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To my siblings and to those who have suffered childhood wounds without the direction they needed from grown-ups until we were grown-ups ourselves and able to make sense of the hurt and confusion.

To those leaving behind a world that was once all they knew for the hope of a better life and a better version of themselves, whether due to religion or past experiences.

To my Utah and Latter-day Saint friends who are taking the time to read my story with an open mind and heart and who’ve supported me since childhood.

For every closeted person still waiting to come out.

For my LGBTQ+ friends still fighting for their voices and stories to be heard, this is for each of you.






FOREWORD

From the moment David first walked into that audition room as a teenager, it was undeniable that he carried something extraordinary with him—a light that couldn’t help but shine.

I’ve had the honor of witnessing his journey from those early days, where his voice moved millions, to now, where his courage, authenticity, and self-acceptance move hearts in even deeper ways.

Watching David come into his own—embracing love, owning his truth, and standing fully in the beauty of who he is—has been one of the most inspiring transformations I’ve ever seen. He reminds us all that our greatest gift is not just our talent, but also our willingness to be unapologetically ourselves.

I am so proud of David—not just for the artist he has become, but also for the human being he always was and always will be.

XO,

Paula Abdul






INTRODUCTION

I’d played out this scene dozens of times before, sitting on the leathery couches of the Salt Lake City airport wearing a baseball cap, angled down low as I stared at my phone. I always kept to myself in public spaces. Salt Lake City was my hometown, and people saw me as their hometown boy. But coming home this time was different. I was different—changed. Even if no one was looking at me, I still tried to avoid drawing attention to myself. I was no longer who people thought I was or expected me to be. No more hometown boy. At least that’s how I felt.

My tour manager, Kari, was in a long line at the rental-car counter, shouldering the giant black backpack she always has with her.

I was in a grumpy mood. We’d just landed in Utah to do another leg of my Christmas tour. In past years, I’d always loved doing these shows. My fans sent me messages about how much they were looking forward to seeing me, and their excitement fueled my own. But lately, I felt sick at the thought of singing about God and Jesus. Something felt so hollow about it—like expecting a kid to take pictures with Santa after finding out he isn’t real. The magic was gone for me, yet I was touring anyway because people expected me to.

The line for rentals hadn’t moved an inch. I groaned inwardly and looked down at my phone again. A pair of gray sneakers entered my sight line. I glanced up to find a man in his thirties, with olive skin, dark curly hair, and an intense gaze, standing right in front of me. Without verifying my name or introducing himself, he said, “It’s crazy I ran into you. I can’t believe you’re here.”

Most likely a fan, I thought. To make sure he wasn’t disappointed by whatever interaction he was expecting, I switched on. It’s amazing how half a lifetime in the spotlight can make certain interactions so normal, no matter your mood or the fact that you’ve been dealing with the biggest change in your life. But I lit up into meet-and-greet mode and said, “Hello!”

“I just wanted to say I really admire what you do. I’m involved in music, too, in my church choir.” His energy shifted suddenly, and he blurted out, “How did you do it?”

Puzzled, I asked, “How did I do what?”

“How did you come out?” His eyes darkened.

I was surprised by the question, and yet somehow knew it was coming. How did I come out? Before I could fumble for a concise answer, he said, “I’m on my way to see my bishop right now. I seriously don’t know what to do or say. I was just thinking, Other people have done this. David Archuleta did it. And then I saw you. I can’t believe you’re here!”

Instantly, I empathized with him. No wonder he looked so desperate.

I know what you’re thinking. Being gay or queer wasn’t such a big deal in 2022. Marriage equality was the law of the land. But in Salt Lake City, it’s different. We were in Mormon country, and without his having to say it, I knew he had been raised in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), just like me. Looking into his eyes, I could see his faith weighing down on him. He was standing at the bottom of a long climb and had no idea how tough it was going to be. My heart broke for him. I’d been exactly where he was only a year ago.

I said, “Well…”

“I’ve tried making it work with a girl,” he said, rushing to get it out. “I’ve been struggling—a lot. Honestly, I don’t know if I can do it anymore.” This man believed that if he gave in to his attraction to men, he would be succumbing to the Devil. And he risked being disciplined by the church, which meant either not being allowed to participate in church activities or being excommunicated (banished). Assuming he grew up in the church, like me, he could lose his whole world.

“Are you having suicidal thoughts?” I’d asked this question one too many times since coming out and receiving thousands of DMs from people like him, like me.

“I have been for the last month.”

I listened intently as he shared that his bishop, a church leader, had been accepting and loving to him. But he couldn’t accept himself for having “same-sex attraction.” Mormons preferred the phrase “same-sex attraction” instead of “gay.” To those of us raised in conservative religions, a person who was gay or part of the “alphabet people” was a pervert with no sexual control. But “same-sex attraction” was something that a righteous person could overcome.

I said a little prayer in my heart, hoping to find the words that would keep this man hopeful. “Do you have a strong support system?” I asked. He nodded. “That’s good. I’m glad to hear that. Are you trying to balance your beliefs with your same-sex feelings?” He nodded again. Church doctrine said that it was okay to have the feelings, but if you acted on them or accepted them as your identity, you were giving in to evil. If he was staying true to his religious beliefs, he would be denying himself.

I had been there. I’d defended my faith and lived as if my own same-sex feelings didn’t exist. But they did exist, and they felt like a cancer consuming me, overwhelming me. Despite that pain, I spent years denying them and the possibility that I might be gay, hoping to exterminate the “evil” inside me. That plan seemed like a good idea at the time. But it brought me to suicidal thoughts, just like him.

