Shushunova elated American fans by flashing something she had not shown during her all-around gold medal performance in Seoul months earlier—a smile.


Nassar soaked in the experience while his classmates were back in snowy Michigan taking their final exams. He had convinced all but one of his professors to allow him to take his tests before heading out on the road. Only one—a dreaded biochemistry exam—waited for him on the day he returned to Michigan. After all the fun and long days on tour, he didn’t do well enough for a passing score. He would have to repeat biochemistry the next semester.


If the failed exam was a sign that Nassar was spending too much time with gymnasts, he didn’t heed its warning. During the spring semester of 1989, he continued to spend his afternoons lingering behind the heavy, brown doors at Great Lakes and his weekends helping out at competitions and meets in various cities and towns throughout the Midwest. When it came time for professors to submit final grades, Nassar came up short in biochemistry again.


At the end of the semester, a faculty panel of professors and doctors informed him there would be no spot for him as a second-year student the following school year. He was flunking out of medical school. He explained to the panel that his grades suffered because of the time he dedicated to his work as an athletic trainer. He suggested that he could switch from a four-year plan to a five-year plan, leaving time to continue his work outside the classroom. They told him he didn’t have the priorities or the proper focus to be a student at Michigan State.


Nassar appealed to the dean of the medical school, but his visit to the office of Dean Myron S. Magen was brief. Dr. Magen, who was coming to the end of a long tenure running the program, agreed with his colleagues. Nassar’s plan to become an osteopathic doctor had hit an impasse.


All but out of options, Nassar turned to his friends in the gymnastics community for help. Geddert agreed to write a letter to Magen on his athletic trainer’s behalf. He promised the dean he would keep Nassar out of the old Walter French Academy building until the day he showed up with a diploma from medical school. Nassar drummed up more support from Jack Rockwell, the national team athletic trainer who helped Nassar get a foot in the door and served as one of his early mentors. Rockwell promised the dean that Nassar would also be kept away from all gymnastics events until he finished his coursework. Magen was convinced. It seemed Nassar’s intentions were set back on the right course. He would be allowed to continue taking classes at Michigan State.


Nassar knew what he wanted by the summer of 1989. And now, he had allies who were willing to help him get it. He kept the promises his friends made on his behalf for about a month before returning to the Great Lakes gym. Gymnastics was booming in the United States as the 1980s came to a close. There was no way he was going to stay away.














Chapter 2





The Absolute Monarch


Larry Nassar’s early years in the club gymnastics world came during a period of unprecedented popularity for the sport in America. The three years that followed the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles featured the largest recorded period of growth for USA Gymnastics since the organization started tracking membership numbers—from 40,542 in 1984 to 63,485 in 1987. That three-year stretch remains the largest percentage increase, year over year, in the sport’s history in the United States.


For decades gymnastics in America had been an afterthought. The sport was more art than science, not yet predicated on skills that required power and intensity. In the early to mid-1960s, not a single club or college on US soil owned a full Olympic-sized floor exercise mat. In the Soviet Union, by contrast, gymnastics was taught in schools, and roughly eight hundred thousand people were active in the sport.


Growing up behind the Iron Curtain in Romania, Bela Karolyi was a hulking hammer thrower and boxing champion. Born in 1942, he enrolled in the Romania College of Physical Education in Bucharest, where he struggled to pass a proficiency skills test in gymnastics. Stubborn from the start, Karolyi threw himself into the sport and ended up coaching the women’s collegiate team during his final year of college. He grew close to the team’s star, Marta Eross. They married shortly after graduation, in 1963, the same year Larry Nassar was born, and moved to a growing coal-mining town to teach elementary school.


Years later, while running a gymnastics program in the small mountain town of Oneşti, as Bela Karolyi would later detail in his book about that period of his life, he noticed a six-year-old gracefully flipping cartwheels at recess. He invited her to join his new training school, where he was pushing students beyond their limits in hopes of creating “a new kind of gymnast” that he would describe years later in a book he cowrote as “very athletic, aggressive and powerful, and doing difficult skills.”


