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PRAISE FOR  HOW TO BE A MAN  

 (WHATEVER THAT MEANS)

“You may notice by my name I’m a chick, not a dude. However, as I read Breakwell’s new book,  How To Be A Man, there were too many times I remembered my own escapades growing up. 

(What is the statute of limitations on stealing political signs?) Like Breakwell, I might have taken a few naps at my school, and possibly written my name on the beam in the ceiling. (statute of limitations, right?) So male or female or neither, this book will make you laugh, giggle, snicker, and maybe snort a time or two.  How to Be a Man is like reliving the crazy things we all did growing up, and surviving to chuckle about them today. Expect to laugh and roll your eyes at Breakwell’s stories.  How to Be A Man will keep the reader entertained from beginning to end. 

But be warned . . . the writing is addictive and the book is hard to put down.” 

—Cynthia D’Alba,  New York Times and  

 USA Today bestselling author

“Masculinity is a perfect topic for James Breakwell, who knows a good joke when he writes one. He uses his life experience like a sculptor, chiseling away what man is not, and what’s left looks kind of like Michelangelo’s David in clown pants.” 

—Doug French, cofounder of Dad 2.0

“Breakwell deftly punctures the main myths of modern masculinity, leaving behind something more genuine and engaged and a whole lot funnier.” 

—Chad Orzel, author of  How to Teach Quantum 

 Physics to Your Dog and  Breakfast with Einstein

“Buy this book for the dude in your life right now! He’ll laugh, sure. He’ll laugh real hard. But he will also realize once and for all that masculinity is a huge sham.” 

—Clint Edwards, author of  I’m Sorry... 

 Love, Your Husband and  Father-ish

“This book isn’t just for men. Women will also laugh out loud at James’ tales of making sense of crazy family stories and the ups and downs of life—and ultimately be inspired to realize that the right way to be a man (or a woman) is simply to embrace who you really are.” 

—Jen Fulwiler, standup comic and bestselling author
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NO WRONG WAY

A  man finishes what he starts. 

We painted frantically to beat the storm. The temperature dropped by ten degrees as the sky grew dark and ominous. Around us, huge trees swayed in the cold, hard wind. This wasn’t just another summer shower. It was the apocalypse. We painted faster. 

We couldn’t come back and finish another day. It was my brother Harry’s Eagle Scout project, and, as with anything worth doing, he had put it off as long as humanly possible. One milestone of manhood was literally racing another: He would soon turn eighteen, the cutoff for scouts. If he didn’t make Eagle Scout before then, he’d have nothing to show for all the hik-ing, camping, and knot tying he hadn’t wanted to do in the first place. He scheduled his Eagle Scout project only after our mom grounded him from everything else on the face of the earth, leaving him with two options: get moving on the project, or stare blankly into space. He stared blankly into space for a full week before he finally gave in and made some calls. Getting this project to happen at all had been unlikely. Getting it rescheduled would be impossible. If we were going to do it, it had to be now, before the world ended. 

The first rain drops began to fall. Hastily, we rolled beige over beige. A rainbow of color, this was not. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) For his project, Harry had chosen to repaint the most unin-teresting building in Pleasant Town, a fake community in our local park that was designed to teach kids on tricycles about traffic safety. There were a dozen yard barns painted like churches and businesses surrounded by crisscrossing roads where young riders could throw temper tantrums and never use turn signals, just like real drivers. The biggest structure in the village was the beige cinder block tricycle-storage shed. 

It didn’t have the fun or whimsy of the other buildings, but it did have good, sturdy walls to prevent people from stealing the tricycles. Traffic safety for kids is good, but quick money from the pawnshop is better. I’m sure making the building beiger would help. 

We finished painting just as the storm began in earnest. 

We threw our paint supplies in the back of the van and headed home. We were wet, but we were done. 

That night, the storm raged. It was the worst I had ever seen. 

Straight-line winds tore up trees by their roots and knocked out electricity to half the city. Our house lost power for three days. 

There was no TV or internet, but there was still the newspaper. 

The day after the record-setting storm, we saw the front page and stared in horror. 

The city had suffered hundreds of thousands of dollars in damage, but the editor had to choose just one image to summarize the full extent of the destruction. There on the front page of the newspaper was the beige cinder block building we had finished painting just hours before, crushed by a massive tree. 

You couldn’t have demolished it more completely if you’d hit it with a smart bomb. Reluctantly, and after much prodding, my brother had done the first good deed of his life, and it was instantly destroyed in the most public way possible. 
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NO WRONG WAY

That’s what it’s like to be a man. 

There’s no wrong way to be a woman. This universally accepted truth is repeated across every book, movie, and show of the modern era. There is no size or shape or behavior that can disqualify you from womanhood if that’s how you identify. But there are countless wrong ways to be a man. There’s no end to the hot takes that attribute any number of society’s ills to the patriarchy or toxic masculinity or penis insecurity. Not that I know anything about that last one. The motto of every book for women is, “You’re perfect just the way you are.” The motto of every book for men is, “Do better.” 

I’m not here to defend men. Honestly, we’re sort of the worst. 

Though I’m not sure women are any better. The flaw isn’t with one gender, but with humanity in general. Maybe we should let bonobos take over the earth. 

What I am here to do is to figure out what it means to be a man. It seems that in modern times, manhood is mostly defined by what it’s not. A good man is not like other men. What are other men like? Nobody can agree, but the opposite of good is bad, so draw your own conclusions. Even when it comes to positive qualities, it’s dangerous to assign them specifically to men. If I say men are brave, that implies that women aren’t. Yet if I say both men and women are brave, I’m not talking about gender at all. In short, this entire book is a semantic trap that will probably end my writing career. But I already cashed the advance check, so I’m writing it anyway. If you’re looking for an excuse to be offended, this is your lucky day. 

I’m going to navigate this rhetorical minefield via the safest path possible: by focusing exclusively on myself. My raging 3

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) narcissism might save me yet. What follows is a series of stories, essays, and rants about how I’ve come to define manhood in my own life, most of them centered on my family since I know none of them will ever read this. There are two kinds of chapters: narrative, where I tell a story I wanted to tell anyway and then shoehorn in a lesson on manhood to make my publisher happy; and reflective, where I address a more general concept of manhood without a long story to anchor it. The narrative chapters all begin with a simple, declarative statement about manhood ( A man is . . . ), while the reflective ones have less-uniform starts, making their intros as chaotic as the rest of my thoughts. Be warned: There’s also one chapter where I convey actual human emotion. I won’t make that mistake again. 

I would have preferred that the entire book be narrative, but my life didn’t generate enough interesting stories. I blame my parents for taking good care of me. Everyone knows the worst childhoods make for the best memoirs. 

Often, the lessons on manhood in this book conflict with each other. That’s okay. My definition of manhood is constantly evolving as I grow older and wiser. Also, it’s hard to edit a book this long for consistency. Let’s pretend any contradictions are intentional. 

The experiences that shaped my ideas about manhood are drastically different from the experiences of a Himalayan goat herder or a Japanese businessman or an Eastern Euro-pean mafia enforcer with a massive Disney memorabilia collection he has to keep hidden from the other mob guys so they don’t change his nickname from “The Iron Hammer” to “Mouse Humper” (Dimitry, your secret is safe with me). It’s impossible to give a universal definition of manhood that applies to every time, race, class, orientation, and place. I don’t even fit 4
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the generic stereotype many people have for a thirtysomething straight white guy in America. I can’t fix anything, I’m not into spectator sports, and I’ve never once left the toilet seat up. By distancing myself from “traditional” manly values, I’m not trying to set myself up as a good person. Nothing could be further from the truth. I’m selfish, sarcastic, and more than willing to watch the world burn—or at least be crushed by a tree. But I’m not a bad person because I’m a man. I’m a bad person because I’m me. 

It’s also important to understand what this book isn’t: an explanation, examination, or apology for the worst behaviors attributed to men. I don’t even apologize for the things  I do wrong. I’m not going to say  I’m sorry on behalf of guys I’ve never met. This book also isn’t an instruction manual. You shouldn’t need a book to tell you not to steal or rape or kill. 

Actually, there’s already a book like that, and it’s been a bestseller since, like, the beginning of time. I keep waiting for God to drop a sequel. 

The stories I tell in this book are as I remember them, but with most of the names changed because I don’t feel like being sued. Science has proven that human memory is unreliable, so I can confidently say that every anecdote I tell is wrong. But everyone else’s memories are also wrong, which means no one can credibly contradict me. When it comes to the past, we’re all accidental liars, but my lies are better because I took the time to write them down. If you find yourself in one of these stories and you’re sure it happened differently, assume I’m not being dishonest on purpose. Probably. 

As for that cinder block building, a “real” man would have gone back and volunteered to help rebuild it. After all, what good is a fresh paint job on a pile of rubble? But we never went 5

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) back. If a tree falls on your Eagle Scout project, are you still an Eagle Scout? As it turns out, yes. The project met the minimum service hour requirements, even if our impact didn’t last as long as the tree’s. 

A man knows that done is done, even if it’s only for an hour or two. 

6

LINGERING 

EVIDENCE

A  man follows the law. 

Only two groups of students were kicked out of their school-owned apartments at my Catholic college during my senior year. One was five guys who, inspired by grain alcohol and professional wrestling, kicked a hole in the drywall and then scrawled profanity over every remaining surface in black permanent marker. The other group included me. Only one group faced criminal charges, and it wasn’t the wall kickers. 

But this story of childish decisions with adult consequences didn’t begin on eviction day or with the sprawling police investigation that led to it. Instead, it started months earlier when heat, boredom, and alcohol combined to create the dangerous cocktail criminal records are made of. Let’s talk about lawn gnomes. 

The summer before my senior year in college, a handful of my teammates from the track and cross-country teams lived on campus. They were Legs, a steeplechaser from one of those interchangeable northern states where it’s too cold to live; the Mind, a cool, smooth-talking psychology major and middle-distance runner who could have been a master manipulator if his alignment had been lawful evil instead of 7

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) neutral good; and High Life, a distance runner who liked cans of cheap beer but not enough to finish them, resulting in a trail of half-empty aluminum cylinders wherever he went. Officially, the three of them were on campus to do menial jobs for minimum wage to help cover what their scholarships didn’t. Unof-ficially, they were there so Coach Mike could make sure they trained “on their own” over summer break. It doesn’t matter what the NCAA rules say. In college sports, any day off is a lie. 

Legs, the Mind, and High Life did the bare minimum amount of running to keep Coach Mike happy and the bare minimum amount of work to get paid. That left them with a lot of available time and energy. They used both to get ahead on their studies for the next academic year. Just kidding. They got drunk and stole lawn gnomes. 

They weren’t alone. The three were visited by a large, rotating cast of friends and well-wishers looking to win the war on sobriety. It’s easier to party on an empty campus than at your parents’ house. Over a brief series of nonconsecutive nights, various combinations of track, field, and cross-country athletes cruised through the college town and purloined every outdoor statue they could find. Not just traditional gnomes, but also concrete and ceramic animals and mystical creatures in every possible shape and size. A seventy-pound concrete unicorn was especially prized. The bigger and more absurd the target, the better. 

Of the gnome thieves, only the drivers were sober. My friends did many, many questionable things in college, but drinking and driving was never one of them. That almost makes their minor crime wave worse. On each gnome-hunting expe-dition, there was at least one sober person in the car, egging on their drunk friends as they committed minor acts of thievery. 

Clearly all those classes on Christian humanism hit their mark. 
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The thefts weren’t without risk. One night, a police cruiser followed a car full of runners as they held a large black duffel bag full of gnomes in the back seat. Such a close call was inevitable. When you’re in a town that small, anyone awake after 9 p.m. is automatically suspicious. Turn after turn, the officer followed the carload of thieves and contraband. The runners considered their options. They couldn’t dump the statues without drawing attention. Most innocent people don’t send lawn gnomes tumbling out of their car windows. They also couldn’t abandon the vehicle and run for it. The cops could trace the car back to the college and then they’d all be caught. It was all over for them. Then, miraculously, the patrol car turned off and left them alone. Fortune smiles on those who are too drunk to deserve it. My friends would live to steal another day. 

Eventually, long after the actual thefts were over, the local police department realized they had a crime wave on their hands. The thefts had happened on only a handful of frantic, drunken nights, but most people don’t check on their gnomes every day. One of the best qualities of inanimate objects is they usually stay where you put them. Gradually, however, homeowners realized their creepy ceramic yard beasts were missing and called the police. Each report came in like the theft had happened the night before instead of weeks or months earlier. 

The police department was beside itself. In a town with virtually no crime, a devious gang of bandits seemed to be strik-ing at will, terrorizing lawful gnome owners night after night. 

Despite heightened vigilance, nobody reported having seen anything, mainly because the crimes were long since over. It was front-page news in the local paper. My friends were officially wanted criminals. They had pulled the biggest, most pointless heist the town had ever seen. 

9

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) My friends were brilliant at stealing gnomes. They were less tactical when figuring out what to do with them after-ward. Everyone who stole gnomes ended up leaving their ill-gotten booty with Legs and the Mind, who shared an un–air-conditioned dorm room roughly the size of a prison cell. There wasn’t space for two men and a hundred lawn orna-ments. The gnomes had to go. But first, the Mind took pics of their stolen goods and shared them on the internet. This was back at the dawn of social media, when people thought Facebook was a place for college kids to stay in touch with their friends, not a convenient place for police to collect evidence. 

Then Legs and the Mind abandoned nearly all the gnomes on a random country road, lined up in rows like soldiers in the army from your nightmares. Problem solved. 

What happened to those gnomes? They disappeared. Not a single one ever made its way back to its rightful owners or to the police. Of all the odd details in this story, this is the one that bothers me the most. By that point, the gnome thefts from a month or two earlier were making front-page headlines, yet someone stumbled across the gnome mother lode and, rather than reporting it, simply thought,  Jackpot!  Whoever found them must have really needed a hundred more gnomes in their life. 

Legs and the Mind didn’t ditch all of the stolen property before the start of fall semester. That would have made too much sense. Instead, they kept a few choice gnomes for themselves. It was just enough evidence to be caught. The only thing dumber than saving said evidence would have been knowingly associating with the people holding it. That’s when I moved in. 

I had spent the summer a state away living with my parents and interning at the newspaper there. Still, I knew what 10
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the guys were up to. Thanks to that very public Facebook post showcasing what they stole, practically everyone at our college was aware of what they’d done. Yet I didn’t change my living arrangements for the fall. Long before the crime spree, I had signed up to spend the next school year living with Legs, the Mind, High Life, and Muscles, a huge thrower from the track team who was as strong as any three of us put together. Muscles didn’t steal anything himself, but when visiting campus over the summer, he had attached an unraveled wire hanger to a stolen cat figurine and tossed it like an Olympic hammer. 

It shattered into hundreds of pieces. Yes, there were pictures. 

The important lessons about how to be a man don’t kick in until really late in this story. 

When I moved into the apartment with this illustrious band of small-time crooks, I purposely avoided touching the remaining gnomes. I didn’t want my fingerprints on any hot merchandise. Nonetheless, I had to admit my new roommates had shown a flair for style with the ones they kept. They saved a noble-looking eagle, which they put on the edge of our second-floor balcony, visible to anyone who crossed the quad. 

They also held onto the huge unicorn, which took up half the walking space in one hallway and was far too heavy to comfortably lift sober. Their final keepers also included a mix of smaller, more traditional gnomes, including one deep in thought, who silently judged us from the top of the fridge. I hated that little guy. Thanks to these accent pieces, our apartment was taste-fully decorated, at least compared to other apartments occu-pied by five dudes. Our style was a mix of whimsy and petty larceny. HGTV, eat your heart out. 

Those weren’t the only decorations. There was also an article. It was the piece that ran in the local paper over the summer, 11

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) elevating a few bored college students into the scourge of Middle America. Someone had hung it by the thermostat directly above one of the stolen gnomes. This would seem to be damn-ing evidence, but between the Facebook posts, the balcony eagle, and word of mouth spread by my roommates openly bragging about what they stole, no one was in the dark about the origins of our decor. You don’t need an article to know the gnomes in a college apartment probably didn’t get there by legitimate means. 

Since the apartment was owned by the college, campus security had the right to inspect it any time they wanted. In practice, they rifled through our stuff only on long school breaks. 

I understand the reasoning behind their inspections. You never know when someone might, say, kick a hole in a wall and scrib-ble all over everything in permanent marker. But they weren’t on patrol for other kinds of illegal activity. Regardless, before we all left for Christmas vacation, one of the more responsible thieves tore down the article about the gnome spree. Then someone else—to this day, no one can agree on who—hung it back up. And that’s where the article was when campus security came through our apartment. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to connect the article about stolen gnomes to the stolen gnome positioned directly below it. To the shock of no one, the thieves were caught. 

Since all five of us were on the track team, the first person campus security alerted was Coach Mike. The first rule of being a narc is, if you go through the trouble of busting someone, you should get them in trouble in as many places as possible. High Life had briefly returned to campus in the middle of break to pick up some presents for his family that he had forgotten in our apartment. It was really just stuff from the bookstore that 12
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he bought for his parents with his parents’ money, but it’s the thought that counts. That’s when he found out about the gnome bust from some education majors who were still on campus for student teaching. Merry Christmas. 

High Life called Legs and the Mind to figure out what to do. 

They told him to check in with Coach Mike to see where everything stood. Coach Mike greeted High Life with a huge, evil grin. Every coach whose job is to make athletes run is at least a little bit sadistic. “I hope you look good in orange,” Coach Mike said, “because you’re probably going to jail.” 

After a flurry of calls and texts over the rest of Christmas break, Legs, the Mind, and High Life decided to man up and take responsibility. As we would all soon learn, that’s always, always a bad idea. That’s why killers who are arrested based on DNA evidence, multiple eyewitnesses, and video footage of them committing the crime as they smile at the camera still plead “not guilty,” at least at first. You have to leave a little room to bargain with the prosecutor. Instead, Legs, the Mind, and High Life spilled everything to campus security on Coach Mike’s orders. Coaches have a unique level of power over a college athlete’s life. Not only do they control your scholarship, thus determining whether or not you can go to college, but they also determine how you train. Since the thing we trained for was running, a form of torture in most cultures, Coach Mike had an arsenal of corporal punishments at his disposal. Sure, you could skip an insane penalty run, but then Coach Mike could yank your scholarship, setting you up for a promising career of being homeless. So, when Coach Mike told my roommates to confess, they went along with it because the alternative seemed so awful. Also, it was only lawn gnomes. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) One of the most important truisms that gets drilled into every young man’s head from an early age is that it’s always better for you if you tell the truth. One of the first steps to manhood is realizing that’s a lie. The head of campus security, Mr. 

