
INTRODUCTION

1111

The Wilds of Connecticut

We moved to our little Connecticut town when you 
were two. Mom was pregnant with Ruthie, and we’d 
outgrown our first home, a little Dutch Colonial in 
Peekskill, New York. We wanted a place with better 
schools, maybe a little more outdoor space. A friend 
had just moved here with his family, and he suggested 
we take a look. One bright autumn day as the holidays 
approached, we strapped you into your car seat and 
came to see for ourselves. The town seemed lovely and 
safe, the area schools all highly rated. 

The thing that really got me, though, were the 
Christmas lights. Back in Peekskill, people decorated 
their homes like used car lots, gaudy red and green 
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flashing lights wrapped in loose bunches around win-
dow frames and light posts. Inflatable Santas, plastic 
reindeer tipping drunkenly on roofs. I have always 
been a humbug when it comes to Christmas, and the 
rowdy Peekskill aesthetic only made me humbuggier. 
Here, in the demure Constitution State, it looked as if 
Martha Stewart had personally strung each home’s hol-
iday lights. 

We bought a house and settled into it with our two-
year-old son and new baby girl. We put some chairs 
on the front porch and watched the seasons change. 
I jokingly began calling our new town “the wilds of 
Connecticut” because, although we really do live in the 
woods, it felt like a Disney wilderness. The creatures, 
abundant though they may be, all seemed adorable: 
deer and foxes and wild turkeys and a lazy black bear 
the townsfolk nicknamed Bobbi. Sometimes though, 
late at night, we would hear an eerie music coming 
from the woods. A wild chorus of high-pitched keen-
ing. Coyotes after a kill. Mom and I would lie in bed 
and listen and, after a few minutes, it would stop. 

One morning, several years after moving, I woke 
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you guys up for school. It was December, the sun late 
to rise. By this point in your school careers, the routine 
felt automatic, familiar to every parent. “Time to wake 
up.” Mumbles. Breakfast cereal and orange juice. Shoes, 
jackets, backpacks. Lunches in lunchboxes. Peanut but-
ter and jelly. Carrot sticks. An Oreo. Walk with you to 
the end of the driveway to wait for the bus, watch our 
breath in the cold morning air. Wave goodbye as the 
bus pulls away. 

I came back into the house and sprawled on the liv-
ing room couch. Mom was still in bed. I opened my 
laptop, did some work, glanced at Twitter, and there it 
was: gunshots at the elementary school next to ours. 
Sandy Hook. 

The first reports didn’t seem too bad, which sounds 
absurd even to say. One injury, a ricocheted bullet into 
the foot of a student. Police and ambulances arriving on 
the scene. I turned on the TV, flipped to the local news 
station. Nothing. Mom came down in her pajamas. 
I told her what I’d seen online, but the TV networks 
weren’t covering it. 

Maybe it was a false alarm? An Internet hoax? 
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A few minutes later, CNN broke into its morning 
programming: active shooter situation, teachers and 
children. Children. They may have given some initial, 
low estimate of the number of dead and wounded, I 
don’t remember, but I do recall one of the reporters 
warning viewers that things were about to get “much, 
much worse.” 

Did they already know about Classroom 8, where 
fourteen first graders and two teachers were killed? 

Did they know yet about Classroom 10, where 
four children and two teachers lay dead? (A fifth child 
would later be pronounced dead at the hospital.) One 
of the teachers, Anne Marie Murphy, was found trying 
to shield a child’s body with her own. 

A few miles away, your school went into lockdown. 
“Lockdown.” When I was in school, that word didn’t 
exist outside of prisons. School administrators acti-
vated the emergency phone system and sent out emails: 
“Your children are safe.” 

We waited. We watched TV. State troopers and 
SWAT teams and kids being led from the building, 
hands on the shoulders of the child in front of them. 
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Empty ambulances waiting for wounded that never 
came. 

We got another email from your school explaining 
they weren’t going to tell the kids what had happened 
because parents may wish to explain it in their own way. 
How do you explain mass murder to children whose 
only experience with death was a dead hamster laid to 
rest, with proper funeral rites, in the backyard? How 
do you explain to your kids that a young man could 
march into their school with a Bushmaster .223-caliber 
semiautomatic rifle and start firing at will? The email 
didn’t say. 

