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  This book provides a startling insight into the darkest corners of American sports, where nothing is quite like it seems.


  To those, like Michelle, Don, Jarrett, and Bo, and others, who participated in our investigation, and who believe the truth is out there and still worth searching for, I thank you.


  To the brave new witnesses who stepped forward—in the hope of providing justice to innocent families—your role can never be underestimated.


  FOREWORD


  “I just wanted to tell you this morning that I love you. You never have to question us. I will stop questioning you and us. I realized through our thing over the past few days how much I love you and how much I want you and us. Mainly how I want you [to] know what real love, real loyalty is, and to experience someone who is with you through all in life. We will have ups and downs. Times of some pain and suffering, but together we will make it right. I’m sorry for overreacting, but it’s something I have to work on, because I’m used to being done dirty my whole life.


  “I know I have my own issues as we all do, but you could always keep it real with me too. It will help me grow too. Just know I’m here for you to help you through all in life. I’ve got your back, your front, and your side, and you for eternity. I know I’m going to go through hell dealing with you in life, but I can’t ever give up on you, because that’s the type of love I have. Now you see why love is my weakness in life and how I go so hard for the ones I have love for. All your issues are and will always be my issues. We will try to avoid all with respect, but if your crazy mouth gets you into shit, I’ll be there always, even though I’m going to want to beat your ass after, LOL. Never question me or hide anything. That’s all I ask. I got you.


  “I hope you have a great day, you will. Come to my door, ASAP. I miss you so much. You should be wide awake, knowing you sleep all fucking day, LOL. I just wish we were cellmates, so I could at least kiss you on the forehead and say I love you. Then let you sleep while I make sure you have your coffee ready when you wake up. (Spoiled bitch!) I wouldn’t have it any other way. I truly love you that much. No words can describe it, nor will it ever, but I’m still stressing.


  “You told me you didn’t want to be on the block anymore. Did you really mean that? I mean, I’ve said way worse, so I understand, but still, it made me almost hang myself. I can’t even imagine them separating us. I’ll feel like I’m missing all of me. Fuck half of me. I love you that much. I just wanted you to begin this day knowing how loved you are and that you have someone through it all in life. Someone who will never not stand by you, not have your back, but only show you true love and true loyalty like you never experienced. I have you forever. I haven’t told you in a little, but you are perfect. I know I’m blessed to have you. I will let you know that forever and no matter what we have to overcome, we all have to grow in life. It’s a never-ending growth in life, but I’ll be with you through all of it. True ride or die.”


  —AARON HERNANDEZ JAILHQUSE LETTER TO LOVER KYLE KENNEDY


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  “We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light”.


  —PLATO


  Shakespeare couldn’t have written the twisted tragic tale of Aaron Hernandez.


  A rise to fame that left in its wake destruction, revenge, scorned lovers, families divided, and murder... and for what? To keep a secret? Yet what could be deemed so dark that a famous athlete would risk everything—his family, his fortune, and his fame?


  For the past two years, a team of investigators and I have conducted hundreds of hours of interviews with those who knew him the most, sought previously unreleased documents under Freedom of Information laws, uncovered and questioned new witnesses, obtained text messages and recordings of dozens of jail-house phone calls, and visits between Aaron, his family, and his friends. At times, we faced pushback. At times, things stopped adding up. That was when we knew we had to dig deeper. Luckily for us, this was precisely what the law enabled us to do.


  Many of the previous investigations into the life or Aaron Hernandez were hamstrung by the simple fact that Aaron was still alive. When an individual is still living, it can be virtually impossible to obtain files, visitation audio, sealed court documents, or any evidence related to their case. But when a person dies, this information can be made public.


  This is what allowed us to relaunch an investigation into his life and death with the goal to uncovering the real truth.


  Thus, following the death of Aaron, our team of law enforcement experts were able to get far more access into his personal life. Here, for the first time ever, we had information that ultimately led to credible leads and evidence, piecing together the puzzle he left behind.


  We fought tirelessly with law enforcement to unseal documents and obtain clues that might have been overlooked—and we traveled to Florida, Massachusetts, North Carolina, Las Vegas, and Connecticut, leaving no stone unturned to uncover a grisly path of ghastly terror that Aaron left behind.


  All to answer one lingering question. Why?


  ***


  Aaron Hernandez was the superstar tight end for the storied New England Patriots—the most successful sports team of the past half century. He was blessed with a new $40 million NFL contract, lucrative endorsement deals, a beautiful fiancée, and a perfect young daughter.


  He was, on the face of it, the living embodiment of the American Dream: the boy from a broken home on the wrong side of the tracks whose raw talent and sheer determination to succeed took him all the way to sporting superstardom and made him an idol to millions.


  But even as the crowds chanted his name and the pundits tapped him for all-time greatness, Aaron was spinning out of control. Unbeknownst to almost everyone, the Patriots’ Pro Bowl tight end was also a drug addict, a bully, a gangster, and a murderer . and as we have discovered, he was being torn apart by a terrible secret he would do anything to protect.