Security, told the three co-conspirators that they needed to go with him to make a statement to the police. He assured them that everything would be okay if they were honest. Considering everything my roommates were about to say to the police, it’s remarkable that Mr. Security told the biggest lie of the day. 

My roommates planned to tell the truth. Just not all of it. 

The thefts were spread out between a dozen people on a handful of dark and drunken nights six months earlier. No one could have given a fully accurate confession if they tried—which they didn’t. But before Legs, the Mind, and High Life talked to the police that fateful day, they made sure to get their stories straight. It was just the three of them and no one else. They only went out on one night. The only gnomes they stole were the ones that were in the apartment when they were caught. As far as plans go, it wasn’t the worst one they could have come up with. A man keeps his lies simple and to the point. 

Legs went into the interrogation room first. He and Mr. Security were on one end of the table. On the other end sat Bike Cop. 

He had the bro testosterone of a guy who rides a racing bike all day combined with the frustration of a small-town cop on the lookout for major crimes that never happen. Now, he had one of the most prolific outlaws in the history of the county squarely in his sights. He was going to crack this case wide open or his name wasn’t Bike Cop—which it wasn’t. That would’ve been a weird thing for his mom to put on his birth certificate. 

The interview started off cordially enough. Legs launched into his story of the “one night” in question. Three and only 14
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three guys went out together. Bad choices were made. Limited gnomes were taken. So far, so good. But Bike Cop wasn’t enjoying the tale. In fact, halfway through it, Bike Cop stopped taking notes. He fixed Legs with his most intense Bike Cop stare. Legs faltered, then continued with half-truths. 

Bike Cop stood up and tossed his clipboard over his shoulder. 

“You’re fucking lying to me!” Bike Cop shouted as he jabbed a finger in Legs’s face. 

Legs cracked. He confessed to everything he could think of. 

Burglarizing yards. Disposing of gnomes. Kidnapping the Lind-bergh baby. Legs’s life was an open book, even if some of the ink was smudged by alcohol from half a year before. 

One man had been utterly crushed by Bike Cop’s unrelent-ing intensity. Next up, the Mind. Bike Cop played this one differently. He told the Mind right away that Legs had cracked. 

The Mind nodded sagely and told the truth right off the bat. In turn, Bike Cop trusted the Mind completely. He came to view the Mind as a reliable police informant, even though the Mind had been just as prepared to lie as Legs before he found out his co-conspirator had flipped. In the days that followed that initial police interview, Bike Cop periodically called the Mind to ask about various other unsolved stolen gnome cases. The Mind would listen carefully and sometimes claim credit for the theft and sometimes lie and deny it, mixing fact with fiction in a random and untraceable pattern. What’s the point of having the trust of law enforcement if you don’t abuse it? Truthfully, adding a few more gnomes wouldn’t have made any difference to the amount of trouble they were in. The Mind lied to Bike Cop on those phone calls for the sheer joy of lying to Bike Cop. 

Sometimes it’s the little things. 

15

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) Last, it was High Life’s turn. At this point, Bike Cop didn’t need any more information. He already had two incriminat-ing statements that would let him nail the gnome thieves for a smorgasbord of serious offenses. Yet for reasons that no one understands to this day, Bike Cop didn’t tell High Life that Legs and the Mind had already confessed. In the ultimate power play, Bike Cop, who knew everything (or as close to everything as law enforcement would ever get), sat back to see what High Life would do on his own. 

High Life was a man of honor. He lied like a boss. 

“We only went out one night,” High Life said. 

“Are you sure it wasn’t four nights between June fourth and thirteenth?” Bike Cop countered. 

“Oh,” High Life said. “That sounds right.” 

High Life continued to bastardize the truth, only for Bike Cop to pick apart his story sentence by sentence with highly specific information he gained from Legs. The whole time, Mr. 

Security sat next to High Life, silently watching as High Life got caught in lie after lie in what can only be described as a twisted sociology experiment. At the end of it, Mr. Security turned to High Life and said, “I’m proud of you.” 

“For what? Lying my ass off to the police?” High Life asked. 

Actually, he just thought it. For once, he was too shaken to be sarcastic. 

A few days after the police interrogation, I was in the campus cafeteria for breakfast. Distance runners had an extra practice every morning at six thirty as a daily reminder that God hated us. The only perk of being up at that unholy hour (at least by college standards) was I had the cafeteria pretty much to myself. As I walked in, the speakers played the local news. 

The police department had made a major bust. The reporter 16
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named my roommates one by one like they were fugitive Nazis who had been hiding for years in Argentina, not three college kids who walked into the police station after a campus security guard finally noticed stolen property that literally hundreds of people had known about for months. Legs, the Mind, and High Life were being charged with felonies. The scrambled eggs fell off my fork. Not from shock. They just weren’t very good eggs. 

But I really was caught off guard by the charges. So much for getting leniency for cooperating. I rushed back to our apartment to warn the guys. 

As in most other parts of the civilized world, Indiana’s penal code is set up in tiers depending on the severity of the offense. 

At the time, if a suspect stole less than $300 worth of stuff, it was a misdemeanor. If, however, they stole between $301 and $100,000, it was a major felony, punishable by serious prison time. There’s a bit of a gap between those two numbers. On one end, you have quadruple grand theft auto. On the other end, you have stealing enough lawn gnomes to add up to at least $301. Both were the same level of felony and deserved the same penalty in the eyes of the law. My roommates were screwed. 

In theory, a prosecutor could have applied some nuance to the wide range of crimes under the heading of felony theft, using broad discretion to parse the difference between lawn gnome theft and stealing four new vehicles. But not this prosecutor. It was an election year, and if you want to keep your job in a rural county with virtually no crime, you have to prosecute someone. If that someone is a college student, all the better. 

That’s when we learned our next lesson of the gnome incident: The town hated college kids. 

This made perfect sense. After all, what did the college ever do for this small town? I mean, other than providing it with 17

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) literally all of its highest-paying white-collar jobs, dozens of blue-collar positions in support and maintenance roles, and an annual influx of a thousand eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds, one of the most prized demographics of all consumers, who spent their money locally for nine months a year. Most students never even ventured into the town. All the businesses we fre-quented were clustered around us on its outskirts. The town got our money while barely having to see us. As distance athletes, some of my roommates and I entered the town more than most, running down its quiet streets without ever once realizing how much the locals loathed us. Maybe they were just really upset at seeing us go shirtless. For that, I couldn’t blame them. 

But their hatred apparently ran even deeper. According to the prosecutor’s narrative, my roommates were rich college kids who thought they were above the law. Never mind that actual rich kids go to better colleges. This wasn’t exactly Notre Dame. 

The gnome thieves went to this college because running scholarships covered part of the tuition. No one who could afford to go to college on their own would run by choice. Well, no one but me. Also, Legs, the Mind, and High Life were living in a stifling dorm working for minimum wage during their short-lived crime spree. If that was rich, I would hate to see poor. 

Realizing that every adult they had dealt with so far had sold them out, the gnome thieves finally lawyered up. They couldn’t afford a crack legal team, however. Their attorney agreed to represent them for free because High Life’s sister had interned for him years before when she went to the same college that was now throwing them under the bus. She somehow made it through her four years there without stealing any lawn gnomes. Show-off. The attorney carefully laid out the reality of the gnome thieves’ situation. The prosecutor wanted them all 18
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in jail. Legs, the Mind, and High Life looked at each other and thought that wouldn’t be so bad. They could hang out in a cell together for a weekend and then put this whole thing behind them. The attorney shook his head. 

“My last client spent some time at that jail,” he said. “Someone shoved a spoon up his ass.” 

And with that, agreeing to jail time was no longer an option. 

Also, being found guilty of a felony at all could ruin their lives. 

Legs planned to work in the financial sector, and a conviction of any kind, regardless of the penalty, would bar him from his dream job. Really, a felony conviction would have derailed any of their lives, and the prosecutor was hell-bent on making it happen. No one would ever mess with the gnomes in that town again. 

This is the point when my friends mounted their heroic legal defense. Yeah, right. They were guilty as hell. Their attorney advised them to grovel, and grovel they did. Before their day in court, they did yard work and other odd jobs for the people they stole from to lessen the public outrage against them. It turned out the victims they met with didn’t really care that much. Sure, nobody wants to be robbed, but the gnome thieves had only taken decorative lawn statues, the presence or absence of which didn’t affect the owner’s quality of life much one way or the other. 

Several of the victims brought out lemonade for the thieves. One confused old lady tried to pay them. My roommates politely declined her money. Legs, the Mind, and High Life also volunteered at a day care, which is probably not the best place to give alleged felons a shot at redemption, but the kids loved them. It turns out people who steal lawn gnomes are kind of fun. 

Also as part of their preemptive public-apology tour, a police officer hauled Legs, the Mind, and High Life in front of an auditorium full of high school seniors to tell their cautionary 19

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) tale about the dangers of . . . well, the gnome thieves weren’t really sure. Maybe college in general? As the thieves laid out their story, the high schoolers burst out laughing, which is the only human reaction you can have to their tale if you’re anyone but law enforcement. The cop who escorted them there (not Bike Cop, who had presumably been promoted to police chief or attorney general for his big bust) got so mad that he threw his own phone in the orchestra pit, where it shattered. 

Thankfully, the gnome thieves weren’t charged as acces-sories to breaking a cop’s phone. The chain of trumped-up charges was finally at an end. Due to their proactive volunteer work, their lawyer was finally able to convince the prosecutor to drop the charges. But that was just the state’s case. There was still the school. 

The head of housing decided to boot all the gnome thieves plus Muscles from our apartment. When the actual crimes were committed, none of them had lived in that unit. Also, all the crimes had happened off campus. The crime’s only connection to the apartment was that the criminals lived there months later, which was enough to justify their immediate eviction. 

Sounds fair. 

But I wasn’t kicked out. Not officially. The housing department gave me a week to find four new roommates in the middle of the school year. Those roommates would also have to pay extra to live in the apartment for the remainder of the semester. 

I didn’t have four other friends on the entire campus, let alone four people who would pay extra for the privilege of living with me. I didn’t even try to replace my former roommates. For one week, I lived in a five-person apartment by myself. It sounded glamorous in my head, but it was actually sad and boring. I should have known. I’m terrible company, even for myself. 
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Even after I moved out of the apartment and into the worst dorm on campus, which was the only one with free space available in the middle of the year, the punishments weren’t done. It was Coach Mike’s turn. By that point, I had given up trying to figure out how many layers of authority were going to hammer us for crimes against gnomes. 

Coach Mike banned the three thieves from practices and meets for all of indoor track season, which covers the winter months. They still had to practice on their own, though. My former roommates took their punishment in stride. Every day, Coach Mike sent them out to do long runs by themselves. They jogged a hundred yards to their new, crappy dorm and played Xbox. After enough time had passed, they rubbed snow on their faces to make them red and sprinted the hundred yards back to the athletic facility. On meet days, Coach Mike made them travel with the team to practice on their own, because the ability of college sports to waste all your time knows no bounds. 

At one meet, he told Legs and High Life to run fourteen miles. 

Instead, they spent the next two hours drinking in a bowling alley, but only because the pizza place they tried first didn’t serve beer. They blatantly disregarded every bit of training Coach Mike told them to do. When they were finally allowed to compete again, Legs set a school record at steeplechase. I’m sure that’s just a coincidence. 

After Coach Mike handed down his sentence to the three thieves, he summoned me and Muscles. Remember, Muscles didn’t steal anything but broke one gnome after the fact. I was in a different state when all of this happened; I just lived with the gnome thieves months later. 

“You’re banned from meets for the indoor season,” Coach Mike said to both of us. 
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“Oh, come on!” Muscles said. He had a shot at indoor nationals that year. Granted, we were a Division II school, so this wasn’t exactly a stepping-stone to the Olympics, but Muscles was still good. He proved it with how far he hammer-threw that ceramic cat. 

As for me, I shrugged at the penalty. By this point, the newspaper where I had been interning had hired me full-time, so I was already missing 100 percent of practices and meets to work forty hours a week on top of school. I was banned from something I couldn’t attend anyway. It made as much sense as punishing me for stuff I didn’t steal. 

Then Mr. Security summoned me to his office. By then, the school was running out of departments to punish us, though it wasn’t for lack of trying. I’m surprised the priests didn’t take a crack at me. According to the catechism, the punishment for living with gnome thieves is stoning. 

I met with Mr. Security alone. He leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling, pondering what to do with me. My crime was clear. At least I assume it was to everybody else. I wasn’t sure. I guess I was supposed to call the police as soon as I found out I was living with bad people. “No, Officer, I didn’t actually see them steal anything. I was eighty-five miles away. But I’m pretty sure they didn’t buy these lawn gnomes at Walmart. Send the SWAT team.” 

So far, I had been separated from my friends, kicked out of my apartment, and banned from track meets. It still wasn’t enough. Mr. Security sat up, obviously having decided on my punishment. Would he ban me from walking across the stage at graduation? Perhaps he could demote me from being valedictorian. Consorting with known gnome thieves was worth at least a 0.1 GPA deduction. Why not a firing squad? Everyone 22
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was clearly just making it up as they went along. I settled in for what was sure to be more good news. 

Mr. Security rendered his decision: I had to write an apology in the school paper. Again, I wasn’t sure what I was apologizing for, but I quickly agreed. He could have easily given me something worse. Besides, as the co–head editor of the school paper, I knew there was nothing more meaningless than my words. They had so little value, I gave them away for free. 

In fact, I was so loose with my writing, I didn’t just write one article; I wrote two. First, there was the apology article. It was straightforward and contrite. I was a bad person because I lived with bad people who did bad things. Next time, I would snitch like God intended. It was all very sincere. Then I wrote the other article, which I used my power as co–head editor to run right next to my apology. There was nothing apologetic about the second piece. It was a sarcastic evisceration of the entire situation that ran twice as long as my “apology.” There’s never been so much ink spilled over gnomes. I’ve been many things in my life. A bad friend. An underachieving son. A lackluster husband. 

But one thing I will  never be is sorry. Even if I did apologize in the article literally right next to my defiant non-apology. The one person I’m never afraid to contradict is me. 

For whatever reason, my rebellion didn’t draw yet another round of consequences. Maybe I got off on a technical-ity. Mr. Security didn’t specify that I couldn’t apologize and un-apologize on the same page. But more likely, Mr. Security simply never saw it. Being unread isn’t a curse; it’s a superpower. 

Still, the gnomes weren’t done with us yet—or maybe I just wasn’t done with them. Thanks to Mr. Security’s failure to completely crush me, I still had a valedictorian speech to give. 

Don’t be impressed. I’m not smart, just good at school, which 23
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Predictably, giving me a chance to speak in front of parents made the school nervous. Coach Mike asked to see my speech early, but I refused. I acted like it was a matter of principle, but really I just didn’t want to admit that I hadn’t written it yet. 

There were about 250 students in my graduating class. When you factored in the family members and faculty who would be there to watch, I’d be giving this speech in front of more than a thousand people. Logically, I wrote the entire thing the night before it was due—after attending a senior event with an open bar. Doing everything at the last minute had gotten me that far. 

A man doesn’t change horses midstream. 

I didn’t slack my way to the summit on my own. I was tied for valedictorian with someone who couldn’t have been more different from me. She was the daughter of a US diplomat and spent part of college traveling Europe. I was the son of a former pig farmer and had recently been evicted for living with gnome thieves. Luckily for me, she gave her speech first. She opened with a full paragraph in Greek. To be clear, she wasn’t Greek, and neither was anyone in the crowd. She was just showing off. 

Then she switched back to English and talked about leadership and changing the world and all the other stuff nobody actually believes. If clichés were radiation, that stage would have been Chernobyl. 

Then it was my turn. 

“If it’s all right with everyone, I’m just going to give my speech in English,” I said. Big laugh. For a speech written five drinks into the previous night, I was off to a good start. 
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I compared going to college to getting electrocuted: “You might forget what you learn from reading a book, but you’ll never forget what you learn from sticking your finger in a power outlet. That pretty much summarizes the college experience: It’s quick, it’s shocking, and it makes you smell like burnt hot dogs. If you’re not firmly grounded, you’re going to die, and if you’re not smart, you’re going to do it again.” The speech went downhill from there. 

Somewhere in the middle, I got to the part that really mattered. Before I hit the open bar the night before, I had pointed out to my parents the absurdity of Indiana law. Stealing lawn gnomes was a felony, but beating your wife was only a misdemeanor. 

My dad thought about that for a second. 

“If you’re going to steal a lawn gnome, you better marry it first,” he said. 

That went in the speech. As I read those words, the crowd went wild. We were a Catholic college, so the diocese’s bishop was onstage, positioned right behind me. He laughed, too. The president of the college, however, did not. His face got redder and redder as I talked. The day before, he’d had a meet-and-greet with parents. When he shook my dad’s hand, he said, “We’ll miss James, but not too much.” The feeling was mutual. 

That still wasn’t the end of it. Unbeknownst to me, the TV 

news station from the city where I was a newspaper reporter had sent a crew to cover graduation. Guess what clip they chose for their report. Rosalie, my editor at the paper, saw the broadcast. 

No one there knew about my history with lawn gnomes. It’s not the kind of thing you bring up unprompted to your boss if you want to stay employed. 

Rosalie had some words for me at the start of my next shift. 
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“We saw you on TV at graduation,” she said. 

I froze. Was I going to get booted from the paper for living with gnome thieves? My journalism career could be over before it really began. 

“You didn’t tell us you were valedictorian.” 

She missed the lede on that one. Clearly it wasn’t the best paper. Exhibit A is they hired me. 

So what lessons did I learn about manhood from all of this? 

I should have learned  don’t break the law and  always tell the truth, but that’s the opposite of how things played out. The punishments had no connection to the crimes committed and everything to do with getting a good lawyer. In fact, the only person who got penalized by the legal system was Muscles, who never lied to anyone. He didn’t hire an attorney and instead confessed to breaking a single gnome. He was sentenced to community service plus six months’ probation. He technically broke the law by crossing state lines to attend my wedding the next summer. What the lawn gnome incident really taught me was that it’s good to lie but better to let a paid professional do the lying for you—even if that paid professional is working pro bono. 

A man follows the law. Except when he doesn’t. Then he lawyers up. 
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A  man succeeds. 

Unaware of what was about to happen, my siblings and I played upstairs in our cramped apartment in married-student housing. It was a two-bedroom, eight-hundred-square-foot space for two adults and four kids. We lived in a tiny home back when that meant you were poor, not trendy and hip. We were ahead of our time in all the wrong ways. 