After a quick glance at the line, I figured we had another five minutes to talk. I’d just been wishing things would move faster, but now I wanted more time. What could I say that would give him hope and keep him alive? I offered to him all I had, which was simply what I was learning as I progressed on my own journey, one day at a time. I tried to be as delicate as I could, knowing that religion and faith meant everything to him, just like it had to me.

I think he felt better when we parted, but I didn’t have all the answers for him. I was very much still figuring things out for myself, though our conversation helped clarify a few things for me, too. It isn’t enough to DM closeted and terrified gay people and say, “You’re not alone,” or to just mourn along with those whose family members have taken their own lives, or to tell a stranger in an airport, “Your feelings are important. You matter.” I was beginning to learn so much about self-acceptance and self-advocacy on my long path. And I had a platform. I could—no, I needed—to share my story with as many people as possible. As many as I could get to listen.

Despite being in the public eye since my first major appearance on Star Search when I was twelve, and to a large extent at sixteen while on American Idol, I never thought my life was all that interesting, and I didn’t talk much about it. When I hit my thirties, I really started opening up and sharing with people bits and pieces about the struggles I’ve been through. I watched their surprise, shock, amazement, sorrow—way bigger reactions than what I’d been expecting. And I was pretty shocked in turn at their reactions. They thought my life was more interesting than I did. They wanted to hear more. So I kept talking and talking. The floodgates opened.

Our lives are unique, but we all go through loss, love, joy, excitement, frustration, anger, sadness, and hopelessness. My Mormon background, time in the spotlight as a singer, strange relationship with my father, and coming out as queer while leaving the church gave me a perspective about life and the pursuit of happiness that may be a bit different than most. But the struggle to be my most authentic self—the fear, the doubt—is universal. And when I talk about what I’ve learned, people like that young man at the airport (and thousands of others I’ve been in contact with since I came out) take courage and comfort in it.

That’s why I’m writing this book: to lighten the load for them, for me, or for anyone who might pick it up. Being devout was what I thought it took to become who I was supposed to be. But what it really took in the end was to separate myself from what I thought would save me. Turns out, it was that very devotion that almost caused me to exterminate myself.

Right up to early 2021, other Mormons felt it safe for their kids to follow me and listen to my music. When I came out—not just out of the closet but out of the church, too—a lot of Mormons took it personally. They’d watched me grow up. They liked me. And when I started to share my experiences, they had to decide whether they’d listen to my story and empathize with me as someone who was now part of a group they’d always villainized. Church leaders distanced themselves from me because they thought I was choosing an evil path, and that I would corrupt other people, including themselves, by associating with me. It’s really disappointing. I think it’s so crucial for them to listen to queer voices, and to any voice with a different perspective than theirs, because that’s the only way to grow in an ever-changing world.

That’s my goal now, and the goal of this book. This is the best way to use the skills and the hard lessons my family and church gave me to help other people who are struggling, and potentially make real change in church policies regarding all queer people. Not just LDS policies, but all strict religions that preach fear and practice discrimination against people based on sexuality, gender, or race.

Until now, I’ve mainly connected with people through music. Singing has always been healing for me. It gives movement and brings color to life. Listening to music is healing, too. When people hear a song that expresses what’s going on inside them, they feel seen and heard. They connect to the song and the performer. I see this book as a new way of writing lyrics to the songs of my life. It’s a new way to share and connect with others, to be seen and heard, and, by reading my words, to help others feel seen and heard, too. I don’t think there’s anything more fulfilling than connecting in a sincere and authentic way.

My greatest hope is that these stories about finding freedom and accepting myself will resonate with you and help heal parts that you may not have been able to reach quite yet. I hope that somewhere on these pages you’ll feel the pulse and movement within you. The ups and downs of life create something beautiful because they give you a fuller picture, but only once you’re on more level ground. If you are going through something and don’t understand what any of it means, maybe you’ll find some sense through my stories. My hope is you find beauty and truth, feel heard, and uncover the reason why you’re here.






Part I DEVOTED







Chapter 1 LOVE IS SPOKEN HERE


My life was always about music, even before I was born.

If it weren’t for my parents’ passion for music, they never would have met, and I wouldn’t be here.

My mom, Lupe, was born in Honduras. When she was in her teens, Mom and her recently converted Mormon family moved to Miami. One of the first significant parts of Mom’s life in the United States was singing in a girl’s group with her three sisters, the Mayorga Sisters. My abuelita (grandma) made their sequined costumes and teased up their poofy eighties hair. They had a good time doing it, and they hoped to break out, become famous, and make a good living as performers.

Meanwhile, my dad, Jeff, grew up in the LDS epicenter of Salt Lake City. He was born into a musical family, too. His mom was in the theater world of Utah and tried to be in as many productions as her time as a mother would allow. Because of her, my dad was cast in some shows. He played the lisping kid, Winthrop, in a production of The Music Man, among others. As he grew up, he fell in love with jazz. He learned the trumpet and played in jazz ensembles as a young man, including a Brigham Young University student jazz ensemble called Synthesis. He really hoped to make music a center part of his life and maybe even leave a legacy, just like Mom.

In the summer of 1988, my dad worked in summer sales, and he traveled to Miami on a work trip. All alone in Florida, he decided to go to a Mormon church dance, meet some people, and have a good time. Mom, while a Mormon, was busy with her two passions—basketball and singing—so she wasn’t actively participating in the church much at that time. But if there was a dance, she was going. No exceptions.

So on a hot night in Miami, in a probably very unromantic cultural hall at the church, my dad asked my mom to dance. After a few numbers, they went outside to take a break and chat. Mom told him about her girl group with her sisters. Dad told her about playing the trumpet in Jazz bands in Utah. Their shared passion for music and performing quickly turned into passion for each other.

Within six months, they danced into marriage, and Dad uprooted himself and moved to Florida. Mormons never have long engagements, in part because intimacy before marriage is a sin. They were young and in love.