Mom and I watched TV off and on until the school 
buses brought you both home. We went out to the end 
of the driveway to meet you and walked, hand in hand, 
back to the house. “Was it really windy out today?” 
Ruthie asked. 

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Why?”
“They said we couldn’t have recess outside today 

because it was too windy.” 
When we got inside, we gathered you both 

together and told you. I don’t even know what we said: 
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Something awful had happened. A bad man, but he was 
gone now. A lot of kids got hurt, but you didn’t need to 
worry because you were both safe. Even as the words 
came out of my mouth, they felt like a lie. How could I 
promise your safety? I couldn’t. My tongue felt slick, as 
if it were covered in gun oil. 

When we finished, we asked if you understood. Yes, 
you both said. Did you have any questions? No. Were 
you okay? Yes, you were both okay. Could you go play 
now? Yes. You ran off separately, Ruthie to play with her 
American Girl dolls, you to finish the intricate wooden 
train track you were building in the playroom. 

We had dinner. We put you to bed. We kept the TV 
off. Mom and I lay in bed and talked about keeping you 
home the next day, but decided against it. You would 
go to school tomorrow like always. We would place you 
back into the world and hope. That night, we listened to 
the woods and heard nothing. 

When morning came, Mom and I got up together. 
“Time for school,” breakfast, packed lunches: turkey 
sandwiches, raisins. Extra Oreos. We walked you to the 
bus and waved goodbye. 
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Parents know they can only do so much to protect 
their kids. We strap you into car seats, give you swim 
lessons. We offer advice, bundle you against the cold. 
But we can’t do everything. Every parent knows this 
and accepts it. We do what we can and hope for the 
best. But this felt different. It felt like a tornado touch-
ing down, mindless and cruel. But also predictable. 
Infuriatingly predictable.

Everybody knew something like this would happen. 
Here, in America, it happens regularly. Mass shootings 
are as common as sunsets. Three shot, one dead at an 
apartment complex parking lot in Tulsa. Four dead at 
a Waffle House in Nashville. One sailor murdering two 
others before killing himself near a military hospital 
in Portsmouth, Virginia. Domestic violence. Suicide. 
Stories that barely get a mention on the local news 
before the sports report. People getting shot just isn’t 
much of a story in America. We’re used to it. This time, 
though, was different. This was children, twenty of 
them, and six adults. 

The nation responded to Sandy Hook the way it 
always does when sensational acts of violence take 
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place. People gathered. They held hands and lit can-
dles and sang. News trucks rolled into town. Politicians 
laid out solemn offerings of “thoughts and prayers” like 
cold cuts at a wake. One by one, parents lowered their 
children into the ground. One after the other after the 
other. The president came. “We can’t tolerate this any-
more,” he said. “These tragedies have to end.” 

He spoke beautifully about the need for change. 
Nothing changed.
As I write these words in mid 2019, it’s happened 

2,135 more times. I’m only including mass shoot-
ings, defined as “events in which four or more people, 
excluding the shooter, were shot but not necessarily 
killed at the same general time and location.” By the 
time you read this, that number will almost certainly 
be over 2,500.

No statistic recognizes that each death is a tornado, 
spinning countless lives into chaos. Six years after the 
shooting, one of the Sandy Hook fathers, who’d spent the 
intervening years researching brain disorders that can 
be related to violence, took his own life. Unexpectedly 
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losing a loved one ends your world. That’s what these 
bullets are, world enders.

Like a lot of people, I’ve been paying attention to 
the phenomenon of school shootings since two white 
teenage boys shot up their high school in Columbine, 
Colorado, in 1999. At the time, there wasn’t even a term 
for these events. Headlines called it a “high school mas-
sacre,” a “school attack,” a “gun spree.” When Columbine 
happened, we stupidly thought it was an aberration.

