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For June and Gus






Prologue

My first year as the mother of a boy coincided almost exactly with the first year of the nation’s reckoning with sexual abuse by powerful men in media, entertainment, and politics. My son was six weeks old when the New York Times and the New Yorker published their first stories about Harvey Weinstein’s alleged predation. I read those stories on my phone as he nursed.

Then the stories kept coming. Roy Moore, Charlie Rose, Matt Lauer, Louis C.K. Stories about unnamed men, stories that women had been carrying silently for years and that were suddenly flooding social media. Stories about entire constellations of people who had helped shield alleged abusers from being held to account. The wave of all that, the weight of it, left me breathless and sometimes furious. And it left me, too, with a persistent, niggling question: How would I raise my son to be different?

It wasn’t only that I wanted to teach him not to be sexually violent. (I mean: Obviously!) I also wanted him to be a person who would challenge sexist and abusive behavior instead of looking away. And I wanted him to know how to thrive in his relationships—with girls and women, with other boys and men, and with himself.

Six months after I gave birth to my son, I returned from maternity leave to my job as an investigative reporter for the Washington Post. And five months after that, an anonymous woman texted the Post’s tip line to say that she had been sexually assaulted by Brett Kavanaugh when they were both in high school more than three decades earlier. Kavanaugh was on the short list to become President Trump’s next Supreme Court nominee.

The tip fell in my lap, and I called her. She wanted decision makers in Washington to know her story, but she didn’t want to come forward publicly. Over the next two months, I stayed in touch with her as she wrestled with how to proceed, talking and texting whenever possible—in the windowless room at work where I pumped milk for my son, or in the driving rain on the shoulder of a mountain in Vermont while backpacking with my family. She decided not to speak out, figuring her story probably wouldn’t make a difference. But then news of her allegations began to leak, without her permission, to other media outlets, and in the last few days of summer, California psychology professor Christine Blasey Ford decided that if her story was going to be told, then she would be the one to tell it.

She turned to me—the journalist “who had gained my trust,” she later said—to help her do that. By now, we all know what she said: Kavanaugh and his friend, Mark Judge, both drunk, had cornered her in a bedroom during a house party in the D.C. suburbs, and Kavanaugh had jumped on top of her, held her down, and groped her. She had been unable to forget certain details of that long-ago night—the way, for example, the boys had laughed “maniacally” while she feared for her life. But there was plenty she couldn’t remember, including where this had happened and how she had gotten home. To corroborate her story, she provided notes her therapist had taken about her survival of an attempted rape during high school, and her husband told me she had first mentioned the assault, including Kavanaugh’s name, six years earlier.

On September 16, 2018, the Post published her allegations and Kavanaugh’s flat denial. Perhaps naively, I did not expect what came next: a polarized political brawl that played out on cable news talk shows, on President Trump’s Twitter account, and in the Senate Judiciary Committee hearing room. Ford’s emotional testimony, coupled with Kavanaugh’s angry rebuttal and eventual confirmation to the high court, led to inevitable questions about how much had changed for women since Anita Hill accused Clarence Thomas of sexual harassment nearly three decades earlier. The controversy also became a key Trump talking point, one he used to rally Republican voters ahead of the 2018 midterm elections.

But Ford’s testimony did not just cause a political earthquake. It also opened a door to quieter conversations—some of them around dinner tables, between parents and kids—about sexual violence and substance abuse, about accountability, privilege, and consent, about how boys learn to be boys. Ford’s story, alongside a cascade of #MeToo revelations, reverberated among teenagers, galvanizing many of them to speak out against sexism and sexual violence.

“We must take it upon ourselves to change,” three seniors at St. Albans, a private D.C. boys’ academy less than ten miles from Kavanaugh’s alma mater, wrote in the school newspaper, urging fellow students to listen to the stories young women at their sister school told about being insulted and belittled. “Privilege comes with responsibility.”

Elsewhere, there were signs of backlash. “I have a lot more distrust of women in my life,” a wary high schooler told me.

In the days after the Post published Ford’s story, my in-box filled with messages from people who felt moved to tell, some for the first time, their own stories of teenage sexual assault. They wrote me:


“I kept my secret for more than two decades.”

“I know what I experienced in high school was rape and blamed myself for it for years.”

“I remember silently crying into my pillow wishing that it would all end.”

“The experience is what I think about when I cannot sleep.”

“It has been 53 years since this happened to me.”

“I said no, no, no.… He did what he wanted and left me laying on that floor.”



Their memories taught me that sexual violence is braided into the lives of not just men and women but also boys and girls. They taught me that the hidden pain made visible by the #MeToo movement has its roots, often, in childhood. And they showed me that there is an enormous appetite for meaningful change. It turns out that a lot of people want answers to the same question I have been asking myself: How will we raise our boys to be different?



I’m embarrassed to admit that I had never given much thought to how boys learn to be boys until that moment in late 2017, sitting at home with my chubby, cooing infant son, reading about the wrongdoings of men. These men had been infants once, too. And then they had grown up.

For me, raising a boy feels a little like traveling in a foreign land. It was different with my daughter. When I gave birth to her, three years before my son was born, I had no idea how to be a mother, but after decades of navigating life as a woman, I knew unequivocally what I wanted for her.

My husband and I named her Juniper, after the hardy trees that cling to the sides of mountains. I wanted her to see herself as capable of anything, constrained by none of the old limits on who women must be and how they must move through the world. She could play with trucks and dolls. She could wear dresses and overalls. She could be an astronaut or a nurse. She could be fierce and funny and loving and steely-spined. “I am strong and fearless,” I taught her to say when she was two, as she hesitated on the playground, her lips quivering as she considered crossing a rope-netting bridge strung ten feet above the ground. I took her hand and helped her across, nudging her along with that mantra, which she repeated as we inched forward.

There was nothing premeditated about that little sentence. It just appeared on my tongue, distilling what I wanted her to be and how I hoped she would think of herself. When we reached the far end, she threw her arms in the air and crowed: “I am strong and fearless!” Even now, she still says it out loud occasionally when she encounters something intimidating or difficult, and it thrills me to hear those powerful words in the voice of a little girl.

I had no such pithy motto for my son, August. Reminding a boy to be strong and fearless seemed unnecessary and maybe even counterproductive, fortifying a stereotype instead of unraveling it. What could I give him to help him ignore the tired old expectations of boys, to understand the limitlessness of his life’s possibilities in the same way that I had wanted Juniper to see the limitlessness of hers? I had no idea. I didn’t know how to help him resist the stresses and stereotypes of boyhood, because I had never grappled with the fact that boys face stresses and stereotypes at all.

It had seemed to me, as a girl, that things were easier for boys. Whereas their strength and competence was assumed, I was always having to prove mine. During the volleyball unit in eighth-grade gym, we girls were given a giant inflatable beach ball to play with while the boys got a real leather volleyball. The message was not subtle. I complained to the school board, and I learned the power of my voice. Yet however strong I felt, I understood that I was also vulnerable in a way my three older brothers were not. My parents pointed out newspaper stories about rapes on the local bike path, where I was not allowed to jog; my mom told me once that a police officer had warned her that my long blond hair was a beacon for bad guys. I learned as a girl to be a little bit afraid, and more than once, I wished I were a boy.

Off I went to college, to seasonal jobs as a wilderness ranger, to working as a teacher and then a reporter. I never really lost the feeling that things were simpler for boys. But then I embarked on the research for this book, and I realized I was wrong. The question I started out with, about how I might raise my son to be different, morphed into new questions. How do I need to be different to help him thrive? What have I misunderstood about boys? And what will it take to see boys more clearly?

In the course of this project, I interviewed hundreds of people across the country, including public health experts, physicians, sociologists, psychologists, neuroscientists, teachers, principals, coaches, parents, girls and young women, and—of course—boys and young men. I spoke to all kinds of boys—Black, Latino, Asian, gay, straight, bi, from rural and small-town America, from affluent families and those barely scraping by. I sifted through thousands of pages of court documents and I pored over peer-reviewed journals, relying on the literature of social science and public health to help put my reporting into context. I traveled from Maine to California, from Utah ranchlands to the suburbs of Minneapolis, and from classrooms in Washington, D.C., where I live, to schools on the South Side of Chicago. I wanted to get it right.

On these trips, in these conversations, I was forced to recognize that as a woman—and not just as a woman, but as a privileged white woman who grew up in one coastal metropolis and went to college and graduate school in another—I had been carrying deeply ingrained assumptions that clouded my view of boys and their experiences. I thought we needed to raise our sons differently in order to protect our daughters. Now, after spending time in the world of boys, I understand that we also need to raise our sons differently for their own sakes. We have failed boys, and our failure amounts to a public health crisis. Boys face staggering levels of physical and sexual violence, suicide rates that keep climbing, tight constraints on who and how they can be, and so much shame and fear.

We simply have not given boys what they need to build healthy relationships with themselves, with other boys and men, and with girls and women.

I think of the young man who told me what it was like to grow up in small-town, football-obsessed Indiana, grappling with the self-reproach he felt for competing in gymnastics—for loving gymnastics. “I remember feeling ashamed that my best friends were girls,” he said. “I remember being chastised about that by my friends and brothers and my mother, who said, ‘You need to learn to hang out with more guys, because you need to learn to be a guy.’ ”

I think of the clutch of well-to-do white boys about to graduate from high school just north of San Francisco, explaining what they called “guy culture”: the pressure to either lose your virginity or face ridicule, the dictate not to care too deeply about anything. “You’re bros, you hang out, you don’t show emotion,” one of them said. “You don’t talk about your feelings.”