  “I’d rather go to jail for fucking murder than have this get out,” he told a stripper in the summer of 2013. Within weeks, he had done just that.


  For the first time, this book will reveal just what it was he was referring to—and it was not, as everyone has previously assumed, his secret sexuality.


  ***


  Aaron Hernandez’s Killing Fields is not another retelling of the Aaron Hernandez story. It is a groundbreaking active investigation into each of the murders that Aaron has been linked to; and through dogged investigative reporting and detailed analysis from experts including forensic scientists and police officers, this book uncovers some startling new conclusions about every one of those homicides.


  We also return to the scene of the only murder Aaron was convicted of and piece together the real motives that drove him to kill... a theory so explosive it will send shockwaves throughout the entire NFL establishment and sport itself. And we question just how culpable the NFL themselves might be for the tragedy of this brief, anarchic, tragically destructive life.


  The story of Aaron Hernandez is a glimpse into the dark heart of the American sporting dream. It’s about how the system not only facilitates horror—but perpetuates it. It’s a story of power, corruption, and violence unprecedented in NFL history.


  INTRODUCTION


  Even in death, his presence was enormous.


  At 27 years old, Aaron Hernandez was massive, bigger than life. Six-foot-two and 250 pounds—all of it muscle. It was a wonder to the prison guards who found his body that the bedsheet with which he’d hung himself had been strong enough to hold him.


  On April 19, 2017, Aaron was discovered at approximately three in the morning in his cell within the general population unit at Souza-Baranowski Correctional Center, a maximum security prison in Lancaster, Massachusetts. Aaron had killed himself by carefully fashioning the sheets of his bed into a noose. One end, tied around the bars of the window above him. The other, placed around his own neck.


  For a man known for impulsive, brash behavior, his preparation for what would be his final act had been comparatively careful and methodical. It showed forethought. It was—in essence—a kind of horrible ceremony.


  Aaron wanted to die. First, he had jammed items from within his cell into the cell door. This was to prevent anyone from intervening and trying to save him in the event lost his nerve to hang himself. He had also squirted a soap or shampoolike substance across the cell’s floor—possibly to make it difficult for the guards to intercede; possibly to prevent himself from having second thoughts and searching for a footing.


  Next, Aaron had written the words “John 3:16” on his forehead in ink. The meaning of this within a mind as crazed as Aaron’s is anyone’s guess. This Bible verse is probably the most quoted in all of Christianity. In most translations, it reads:


  For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him shall not perish, but have everlasting life.


  Was Aaron seeking everlasting life? Was he seeking to convince himself that the next world awaited?


  Either is possible.


  However, there are other explanations that seem to line up better with what we know of the shamed NFL star.


  Aaron may have scrawled these words defiantly, and with a specific audience in mind. Whoever found his body—and whoever described that body to others—would be forced to include this detail. Aaron was sending a message that he was giving up on this world. This world that had been a place of terror, horror, and paranoid anxiety for him. He had had enough, and he was letting everybody know it. He was going to live somewhere else.


  But the adornment to his forehead was not the full extent of it.


  Using his own blood, Aaron also decorated the walls of his cell with a strange pastiche of surreal imagery.


  He attempted to draw a pyramid with an eye atop it. Many who saw it have compared it to the eye on the back of a dollar bill. Pregnant with symbolism and occult meaning, it is known as the “Eye of Providence” and was originally meant to symbolize the eye of God watching over humanity. Yet it has also been pointed out by conspiracy theorists that it has connections to Freemasonry, to religious cults, and secret societies. It was perhaps in this spirit that Aaron added his final flourish, writing the words “ILLUMINATI” in capital letters just beneath it. We do not know to what specific sect or conspiracy Aaron was referring to. Perhaps he could have simply been trying to give the impression that he felt the forces of the universe had aligned against him.


  If this was a glimpse inside his mind at the time, it offered more questions than answers.


  There are reliable reports that Aaron was not sober in his final moments—which included this period of artistic inspiration. After his body was discovered, his fellow inmates shared with authorities that they had observed Aaron smoking massive amounts of K2 in the hours leading up to his death. K2 is a powerful artificial drug meant to replicate the effects of marijuana. However, it is known to produce dangerous side effects not found in cannabis, including emotional detachment, paranoia, extreme anxiety, and agitation. In sum, K2’s effects on the brain can be more significant than those of marijuana, making the drug more unpredictable and dangerous.


  It is difficult to know what Aaron was thinking under the effects of this drug, if he was thinking at all.


  Before his suicide, Aaron had prepared letters to the important people who still remained in his life. As was widely reported in the media at the time, he wrote a letter to his daughter, Avielle Jenkins-Hernandez, another to his fiancée, Shayanna Jenkins, and one to his lawyer, Jose Baez.