Within a decade and with the help of the Karolyis’ coaching, that little girl, Nadia Comăneci, was ready to revolutionize the sport. Prior to 1976, no gymnast had recorded a perfect score of ten during Olympic competition. During the Montreal Olympic games that year, Comăneci recorded seven flawless “perfect 10” performances en route to three gold medals in a performance that propelled the Romanian team to dominance on the world stage. In a country of 21 million citizens that was accustomed to being a satellite state of the Soviet Union, Comăneci and Karolyi became instant celebrities. After Comăneci’s historic performance in Montreal, she was viewed as a national treasure, and Karolyi—a man who never had trouble attracting attention in a variety of ways—was watched closely by the country’s most powerful men.


Four years later at the 1980 Moscow Olympics, when Comăneci failed to win gold in the all-around competition, settling instead for silver behind Russia’s Elena Davydova, Karolyi’s protest caused a temporary disruption at the games. Karolyi’s embarrassing outbursts and criticism of the judges delayed the games for forty minutes. His behavior in Moscow caused him to fall out of favor with the Romanian Communist Party, and he was reprimanded upon his return home.


By then, Karolyi had already clashed with the Communist Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu over the way Ceauşescu had used Comăneci and his national team as propaganda tools. In 1981, with their status within Romania suddenly in question, the Karolyis and their longtime choreographer, Geza Pozsar, defected to the United States while on an international gymnastics tour.


The trio stayed up all night in a New York City hotel room weighing their decision hours before their team was due to fly back to Romania. In the morning, Karolyi said goodbye to Comăneci and told her, according to his book, “If you appreciate everything I did for you, you shut up and don’t say a word. Go, now please, and call the other girls down to the reception area.” Then the Karolyis and Pozsar slipped away to hide out in the apartment of one of Marta’s relatives who had emigrated years earlier.


The powerhouse program Bela and Marta Karolyi developed in Romania was forged with the pain and suffering of the young girls in their care. Pozsar, who worked with them from 1974 to 2002 and would go on to run his own club in California, considers some of the things he witnessed inside the couple’s Romanian training centers to be “atrocities.”


“Bela was an absolute Monarch,” Pozsar said. “He was like Louis XIV of France. He was a dictator. In Romania he had absolute power.”


Pozsar said he witnessed Karolyi verbally but never physically abusing his star gymnast. Comăneci has never accused Karolyi of being physically abusive and won’t speak about her time with the Karolyis. Other former Romanian gymnasts, however, have gone public in recent years, saying it was commonplace for the Karolyis to hit them, deny them food, and push them past the point of exhaustion while they lived and trained at the Karolyis’ gym. In the centralized system that existed in Romania at the time, gymnasts and their parents were given little choice about where and when athletes would train.


Trudi Kollar remembers taking the train through the night in 1976 as a twelve-year-old. She and her mother traveled the 260 miles from their hometown of Arad, Romania, to Oneşti, Comăneci’s hometown and the place where Romania’s elite gymnasts were sent to train with the Karolyis. Back then, Kollar went by the name Emilia Eberle. She says she recalls she and her mother were greeted by a smiling Bela Karolyi the morning after their train ride at the training center and how Karolyi showed them to her new dorm room. Concerned her daughter hadn’t eaten enough on the long train ride, Eberle’s mother took a roll of bread from her bag in front of Karolyi and left it in a drawer for her to eat later. After her mother left (parents were not allowed to be with their children during training), Eberle said Karolyi returned to her room, took the bread, and struck her so hard with an open hand that he knocked her off her feet onto the bed.


“If I ever see anything like this again, I’m going to beat you to death,” she said he hollered at her. That was her first encounter with the man who would train her for the next six years.


Pozsar remembers Karolyi hitting Eberle so hard during practices with his large and powerful hands in her back and on her sides that the sound of the blows echoed through the gym. The Karolyis demanded perfection, and if the gymnasts failed to achieve it during their routines, they would often be slapped in the face or on the backs of their heads or have their hair pulled. Eberle recalls an almost daily routine of physical and emotional abuse.