I think of the middle-aged men I met on a Tuesday night in a church near the U.S. Capitol, who gather weekly to practice connecting with their own emotions and with each other, to unlearn ingrained lessons about how men are supposed to relate. “I turned fifty, and I realized I was alone,” one of them told me. “I didn’t have any friends to share things with.”

I think of the gunshot victim I met in Chicago, a towering young man who hopes his infant son does not grow up to be too tall and strong, because in his neighborhood, tall, strong Black boys attract attacks from those who feel they have something to prove. “There’s a lot to deal with living out here,” he told me over coffee on a cold spring day. “There’s a lot to deal with, being a male.”



I did not write this book as a how-to parenting guide—I’m no parenting expert, my kids can tell you. Instead I set out to discover what my son is going to deal with as he grows up, so I stand a better chance of understanding how to help him through it—and to share my findings with other people who have a hand in raising boys, including teachers and coaches and mentors and fellow parents. When I write about “our sons” in these pages, I am speaking both about the boys in our lives and those we have never met, in whose success and health we nevertheless have a stake.

I hope that reading this book will move you to reexamine your ideas about boyhood in the same way that writing it forced me to rethink mine.

We talk about sex as if it is something boys want and boys get, but these days, teen boys are actually less likely to have had sexual intercourse than teen girls. We talk about sexual violence as a woman’s problem, but boys and men are also victimized at surprisingly high rates. We talk as if we expect boys and men to respect girls and women. Respect is not optional, we tell them, even as they can see that Donald J. Trump—who was accused of sexually assaulting or harassing more than a dozen women, who was caught on tape bragging about grabbing women by the “pussy,” who insulted television anchor Megyn Kelly on national television with a remark about her period—was elected president of the United States.

And we tend to talk about gender bias as something that creates particular challenges for women, leaving boys feeling as if their own challenges are somehow invisible or less important.

I am not saying that women have entirely overcome inequality—particularly women of color, who face discrimination I have never had to deal with. Women are still underrepresented in politics, business, and other realms of power. But over the last half century, the women’s movement has transformed life for many girls in the United States, exploding myths about what they cannot or should not do. Girls weren’t even welcome at public high schools until the 1820s; now, not only are women more likely than men to enroll in and graduate from college, but they also earn more than half of the nation’s master’s and doctoral degrees. Women still don’t earn equal pay, but we’re much closer than we used to be: we earned 82 cents for every dollar paid to men in 2019, up from 59 cents on the dollar in 1969. To be an American girl in the twenty-first century is to grow up with a chorus of voices that sing the praises of girl power and Black girl magic and a future that is female, voices that proclaim you can be whatever you dream.

The lane for boys has broadened to some degree, too. High-profile men are helping to redefine what it means to be a man: Daniel Hudson, a pitcher for the Washington Nationals, skipped a playoff game for the birth of his daughter in fall 2019, a move his teammates vocally supported before they went on to win the World Series. Chance the Rapper postponed his 2019 tour for the birth of his daughter, too. After tennis star Serena Williams gave birth, her husband—Reddit cofounder and venture capitalist Alexis Ohanian—took sixteen weeks’ paid paternity leave. Since then, he’s become one of the leading voices advocating not only that dads should have access to paid parental leave but that they should feel free to use it without fearing penalty at work. “That’s why I took the leave in the first place,” Ohanian told the journalist Kara Swisher. “I wanted other men to see it and be like, ‘All right, well no one’s going to accuse Alexis of not being an ambitious go-getter. If he can do it, I can do it.’ ”

The proportion of dads who stay at home full-time to care for kids has nearly doubled since 1989. Dads are spending three times as many hours on childcare each week, and more than twice as many hours on housework, as they were a half-century ago. The proportion of male registered nurses more than quadrupled over roughly the same period.

But those numbers disguise a truth: many boys are still growing up with a narrow view of who and what they can be, should be, are expected to be. They face intense pressure to be a certain sort of boy and to become a certain sort of man.

For all the change, still only 7 percent of fathers are stay-at-home dads, compared to 27 percent of mothers who are stay-at-home moms. Dads still spend far less time than moms on childcare and housework, and they face more pressure to earn money for their families. And while the number of male nurses may be growing, they still only account for a little over 11 percent of the field—a field that is forecast to expand rapidly over the next decade, creating hundreds of thousands of new jobs at the same time that the number of jobs in male-dominated industries, like manufacturing, are likely to shrink. (Certain other jobs that revolve around nurturing also remain largely female: men account for only 4 percent of dental assistants, 6 percent of childcare workers, and 11 percent of elementary school teachers, for example, and there are actually fewer men in teaching now than there were two decades ago.)

Many of us have encouraged our daughters to be more like stereotypical boys—to pursue professional ambitions, to become leaders in business and politics, to be, as I told my own daughter, strong and fearless. But there has been no equivalent social movement to persuade our boys to embrace the best qualities associated with girls.

Girlishness is so cringeworthy, in fact, that eight in ten adolescent American boys have heard someone tell a boy he’s “acting like a girl,” an insult meaning weak or emotional or gay. The result is a rising generation of young men who are still learning disdain for the things we consider feminine, and are still shaped by stubborn old stereotypes about what it means to be a man. More than one-third of boys believe that, in the eyes of society, strength and toughness are the most important qualities they can have. About the same number believe that boys are expected to suppress their feelings of fear and sadness.

We raise boys to “halve” themselves, to deny and disavow the necessary skills of feeling, expressing, and connecting with other people, according to Terry Real, a family therapist and author of a book on male depression. He sees the results of the way we raise boys in his practice: men who are unable to sustain the closeness that they and their romantic partners crave. “Women across the board want more emotional intimacy from men than we have raised boys to cherish and deliver,” he told me.

But men and boys also want more emotional intimacy than we raise them to expect. Truly allowing boys to be boys would mean allowing them to admit that, actually, they want this kind of closeness—often even more than they want sex. And they want closeness not only in their romantic relationships but also in their friendships, especially their friendships with other boys.

New York University psychologist Niobe Way has tracked groups of teen boys over periods of several years, interviewing them about how their friendships, and their feelings about friendship, change over time. She found that in early adolescence, until about age fifteen, boys sound a lot like girls when they talk about their friends. They are effusive about the boys they turn to for deep companionship and intimacy, speaking often about trusting them with their secrets.

But as these children grew into men, something changed, Way found. Between the ages of sixteen and nineteen, they spoke of either losing their closest friends or feeling as if some new distance had crept into their most important friendships. Some professed not to care, but others spoke of loneliness and depression, and they admitted to craving a closeness that seemed out of reach.

The age range in which Way noticed boys losing their close friendships is the same age range in which their suicide rate spikes, from two to four times the rate of girls. And though Way cannot prove a causal link, she does not believe this is a coincidence. She told me she believes that disconnection from themselves, and from intimate connections with other boys, is the price that they pay in order to become men.

Obviously, these are generalizations. The things a white boy deals with growing up in rural Wyoming are not the same as those facing a prep school student in New England or the son of Mexican immigrants living in East Los Angeles or a Black boy growing up in Southeast D.C. But there are some common threads that run through diverse boyhoods across the United States—pressure to be strong, to be in control, to never admit weakness, doubt, or a need for help. Pressure to want sex, to get sex, and to brag about sex. Pressure for so many boys—even now, at a time when same-sex marriage is legal and attitudes about LGBTQ rights are shifting quickly—to be straight. Pressures that are reinforced by friends, music, and the media—and by well-meaning adults, including teachers and coaches and parents.



The narrative about masculinity that boys soak up in the United States is not confined to this country. Researchers at Johns Hopkins University, who are leading a massive study of gender attitudes among ten- to fourteen-year-olds in fifteen countries, have found remarkable similarities across the globe. From Baltimore, Maryland, to Cuenca, Ecuador, and from Shanghai to New Delhi to Nairobi, boys learn that they are supposed to be tough and strong and sexually dominant. Girls learn that they’re supposed to be attractive and submissive. While tolerance is clearly growing in some countries for girls who play soccer and wear pants and otherwise resist gender stereotypes, the same cannot be said about tolerance for boys who paint their fingernails.

“It’s like this global script. It’s really extraordinary,” said Robert Blum, one of the Johns Hopkins scholars who is leading the study.

The global script clearly harms girls, who face disproportionate levels of sexual violence, not to mention greater risk of early pregnancy and leaving school. But Blum, a physician who has studied adolescents for forty years, wants people to understand that it also hurts boys.

The Johns Hopkins study, which focuses on children in poor urban neighborhoods, found that boys suffered even higher levels of physical violence, neglect, and sexual abuse than girls. The more a boy was victimized, the more likely he was to do violence to others. Boys are more likely than girls to die in their second decade of life, and they use more alcohol and tobacco, habits that erode their health as they age, Blum said.

“The story about boys has yet to be told, and I think it’s a really important story,” Blum explained to me. “Our data suggest that the myth that boys are advantaged and girls are disadvantaged simply isn’t true.”

Blum and his colleagues at Hopkins and around the world believe that we can change these outcomes for boys by helping children rewrite the script when they are still young—before their ideas about gender start solidifying at around age fifteen. But it can be hard to persuade donors to invest in helping boys when they see such profound need (and when there is such profound need) to empower girls. “People have been sold a belief that you can create gender equality by focusing on girls,” Blum said. “I don’t know how you do that. I don’t know how you create a gender-equal world and ignore boys any more than you can create a gender-equal world and focus on boys and ignore girls.”

