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To my husband, Mitchell

I can only thank God above for sending me you.

 

Your love saved me,
    Your smile embraced me
    Your hugs comforted me,
    Your tears awoke me

 

Ote Alofa ia te oe
    I Love You

 

To Mitchell Jr. and Michele

    I just wanted you both to know that I did this book so someday when you read it, you will truly know who your father was (or is). Also, this is my two cents for creating a world of tolerance, praying that when people read it they will realize that there is hope and that hate in any form is wrong.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Torments of Success

 

ISETTLED INTO MY STANCE for the last play of Super Bowl XXXIII. The field glowed under the lights. Flashbulbs popped around the stadium. We, the Atlanta Falcons, faced the Denver Broncos led by their superstar quarterback John Elway. Denver had the ball with a 3419 lead. I lined up at my usual position, nose guard, across from the Denver center, who was poised to snap the ball to Elway. My knuckles gripped the turf.

The Broncos quarterback took the snap and dropped to his knee to let the clock run out. I touched him first. When the ball carrier is on the ground, someone on the defense must at least touch him so hes ruled down. Since I touched Elway, I was credited with the tackle.

A routine play, but it terrified me. And that was not the first time. That game and that play were televised to one billion people around the globe. Someone could have recognized me and blown my cover. In the past, whenever my image appeared on the screenwhen I made a big play, sang the national anthemI lived with the fear that I might be outed. This was January 31, 1999, and at that point I had been playing for eight years in the NFL. Before that, I had played four years of college football. In all that time, not one teammate, coach, or sportswriter knew I was gay.

The National Football League is the number one entertainment in the world, and the Super Bowl is its showcase event. Media from all overplaces like Japan and Lebanon, where they dont even play footballreport on the spectacle. The Super Bowl is the biggest event that happens every year in the United States.

What if one of those billion people watching recognized me as the stranger he had picked up in a gay bar? All he had to do was out me to the press and the story would be all over the headlines: Gay Man Makes Final Tackle in Super Bowl. My football career would be finished.

No more Super Bowls, no more Sundays playing ball. No more paychecks, no more financial security. No more locker-room banter, no more camaraderie with the guys. I would be banished from the NFL fraternity.

During my nine years in the NFL, I lived that close to the edge of destruction. My success tormented me. The better I did, the more exposure I received. The more exposure, the greater the chance of someone discovering my secret. A secret that a man who plays the most macho of team sports is not supposed to have. The stress nearly killed me.

I am a Samoan who grew up in Hawaii. My family lived in a hut with a dirt floor. Id gone from that poverty to the fortunes of the NFL. Football gave me a college scholarship, the chance to buy a house for my mother, the opportunity to travel, and much more. My NFL career lasted nine years with five teamsthe Green Bay Packers, Minnesota Vikings, Jacksonville Jaguars, Atlanta Falcons, and Carolina Panthers. Ill go down in history as the first player to sing the national anthem and then start an NFL game, the first rookie nose guard to start all sixteen games, and the last guy to tackle John Elway in his storied Hall of Fame career.

The dream to succeed in the NFL and achieve all that football had to offer was a nightmare at times. I struggled to survive the combative, macho world dominated by a culture that despised who I really am. Had opponents and teammates known I was gay, they would have mocked me the way I heard them ridicule others with sexual slurs. More than likelyas several former teammates admittedthey would have tried to injure me so that they would not have been viewed as guilty by association. In other words, they would have taken me out so that their own masculinity would not be questioned for playing alongside a sissy. Its rough down in the trenches, where linemen weighing more than threehundred pounds hurl themselves at one another in brutal handto-hand combat, but it is nothing compared to the pain I kept buried inside so I could play out my dream.

This is the story of how I dared to dream, not only of surviving professional football, but of living openly for who I am, a gay man.


CHAPTER TWO

God Bless My Daddy

 

FIRST THING I REMEMBER, Im running naked on the beach. Racing across the strip of sand that separates land from sea. Four years old, racing naked, free. The ocean breeze bathes my skin. Im happy as far as you can see the water.

That sand, Makaha Beach, was my home away from home. My family traveled there every summer to fish. We camped on the beach in a hut my father and mother fashioned from coconut leaves woven over two-by-fours. To my playful imagination, the hut looked like a fort.

My parents fished with my older brothers. I watched them lay out their nets, and they told me to stay out of the way. They packed their catch in the coconut-leaf baskets my mother made and drove to the market in Daddys green Thunderbird. I played games with the ocean, pretending I could control the waves like Aquaman. I would summon each wave to the shore, and the ocean obeyed my command. I commanded tsunamis to smash against the mountain. It was a magical time.