“It was mostly Marta who would hit us,” Eberle said, recalling how the ring on Marta’s finger and her fingernails frequently left marks and scratches and caused bleeding.


Gymnasts were weighed twice daily, once before the 8:00 a.m. practice and again prior to the afternoon practice. “We were always called fat pigs and cows,” said Eberle, who weighed sixty-six pounds as a fourteen-year-old.


During one training session on the uneven bars, the blisters on Eberle’s hands started to bleed so badly she fell and hit her head.


“Oh look, Bela, she is fat as a pig—maybe she should go on a diet,” Eberle recalls Marta Karolyi saying to her husband at the time.


Pozsar, the choreographer, said he once saw Bela Karolyi strike another gymnast so hard with his open hand after she failed to execute a vault that the girl collapsed to the floor and urinated in her leotard. When Karolyi saw that the young gymnast had soiled the floor, he kicked her, Pozsar said.


In 1978, Gabriela Geiculescu was a national champion gymnast in Romania. She trained with a physically abusive coach in Bucharest who once struck her so hard in the back during a practice she remembers struggling to breathe. As violent as her situation was, she had heard horror stories from other gymnasts who were sent to train with the Karolyis and was terrified when she found out she was being sent to their training center, which by then had moved to the Transylvanian city of Deva.


Geiculescu said she was never physically abused by the Karolyis, but she remembers being so deprived of food she would occasionally eat toothpaste just to have the sensation of flavor in her mouth. She plucked apples from the trash cans on the streets of Deva and would sneak food into her dorm room in a jar, submerging it in the water tank of a toilet in order to hide it from Bela Karolyi’s random searches of her room.


Until recent years, a thin, prepubescent body had long been considered the ideal form for a gymnast to impress the judges at competitions and to execute physically demanding routines. The Karolyis, however, took it to extremes, Pozsar said, going so far as to deny gymnasts food to stave off the onset of puberty.


“[When] they start to get into puberty, they begin to think and to become more conservative,” Karolyi wrote in his book years later. “‘Wait,’ the teenage girl tells herself. ‘I am cute. What for I am falling on my face and bending my nose?’ But until that point they are going freely.… We discovered that you cannot overwork young children.”


Breakfast for the gymnasts consisted of a few crackers with jam, lunch a piece of chicken with greens, and dinner a small sandwich, not even close to enough nourishment to sustain gymnasts, who routinely trained eight hours or more a day.


The gymnasts were also given handfuls of what they were told were “vitamins,” pills that often left Geiculescu so disoriented she struggled to execute routines. She remembers the gnawing hunger and being so “out of her body” from the pills that at one practice she sprinted full speed into the horse during a failed vault attempt and collapsed on the mat.


“I was twelve or thirteen and thinking God doesn’t exist,” she said. “Because if God existed, he wouldn’t let this happen to children.”


Pozsar would sneak gymnasts chocolate and said he has “huge remorse” he was “part of a system so brutal.” The Karolyis, through their attorney, declined to comment for this book, but, in April 2018, the couple addressed past allegations of physical abuse in an interview with NBC News correspondent Savannah Guthrie:


GUTHRIE: “Did you ever hit a gymnast?”


MARTA KAROLYI: “No.”


BELA KAROLYI: “Probably, over fifty years ago in Romania when even slapping or spanking was a common procedure, yes.”


The Karolyis denied ever hitting gymnasts during their time as coaches in the United States, with Bela saying “if anybody comes up with that one, that’s a dirty lie.”


Two years after skipping their New York City flight and defecting from Romania, the Karolyis had settled in Houston, Texas, and were running a small training center for budding American gymnasts. One day, Karolyi received a phone call from a man named John Traetta, whom he had met in the late 1970s shortly after Comăneci’s dazzling performance in Montreal.


Traetta had come off a remarkable run of success coaching boys’ gymnastics for a decade at DeWitt Clinton High School in the Bronx, winning ten straight New York City championships. He had stopped coaching and turned to producing made-for-television gymnastics events in the 1980s for broadcast networks and cable outlets such as HBO and USA Network.