In this regard, the United States is lagging other countries, according to public health experts. Since the 1990s, international development workers and activists seeking to improve the lives of girls and women have increasingly turned to working with men and boys. If boys can be persuaded to expand their notions about what it means to be a man, the thinking goes, they will be less likely to be sexually aggressive, more tolerant of women’s empowerment—and healthier. In countries as diverse as India and South Africa, a small but growing body of research suggests that there is merit to this theory.

In the United States, meanwhile, concern about the state of boyhood has simmered for at least two decades, since Harvard psychologist William Pollack argued in his 1998 book Real Boys that the “mask of masculinity” was contributing to boys’ high rates of sadness, suicide, and failure at school. The following year, clinical psychologists Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson called on parents to nurture their sons’ emotional literacy in the bestselling classic Raising Cain. Alongside such books, organizations including A Call to Men and Men Can Stop Rape worked directly with boys and men, promoting a vision of a healthier masculinity as a way to prevent violence.

As sexual violence moved into the national media spotlight in 2017–2020, psychologists and journalists made new efforts to draw connections between how boys learn to be boys and how they navigate relationships. In 2020 alone, two notable examinations of the subject were Michael C. Reichert’s How to Raise a Boy and Peggy Orenstein’s Boys & Sex.

But a notion that has never held sway in this country is that we should teach our sons that they have a gender, teach them that their gender subjects them to a whole package of stereotypes and assumptions, and teach them that they can resist and transform those stereotypes and assumptions. Neither has the argument that gender equality is as much about breaking down barriers for boys as it is about expanding opportunities for girls.

Now there is a new momentum toward change. From troubled public schools in the heart of the nation’s biggest cities to elite all-male prep schools, a growing number of institutions that serve boys—not to mention the parents who care for them—are examining how we have been teaching boys to be men, and how we can do better.

This change comes in the wake of two big shifts: the #MeToo movement, which ushered in a broad cultural examination of masculinity, and the growing visibility of transgender and nonbinary people, which created more space for all of us to consider what gender is, and what impact gender norms and gender stereotypes have on our lives.

But efforts to rethink gender norms have run up against intensifying resistance, part of a deepening polarization that has seeped into so much of American life. It’s not as if gender and politics have ever been separate, but the issues were memorably fused by Trump’s election, given his record with women. The #MeToo movement has only seemed to widen the divide between those who defend masculine norms and those who question them. And that is trickling into boys’ lives. Educators and coaches told me that it is much harder, compared to just a few years ago, to talk to boys about gender norms and sexual violence. They now show up to those conversations already knowing what they believe, already having picked a side.

An eighteen-year-old Texan was one of many boys who admitted to me that he feared an awkward or drunken hookup would be twisted into a false rape accusation that could derail his life. He figured that once he was out of college, his maleness would make it harder to get a job. The victims of sexism these days, in his eyes, are not women but men. “You can always say, well, men have come out ahead for so long, this is what they deserve, but I don’t think that’s fair. I was born at this time with this genitalia and I’m a man. What am I supposed to do?” he said. “Does my opinion not matter because I’m a cisgender heterosexual male?”

We can do a better job of making the case to the boys in our lives, including our sons, that they have something to gain in this conversation, and—I want to say here, right at the top, before we go any further—we can start by laying off the term “toxic masculinity.” It’s easy shorthand for the pressures boys face, but it is freighted with connotations that shut down discussion and invite backlash. Many of the boys and men I have met interpret “toxic masculinity” as an attack on maleness, as a declaration that something about men is essentially poisonous. “It feels bad to be a guy,” a high school senior from a suburb of San Francisco told me. Start talking about toxic masculinity, a junior from St. Louis told me, and “no one is going to hear a word you say.”

Some of the white boys I interviewed objected to “toxic masculinity” with particular vehemence and defensiveness. Aware that they are growing up at a time when Americans are attuned not only to sexism but also to racism, white supremacy, and a rising movement of white nationalism, they felt singled out and scrutinized for traits they were born with. They found comfort online, watching YouTube videos that assured them that they were essentially good, and that attacked liberals and feminists for trying to demonize whiteness and manhood. “They’re constantly talking about how evil white men are, and I don’t like it,” one fourteen-year-old white boy from Minnesota told me. “The system is rigged to tell us that we’re wrong for existing.”

Roll your eyes, if you want. But eye-rolling doesn’t help engage boys and young men who are looking to develop a sense that they belong, that they are appreciated, that they are cared for—and that they have something worthwhile to contribute. If we want boys to listen, it helps to try to empathize with what the world looks like through their eyes—and to use language they might be willing to hear.



Well, what do we do?

On a trip to Seattle a few months ago, I met an old friend who works in international public health and is the mom of a little boy. We sat in a park, and she described the straightforward way research unfolds in her field of work, moving from exploratory science through clinical trials to the development of vaccines and medicines that effectively counter infectious diseases. Preparing boys for respectful and fulfilling relationships is not nearly so simple. There is no one cause of sexual violence or emotional disconnection, and there is no vaccine.

Instead, it’s a lot of things that add up—levers we can pull, ways we can do things better. As I’ll explain in the coming pages, some of those levers are inside our own homes, within the private sphere of our families. Starting when our sons are babies, parents can refrain from denigrating “feminine” toys and pursuits and can work on building close, warm relationships that give our sons safe harbor to be their real selves—so that even if boys have to put on a certain armor to navigate the outside world, they don’t lose touch with who they are and how they feel. We can protect our sons from witnessing or experiencing violence in our homes, which puts a boy at far greater risk of doing violence to others later on. And we can talk much more to our sons about sex and bodies, teaching them starting in early childhood that everyone has personal boundaries that deserve respect. Later, we can buffer the messages embedded in pornography and other media by sharing our values around sex and by opening the door to questions and discussion.

But many of the levers are outside of our homes, in the world at large. As a former middle school teacher and education reporter, I may be biased, but I believe that K–12 schools—where our children live so much of their social lives—have the potential to be a powerful engine of change. Sexual harassment and assault are astonishingly common not just among teenagers in middle and high school but among children in elementary school. Yet many teachers and administrators don’t know how to address these issues, because they haven’t been trained to do so.

Meanwhile, sex education—which may be one of our best tools for helping boys build healthy relationships—has been disappearing from classrooms even as online pornography has become ubiquitous in our children’s lives. Public health experts have long called for the K–12 education establishment to take sexual violence as seriously as it has taken bullying, and for sex education—long viewed as a political and ideological football—to be reframed as a critical issue of public health and safety. It’s time to heed those calls.



When I started this project, I had some trepidation about what the world might hold for my children. But to my surprise, I am finishing it having discovered a well of hope—largely because of the boys I have met. They are trying to adapt to the new sex and power dynamic in relationships, a dynamic that they describe as both terrifying and ever-changing. Many of them are earnestly grappling with this feeling that they have not only a pressing responsibility to avoid doing harm to women but the freedom to redefine what it means to be men. And many of them are seeking guidance.

At Lincoln-Sudbury Regional High in an affluent suburb of Boston, I asked a group of student athletes which sports they played. When I got to a dark-haired, muscular senior named Jack Garrity, he smiled. “I play lacrosse, football… and cello,” he said, clearly taking some pleasure in frustrating the assumptions a stranger might make about a guy like him.

A few minutes later, he stepped up to a podium in the school auditorium to kick off a daylong assembly on dating violence, telling his fellow students that he did not want to make boys feel blamed but to remind them that, as he put it, “These are not just women’s issues.” Afterward, Jack told me he is eager to help reshape the ideals to which boys and men aspire. “Being a man doesn’t mean solving problems with violence or getting the most hookups,” he said. “It means being my brother’s keeper and respecting women.”

As earnest as he was about being a better man, he was equally earnest about his fears that he would inadvertently screw up. He worried about sex in college—about drinking, misunderstood hookups, hurting someone without meaning to. In a way, he had been set up. He knew the basic rules of consent: as a slide projected during the assembly read, “No always means no!” and “Yes doesn’t always mean yes!” But he didn’t know how the rules were supposed to work in real life. He didn’t feel like he knew how to keep himself and his partners safe from the specter of sexual misconduct. It seemed to him that the only way to learn was by trial and error, and yet in 2019, he felt there was no room for error.

“I’m excited to grow up and grow into a real man,” he told me. “I hope I can do it safely, without any trouble.”






CHAPTER ONE What We Don’t See


The Invisible Epidemic of Sexual Assault Against Boys

The first I heard of brooming was in one of those interstitial moments, a busy day on pause, waiting for my car to be repaired at an auto shop before racing to work. It was pouring outside, so I huddled along with a half-dozen other harried customers in a small room where a television blared a local news show. Five boys, football players at a high school just outside D.C., had been arrested for allegedly raping and attempting to rape their teammates with the end of a wooden broomstick.

Not only had I never heard of such a thing, but I had never even imagined it. Raped with a broomstick? Long after I left, I was still trying to wrap my head around it, and as details emerged in the following days and weeks, I could not look away.

It had happened on the last day of October, Halloween, at Damascus High, a diverse public school with a powerhouse football program in Montgomery County, Maryland. My colleagues at the Washington Post reported the wrenching details of the attack. Freshmen on the junior varsity team had been changing in a locker room after school when suddenly the lights went out, and they could hear the sound of someone banging a broomstick against the wall. The sophomores had arrived. “It’s time,” one of them said. They went from freshman to freshman, grabbing four of them, pushing them to the ground, punching, stomping. They pulled the younger boys’ pants down and stabbed the broom at their buttocks, trying—and at least once succeeding—to shove the handle inside their rectums. The victims pleaded for help, the attackers laughed at them, and a crowd of other boys looked on, watching the horror unspool.