The smell of  opakapaka fish cooking over an open fire filtered through the evening air. Stars cluttered the sky at night, tons and tons of them. So big and bright that it looked like you could reach right up and grab one. I would lie inside our fort on the fala matsmade out of lahala leavessnuggled under a blanket beside my mother. She rubbed my back in a hypnotizing rhythm. I would fall asleep wrapped in her arms.

 

I was born July 11, 1968, on the island of Oahu, Hawaii, to Laki Tavai Tuaolo and Maiuu Mike Tuaolo, the youngest of eight children in an immigrant Samoan family. Our summers on the beach ended when I was five years old and we moved to Waimanalo, directly opposite Honolulu. My father, Maiuu, leased a small piece of landabout twenty acreson the windward side of the island with plans to transform it into a banana plantation like those back home. This was part of his plan to give his family a better life when he left Samoa.

Daddy was an enterprising man. He never went to schoolhe couldnt read or writebut he was savvy. I dont know how he did it, but he leased that land. He used to tell me, If you dont know what youre talking about, make like you do. People didnt question him.

He charmed people into doing things for him. Because he couldnt read or write, he couldnt take the written test required for his drivers license. He flirted with the woman behind the counter, and she took the test for him. Leonardo DiCaprios character in Catch Me If You Can reminds me of Daddy and the way he was able to get people to do things for him. He was always a good talker.

Makes sense, since he was the first son of a high-talking chief, the one who speaks for a village. His mother Tusipasi was the talking chief for the village of Pago Pago. Once Daddy started his family, he did not want to carry the responsibilities of chief that he would inherit from his father. He wanted more for his family. He was a dreamer, an explorer. I think thats where I get my ambitions. He instilled in me the sense that theres something more for me out there to explore and try. Thats the way I felt on Oahu growing up. I felt there was a lot more to the world and life than the island. That must have been the way my father felt when he went searching for something better. His parents werent married when he was born, so he gave up his fathers name, Deveaux, and took his mothers name, Tuaolo, and moved his young family to Hawaii before I was born.

Like his father before him, Daddy was a ladies man. He was very handsome and well manicured. He dressed sharply in clothes given to him by admiring women. My job as a small boy was to shine my fathers shoes, to make sure they were bright black or white. He used to tell me, If you go into a bank dressed as a hobo, you wont get a loan. But go in looking put together and you will.

That served him in business and other ways. He would tell Mama he was taking me out for ice cream. Instead of going to the ice cream parlor, he would take me to the house of one of his lady friends. I watched television in the living room while Daddy worked his charms in the bedroom.

 

My mother, Laki Tavai Tuaolo, came from a respectable family as well. The Tavai family was also one of the monarchies of American Samoa. Her father was a high chief of his village. She met Daddy when he was working as a chauffeur for the governor of Samoa.

One day, when she was still a teenager, my mother tagged along with her two cousins to the governors house. The cousins went round the back to collect slop for their pigs. Mama waited out front and decided to climb the mango trees to pick some of the sweet fruit. My father confronted her.

These arent your mangos, Mama shot back.

He mustve been taken by her spunk and, of course, her beauty.

When her cousins returned, they asked her, How are we going to carry those mangos with these buckets?

Mama hesitated.

Put them in my Jeep, and Ill drive you home, Daddy offered. On the way, he stopped to buy them ice cream. That ice cream was a big treat to someone as poor as Mama. She couldnt help but notice how handsome he was.

Nine months later, my oldest brother, Fale, was born.

 

When Daddy leased the land, my three oldest siblings had already left home. The remaining four older siblings cleared the land by hand alongside my parents. Trees and thick growth covered those acres. When I got older, I did the same. That work swinging a machete and carrying fifty-pound bunches of bananas down the hillsidewas probably how I developed my strength. But when we first moved to Waimanalo, I was too young to use a machete, pick, or shovel. My job was to stay out of the way. I fetched water and listened for the phone.

As far as I know, Daddy was the first Samoan to lease land in Hawaii. That was something unheard of in those days. There were those who didnt want us there, including the neighbors who lived next door. The prejudice against Samoans in Hawaii at that time, the early seventies, ran high. After they had been drinking a while, the neighbors would yell into the night, Fuckin Samoans, go back home! It was a territorial fear, exactly like what a successful black family faced moving into a white neighborhood in American suburbs. That resentment would eventually kill my aunt.

Our little banana farm was outside Waimanalo, one of those blinks along the two-lane highway that ran around the eastern side of the island. A small cluster of shops without even a stoplight to make you notice. Its glory, to my childs mind, was the Jack in the Boxa fast-food hamburger jointthat was my favorite place to go.

We lived at the end of Kakaina Street, three miles off the main highway. The mountains rose from our backyard. Mama had a green thumb. We had every flower imaginable growing in our yard. It was a lush setting, typical of Hawaiis tropical beauty.