Then came all the others: schools in Georgia, New 
Mexico, Oklahoma, Michigan, Florida, Louisiana, 
California, New York . . . nearly every state, often mul-
tiple times. Then came Parkland, the deadliest high 
school shooting in American history. Seventeen high 
school students killed at Marjory Stoneman Douglas 
High School in Florida on Valentine’s Day, 2018. Once 
again, we went through our national ablutions: the 
news crews, the thoughts and prayers, the resolutions 
to change. The failure to change. 

You can go online and watch the interrogation of the 
Parkland shooter. It’s ten hours long. The most striking 
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thing about him is how young he looks. He’s nineteen 
but looks younger. He sits in a plastic chair, his ankle 
shackled to a metal ring in the floor. He wears a hos-
pital gown, his back exposed, his skinny frame visible 
when he moves. In the beginning of the interrogation, 
alone in the room, he shouts, “Kill me!” He bites at  
his arm. 

Later, his brother comes in, a brother who apologizes 
for pushing the shooter away during their childhoods, 
blaming his own insecurities for the distance between 
them. At one point, he asks the interrogating officer if 
he can give his brother a hug. Yes. When he does, the 
shooter breaks down, sobbing.

“They’re saying you’re a monster,” the brother says 
at one point. 

“A monster?” the shooter responds, almost in 
disbelief. 

If I hadn’t known what he had just done, I would 
have had the same reaction. He doesn’t look like a mon-
ster. To me, he just looks like some kid. Somebody’s 
son. You can go through the list of mass shooters and 
you’ll find the same thing in all of them: it’s always 

Black_BetterMan 3P aod.indd   10 1/15/20   9:51 AM



 Introduction 11

somebody’s son because it’s always a boy. Girls aren’t 
usually pulling the triggers in these massacres. It’s boys. 

I’m not going to pretend to understand gun vio-
lence, but I think I understand at least a couple 
components of it. The first is easy access to guns. You’ve 
heard me rail against the gun industry and its bloody 
mouthpiece, the NRA. I’ve called the NRA a terrorist 
organization because I believe that they not only know 
that easy access to guns will induce more slaughter, but, 
on some level, they want those killings to take place 
because gun sales skyrocket each time one happens. If 
we wanted to reduce shootings, all shootings, the first 
thing we would do is reduce access to guns. 

The other component I think I understand, at least 
a little, is the way traditional masculinity can nudge a 
teetering psyche toward violence. Mass shootings are 
only the most sensational manifestation of our peculiar 
male dilemma: traditional manhood funnels the full 
range of male emotion into two channels, anger and 
withdrawal. Thankfully, most boys are resilient enough 
to resist these pressures and make positive contribu-
tions to the world. But some are not. Some will curl 
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toward themselves like ingrown toenails. We’ve seen 
what those boys can do.

Traditional masculinity encourages strength, inde-
pendence, fortitude. All good qualities. At the same 
time, though, it provides no useful outlets for our vul-
nerability. If we cannot allow ourselves vulnerability, 
how are we supposed to experience wonder, fear, ten-
derness? If we cannot turn to others for help, what do 
we do with bewilderment and frustration? How do we 
even express something as elemental as joy?

It’s why the caricature of men is that we’re simple 
creatures. George Carlin has a great joke: “Here’s all you 
have to know about men and women: women are crazy, 
men are stupid. And the main reason women are crazy 
is that men are stupid.” 

Women aren’t crazy and men aren’t stupid, but the 
joke speaks to the limited ways we see each other and 
the frustrations that women, in particular, have with 
men. There’s nothing wrong with our brains. Our brains 
are intact, fully functioning, nicely wrinkled. The prob-
lem is our emotional intelligence. And the reason our 
emotional intelligence is so low is that too many men 
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only allow themselves those two basic modes of expres-
sion, anger and withdrawal. 

For years, I was one of those guys. I cultivated an 
entire comedic persona based on withdrawal. If you 
ever want to see what that looks like, go watch me on 
one of those VH1 “I Love the . . .” shows in which talking 
heads reminisce about decades gone by. My segments 
are all totally deadpan, unsmiling, sarcastic. They were 
funny (if I do say so myself), but sarcasm is a form of 
withdrawal. I was good at it because by that point in 
my life, I had invested years learning how to act as if I 
didn’t care about anything. What you see on TV is an 
exaggeration of the way I lived my life, but only a little. 
I had so much anger back then that I didn’t know what 
to do with, so I clamped down. My release was jokes. 
They escaped like occasional steam puffs shaking the 
lid from a boiling pot. 