Whenever I learn of something unconscionable, I find myself looking for clues that it could never happen to me or the people I love. That’s human nature, I guess. But like any other kind of sexual assault, brooming is not a phenomenon confined to this one high school, or to any particular type of school or community. It cuts across racial and socioeconomic lines, shows up in elite private boys’ academies and coed public schools, in big cities and rural villages and small towns that dot the heartland.

Gatlinburg, Tennessee, 2015: Three members of a visiting varsity basketball team were arrested after ramming a pool cue into their teammate’s rectum, perforating both his colon and his bladder. La Vernia, Texas, 2017: Thirteen boys were arrested for allegedly penetrating their teammates’ anuses with objects including a Gatorade bottle, the cardboard tube from a coat hanger, and a flashlight. Bixby, Oklahoma, 2018: Four boys were arrested for raping their teammate, again with a pool cue.

What do you think you know about boys and sexual violence? I thought I knew that boys are victims only rarely, and I automatically equated “child sexual abuse” with adults preying on kids. But I was wrong on both counts.

Many boys are molested by adults, that’s true. But there are strong signs that children are even more likely to be sexually abused or sexually assaulted by other children. In one study of thirteen thousand children aged seventeen and under, three-quarters of the boys who reported being sexually victimized said the person who violated them was another child. In a little more than half those assaults, the violator was a girl. Most boys who had been aassaulted had never told an adult.

Though sexual violence mostly affects girls and women, it is still astonishingly common for males to be victims. I was shocked to learn that as many as one in six boys is sexually abused during childhood. About one in four men is a victim of some kind of sexual violence over the course of his lifetime, from unwanted contact to coercion to rape. LGBTQ men are at greater risk than heterosexual men: more than 40 percent of gay men and 47 percent of bisexual men say they have been sexually victimized, compared to 21 percent of straight men.

In 2015, a national survey by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) found that nearly 4 million men (and 5.6 million women) had been victims of sexual violence just in the previous year. More than 2 million of those men were subjected to unwanted sexual contact, and more than 800,000 said they were “made to penetrate” another person—an awkward term that doesn’t show up much in the media or in public debate. It means that a man was either too inebriated to consent or was coerced or threatened into oral, vaginal, or anal sex.

Just as with girls and women, violation of men and boys can involve physical force or emotional coercion. Just as with girls and women, boys and men sometimes have sexual experiences to which they cannot consent because they are underage or blackout drunk—experiences that we might reflexively call sex but that we should really understand as assault. And though the perpetrators in those cases can be other boys and men, they can also be girls and women. The overwhelming majority of male rape victims say that the person who violated them was another male, but most male victims of other kinds of sexual violence—such as sexual coercion, unwanted sexual contact, and being made to penetrate another person—say they were violated by a female.

Boys and men who survive sexual violence can experience serious psychological and emotional fallout, including post-traumatic stress, symptoms of depression and anxiety, suicidal thoughts, substance abuse problems, and sexual dysfunction. A boy’s body can respond to unwanted stimulation—that is, he can get an erection when he’s being abused—an experience that may leave him feeling guilty and ashamed, or utterly confused about his sexual orientation and his masculinity.

We rarely hear about any of this on the news. We hardly ever talk about it. Stories of sexual misconduct are everywhere, but the tellers of those stories are mostly girls and women. The stories of men and boys still remain mostly hidden, unacknowledged and undiscussed.

The default in discussions about sexual violence is to think of boys and men as perpetrators and women as victims. But that is an oversimplification that is built on a damaging stereotype about male invulnerability, and it obscures the truth: boys can be victims, and boys can need help. We’ve just built a world that makes it hard for them to admit it—and for the rest of us to acknowledge it. If we want to raise boys differently, we must start believing that they are equally capable of feeling pain and doing violence.

In Gunnison, Utah, in a valley of farms rimmed by steep mountains, a sixteen-year-old boy—a high school football player, baseball player, and wrestler—admitted in January 2019 that he had sexually abused eight of his teammates.

The following month, his victims spoke through tears as they stood up in court to tell the judge what had happened to them, and how it had hurt. He had crushed their testicles. Some said he had penetrated them, shoving his thumb up into their anus. He had laughed as they screamed for him to stop. After the attacks, they had suffered in silence, humiliated and too afraid to talk about it. They had been haunted by shame.

“The worst of it all is when he squoze and twisted my testicles hard enough to pop them. I’ve never felt so much pain in my life,” said the first boy who testified. “I didn’t tell my parents, but they knew something was wrong when I couldn’t get out of bed and was peeing blood. The pain was unbearable in my stomach. They took me to the hospital, and I was scared. The doctor at Primary Children’s asked me if I had any trauma to my testicles, but I told him no. I knew I needed help but was too scared to admit what really happened.”

At the hospital, scans showed swelling of his internal organs, he said. The doctors, stumped, prescribed medicine and sent him home. Eventually the pain dissipated. The same boy had attacked him two other times, he said, but he had never told anyone what happened. Instead, he tried to avoid his tormentor. He didn’t want to go to wrestling practice anymore, even though he loved it and was good at it. He tried to quit football, but his parents urged him to keep playing. Though he’d always excelled at school, now he didn’t want to go.

“We had no idea what was going on,” the boy’s mother said in court that day. “As his parents, we felt helpless.”

Twisted testicles. Peeing blood. Foreign objects shoved into anuses. Sickening harm. Why am I starting here, with wrenching details of sexual violence against boys?

The simple answer is that I have found no clearer window into the pressures and violence of American boyhood, and no more visceral way to understand my own misapprehensions about what it means to be a boy. I dove into research for this book asking why boys hurt other people; now I know that I was missing something vital. Boys can be victims, too, and we won’t be able to make headway for our daughters—or for our sons—until we see that full picture.

Why Boys Don’t Ask for Help (or, “Don’t Be a Pussy!”)

When I first began learning about locker room assaults, I wanted to know what motivated a boy to hurt another boy in this way. But along the way, I became even more puzzled—and troubled—by the victims’ experiences. They had so much difficulty identifying what had happened to them as sexual assault, and felt too much shame to admit they were hurting.

One boy was so distressed about the prospect of being attacked by his basketball teammates during a tournament trip that he called his mother, intending to ask her for help. As frightened as he was, when it came down to it, he couldn’t bring himself to tell her what was going on. “I was going to tell her when I first got on the phone with her, but I ended up not saying nothing,” he later said. “I was going to tell her, but I didn’t know how to say that.”

I’ll call him Martin. He was a freshman on the varsity team at Ooltewah High School, near Chattanooga, Tennessee. In December 2015, he and his teammates drove two and a half hours from their homes to a Christmas tournament in Gatlinburg, in the Great Smoky Mountains. They stayed in a two-story cabin called JJ’s Hideaway, where there was a pool table downstairs in the boys’ quarters. The coaches stayed upstairs.

By their fourth day at JJ’s Hideaway, Martin knew the upperclassmen were coming for him. They had already gone after the other three freshmen; every evening, he had seen the brandishing of a pool cue and he had heard the screaming. He knew he was next; that’s when he called his mother. And yet he didn’t know how to ask for help without embarrassing himself and violating an unwritten code of silence. He just couldn’t get the words out.

Girls who are victimized face their own horrors. Boys contend with the stories they have heard about what it means to be a man, strong and invulnerable and in control. And boys don’t get the benefit of stories that they have never heard, about the sacredness of their bodies, and the privacy and personal autonomy they deserve.

Soon after the phone call with his mother, three of Martin’s teammates grabbed him and pulled him into a bedroom, onto a bed. One of them rammed a pool cue into Martin’s anus, tearing a hole in his pants, his underwear, his rectum, and his bladder.

    “Don’t be a pussy!” the same boy had yelled while attacking one of Martin’s teammates. “Take it like a man!”

Martin tried to “take it like a man.” Even after the attack—which ultimately landed him in the hospital with a monthslong recovery ahead of him—he did not immediately tell the truth about what had been done to him. He told his coach that he and his attackers had been “wrestling,” and he insisted he was fine—until he peed blood, then collapsed and had to go to the emergency room. It was only because of his extreme injury that the truth came to light.

Later, during a sworn deposition, Martin was asked why he thought the older boy had penetrated him. The lawyer wanted to know if it had to do with sexual orientation. Was the older boy gay? No, Martin said. It wasn’t that at all. “I feel like he tried to make me—belittle me,” he said. “Tried to make me feel like less than a man, less than him.”

The freshman intuitively understood and endorsed the argument that scholars make in academic circles: this kind of sexual assault has nothing to do with sex. It’s about power. It’s about older boys establishing their place at the top, putting younger players in their place, humiliating them in a raw and fundamental way. It’s about older boys using sodomy to simultaneously prove their own manhood and emasculate their teammates.

This particular way of flexing power depends on the cluelessness or tacit acceptance of the adults who are paid to keep boys safe. It also depends on the silence of victims, who—like most teenagers—want desperately to belong, which means bearing pain, handling it and definitely not snitching. But it’s dangerous and unfair to expect boys to bear the responsibility for protecting themselves, Monica Beck, one of the attorneys who represented Martin in a civil lawsuit against the school system, told me. Boys, like girls, deserve the protection and help of their coaches, their teachers, their parents, and their principals.

After Martin collapsed and underwent surgery, he spent six days in the hospital and nine months recovering, including relearning how to walk. One of the attackers was convicted of aggravated rape, the other two of aggravated assault.

Even with these horrifying facts, not everyone agreed that what happened to Martin should actually be considered sexual violence. The police officer who investigated the crime filed charges of aggravated rape, a crime that in Tennessee does not require sexual motivation. But he suggested in state court that what happened was not in fact a sexual assault. It was instead, he said, “something stupid that kids do” that “just happened” to meet the definition of aggravated rape.