The school bus didnt come up the road, so I had to walk down to the highway to meet it. Worse, I had to walk back up that hill, which terrified me at night. If I stopped at a friends house after school, it would be dark by the time I headed home for dinner.

I had to walk past this huge banyan tree. Have you ever seen a banyan tree? Its the most wicked-looking thing. From a distance, it looks like a giant mushroom. Once you get up close, you can see the trunk twisted around the base, like veins and muscles in a leg with the skin removed. My brothers told me that a kid had hanged himself from its branches. I dreaded walking by that tree. My imagination would go crazy the closer I got to it. Id start running and race by it.

Most of our friends and neighbors lived down near the highway. The ones who hated us lived about twenty yards away, our houses separated by bushes and trees. They resented foreigners coming in and doing well for themselves. We planted banana trees, sugar cane, papaya, mountain apples, coconuts, and passion fruits that we sold at the weekly swap meet set up in a drive-in theater parking lot. Daddy built a Samoan hut, where we lived. About fifteen tree-trunk poles supported an oval-shaped roof of coconut leaves. The sides were open. At first, we slept on fala mats laid out on the smooth river pebbles, but eventually he built a plywood platform floor. The neighbors place was run-down. Junked cars littered their overgrown yard while Mamas flowers decorated ours. I think they were jealous and didnt want to see us make it.

It seemed as if every time we tried to do something to better our situation, they tried to pull us down. For instance, we used to shower down at the beach, about a ten-minute drive away. When we would come back, we would find that they had cut down our bananas and pushed over our hut.

Daddy argued frequently with the neighbors father. Sometimes they put their fists into their words. It got ugly. My older sister Sina fought with one of their girls. The neighbors threw rocks or fired pellets at us when they saw us inside our hut. We built a plywood barricade on that side for protection. When it got violent, somebody would call the police. The cops would come, but they didnt do much. They were Hawaiian and didnt seem to care what happened to a Samoan family.

I remember being so scared during that time. I was afraid somebody was going to get hurt badly. I didnt know someone I loved would be killed.

This feud had been going on for about two years, ever since we first moved there. One Sunday afternoon when I was six, some of my family, including my fathers sister, came over for a meal after church. When we had finished eating, the grownups sat around the open hut talking and laughing. I was playing on the floor. The phone rang, and I pushed it toward Daddy. He reached back for it. Suddenly, a gunshot popped. Aunt Sina collapsed.

Chaos erupted. My aunts and uncles screamed. I started crying. The neighbor jumped in a car and took off down the road. My uncles and brothers went crazy and attacked his house, shattered all the windows. My older sister Tusi grabbed me, and we ran into the banana fields to hide, but I could still see everything that was happening.

We came out when the ambulance arrived. I can still see them placing my aunt on that stretcher, tucking her in the back, and closing the doors.

The police arrived and asked a lot of questions. Daddy got angry. He wanted them to catch the guy. Why are you talking to me? Go grab him! This time they had to do something.

The cops caught Aunt Sinas killer that week. Daddy and Mama testified at his trial, but he got off. The murder couldnt be pinned on him. Even though everybody knew he did it, nobody saw him actually pull the trigger.

A couple years after that, the same neighbor and his cousins beat my dads cousin Fafawia to death. They pummeled him with a tire iron so savagely that Daddy and Mama could not recognize him in the morgue. They identified him by his name tattooed on his forearm. That time, the neighbor landed in jail. His cousins turned on him and said hed been the one who swung the tire iron. I heard later that one of my cousins killed him in jail for his crimes against our family.

My aunts funeral was at the Samoan church. The organ played. The choir sang. My aunts cried. I heard that Auntie was in heaven, but no one explained it to me. Dead? What do you mean dead? My six-year-old mind couldnt make sense of the chaos, screaming, fear, crying, and sadness. I couldnt make sense of the murder and grief Id seen. Death equaled fear and confusion.

I didnt know what to do about that. I tried to hide from it. At a young age, I learned to stuff pain in the closet. I thought that way I wouldnt have to deal with it. That was my way of containing the evil I started to see in the world.

I was a cartoon junkie as a kid. I watched  Superfriends whenever I could. I tried to do whatever I saw them do on TV. I tried to fly by holding an umbrella and jumping off a huge rock. I climbed trees, and in my mind I was climbing like a superhero, jumping from vine to vine and doing flips. Imagination is so vivid for children.

I preferred make-believe to the pain in my life. I turned myself into Wonder Woman and deflected negative feelings with my bracelets.

When I was five years old, I heard a friend call another friend mahu. I asked him what that meant. Faggot, he told me in Samoan. Oooh, he likes boys, I thought, thats bad.

Then I thought,  Uh-oh.

I never liked playing with stuff other boys wanted to play with. I played with Ken and Barbie dolls. I wanted an Easy-Bake oven. I was fascinated by the way my sisters dressed. I tried on their jewelry when they werent looking. I remember watching GI Joe on TV and thinking he was cute. I had a crush on a buddy at a young age.