  The note to Aaron’s fiancée is strange and filled with pseudo-mystical references, many of them misused and nonsensical. (Aaron was not as skilled at communicating through the written word as he was at playing football. If he had been, he would have been another Shakespeare.) In his writing, Aaron speaks of an afterlife and again invokes the “JOHN 3:16” verse that he would wear on his forehead in the final moments of his life. He wishes his fiancée well.


  The letter to his daughter is loving and brief. He tells her he will be waiting for her in heaven one day, and recommends several self-help books to her. (In a jail-house taped call, he said of his daughter: “I miss one thing. My freedom, that’s not what I miss. I miss one thing, and obviously my daughter. It was the same thing I missed when I was on the streets so it’s not that big of a deal.”)


  Finally, the note to his lawyer Jose Baez is surreally collegial—as though Baez were a fellow gangster, or perhaps a drinking buddy. A bro. A teammate. Aaron acknowledges all the work his lawyer has performed on his behalf, then threatens to attack him—supernaturally, from beyond the grave?—if he misbehaves in the years ahead. Aaron ends by requesting Baez contact Aaron’s favorite rappers to send his love to them.


  However, as this book will reveal, there is now new evidence that Aaron penned a fourth letter that was intentionally suppressed and obfuscated by that lawyer, Jose Baez. As this volume will explore, this fourth letter has the potential to blow apart what the public believes it knows of Aaron Hernandez, his mental state at the time of his suicide, and his motivations for doing what he did. As it happens, this mysterious, hidden fourth letter turns out to be the true “final chapter” in the story of who Aaron Hernandez really was.


  But back to the night in question. . .


  ***


  With his cell decorated with appropriate nods to the mystical, his forehead adorned with a Bible verse, and his letters to loved ones carefully laid aside, Aaron experienced his final waking moments. He readied the makeshift noose. He slipped it around his neck. He propelled himself forward, possibly off of the top of his bed. And he ended his life.


  Aaron was not considered to be at risk of suicide. Although he was not a model inmate—and had been disciplined for a variety of offenses while incarcerated, which according to Massachusetts State Police records obtained by this author included possession of tobacco, twice disrupting the unit in which he lived behind bars, possession of contraband, fighting, and the possession, manufacture, or introduction of a gun, firearm, weapon, sharpened instrument, knife, or poison component thereof—it was never suspected that he might take his own life. Yet as we have come to learn, he was not being regularly checked by guards on the night of his suicide, and there was no camera trained on his cell.


  From the outside, even though he had been sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole, his life was not hopeless. There were still ups in addition to the downs. He had been exonerated for his alleged role in a double murder only five days before—even though he lied to beat the rap, as we will uncover. He had a loving family. He still had legions of admirers who—even considering the perversity that came with extolling a convicted murderer—celebrated his work on the field and hailed him as an integral part of one of the greatest football teams of all time.


  But other things were in that cell with Aaron.


  Things that made it impossible for him to live another day longer.


  Foremost, there was the knowledge that he had let down everyone who’d ever meant something to him. He’d squandered a $40 million payday and a dazzling career as one of the greatest tight ends in the history of the NFL. He had let down his team, his teammates, and his city. He had also let down his family. (Aaron’s brother, Jonathan Hernandez, wrote a book that characterized his final interactions with Aaron as filled with urgings from Aaron to embrace life, to stay on the straight and narrow, and to appreciate all the positive things surrounding him. Looking back now, it’s disturbingly clear that these admonitions to his brother stemmed from his own failings. They were the things that Aaron had not been able to do himself.)


  But these were only the demons that were known at the time.


  There is powerful new proof that Aaron was also a conflicted soul who had never grappled with the truth of his own sexuality. He was bisexual, had numerous encounters with men, and may have even contracted HIV. And though he had been an effective shapeshifter his entire live—moving seamlessly between a life of thuggery and violence, to that of a star athlete on the field, to a private life of gay romance and drug indulgence—he had eventually been forced to kill in order to keep these twisted double lives separate. That was what had put him in jail for life. And the plan had not even worked. His secrets had leaked out anyway.


  For those who looked on from the media and elsewhere, the cellblock suicide of Aaron was just as flummoxing and strange as his life had been. It went against the grain. It didn’t make sense. The narrative was not supposed to go like this.


  The NFL was celebrated as a machine for creating opportunity. Within its folds, players from troubled homes could find kinship and fellowship. Players who had grown up in privation, poverty, and insecurity could achieve wealth and stability. And anyone was welcome. Your race, religion, color, or creed didn’t matter. If you could throw or catch or tackle better than the rest, you were in.


  But this is the story the NFL likes to tell. . .


  Aaron’s story should have ended in redemption; a man like he was supposed to be able to leave his rough beginnings behind.


  He may have been born into rough circumstances, sure, and had to run a gauntlet of drugs and violence each day. . . but now that’s all over. Now he buys his mom a house in the suburbs. Now he makes public speaking appearances at high schools about the importance of resisting drugs and gangs. He starts a charity and begins mentoring youth from the community. He adjusts to a life of safety and status.