The more successful I became doing that, the less 
satisfied I felt because I knew there was something 
fundamentally dishonest about it. That stone-faced 
person wasn’t me anymore. I was recently married. I 
had a newborn son. Within a couple years, I would 
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have a daughter. The person I saw onscreen, the one 
who never cracked a smile, didn’t seem like he was 
ready to be a husband and a father. Maybe he wasn’t 
ready. I began feeling a conflict between the person I 
found myself portraying on television and the man I 
was trying to become in real life. Maybe that shouldn’t 
have mattered; after all, actors and comedians pretend. 
That’s the job. But it mattered to me. 

I wanted to be more open and honest in my life 
and in my work, which meant I had to change. Which 
meant I had to start asking myself some hard questions 
about who I was and what I valued. I had to pry apart 
the careful persona I’d constructed. I wanted to be a 
better husband and father. I wanted to be a better man.

For years, I thought there was something wrong 
with me (and don’t get me wrong, there’s plenty wrong 
with me), without considering the idea that some of 
the stuff screwing me up might be doing to the same to 
boys and men in general. 

After Parkland, I began reconsidering. Why are boys 
committing these acts of violence? Why are boys falling 
behind girls in school? How do we teach young men 
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to be respectful toward women? Why are men, and in 
particular white men, killing themselves in ever greater 
numbers? Is there really something “toxic” about mas-
culinity? If so, what do we do about it? Is the role of 
men changing, and what does that mean for you?

You’re eighteen and about to leave home for college. 
I wanted to give you something useful before you go. 
But what?

“Cash,” you said, when I asked. 
Fair enough, but I also wanted to offer something 

a little longer lasting. That’s how I came to write this. 
Look, I’m not a sociologist, historian, psychologist, 
philosopher, or gender theorist. I have no qualifications 
to write this aside from one: I’m your dad. 

I’ve spent the last year and a half doing a lot of read-
ing and thinking about this topic. Now I’m trying put 
my thoughts down for you, and for parents like me who 
want to understand boys and men a little bit better. 
Take from it what you want. Discard what you don’t. 
Some of the personal stories in here you’ve heard, some 
you’ve heard only in part. Some you’ve never heard at 
all. It’s advice, a memoir, ideas, a primer. Or maybe I’m 
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just having the conversation I wish my father could 
have had with me when I was starting out in the world. 
Maybe it’s partially me talking to him now, man to man. 
Mostly, though, this is for you as you walk out the door. 
One father’s love letter to his son. 
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1111

Some Guy
Now You’re Home

Dear Elijah,
If you ever want to feel useless, I recommend attend-

ing the birth of your child. Mom and I had signed up 
for birthing classes together in anticipation of your 
arrival, but that preparation mostly involved learn-
ing how to count to ten over and over again in short 
breathy bursts. If you think that sounds like it would be 
a waste of time in the maelstrom of a delivery room, let 
me assure you, it is. 

Mom’s labor lasted almost a day. It was awful. At 
least it looked awful. Mom was in so much pain. I didn’t 
know what to do. It’s such a helpless feeling knowing 
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that your partner is exhausted and in terrible pain and, 
in that moment, almost certainly hates you. 

“Get it out!” Mom screamed at me. She was wrung 
out and desperate. I hovered nearby, stupidly counting 
to ten. “Stop counting!” Mom yelled. I stopped. 

Finally, after twenty-two hours and a lot of drugs 
(for Mom, not me), there you were, flailing for the first 
time in the vast, unknowable air like Wile E. Coyote 
after he runs off the cliff. 

As soon as you were born, the first thing the doctor 
did was announce to us your sex. 