Oh shit, I thought. Mahu. That might be me. I started playing with things other boys played with. I asked for a cowboy gun. I started being tougher. I ended up calling other kids mahu. I feared Id be teased the way they teased that other boy. I didnt want to get labeled and teased. I didnt want that to be me. I imagined it wasnt.

I started to live a double life. A superhero is a lot like a gay personboth hide their true identity. No one can know who you are or else youll lose your powers. A gay person mustve made up superheroes.

One day during first grade, I was playing outside near the monkey bars. Another kid started calling me Sarah. (In Samoan, my name is pronounced A-sarah.) He wouldnt stop. I thought, Either Im going to take this, or Im going to do something about it. I was already a big kid. I was afraid of Sarah turning to sissy, to mahu. So, I picked up my tormentor and threw him to the ground.

The school sent a note home to my parents. Mama spanked me. Daddy spanked me again when he found out. They were upset that Id done something to get into trouble. I knew they would be angry, but I figured if I let that kid call me names, then others would, too. I wanted to make others think I was tough. It worked. That kid never made fun of me again.

 

Before the missionaries came to Samoa, we used to know what it meant to smell the roses, to appreciate the mountains, the sky, the water. We knew our connectedness to nature and to life. We ran naked and free on the beach like children. The Christian missionaries brought the negatives. They told us what we shouldnt do, for example, that women shouldnt walk around topless, natural. The missionaries brought the fear of God.

My parents raised me in an Assembly of God, a Pentecostal church. It seemed like we were in church every day, not just Sunday. There was always some type of meeting to go to. As a kid, I didnt mind. I loved going to church. I liked seeing my friends and learning about Gods goodness.

I took what I heard literally. The preacher told us that Jesus was in our heart. I asked Mama, Wont he stick out? I listened to him with the trust of a young child.

But there was a dark side to church that I didnt like. The preacher was a fire-and-brimstone type. He blasted women who wore makeup, men who cheated on their wives, and homosexuals.

The preacher called homosexuals a curse. He cast them in the same lot as adulterers and murderers. He said they were going to burn in the lake of fire for eternity. I sat in the pew and held on to Mama. I knew I was attracted to boys before I heard it was a sin.

Every time I heard a sermon on homosexuality, I did something to try to change my feelings. I would run into the banana patch, drop to my knees, and ask God to take away this curse that Id just heard the preacher preach about. The way he talked, it was as easy as that. All I had to do was ask God and the sickness would go away. But it didnt.

I prayed harder. I made sacrifices. I gave up soda pop so God would take away my curse. I made offerings to God, throwing away favorite toys. But God didnt change me.

I thought that maybe if I could like a girl I wouldnt have feelings for boys anymore. So in fourth grade, I made up a crush on Rosemary, a popular girl in my class. I walked her home from school. I bought her trinkets at the swap meetsnecklaces, broaches, candy. I hoped something would click, that I would fall in love with Rosemary, but I never felt that special tingle.

Eventually, I would figure out that God loved me the way I am. I was born gay. God made me that way. God doesnt make mistakes, so Im not a mistake. But as a child I had not yet come to that understanding. At night, I would lie awake, terrified that God was going to cast me into the lake of fire.

I didnt fall in love immediately with football. I wasnt that interested in playing at first, but I went out for the team because my friends did. Football was a way to hang out together. I was part of something bigger, this extended family of athletes. That was important to me as a Samoan. We count even the most distant relatives as family.

That first year of peewee football, when I was nine, I wasnt a starter, but I was in the mix. I was still about the same size as the other guys. I didnt finish that first season. We each were given a box of chocolate to sell as a fundraiser, but I ate all of the chocolate bars I brought home. Daddy pulled me from the team because I owed all that money. I had embarrassed him and the family. Daddy paid back the money and gave me the whipping of my lifehe broke a broom over my back.

We practiced at Waimanalo Park, down by the beach. I dreaded the bull ring drill. Everyone stood in a circle, with one guy in the middle. The coach called someones number, and that guy charged out to hit the guy in the middle. You had to be on guard. I did pretty well at that drill, but I was always afraid I wouldnt. I feared failing. I feared looking bad. I didnt want somebody to put me on my ass and all the other kids to tease me. That anxiety fueled my fire.

In sixth grade, we played a game at Eva Beach against a team with a girl on it. My friends thought it was stupid to play against a girl. I thought it was cool. Somehow, it gave me a little more confidence. Our coaches used to berate us, You played like girls, like sissies! and You hit like a girl! Seeing a girl out there playing on the lineand playing better than the guys at that levelseemed to wipe out all the negative stuff I heard from the coaches. I was cheering her on, and at the same time, I was cheering myself on. At the end of the game, I shook her hand and said, Good game. Maybe now the coaches would want us to play like girls.