  That’s how the story is supposed to go.


  You’re supposed to leave the street behind. You’re supposed to trade petty concerns over street beefs and money owed to drug dealers for easier, better preoccupations. You memorize the new offense. You learn how to comport yourself appropriately at a postgame press conference. You adapt to the sudden lifestyle of privilege.


  Who wouldn’t want to make that trade?


  The answer is Aaron Hernandez.


  ***


  Aaron was intent on writing his own story. Once inside the NFL, he chose to run back into the gauntlet. To use the wealth, clout, and power that came with being a celebrated NFL player to augment his gangster lifestyle. To be a thug. To supercharge it.


  Instead of leaving one world for another, it is now clear that Aaron chose to keep a residence in both. He became a wealthy, beloved NFL player, yes. People bought him drinks in restaurants and invited him to parties. He smiled in television commercials and endorsed products.


  But he was still a gangster—inside and outside of the huddle. He was still someone who solved problems with violence. (While most of Aaron’s teammates were able to put up a barrier between their lives on the field and their private lives—doing extreme violence to the opposing team, but turning it off when they walked back into the locker room—for Aaron, it was all one thing. All the same song. All the same game.) Aaron used his NFL connections to take his criminal life to new levels that were as exciting as they were insane. He drove better cars. Scored better drugs. Hired more expensive strippers. And fought to protect his secret, other life all the more fiercely—from teammates, family, friends, and even his fiancée, Shayanna.


  Doing so, he became a man of multiple worlds.


  While other NFL rookies were leaving their former, rougher selves behind, Aaron was fighting to maintain all his identities. And understanding why is the key to this whole story.


  One explanation is that he simply did not know it was possible to change.


  Aaron has been characterized as famously aloof from the other players on his college and pro teams. He did not like to socialize with teammates, preferring to hang with his own crew. So, Aaron may have been blind to the examples all around him of players who had made good and changed for the better now that they were in the big game.


  But that blindness may have also been intentional. You can’t be made to see what you don’t want to see, even if it is right in front of you.


  Aaron chose to serve multiple masters because, that way, he could have everything he wanted. He chose to remain connected to a criminal element, and to live a criminal lifestyle. He chose to identify outwardly as solidly heterosexual with a soon-to-be-wife, but maintained a rich and secret sex life with other men. He chose to be the smiling, “All-American” football player on billboards and in commercials, yet when the cameras clicked off and the stadium lights dimmed, he engaged in behaviors that no product or brand would stand behind, and which no sane parent would want a child to emulate.


  Aaron did it because he could.


  Since high school, maintaining double lives had always worked for him. He dared to believe it would continue to work on the biggest stage in all of professional sports.


  And, for a while, it did.


  But then it fell apart and destroyed him. By the end of his life, Aaron was a man living in paranoia and terror. He worried his many criminal acts might finally catch up to him. Ruin his career. Send him to jail. Or even leave him looking down the barrel of someone else’s gun.


  It seemed not a question of if, but only when.


  And even that is not adequate. Beyond the crime and violence, Aaron hid other aspects of who he truly was. He hid the truth of the love of his life. Of his true self. What he truly wanted.


  The last one may be, in the end, unknowable.


  It has been easy for observers in the media and other authors of books on this topic to look at his story and ask: “What did Aaron Hernandez want? What did he hope would happen? What was the end goal of all this madness?”


  The disturbing truth is Aaron himself may not have known completely. As you will uncover in the chilling pages ahead, he was not known for long-term planning. He simply reacted.


  Moment to moment, Aaron did whatever—in his view—needed to be done. That might mean catching a touchdown pass, but it might also mean using violence to solve a problem. It might mean using the clout of football stardom to get out of a criminal charge. And, in extreme cases, it might mean straight-up murdering someone whose existence presented a risk to exposing his many secrets.


  Aaron wanted to live without consequence. To live a life of total freedom, in which he was beholden to no authority—whether it be a coach, another gangster, or the justice system itself. To do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted.


  An impossible task, surely. But Aaron was known for doing the impossible. For being special. For working magic.


  ***


  As a star tight end at the University of Florida, he had set records for the most catches by any player at his position. In 2010, when he started playing for the Patriots, he was the youngest player in the entire league. Yet that didn’t stop him from setting a team tight end record for catches in his first season.


  Aaron could always do what needed to be done.


  Until, suddenly, he couldn’t.


  By the time of his arrest, Aaron had become like a master secret agent, seamlessly balancing a strange collection of multiple personas. The star NFL player on one of the league’s most beloved teams. The doting father engaged to a woman with whom he had pledged to spend the rest of his life. The gangster who had never really left the hardscrabble New England streets behind. The drug user and thug who thrived on chaos and violence. And the closeted bisexual with a private life that ran contrary to his public and private personas.