Downstairs in the kitchen, my parents argued. College was coming to an end, and my dad still didn’t have a job. Student loan payments would soon be due. Mom pulled in what income she could from odd jobs while also keeping her four kids from killing each other, but it wasn’t enough to live on. If Dad didn’t land something soon, he would have to apply for a master’s program to keep his student loan payments at bay. The only thing worse than making zero dollars is making zero dollars while also piling on two more years of student debt. Being a grad student is a step down from being homeless. 

BANG! The loud, metallic sound echoed through the apartment. The other kids and I rushed to the stairs. It had finally happened: Mom had hit Dad. By the sound of it, she used a folding chair. Marriage and professional wrestling have a lot in common. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) My mom didn’t expect much in terms of material comforts when she married Dad, at the time a poor hog farmer in northeastern Iowa. Their farm limped by—barely—for the first few years of their marriage. By the time my Norwegian ancestors settled in the area in the late 1800s, all the flat land was taken. Instead of moving farther west, they staked their claim on the sides of steep Iowa hills suitable only for hobbits. It didn’t bother them. Apparently Scandinavians were used to living at 45-degree angles. Over time, the farmers on the surrounding hillsides moved on to more lucrative careers (pretty much anything other than farming), and my family bought the land they left behind. My great-grandparents managed to combine four microscopic, hilly parcels into one farm that was merely tiny. 

By the time my dad was old enough to help, he was the third generation to work the land. My forebears didn’t have a trust fund to pass down, but they did bequeath to us a lifetime of toil. 

Close enough. 

When my dad got engaged, my grandparents moved off the farm but still owned it. Dad rented from them. He didn’t cut them a monthly check. Instead, he was supposed to split the 

“profits” from the farm at the end of each year. The hog farm wasn’t big enough to support one family, and now it was supporting two. My mom married into this family on purpose. She was the opposite of a gold digger. 

Not that life on the farm was bad, at least for me, their oldest and greatest child, born a year after Mom and Dad married. We were basically baby pig dealers. The sows would give birth, and my dad and grandpa would raise them until they were about fifty pounds. Then they sold the pigs to finishing farms, which would fatten up the hogs until they were ready for market. I’m still convinced raising baby pigs is the greatest job in the world. 
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Ping-pong tables and free beer at hip tech companies are no match for piglets on demand. As a toddler, I chased piglets around their pen. Grandpa thought I was going to give them a heart attack. I was more likely to accidentally kill him. He was always a worrier; although in his defense, I was harassing the livelihoods of two families. Still, as an exhausted young parent, my dad let me chase the pigs anyway. You can’t put a price on temporarily placating a toddler. 

For my dad, farm life was more than a fun distraction. It was physical torture. He’d hurt his back years before, and the heavy lifting of daily farm chores made it progressively worse. Growing up, I thought that was why we left the farm, but it was only a contributing factor. Years later, Dad admitted a second, more important reason we had to move: The sows stopped giving birth. The summer was so hot one year that the pigs couldn’t be bothered to bang, and that meant no piglets to sell. You know you’re in a rough field when your life falls apart because some farm animals weren’t horny enough. Dad never had nightmares about standing naked in front of his high school classmates, but for years after we left the farm, he would wake up in a cold sweat because the pigs didn’t breed. Not that it was his fault—or maybe it was. It wouldn’t have killed him to help put the sows in the right mood. How hard is it to light a few candles and play some Barry White? 

And so, when I was three, we left the land my family had worked for three generations. It still belonged to my grandparents, who immediately sold it to support themselves. Today, selling a farm turns most farmers into millionaires. But this farm was small, hilly, and heavily wooded. Also, it was the late 1980s, when the land market was tanking. My grandparents barely got enough money to survive, but fortunately it cost next 29
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My dad didn’t just give up on being a provider when we left the farm. He briefly tried to sell insurance, but it didn’t work out. 

To be a good salesman, you have to be either a true believer or a good liar, and he was neither. Instead, he decided to do something that was never in his life plan as a pig farmer. At the age of twenty-six, he enrolled in college and took his wife and two kids with him to student housing. 

I was so excited when we moved into our new mansion. I had never seen a building that big. It had so many windows—and front doors. At least two dozen of them. It didn’t occur to me to ask why a mansion would need that many entrances, but the wealthy are known to be eccentric. I was surprised, then, when we got inside. 

It was a fraction of the size of our old farmhouse. I figured our space must connect to the rest of the sprawling building through grand hallways upstairs. It wasn’t until days later that I realized we were in an apartment and our total living space was roughly the size of a shoebox. Quitting your job to become a full-time student doesn’t make you rich. Lesson learned. 

My dad entered the world of higher education with two kids and left with four. If you think your college years might not be the best time to aggressively procreate, you must not be Catholic. Saying that this period of rapid family expansion caused stress is an understatement. Not that my siblings or I noticed. Married-student housing meant lots of other people with kids. Our ugly, brown, shiplap-clad apartments all faced a central courtyard with a sandbox and a circular sidewalk we could ride our bikes around all day. It was paradise—as long as we stayed outside. Indoors, it was like cohabitating in a coffin. 
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We didn’t have money, but we had each other, which was enough. That’s a lie. We also had dumpster diving. My mom relentlessly sought out rebates for UPC symbols on certain packages. She lifted me into the dumpsters, and I dug around in other people’s trash. It was like hunting for pirate treasure, but less sanitary. I loved it. Then again, my previous threshold for entertainment had been chasing baby pigs around in a pen filled with manure. I was fifteen before my nose worked right. 

Food stamps also helped us get by. The state gave us enough credits to feed a normal family of six, but my mom’s superpower is finding a good deal. She scrimped and couponed so hard that, by the end of college, she had saved up nearly four thousand dollars in food stamps. Not that she doubted my dad’s ability to provide for us after college. But she was ready just in case. 

My parents did still spend money on the things that mattered to them. They sent me to the local Catholic school where the tuition was based on need. Our bill was fifteen dollars a month, and the nun in charge asked if we were sure we could afford even that. We couldn’t, but my parents paid anyway. It’s a shame we couldn’t pay in food stamps. 

Living like that took a toll on my parents, however. By the end of Dad’s four years in college, Mom had had enough. Everything was stretched to the breaking point. Still, Dad couldn’t get hired. We were out of options. That’s when we heard the bang. 

The other kids and I looked down the stairwell, expecting to see my dad sprawled across the kitchen floor with a giant, car-toonish welt on his head. But he was sitting at the kitchen table, calmly reading a textbook. Next to him, my mom was drying a huge metal popcorn bowl. A bowl with a giant dent in it. 

“Did you hit Dad?” I asked. 
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Mom didn’t hit Dad. She had channeled all her frustration into one mighty downward blow and slammed the bowl on the corner of our cheap but indestructible linoleum table. It was a classic case of an unstoppable force meeting an immovable object. The two collided with the kinetic energy of a plane crash. 

The popcorn bowl crumpled. The table was just fine. Someday, it will be the only piece of furniture to survive the apocalypse. 

A few hours later, I heard hammering. Poverty isn’t just being so out of options that you Hulk-smash a popcorn bowl. 

It’s being so poor that you can’t afford to replace it. My dad took that shiny hollow half-sphere and pounded out the dent. The marks from the individual hammer strikes never went away. We ate out of that bowl for the rest of my childhood. It was poverty chic. 

Shortly after the popcorn bowl incident, Dad got a job. A really good one. It came in the nick of time. Our dishes couldn’t take any more trauma. In the years after we left, nearly everyone in our part of Iowa got out of livestock. The money just wasn’t in small family farms anymore. Farmers either had to upgrade to industrial scale or leave agriculture altogether, usually for blue-collar work that was just as hard on their bodies as tending animals. If you see fifty-year-olds who stoop like they’re eighty, you’re in farm country. 

Dad took a different route. He became the first person in his family to go to college, a huge risk he undertook even though it would mean years of financial hardship in the short term. It didn’t seem short at the time, but I was five when he started, and a four-year degree was nearly as long as my entire life up to that point. Although I had fun in married-student housing, 32
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I viewed our exile from farm life as a failure that I’d atone for some day with my triumphant return to the pigsty. Cue dramatic Lord of the Rings music. In reality, going back to school was a victory for Dad. I didn’t appreciate how hard it was for him until I was in college myself. I had enough trouble focusing with no kids and enough money, while my dad did it with too many kids and the total absence of money. It was enough stress to bend metal. Literally. 

It took years after leaving the farm to work our way out of poverty, but Dad did it, eventually. After decades away, his back even healed most of the way, something none of us ever thought would happen. He was able to send seven kids to Catholic school, and so far, has sent six of them to college. (The youngest one is still in junior high. Welcome to big Catholic families.) I was saved from a fourth generation of farm labor, which would have made me miserable, no matter how cute baby pigs are. These days, even typing is too much work for me. 

I wrote most of this book with voice-to-text. 

That fateful day in the kitchen decades ago marked the end of years of struggle and the start of a better way of life. 

Sometimes it takes damaged kitchenware to put everything in perspective. Thanks to my dad’s perseverance, abandoning the farm was the best thing that ever happened to our family. 

A man succeeds, sometimes by failing. 
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 A FIRM GRIP

Our family friend Annie shook my hand. She pumped my arm up and down, up and down. To my three-year-old brain, this was the height of comedy. (Full disclosure: My sense of humor never really improved from there.) I laughed hyster-ically. Then there was a slight pop, followed by searing pain. 

My elbow was out of its socket. Annie gasped in horror. I took the injury stoically, but only in my imagination. In real life, I screamed like I was dying. 

I returned from the emergency room a few hours later with my arm in a sling. Today, I know how easy it is to dislocate and reset a toddler’s elbow. It’s happened to my own children more than once when they were playing, and each time, a lady at day care popped the bones back in place without much fuss. 

Clearly I’m far wimpier than my own kids and the underpaid childcare workers who help us raise them. Nonetheless, that trip to the emergency room when I was three established my lifelong suspicion of handshakes. Maybe that’s why I can see what others can’t: Handshakes are a menace to society and must be stopped at all costs. 

My aversion to handshakes began pre-COVID. I hated human contact long before it was cool. In early 2020, when the planet was shut down by a global pandemic, handshakes suddenly became verboten. That was good. But it took a killer 35
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As I write this in late 2020, I’m neither pessimistic enough to believe the pandemic will last forever, nor optimistic enough to believe the taboo against handshakes is here for good. Eventually, men will start squeezing each other’s hands again. And whenever that happens, it will be a bad idea for countless reasons that have nothing to do with the coronavirus. Here’s why. 

There’s nothing manlier than a firm handshake. At least that’s what society tells us. Your entire character can be summed up by the muscles at the end of your wrist. Too bad your relative grip strength doesn’t actually prove you’re honest or brave or trustworthy. Bad people can have strong hands, too. 

When another man squeezes your hand, it’s a challenge, and you’re expected to respond in kind. To do anything less is to acquiesce to the other guy’s dominance. It’s like two goats fighting for superiority by ramming heads, but with less risk of a concussion. If bros in suits start wearing helmets, watch out. 

Men are more complicated than goats, if only barely. A proper handshake is about more than squeezing the hell out of another man’s hand. It’s also about eye contact. You’re supposed to stare deeply into the other guy’s eyes like you plan to marry him. This is a tradition I’ll never understand. Staring makes people uncomfortable in every context, unless you’re in love. That’s probably not what you’re going for at your important business meeting. Also, contrary to popular belief, eyes don’t tell you anything about a person. They’re squishy sacks of fluid, not windows into the soul. If you stare into someone’s eyes, all you’ll see is yourself reflected in their pupils. The last thing I want to look at is me. 
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Really, the formal male greeting is the worst possible way to meet someone. Instead of accurately sizing up the other person, you miss everything about them. You’re so focused on connecting with their hand while squeezing hard but not too hard and also maintaining a weirdly intense level of eye contact that it’s impossible to catch their name. And when the other person realizes you’ve already forgotten what to call them, it’s extra insulting because you looked them in the eye as they told you thirty seconds before. Handshakes set up men for professional failure. The world would be a better place if we just called everyone “dude.” 

Of course, handshakes aren’t just used by men. Other people use this archaic greeting, too, but it doesn’t have the same pressure attached. A handshake between two women seldom devolves into a hand-squeezing contest. For that matter, hand-squeezing contests don’t happen between men and women, either. You don’t gain any manliness points by breaking a woman’s hand, and you certainly don’t gain any if she breaks yours. A man–woman handshake is a lose–lose proposition for a man. So is being a man in general. 

It doesn’t make sense that grip strength became associated with trustworthiness in the first place. My best guess is this correlation came about because it once helped strangers figure out how good the other person was at holding onto a sword. Or maybe it was because a handshake proved they were unarmed—though if that was the case, no one really thought it through. The other person could still stab you to death with a dagger concealed in their left hand. No wonder lefties used to be burned at the stake. 

In the modern era, when sword skills have little to nothing to do with a man’s success at anything, it’s hard to know what good grip strength is in evaluating someone’s worthiness as a 37
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Instead, he would run the jar lid under hot water, and if that didn’t work, he would simply starve. Of course, he could always shatter the jar and try to pick out the glass. For men, accidentally swallowing a few shards would still be less painful than asking for help. 

The use of grip strength to evaluate someone’s worthiness as a man is completely arbitrary. We could just as easily judge professional contacts by some other random physical quality, like how big their feet are or how much weight they can squat. 

Handshakes are just a slightly more civil dick-measuring contest. Straight guys are too insecure to literally compare penises, so they have to do it by proxy with another body part. But the technique doesn’t hold up because there’s no correlation between grip strength and penis size. Guys who do steroids have the strongest grips and smallest penises. If you managed to convince everyone that winning a hand-squeezing contest always means you have a tiny member, the era of the firm handshake would end overnight. 

Really, you should be offended if a man offers you his hand at all. You just met this guy and the first thing he wants to do is give you his germs. If this weren’t a problem, there wouldn’t be signs in every restaurant bathroom reminding men to wash their hands. The only man you should shake hands with is one who works in the service industry and is required by law to use soap. Then again, you can’t actually expect a man to follow written directions. Keep your hands to yourself. 
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On top of all that, using any physical skill set to determine worthiness for a business relationship puts women at a disadvantage. In general, men are bigger and stronger than women, so whether the criteria is grip strength, foot size, or squat power, women lose out. No one ever bases business relationships on things women are biologically better at, like discerning slight differences in shades of color or giving birth. That last part sounds sexist, but in terms of carrying a baby to full term, most women have a clear physical advantage. Not surprisingly, the old boys’ club doesn’t even consider those criteria when decid-ing your worthiness for a partnership. Men are the worst. 

A firm handshake is a deliberately aggressive act. If, instead of doing an initial hand crush, two men who just met held each other’s hands peacefully for an extended period of time, actual bonding might finally occur. Tense peace negotiations would go much more smoothly, either because the men would feel more emotionally connected from the intimate act of hand cuddling, or because they’d both be so grossed out that they would agree to practically any terms to make the hand-holding stop. Of course, the entire scenario is moot because neither man would have washed his hands and the germs they swapped back and forth would have killed them both. Although if there were no people left, that would be a form of peace, too. This book got dark fast. 

If handshakes are out and supportive hand-holding is deadly, what other greeting options do men have? Quite a few, actually. Men could introduce themselves to each other with a fist bump. On the plus side, it’s not a test of strength. The goal isn’t to slam your knuckles together to see who cries first. But the drawback is you have to be cool to do a fist bump. Almost anyone who attempts one is a poser who is trying too hard. Are 39
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The high five is another alternative man greeting. It’s normally used to congratulate someone for an achievement, but in the era of participation trophies, simply showing up to meet someone is accomplishment enough. This would limit physical contact between you and the other person to less than a second, which is the second-best amount of physical contact after none. The downside is you have to hit two hands together fairly hard to make a sound, which could turn high fives into as much of a contest of strength and pain tolerance as a standard handshake. Because it happens fast, it’s also possible to miss with a high five, which is one of the most humiliating man experiences after failing to open a jar. I once missed a high five so badly that I smacked off a buddy’s glasses and left a bloody streak down his nose. Befriend me at your own risk. 

Not all greetings require actual contact. Consider the slight upward nod. It acknowledges that you’re aware of someone’s presence without getting close or inviting further conversation. It’s the default greeting of acquaintances who both hope the other person will keep walking without saying a word. The silent nod could revolutionize business relationships as we know them. It could stop the transmission of germs, reduce hand injuries, and once and for all establish that the firm handshake is firmly stupid. That’s why it will never become the new standard. The first sign men will never do something is that it makes sense. 
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THE SUMMER 

HELP

A  man works hard. 

I tried to get comfortable on the hard music-room floor, but it was the worst place on earth to take a nap. A much better spot would have been at home in my bed, but Dan, the janitor, insisted that I get to the elementary school every morning right at 6 am. Then he ordered me to sleep. 

I couldn’t doze just anywhere in the school. It was the summer, and I was one of only three people in the building that early, the other two being Dan and Max, another student working with him over break. Dan was terrified the principal would show up hours early and catch us napping. His fears were baseless. The school secretary once walked in on me sleeping, and nothing happened. The office staff just wanted the school cleaned by the end of the summer. The less they knew about how that happened, the better. 

Dan didn’t grasp any of this. In his world, the principal, whom he liked and who liked him, was always out to get him. As far as he was concerned, the two duties of a principal were to catch lazy janitors and to run the school, in that order. Hence why Dan ordered me to sleep in the music room, which he deemed to be a cunning hiding place, despite its total lack of cover. I should 41
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As I lay on that impossibly hard music-room floor that morning, dreaming the fitful dreams that only a paper-towel-roll pillow can provide, Dan burst out of his office. I looked up at him, wondering if the mythical principal raid had finally mate-rialized or if this was yet another test. For one terrible moment, Dan and I made eye contact. 

“I shit my pants,” Dan said. Then he waddled across the music room and out of sight. I went back to sleep. 

I should clarify here that Dan was a good guy. Everybody liked him. He made up nicknames for people and shouted sal-utations up and down the halls for kids, parents, and faculty alike. But there’s a difference between greeting a beloved janitor and working as his direct subordinate. Quirkiness is fun in an acquaintance and hell in a supervisor. 

Helping Dan was the second job I ever had, and it taught me everything I needed to know about being a workingman. 

(My first job was in fast food, and the only lesson I learned there was don ’ t work in fast food.) I grew up believing a successful employee worked hard and always put the company first. Dan showed me that was a lie. In the real world, a good worker looked out for himself, especially if a principal might be lurking nearby. Nap lightly and always have an alibi. 

Dan’s job could have been perfect if he had relaxed a little. 