 

Let me tell you about my best friend. My daddy and I had something special. Despite his flaws, I loved him with the intensity and innocence of the child that I was. The youngest of his eight children, I was the favorite. He was not shy about showing this, and I could feel the affection he had for me. Even if he did not tell me often, I knew I was special to him. My older brothers teased me and called me names, but they knew better than to do that in front of Daddy. He was there to protect me, keep me safe. I thought it would always be that way.

Mama told me when I got older that Daddy was a heavy drinker. During Prohibition he could not buy alcohol, so he squeezed lemons and limes into bleach and drank that. I didnt measure how much he drank when I was a kid. I just knew Daddy drank. I remember that whenever we went to a party he never ate. We made a plate of food for him to bring home. He ate then. At the party, he drank. There are people who can drink and people who cant. My daddy was one of those who could. When he had some liquor in him, others wanted to be around him. He was always smooth and charming, but when he drank, he became even more so. Daddy was the life of the party. Everybody gathered around him, and he made them all feel good.

That drinking finally caught up with him. At fifty-two, he wound up in the hospital with liver problems and circulation trouble. I was ten and didnt understand all of this at the time. I only understood that Daddy was sick and needed an operation.

It was strange to see my daddy laid up in a hospital bed. With all of his schemes, Daddy had been a busy man. For the longest time I watched while he worked on projects with my older brothers. They cleared the fields, planted the crops, and harvested the fruit while I watched. I wanted a job that was important, more important than fetching water and listening for the phone. I wanted to be working alongside of him, but I was too young, too small.

Finally, when I was ten, Daddy decided that I was ready to work on a project. He wanted to build a flagpole and picked me to do it with him. I was so excited to be working on our first project together, just Daddy and I. We put that flagpole right outside the house where we would see it every day.

Its funny, we did everything opposite of the way it shouldve been done. We put up the pole, but we hadnt placed the ball on top. I had to climb up the pole like a monkey to put the ball up there. I had to climb up again to loop the rope through the guide. And I had to climb up again to paint the pole. My daddy was a visionaryhe didnt always think through those sorts of details. But I didnt mind. I wouldve climbed that pole every day to keep him happy.

Once we finished the pole, it became my job to raise the American and Samoan flags on holidays or special occasions, like when we had a party. That was the most exciting job I had as a kid. I always felt so proud raising the flags. Every time was like flying my daddys affection for me.

After his surgery, we went to visit Daddy in the hospital. I stood by his bedside and worried about him looking so sick. The day my aunt was killed, the bullet had been meant for him. By a simple twist of fate, I had saved his life when I pushed the telephone toward him and he leaned for it. This time, I worried that he wouldnt be able to lean out of harms way. He pulled me close. Im coming home tomorrow, he told me. Go home and raise the flag.

That day, I strung up the flag with great excitement. I wanted to let everyone know, Daddys coming home!

But that night, screams woke me. Mama wailed from deep within her soul. Id never heard her crying like that. I knew something awful had happened. My older brothers and sisters tried to explain to me, Daddy died. I immediately thought of Aunt Sina and knew that died meant Daddy wasnt coming home. Right away, I went into denial. It cant be, I said, because I raised the flag. I raised the flag!

My family rushed to the hospital. I ran into his room and started crying. I raised the flag, Daddy. I raised the flag. But he didnt come home.

That hit me at his funeral, which was at the same church where we had Aunt Sinas funeral. At her funeral, I had been scared and confused. At my daddys, I was hurt and angry. At my aunts funeral, I learned that death meant someone went away. At Daddys, I learned it meant he was never coming back. Death meant gone forever.

 

Ever since I was a small boy, Ive loved to sing. Mama and Daddy always wanted me to dance and sing at parties. The first song I learned was God Bless My Daddy. I remember belting out as a five-year-old in front of family and friends:

God bless my daddy, whos over there
said a little tiny boy in his little tiny prayer . . .
Wait for me, Mama, Ill be home real soon.
I never knew how much you meant to me,
now that Im so many miles across the sea . . .

 

I never knew that would become the song of my life. When I was in eighth grade, Mama sent me to Henderson, Nevada, to live with my brother Fale and his family. In the United States, your immediate family is your family. In Samoan culture, your family includes all of your aunts and uncles and cousins. The idea that it takes a village to raise a child describes our culture. We look out for one another. For instance, if my mother had an aunt who was elderly, Mama would send one of my sisters to care for her. We call that Samoan adoption.

I think one of the reasons Mama screamed at the walls when Daddy died was because she did not know how she could care for all of her children by herself. She asked Fale to raise me to take some of the pressure off herself. In Polynesia, the oldest is always right. I did not argue with her decision.