  How many men died in that cell when Aaron took his own life?


  By any fair estimation, it was more than one.


  The sheer energy Aaron had to expend in order to keep these multiple lives afloat at the same time is staggering. A man of record-setting football talents, he proved equally capable of remarkable feats of deception—and yet there was another, hideous way that Aaron was “above and beyond” his peers.


  After he was dead, Aaron’s brain was studied and found to be riddled with the most advanced case of chronic traumatic encephalopathy (or CTE) ever discovered in a man only 27 years of age.


  We know the symptoms of CTE, and they are almost a description of Aaron himself—as if, by the end, he was the disease.


  Uncontrollable mood swings. Violence. Homicide and suicide. Poor judgment. And giving the feeling to those surrounding you that you have multiple personalities, or are multiple people.


  CTE does not explain everything about Aaron, surely. As we learned, according to those who knew him, these personality traits had been with him since his earliest days, well before his brain could have begun to feel the concussive effects of helmet-to-helmet hits.


  To truly understand this man who would throw away a life of opportunity in a frenzy of violent madness, we must examine the raw, hidden core of his existence. It may be confusing and incomprehensible at first glance, but looking more closely and it makes a horrible kind of sense.


  To some, Aaron is the story of institutions—family, communities, the university system, the NFL—that failed, at every turn, to fix the problems brewing inside this young man. Each saw his horrible, gaping need, and each was too terrified to address it. So they simply passed him off to the next link in the chain. They kicked the can down the road.


  But these institutions cannot be blamed entirely.


  Aaron was the kind of record-setting football talent that comes along once in a generation. He was also an unimaginable concoction of pathologies set one atop the other. His perversions were as staggering as his appetites. His self-interest and lack of remorse were matched only by his chronic instability and need for violence.


  Seldom is a man of such strange and conflicting derangements given so much power, and given the power to ruin his own life so completely.


  Outwardly, Aaron was a football legend, but he carried deep, dark secrets into prison and to the grave. What were his motivations for murder? What was the catalyst?


  This book is an attempt to answer these questions more completely than has ever been attempted before. It is the product of years spent unpacking his life, firsthand exclusive interviews with those who had access to his most secret moments, and the review of thousands of police and court documents connected to his story. All of it puts together a picture of how one of the NFL’s most talented stars could become a cold-blooded killer—and ask the very valid question if he was one of America’s worst serial killers.


  By the time Aaron killed himself, he had evolved into something else. Something that legions of Patriots fans who’d once adored him would now find unrecognizable. He was a drug addict, a gang member, a violent bully, and a murderer. More than that, he was a man who had never not been leading a secret, double life.


  Consider what we have uncovered here—the sheer magnitude of the demons within the man—and perhaps you will conclude, as we have, that his story could have ended no other way.


  CHAPTER 1


  Mom: “I mean Dad kept us all, if you knew, Dad kept us all grounded.”


  Aaron: “I know.”


  Mom: “He really did.”


  Aaron: “Exactly, he let things go but he didn’t let it get out of control.”


  Mom: “Exactly.”


  —AARON HERNANDEZ, JAILHOUSE RECORDING


  Aaron Hernandez was big, but his father was bigger.


  In their hometown of Bristol, Connecticut, Aaron’s father, Dennis, was known informally around the neighborhood as “The King”—which spoke both to his physical presence and his position of trust he held in the local community.


  Dennis was handsome and a natural-born athlete. (Those first familiar with his son Aaron would probably agree that Dennis looked very similar to his son, albeit with a mustache and a 1970s Afro.) Dennis would play football in high school and then briefly at the University of Connecticut, but would never make it to the pros. For most of his adult life, he worked as a janitor. Still, he was regarded as someone who was doing relatively well for himself. He had survived his own rough-and-tumble upbringing and, after several brushes with the law, seemed to have “gone straight.” In the neighborhood where he lived, Dennis was known as one of the honest, upstanding presences that mothers might hope their own sons would emulate.


  In addition to Aaron, Dennis had an older son, Jonathan, three years Aaron’s senior. Both Aaron and Jonathan would attend Bristol Central High School, the same school their father had attended.


  Until his untimely death at the age of just 49 during a routine hernia surgery, Dennis was a powerful presence in the lives of both boys. He encouraged them to excel in sports, and to be leaders on the field. But unfortunately, there was a darker side to it. When shouted encouragement was not enough, Dennis also often sought to motivate his sons...with his fists.


  Dennis beat his sons, but the boys must have noticed how their father was careful only to do this when the family was out of public view. From an early age, Dennis Hernandez would provide Aaron’s first tastes of violence—and also of deception.


  Growing up, Aaron and Jonathan were regularly punched by their father, and on a variety of pretexts. Aaron and Jonathan shared the same bedroom in the family house, which made access to both of them easier. Dennis’s mind-set seemed to be that if he was beating one, he might as well beat the other.