“To me it was an assault. It wasn’t sexual really in nature. His pants weren’t pulled down. They weren’t doing it for sexual gratification. This was something stupid that kids do that shouldn’t have been done,” Gatlinburg detective Rodney Burns said. “There was no rape or torture, no screams of anguish.… What this case actually is, is much smaller than what it’s been blown up to be.”

Later, Martin sued Hamilton County Schools for failing to protect his civil rights. As the trial approached, lawyers representing the school board asked the judge to prohibit Martin’s legal team from using certain terms in front of a jury: rape, aggravated rape, sexual battery, sexual assault.

The judge never had to decide, because the school district’s insurance carrier settled with Martin for $750,000, avoiding a trial. But it’s notable that this was even a potential issue of debate. Imagine that a girl was attacked as Martin was, violently penetrated and seriously injured. Would anyone doubt that it qualified as a sexual assault?

The Culture of Sport

For me, sports were always a refuge. I played soccer growing up—a lot of soccer—and my teammates were my friends and my support network, girls who valued strength and skill and who reminded me to appreciate my body for what it could do instead of worrying so much about what it looked like.

I’m not alone. Sports is a refuge for so many children, and an engine for so much good. Kids can learn to communicate and depend on each other. They can learn to push and surpass their own athletic limits. They can learn to win, and to lose, with humility and grace. Kids who play organized sports tend to do better in school than kids who don’t, have stronger social skills and higher self-esteem, and are healthier physically and mentally, according to the American Academy of Pediatrics.

But as anyone who has spent much time on the sidelines of a youth soccer or basketball or football game can tell you, sports can also be destructive. Coaches and parents can be verbally abusive, teaching kids that winning is more important than integrity and that disrespect is part of the game. Kids can learn to prize the use of force and violence. And in especially sports-crazed communities they can learn that, if they don’t make the team, they don’t much matter.

It’s this darker side of sports that turns it into a breeding ground for hazing, initiation rituals that older players use to belittle and humiliate junior teammates. For boys who find themselves on teams with such a poisonous culture, sports are not a refuge. They are a nightmare.

Over the past generation, hazing pranks that once seemed innocuous—think dressing up in silly costumes or singing an embarrassing song in public—have evolved, becoming increasingly dangerous and sexual, according to social scientists who study hazing and consultants to high school athletics teams. Sexualized hazing, some argue, is an expression of a narrow version of masculinity that is celebrated in sports—a version of masculinity that is not just about strength but about dominating at all costs, about hiding pain and enduring weakness, and about degrading anyone or anything that seems feminine or gay. Even as a growing number of alternative niches gives boys places to thrive as proud geeks and artists and gender nonconformists, many sports have remained staunchly macho in this way.

We don’t have comprehensive data on how common it is for boys to sexually assault other boys in the context of athletics. In 2000, researchers from Alfred University, a small private school in western New York, conducted the first and so far only national survey of high school hazing. They wanted to ask about sexualized hazing, but they were stymied. In those early days of the internet, they had to send their survey out to students in the mail, and they got access to a database of student addresses only on the condition that they not ask any questions having to do with sex or sexuality. (In general, researchers have trouble getting permission to ask children under eighteen questions about anything related to sex, sexual violence, or abuse—which is understandable, but which also hobbles our understanding of kids’ experiences.)

Norm Pollard, one of the lead researchers on the Alfred University survey, found students’ replies to one open-ended question shocking. “They talked about being sexually assaulted at away matches, in the back of the bus and in locker rooms,” Pollard said. “It was devastating to read those reports from kids that were just trying to be part of a team or a club.”

Psychologist Susan Lipkins has studied hazing since 2003, when she traveled to a small town near her home in New York to interview the parents and coach of high school football players who had been abused by teammates at a preseason training camp. The players had been sodomized, including with broomsticks and with pinecones covered in the pain reliever Icy Hot. In the cabins the boys shared during the camp, the older players had pummeled their teammates with full bags of ice and hung them by their underwear on hooks. None of the victims reported the abuse to a coach, a parent, or any other adult. It came to light only because one of the boys, still bleeding from his rectum days after returning home from football camp, sought medical help—and the cover story he told doctors to explain his injuries didn’t make sense.

She and other experts said that they have seen noticeably more media reports and court filings alleging penetration and other ritualized sexual violence among high school boys, leading them to believe that it is becoming more common and more severe. Boys tell each other and themselves that they are taking part in a tradition: this is what it takes to be part of the team, this is what it takes to belong. First you are assaulted; then you become a bystander, watching as others are brutalized; finally, you get your turn at the top, your turn to attack.

Boys who report being sexually assaulted face the humiliation of having to describe how they were violated out loud, to another person, and then they face what Lipkins calls a “second hazing”—a blowback of harassment and bullying not unlike that heaped on female victims of rape. Lipkins noted she has seen parents and students band together to protect their team, their coach, even local real estate values against allegations of sexualized hazing. “Communities support the perpetrators and say you’re a wimp, why did you report it,” she said.

As a result of all that pressure, she said, it’s common for boys to remain silent even after being assaulted. Not only do boys not want to tattle on their teammates, but they often don’t even recognize that they’re victims of an unacceptable violation and of a crime. No one has told them. “Hazing education is in the dark ages,” Lipkins said.

Lipkins said she believes that young people and adults, including parents, coaches, and administrators, need much more training to recognize this kind of behavior as an unacceptable form of harm rather than a tradition to be upheld. And she believes it won’t end until groups of players stand up together to stop it, either as active bystanders who protect victims or as victims who together find the courage to speak out.

Of course, when they speak out, they need grown-ups to hear them and protect them. Coaches must understand that building a healthy team culture and guarding players’ safety are crucial parts of their job. And we parents must tell our boys the same thing we tell our girls—that their bodies are their own, that no one should touch them without their consent, that we will not tolerate violation of their physical autonomy.

Lipkins recalled a football player from St. Amant, Louisiana, who did manage to speak up after he was attacked. On his birthday, his teammates had stripped him naked, taped him to a bench, and beat him. One of them shoved an empty roll of athletic tape into his buttocks. It was a birthday tradition.

Years before, when he was a preteen, his mother had given him a magazine article about hazing. They had talked about it and about his right to maintain his personal boundaries. His mother had made clear that if anyone ever touched him without his permission, he should speak up. Armed with that awareness, he did. “I had enough of this birthday thing,” he told the coach, according to Lipkins. And he quit the team.

Sexual Assault Is Not “Horseplay”

Boys who are raped or sexually assaulted face a particular kind of disbelief. They may not be accused, as girls often are, of reinterpreting a consensual sexual encounter as nonconsensual. They’re perhaps less likely to be accused of straight-up lying, or of being crazy. Instead, they’re accused of taking things too seriously. Sexual assault? No! It was just messing around.

Just a joke. Just boys being boys. Just hazing.

The language we use to describe what happens to boys helps feed the problem, argues Adele Kimmel, who has become one of the leading lawyers for male and female victims of sexual assault.

Hazing sounds innocuous, and being penetrated against your will is the opposite of innocuous. Even when it feels like something is wrong, boys often don’t have a word for what they experience or what they see happening to other boys around them. And that—coupled with the shame that boys feel about admitting that they’ve been sodomized—makes it hard to report.

“Terminology matters,” Kimmel, a wiry woman with jet-black hair, told me on a rainy day in downtown Washington at the sleek offices of the nonprofit firm Public Justice, where she is a senior attorney. “Some of these boys don’t even recognize that they’ve been sexually assaulted because it’s been normalized by the adults. They call it these euphemistic terms—they call it horseplay, roughhousing, poking, hazing. They don’t call it sexual assault. They don’t call it rape.”

One of Kimmel’s clients, David Smith, was met with this kind of disbelief when he reported his experience to authorities. His story is important because it shows how boys exist in a world that often refuses to acknowledge that they are capable of the same degree of pain as girls. Is it any wonder that they grow up believing they can’t show vulnerabilities?

David’s family arrived in the tiny town of Washington, Oklahoma—a half-hour south of Oklahoma City—a few months into his sixth-grade year. They had moved to escape the wreckage of their home in another town, which had been leveled by a tornado. David’s parents told me that they were drawn to what seemed like a tight-knit community in Washington, with shared Christian values. On one of their first visits to the middle school in the weeks before Christmas, “Silent Night” and “Joy to the World” played over the intercom, they told me. Teachers set aside time for prayer, and they didn’t call it a moment of silence—they called it prayer.

“We thought we would be comfortable there,” said David’s mother, Carla.

But a few months after David enrolled, three of his football teammates turned on him in a very public, very non-Christian way, according to the Smiths. During music class, when the teacher was out of the room, in front of dozens of other students, one of the football players held David down. One of them watched, laughing, as David struggled. And a third stuck his fingers into David’s rectum, through his clothes.

Afterward, David called his mother in tears, furious and humiliated. He and his parents reported the assault to Stuart McPherson, the school principal, who responded with what seemed to the Smiths like little concern. The football player who had shoved his fingers into David’s rectum was suspended for five days. David was branded as a tattletale, the target of constant taunting and bullying from classmates who called him, according to the Smiths, “prison snitch” and the boy who was “butt-fucked.” He was threatened, including by the football player who had penetrated him, who according to the Smiths texted “Fuck you, I am going to kill you.”

The bullying continued into David’s seventh-grade year. More than a year after David was penetrated in the music room, his father, John, asked the principal to help protect his son from that harassment. The principal responded: “What do you want me to do, hold his hand?”