“It’s a boy,” she said. 
In that first moment—after all the anticipation, all 

the guessing and name-picking and speculation—the 
fact of your boyness felt trivial, inconsequential. There 
you were, our child, our baby. What difference did your 
sex make? None, as far as I could tell. That’s what I 
would have said if somebody had asked in the moment, 
but now I feel like that’s not true.

“It’s a boy,” says the doctor, and everybody’s brain 
makes a little mental click. What was just a baby the 
moment before is now a baby boy. Immediately, 
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unconsciously, the endless possibilities for this new life 
narrow. The brain darts to “boy stuff ”: baseballs, toy 
trucks, dirt bikes, Nerf guns, electric guitars. “A boy,” 
and without my even noticing it happen, my thoughts 
about you reordered, the way a new function reorders 
an algebraic equation. 

Of course, this shouldn’t be so. Of course, the 
horizons for any new life should remain boundless, 
regardless of sex. But society is not there yet, and pre-
tending otherwise doesn’t change that fact. I remain 
dubious of the new breed of parent attempting to raise 
“gender-neutral” kids. While I admire the spirit of the 
idea, I don’t think it’s possible and I don’t know that it’s 
even desirable. Like all people, kids crave a sense of self, 
an understanding of how they fit into the world. I think 
gender identity is an important part of this understand-
ing of self. There’s a big difference, though, between 
trying to impose traditional gender signifiers on a kid 
and letting the kid teach you who they are. 

Any baby born with a penis is going to become 
aware pretty quickly that he’s in this category called 
“boy.” What he does with that boyness, though, should 
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be up to him. As parents, I feel like our job is as much 
about listening and responding to our children as it is 
about steering them toward a desired outcome. A child 
will always tell you who they are—I don’t mean just 
about gender, I mean about everything. You can either 
go with it or resist. In my experience as a dad, resistance 
is futile.

In the immediate moments after your birth, though, 
all those lessons were ahead of me. 

There you were. And you were wonderful in the lit-
eral sense of the word. We looked at you and marveled 
at you and inspected you and the reality of you began to 
settle over us like the first flakes of snow in a blizzard. 
We’d known you’d be arriving soon, and here you were. 
Now we knew something about you. We knew what 
you were—not a puppy, not a chicken Parmesan—a 
baby human. A baby boy. But that was all we knew. 
Everything had changed and nothing had changed at 
all. The riddle of you remained. 

“Do you want to cut the cord?” the doctor asked 
me, handing me a pair of lobster-claw scissors. I hadn’t 
expected this, hadn’t practiced for it. Cut the cord? In all 
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those weeks of parenting classes, nobody said anything 
about performing surgery. It felt cruel. Your mom had 
held you tight for nine months, and now my first job as 
your father was to separate you from her? I didn’t want 
to do it, nor did I want to say no because saying no would 
have, I thought, made the doctor and nurses question 
my manliness. I wasn’t going to fail my very first task 
of fatherhood. So I grimaced and snipped through your 
umbilical cord, squishy like sausage casing. 

The nurses swaddled you in a blanket and put one of 
those knitted blue caps onto your head, your very first 
clothing already telling the world something about the 
way it should think of you. We spent some time with 
you, holding you, touching your fingers and toes to 
make sure you were real, debating who you looked like. 
(You looked like a potato.) Mom held you to her chest. 
I took photos. They wheeled you to the nursery with all 
the other little blues and pinks. 

Mom closed her eyes and I sat in a chair by the win-
dow trying out the word “dad” in my head. 

Before I sat down to write this, I couldn’t have told 
you the moment I felt I’d crossed, irrevocably, into 
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manhood. Certainly not when I graduated high school. 
Nor when I turned eighteen. Definitely not when I 
dropped out of college to travel the country as a Teenage 
Mutant Ninja Turtle. Even when Mom and I got mar-
ried, part of me still felt like a boy playing pretend. Here 
is the boy in his new suit standing at the altar. Here is 
the boy saying, “I do.” Here is the boy wondering if 
everything will be okay. Here is the boy holding his son 
for the first time. Now, though, looking back, I know 
the moment. It was when I drove my family home from 
the hospital for the first time. 