  Whenever Dennis felt that his sons lacked proper motivation in any area of their lives, he applied his fists. Failures on the sports field were regularly met with a punch when the boys returned home. And just to add a perverse bit of unpredictability, sometimes they were beaten for no clear reason at all; maybe Dennis had a bad day or too much to drink. He didn’t need a reason to take it out on his sons, and he made that clear. They could be beaten whenever he felt like it.


  And while Dennis Hernandez freely used violence to express himself with his sons, in the eyes of all who saw the family in public, Dennis was nothing more than an occasionally stern disciplinarian. At high school football games, Dennis shouted to his sons from the stands. Sometimes he might raise his voice angrily, but that was usually the extent of it. (If any violence was to be meted out due to lackluster performance, it would always wait until they were back at the house.)


  It is no great leap to guess that Aaron modeled himself after his father, and that this behavior showed that violence could be acceptable...as long as it was concealed.


  As Aaron would observe, Dennis Hernandez was the kind of man who always seemed to be secretly up to something. As a younger man, he had run with a rough crew, but had a knack for avoiding consequences. He was once questioned in connection to a murder and burglary involving one of his running buddies, but was never arrested or changed. In 1992, while Aaron was little more than a toddler, he was charged with trying to buy cocaine. In between, there were always small brushes with the law that amounted to nothing.


  Dennis’s romantic life was usually a mess; he and Aaron’s mother, Terri, divorced and then remarried amid much drama. (The couple filed for bankruptcy when Aaron was nine years old, revealing massive, secret debts.) There were always rumors of other women, and of Dennis cheating when Terri wasn’t around.


  Though Dennis didn’t strike his sons at football games, the coaching staff was not always so lucky. In one well-documented instance, displeased with play-calling, Dennis punched one of Aaron’s coaches in the face, breaking the man’s glasses. (The police were called, and Dennis was ordered to simply compensate the coach.)


  In the end, the only thing that gradually put a stop to Dennis’s unruly ways was Father Time. As he grew older, he became less physical with those around him, including his sons. Aaron and Jonathan growing into towering sportsmen themselves also certainly had something to do with it.


  Dennis knew what it took to succeed in a world where physicality determined much. And it was clear that—despite his ability to lash out in violence—he loved his boys and wanted them to thrive in that world. He was not wealthy, but Dennis tried to provide the tools that would allow them to grow into strong young men. He built a gym in his basement, and made sure his sons always had access to a pool and a basketball court. To boot, the family lived far enough out that Aaron and Jonathan could always take to the woods whenever they felt like exploring.


  Dennis also strove to provide motivation. In the summers, he would regularly rouse his sons early in the morning and encourage them to spend their days in physical activity. Sometimes he made them run drills like a coach. This probably blurred together worlds that might have remained distinct for most youngsters. For the Hernandez boys, coaches were like dads, and dads were like coaches. Getting ahead in the world—and getting respect—meant succeeding at physical things. (For Dennis, there was no other world, and there was no other way. Not really.) And in this world, these father/coach figures sometimes bent or broke the rules. They seemed to live by their own code, and could do what they wanted. And this too—Aaron doubtless observed—was part of being a man, of being powerful.


  Running drills alongside his brother in the summer heat, growing further into manhood with each step, it was all one thing to young Aaron Hernandez. All the same.


  These sweaty, exhausting roads eventually led to high school. And high school was the place where Aaron truly began to feel his powers. For a young man who had grown up with his father’s fists an omnipresent threat—and with his father’s double life as a model to emulate—Aaron was about to put everything he’d learned into practice.


  CHAPTER 2


  “The thing that used to get me mad and not like being around you is you make assumptions about me, you truly don’t even know me.”


  —AARON HERNANDEZ, JAILHOUSE RECORDING


  The day he showed up to his first day of high school, Aaron Hernandez was already enormous; nearly reaching his full NFL height by the time he was a freshman. He towered above most of his teammates at 6-foot-2, weighing more than 200 pounds, and was tremendously muscular. From his first fall practice, Aaron seemed destined to become a star on the football field.


  But high school was also a place where the young Aaron would begin to learn the advantages of deception. Modeling his father, he experimented with being one man in public and another in private. It was surprisingly easy to do, he found, and took to it like a fish to water.


  Aaron was also handsome and popular. He was one of the kids everybody knew and liked—teachers and students both. By his junior year, he was setting Connecticut state records for pass receptions. Everyone saw big things in his future. He was the big man on campus.


  He was perfecting the “All-American” persona, and it seemed to come to him with ease.


  But then there was the other life—the secret one that Aaron had grown and cultivated just as diligently as he had grown his football skills.


  Out of view of adults (and all but a few close friends), Aaron became a very different young man.


  He was profoundly addicted to marijuana. He had begun using the drug occasionally as a freshman, but soon he found himself ramping up his indulgence, and it quickly became close to constant. He never let up—even for big tests or big games. He smoked almost any time he was unobserved.