Henderson is in the middle of the desert, dry and barrena long way from the lush, tropical beaches of Hawaii. At first I was excited to be in a new place, even if it was the desert, but Henderson soon turned horrible.

As my older brother, Fale became my father figure. I was not supposed to question him. Fale drank. He used drugs. He hit his wife, his kids, and me. He would come home drunk and hit me. I lived in fear. I couldnt deflect his blows with my superhero fantasies.

At first I didnt know why he wanted me to live with him. Then one day, I found the stubs of my social security checks in the glove compartment of his car. He had been cashing the threehundred-dollar monthly payments I received after my fathers death. I confronted Fale. He hit me.

That was the worst time of my life. I was so afraid of him. I also felt bad for his kidsmy nieces and nephews. They feared him, too. I couldnt say anything to Mama back in Hawaii because if she said something to him, he would hit me. She couldnt protect me. I learned to keep my mouth shut. Instead, I cried myself to sleep at night. I tried to shove all of that fear and pain into the closet.

Football saved me. I arrived after the season in eighth grade but played linebacker and tight end my freshman year at Baseline High. I liked away games best because Fale didnt go to those. I could escape. At home games, I heard him screaming at me from the stands. I was afraid that he would hit me if I played poorly. I was so afraid of him hitting me that his screaming motivated me.

Football gave me something much more than an escape from my brother. It gave me affirmation. I needed that. The coaches praised me for doing well. I didnt get that at home, not since my daddy died. I strived for that. I wanted to hear those praises. I worked harder and played better just to hear them say, Great job, Esera. Thats when I learned that football was my way out. Football was a way to feel good. Even though there was all the homophobic stuff, football gave me a way to escape the pain.

That was an important discovery. Ever since I was little, I knew there was something better for me, much like my father wanting to leave Samoa for a better place. I was always willing to try something new to see if that was it. I never knew what I was going to be good at, until I discovered what football had to offer me.


CHAPTER THREE

Baby Fridge

 

IINHERITED MY FATHERS EXPLORING HEART. Growing up on the island, I sensed my destiny lay somewhere beyond the water. I returned to Oahu with my brother when he moved back to run the family farm. I didnt want to repeat the awful times with Fale back in Hawaii. All I wanted was to get away from him, to explore my visions as a kid on Makaha Beach. My mothers sister visited us that summer and sensed that things were tough for me. She invited me to live with her family in Chino, California. I jumped at the chance.

California. That was an exciting foreign country. At the same time I was nervous, not knowing what was in store for me. Chino is a rugged, farming town of about 65,000 in San Bernardino County, fifty miles east of Los Angeles. Don Antonio Lugo High, where I arrived in tenth grade, was a huge block buildingcompletely opposite of the open campuses of Hawaii, spread out over beautiful tropical grounds. Don Lugo High looked like a prison. I worried it was one of those rough schools Id seen on TV. They had lock-downssomething Id never heard ofwhere they locked all of the doors except the front one after the morning bell. If you came late, you had to go in through the office to get a pass. Don Lugo frightened me.

The big, Samoan kid in the hallwayI got noticed right away. The principal told me, You need a 2.0 GPA. I had to ask a friend what he was talking about. Football, the friend said. You need at least a 2.0 to be eligible to play. They automatically tagged me as a football player.

Despite the escape football had provided in Henderson, Nevada, I hadnt moved to California to play football. I simply wanted to get away from Fale, who had such control over my life. The game still wasnt that important to me. I did like the attention and praise it won me, though, so I decided to go out for the team my junior year.

The first day of practice scared the hell out of me. There must have been a hundred kids out there. Not all of us would make it. Id played before, but this was California football, much bigger than anything Id seen in Hawaii or Nevada. This was the big time. Trying out for the varsity seemed like trying out for a college team. I was a decent size, six foot one and one hundred eighty pounds, but not the biggest guy out there. The starters from last years team really intimidated me.

I didnt know if I would make it until one starter began talking trash to me. This is my house, he taunted. I own this team. He kept pushing it. That pissed me off. I chose him to go up against in a one-on-one drill. I hit him really hard. I mean, I destroyed him. That got the adrenaline flowing and the coaches attention. I felt like the superhero Colossus from the X-men.

I became one of the few guys playing both ways, a linebacker and tight end. I was able to leave all of my frustrations on the field. I would just go out there and forget it all and play a great game. I earned all-conference honors. I dont remember a specific performance that year. I just remember hearing the praises from the fans, players, coaches, and parents, telling me I played great. It was almost like I blacked out during the game. I played for those compliments afterward. The better you did for the team, I figured, the better they would love you. I ended up one of the stars on that team.