He was the school’s second-longest-serving employee, and, by 42
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virtue of his lengthy tenure, also the second-highest paid. Only the principal made more. But rather than milking his relatively stress-free gig for all it was worth, Dan was in perpetual panic mode. Perhaps he was afraid someone would realize how good he had it and steal his job. But more likely, Dan was just Dan. He lived in a complicated world where friends were secretly ene-mies, cleaning was high stakes, and bathrooms were sometimes a little too far away. 

The day Dan pooped his pants, he didn’t even go home. He called his wife to bring him replacement shorts. He refused to abandon his post for something as inconsequential as uncon-trollable diarrhea. That was another lesson: A man could still be dedicated to a job he shirked with alarming regularity. Being loyal and slacking off aren’t mutually exclusive. Besides, Dan had a lot of experience at dealing with health problems on the clock. He kept a box of bullet-shaped suppositories in the school’s walk-in fridge. There was also a rag in his office with a suspicious brown spot right in the middle. It was important to never touch anything in his office unless you absolutely had to. 

There shouldn’t have been any rush for Max and me to get our jobs done. We estimated that, were it not for Dan’s alternat-ing demands that we speed up or stop to take naps, we could have cleaned the entire school in two weeks. As summer help, we were paid by the hour, but our time was tracked so casually that we were essentially salaried. And Dan actually was salaried, so there was no reason for him to get there early and stay late, especially when nobody else was in the building and there was so little work to be done. There was no convincing Dan of any of this. He still believed everyone was looking for an excuse to get him fired. That’s why he couldn’t spare even a second away from the school. Instead, he sent me. 
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I’m not sure who was breaking the law, me or them, but I suspect we should all be in jail. I never had the least bit of curiosity to see what I was drug-muling across town, but it came in regular pill bottles, so at least I wasn’t handling his suppositories. 

You know you’ve hit rock bottom when your only consolation is that the stuff you pick up for your boss probably isn’t going up his butthole. 

Another time, Dan made out a check for $1,500 and sent me to cash it for him. I walked into a bank I’d never been in before, wearing my disheveled janitor clothes. They were rumpled from napping on the floor, not from working, but I still didn’t look like a guy who should have that much money on his person. Yet the bank handed me $1,500 in cash without a second thought. 

That was another lesson on employment, courtesy of Dan. In a world that depends on “trust but verify,” few people ever bother to verify. Also, running random and possibly fraudulent errands beats manual labor any day. 

That Dan was married (and to a woman willing to deliver emergency underwear, no less) was just one of the many mysteries surrounding him. Another was his military service. He made passing references to Vietnam, but he would never elaborate. One day, Max was looking at a list of military ranks in an encyclopedia in the school library (another place we hid from the zero people who were looking for us). Dan pointed to the insignia for private first class and said, “I used to have that, but they took it away.” He wouldn’t explain why. Whatever caused 44
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his demotion, it wasn’t drugs. He said he had nothing but dis-dain for soldiers who got high in the field. If I had to guess, Dan got busted down for being Dan. I had a hard enough time following him around a school. I couldn’t imagine following him into battle. Although, ironically, that would have been the one place his paranoia would have come in handy. It’s okay to act like someone is out to get you if they actually are. 

It’s tempting to say Dan became the way he was because of his time overseas, but I don’t think so. I grew up around Dan, first as a student at the school and later as the summer help. I sincerely believe his unique brand of crazy was unrelated to his military service. He didn’t startle at loud noises or struggle with anger issues or have nightmares (we napped enough that I would have noticed). Nothing as minor as a war could have turned him into him. He had a story, but I doubt if even he remembered what it was. That was a particularly memorable Dan lesson: It’s best not to know too much about your coworkers. Take their crazy at face value and slowly back away. 

One day, Dan’s worst fear came to pass. He looked out the window of my napping room and saw a guy in the parking lot redoing the yellow lines. Dan rushed out to confront him. The man wasn’t just there to paint. The new priest at our Catholic school had hired him to do odd jobs both on campus and at its affiliated church. He was basically another janitor. Dan had worried for decades that someone would come in to replace him, and now it was actually happening. Of course, Dan wasn’t being fired. The priest thought the church and school could use two handymen, although combined they barely needed one. If anyone was expendable, it was me and Max. We should have been grateful Dan’s random speed-ups and slowdowns had 45
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For days, Dan carefully monitored the new guy like a dog watching the mailman. We soon learned the new handyman had simply been going door to door looking for work when the priest offered him a job. Apparently that actually happened outside of movies about the Great Depression. As I suspected, Dan didn’t have much to fear. The handyman was soon let go, and the new priest was transferred out not long after. It was nothing criminal, just a group of honest, godly people getting someone exiled over minor differences. That’s Christianity 101. 

Once again, Dan was the last man standing, the king of his own domain. Still, his brush with near-replacement left an impression I’d take with me to future jobs: Sometimes the paranoid loner is right. 

When Dan was awake, he did a good job in his own way. 

He had a collection of cleaning chemicals that were part cutting-edge science, part dark arts. There was a special mix for every surface in the school. Some could strip paint off a wall. 

Others would gently clean a blackboard. You did not want to mix those up or you were likely to burn a hole in something. We probably should have worn gloves. 

Cleaning the walls was just a prelude to the main event: the floors. We had to carry all the desks out into the halls so Dan could go through and wax the classrooms. Moving all the furniture was the only job all summer Dan couldn’t do by himself. But he did do the waxing solo. The floors were his master-piece. He piled on layer after layer of wax, whether the floors needed it or not. On the bottom layers, you could see paper clips permanently sealed in like mosquitoes encased in amber. 

The layers worked. The tiles Dan protected all those years ago 46
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still haven’t been replaced. They’re a permanent reminder of another Dan lesson: You can get away with sleeping on the job as long as you still get the job done. 

I made it through two summers with Dan. Looking back, it’s surprising how much of his work ethic I internalized, for better or for worse. No, definitely for worse. After him, I always got the results my various employers wanted, even if I did it by putting in far less effort and far fewer hours than I was supposed to. 

Maybe I would have been a lackluster employee even without Dan. At the very least, he taught me not to feel guilty about it. 

As I rose through the ranks of the job market, I became more efficient at slacking off. Gone were the days of lying on hard floors and running pills. I upgraded to clandestinely building my own private social media empire on the job and, eventually, to secretly writing books at work. None of those employers ever realized they were unknowingly subsidizing the arts. All in all, Dan wasn’t a bad guy to work for when he was calm and even-keeled, which happened occasionally in between some of his more frenzied episodes. In the working world, the best you can hope for are the brief moments when you don’t hate your job. Dan taught me that. Maybe it was even on purpose. 

Dan retired years ago and is now happily living life without fear of a principal lurking in the bushes, waiting to catch him. 

And you know what? The school hasn’t been as clean since he left. He was paranoid and peculiar, but he took his job seriously, and he did it better than anyone else could. That was a testa-ment to the greatest Dan lesson of all: A man works hard—when other people are watching. 
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On average, men shuffle off this mortal coil at an earlier age than women. This trend holds true around the world, which means the cause is likely biological rather than environmental. Perhaps there’s something poisonous about testosterone, making masculinity literally toxic. Twitter would have a field day over that. Or maybe it’s male behaviors, not the hormones behind them, that shorten men’s lives. Testosterone won’t kill you, but showing off to your friends how you can light yourself on fire with bug spray might. Not that I’ve witnessed that firsthand or anything. 

I have several theories about why men die earlier than women, but this is a lighthearted comedy book. Let’s talk about cancer. 

Like all great man stories, this one starts with my balls. My wife and I were watching the Summer Olympics. I don’t care about sports, but I do like winning, so I was deeply invested in finding out if athletes from my country were the best in the world at sports I’d never heard of. In between these quick hits of narcissistic patriotism, the TV network showed interviews with the athletes to highlight their heroic backstories. One male swimmer beat testicular cancer while still competing. As someone who has seriously considered leaving work early over a hangnail, I was impressed. But the swimmer wasn’t just racing; 49
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Touching my own balls while watching TV fit within my lazy parameters for self-care, so I gave it a try. I found a lump. 

I drove straight to an immediate-care clinic. A nurse ush-ered me into an exam room right away. The staff there understood how serious the situation was. Moments later, a female doctor walked in. Her gender upped the awkwardness a little, but this was life or death, and she was a trained professional. 

She put on a glove and felt around. I braced myself for the news. No matter how long I live, I’ll never forget the words she said next. 

“All I’m feeling are your testicles.” 

There was no cancer. There wasn’t even a lump. There were only my testicles, feeling exactly how testicles are supposed to feel. Only I hadn’t known that. I, a man in my twenties, didn’t know what my own male parts were supposed to feel like, and I had to have it explained to me by a woman in her fifties who was definitely going to tell people about this, HIPAA be damned. I’m sure she still laughs about me at cocktail parties. 

It’s just one more reason I never leave the house. 

This was a story I could never tell anyone. Not my friends. 

Not my family. Not people who would read a book I might write in the future about how to be a man. I would take this secret to the grave. Then I remembered I had to go home and face my wife, who would probably want to know that I wasn’t dying. I wasn’t sick; I was stupid. If only something had been wrong with my testicles instead of my head. 

That’s a terrible thing to say. If I had received a serious diagnosis, I’m sure I would have given anything to have experienced a little harmless embarrassment instead. I can say that 50
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now as a calm, rational human being writing about it years after the fact. But in that moment, as a man whose macho pride had been wounded, there was only one thought on my mind: I was never going to the doctor again. 

 That is why men die before women. On the drive home from immediate care, I understood every man who stubbornly refused to seek medical attention up to and including the moment their untreated condition killed them. By man logic, death is better than mild humiliation. It makes no sense, unless you have testicles, in which case it makes all the sense in the world. 

My dad’s dad understood. He died in his sixties after he refused to see a doctor about what turned out to be bladder cancer. His stomach swelled up like he was pregnant, yet he sat in his favorite chair and smoked like nothing was wrong until it was too late. Then again, this was thirty years ago, so it’s possible seeking medical attention sooner wouldn’t have made a difference. Medicine in the early 1990s had advanced beyond drilling holes in skulls to let out evil spirits, but not by much. 

My mom’s mom, like any sensible woman, took the opposite approach. Grandma suspected she had cervical cancer and immediately saw a doctor. The doctor—a man—brushed off her concerns. But she did have cervical cancer. It was eventually diagnosed correctly by another doctor, gender unknown, and she received treatment. She died a few years later, but she made it much longer than my paternal grandfather. Was male stubbornness the sole difference in their survival times? My paternal grandfather was a smoker and former alcoholic who did hard farm labor his whole life, none of which helped his health. But his adamant refusal to seek medical treatment when everyone could clearly see he needed it didn’t exactly extend his life span. If only an Olympic swimmer had warned him. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) In an unfortunate twist, men, who are less likely to seek medical treatment for anything, are more likely to need it in the first place. Men do dangerous jobs. The real question is if men do certain jobs because they’re dangerous, or if certain jobs are dangerous because they’re done by men. Maybe men are just inherently unsafe. If all coal miners were women and all secretaries were men, coal mining might suddenly be accident free. 

Meanwhile, deaths from office paper cuts would skyrocket. 

I don’t have any proof that men take more risks than women, but it’s anecdotally true of the people in my life. I don’t mean risks like starting your own business or telling someone you love them or typing for a really long time without backing up the file—although I certainly know examples of men doing all of those things. I’m talking more about seasonal explosives. 

I’ve never once seen a woman come close to dying from a do-it-yourself fireworks show, but I can count multiple guys who have almost blown themselves up. And I can do it with all my fingers because I kept a safe distance when they were setting the things off. 

When I was growing up, fireworks were illegal in Illinois but readily available across state lines. In a suspicious coincidence, all the biggest firework stores in Indiana were lined up along the Illinois border. It was all part of Indiana’s secret, highly prof-itable war against its neighbors. If you launch a bomb, that’s an attack. But if you sell one to someone so they can go home and blow themselves up, that’s just capitalism. 

One time, my brothers and their friends sent me a video of themselves setting off a bag of Indiana fireworks. I don’t mean they took the fireworks out of the bag and launched them; I mean they doused the bag with gasoline and set everything on fire at once. Remarkably, none of them were hurt, but that’s 52
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never guaranteed. Whenever a guy sends you a video, your first question should be, “Who died this time?” Maybe women are just as dangerously irresponsible around fireworks as guys. I don’t know. At the very least, women are smart enough not to record it. 

Now take the worst of male behavior around fireworks and put it in a factory environment. Of course the accident rate will go up. A workforce that doesn’t read instructions, go to the doctor, or consider consequences before acting is now in charge of big, dangerous machines. It’s shocking that any men survive. As I’ll no doubt be forced to say a million other times in this book, not all men and not all women, etcetera, but I don’t think anyone would be surprised to find those self-destructive behaviors in groups of men far more often than in groups of women. 

What would this country be like if it were primarily women who stayed in the workplace throughout their careers while men dropped out for years at a time to raise kids? It would be safer, at least at work. But more homes would burn down from flam-ing bags of fireworks. 

And then there’s the most dangerous job of all: war. 

Throughout history, it’s mostly men who’ve been sent out to fight. Yes, there are many examples of brave, deadly, and quite frankly terrifying women who made their mark on the battle-field, but the majority of soldiers throughout history have had penises. That’s unfortunate. It’s just one more body part that can be shot off. 

Giving men the majority of roles in a profession where the main objective is to kill other men can’t help the average male life span. If the armies of the world put more women in combat roles, perhaps the male and female life expectancies would be closer together. Or maybe the female life expectancy would 53
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They’re smaller targets, and, if they do get hit, they won’t be too embarrassed to call for a medic. I also doubt they’ll ever light a bag of grenades on fire to impress their friends. 

Men even make jobs more dangerous when they work for themselves. The stereotypical manly man can do his own repairs. He can fix that leaky sink or rewire that flickering light socket or reboot his own pacemaker. Never mind that plumbing and electrical work and cardiac surgery are all highly specialized fields best left to the professionals. A man would rather flood his house or shock himself or stop his heart than pay someone else to do that work for him, even if he ends up drowning and getting electrocuted and having a cardiac event at the same time. There’s nothing more embarrassing than suicide by DIY project. Hardware stores and emergency rooms should share a building. 

Men don’t complain about these expectations of an early death, which is weird because men complain about everything. 

But it’s obvious why. When faced with mortality numbers, all guys assume they’re the exception rather than the rule. Every man thinks he’ll be the one person who lives to 105 drinking bourbon and smoking cigars every day. But the numbers don’t lie, and those life span averages come from somewhere. The only consolation is most guys will never have to accept reality. 

When you’re dead, you don’t have to admit you were wrong. 
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A  man sticks with his team. 

I have a complicated relationship with balls, and not just the ones that humiliated me at the doctor’s office. I suffered almost as much embarrassment from sports. In fourth grade, my parents signed me up for baseball. I didn’t display any interest in the sport. We just happened to live near a baseball field, so that was that. As with everything else in life, proximity dic-tates misfortune. 

All the other kids on my baseball team had been hitting and throwing baseballs since they were old enough to walk. I was only vaguely aware that baseball existed. I was placed in B League, the middle skill group, because of my age, not my ability. If they accurately matched my skills to the competition, I would have been in T-ball—and even that would have been a stretch. I would have been perfectly happy in the stands. 

For me, baseball was a lot like war: long periods of boredom punctuated by occasional moments of terror. That terror came when I was up to bat. The ball was hard and fast and as likely to slam into my rib cage as fly across the plate. Letting a fourth grader hurl a baseball in your direction is about as safe as handing them a bow and arrow to shoot an apple off your head. I wasn’t looking for a base hit. I just wanted to survive. 

Not surprisingly, I didn’t get a single hit the entire season. Every 55
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My biggest problem was everything. In addition to being a coward, I had no hand-eye coordination. How was I supposed to make a moving bat hit a speeding ball, especially when there was a better-than-zero chance that ball was on a collision course with my torso? After one game in the middle of the season, I walked up to my parents in the stands, ecstatic that I made it out without getting beaned by a pitch. My parents were furious. I couldn’t understand why. I made it out unin-jured. What more could they want? 

“You didn’t swing,” my mom said. 

Oh. I hadn’t even noticed. I was too focused on staying alive. 

To be fair, if I had swung, I wasn’t going to get a hit anyway, although it might have gotten me out of the batter’s box sooner. 

I was taking the wrong approach to this game. If I wanted to escape injury, I should have struck out faster. 

The high point of my baseball career came in a tight game in the bottom of the ninth. We were down by a run, with two outs and a runner on third. I was up to bat. It was my worst nightmare. I didn’t care about blowing the game. That was a certainty. I was just upset that my teammates hadn’t managed to lose the game before I had to face the baseball firing squad yet again. 

I squared up to the plate, ready to accept my fate. Then, deliverance: The runner on third came barreling toward me. He was stealing home. I stepped out of the way. 

The runner was thrown out by a mile. He never stood a chance. Our team was dejected, but I couldn’t believe my luck. 

The runner ended the game before I had to take any more 56
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pitches. It didn’t occur to me until years later that the coach sent him on that hopeless suicide run because he still had a better chance of stealing home than I did of getting a base hit. I feel no guilt about it. I’ll never apologize for being terrible. 

I learned a lesson from baseball, but not the right one. I decided I was done with sports with hard balls. That eliminated only lacrosse and jai alai, neither of which I had ever heard of. 

Newly confident about the kind of sport I didn’t want to play, I joined a soccer league. That was okay. The ball didn’t hurt as much as a baseball, and I could hide in back with the other defenders. An effective defensive tactic was to simply stand in the way of the ball and let it bounce off of me. I’ve always excelled at taking up space. 

Then I joined track and cross-country, which were even better. There was no ball at all, and both sports were geared toward people who were good at running away from threats rather than toward them. Still, I wasn’t satisfied. In junior high, I watched as almost every boy in my grade at our small Catholic grade school left early for basketball games, leaving only me and one or two other guys behind. I failed to recognize the huge opportunity of being left alone with all the girls. I just wanted to be with all the other dudes. I was so stupid, it hurt. 

So, in seventh grade, I joined the basketball team. As with baseball, I was years behind all the other kids in terms of experience and was hopelessly trying to play catchup. At least I had touched a basketball before. I sometimes played pickup games after school while my mom ran the after-school program in the school’s gym. The games weren’t so much organized competitions as unruly mosh pits. To commit a foul, you had to stab someone. I thought that prepared me for the basketball team. I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) At the start of my first practice, the coach had us each shoot ten free throws. I swished all ten. The coach was impressed. He thought he had found a ringer. I’m now in my thirties, and to date, that was still the only time I’ve ever made ten of anything. 

It was a weirdly misleading start to the greatest period of inept-itude of my life. 