Mom’s family had their doubts about the union. In their eyes, my dad didn’t fully respect what was expected of him. In my mom’s family culture, if a woman married a man, he was supposed to do his part to provide financially for her entire family and help solve their problems, especially if he grew up with more privilege and opportunity, as my dad did in the United States. Dad didn’t know what he’d gotten himself into with Mom’s family’s expectations of him.

A year after the wedding, my older sister, Claudia, arrived. Fourteen months later, in 1990, I was born. For a while, our family lived just outside Miami in an area called Hialeah, with Abuelita in a gated homestead of Latino families within the city limits. It wasn’t the greatest neighborhood to raise young children, but it was what my parents could afford at that time. My younger brother, Daniel, came next, followed soon after by my sister Jazzy. My youngest sister, Amber, wasn’t born until 1999 after we had moved to Utah. In total, we were a family of seven.

People often struggle to recall their first memory, but I know mine. It wasn’t an image, but a sound—my mom’s voice singing Claudia and me to sleep with Spanish lullabies. The song “Los Cochinitos Ya Están en la Cama” (translation: “The Piglets Are Already in Bed”) was about tucking in baby pigs, with one falling out and hitting its head. It was a two-minute opera full of suspense, tragedy, and loving moments, and my mom’s rendition brought out intense emotion in me. Her tone came from deep within and resonated with clarity and power. In her voice, I could hear her passion, not just for music but for life. Her voice made me feel safe. It was soothing, special, and those moments felt like they were just for me.

As I got older, I understood just how special Mom really was. Unlike other moms in the neighborhood, mine was spunky and beautiful, with golden-brown skin that I loved and envied, as did others. Back in Honduras, Mom had been on the national women’s basketball team. She ranked second in all of Central America for free throws at just fourteen years old! She shifted her focus to singing as she got older, and then became a mom and a wife, so practicing and playing in a team sport was out. But she still loved to shoot hoops in the yard or at church ball. Nothing thrilled me more than watching Mom shock the neighborhood kids and church ball dudes with her alley-oops and ability to spin the ball on her finger. She was just the coolest mom; no one came close to her.

The pop stardom she dreamed about reached its peak when I was three or four. The Mayorga Sisters had built up a pretty decent following in Florida. Along with performing around town, they went on local TV shows and sang Spanish-language versions of Madonna and Bette Midler songs. When I was three, I went to see them perform in a competition. They sang and did choreography to “Con Tu Amor” by Juan Gabriel, a famous Mexican singer, in the style of the Mexican girl-group Pandora—and they crushed it. When they won Best Group, I was so excited, I peed on my aunt’s lap on the drive home (or maybe I just wasn’t fully potty-trained yet).

Dad lacked Mom’s Latina flare, of course. He was a computer and jazz guy, neither of which emphasized looks. Dad didn’t really care about style or appearance. But he did take pride in his charisma and ease with talking to people.

One thing that would get on my nerves about him, starting at an early age, was that Dad was a jazz musician, and if you didn’t appreciate jazz or music through the eyes of a jazz musician, he’d give you an earful. If he heard pop or dance tunes on the radio, he’d say, “That’s not real music.” As a little kid, I was one of the unenlightened heathens who didn’t love jazz. His trumpet playing gave me headaches. I would cover my ears to avoid the deafening sound, but it didn’t work. I would, however, uncover my ears in a hurry when he played records by the band Kansas. Dad took me to see them perform at a horse-racing track near our place in the mid-nineties. I was transfixed by the band’s fiddler on the song “Point of Know Return.” For weeks after the concert, I would play that song over and over on the record player and imagine the fiddler—a guy with a huge head of long, bushy brown hair, full beard, and mustache—sitting next to me on the floor, listening to it together, both of us wearing headphones and bonding over the music.

Dad was always into computers. He found success in buying and selling computer parts and other electronics. Very early on in the history of the dot-com era, when the internet as we know it first came into existence, Dad started buying and selling website addresses, like pets.com. He was one of the first people to see how important URLs would be and was even featured in technology magazines for his innovation and strategy. This was a big “aha” moment for my dad. He’d found his niche and was succeeding financially. It may have gone a bit to his head, honestly.

The downside of his success was every house we would ever move into was filled to the brim with new computer equipment and parts. There was no escaping the clutter. On the upside, because of our elevated financial situation, Dad was able to meet my mom’s family’s expectations by taking care of them. My dad was able to fly out Mom’s family to come visit us more often. Still, our life in that house—crowded with things and people—didn’t feel chaotic or suffocating. It was full of love and music. We had one another, our extended Miami family on Mom’s side, and our faith. During those early years, it felt like we were the exemplary LDS family.

Being raised Mormon had its benefits. The LDS culture is all about prioritizing family, and I remember there was a time that it was wonderful. My parents taught me how to kneel at my bedside and pray to God every night. Mom would bring home games produced by the church, designed to teach little kids about our faith. My whole family spent hours on Mondays—traditionally “family night”—playing these games together. Mormonism provided us with that closeness.

I started to go to primary Sunday school class at age four or five. We learned more about our faith and how God wanted us to live by singing “primary songs.” The first verse of a song called “I Lived in Heaven” told the story Latter-day Saints believed of how we used to live in Heaven with our Heavenly Father before being born on Earth as a spiritual family. God told us about his plan for our eternal salvation. He was going to send us to Earth to live and spread the gospel. While we were on this planet, we’d be tempted, tested, and tried, but after some time, we’d go back to the Celestial Kingdom and be together again. I didn’t quite comprehend what eternal salvation meant, but I liked the song.