John was disgusted. “It’s no easier humanly for a boy to handle something like this than it is a girl,” he told me. “But we’re oh so willing, you know, to tell the boys, ‘Suck it up, be a man and get over it.’ ”

Later on the same day that John pleaded for his son’s protection, David reported that in the preceding months he had been sexually assaulted two more times by two different boys. He hadn’t told anyone at the time. First local law enforcement got involved, then the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation (OSBI). And the Smiths sued the school district, McPherson, and A. J. Brewer, the superintendent of schools, arguing that they hadn’t taken David’s complaints seriously because he was a boy.

Both McPherson and Brewer described David’s experience in the music room as normal “horseplay” among boys, according to the Smiths. In sworn depositions, the superintendent said he’d called it horseplay based on the principal’s description of what happened, and the principal stood by his initial assessment: horseplay, not sexual assault. Why? “I did not think it was sexual,” he said.

The Smiths also accused both the principal and superintendent of acknowledging that if the same thing had happened to a girl—if it had been a girl who was anally penetrated, rather than a boy—they would have seen it differently. They would have considered it sexual assault.

Responding in court, the defendants argued that they had taken the incidents seriously. But they said they didn’t have enough information to know whether the superintendent and principal had in fact admitted they would have treated a girl differently. “I don’t remember saying that,” Principal McPherson responded when he was questioned under oath during a deposition.

But McPherson did say it, according to an OSBI agent who testified in a sworn deposition that the two school officials had been clear. They didn’t believe that what happened to David qualified as sexual assault. But they would have felt differently if he was a girl.

“During my interviews with them, I asked them both that question, if—you know, if this had occurred to a female student, would it have been handled the same way,” the agent, Josh Dean, said.

“What was their response?” one of David’s lawyers asked.

“That would have been considered a sexual assault. But their opinion was that this—these were just boys horseplaying, and not a sexual assault in nature.”

That was a mistake, according to Dean. They should have treated it as sexual assault and handed it off to law enforcement for investigation.

Ultimately, after the OSBI investigated, two students were criminally charged with rape by instrumentation, according to documents filed in the Smiths’ civil lawsuit. One of those students—the boy who had admitted to sticking his finger into David’s anus—pleaded no contest. The other stipulated to a charge of simple assault and battery.

The notion that what happened to David should be considered sexual assault is a novel one not only for school officials in Washington, Oklahoma, but for anyone who grew up seeing such behavior among boys as unremarkable and acceptable. As a mom, I hope that more people will come to see it as unacceptable—not because I want more middle schoolers branded juvenile offenders, but because my son and all boys deserve to be safe, both at school and in the rest of the world.

When we convey to boys that unwanted touch is a serious issue of sexual assault only when it affects girls and not when it affects boys, we are sending a message that only girls’ bodies are worthy of protection. That message leaves our sons vulnerable to abuse, and it presents them with a knotty question: Why should boys treat other people’s bodies with dignity and respect if their own bodies are not also treated with dignity and respect?

The Smiths’ lawyers argued that the failure of school officials to treat David’s penetration as a sexual assault—and their direct acknowledgment that they would have responded differently if the victim had been a girl—was a textbook case of sex discrimination.

Washington Public Schools denied that but settled the lawsuit in July 2020. The district did not admit wrongdoing, and neither did McPherson or Brewer, neither of whom works for Washington schools anymore. But the district did agree to pay the Smiths and their lawyers $550,000. It also agreed to overhaul the schools’ handling of complaints about bullying and sexual harassment, including by training staff, tracking complaints, and providing mental health services for students. The settlement also gave the Smiths a role in making sure the district makes good on its commitments: every year for three years, district officials must report on their efforts to the Smiths’ lawyers, who can ask a judge to intervene if progress falters.

Andy Fugitt, a lawyer representing the defendants, said the school system wished the Smiths well. “Middle school is a difficult time and middle school kids make lots of mistakes. The school district and school officials attempted to do what they thought was best at the time. Could they have done things better? Absolutely. But in the end they did their best.”

The Smiths said they filed the suit because they wanted to make a difference for other parents and their sons. John Smith told me that he believed it would take a long time to change the culture in the schools and the community. But the settlement was a step. “I couldn’t rewind time. I couldn’t go back and prevent the things that happened to my son. Now it has to be, what are they doing moving forward?” he said. “The hope is the community changes, the culture changes, and people stand up and say you know what? That’s unacceptable.”

The Smiths have moved two and a half hours east, to a community where David can just be a normal kid instead of the kid who got butt-fucked. His parents said his demeanor changed almost immediately after he went to school in his new town and realized that he no longer faced a constant threat of violence and harassment. For the first time in years, they said, they heard him giggle.

The Myths About Boys We Still Believe

Violence prevention programs often focus on debunking rape myths about women victims. No, wearing a short skirt is not the same thing as consenting to sex. But they less often delve into the myths we continue to believe about male victims—particularly those men who are violated by women. The idea that a man would have to be forced or coerced into sex with a woman runs counter to our cultural scripts about how sex works. How can a woman coerce a man into sex if men are supposedly down to fuck anytime?

But that’s just another misleading stereotype, and one that makes it hard for boys and men to recognize and deal with their own experiences.

By now, for example, stories about college campus rape have firmly established that some men assault women who are too drunk to consent. There’s no counternarrative about men being raped when they have had too much to drink—usually, that’s just called sex. But whether they consider it assault or not, men on campus can and do have unwanted sex. One student at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology told me how uncomfortable he felt when he was pursued by a woman he wasn’t interested in. He found himself unable to say no to her persistent advances, even though he knew he didn’t want to have sex with her because he still wasn’t over his ex. “You don’t want to be rude,” he said. “You don’t want to be weird.”

College fraternities have a reputation for tolerating and even encouraging sexual violence against women, and there is some evidence that fraternity brothers are at greater risk than other college men of committing assault. But there is also other, perhaps less widely known evidence that fraternity members are at greater risk than other students of being assaulted themselves. In a study of fraternity men at one midwestern college, more than a quarter—27 percent—said that someone had had oral, anal, or vaginal sex with them without their consent, either through the use of force or by taking advantage of them when they were drunk. The study was small, with only 108 respondents, but unlike most other research, it asked questions tailored to capture men’s experience of nonconsensual sex—that is, it didn’t just ask men whether they’d been penetrated against their will, but also about whether they were made to penetrate someone else when they didn’t want to or were too inebriated to decide.

But many people do not define a man pushed into nonconsensual sex as a person who has been sexually assaulted. A 2018 survey of twelve hundred adults found that one in three would not quite believe a man who said he was raped by a woman, and one in four believed men enjoy being raped by a woman. There’s a belief that men cannot be raped because women aren’t strong enough to physically force them, and a conviction that straight men want sex so much and so consistently that they just aren’t that bothered by a woman who refuses to listen when he says no. These ideas are embedded in our institutions, from media to medicine and law and scholarship.

It wasn’t until 2012 that the FBI recognized that men could be raped. Until then, the bureau defined rape as “the carnal knowledge of a female, forcibly and against her will.” Now it uses gender-neutral terms; rape is defined as “the penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without the consent of the victim.”

Scholars studying sexual violence have often asked men only about their own sexual aggression and women only about being violated, an approach that fails to acknowledge—much less measure—the existence of male victims, female perpetrators, or same-sex assault. When researchers have asked about sexual violence in gender-neutral terms, they have made some startling discoveries. One survey of three hundred college men found that half had experienced some type of sexual victimization, and an astonishing 17 percent—nearly one in five—had been raped, meaning they had unwanted intercourse because they were threatened, physically forced, or taken advantage of while too intoxicated to consent.

The media also seems unable at times to conceive of the fact that sexual violence causes men real harm. Take, for example, a 2006 Associated Press story about a serial rapist who had attacked five men in a suburb of Houston. Despite describing how the rapist stalked young men before attacking them at gunpoint or knifepoint at their homes, the story went on to claim that “no one has been seriously hurt.” It’s hard to imagine a journalist claiming that female victims of a serial rapist were not “seriously hurt.”

And then there are the prison rape jokes, which persist even as hundreds of thousands of people, mostly males, are raped in detention each year. In April 2018, television host Bill Maher noted that Michael Cohen, President Trump’s onetime fixer, had once said he’d take a bullet for Trump. “Now that he’s looking at prison time,” Maher said of Cohen, who was embroiled in a campaign finance and bank fraud scandal, “we’ll see if he’s willing to take a dick.” The audience laughed.

Lara Stemple, an assistant dean at UCLA School of Law, is a feminist who has focused some of her research on highlighting the large number of men who have experienced sexual violence and the institutional biases that have obscured their experiences. She told me that her efforts to bring attention to male victims—and to the surprisingly high rates of female perpetration of such violence—have at times triggered false accusations that she is aligned with men’s rights activists, who believe that we live in a “gynocentric” world that discriminates against men, and who are known for antifeminist and misogynistic language and ideology.

Men’s rights activists argue that male victims of sexual assault are invisible because feminists refuse to recognize that sexual violence is anything other than a women’s problem. The men’s rights website A Voice for Men—where writers and commenters describe women with terms such as “cunts,” “whores” and “feminazi scumbags,” and where a person who identifies as feminist has been deemed “a loathsome, vile piece of human garbage”—argues that feminists refuse to recognize male victimhood because doing so would threaten their funding, their political power, and their “monopoly on perceived victim status.”