I was terrible at basketball in a way I had never experienced before. I couldn’t shoot or dribble or pass or defend. Those are all kind of important to the game. The only thing I could do right was run laps, which never helped me any. You don’t need great cardio to sit on the bench. Undeterred, I showed up to every practice, even as I failed at drill after drill. At the time, I thought this showed grit and determination. Now, I know it just showed I couldn’t take a hint. Failing repeatedly at the same things without ever getting better was about as courageous as beating my head against a wall. 

The only thing worse than practice were games. I had to show up early to travel to distant towns I had never heard of and watch other people play. Those were the good nights. On the bad ones, I got tossed in at the end of a blowout win or crushing loss to remind everyone watching of why I was on the bench in the first place. I would manage to cram an entire night’s worth of futility into one or two minutes as the clock wound down. I was nothing if not efficient. At least I was with all the guys, even if I was humiliating myself in front of them. That’s when I first began to suspect male camaraderie is overrated. 

Still, I stayed in the sport. I didn’t want to walk out on my teammates, even if my mere presence hurt us all. Things were as bad as they could possibly be. Then I started high school and they got even worse. 
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On game days, all the players on the team wore shirts and ties to show how serious we were. It was all a pointless illusion. 

First of all, there’s no connection between wearing a tie and doing better at anything, including basketball. I’ve never heard someone who just witnessed a great shot say, “That guy must have worn a tie today.” Second, it’s not like those ties intimi-dated our opponents. The other players weren’t at our school. 

They had no idea what we wore all day. Basketball was always in the winter, so when we got to games, we were bundled up in coats. The other team didn’t see what we were wearing until we were in our uniforms across the court from them. In terms of competition, dressing up gave us no advantage whatsoever. But at least it taught us how to dress like men. Except that it didn’t. 

All through high school, I never learned to tie a tie. Rather than mastering this manly rite of passage, I had my dad tie the tie once at the start of the season. Then I slipped it on and off my neck for the next three years. By the end, that knot was harder than a diamond. Today it’s probably buried twenty feet deep in a landfill somewhere, still tied in that same unbreakable full Windsor. Whoever unties it gets to be king. 

Our team had one head coach but was split into two squads: JV, which was mainly for younger players, and varsity, which was mostly upperclassmen, with some of the better JV players getting court time for both. Far be it for the worst player in the history of sports to cast stones, but our team wasn’t very good, even if you didn’t include me. But I was included, watching from the bench in my uniform during JV games and from the bench in a shirt and tie during the varsity ones that followed. I’d silently thank the total lack of playing ability that kept me out of games as the coach went apoplectic over yet another loss. I 59
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Our varsity squad’s defining moment came when we played our rivals in a nearby town. The other school’s gym was packed for their senior night. This was the last time their twelfth graders would ever play a home game, and we were the chumps they were supposed to beat. Our team played that role to a T. 

Do you know those heartwarming stories where some player, often with a disability, sticks it out for years and years on a team, and then, in the final game, gets to play? Usually, both teams stand still to let him score and then he leaves the court. The other team had a player like that. There didn’t appear to be anything different about him physically, but he was supposedly a four-year benchwarmer in a special-needs program. 

The basic rules of human decency said we should have taken it easy on the guy. Instead, we stuck our best defender on him. 

As soon as he got on the court, he drained a three-pointer on us. The crowd erupted. Those might have been his first points in any basketball game ever. Our coach was livid. The special-needs kid stayed in the game. 

The next possession, the same guy nailed another three-pointer over our best player. The cheering from the stands practically blew the roof off the gym. Our coach screamed, but his angry words were drowned out by the crowd. Remember that story where you let the disabled kid score? What if you’re a jerk and try to stop him, but he steamrolls you anyway? That was us. 

Next possession, the disabled kid got the ball again. 

The veins on our coach’s neck looked like they were about to explode. “Somebody stop him!” he screamed. “For God’s sake, he’s retired!” 
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Only our coach didn’t say “retired.” Not that the kid heard him. The guy swished his third three-pointer in a row, and the wave of sound nearly blew out my eardrums. I have never heard so much human joy contained in one building. There have been last-second Super Bowl victories that were quieter. And all that happiness was caused by us, even if we did everything in our power to stop it. It’s not whether you win or lose, but how hard you try to foil the disabled kid on the other team. 

The next year, I finally quit basketball. I never talked to the coach. I just didn’t show up that season. As a senior, I wasn’t allowed to be on the JV squad anymore, and it was pointless to pretend I could play varsity. That winter, I went out for swimming instead. I was just as bad at it as I was at basketball, but I could lose on my own at my own speed. I came in last every race, and I was the only guy in school history to start a race with an accidental belly flop. I also once finished a race two full pool lengths behind the next-to-last guy, only to have a judge disqualify me for touching the wall with one hand instead of two. And you know what? It was the most fun I had in high school sports. 

I never did a sport with balls again. I had finally learned my lesson. A man doesn’t need the camaraderie of a team sport. He just needs time to fail on his own. 
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A  man has muscles. 

Of course, a woman does, too. Without muscles, we’d all be stranded on the floor like beached jellyfish. That’s not a good look for any gender. 

But according to society, men in particular are supposed to have thick arms, rock-hard abs, and ears that can move up and down on command. Most people don’t know about that last part because of the shortcomings of traditional media. It’s hard to capture in print the raw sex appeal of moving ears. 

I had muscles, once, briefly, in one specific part of my body, during a misguided period of my life. I gained them mostly by accident. I finished my last upward growth spurt right before I started high school. My freshman year, I was 6′2″ and weighed 140 pounds. I had the same dimensions as a flagpole. My lack of weight wasn’t for lack of eating. My diet consisted almost entirely of carbs, the densest energy source I could find short of coal. I ate brownies for breakfast and multiple bagel sandwiches for lunch and entire frozen pizzas for dinner. In my house, he who ate fastest got seconds. No wonder I’m the tallest of my siblings. If I ate like that today, I’d have to use a scale built for horses. Yet at the time, I barely gained any weight. At least I made the most of it when I had the chance. It’s not a coincidence that the same year my metabolism slowed down, Little Debbie went bankrupt. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) From junior high on, I ran track and cross-country, which only increased my rate of calorie burn. My cross-country uniform tank top fell off my shoulders until someone taped the straps together behind my back. I wasn’t embarrassed. Big arms on a runner are about as useful as strong toes on a fish. I wanted to be fast, not strong, but our high school coaches had other ideas. They forced us to use the weight room. I always knew I was weak, but I never had it quantified until I attempted to bench-press the empty bar. I couldn’t get it off my chest. It weighed forty-five pounds. If I didn’t have a spotter there, I would have died, cause of death humiliation with a little crushing thrown in. 

In the years that followed, I gained weight, not from working out, but from puberty. My dangerously high levels of teenage hormones converted some of those brownies directly into muscle, which is a trick I’d give anything to repeat in adulthood. Youth really is wasted on the young. Thanks to this gradual conversion process, I weighed 159 pounds right before I started college. I spent that last summer before I moved to campus running ten miles a day to get ready for my first Division II cross-country season. The limited amount of upper-body strength I gained from junk food wasn’t holding me back. I was in the best running shape of my life. 

It didn’t make a difference. I was terrible. I should qualify that statement. Compared to all seven and a half billion people on earth—including men, women, children, and the elderly—I was among the very fastest. I have yet to meet a grandmother I couldn’t smoke. Even compared to normal guys my own age, I was incredible at pointlessly running long distances while not being chased. But there was nothing “normal” about the other college athletes I was running against. Compared to other guys 64
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between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two who trained as much as I did, I was hopelessly slow. In high school, I at least achieved the upper end of mediocrity. In college, all that training helped me do was come in last by a little bit less. It was disheartening to try so hard and still be so bad. There had to be something I could do better than the superhuman runners around me. That’s when I rediscovered the weight room. 

My college teammates were all short, light, and fast. I had the opposite build, especially after I took full advantage of the school’s buffet-style meal plan. Jesus could turn water into wine, but I could turn unhealthy quantities of biscuits and gravy into pure muscle. I soon weighed in at 185, which made me about forty pounds heavier than our good runners. 

In a pack of greyhounds, I was a Clydesdale. I wasn’t much better than the other guys at most lifts, but when it came to my shoulders, I had Lennie-from- Of-Mice-and-Men strength. 

I don’t know what in my life exercised that particular muscle group beforehand. It wasn’t a motion I ever did on my own. In general, I tried to keep my arms by my sides as much as possible. Just ask anyone who’s ever seen me dance. Nonetheless, I threw everything I had into shoulder exercises. I started college slow as hell. I ended it slow as hell with really big shoulders. I was doing something right. 

Just not when it came to fashion. Thanks to my shoulders, my shirt size changed from large to extra-large. My waist stayed the same. That meant every shirt fit me like a two-sided cape: tight up top and baggy below. Just what the ladies want. Sometimes, even extra-large wasn’t big enough. During track season, Coach Mike passed out lined windbreaker pullovers. The biggest size wouldn’t slide over my shoulders. When I moved my arms, the back of the pullover threatened to rip open. I felt 65
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I finally got to the point where I could lift as much on shoulder exercises as the shot put and discus throwers. Their job was to toss heavy objects. Mine was to run. One of us had track completely backward. To be clear, I still couldn’t throw anything. My shoulders were functionally useless. That didn’t stop me from feeling unjustifiably macho. Like a real man, I could lift something heavy and then set it back down in the same place without accomplishing any meaningful work. Nobody ever said beauty had to have a point. 

Lola, who began dating me at the start of college in my pre-muscle days, wasn’t impressed by my newfound physique. 

That wasn’t surprising. If my physical appearance was important to her, she never would have been with me in the first place. 

What was unexpected was that more people weren’t like her. 

From an evolutionary standpoint, big muscles really shouldn’t be attractive to a potential mate. In our prehistoric past, a guy with strong arms would have been better at killing food, fend-ing off attackers, and carrying his spouse’s caveman luggage, which was all made out of rocks if the Flintstones are to be believed. As society progressed, physically strong men made better farmers and better soldiers and better laborers. But then industrialization rolled through and messed up everything. 

Suddenly, the best providers weren’t the ones who were strong enough to do the work, but the ones who were smart enough to make the strong guys do the work for them. From a mating perspective, it’s hotter to own a factory than to work in one. 

Remember that the next time you update your Tinder profile. 

Unfortunately, men are too dumb to learn this lesson. 

Scrawny white-collar guys who make lots of money are the best 66
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providers and should attract the best mates. So what do men do once they get a dream job with a high salary and no physical work? They hit the gym until they look like they dig ditches for a living. It makes exactly as much sense as it sounds. 

I fell into the same trap in college, even as Lola remained (rightly) unimpressed. It’s not like she had any saber-tooth tigers she needed me to kill. Even if she did, I likely couldn’t have. My arms were constantly sore and weak from my time at the gym. But if I stopped working out, the muscles would immediately start to atrophy. That’s the irony of exercise. The guy who looks like he can lift an entire building is probably too worn out to even help you carry your groceries. But he’ll be happy to tell you how much he can bench while you lift all the bags yourself. 

Then came the one and only moment when my big shoulders almost paid off. I was in the weight room doing lateral pulldowns, as always, when two girls on the cross-country team approached me. 

“Can we touch your shoulders?” one of them asked. I was genuinely confused. Girls never wanted to touch me. That was best for everyone involved. But according to these girls, I had three distinct bands of muscles on my shoulders that popped out when I did this one particular exercise. I had no idea those muscles were there because I never looked at my back in the mirror. My front side was discouraging enough. 

I nodded to the girls, and they each poked my shoulders like I was a dead frog on a dissection table. Then they glanced at each other and walked away. That was it: the full extent of female interest I generated from my muscles. It was awesome. 

But aside from bragging that I once had muscles so big that curious girls wanted to jab them, all the time and energy I spent 67
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My big-shoulder era ended as unexpectedly as it began. 

I continued to hit the weight room all through college, but at some point, my magical metabolism turned off. This unfortunately coincided with when I started drinking beer late in my college career. Suddenly, those ten thousand calories I was eating (and drinking) every day started to show. Panicking, I went on a diet. I lost weight fast. I lost muscle faster. Within a month, the freakishly big shoulders I’d spent four years building up were gone. The track pullover that once made me feel like the Hulk now made me look like a little kid wearing my dad’s clothes. It was traumatic, but only to me. Everyone else was as indifferent to this physical transformation as they had been to the first one. I need shallower friends. 

I kept that track pullover for years, vowing that someday it would be the wrong size because I was too strong instead of too weak. Not that it was a great pullover. It had my name stitched on the front, so I wouldn’t have worn it even if it fit right. I’d rather random people I meet in public not know my name. I never know when I’ll want to steal my first gnome. 

Finally, after years of various diets and workout regimens, I threw away the pullover. My life instantly got better. I don’t need oversized shoulders or any other kind of muscles, for that matter. I’m a white-collar guy who writes for a living, and that’s okay. I’m a great provider—probably—assuming anyone actually bought this book. 

A man is strong enough to embrace being weak. 
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 OUTDOORS

I’ve spent a lot of nights in a tent for somebody who absolutely hates sleeping outside. I don’t see the point. We’ve already defeated nature. We slashed and burned our way across the surface of the earth so we could live in sealed, temperature-controlled homes safe from the elements. Now, there are only a few pockets of wilderness left, and the only way to end up in one is to go there on purpose. Men in particular seem drawn to them, even if they can’t find a stretch of wilderness more than fifty feet from the nearest gas station. But deliberately inconveniencing yourself to sleep on the ground for a night or two doesn’t prove you’re a man. In fact, being male doesn’t help at all with wilderness survival, other than when nature calls. If you pee standing up, you’re less likely to get poison ivy someplace that matters. If you have to go number two, though, you’re risking your sphincter. That’s why, if you must camp out, keep it short. Always return to civilization before you do anything that requires toilet paper. That’s Camping 101. 

Campers confuse me, even if I grudgingly used to be one because I thought being an Eagle Scout would look good on my future college applications and résumés. True outdoorsmen venture out into the woods to be close to nature, then use hundreds 69

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) or thousands of dollars’ worth of gear to keep nature out. After you deploy the latest scientifically engineered tents, sleeping bags, ponchos, night vision goggles, and bug repellent, you won’t be any closer to the wild than if you were sleeping in your own house. The opposite of nature is civilization. If you bring enough supplies and equipment to fill an apartment, you’re not camping; you’re colonizing. Nature is wherever you aren’t. 

Once you get all that gear set up, the only thing to do on a campout is exist. Maybe you’ll stare at a campfire or sit on the edge of the water with a fishing pole or watch the sky and pretend to think deep thoughts. Whatever it looks like you’re doing, what you’re really doing is nothing. And for men, that’s the entire point. It’s the scam they’ve been pulling on women since the dawn of time. Men act like they need to go out into the wilderness to bond with other guys, but staring at a campfire doesn’t bring men together any better than staring at a TV. 

Guys can bond literally anywhere. Hand them some beers and leave them alone, no weekend getaway needed. 

This is a secret guys never want women to find out: Men don’t need the wilderness at all. They just want to spend a few days doing nothing instead of helping out with the million things that need to be done around their own homes. Houses aren’t so much shelters as they are bottomless pits of chores. 

If you sit around doing nothing in your own house, you’re a deadbeat. You’re shirking your responsibilities as a husband or father. But if you sit around doing nothing in the middle of the forest, suddenly you’re strengthening friendships and communing with nature. That’s why many men stress camping as a manly outing rather than a coed venture. They don’t want to risk spilling their secret of total, rejuvenating boredom to their wives and girlfriends who might ruin it all with 70
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another to-do list. To be clear, there are women who are avid outdoorsmen—or outdoorswomen. Let’s just call them outdoors people so no one feels left out. But it’s only men who empha-size camping as an escape from household chores. There’s just not the same mythos built up around women camping that there is around men, probably because those women actually enjoy the outdoors and aren’t just using it to dodge housework. 

To each their own. 

The outdoors also aren’t a gateway to personal growth or better character. Boy Scouts, which is supposed to mold boys into “good” men through exposure to nature, sometimes just creates more outdoorsy criminals. At my local Boy Scout camp, which I reluctantly attended many summers in a row, the counselors would hide a painted stone called the Rainbow Rock every night after dinner. The first person to find it got a prize. 

Eventually, someone who found the rock got smart. Rather than turning in the rock for a minor reward like a popsicle, they held it for ransom. Word quickly spread that the captors had taken a picture of the rock posed precariously above a latrine. One wrong move and it would sink in a bottomless pit of poo, never to be seen again. You know somebody failed their Nature merit badge when they threaten to kill a rock. I don’t know what the captors’ demands were. I hope they dreamed big. A million dollars and a helicopter seems about right. I would have settled for just the helicopter. Anything to get out of summer camp a little early. The campers holding the rock hostage ended up getting busted, but not before the counselors created a new Rainbow Rock. Note to aspiring kidnappers: Make sure your victim can’t be replaced by a random rock and a can of spray paint. 

Even though camping doesn’t prove men are tough, help them bond, or turn them into better people, avid campers won’t 71
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Blanket fort campouts in someone’s garage would be superior to traditional camping in every way. Just don’t extend an invite my way. The garage is still too outdoorsy for me. 
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A  man holds his liquor. 

I didn’t have a sip of alcohol until I was twenty-one. 

Well, I had Communion wine, but the Catholic Church says that’s blood, not booze. Not sure if that would hold up in court if you drank enough for a DUI. Jesus, take the stand. 

I didn’t have any moral aversion to alcohol. I just didn’t want to get into trouble. That’s the only reason I follow most rules. I’d be the absolute worst person to be around in the Purge. My Catholic high school reserved the right to punish students for infractions that happened anywhere at any time for any reason, so they weren’t afraid to go after kids for having a few drinks in their basement on a Saturday night. There are no jurisdictional issues when you have a mandate from God. They once punished a guy for picking up his drunken friends from a party he didn’t even attend. His sin was being an enabler. You know, like enabling them not to die in a fiery crash. Jesus never offered free rides home. 

The weird thing is, Catholics are actually big on drinking. 

That and the lack of birth control explains all the big families. 

If you ever attend a sober Catholic wedding, it’s secretly Bap-tist. As for funerals, you better drink in solidarity with the dead. 

Everyone knows the only way into Heaven is to go shot for shot with St. Peter at the pearly gates. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) Despite this divine peer pressure, I didn’t drink in high school, and I continued to follow the rules and fail my religious heritage at my Catholic college. One of the terms of my scholarship included a vague clause about the money being contingent on my good conduct. Would the school really yank my scholarship if I got caught drinking underage? Who knows? 