The second verse was when things got really interesting. It went into the church’s teachings about the battle between Jesus and Lucifer to be the Messiah so we could all go back to the Celestial Kingdom one day. The song didn’t go into as much detail as I would have liked, so I asked Mom to explain it. Mom would usually say, “I don’t know, ask Dad.” He filled me in. Apparently, no unclean, imperfect beings could be allowed in God’s presence. But on Earth, we were all susceptible to sin. To cleanse us of our sin, God needed someone to sacrifice their own life for us. Jesus and Lucifer both offered themselves up to be our saviors.

Lucifer’s argument was, essentially, “Send me to Earth, and no one will be lost because I’ll make everyone obey.”

Jesus’s argument was, “If we’re all just forced to obey, we won’t be able to exercise our own free will and grow. The price will be that some of us will not return. God, Father, thy will be done.”

God chose Jesus to send.

Jesus got the job of being our savior, and Lucifer was angry about it, which led to a great war in Heaven. A third of all celestial beings sided with Lucifer. God cast down Lucifer and his followers to Earth without a chance to receive a body. They exist here now as the Devil and his minions, tempting us into sin and evil. Fun stuff for a kindergartener.

The lore appealed to my imagination and was easy for young Mormon minds to absorb because it was so simple: Good versus evil. Jesus versus the Devil. The idea that there were minions who walked among us just waiting to tempt us into sin was terrifying but thrilling.

There were other less dogmatic songs, too, about Mormon family structure and the roles for women and men in the church. Girls sang the first part of “Love Is Spoken Here.” The lyrics described a mother kneeling with her children, bowing her head, and as she prayed, “her plea to the Father quiets all my fears. And I am thankful love is spoken here.”

The boys sang the next part, about parents leading the way to teach children to trust and obey. This line: “Mine is a home where every hour is blessed by the strength of priesthood power” speaks to the role of the father in Mormon families. The priesthood is the authority of God given to man—or men specifically. Husbands and fathers were the protectors, providers, and led the family with the authority of God. Wives and mothers were the nurturers.

I saw how these roles played out in my own home. Dad earned a living and made the decisions; Mom raised the kids and did what Dad told her to do. This was the church-sanctioned, righteous way to live. Later in life, when Mom wanted to work outside the home, Dad said she couldn’t. “You’re supposed to stay home. That’s your role,” he said, “in this life, and for eternity.” Even as a kid, while I understood the duty of a man was to be a provider, it always intimidated me. I didn’t feel like I quite fit into the manly role and always considered myself more of a nurturing person. This made me identify a lot more easily with my mom, starting at a young age.

Despite its strictures, the Mormon bubble could be a fun world to dwell in—the rules, the lore—it’s like Star Wars or Lord of the Rings. As any great fandom, there are different worlds, realms, side stories, and quests.

We were taught, for instance, that our God was created by another God, that we were embryos of gods who could, someday, create our own universes. The only way to do that, according to Mormon lore, was to marry a member of the opposite sex and procreate prodigiously to populate these new worlds. That was our duty, our reason for being. Families also were the center to God’s plan of happiness while in this life, and the more you had of it, the greater your joy was considered. Now you get why so many Mormon families are enormous.

I absorbed the pro-hetero, family-centric messaging from the earliest of my childhood days, and I believed Mormon lore was fact. There was no doubt in my mind that everyone I knew once lived in Heaven with God. And one day, we’d return there and live in the Celestial Kingdom for eternity. Some people would fall to sin and the Devil, but not me! Not my parents or siblings. We would be righteous, do what our father and the church said, and it would all work out great. We had the gospel in our lives, after all.

At least, that’s what I thought as a kid.






Chapter 2 LET’S TALK ABOUT LOVE


Life in Florida for the Archuletas came to an end when I was six. Dad got fed up with constantly being screwed over by all the Miami con artists he was crossing paths with. Dad had been instilled with Mormon beliefs about being an upright citizen and “doing good.” So when a car salesman tricked him into overpaying for a junk car, he resolved to show the man the error of his ways. Surely the man would repent for his wrongdoings. But when Dad confronted the guy, he laughed and ended the conversation with threats.

Dad learned his lesson. He needed to get his family out of this “unholy city” and go back to Utah, where it was more safe from con men and cheats, he thought.

We arrived in Murray, a suburb of Salt Lake City, in the winter of 1997. I was amazed to see snow on the ground when we pulled up to our new house. I rolled out of the car in my winter clothes and immediately plunged my bare hand into a powdery, puffy pile of snow. I thought it’d feel like a marshmallow or cotton, but snow doesn’t feel nice and comforting the way fluff feels. First it felt cold, and then my hand started burning. I started screaming. Mom raced me into the house and put my hand under hot water. And that was my first impression of Utah: wonder, then pain and fear.

While we were moving into the Murray house, Dad sat us kids down in front of the TV and popped in a VHS tape, something he recorded from PBS, to occupy us while they got all the stuff unpacked. I assumed it would be a movie or cartoons. But no. On-screen I saw a bunch of people sitting on a stage holding microphones. A voiceover introduced the show, a ten-year anniversary concert of the Broadway musical Les Misérables. I expected to be bored out of my mind in about two minutes: No color? No animation? But as soon as the lights dimmed and the maestro signaled for the sweeping strings of “Look Down,” followed by the blaring horns and the chorus of the chain gang bellowing out, I was hooked.

Over the next few weeks, I played that VHS tape nonstop. I memorized every song (aside from some of the slow, boring ones). With a quilt over my head to look like a poor Parisian, I belted, “At the End of the Day” and “The Docks (Lovely Ladies).” My dad thought it was hilarious that his six-year-old son kept singing a song about prostitutes. I had no idea what a prostitute was, but I always fast-forwarded to that song.