We played a game that year against Claremont High, which had won the state title for several years. They had a six-foot-four quarterback named Dan McGwire, the brother of baseballs slugging superstar Mark McGwire. Dan would go on to play quarterback for the Seattle Seahawks and Miami Dolphins. Claremont came to our field undefeated but left with a loss. They won another championship that season, but their team T-shirt the next year read 131. We knew that one was Don Lugo, our claim to glory for the season.

The 2.0 minimum GPA turned out not to be a problem, though it couldve been. Teachers in Hawaii had pegged me as a special ed kid. I thought I was smarter but wasnt given the chance to prove it. In California, I retook the tests and scored in the average range. They put me in normal classes. I had thought I would be stuck in basic math the whole way through school, but I made it through algebra. I pulled Bs and Cs at Don Lugo. That boosted my selfesteem.

I probably couldnt have done that without the help of some special teachers. I spoke Pidgin English when I came to California. Id heard that the workers in Hawaiis sugarcane fields had created Pidgin English so the owners wouldnt understand them. But it didnt serve me well in California. My English teacher would correct me in front of the entire class. That embarrassed me. Other kids teased me. I became discouraged. One day, I asked the teacher after class why she was so hard on me. I see potential in you, she told me. A lot of people would let you slip by, but Im not going to. That opened my eyes and motivated me. Once I understood, I tried harder. Now, I look back and am grateful to her.

Without warning, I almost lost it all. After my junior year, my aunt and her husband decided to move their family back to the island. I had to tell my football coach, Mr. Monger, that I was leaving. I started to cry. I didnt want to go back to Hawaii. When Id gone there in the summer and told my friends Id been allconference, they laughed at me. Youre not a football player, they said. But in California, they knew I could play football. They cheered for me, and my teachers believed in me. I didnt want to leave that; I didnt want to go back to the bullshit in Hawaii.

A lot of coaches might have said, Sorry, bye. Not Coach Monger. He found a place for me to stay. Sharon and Larry Bjur, whose sons Kevin and Doug played on the team, took me in and became my California family. I was grateful to them for opening their home to me. Coach Monger also appointed me one of the team captains.

That was the first time in my life that I felt I was The Man, that I was wanted and needed, not just as a football player but as a person. That made me feel special. Because of my hard work and dedication, I felt wanted. I didnt want to lose all of that. My coach worked things out so I didnt have to.

Because of all the success and support I was getting in California, being gay didnt seem like such a big deal. Football was a pleasure that boosted my self-esteem. I was one of the popular kids in school along with the other players. I never acted on my sexual feelings in Chino. I found other guys attractive, but I was too scared to ever have a crush on any of my teammates. My biggest fear was getting an erection in the shower. I waited until the other guys had finished, or sometimes I showered at home. I was paranoid. I feared that all the compliments and praises would stop if someone found out I was gay.

The coaches would call us  sissies when we didnt play well. Teammates teased kids and called them faggots and queer bait. People ask, Why did you stay with football and put up with that crap? I focused on the positives. When youre young and find something youre good at, you want to pursue it. I was getting all this praise from coaches and teammates that I didnt get from my family. I lettered twice in track and field as a discus and shot put thrower and once in wrestling, where I won the conference championship at my weight, but football won me the most attention. I grooved on that.

At a young age, its all about being accepted. Football gave me that acceptance. Even though I was gay and heard so many of those negative comments, I thought because I was the star no one would know the truth about Esera.

My football success made me think maybe I wasnt gay. I started to question and doubt myself. Maybe Id just been going through a phase. My other gay friends now tell me theyve gone through this, too. If Im a football player, I reasoned, I cant be gay. At the time, I didnt know of any football players who were out and proud. I bought into the stereotype: football players arent gay.

Senior year was a lot of fun. That was the year William The Refrigerator Perry, the Chicago Bears three-hundred-pound defensive tackle started running the ball. Everybody was getting these huge fullbacks. By then, Id grown to almost two hundred ten pounds. Coach Monger said, Hey, Esera, you want to run the ball? I thought, What, me? But the idea of carrying the ball excited me.

We had two plays, dive right and dive left, both between the center and the guard. I did well enough to become the starting fullback. We added more plays. They called me Baby Fridge.

I still played linebacker, too. Senior year, I moved from the outside to the more important inside linebacker slot. Thats where I really made my mark.

Our Pomona Valley Conference rival Pomona High had a running back named J. J. Flanagan who ended up playing at the University of Colorado. We all knew about him. We had read about him in the papers. He averaged about two hundred yards a game, though it seemed more like eight hundred. Our game plan the week before we faced Pomona focused on stopping one player, J. J. Flanagan. After one of our team meetings that week, Coach Monger pulled me aside and said, You know how big the game is this week. Im going to put you on J. J.

The coachs assignment made me feel invincible. A feeling of being accepted washed through me. Being put on their best player made me feel like our best player. Coach Monger had chosen me as special, this knight in shining armor.