Given how arbitrarily the school enforced discipline after the lawn gnome incident, for a drinking infraction they might have looked the other way, or they might have run me over with a truck. Or maybe they would have looked the other way  while running me over. More plausible deniability that way. 

My reluctant sobriety wasn’t great for my social life. College parties don’t exactly include pin the tail on the donkey and fruit punch. People will tell you there are plenty of things to do in college besides drink. Those people didn’t go to college in the middle of a cornfield. 

I stayed boringly dry and bided my time. Then I turned twenty-one. 

My birthday was in the summer when I was away from school. Getting trashed at my parents’ house didn’t sound fun (I wouldn’t discover until future holiday gatherings just how wrong I was), so I decided to visit the gnome thieves, who were still on campus for their minimum-wage summer jobs. By that point in the summer, I think the lawn gnomes had already been stolen and disposed of, although it’s possible my timeline is off. 

Details on the rest of this story are hazy for reasons you can probably guess. 

I picked up Legs, the Mind, and High Life and drove to the liquor store, where the clerk did math for a full three minutes to figure out I was exactly twenty-one. I had to pay for my birthday alcohol because all my future roommates were broke. Maybe 74
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they should have been robbing banks instead of stealing lawn gnomes. They told me to buy a bottle of flavored rum and a bottle of Jägermeister, and I followed their advice because I had absolutely no other information to go on. I figured if there was one thing they knew how to do well, it was making bad choices. 

I was among experts that night. 

Back in the gnome thieves’ dorm, Legs handed me a shot of whatever he had left from his personal supply. I threw it back and cringed. I felt so betrayed. All those years, I thought people drank because they loved the taste. It turns out they just drank because they hated being sober. Luckily, the taste wasn’t a problem for long. Someone handed me a beer bong, and the contents were down my throat before I could even taste them. 

After a few of those, my body shut down all the evolutionary defenses that were supposed to keep me from ingesting poison. 

I was invincible—or on the verge of death. At that moment, it was hard to tell. 

Deep into the evening, I saw the Mind with my bottle of Jägermeister. I was incensed. How dare he finish off my birthday present to myself! I grabbed the bottle and tipped it all the way back to drink the very last drops. I gulped. And gulped. 

And gulped. About six swallows in, it finally occurred to me that the bottle wasn’t close to empty at all. At least not before I got a hold of it. Now all the liquid inside had been transferred to my stomach. Temporarily. 

I burped. A mysterious black liquid appeared in my out-stretched hand. Was I dying? Nay, it was the Jägermeister making a hasty escape. I stumbled into the hall and ran for a trash can. 

It was a photo finish. With no time to spare, I grabbed the sides of a huge trash can in the hall and barfed. Out came all 75
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Minutes later, I stood up, a gallon of liquid lighter and with a renewed will to live. At least I hadn’t made a mess. 

Except that I had. In a move that defied physics, I completely missed the trash can. There was vomit everywhere but where it was supposed to be. I didn’t need a mop. I needed a flamethrower. 

My less-than-subtle act of defilement drew the attention of my friend Winston, who wasn’t a gnome thief but was on campus as a resident assistant. It was technically his job to keep the gnome thieves in line, but unlike me, he never got evicted for failing to turn them in. He cleaned up the disaster area as best he could and then led me into his room, where he gave me some salt mixed in water in the faint hope he could keep me from dying. He also offered me a beer because, hey, it was my twenty-first birthday. I declined to drink more and hung out with him until I was capable of stumbling back to the gnome thieves’ room. They were nowhere to be found, having given me up for dead and moved on to other sources of alcohol. I lay down and instantly fell asleep. That was soon to become my signature move. Alcohol lowers your inhibitions, letting you show the world who you really are inside. It turns out I’m happy and then exhausted, with nothing in between. 

After my infamous twenty-first birthday, I thought I was finally one of the guys. I could drink socially, which fixed exactly one of my hundreds of problems in dealing with other human beings. Unfortunately, I drastically overestimated my own abilities. I still couldn’t stand the taste of alcohol. Not long after my birthday, I casually grabbed a light beer at a cookout. 
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At the first sip, I gagged. When no one was looking, I dumped it down the kitchen sink. There is no greater sin in man law. 

Unless you’re a beer snob, in which case drinking the light beer is even worse. 

My earlier drinking days would have been easier if I were a woman. In the circles I associated with, only they were allowed to have drinks that actually tasted good. Their cocktails were colorful and fruity and completely hid the taste of alcohol, which seemed infinitely smarter than drinking something that made me want to retch. “Feminine” is just another word for not being stupid. I couldn’t admit this in college, though. To try to keep up at parties, I did shots of flavored vodka in my room before I went out. I could mostly toss them past my tongue to keep gagging to a minimum, but I still couldn’t sit and sip a beer like one of the guys. I was an outsider again. 

That’s when I finally realized my taste buds wouldn’t develop on their own. If I was going to be a man, I’d have to take a more direct approach. Every night as I sat watching TV 

or playing video games, I made myself leisurely drink one beer. 

It was awful. Then it was okay. Then it was pretty great. I forced myself to like it. If I’d approached physical fitness with the same level of dedication, I’d have had the body of a Greek god. One of the good ones, not the ones who sit around drinking wine all day. Instead, while my large but useless shoulders remained as impressive as ever, I began packing on weight in other, less desirable areas, which was basically everywhere else. Fortunately, no one cared. Among my beer-drinking friends, I was finally respectable. Who needs health when you have the admiration of other guys who are just as out of shape as you are? 

Right as my partying ability reached its peak, it was time to wind down. I graduated from college. Now there weren’t 77
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Pre-kids, we hosted gatherings at our house. Then some moron got Lola pregnant. It was still early enough in the marriage that she let me throw another party. For those of you doing the math at home, one drunk spouse plus one sober spouse with child equals divorce. 

Lola went to bed early because that’s just what pregnant women do. By the early hours of the morning, she asked everyone who was staying at our house to go to bed, too. My friends politely complied. Just kidding. They not-so-stealthily skittered around the house in the dark like drunken ninjas. Then one of them had the brilliant idea to cook a frozen pizza after Lola had specifically told them not to use the oven. A few minutes later, she woke up to the smell of smoke wafting up the stairs. They had put the pizza in the oven upside down. The toppings fell off and burned on the oven floor. It was the last party we hosted for a decade. Thanks, guys. 

It wasn’t the last time in my life I would binge-drink, but it was the start of a shift in my drinking goals from “get wasted” to 

“stay awake.” The older I got, the fewer drinks it took me to crash wherever I happened to be: a bed, a couch, under a conveniently located tree. (Pro tip: Don’t make your tired, drunk husband walk to the car to fetch an air mattress. Odds are he won’t make it all the way back.) To socialize with other guys, I had to stay conscious. Fortunately, all my buddies were slowing down, too. We wanted to have fun, but not as badly as we wanted to not be hung over the next day. Being lame feels amazing if you have to wake up before noon. 
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I learned to drink, and then I learned to drink less. But there was still one manly lesson I had yet to internalize: how to sip whiskey. Despite my years of experience with alcohol, I still couldn’t handle the taste of the hard stuff. I told myself it would happen when I grew up, but in my thirties, I finally accepted that adulthood would forever be out of my reach and took a page from my college playbook instead: I forced myself to drink whiskey until I liked it. I’m still not there, but I can almost tolerate it now, which is also my highest hope for other people’s feelings about me. The best thing about whiskey is that it’s harder to compare. I don’t have to worry about going beer for beer with other dudes watching the game. 

A man holds his liquor close so no one can tell how much he drank. 
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A  man appreciates feedback. 

Growing up, I wanted to be a pig farmer just like my dad. Well, maybe not just like him. I could do without the back injury and oppressive rural poverty. But a lifetime of shoveling pig poop sounded oddly appealing, at least compared to my eventual stint in journalism. 

My dad’s other pursuits after he left the farm didn’t make the same kind of impression on me. I never daydreamed about being an insurance salesman or a college student or a career cubicle guy. Pig farming imprinted on me the same way the love of a sports team imprints on normal kids. I researched pig facts. I played with pig toys. I filled my room with pig postcards. 

Those were postcards with a pig on them, not postcards sent by one. God help us if pigs ever learn to write. 

When my dad was in college, I begged my parents for a potbellied pig. It wouldn’t be as majestic as a farm pig, but sacrifices had to be made for apartment living. Everyone knows full-size livestock are hard on carpet. My mom refused to get a pig of any size. At the time, potbellied pigs cost about a hundred dollars, which was a hundred more dollars than we had. 

You can’t buy a pig with food stamps, and if you could, well, it would raise some questions about why you wanted one in the first place. Also, my mom didn’t want a pig in her home because 81
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I remained tragically pigless throughout the rest of my childhood. Then I got married. My wife knew about my pig obsession, which I had tried unsuccessfully to keep in the closet while we were dating. I had enough trouble fitting in with other human beings without broadcasting my strange affinity for farm animals. One day, while browsing the internet, Lola stumbled across pictures of mini pigs and forwarded them to me. For the first time since I was a kid, I realized pig ownership was a real possibility. Lola immediately regretted bringing it up. 

There’s no such thing as a “teacup” pig, but mini pigs—as in 

“smaller than farm pigs”—are very real. A full-grown mini pig weighs about as much as a large dog, but is shorter and squarer. 

It’s essentially a brick made of ham. While a full-grown farm pig might be as tall as a man’s waist, a mini pig will top out closer to his knees. I didn’t think there would be anything particularly controversial about that. I was wrong. 

I didn’t make a move for a mini pig right away. In marriage, you have to play the long game. Lola and I gradually acquired everything we would need for a pig, even if it wasn’t for a pig at all, at least according to Lola. We bought a house. We fenced in the yard. We installed doggy doors, allegedly for our dogs. 

There was nothing keeping us from pig ownership—except for Lola. That’s kind of like saying there’s nothing blocking your path except Mount Everest. I prepared to climb. 

I brought up mini pigs a few dozen times. Lola was less than thrilled. She explicitly forbade me from spending money on a pig. That’s when I saw my opening: She didn’t ban me from getting a pig for free. By then, I had gone viral on the internet, and people were actually paying me to advertise for them. But I 82
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didn’t need something as crude as cash. Like any modern businessman, I wanted to trade a tweet for a pig. 

After a few Google searches, I found a pig breeder who agreed to give me a free pig if I could get them enough likes on their Facebook page. I sent out an appeal to my followers on every social media platform, and they rallied to the cause. I’ve never seen the internet come together like that before or since. 

It’s amazing how helpful people can be when they think they’re endangering your marriage. Within days, the Facebook page had enough likes. I had earned my free pig. 

Lola grudgingly accepted our new pig, Gilly, into our lives. 

As much as Lola didn’t want a pig, this is the woman who got her wedding dress for a hundred dollars because the bottom was water damaged and she was short enough to cut it off. There was no way she could say no to getting an expensive pet for free. 

But not everyone was so supportive. As the internet banded together to help me exploit the free-pig loophole, backlash began to build. I had done my research, and the blood of generations of pig farmers pulsed through my veins. But none of that mattered to the vocal mob that took over the comment sections below my posts. “THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS A ‘MINI PIG,’” 

they screamed at me in all caps. This pig would grow up to be six hundred pounds. She would destroy my home. She would eat my family. Best-case scenario, I would have to dump my pig on some over-capacity animal shelter. I was reckless. I was ignorant. I was a monster. 

Never mind that I had basically spent my entire life preparing for this pig. Never mind that most of the commenters had never been within a hundred yards of a living, breathing swine. 

Never mind that, of the thousands of pigs raised by my father and his father before him, literally 100 percent of those pigs met 83
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Strangers on the internet talked down to me again and again on a topic I knew more about than they did. And you know what? I was the dumb one because I didn’t see it coming. 

The best thing about the internet is it’s possible to share opinions with everyone in the world. That’s also the worst thing. By carving out a career on the internet, I realized, I had to take the good with the bad. I couldn’t expect to profit from the unruly cyber mob if I wasn’t willing to be burned alive by it from time to time. If I wanted an audience, I had to man up and take it. 

Not that I accepted that. I planned to embrace the opposite approach: avoid future criticism by never saying or doing anything that would upset anyone for any reason ever again. I had more than a million followers with totally different opinions on life and parenting. Keeping them all happy all the time should have been easy enough. 

That’s what I was thinking when we took Gilly to my parents’ 

house that Christmas. I took a picture of all the kids buckled in their car seats while Gilly gazed out the window, apparently deep in thought. Little did I know she was getting ready to panic-poop. We had to stop the car three times to deal with the fecal avalanche that followed. I then shared the story on social media because there’s no family disaster I can’t exploit for likes. 

After I posted the picture, I forgot about it for a few hours while I downed several Christmas beers, partly to celebrate the 84
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birth of Jesus and partly to forget the smell in the van. Beer has many functions. At some point that afternoon, I pulled up Facebook. The picture of the kids and pig had an unusually high number of comments. I had enough alcohol in my system to read them. Big mistake. There was a tidal wave of people screaming at me, but not about the pig. She was old news. Instead, I was in trouble for buckling my kids into their car seats while they were wearing their puffy coats. According to the internet, my kids were definitely going to die. As proof, people linked to a video where a mannequin in a puffy coat is strapped in with super-loose car seat straps. When the test car crashes, the mannequin flops around like, well, a mannequin with super-loose straps. People tripped over themselves in the comment section to save my children’s lives. I was a bigger threat to my kids than the pig was. 

For various reasons that aren’t worth rehashing, I was convinced the threat posed by puffy coats is overblown (if not nonexistent, as long as the car seat’s straps are tightened correctly). 

I replied with something along those lines under the original post. It went over about as well as you would expect. Telling worried parents they shouldn’t worry is like trying to put out a fire by spraying it with gasoline. The blowback was instant and scorching. Thoroughly singed, I vowed not to read any replies until the heat had cooled off. If I waited, surely the public anger would burn itself out, just like it did when I first got my pig. 

Once again, I had miscalculated. Apparently, people take the health and safety of children a lot more seriously than the hypothetical final size of a stranger’s pig. When my Facebook followers noticed I wasn’t reacting to their replies anymore, they filled my inbox with direct messages. Unfortunately, I saw them all. At first I replied individually, to try to reason with their 85
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It was a lot of deleting. My index finger was out of commission for a week. 

Eventually, the drama died down, but it took a while. I received the last angry message months after my original post. 

Although I’ll probably get more angry messages now that I’ve brought up puffy coats again, and this time I can’t even blame Christmas beers. Damn you, autumn whiskey. 

The weird thing is, before I was devoured by a mob of parent-shamers, I thought I was a stickler for child-seat safety. 

All of the seats in my van are held in place with straps and seat belts tightened to the max. I follow all modern car seat laws, which keep kids in car seats until they’re old enough to vote. 

Compared to how I was raised, I’m a car seat fascist. My parents had me out of my car seat by the time I was two. And even they were good parents compared to the lady in my childhood apartment complex who let her kindergarten-aged son ride on the hood of her car. It was safe, though, because he was wearing his snowsuit, so he would have extra padding if he went flying off. Puffy coats save lives. 

Between the pig debacle and the puffy-coat controversy, I heard more than I ever wanted to from people who were convinced they knew what was best for me and my family without ever having met any of us. Maybe I’m doing it wrong, but I don’t go on the internet to be saved. Protecting me from me sounds exhausting. Nobody has that kind of time. At least that’s 86
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what I thought before I acquired a free pig and later shared a picture of my kids in their car seats. Now I know people can always find room in their schedules to offer unsolicited advice. 

I should have seen it coming both times, and yet I didn’t. At least I won’t be caught off guard again. Just kidding. Each new future controversy will surprise me like it’s my first day on the internet. Hindsight is 20/20, but my forward vision remains as blurry as ever. Maybe that will eventually stop me from seeing all the mean things people write. 

A man develops a thick skin to deal with the constant criticism. A smarter man stops reading the comments. 
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“A re you going to try for a boy?” 

It’s a question I get surprisingly often. Many strangers are extremely concerned with my sex life—or at least the fruits of it. It seems weird to call children fruit, but they both start out sweet but go bad fast, and once they do, they stink and make everything sticky. I’m not a parent; I’m a gardener. 

On one hand, I can’t blame people for asking if my wife and I are going to try for a son. There’s just not that much else for people who barely know me to talk about. To the casual observer, I’m the guy with four daughters. The next question seems obvious. I’ve already made four of one thing, so will I try for the other thing? This isn’t a sign of interest in my family-planning decisions. It’s a failure of small talk. 

But on the other hand, asking if my wife and I are going to try for a son is aggressively personal. It implies I’m not a real man unless I have a son to whom I can hand down all of my manly knowledge. Never mind that this book conclusively proves I have only a passing idea of what it means to be a man. 

If I don’t have a kid with the same set of reproductive organs as me, I’ve apparently missed out on a key piece of the parenting experience. Popular culture says the ideal family has two kids, one son and one daughter. Also one dog, one unhealthy grudge against a neighbor who failed to return their hedge clippers, 89
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Would my life really be that different if I had a son? For one thing, I’d have someone to carry on my family name. Otherwise, it will die out with me. Good thing my last name doesn’t say anything about me as an individual. I didn’t do anything to earn it. I inherited it simply by existing. It was created hundreds of years ago when there were finally enough people that it was no longer possible for everyone to know everyone else on a first-name basis. It’s made up. If you go back far enough in history, we all just called each other by weird monkey grunts, and none of those were passed down. I’m sure I have an ancestor with a prehensile tail who’s rolling over in his grave. 

It’s not like I have some prestigious name to pass down, anyway. I’m not the heir to a royal title or a family fortune. I’m just some guy. The common folk don’t have primogeniture for a reason. When I die, my daughters will split my meager belongings equally. They can squabble among themselves for my prized possessions, like the cup I accidentally melted in the microwave or the other cup I intentionally melted in the microwave. I had to find out if I could duplicate the results because science. Actually, all this inheritance stuff is moot because all my belongings will go to my wife, who will undoubtedly outlive me by a few decades. Not that I mind. She’ll have a long life, and I’ll have bacon. I made the right call. 

People who do have names worth passing down aren’t any better off. An obsession with having a male heir seldom ends well. Henry VIII executed multiple wives and split a religion over misplaced disappointment with his own sperm. If Henry had understood that it was he who determined the sex 90
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of his babies, the royal headsman wouldn’t have had such a busy schedule. Maybe the stability of a huge region of people shouldn’t ride entirely on the random discharge from some dude’s gonads. Just a thought. 

Even though it doesn’t matter to me at all if I pass on my last name, my name might live on through my kids anyway. There’s no guarantee my daughters will change their legal monikers. 