No exaggeration, I was fixated on Les Mis, and Dad became fixated on my fixation. He nurtured my new love of music, a love he shared, and bought CDs of productions of Evita and Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, two Andrew Lloyd Webber classics. I learned the lyrics, imagined what the scenes might be like, acted them out, and fell into the worlds and the emotions of the songs.

My second impression of Utah: a beautiful place surrounded by the Rocky Mountains where music came to life.

At Christmas, Dad gifted us a new VHS tape of Into the Woods, the Stephen Sondheim musical. I mocked Dad a little, saying, “Oh great, what is this show about? Walking around a forest? Sounds fun.” At seven, I was completely unprepared for the sight of Bernadette Peters appearing on-screen as the witch. I was dazzled. And from that moment, I became obsessed with Bernadette Peters.

I spent months learning the lyrics to all my favorite songs, like “The Witch’s Rap” from Into the Woods, gleefully singing, “I caught him in the autumn in my garden one night / He was robbing me / Raping me / Rooting through my rutabaga…”

Dad stopped me and asked, “David, do you know what that means, raping?”

“No.” I was just a kid.

“It’s not a good thing. It’s something bad that happens to women,” he said. That was all he told me. I didn’t really know what he meant by that, though. Bad things weren’t really discussed further, especially if it was pertaining to sexual things.

The internet was a new thing, but I knew how to use it from watching Dad. I typed Bernadette’s name into search engines, and hundreds of links came up. The first one read, “Bernadette Peters in Playboy.” I clicked the link and saw a photo of her. Why isn’t she wearing any clothes? I wondered.

I went over to Dad and asked, “What’s Playboy?”

His face fell as he got up to look at the image on the computer. “David, you shouldn’t be looking at that! Playboy is a magazine with pictures of naked girls and other inappropriate things. It’s for grown-ups.” He closed the browser and seemed really embarrassed.

Oops. Now I was embarrassed. Why was Bernadette Peters letting people look at inappropriate pictures of her? We were taught in church that girls were supposed to be modest and cover themselves. Bernadette broke that rule, and I was suddenly unsure of how I was supposed to feel about her.

But I kept watching Into the Woods. It was too good not to. And I was willing to let the Playboy photo go and keep loving Bernadette Peters.

Around this time, my Utah grandparents on Dad’s side visited our house, and I stood in a corner of the living room and sang “Don’t Cry for Me Argentina” from Evita for them. My parents urged me to do another, so I began “The Witch’s Rap.” When I got to the “raping me” part, I hesitated. My grandparents saw that and laughed. Instead of saying “raping me,” I sang “raping her,” to make it clear that the witch was feeling a bad thing, not me. Although still oblivious to what it meant.



My dad was raised by a performer. His mom put him onstage at a very young age. My mom’s mom was the force behind her sisters’ act. Dreams of stardom went back at least two generations on both sides of my family. During our first year in Utah, when I started singing show tunes, the seed of an idea sprouted in my parents’ minds about my potential as a singer. They thought that I just might have the talent to become a performer, just like they were. For Mom, the thought of my future stardom put a smile on her face. But for Dad, it was more than just a nice idea. For him, it was evolving into a goal. He encouraged me to learn more songs. And I did what he asked because I wanted to make my parents happy.

But all I really wanted was to hang out with Claudia. My older sister and I were close in age, and she was my best friend. Mom was always so busy with my younger siblings—Daniel, and the newest member of the Archuleta family at that time, my sister Jazzy—that Claudia and I were left to our own devices. We discovered the world together, or at least the small world of our backyard and the nearby toy store. She was always at my side, from watching our favorite shows and movies to playing what we called Dinosaur Land in our backyard, where we pretended the yard was an ancient continent with multiple climates that our dinosaur toys traveled across on grand adventures. All we needed to be happy and thrive was our imaginations. I hated to go to sleep because it took me away from the worlds we built. Claudia and I would even sneak away from Mom’s requested nap times so we could get back at it.

Working on music with Dad, on the other hand, felt like work. When I was just singing along to musicals, I was having a good time, expressing my feelings, imagining myself inside the story. But when I sang for Dad, it felt different, more serious, and less fun.

Mom was like me. It felt like she sang for the pure joy of it rather than over-analyzing all the technicalities the way Dad seemed to. She’d put in her current favorite album, Let’s Talk About Love by Celine Dion, and blast it while cleaning the house. Celine’s voice was awe-inspiring. I went to new places in my little mind when I heard it. What would it be like to unleash a voice like that on an audience? To be the person to stir that much emotion through the power of their voice alone? Like her, I wanted to convey more than words when I sang. I wanted to share my feelings and connect with a crowd through the electrifying power of music.

To my ears, Mom’s singing could do that, too. But Dad corrected her all the time. If she hit an off note, he made a tortured face. He always seemed to know the right way, and if something wasn’t done the way he knew it was supposed to be done, he made sure you knew it.

Mom stood up to him on occasion, which wasn’t what Mormon wives were supposed to do. She put on Britney Spears’s “… Baby One More Time,” knowing Dad would hate it. Predictably, he yelled, “What is this crap? This isn’t music. This is for teenagers.”

My mom stood up, tied part of her hair into a poofy bun on top of her head, letting the rest flow down behind her, and said, “That’s because we are teenagers!” Then she busted a move, danced the shuffle, and pumped her arms back and forth to the iconic Max Martin–produced sound that shaped Britney’s hits.

I laughed and danced along, knowing that Mom was my rock. The older I was getting the more I could feel her youthful playful side pulsating through her, giving her that charisma and confidence she could bring to a basketball court or a stage.

I truly believed she would never change and never stop being a source of fun and joy. As time passed, life would nearly break our bond. But when I was a child, Mom was the voice in my heart, the one person who understood music and me the same way I did.