  There is room to wonder if Aaron’s ability to play record-breaking football while stoned may have given him additional confidence to cultivate a double life. Clearly, he was able to play while high. Drugs did not impact him negatively, like his coaches and trainers insisted they would. This probably made Aaron feel special and untouchable. As if the rules did not apply to him. It proved he could maintain a foot in both worlds with no one the wiser. And if he could get away with this. . . what else could he get away with?


  As it turned out, drug use was only the tip of the very large and very secretive iceberg.


  In a working-class community where homophobia ran rampant, Aaron was also able to use his skills of deception to conceal his burgeoning bisexuality.


  While he openly dated girls throughout high school, Aaron also maintained an active sex life with men—with none other than the quarterback of the high school football team, Dennis SanSoucie, who was also the head coach’s son. Both knew that were their relationship to be discovered, it would mean being ostracized by their friends, beatings at the hands of their fathers, and maybe even an end to their football dreams.


  But Dennis and Aaron were good at keeping secrets.


  The two had been chums since middle school, when their fooling around had first begun. They were also marijuana-smoking pals who never missed a chance to light up.


  Dennis came out as a gay individual in his twenties, and in exclusive interviews for this book and companion television documentary, describes his relationship with Aaron. Dennis’s first-hand knowledge provides a remarkable and yet unrevealed perspective on Aaron’s life during this period.


  Dennis recounts that their earliest days together involved an immediate connection that was allowed to grow over time:


  Me and Aaron clicked very quickly. We were playing football together. We were probably one and two; the two best players on the team. We liked to clown around, and we had a good time. It carried on into school and afterschool activities also. Growing up, in middle school, we weren’t too close. About 10 to 15 minutes away. Then I had moved closer to the high school my sophomore year, which put us about five minutes away from each other.


  Growing up so close together—not to mention playing on the same football teams—gave Dennis an insider’s view of the explosive personality of Dennis Hernandez, Aaron’s father. Dennis recounts how strain created by Aaron’s paternal influence almost drove their dads apart.


  The first year of tackle football, which is called Mighty Mites, my father was the head coach. Mr. Hernandez, Aaron’s father, was going to be an assistant coach on the team. Due to some disputes with my father and his father, Aaron didn’t make weight to play in Mighty Mites so he went up to the next level, Junior Pee Wee, and then Aaron’s father wasn’t coaching with my dad. That became a big rift.


  I was young, so I don’t really know all the ins and outs. His father didn’t really agree with my father’s coaching philosophy. I had told my dad one day that while hanging out with a friend Mr. Hernandez had come by. The guy’s name was Marty Somner. We were hanging out where he worked. It was a RadioShack shop and he was going over different plays and things like that, and he didn’t like the way my father was going to run the team. When I went home that day, I told my dad about it and he didn’t really like what Mr. Hernandez had to say. He gave him a call and told him that he wasn’t welcome to coach on the team.


  Dennis told us, however, that the hatchet was buried once the two reached high school and their ability to make remarkable accomplishments on the field became apparent.


  He continues:


  Actually, the one cool thing that I look back on is the parents; my parents, his parents were always still cool with us having a friendship. They didn’t let that get in the way of me and Aaron. Eventually, that burden was buried when I was playing quarterback my junior year. I can honestly say, Mr. Hernandez and my father, Tim SanSoucie, had no more issues. That hatchet was buried and Mr. Hernandez was happy that I was throwing his son touchdown passes.


  Football kept Aaron grounded, and created opportunities for him. And creating opportunity seemed to be what he was all about. Dennis also recalled that Aaron seemed like an earnest student who was driven to do all he could to succeed—both on and off the football field.


  Aaron was a student that wanted to stay after class and do his homework before he went to his next class. He’d do anything to get ahead of the game. He was a guy who was really trying to better himself to get out of high school and into college.


  It was also around this same time that a romantic relationship between the two boys blossomed into something more than just “fooling around.” Both boys understood the need to conceal what they were doing. As Dennis recounts, their initial trysts usually took place in the house of a mutual friend:


  I didn’t go over to their [the Hernandez’s’] house very often. There was once or twice that I went over and me and Aaron hung in the basement. Played some video games and just did what friends do. We did engage in sexual activity at his house, the two times that I believe I was there. Due to the rift between the parents, we’d hang out once and a while, but it wasn’t usually at each other’s house. It was at a mutual third person’s house. [Our sexuality] was something that me and Aaron were both naturally born with. We couldn’t help it. Once we had connected, it was something that naturally happened. We weren’t ashamed of it within ourselves, but I think we were in complete denial. We definitely didn’t want anyone to know our secret. We were scared that that secret was going to come out. I think what we both feared the most was our parents. Our fathers.


  The secret sexual relationship between the two boys would continue for the rest of their time in high school. They were never discovered.