Maybe they’ll keep their own last names when they get married, or perhaps they’ll never get married at all. They can do whatever they want, as long as it’s legal. I have to throw that disclaimer in there or else some reader will accuse me of giving my kids permission to hunt bears with grenades or something. 

Although, rereading that last sentence, I’m unclear if it means permission to shoot bears that are holding grenades or permission to throw hand grenades at unarmed bears. Both options are a little intense. My daughters keeping their own last names seems pretty tame by comparison. 

Am I less of a man if I can’t produce another man? Doubt-ful. It’s not like having a son would suddenly make me better at woodworking or doing pull-ups. My testosterone levels had nothing to do with whether or not my wife and I conceived a boy. And if there is a study out there that says my testosterone levels do matter, don’t tell me. I’m too manly to be swayed by contradictory evidence. Having kids of any gender shouldn’t be used as a measure of success, anyway. It’s the worst possible way to keep up with the Joneses, especially if the Joneses don’t use birth control. Beware if you move in next to Catholics. 

There are upsides to having all girls. For one thing, past a certain age, my wife will be the one who accompanies the kids to all their annual doctor’s appointments. If letting my family name die means I get to escape one errand per kid per year, so 91
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As their father, I should be part of that discussion, too, but given my lack of familiarity with female anatomy, it would be best if I just stay away. I don’t want my kids to spend a lifetime unlearning the bad information I give them about body parts that don’t exist. Apparently women don’t have spark plugs. 

If the genders were reversed and we had four sons, I would gladly handle the talk. Well, not gladly, but with grudging for-bearance. I know enough about my own anatomy to bluff my way through a brief, uncomfortable lecture. But since we have daughters and the puberty talks will all fall to Lola, I get to handle other, non-biological conversations, like what to do in the event of the zombie apocalypse. There’s actually a good bit of overlap with the puberty talk. Before the world ends, stock up on tampons. 

The greatest perk of having daughters instead of sons is the smell. As a former teenage boy, I know what kind of odors growing males can produce. I’m sure girls can put off unpleas-ant scents, too, but they’re more willing to counteract them with better hygiene. Or any hygiene at all. Teenage boys are uniquely oblivious in the olfactory department. I’m grateful that after my daughters grow up and move out, I won’t have to leave the windows open for a year or two to air the place out. Even extreme ventilation wouldn’t be enough for families with all boys. They just have to burn the place down and move. 

While my wife and I haven’t closed the door on the topic completely, for now it seems like our family is done growing. 

That’s not to say I would be disappointed with a son. If something changes, we would happily welcome a child of any gender into our lives. But for now—and possibly forever—we’re fine with the number of kids we have. Our family isn’t incomplete 92
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just because I don’t have a son. And if I do somehow end up accidentally having a son and he’s reading this: This chapter was all a lie. I always wanted a boy. 
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TAKING FLIGHT

A  man is brave. 

There was a parrot on the loose. He was big and red and prehistoric. With grim determination, he stomped across the kitchen floor like a T. rex chasing a Jeep. We backed up a step. 

The bird belonged to my aunt, who wasn’t at home. My immediate family and I were visiting from out of town, and she told us to swing by her house to check out the work she had done on it. We stopped by with my cousin Mark. Almost immediately, we noticed something was off. The door to the giant birdcage in the kitchen was wide open, and a menacing red parrot was tramping across the tile floor on patrol. These were his hunting grounds. We were in his world now. 

The parrot couldn’t fly due to an old injury, but that didn’t stop him from charging right for us on his wicked dinosaur feet. He followed us in a circle, from the kitchen to the dining room to the living room and back to the kitchen again, as we backed up one step at a time. He was slow but decisive, his talons clicking against the floor with every stride. He was going for the kill. 

Finally, Mark stopped retreating and stood his ground. 

Surely we misunderstood the bird’s intentions, Mark reasoned. 

After all, this parrot was our aunt’s beloved pet. He was probably 95
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The parrot paused in front of Mark. Then it lunged forward and bit his foot. Birds are monsters. Never forget. 

I don’t like birds. I never have, and I never will. Maybe my fear is hereditary. When my mom was a kid, one of her chores was to collect eggs from the chicken coop. An angry rooster always stood in her way. He was like four parrots stacked on top of each other. With his imposing size and scaly claws, he was the king of the farm, or so he thought in his tiny bird brain. Day after day, Mom tried to sneak past the rooster. Day after day, he chased her. Once, he caught her, flapping his wings in her face and stomping on her chest with his creepy bird feet. Mom ran crying to Grandma. Grandma was unmoved. The rooster provided Grandma with new baby chicks. All Mom did was pick up eggs somebody else made. One function was more important than the other. 

One day, Mom’s older sister, Denise, was hitting a tennis ball against the garage door when the ball sailed over the garage and into the rooster’s territory. Denise went to get the ball. The rooster charged. Denise struck it full force with the tennis racket. The bird flopped over, dead. Denise was horrified. 

The only thing worse than a live bird is a dead one, especially if my grandma found out. The bird twitched, then started pecking Denise’s hand. Sadly, the rooster would be just fine. Some things are too stupid to die. 

Years later, when I was a kid, my grandma replaced her chickens with a pair of white geese. They, too, thought they were in charge of the farm. The feathered hellbeasts didn’t limit their attacks to little girls. They terrorized everyone equally. Even the dog ran from their pure, animalistic hate. To get into the house, 96
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when you got out of your car, you had to run to the farmhouse patio and grab a broom, which was bigger than the geese in size and equal to them in intelligence. It was the only thing the geese respected. Outside of that, we were all fair game. It seemed like the reign of terror would never end. Then the geese went after my grandpa one too many times, and my grandparents had goose for dinner. On a farm, it’s a bad idea to be both mean and delicious. It was the only kind of happy ending possible when feathered monstrosities are involved. The only good bird is a cooked one. 

A wonderful thing happened during one of my summers as a grade school janitor: Someone died. Not at the school, although we had our share of close calls. It turns out the greatest number of desks you can safely stack on top of each other is four. Sometime that year, an elderly parishioner passed away, and they left money to the school. When it comes to donations, the dead are more generous than the living. You can’t take it with you, at least not according to most religions. It’s a good thing Jesus never got into pyramids. 

Thanks to the bequest, the school could finally afford some modest upgrades. I’m not talking about granite countertops and accent walls that pop. The school used the funding to replace decades-old carpet and bathroom tile that had deteri-orated from fifty years of kids peeing on it. Children are gross. 

Afterward, there was just enough money left over to replace the Styrofoam ceiling tiles. That was my job because I was tall and expendable. I got to work. 

It was a cushy assignment. Styrofoam rectangles aren’t heavy, even for someone with my physique. The work was also 97
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In the main part of the school, there was nothing to worry about. The only thing above the tiles was empty space. The entryway was a different story. Something had been living above the Styrofoam tiles. A lot of somethings, actually. When I removed the first tile, straw and dust fell on my head. Animals had been making nests. Maybe it was just rats, I told myself. 

You know you’re in trouble when diseased vermin are your best-case scenario. 

Bracing myself, I moved the ladder and pulled down the next tile. I was instantly hit with a shower of dead baby birds. 

Each emaciated bird mummy smacked into my head and shoulders before bouncing off and landing on the floor. I’ve never felt dirtier in my life. A mother bird had left her hatchlings in the space above the Styrofoam tiles and never returned. I maintained my composure. Yeah, right. I jumped off the ladder like it was on fire. Dan, the janitor, and Max, the other summer helper, just looked at me. I was fine, I assured them. That was a lie. I had never been so far from fine in my life. I just couldn’t lose face in front of two other guys. I took a deep breath and climbed the ladder to get the next tile. A man finishes the job, whether he wants to or not. 

I removed another Styrofoam rectangle. The trickle of dead birds turned into a downpour. There were dozens of them. This wasn’t an isolated bird burial. It was a bird graveyard. So that’s where elephants got the idea. 

I dove off the ladder. I was done. Dan again asked if I was okay. I was not even in the same zip code as okay. I couldn’t find okay with a map and compass. Dan and Max didn’t say any 98
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more about it. They finished replacing the ceiling tiles without me. The dead baby birds didn’t hurt them. I had committed the cardinal sin of showing fear in front of other guys in a situation that was completely harmless. But revealing my anxiety didn’t hurt me, either. I lived to janitor another day. Just not that day. 

At least those birds couldn’t chase me like the parrot. I swore I would never be that close to any bird, living or dead, again. 

A decade and a half later, Lola and I hired a contractor to expand our laundry room into some unfinished space under the slope of the roof. At the end of a workweek mid-project, the contractor had just cut a hole for the new dryer duct, but he didn’t have time to put a cover on it before his crew left for the weekend. Lola and I didn’t think anything of it. A cover seemed like a useless decorative flourish. I’m a vain man, but I can’t say I’ve ever worried about what my neighbors think of my exposed ductwork. 

I was walking down the hall, minding my own business, when I heard what sounded like spindly feet dancing on tin-foil. It was my worst nightmare: There was a bird in the laundry room. Slowly, I pushed open the door to the new space. 

The bird was inside the duct leading from outside to the dryer. 

 Clomp clomp clomp went its evil bird feet. It was like a parrot, but smaller and wilder. If the pet bird at my aunt’s house was a T. rex, the one in my dryer duct was a velociraptor. All that separated it from me was a thin layer of aluminum. 

I closed the laundry room door. Someone had to deal with this. I got my wife. 
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I went outside and looked up at the opening to the dryer duct. It was fifteen feet above the ground. The bird had me at a disadvantage. I was going up in the air to face it on its home turf. I had to do it anyway. Not really. I could have waited for the contractor, but it was Sunday, and he wouldn’t be available until the next morning. Who knew what kind of sinister schemes the bird could finish by then? I had to deal with it now. 

I dragged our absurdly heavy twenty-two-foot ladder over to the side of the house. Then I climbed. Rung by rung, I came closer to the bird’s evil lair. I stopped just below the opening and waved my hand in front of it, holding my breath. Would a bird come shooting out? Nothing moved. I needed to check the hole, but I was scared to look. That was a good way to take an angry bird to the face. The last thing I needed was to get knocked off the ladder and impale myself on the picket fence below. At least all my cousin Mark suffered was a bite to the foot. I was looking at instant death. Maybe that was why Lola insisted I take care of the bird. My life insurance was better than hers. 

Suddenly, there were angry chirps behind me. I carefully turned on the ladder to look. An agitated bird watched me from a tree. Was it the bird from the duct waiting to return to its new aluminum home, or was it a second bird doing a flanking maneuver? I couldn’t be sure. With birds, the attack comes not from the front, but from the side, from the starling you didn’t even know was there. 

I had to act before more avian reinforcements arrived, but I didn’t have a proper duct cover with me. That would have 100
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required me to make a trip to the hardware store and then drill holes through the aluminum siding, all while under imminent threat of bird attack. I needed a faster solution. I peeled a piece of duct tape off the roll I’d taken up the ladder and used it to stick a rag over the opening. I looked at it with no satisfaction. 

Determined birds could easily break through to get in. I had to hope they would be too unmotivated to test the barrier. Of course, the cloth wouldn’t do any good at all if there were still a bird in the duct, waiting for me to let my guard down. Evil is patient. Don’t look up. 

The cloth held. The next day, the contractor installed the proper vent cover. The threat of birds was over forever, at least in that one particular spot. Next time, I’ll just hire someone to deal with it, regardless of the day of the week. 

A man knows when to be brave—and when to run away so he can be brave another day. 
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 MAN CHORES

You don’t need to be a guy to mow the lawn. Men act like it’s macho to maintain their yards, but the truth is it doesn’t take much arm strength to use a basic push mower, and the self-propelled and riding kinds require none at all. Guys keep this truth on the down low because, if women found out, they would force us to take on more indoor chores. We prefer our drudgeries to come with fresh air and a hint of danger. No man ever lost a toe to a vacuum. 

When my wife and I bought our house, I immediately assumed all mowing duties. Lola never fought me for them, despite the fact that, growing up, she mowed as many yards as I did. Perhaps she let me embrace this traditionally manly duty to help me compensate for my lack of masculinity in other areas of my life, or maybe she just preferred to stick to chores that let her work in air-conditioning. If one of us was going to get heat stroke, it might as well be me. It’s yet one more reason women live longer. 

Despite the physical ease of mowing (assuming it’s not too hot outside), there’s a lot of pressure on guys to do it right. Men judge other men by their lawns. It’s like a firm handshake, but in grass form. The ground covering around a man’s house tells you more about him than what kind of car he drives or where he went to school. My backyard is home to two pigs (I added a 103
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As you might expect, the constant pounding of eight pig hooves doesn’t exactly leave my backyard looking like a golf course. Those small, hard feet punch through the ground, churning up mud. It doesn’t bother me. Okay, it does a little. 

The mud sticks to their hooves, and they track it into the house through the doggy door. Most of the time, there’s more of my yard on my carpet than in my yard. I bought two robot vacuums to keep up with the mess, but it was too much for them. 

They both went on strike. 

I fare poorly when other men judge my yard, but it’s not clear how yards became a basis for judgment in the first place. 

We men have convinced ourselves that we’re doing something useful when we keep our lawns neatly trimmed, like we’re fend-ing off the green apocalypse or something. If you let your grass get too long, the plants will overtake the land and all verte-brates will be driven back into the sea. Bring a life jacket. 

There was a time after the invention of agriculture when everyone had to grow their own crops to support their families. 

Thanks to improved farming techniques, it gradually took fewer and fewer people to produce more and more food. Now, even gas stations stock enough prepackaged calories to feed a Roman legion. Men no longer have to grow anything for themselves, and I suspect that makes us subconsciously feel emasculated. Perhaps lawn care is our way of connecting to a distant past when we had to till the earth to provide for our families. It’s just a shame the symbolic plant we fixated on was grass. You can’t even eat it—unless you’re a pig. They’ve got it all figured out. 

But as much as men judge each other by their lawns, there’s nothing manly about mowing. It’s just another chore you have 104
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to repeat over and over without appreciation or reward until you die. When men water their grass to make it grow, it just means they have to mow it more often. If they didn’t water and fertilize it in the first place, it would all be uniformly dead, no maintenance required. Why can’t that be our standard for land-scaping beauty? It might not be the lawn you want, but it’s the one you deserve. 

Still, there’s a reason men saved mowing for themselves. 

Compared to other chores, it has a lot of upside. You get to be outside by yourself, and if anyone comes out to ask you for something, you can’t hear them. Sometimes I run my mower just to drown out my kids. I think they’re catching on. Dead grass doesn’t need to be mowed twice a day. 

Dividing chores like mowing fairly is critical to any marriage. In the ideal situation, each spouse would do half of the chores, and each person would feel honored and appreciated. 

In reality, the best you can hope for is that both spouses feel a little bit screwed over because they each think they’re the one doing more. That likely means the split is as good as it’s going to get. If somebody seems too satisfied, renegotiate immediately. Don’t fall victim to your partner’s happiness. 

While it’s clear where mowing falls in the stereotypical division of chores, things get murkier when it comes to gardening. It’s outside like mowing, so it might appeal to men, but it involves nurturing plants, which might appeal to women. No man has ever been proud of cultivating a salad. Of course, the garden could just be flowers. That adds to curb appeal, which makes it manly. There’s nothing weird about judging another dude based on his chrysanthemums. At the same time, flowers have traditionally been thought of as feminine. I’m not sure why. Flowers have both male and female parts, and you can’t 105

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) tell at a glance which is which. That’s for the best. You don’t want to be known as some kind of flower pervert. 

Clearly, which chores fall under what traditional gender role is completely arbitrary. This is especially true when it comes to indoor duties. You can negotiate with your partner all you want, but the person who ends up doing a chore is usually just the one who first gets sick of leaving it undone. If dirty bathrooms bother you more than they bother me, chances are you’ll be the one who ends up cleaning them. In that sense, every chore assignment is really a game of chicken, but instead of a head-on collision, the penalty for no one backing down is living in filth. It’s not that most guys underachieve at doing chores. It’s that they overachieve at not caring. In relationships, apathy is the ultimate trump card. 

That sort of high-stakes showdown is exactly what happened when I lived with the gnome thieves in college. There were five dudes in one apartment, and our trash can was over-flowing. We were all able bodied and perfectly capable of taking it out. And yet, we couldn’t. If one of us were to cave, he would be unmanned in front of the rest of us. It was a matter of principle, which meant logic and reason no longer applied. 

Men are complicated. 

Finally, the situation hit a crisis point. We couldn’t open the closet that held the trash can without unleashing an avalanche of garbage. Also, there was some concern that raccoons might storm the apartment. Everyone knows they don’t take prisoners. 

Rather than someone making a chore chart or simply taking out the trash with the expectation that a different roommate would do it the next time, we did the next best thing: We organized a tournament. The game was Bear, Hunter, Woman. It was like Rock, Paper, Scissors, but with full-body pantomimes instead of 106
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simple hand motions. We stood back-to-back like we were starting a pistol duel, took a few steps, and turned dramatically to reveal our pose of choice. The woman seduced the hunter. The hunter shot the bear. The bear ate the woman. I’m sure that by modern standards, our woman pose was offensive. Come to think of it, bears probably wouldn’t be thrilled that we depicted them as woman eaters, and the hunter held an invisible gun without a corresponding invisible gun license. We lived by different standards back then. Clearly it was a mistake to tell any stories about my past. I wonder if it’s too late to redact this entire book. 

The tournament—which was round robin, double elimina-tion, because apparently none of us valued our free time—raged late into the night. Bears roared. Women wiled. Hunters devastated local wildlife populations. Each match was marked with jump spins and sound effects. Alcohol may have been involved. 

This was a contest of epic proportions, the implications of which would last a lifetime. I still remember who lost: not me. 

Actually, I’m not even sure of that. There were five of us, and by the end of the tournament, four of us didn’t have to take out the trash. If I was the loser, I’ve blocked it from my memory. Alcohol conquers all. 

Either way, after that, the trash never backed up to the point where we had to hold a tournament again. Maybe we figured out that it made more sense to spend thirty seconds taking it out than to waste an entire night holding a tournament to decide who to punish with a simple chore. Or maybe we just got evicted before the garbage became a crisis again. 

I’m guessing it was the latter. If there’s one thing men don’t do, it’s learn their lesson. 

That chicken dynamic hasn’t worked as well in my own marriage. The problem is that my wife has standards, which 107
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Throughout our marriage, Lola has always cleaned the bathrooms. I’m seldom aware if a bathroom is dirty or not. I simply notice if it fulfills its function, namely helping me get waste out of the house as quickly and efficiently as possible. 

I’d like to avoid cholera and dysentery, thank you very much. 