Chapter 3 GIRLS AND BOYS


Back in Miami, in my class at school, there was this girl, Britney.

Britney walked with a limp. Her hair was long and dark, arranged in two bouncy pigtails that sat high on her head, giving her a couple inches of extra height. As a five-year-old, I found the style very attractive. No matter where she was in the classroom or on the playground, I tried to get closer to her. One time, the teacher led the kids in doing stretches and told us to touch our noses to our knees. I was never flexible and felt instantly frustrated that I couldn’t do it. Britney, right next to me, just dropped right down, bopped her nose on her knees like it was nothing. She wowed me. Britney was the first person I ever felt attracted to. She was a magnet, and I was drawn in.

There was another kid in that class who was also named David. I didn’t like that we had the same name. Once, when my teacher (we called her Ms. Cruel behind her back) took roll call, David shouted “Here!” both times the teacher said our first name. It felt like he was trying to erase me. I was on the verge of tears over it. Meanwhile, Other David was snickering in the back with his friend. I stood up and told Ms. Cruel that David said “Here” instead of me. She didn’t care and told me to just sit down. Now the whole class was laughing.

I was a highly sensitive child and cried often in school. It didn’t help that Ms. Cruel lived up to her nickname. She once grabbed my wrist, squeezed hard, and shook me violently because I was swinging a toy.

I was especially sensitive when it came to Britney. I really hated it when Other David talked to her. It broke my little heart when I saw the two of them sitting next to each other with their foreheads touching while they talked. A hot ball of fury rose in my chest. That David needs to leave this room right now! But what could I do? Make a big deal and get laughed at again? I had to keep all that anger to myself until I got home. Then I told my dad how angry I got when Other David talked to Britney.

“Oooh, you like her, don’t you? David’s got a crush!” he said, teasing me. I didn’t understand why I felt so embarrassed. I ran away from Dad and never mentioned Britney, or anyone else, to him again.

But thinking about Britney gave me solace when I was upset. At night, after prayers and before sleep, I fantasized about holding her and hugging her tight. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to do that. When my parents were affectionate toward each other, it bothered me. I guess I was jealous of him and protective of her. When they would hug, I’d get so mad I would push my way between my parents’ legs to separate them.

So my first experience with attraction was mixed up with frustration, anger, shame, and confusion. On top of that, I had to factor in what I’d been taught about girls and boys in our faith. The church told us that boys were bound to feel things because it was our nature, but to give in to that temptation would be a sin. Mormons were not supposed to “do anything” until marriage.

No one ever spelled out the “anything” we weren’t supposed to do. It was all just a giant question mark. But I suspected my fantasies about hugging Britney were part of it.



After our move to Utah, when I was in first grade and being homeschooled for a while, Claudia and I often played with our neighbor, Kimberley, and her brother, Michael. At twelve, Michael was the ringleader of our group because he was the oldest, followed by Claudia who was nine; Kimberley and I were the same age and the youngest. Michael always decided what games we played. One afternoon, he said, “David, you have to kiss Kimberley. If you don’t, we’re going to slap you.”

So I kissed a girl, and I liked it. Those first-kiss butterflies fluttered all around in my stomach. Something definitely happened in my body that felt good.

Another time they invited us to go swimming at Murray High School. Michael told me to kiss Kimberley under the water, so I did. Then he took Claudia into an empty classroom. He shut the door behind them and yelled, “Don’t come in!”

Kimberley and I thought it would be funny to launch a sneak attack on them anyway. We opened the door quietly and ran in to surprise them.

My sister was on the floor with her shirt off (like Bernadette Peters!), and Michael, also shirtless, was lying on top of her touching her whole body. He yelled at us to get out, so we fled the room.

I didn’t think too much about what Michael was doing to Claudia. But I knew they were doing something that they weren’t supposed to. Kimberley and I just giggled and shrugged it off. A couple days later while we were playing outside their house, Kimberley sat me down and told me about kissing with tongue and the mechanics of sexual intercourse. “You put your private part into the girl’s and then start humping,” she said. It was all news to me. But the blanks in my mind about marital activities were starting to fill in.

Whenever Abuelita—Mom’s mom—came up from Miami to visit us, she was put in charge of babysitting Claudia and me most afternoons. Often, she saw us go to Michael and Kimberley’s, where we’d hang out for hours. Abuelita knew something was going on over there, and her intuition told her it wasn’t a chaste round of Mormon board games. One day, Abuelita sat on the front steps of our house, waiting for us to come home.

When I went over to her, she looked at me, all serious, and said, “I know what you doing,” in her Spanish accent.

I froze. How could she possibly know? Kissing Kimberley was my exciting secret. But somehow my abuelita had seen right through me and knew everything. I just looked at her, confused, like “nothing to see here,” and went to hide in my room. But Claudia bore the brunt of it.

“WHY YOU DO THAT?” Abuelita screamed at her in broken English. Her fury was terrifying. I’d never seen her get this worked up about anything. “It’s bad! WHY YOU DO THAT?” she shouted again.

“David did it, too!” said Claudia, ratting me out.

Now I was going to get it for sure.

Abuelita called me over to her. She smiled and looked at me with her usual tenderness. “You’re a good boy,” she said while rubbing my shoulder. “I no get mad at you. Okay?”

And right there, I saw the extent of the double standard between girls and boys, not just in our LDS upbringing, but in most cultures. Boys would be boys, but girls were supposed to keep boys in check.

Mom was not as forgiving toward me when Abuelita told her later that night about our make-out sessions with the neighbors. Livid, belt in hand as a threat, Mom yelled, “Don’t you EVER do that again!”