  To this day, Dennis sees their relationship in high school as a sort of extension of the other things they did together. They spent time together in class. They were the first- and second-best football players on the same team. (Aaron was also skilled at basketball, and Dennis believes Aaron could have gone pro at that as well if football didn’t work out.) Dennis and Aaron were also sometimes lovers. Yet Dennis doesn’t feel it’s accurate to attach anything more formal or specific to what they were (or weren’t):


  Google my name [today, in 2019] and it says “high school lover” or “high school boyfriend.” [But really] I was just a friend of Aaron’s. We had a brotherhood. I was his football buddy, and this [sex] was activity we engaged in because we wanted to engage in it, but it wasn’t anything that we wanted to share with anyone else.


  At first glance, the relationship between Aaron and Dennis seems like a tale of normal, healthy sexual exploration between two youngsters (kept quiet only because it took place in a less enlightened time). Unfortunately, there is evidence that a taboo gay relationship on the side may not have been all thrills and excitement for Aaron. This is because his sexuality was haunted by even more troubling demons. . . and he may have been trying to deal with them via his explorations with Dennis.


  Though explicit details have never been provided, Aaron’s brother, Jonathan, lawyers who have worked for Aaron, and other sources from the community have all confirmed that Aaron was sexually molested as a child. For the moment—at the time of this writing—none of these sources has been willing to confirm more than this on the record.


  We can confirm that starting at the age of six, Aaron was forced to perform oral sex on an older male. This abuse continued for several years.


  What is startlingly clear from the statements regarding the abuse is that being molested, sexually abused, and/or raped had a profound effect on Aaron, as it would anyone.


  Like so many victims, the abuse suffered by Aaron clouded his sense of what might constitute “normal” and “healthy” sexuality. Distinctions that are clear and obvious to most people became fuzzy for him. Because the abuse occurred when Aaron was still growing into adulthood and finding his place as a sexual being, these forced encounters corrupted his sexual barometer, and his way of viewing sex and relationship was forever changed. Though we currently know few details about the molestation, it was kept secret until after Aaron’s death—yet a fact confirmed from his own mouth to other inmates inside jail. Again, we have the theme of sex and concealment as a necessary part of Aaron’s life.


  Further compounding the molestation’s impact on the young man’s psyche could have been his father’s role. Did Aaron worry about his father finding out about the molestation? If the molestation was at the hands of another man, for example, did Aaron fear his father would think he was gay?


  The nature of these questions forever changed during Aaron’s junior year in high school, when his father unexpectedly passed away. Throughout his life, nobody had meant more to Aaron than his father. There’s no doubt that his incredible physical abilities had been there from the start, but it was his father who’d added the crucial element of discipline to the mix—both on and off the field. Later, in hundreds of hours of jailhouse recordings between Aaron and visitors, obtained for this book, he would use the word grounded when speaking of his father. The man had kept him “grounded,” and at the same time pushed him to be all that he could be. He also depended on his father to help him steer clear of potential missteps. (An insider, who wished to remain anonymous, confirmed that when he started high school, Aaron told his father that instead of playing football, he was considering becoming a cheerleader. Dennis helped Aaron to see that the reward structure would be very different for these two activities.)


  Yet at just 49, that mentorship would end. An infection from a routine hernia surgery ended the life of Dennis Hernandez. (As a testimony to the stature he still held in the community, it was said that the funeral of Dennis Hernandez was one of the largest and most attended in the history of Bristol, Connecticut.)


  He spoke little about it, but we know that his father’s unexpected passing must have been devastating for Aaron. Later in life, he would tell his mother that he wished his father had been there when he was in college, to counsel him through difficult moments. But would this counsel have made a difference in who Aaron became? We will never know.


  Though clearly shaken by his father’s death, there is no evidence that it lessened Aaron’s proclivity for the forbidden. If anything, something in him may have been more fully unleashed by his father’s passing. Aaron continued his clandestine relationships while continuing to use marijuana heavily. He also, at this point, began occasionally running with a new crowd of friends . . . a much rougher one.


  It was not hard for Aaron to meet people who were engaged in criminal activity and affiliated with gangs. He began “dipping his toe” into this world simply by becoming closer with the dealers who sold him weed—hanging out and getting buddy-buddy long after the sale had been made. This then led to spending time with other customers of the dealer who were almost always older and often involved in crime. Local dropouts and toughs. Gang members known to the local narcotics detectives. Guys with records. According to many individuals we spoke to, it is during this later high school period that Aaron would begin to forge ties with the Bloods street gang organization. These ties would follow him until the end of his life.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
AAUN HERNANDEZ'S
{ELDS

EXPOSING UNTOLD MURDERS,
VIOLENCE, COVER-UPS, AND THE NFL'S
SHOCKING CODE OF SILENCE

“Dylan Howard is one of the finest
journalists writing today?”

4 — BO DIETL, EX-NYPD HOMICIDE COP















OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
C

b 4

DETECTIVES





OEBPS/Text/opencover.xhtml

  



  [image: cover]