    But you don’t have to be a men’s rights activist, or buy into their misogyny and antagonistic view of women’s rights, to be troubled by the hiddenness of male victims and the illegibility of their experiences. As Stemple argues, acknowledging the invisibility of men’s suffering does not mean dismissing or doubting violence against women. It is not one or the other. Both problems are tangled up in some of the same deeply ingrained notions about what it means—or what we think it means—to be a man.

A brunette twentysomething told me in the echoing atrium of a hotel in downtown Washington, D.C., that he was still unsure how to interpret his first sexual experience. He said his father pressured him into having sex with an older woman when he was just fifteen, a year too young to legally consent in the state of Georgia, where he lived at the time. She was part of a small group of people who had come over for drinks with his dad one evening after school. “My father was saying, ‘Do you like my son?’ He was creating this pressure. I felt I would be disappointing him if I didn’t take action,” he said. So he lost his virginity that night to a woman he didn’t know. “I felt detached from the experience,” he told me. “I went upstairs and had sex with a woman much older than me. I kept thinking, this is what men do. Now I’m a man.” But looking back, he wishes he hadn’t begun his sexual life that way. He wishes his father—who he thinks was seeking reassurance that he was straight—hadn’t put him in that position. “I wasn’t ready,” he said.

I was not able to independently confirm his account. But imagine the disgust and rage you’d feel if you learned about a father who pressured his fifteen-year-old daughter to lose her virginity to one of his drunk adult male friends. And now ask yourself: Do I feel the same degree of disgust about a father pressuring his teenage son to have sex with a woman?

I’m not sure I do. And I feel a little sick admitting that. Believing that such a violation would not trouble a boy quite as profoundly as a girl is a sign that I have bought into sexist stereotypes about boys. It’s a sign that, without even realizing it, I have made my own narrow assumptions about who boys are and how they feel.

Why Men’s Stories Matter

Richard Rosenthal was a baseball-crazy seventh-grader when his mother gave him a memoir by R. A. Dickey, a Major League knuckleballer who won a Cy Young Award in 2012. In the book, the pitcher disclosed that when he was eight years old, he was repeatedly assaulted by a female babysitter, and that later, he was violently raped by a seventeen-year-old boy.

Richard read Dickey’s book while lying on his bed at home in Florida—the same bed where he had once been molested by his middle school principal, who was babysitting one evening when Richard’s mother was out of town.

Richard had been too ashamed and confused and fearful to tell anyone about how his principal had touched him that night. But when he learned that a pro athlete he admired had been sexually abused as a child, something in him shifted. He felt less doomed, he told me. He found the courage to tell his mother what had happened. Then he told police. The principal pleaded guilty to sexually abusing both Richard and another adolescent boy—and now he is a former principal, serving a ten-year prison sentence.

I told Richard I was going to call R. A. Dickey, and I asked if there was any message he wanted me to deliver. “Just tell him thank you for sharing his story, because it changed my life forever,” he said. “It was really that book that drilled into my mind that I’m going to be okay. There are people that understand what I’m going through, and I’m not going to be alone.”

The #MeToo movement has been built out of stories, one after the other, a flood that helped us see how men in positions of power abuse women and then keep their violence secret. In those stories, the world saw evidence of a sprawling problem in urgent need of solutions. Women found solidarity in acknowledging what had happened to them and in declaring that it was not tolerable and was not their fault.

Now boys need to hear more of these stories from men.

Dickey, who is now retired from baseball, said he’d been forced to come to terms with his abuse decades after it happened because the shame of it had driven him into a corner where the only ways out seemed to be suicide or hurting the people he loved. “I was at the end of myself,” he told me. He spent years in therapy before he wrote his memoir, and he said he found it both cathartic and nerve-racking to finally share his history. He was pitching for the New York Mets at the time, and the locker room was a “petri dish of machismo and bravado,” he said. When an excerpt of his book (including the portion about his abuse) ran in Sports Illustrated, he steeled himself for tasteless ribbing about his sexuality. But no one said much of anything—except for two teammates who privately confided that something similar had happened to them when they were younger. They had never before told a soul.

That’s the power of a story.

Media coverage of high-profile cases of sexual violence against men and boys has helped opened Americans’ eyes to the fact that the sexual victimization of boys is not just possible but deeply scarring, psychologist Richard Gartner, who specializes in treating male victims, told me when I reached him by telephone. When Gartner began speaking publicly about male victims in the 1990s, he was often greeted with blank stares and disbelief.

But then came revelations about widespread abuse by Catholic priests, by Penn State football coach Jerry Sandusky, by Boy Scout troop leaders. Those stories forced people to begin to recognize the vulnerability of young boys. When actor and former NFL player Terry Crews came forward to say he had been groped by a male Hollywood executive, it forced people to consider the vulnerability even of strong adult men. And it made room for more boys and men to come to terms with their own experiences as victims of abuse, Gartner said.

“Every time that happens, some boy somewhere says, well, if he can come forward, maybe I should be talking to someone,” Gartner told me.

Perhaps it is starting to happen more often. Over the last few years, the women who came forward in droves to speak out about sexual violence were joined by men who said they had been abused, including by powerful, high-profile men such as actor Kevin Spacey and film director Bryan Singer. In one remarkable reckoning, more than three hundred former Ohio State University students said they had been sexually abused by an Ohio State doctor, Richard Strauss, and sued the university for failing to protect them.

Ron McDaniel, one of the many plaintiffs, told me he was a freshman on a tennis scholarship when he first went to see Strauss in the fall of 1981. Strauss asked him to drop his pants and then inspected his private parts for what seemed like an awfully long time. When McDaniel told a few athlete friends later that evening what had happened, they just laughed, he recalled. They had dubbed Strauss “Dr. Nuts” because of his penchant for genital exams. As in the case of seventh-grader David Smith, they didn’t doubt that what McDaniel said was true; they just didn’t think it was a big problem. “You knew something was wrong, but it was like, well, I guess it’s normal. And we just took it,” McDaniel recalled in an interview.

He tried to avoid Strauss but ended up seeing him after he hurt his ankle. Again, Strauss asked him to drop his shorts, and when McDaniel asked why that was necessary, Strauss then grabbed his waistband and tried to pull his shorts down. McDaniel left the office, hobbling out on crutches. He said he told a tennis coach and other officials in the athletic department about Strauss’s attempt to examine his genitals for an injury that had nothing to do with genitals, but they just laughed it off.

“It was a running joke,” he said, to the point that a coach threatened to send players to Dr. Nuts if they screwed up or didn’t run a mile in under a certain time.

It was no joke for McDaniel, who said he was so determined to avoid doctors—and especially male doctors—that he didn’t have a full medical examination for more than a dozen years after college. He developed a tumor in his left testicle, but because he stayed away from doctors, he didn’t know about it until a bike accident—which sent him flying into a telephone pole crotch-first—forced him to finally seek care. By then, the tumor was large enough that his testicle had to be removed. He said the doctors told him that if he had sought help earlier, they likely would have been able to do a lumpectomy instead.

Strauss killed himself in 2005. In 2019, an independent investigation commissioned by the university found that Ohio State officials knew of complaints about him as early as 1979, but allowed him to continue practicing until he retired with honors two decades later. As people laughed off his abusive behavior, Strauss committed nearly fifteen hundred acts of sexual abuse, including forty-seven acts of rape, the university told federal authorities in 2019. His alleged abuse included unnecessary genital exams, fondling to the point of erection and ejaculation, and performing unwanted oral sex on at least two male athletes.

The stories that McDaniel and other Ohio State graduates tell about Strauss bear remarkable similarity to the stories that hundreds of women told about the abuse they suffered at the hands of Larry Nassar, the former Michigan State University physician and USA Gymnastics national team doctor. If the collective power of Nassar’s victims forced the nation to confront the ways in which institutions ignore girls and young women who report sexual assault, then the graduates of Ohio State may help force us to see how we have dismissed boys and young men.

For now, though, many men still see reasons to keep their stories to themselves. Gartner has written extensively about the shame, trauma, and confusion that his patients struggle with as they try to make sense of how they were victimized. Many fear that admitting violation will be seen as evidence of personal weakness. They fear they won’t be believed. And they fear they were somehow complicit, especially when unwanted touch leads to erection and ejaculation.

Boys who report assault or abuse need to hear from their parents and the people close to them that they are unconditionally loved. “The most important thing to say is, ‘I believe you, and it wasn’t your fault… and we still love you,’ ” Gartner said. And parents who want to prevent their boys from being abused, he said, should be telling their sons all the same things they tell their daughters about their right to control access to their bodies.

I have taken Gartner’s advice to heart. Now that I understand how common it is for boys to be victimized, I am as concerned about protecting my son from sexual violence as I am about protecting my daughter. I tell them both, frequently, that they have the right to say no to touches they don’t want.

When we fail to recognize and address violence against boys, not only are we failing to protect boys, but we also may be stoking violence against women. These problems are to some extent intertwined: while most do not go on to lives of violence, criminality, or delinquency, victimized children are at greater risk of doing harm to others.

R. Kelly, the acclaimed singer and songwriter whose alleged abuse of multiple underage girls was detailed in the Lifetime docuseries Surviving R. Kelly, has said he was himself the victim of childhood sexual abuse. From the time that he was eight, an older girl molested him regularly and threatened to hurt him if he told anyone, according to his 2012 memoir, Soulacoaster.

In 2016, he told GQ that he had forgiven her because he understood that she had herself been the victim of abuse. “I looked at it as if there was sort of like, I don’t know, a generational curse, so to speak, going down through the family.” But even as he acknowledged the long-lasting impacts of sexual abuse, he said he had avoided them. The allegations against him were false, he insisted as he was held in custody, facing more than two dozen state and federal charges including child pornography, sexual assault, and kidnapping.