More confusion. Neither my mom nor my grandmother was in the room with Kimberley and me. So what exactly was I not supposed to do ever again? What I’d actually done or whatever they thought we’d done—I didn’t have any closure on what that was. I had to assume Mom meant kissing. And if she was this angry about kissing, then it had to be very shameful and sinful. I held on to that belief for a very long time.

From that point forward, if I had fantasies about kissing Kimberley or snuggling with someone else I’d met and thought was cute, the good feeling was followed immediately by a wave of shame. We never spoke about any of this stuff in our household, and I didn’t dare ask my parents about my feelings. I had no idea if other kids had similar fantasies, or if having them at all was normal or weird. But I always believed I was a bad kid because of it.



In my second-grade class in Utah, there was this boy, JD.

JD and I walked home together a few times. I found myself wanting to be around him more and invited him over to hang out. I felt the same butterflies for JD as I had for Britney and Kimberley.

But whoa, hold up, I thought. The feelings couldn’t be the same because JD was a boy. Having those kinds of feelings for a boy doesn’t exist, does it? He was just my good friend. I wasn’t supposed to get nervous and feel my cheeks blush when a boy looked at me and smiled. Boys like girls. Girls like boys. Boys and girls grew up, got married, and had children to populate universes of celestial beings. That was that.

I had no idea it was even possible to like-like a boy, so I couldn’t make sense of my reaction to JD. But I did feel stimulated whenever I was near him. I didn’t dare tell anyone about my crush on him or follow him around the classroom like I’d done with Britney. I knew it wasn’t right to feel drawn to a boy, and if anyone found out, well, I had no idea what they’d think of me. But it wouldn’t be good.

I was completely alone, and in my confusion, I sank deeply into my fantasy life in my head. It became a temporary escape from the fear and shame I felt. But no matter how much I tried to hide, other people picked up on something about me that made me different. It might have to do with how sensitive I was. I didn’t play sports or act masculine enough on the playground. I liked show tunes.

Bullies in elementary school, including some of my cousins, started calling me “a girl” and “a faggot.” I don’t think any of them knew what the word “faggot,” or even being gay, really meant. Sexuality was a mystery to all of us at that age. They were just kids repeating insults they’d heard from other kids and adults, and because they sensed that I wasn’t like them, I was targeted. I didn’t get why anyone would mistreat anyone else. We were all children of God, divine in nature and equal in His eyes. We were supposed to be kind to one another. So why were they ridiculing me when I’d done nothing to them?

I decided I needed to act more like a boy in order for the bullying to stop. So I tried to identify and correct any feminine mannerisms I might have and to improve at sports. My brother Daniel, seven, was already an impressive athlete, and people gravitated toward him and loved him because of it.

Since Mom was so good at basketball, I had high hopes some of her skills had passed down to me. But sadly, basketball was not my forte. In PE class, the kids were split up into teams for a game. One of my teammates threw the ball at me. I thought, This is my chance! I heaved the ball at the hoop and it swished through! Nothing but net! I was flooded with exhilaration and looked at my teammates, expecting them to give me a high five or show some stamp of approval. But they were groaning and shaking their heads at me. Meanwhile, the other team was laughing.

“Wrong basket, David,” said one of my teammates.

I’d scored two points for the other team.

When I told Mom what happened, she responded exactly how I’d hoped she would. “It’s okay, I’m going to help you. I’m going to teach you how to play.”

We went outside to the cement basketball court in our backyard. She held the ball against her hip, as naturally and effortlessly as if she’d been born with it. She smiled at me, ready to work miracles. And I smiled back, nervous to mess up in front of her but excited to learn. If I picked up even a tiny bit of her skill, it could change my entire life.

Mom bounced the ball to me. She told me how to dribble it; I did what she said and tried to get comfortable with the size and weight of the ball. “Okay, now you’re going to learn how to shoot,” she said. She had me stand under the basket and gave me instructions about how to throw the ball into the hoop.

I shot and missed.

She bounced it back over to me. “Try again.”

I missed about another eight times in a row.

“Again,” she said, passing the ball back to me. I took a shot. Nope.

“Again.” We repeated this process a hundred times, failure after failure.

I was getting tired and frustrated, and so was she. Mom suddenly grabbed the ball after another failed attempt. She bounced it so hard on the ground, it flew over my head. “You’re never going to learn how to play basketball!” she shouted suddenly. She turned her back on me and ran inside the house.

I just stood there—alone, hopeless, and a failure. What was wrong with me? Hand-eye coordination skills came so easily to her, my brother, and even my dad. I was so crushed by Mom’s rejection, I could have started crying. But I bit it back. I was getting very good at swallowing my anger, embarrassment, and humiliation. I just let it rain on the inside, a cloud of defeat swirling within.

Soon after the basketball lesson, I started self-isolating and hiding my body. Emotionally, I was as vulnerable as a hermit crab without a shell. So apart from my neck, face, and hands, I kept myself covered. Even in summer, I wore a jacket. I sat by myself during recess, overwhelmed by shame. Mom decided to start homeschooling me again. I was relieved. I didn’t have to humiliatingly put myself out in front of the kids anymore and be alone at recess to avoid the other boys. Days would go by and the only people I’d see or talk to were members of my own family and some people at church. During this period, I became preoccupied with my feet and refused to take off my socks.

At eight, I was living in a state of terror about being exposed.






Chapter 4 YOU’RE A GOOD BOY


When I was nine, our family went through a crisis that changed our lives and relationships forever. Someone close to our family—someone I, personally, was very close to at the time—accused my father of sexually molesting my sisters Claudia and Jazzy. The series of events that followed are really important to our family dynamic, even to this day, and the healing process is still ongoing. Part of my own healing journey has been getting clarity about what actually happened from those family members who were there. I’m leaving out some specifics due to privacy concerns. The specifics don’t really matter, anyway. What matters is what came out of the lies and gaslighting, and how it changed everything for me and my family moving forward.