I was pumped. It seemed everybody was watching the match up, Esera Tuaolo versus J. J. Flanagan. We were already on the field when Pomona came out of the locker room. They lined up on their side of the field holding hands and walked the entire length of the fieldour fieldthat way. I was a quiet player, one who never talked trash. I let my play talk for me. But when we got back into the locker room after warm-ups, I screamed at my teammates, Who the hell do they think they are, coming in and doing this to us?

J. J. didnt get a hundred yards rushing that game. We shut him down. I stuck to him like chewing gum, and I knew the flavor. We won. The party after that game was sweet.

 

Games like that got me noticed. I had started hearing from colleges my junior year. Coach Monger passed on the letters they sent. Im embarrassed to say this, but I had to ask him what a scholarship was. He said, Thats where you play football and others pay for your college. A light went on. If I wanted to give back to my mom and family, this was a wonderful opportunity. No one in my family had gone to college. It was never in my thought process that I might. I figured after high school I would be caught in the life cycle, that I would go back to Hawaii, work on the banana farm, and be pressured to marry and have a bunch of kids. The possibility of going to college and breaking the life cycle excited me. I started playing even better. I was trying to accomplish something no one else in my family had ever done.

Senior year, my name was in the papers. Other coaches talked about me. I met players from other teams who said, I had to be you for the whole week on the dummy team. I was all-conference again and voted best defensive player of the conference. College coaches came to visit me in Chino. I was like, Wow, I cant believe Im getting all of this attention. The scholarship offers flooded in.

There were plenty of invitations from schools out East, but I narrowed down my choice to schools on the West Coast. I didnt want to go farther from home than I had to. I never followed college football, so the powerhouse programs reputations didnt tug at me. I made my five official visits allotted by the NCAA to the University of Nevada at Las Vegas, the University of California, San Diego State University, the University of Arizona, and Oregon State University.

I was a blue-chip prospect; those schools wooed me eagerly. They had pretty coeds show me around campus. They brought the recruits to clubs. I was underagestill naiveand impressed that we were able to get in. They brought us to parties. The alcohol flowed freely, and I had a good time. Some of those visits, I was so drunk that I dont even remember getting back to my hotel room. Im sure some of the coeds made themselves available to the other recruits, but I wasnt looking for that. I was hoping instead, in my own private fantasy, that a football player would come on to me. Of course, that didnt happen.

The players would pick us up in luxury cars they said alumni bought for them. They wore designer clothes, expensive watches, and other big jewelryall gifts from alumni. The stories came out when we drank. They bragged about the perks of playing college football. There were money incentives like those in a pro contract, say one hundred dollars for every touchdown they scored, an extra bonus if they made All-America, and so on. I wasnt sure if it was fact or if they were trying to impress us. Either way, their talk turned me off. Mama had raised us to be honest.

The coaches wined and dined us at nice restaurants, told us to order whatever we wanted on the menu. Having someone buy mea kid from a banana plantation with a dirt floor hutsteak and lobster made me feel like a million bucks.

Looking back on it, I see they were doing what they did not for me but for them, so I would choose their school. It was like everybody was in on the joke except me. Its like The Truman Show, where Jim Carreys characters life is a movie. Hes being exploited by all those around him playing their parts, but he has no clue. Once youve signed a letter of intent to play at their school, the special treatment all stops. Theyve got you.

Oregon State University, my last visit, made a good first impression. Oregon State, in the college town of Corvallis, faced a tough recruiting challenge with the University of Oregon, forty minutes down the road, where Nike founder Phil Knight has been generous with his alma mater. The University of Oregon had facilities that looked like an NFL teams. Oregon State had probably the worst facilities in the Pacific-10 Conference. The locker room was located under the basketball courtyou had to walk across the hall to the showers. The weight room was a dungeon. Our high school stadium looked nicer than theirs. But something about OSUs ivycovered brick buildings appealed to me as soon as I drove onto campus. Right off, I loved the architecture. I think I knew as soon as I saw the place that was where I would go. I called my mom afterward and told her that I was leaning toward Oregon State.

Oregon State was not a football powerhouse, but I fell in love with the place. The coach, Dave Kragthorpe, didnt bullshit me like some of the others. He told me I had the chance to come in and play. It wasnt a sales pitch. He just said in a straightforward way that he thought I could make a difference on the team. There was also nothing shady about OSU, like Id seen elsewhere. I respected that. Coach Kragthorpe and his program seemed trustworthy.

Oregon State also offered something the other schools didnt: anonymity. Because it was a smaller schoolonly about twelve thousand students in 1986and its football program was modestawful, reallyeverybody ignored the Beavers. Corvallis, a sleepy college town in an overlooked corner of Oregon, was the perfect place for me to hide out. I wasnt thinking about football as a profession. I just wanted a college educationwithout being found out. Little did I know that I would bring the spotlight to the school.
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