A Town Hurts

To a traveler headed south on the two-lane highway from Salt Lake City to Utah’s famous red-rock canyons, Gunnison is a blink-and-you-miss-it blip: a state prison on one end of town, a Subway and a grocery store and a gas station. But to the people who live there, it is a world, and the world was undone by allegations of sexual violence. A group of boys told police that for years they had experienced assaults by their teammate Brad. His family, prominent in town and in the local Mormon church, defended him ferociously. The parents of the victims were equally fierce in their desire for accountability. Everyone took sides, at the expense of longstanding friendships.

Brad’s alleged abuse had come to light when he and another football player held down a freshman named Greg Liefting while a third player—Brad’s brother—rubbed his naked buttocks and genitals on Greg’s face. Though Greg was upset by it, he went on to practice without mentioning what had happened. But someone anonymously tipped off a police officer, Carl Wimmer. The revelations that emerged in the following months ripped the social fabric of this small town, affecting not just the many boys involved, and not just their school, but their families and their whole community.

Wimmer, a former state legislator, had moved to Gunnison Valley after a failed bid for U.S. Congress in 2012. Now he was an evangelical pastor who led worship services out of his house and worked as a school resource officer for the local police department. His office was tucked away off a corridor in the local high school, decorated with photographs of his family, trophies from his days as a competitive powerlifter, and a couple of banners—one for his alma mater, Jerry Falwell’s evangelical Liberty University, and another for his favorite pro football team, the Miami Dolphins. I visited at the end of track season, when kids from the track team—which he helps coach—kept popping in to sign thank-you cards for their other coaches.

It was here in this windowless room that Wimmer had asked Greg about what happened at football practice. Greg told him, and gave him the names of witnesses. Not long afterward, Greg’s mother overheard another boy confessing that something similar had happened to him. Wimmer followed the trail, calling the boys into his office one by one, asking each to name witnesses and other victims. According to the twenty-three-page report he eventually compiled, more than a dozen boys told Wimmer that Brad had attacked them, twisting or squeezing their testicles or sticking his fingers into their anus. When they screamed, he laughed, they said.

In his report, Wimmer noted the demeanor of the boys he interviewed: “visibly nervous,” “very uncomfortable,” “clearly shaken.” Most of the boys told him that they had never told anyone because they were afraid. “There’s a stigma of shame that is so strong,” Wimmer told me.

He said he did not find a similar pattern of complaints against the other two boys involved in Greg’s assault, who were ultimately charged with one count each of forcible sexual abuse.

Brad’s parents would not agree to talk to me, and neither would his lawyer. His parents told Wimmer that they felt their son was being unfairly singled out, according to his report. A lot of boys were grabbing each other’s testicles and penetrating one another’s anuses, they said; it had happened to Brad, too. But Wimmer said they never offered any names, and his interviews turned up no information about children who were hurting others in the same way.

The local prosecutor charged Brad with eleven felonies, including six counts of object rape. Though he and his family had forcefully denied that he’d done anything wrong, Brad admitted to eight felony counts of sexual abuse, a deal that spared everyone the ordeal of a trial.



Brad was sitting at the defendant’s table on Tuesday, February 26, 2019, when Judge Brody Keisel invited the victims to speak. The courtroom was packed. Later, Keisel would say that he was surprised by what he heard that day. The boys’ stories, raw and full of shame, were filled with echoes of the stories so many girls and women have told about their own experiences with sexual assault. The boys feared that they would not be believed, and that they had brought the attacks on themselves.

One boy explained that he had kept Brad’s behavior secret because he was terrified of the backlash that speaking out might bring. But he hadn’t been able to keep up appearances. He had stopped wrestling and he had contemplated suicide. “After it happened I just quit caring about everything,” he told Judge Keisel. He hadn’t been able to tell his parents, which drove a wedge between them and made him feel even more alone. “I hate on myself every day because I feel like I didn’t fight hard enough to get [Brad] to stop. This makes me feel weak.”

His father—I’ll call him Robert—spoke to the judge through the clench of tears. He had grown up in Gunnison, he had been close with Brad’s family—and he was heartbroken. So many people in his community believed his son should be able to shrug off his pain. They couldn’t see how deep the hurt was, the hurt that Robert faced every day when he went home and tried to reach a boy who had become unreachable. “I have lost friends over this, saying we’re making too big a deal out of this and that it’s just kids having fun. Well, it isn’t fun. It’s a struggle every day,” Robert told the judge.

A few months later, in May, I traveled to Gunnison to try to understand what had happened and what it meant. Robert agreed to meet me at a playground on the north side of Gunnison, close to the state prison where he works as a corrections officer and case manager. We sat at a picnic table together, shivering as we talked on an unseasonably cold morning. The night before, the temperature had dipped into the thirties and passing snow squalls had left the mountains dusted white. Robert was stout and soft-spoken, and still wearing his uniform from the prison.

In middle school, his son had been a straight-A student, an enthusiastic football player and wrestler, and always on the move. But a few weeks after the start of his freshman year he’d become inexplicably withdrawn and let his grades slide. By then, Robert’s son had endured at least three assaults. “He’d get home from school and go sit in his bedroom,” Robert said. “It wasn’t even a thought in my mind that something like that could be going on.… I know that that happens to boys. But I just thought it would never happen here in Gunnison Valley, and especially to my son.”

As an assistant football coach at the high school, Robert knew all the players, and he said he had no idea about the attacks and never would have suspected Brad, a short, compact boy he described as “over-the-top charismatic.” He claimed that Brad’s family had accused the victims of concocting stories in a jealous plot to oust their athletically gifted son from sports. But Robert believed the boys. Their shame was so visceral, they couldn’t have been lying.

“All in all, this has been an experience I would never want to go through again, for sure,” Robert told me, speaking slowly, his words measured and careful. “But it’s an experience that has helped me understand better, understand that there’s stuff like this that goes on and goes unreported for a long time—and especially with boys.”

His son had been seeing a therapist, he said, and the darkness had started to lift. He was grateful the Gunnison boys had been able to finally say what had happened to them and start to get the help they needed. He hoped that anyone struggling with what they had been struggling with would have the same chance to be heard, and the same chance to heal.



Juvenile court cases usually unfold out of sight, behind a shield of well-intentioned confidentiality that is meant to protect the privacy of minors—and that also prevents us from hearing stories that would force us to acknowledge the extent to which criminal sexual violence affects the lives of boys and girls.

But in Gunnison, I had a window into the allegations against Brad thanks to a Utah law that allows some public access to the most serious juvenile cases, and thanks to Greg Liefting—the freshman whose willingness to honestly answer questions about being assaulted at football practice led to a broader investigation—and his mother, Misty Cox. Cox described herself as a sexual assault survivor who was horrified by the persistence of Brad’s abusive behavior, apparently over a period of years. She told Greg, over and over, that what happened to him was not his fault and he should not be ashamed.

I met her at her home on a quiet street in Mayfield, Utah, a few miles outside Gunnison, during the last week of the school year, nearly seven months after Greg was assaulted. After class let out for the day, Greg took the bus home and then came sweeping through the kitchen to ask his mom if he could go hang out with friends. It was an unusually chilly 50 degrees outside, but they were planning to go swimming in an irrigation pond, which I thought sounded torturous—and which Greg thought sounded pretty fun. He paused to talk with me briefly, keeping his backpack on and pushing his sandy blond hair out of his face while he recounted the assault. In the moment, he said, he was utterly confused. He could not believe what was happening to him. Afterward, he had gone to practice and tried to shrug it off. I asked him when he realized he’d been sexually assaulted. Not until Officer Wimmer had told him in that windowless room, he said. Until then, he hadn’t had a name for it.

His friends pulled up in a truck and he bounded off. He was tired of talking about the assault and tired of thinking about it. “I’m at the point where I just want to get past it,” he told me.

Cox offered me a cup of coffee spiced with cinnamon. Small and irreverent, wearing eyelash extensions and a quick grin, she has taken it upon herself to force Gunnison to confront not only Brad’s behavior but why it remained hidden for so long.

With Greg’s blessing, Cox had spoken to a Salt Lake City television news reporter, an interview that drew statewide attention. Then she sued the school district, South Sanpete, for failing to protect Greg’s civil rights, claiming that school officials were aware of previous complaints about Brad’s sexual misconduct and did nothing to stop it. The district agreed to settle for a total of $48,000—$30,000 going to Cox’s attorneys and $18,000 into a trust fund for Greg.

I don’t know whether South Sanpete School District knew of Brad’s behavior and shrugged it off, as Cox claims. The district has denied it, and Superintendent Kent Larsen told me that he couldn’t speak about the litigation—and didn’t have any desire to discuss with a reporter an issue that had so fractured his community. But Cox’s clamoring almost certainly means more families in this valley now know that boys can be victims of sexual violence.

Maybe I finally know it, too.

If you had asked me, before I started working on this book, whether I believed that boys and men could be victims of sexual assault, I would have said of course. If you had asked me whether I bought into the notion that boys and men always want sex, I might have rolled my eyes: Um, no. But listening to the stories of male victims taught me that I didn’t completely believe what I thought I believed. I noticed my own knee-jerk resistance—especially to the idea that boys could be traumatized by unwanted sexual contact, to the idea that it would matter quite as much to them. Deep down, somewhere under my skin, I was holding on to some seriously wrongheaded assumptions—ideas so ingrained I did not even notice them, and that rendered boys as something less than human.
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“Essential reading for parents, teachers, coaches, and
anyone who has a hand in raising young men.”
—PEG TYRE, author of the New York Times bestseller The Trouble with Boys
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