Traetta was organizing a gymnastics invitational to be broadcast the following spring from Caesars Palace in Las Vegas. On the phone, he told Karolyi he was in search of up-and-coming stars to add to the program. Traetta was offering $2,000 college scholarships to each gymnast who attended.


“You’re going to want to invite one of my athletes,” Karolyi told him. “She’s the best athlete I’ve ever coached in the United States.” Traetta asked for her name. “Mary Lou Retton,” Karolyi responded.


A four-foot-nine, ninety-four-pound dynamo from West Virginia with a million-watt smile, Retton first approached Karolyi about training with him in the summer of 1982. She was compact and explosive, a great fit for the more powerful brand of gymnastics Karolyi brought to the sport. As the only elite gymnast in her home state, though, she needed better competition and better coaching to push her to greater heights. Karolyi told Retton’s parents their daughter had the potential to be an Olympic medalist, but time to perfect her skills was running short. She arrived in Houston on New Year’s Day 1983 and immediately got to work with her new coach. Her goal wasn’t just to make the Olympics when the summer games returned to American soil the following year but to make an impact when they did. Karolyi’s job was to help her get there.


Retton’s performance at the 1984 Los Angeles Summer Olympics catapulted her to stardom and further cemented the reputation of Karolyi as the coach who molded Olympic champions. Retton was the first American woman to ever win gold in gymnastics and instantly became the most popular athlete to emerge from the summer games.


The games themselves were a huge financial success. The Olympic organizing committee, headed by successful travel executive Peter Ueberroth, sold the television rights to ABC for $225 million. Unlike other Olympic hosts that went into massive debt building stadiums and infrastructure, Los Angeles turned the event into a financial windfall. The first city to host a privately financed Olympics was able to manage costs largely by using existing structures such as the LA Coliseum, which played host to the opening and closing ceremonies, and by selling corporate sponsorships. The 1984 summer games ended with a $232 million surplus. Ueberroth was named Time’s Man of the Year, and of all the athletes who cashed in after the games, none had the earning potential of Retton.


Three weeks after the Olympic games, Traetta met with Retton and her parents in Houston to sign a one-page agreement allowing him to serve as Retton’s agent. Along with her brother and Karolyi, Traetta managed Retton’s career for the better part of the next six years. He brokered a book deal and endorsement contracts with Wheaties (Retton was the first woman to appear on the front of the brand’s cereal boxes), McDonald’s, Energizer batteries, and other sponsors. During his time as her agent, from 1984 to 1989, Traetta says Retton made more than $6 million, “an astronomical amount at that time for an athlete.”


Retton’s enduring popularity brought hordes of new athletes to gymnastics in the aftermath of the Los Angeles games, and the sport continued to grow for decades to come. In 1980, more than 30,500 athletes were registered with USA Gymnastics. That number more than doubled by 1994, and by 2019, the organization boasted more than two hundred thousand members (athletes, coaches, and instructors) competing and working out of more than thirty-four hundred registered gyms. An estimated total of 4.8 million children and teens participated in gymnastics in the United States in 2018, with the vast majority of them not sanctioned by the sport’s national governing body, USA Gymnastics.


By 1989, the time Traetta’s contract ended with Retton, others in the gymnastics hierarchy had taken notice of her star power and its financial implications. Mike Jacki, the former president of USA Gymnastics’ precursor, the United States Gymnastics Federation, made it clear at the time to Traetta that he wanted to assert more control over the production of future gymnastics television events. Elite gymnasts were no longer just athletes to be lauded during international competitions. They were valuable commodities as famous as any Hollywood celebrities and professional athletes. In a 1993 poll of more than fourteen hundred Americans, nearly a decade removed from her Olympic moment, Retton was named the most popular athlete in the country, ahead of NBA star Michael Jordan, NFL quarterback Joe Montana, and NHL superstar Wayne Gretzky.


Fueled by Retton’s success in the immediate aftermath of her 1984 Olympic performance, Bela Karolyi boasted at the time that membership at his Houston gym swelled to twelve hundred. The Romanian miracle worker was now doing the same in his new home. He and his wife made plans to expand.
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