You were three days old. A nurse wheeled you and 
Mom out to the front entrance and I ran ahead to get 
our big white Jeep. I pulled up to the curb and helped 
Mom secure you into your car seat, a confusing tangle 
of straps and loops. Mom rode with you in the back-
seat, me alone up front. Our house was less than two 
miles from that hospital but it felt like we had to cross 
a continent to get there. I’ve never been more terrified 
than the moment I turned out of the parking lot. 

Let me just get them home, I thought.
Look right, look left, look right again. All clear. Turn 
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onto the road. Five miles below the speed limit. Drive. 
Left at the stop sign, chug up the hill to our street. A 
slow right at our road. Crawl onto the driveway. Shut 
off the car. Retrieve Mom’s bag from the trunk. Ten 
steps to the front door. We cross inside. And there we 
are, home. The three of us: Mom, me, our baby boy 
whose name we haven’t quite settled on. 

I had the peculiar feeling of the world being different 
places: inside these walls and out. Outside, everything 
continued as it always had. Inside, everything was dif-
ferent. We showed you the house. “Here’s the kitchen. 
Here’s the dining room.” We walked upstairs and 
showed you your room, the moon-and-stars mobile 
attached to your crib. 

You spend nine months preparing for your baby’s 
arrival. You might have a baby shower. You might take 
birthing classes. You might do a natural childbirth or 
you might get drugs (tell your partner to get the drugs). 
Everything is so focused on the baby’s arrival, just like 
when you get married and everything is focused on the 
wedding day. But then the event arrives and the rest of 
your life begins. When Mom’s contractions started, we 
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left the house as one thing: a couple. We came back as 
another: parents. After we’d given you the house tour, I 
remember Mom and me turning to each other and one 
of us saying, “Now what?”

The answer to that question revealed itself over 
time. There was the immediate business of keeping you 
alive. Learning how to hold you so your head didn’t 
flop over like an overgrown sunflower. Learning how 
to keep you clean and warm. Learning how to manage 
the resentment and rage that comes from lack of sleep. 
Mostly, though, learning how to love you. 

It would be easy to tell you how over the moon I 
was when you came into our lives, but that’s not true. I 
didn’t fall in love with you, or your sister, at first sight. 
Maybe I had fallen for the myth that the mere sight of 
one’s offspring sets to swooning the new parent’s heart. 
That didn’t happen for me. My friend Rob has three 
children, two girls and his youngest, a boy. When his 
son was born, he joked with me that he worried how 
weird it would feel to have another male among the 
women with whom he lived. “So now there’s going to 
be some guy living in my house?” he said. 
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That’s a little bit how it felt. Suddenly there was some 
guy living in the extra bedroom. Some guy demanding 
all of our attention. Some guy who loved my wife but 
didn’t seem that crazy about me.

Over time, I figured, we would come to some accom-
modations as housemates. And we did. Or, rather, I 
came to some accommodations as to you. I woke when 
you woke. Ate when you allowed me. Entertained you 
and drove you around to your various appointments. 
Picked out your wardrobe. I did all the parenting stuff 
and, in doing so, fell in love with my baby boy. 

It’s funny; without even meaning to, I began think-
ing of you as my baby boy. How—or whether—that 
affected the way I parented you, I can’t say. I didn’t 
dress you exclusively in blue or make you sleep with a 
baseball mitt or anything hokey like that. I bought you 
all kinds of toys: old-fashioned (non-choking-hazard) 
wooden blocks and soft dolls and bright books with 
thick cardboard pages. I read to you and sang to you 
and, when you fussed, I sh-sh-shushed you on my 
shoulder, bouncing from foot to foot, rubbing your 
back in rhythmic circles. 
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I don’t remember the first time you called me “dada,” 
but I remember your wide gummy smile when I swung 
you around in my arms and your chubby legs and your 
wispy hair. I remember you toddling on unsteady feet. 
I remember wondering what I’d been so worried about 
when just the thought of you put a wobble in my own 
step. Why had I been so unsure about my ability to be 
your dad? Maybe it had been losing my own father 
at such a young age and my own conflicted emotions 
about him when he’d been alive. 
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