When we were kids, Mom wasn’t exactly happy in her marriage. She didn’t feel the support she needed from my dad. He was working a lot and taking time for himself to travel. In our religion, it was the wife and mother’s duty to keep the house in order and raise the kids; the husband and father had a lot more freedom. Mom did her best, but she had a lot to handle bringing up four kids, soon to be five (Amber was on her way!), essentially by herself. She always felt like she was on her own, and that loneliness was compounded by being a thousand miles away from her own family. But one thing she always looked forward to was our vacations, when we would gather with extended family and friends whom we didn’t get to see that often.

The first time I heard the accusations against my dad was on one of these vacations. The person accusing him sat me down with a glass of strawberry-chocolate milk and began claiming that I should view my father as a “bad father.” They said he’d been mistreating me, and consciously trying to keep my mother and us kids away from my mom’s side of the family. To be honest, I didn’t believe it. When they saw they were losing my interest in the conversation, they eventually said, “I didn’t want to have to tell you this, but I’m going to have to. Your dad’s been touching your sisters Claudia and Jazzy.”

I didn’t know what that meant to be honest, so I was confused. Is touching bad?

This person then came up to hug me visibly upset on my behalf.

“There, there, it’s okay,” they said as they held me tight.

“Huh?” I honestly was so confused as to why I was being consoled.

“Dad has been touching your sisters in their private parts. He’s molesting them. You’re a good boy, David,” they said to me. “That’s why I need you to help me.” They said they wanted me on their side and that Dad should be sent away.

I pictured my father locked up behind bars in a black-and-white-striped jumpsuit, like in a movie. I didn’t want that! My whole body started vibrating, rejecting the idea. I may have been young, but something just didn’t feel right.

They could see how uncomfortable I was, and now I understand that in order to not lose me after telling me this big secret plot, since I was very skeptical, they had to win me over no matter what. I knew too much at this point. I think they used the discomfort I was feeling to their advantage to steer the situation where they wanted by giving me more hugs as a feeling of comfort while also feeding me their plan.

“Listen to me, David. Men are evil. Men are bad. But you’re not like other men. You’re a good boy.”

But I’d kissed Kimberley, and my mother had yelled at me to never do that again. No one knew about the fluttery feelings I got when I walked home from school with that boy. I’m bad, too, I thought. I’m just like Dad. Dirty. Sinful. Evil.

Looking back, it’s clear to me that they were using my mom’s unhappiness to get at my dad, whom they had never liked. But in an extreme way. They said their goal was to get our dad away from us by sending him to jail. They chose me, a young naive nine-year-old, to plant the seeds of doubt within the family. I can see now that this was classic manipulation and gaslighting. They even made me swear not to mention it to my parents, not even Mom. But as young as I was, I couldn’t comprehend their motives. Why would they tell me such horrible things about my dad? Being raised Mormon, I was taught to respect my elders. Should I respect this accuser and believe them? Honor their wishes to see my dad as a villain?

Still, the whole story didn’t add up. I just didn’t believe them. I never saw my dad lead my sisters away into a private room, and he never treated me poorly, the way they were trying to convince me that he had. What’s worse is that I loved and adored this family friend, and up until that point I never had any reason to disbelieve something they told me, or to question my trust in them. What should be different now? But this was just the beginning.

Meanwhile, among the adults, tensions were brewing. What I didn’t know as a kid (but understand now as an adult) is that it wasn’t just this accuser who was unhappy with my mom’s marriage to my dad. Members of Mom’s extended family also seemed to resent my dad. Even though he was generous with them, they claimed he should have been more financially supportive. Because of Dad’s personality, and a cultural divide between his upbringing and Mom’s family’s Latin culture—where everyone shares financial resources—misunderstandings and grudges festered. My dad spoke without a filter a lot of times and would say rude things, often offending those around him, while he remained rather clueless to the bitterness he was brewing as a result. This in particular would rub everyone the wrong way and I would later learn was a main source to why someone wanted to get back at my dad and teach him a lesson. He had a more intense personality that clashed with other family members with similar personalities. They didn’t like the wrestle for dominance, and he was perceived as a threat that needed to be knocked down and humbled. I was essentially unaware of the drama at the time. I only saw the dominoing effect it had later on. At just nine years old, I was pulled under by the riptide and brought into the sea of chaos now unfolding against my own will.

As you can imagine, this messed with my psyche. I was already feeling like I was bad for having feelings about girls and boys. No one knew the secret that burned inside me. Now I had another secret to keep and increasingly mixed-up feelings about my dad. I knew my parents had difficulties in their relationship, in the way a little kid can perceive those kinds of imperfections, but I’d never been afraid of him. Should I be? How could I reconcile thinking of him as a bad man with seeing him as our family’s spiritual leader, as I had been taught in the church? I was put in the impossible situation of being told by one person I loved and trusted that another person I loved and trusted was a monster. I was torn between my adoration for one and my sense of obligation to the other. The persistence this family friend had to continuously treat me as a victim that needed to be consoled for being distraught, even though I wasn’t. Something wasn’t right, but I didn’t have the option to disagree. I was going to be used as a prop and be told how I felt in order for the plot to continue as planned: Get Dad out of the picture. What am I supposed to do? I guess I need to be upset over this and take the accuser’s side, even though it doesn’t make sense why I should. I’ve never seen anything or been treated poorly by my dad. It’s not adding up. It would only get worse, but it didn’t matter what I thought or how I felt anymore. I was going to be used how this family friend wanted me to be used. And I was to obey even if it went against what I felt. Grown-ups know better than kids anyway, right?
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