It’s not that I’m incapable of noticing filth. When I walk into a gas station bathroom, I’m certainly aware that I’m about to die. If scientists want to find new forms of life, they should stop looking at Mars and start examining the toilets at any 7-Eleven. 

But when it comes to bathrooms in our house, they always look clean to me. Lola and I just have different levels of grime tolerance. To me, it’s clean if I won’t die from some contagious disease. To her, it’s clean if she’s killed every germ with a laser. 

That’s why she doesn’t trust me to clean the bathrooms. She’s not confident I’ll wage war on microscopic organisms to her satisfaction. In our house, slash-and-burn sanitation is women’s work. 

With food, this game of chicken plays out differently. Most nights, Lola wants to eat later. I want to eat always. That’s why I learned to cook. I should really put “cook” in quotation marks 108
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because I mostly just heat up stuff from a box. Pop-Tarts are technically a home-cooked meal if you eat them with a fork. 

After work, Lola’s strongest desire is to sit on the couch to decompress from the day, and my strongest desire is to eat my bodyweight in beef. If I want that to happen sooner rather than later, I have to cook it myself. That’s how Lola won that round of chore chicken. Curse her basic self-control around food. 

With other chores, I was more than willing to help out, but I was politely told to stop before I broke something. In college, I washed my own clothes in the dorm washing machine while Lola took hers home to her mom over breaks. My method was better. I didn’t need to trouble my parents with my laundry. I barely troubled myself. I could fit two weeks’ worth of laundry in a single load in the front-loading washer. Lights, darks, and everything in between went in together, all to save a few quarters. My clothes were packed in so tightly that there was barely room for water, which made drying them that much faster. I saved even more time by never folding them. I just pulled them out of the basket of “clean” laundry as I needed them, and I let my body heat naturally smooth out the wrinkles over the course of the day. And Lola married me anyway. She’s a lucky woman. 

Shockingly, Lola didn’t let me touch the laundry when we got married. Early on, it wasn’t such a big deal that she did all the laundry by herself. There were only two of us, and I typically wear only one set of clothes per day. I’m pretty good at keeping my grape juice spills to a minimum. But then we had kids, and it was a different story. Now, if you want to avoid being buried alive in dirty laundry, you need a headlamp and a shovel. 

Reluctantly, my wife invited me to help. That’s how you know she was desperate. 
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A  man fights back. 

My mom’s dad raised dairy cows. At first glance, cattle might not seem dangerous, but on closer inspection, they’re lumbering tanks made of beef. Why are cows so deadly? 

Because they’re jerks. You are the company you keep, and Holstein cows hang out with Holstein bulls, the greatest jackasses in the animal kingdom. Better luck next time, little yappy dogs. 

It’s not like the bulls had much to be mad about, especially in my grandfather’s day. Their only jobs were to eat and to have sex with their own personal harem of cows. Granted, a bull’s life would eventually be cut short by the slaughterhouse, but until then, it was pretty much all copulation all the time. That seems like a fair trade-off. There are more than a few human males who would take that deal. I mean with other humans, not with cows. I’m not here to kink-shame, but no. 

Holstein bulls, like the males of most species, do all their thinking with their dicks. Predictably, this gets them into trouble. 

The bulls aren’t smart enough to realize humans don’t want in on that hot cow action. Viewing farmers as competition, bulls will often attack unprovoked. In fact, Holstein males are so temper-amental that in the 1950s they spurred an industry-wide switch to artificial insemination. After the change, Holstein bulls usually lived as isolated sperm donors without ever seeing a cow. 
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For whatever reason, my grandpa resisted the trend that turned Holstein bulls into incels. He still had a bull on-site to provide a stream of new calves the old-fashioned way, a necessary step to keep the milk flowing. The bull didn’t have a name (on most farms, a good rule of thumb is don’t name anything you eventually plan to eat), but for the purposes of this story, I’ll call him Mr. Brisket. Mr. Brisket wasn’t smart. Few bulls are. 

They’re bred for size, not for solving crossword puzzles. Every day, Mr. Brisket would watch as my grandpa walked into the cattle enclosure to feed the animals and shovel manure and do a hundred other jobs that kept the cows alive and comfortable. 

This went on for years. Never once during those thousands of days did my grandfather try to have sex with one of Mr. Brisket’s cows. Grandpa’s restraint was admirable. He was clearly no threat whatsoever to Mr. Brisket’s bovine brothel. That walking slab of meat had it good. 

Then, one random weekday morning, Grandpa’s mundane routine changed. Like every other day, he entered the cow pen to feed the cows. But on this day, one cow let out a bellow of distress. To be clear, my grandfather was still no threat to this or any other cow. It was literally his job to keep them happy. But Mr. 

Brisket didn’t understand that. He just knew that some uppity biped was making a pass at one of his girls. No self-respecting bull would put up with that. 

Mr. Brisket charged. 

My grandpa was a tough dude. He did manual labor right out of the cradle. He had to. Kids back then were more than family; they were a workforce. His own mother once sent him 112
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out to the garden to dig up potatoes. When he came back inside, he discovered she had given birth to another sibling. The next day, he and the baby both worked the garden together. I might have made up that last part. After a lifetime of hard farm labor, my grandfather was not a man to take guff from any animal. 

And Mr. Brisket crushed him to the ground. 

Again and again, the bull slammed into Grandpa, breaking his ribs and leaving him clinging to life. There are some fights you aren’t going to win. A showdown with a steak the size of a car is one of them. My grandfather couldn’t get up. He was going to die. 

Then another cow let out that same emergency bellow. To this day, no one knows why. It could have been a coincidence, but it also might have been a flash of insight. Maybe the emergency that the other cow saw was a numbskull bull about to kill the human responsible for keeping them all alive. Never mind the species. Somehow, it always falls to females to point out when some stupid guy is about to get everybody killed. And so, as an act of self-preservation or mercy or complete random chance, the other cow feigned distress, and Mr. Brisket ran off to save her. He left my grandfather in a crumpled pile. 

Grandpa was mortally wounded, but he wasn’t dead. Slowly, and with great effort, he pulled himself out of the pen. There was no one to save him. His kids were all at school, and my grandma was hundreds of feet away in the house. Farmwork is mostly solitary, which is why it’s so dangerous. Fighter pilots aren’t the only ones who could use a wingman every now and then. 

Somehow, my grandfather made it back to the house. Did he call for an ambulance and take a nice morphine vacation? 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) on what it means to be a man. Bleeding inside and out, my grandpa limped past the phone and grabbed his gun. Then he willed his way back to the cow pen. He killed Mr. Brisket with a single shot. Medical attention is good, but revenge is better. 

Except that’s not the way it really happened—even if it is the way I heard the story growing up, passed down to me by older cousins I was only half listening to. I asked my mom while I was writing this book (some of us can’t afford professional fact-checkers), and it turns out I had the ending all wrong. Grandpa really was trampled by a bull. He really did almost die. He really was saved at the last second by a bellow-ing cow, and he really did crawl from the pen under his own power. But he was too busy trying to stay alive to seek revenge. 

In fact, he was hurt so badly that my mom was pulled out of school in the middle of the day because doctors thought my grandpa wouldn’t make it. Of all the excuses to cut class, that has to be the worst. 

Grandpa died. Not that day, but decades later of natural causes after leading a rich and fulfilling life. On the day of the bull attack, Grandpa pulled through. He was too tough to die from a future TV dinner. The same can’t be said for Mr. Brisket. 

Nobody shot him. Cattle were still a necessary source of income, even when they got a little stabby. But Mr. Brisket was at the slaughterhouse before Grandpa was out of the hospital. That’s what neighbors are for. If they’d have shot the bull, Grandpa would have lost money. Instead, his fellow farmers helped him cash out and also provided grocery stores with hundreds of pounds of meat. For weeks, Iowa families ate jus-tice with a side of mashed potatoes. That was the real lesson I learned from my grandfather: It doesn’t matter how mad you are, a man doesn’t waste good beef. 
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A  man remembers. 

Imagine that you’re a twenty-one-year-old farm boy. 

You are tall and lanky and morose and alone. Well, not quite alone. You live in the middle of nowhere with your parents on the hog farm where you were born. You own shirts in every shade of plaid, and not in a cool or ironic way. Nobody does anything ironically in your entire state. 

Now imagine that you go to a dance forty minutes to the north in a town of ten thousand people. For you, this counts as The City. There are no dating apps. The only way to meet someone is to run into them in person. It’s a terrible time to be alive. 

Imagine that, at this dance, you see a girl. She is happy and beautiful and full of energy. You think to yourself,  Why can’t I meet a girl like that?  You will forget to tell her this charming story until you casually mention it in an unrelated conversation decades later when you already have seven kids together. Your lack of game is legendary. 

But that’s all still in the distant future. For now, imagine that you are dating the girl. You make the hour drive to visit her at her family’s farm as often as your own farm responsibilities allow. She watches sports with her dad and babysits the neighbor kids as she waits for her life to start. You are her future—you hope. 
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house on a cold winter day. You’ve met her parents before, but your relationship with the girl is still relatively new. Her parents are politely indifferent to your existence. They’ll eventually have nine kids, but at this time, they have a more reasonable eight, six of them girls. Your girlfriend’s parents have seen many, many boyfriends come and go. If you never showed up again, you would be neither remembered nor missed. You have the expected staying power of a goldfish. 

Now imagine that your girlfriend’s mom has a cat. On any farm, there are dozens of barn cats roving the grounds in feral bands, alternately begging for food and dodging human contact. But your girlfriend’s mom is focused on one kitten in particular. She is orange—a rare color among farm cats around here—and she has six toes. Out of the hundreds of farm cats who have lived there over the years, this is the only one that has ever had an extra digit on each paw. This kitten has been accepted into the family in a way that you have not. She is treasured above all other animals on the farm. 

Imagine that it’s time for you to leave. You need to navigate fifty miles of frozen gravel roads back to your own farm. You are in a good mood. The date went well. While you didn’t dis-tinguish yourself to her parents, you didn’t embarrass yourself, either. You might win over her family yet. 

Now imagine that you turn the key in the ignition of your silver Chevy Nova. It should rumble to life. Instead, it makes a noise. Not a regular car noise of pistons and combustion and pure Detroit muscle, but a noise that sounds like a cat on top of an engine block. No, not a cat. A kitten. An orange one with six toes. It’s a very specific sound. 
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Imagine that you get out of your car to check under the hood. There are many problems you can’t fix yourself, but a cat in the engine is one you can. You see the cat. She is not in good shape. She doesn’t like Iowa’s miserable winters any more than you do. She was just looking for someplace warm to take a nap. 

She did not choose well. 

Imagine that you have a decision to make. The kitten isn’t going to make it. You could slink away and leave the cat behind and pretend you have no idea what happened, or you could knock on the door of your new girlfriend and her less-than-impressed parents and tell her mother that you killed her favorite, one-of-a-kind cat. In that house, boyfriends are a dime a dozen, but six-toed cats, well, they’re something special. 

This will not end well if you stick around. 

Imagine that you knock. 

Your girlfriend is happy to see you again. She thinks you just couldn’t bear to say goodbye. Then you tell her why you’re still there. She is less happy. Her mom overhears. She grabs the nearest sharp object she can find—the horns of the bull that nearly killed her husband—pulls them off the top of the piano, and charges. Imagine that you run. She chases you across the yard until you slip and fall in the snow. You turn and try to cover your face as your future mother-in-law raises the horns for the coup de grâce. 

Only that didn’t happen. Imagine that, instead of knocking, you scoop the kitten onto the front seat and rush home. The kitten doesn’t make it (how could it, you kitten-slaying monster?), but you have a plan. You’ll find another kitten. Maybe it won’t be quite the same shade of orange or have exactly the same number of toes, but who counts cat toes more than once? Your 117
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The next day, you return to your girlfriend’s parents’ farm with a different orange kitten. You debate whether or not to bring your girlfriend in on the plot, but in the end, you decide you have to. You can’t just show back up with an orange kitten after the original orange kitten has been missing for a day. Your girlfriend’s mother looks for it every night when she tosses out table scraps, and it never misses a feeding. Your girlfriend is not impressed with the scheme at all, but she goes along with it. She must really love you. You deliver the cat to her and slip away. Her mother suspects nothing. 

Years pass. You marry your girlfriend and have a bunch of kids. The kitten grows up into a cat. She is merciless at track-ing down mice and baby birds. Your mother-in-law loves her. 

One day at Easter dinner, you’ve had a beer or four. Everyone is in a good mood. You finally tell the story of how you replaced the orange kitten. Everyone laughs. Everyone except your mother-in-law. She pulls the bull horns off the top of the piano . . . 

Except that didn’t happen either. Imagine instead that you don’t remember what happened after you discovered the injured cat on your engine block. This is an unforgivable lapse in memory in one of the few worthwhile stories from your early life. Maybe you repressed the incident to save yourself years of sleepless nights. Some faux pas, like using the wrong fork at a fancy dinner or accidentally killing your girlfriend’s mom’s favorite kitten, never go away. Or maybe, after a lifetime of gaffes and embarrassments, it just doesn’t matter anymore. 

Whatever happened, your relationship with your now-wife survived one fatally maimed cat. But that’s not good enough for 118
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a book. Something happened. Maybe it was even one of the scenarios listed above. You don’t remember, so you can’t say for sure either way. 

A man remembers, because if he doesn’t, his son will make it up. 
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Guys are hairy. It’s one of the few pieces of evidence we have that men are mammals and not reptiles guided by our primitive lizard brains. Not that it’s always easy to tell the difference, given our darting eyes and scaly skin. Maybe I’m using the wrong kind of soap. 

Women have long been expected to deal with their body hair in very specific ways. Now, men are, too. Thanks for nothing, equality. For men, this grooming process is known as man-scaping, and it’s perhaps the most complicated part of being a guy these days. We have hair in many places, most of them bad. 

The only place men are supposed to have hair for sure is on top of their domes. A full head of hair is the greatest indicator of health and vitality, even if, scientifically speaking, the presence of hair doesn’t show either of those things. All head hair actually proves is that you have head hair. Congratulations, I guess. 

Society doesn’t allow any wiggle room for how a man deals with his hair up top. He should have a full head of hair, or he should be bald, with nothing in between. Having a receding hairline implies a man is past his prime, at least according to whoever it is that decides these things. Probably the secret cabal of shampoo companies that run the world. According to our shadowy hair care overlords, the number of active fol-licles on top of your head directly correlates to sperm count, 121
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If having partial hair is such a blemish against a man’s character, why is full baldness okay? Partial baldness is a curse. Full baldness is a choice, at least in theory. Shaving off what little hair you have left demonstrates you’re a man of action, even if that action is showing everyone just how insecure you are about your ongoing hair loss. That decisiveness isn’t without risk. Being bald isn’t a look every guy can pull off. You won’t know if your bald head will look like a cue ball or a mangled potato until your hair is already gone. Regret is lumpier than you’d think. 

Beards are another area of contention. Each type makes a different statement about your personality. A patchy one shows you’ve recently gone through puberty. A long one proves you’re Amish. A braided one shows you’re in search of plunder to carry back to your Viking longship. Men like beards because they eliminate shaving time, but properly grooming a beard is a quagmire all its own. I opted to grow a beard for many years because the less of my face you could see, the better. Did it actually improve my looks? My wife wouldn’t give me a straight answer, probably because it doesn’t make a difference. There’s just no saving this face. 

Manscaping expectations are just as complicated when it comes to chest hair. Having it seems like an expression of pure testosterone, yet bodybuilders, who aspire to be perfect physical specimens, shave it off so it doesn’t hide their muscles. Fortunately, most men can leave their chests hairy without worry since they don’t have anything under their shirts worth showing off. Score another one for never working out. 
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Public opinion is less conflicted on the issue of male back hair. The consensus is no. There aren’t any romance novels that wax poetic about a man’s hairy back. That doesn’t mean I do anything about my own back hair. I refuse to invest in the system of mirrors and arm extenders it would take for me to shave it. Fortunately, my wife is disgusted enough to pluck off the hairs whenever she sees them, which isn’t often. She’s requested that I wear a shirt at all times, I’m sure for unrelated reasons. 

If back hair makes men universally unattractive, it’s weird that guys evolved to have it. I suspect it functions like the bright colors on a poison dart frog. The neon yellow or orange warns predators not to mess with that particular amphibian because it’s poisonous and will take you down with it. Back hair on men sends the same message. A guy who has it is so far past his prime that he has nothing left to lose. Never mess with someone that expendable. 

Armpit hair, on the other hand, isn’t a warning at all. Not shaving your armpits is deeply controversial for women, but when it comes to men, nobody cares. I recommend keeping it trimmed enough that it doesn’t look like you’re trying to hide some kind of animal under your arms. No one wants to be with a guy who’s smuggling guinea pigs. 

As for pubic hair, the less said about it, the better. The areas where it grows are illegal to show in public, so the public doesn’t have much of a say on it. Trim this area at your own risk. There are some places where a man can’t afford collateral damage. 

Guys are fortunate when it comes to arm and leg hair. While there’s social pressure for women to make themselves look like naked mole rats, guys can have limbs as hairy as gorillas without anyone batting an eye. Since there’s no social stigma 123
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Of course, hair becomes progressively less attractive as it extends toward the extremities. I have hair all over my fingers. 

I’m not bothered enough to ever do anything about it, but it does make me look like I’m confused by recent inventions, like fire and the wheel. As for my feet, I would look right at home in the Shire if I weren’t so tall. It’s a shame I ate my vegetables. 

Ear hair is equally unappealing, at least according to my wife, whose superpower is pointing out all of my flaws. It’s not something I would have ever noticed on my own. There are too many other imperfections on my head to distract me. The primary purpose of ear hair is to signal to the world that you’re now an appropriate age to hike up your pants and enjoy the early bird special. Time to live my best life. My wife finds my ear hair repellent and tries to pluck it every time I let my guard down. The pain haunts my dreams. Luckily, I’m taller than her, and she seldom has a stepladder. If your partner is like mine, remain vigilant at all times. Or wear earmuffs. 

Plucking eyebrow hair hurts just as much, which is why it’s mostly only women who do it. They’re tougher than men when it comes to pain tolerance. It’s a good thing they’re the ones who handle childbirth. I’ve consented to let my wife pluck my eyebrows more than once, which shows I’m the dumbest man on the planet for not learning my lesson the first time. In my defense, she’s really pretty. 

As for why women pluck their eyebrows at all, I’m not sure. Suffering through that much pain must prepare them for the day’s battles. A woman with well-groomed eyebrows just survived self-inflicted torture. It’s best to stay out of her way. 

Those are the only justifications I can think of because eyebrow 124
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plucking doesn’t play any role in attracting a male romantic partner. I’ve never heard a guy say, “She was sooo hot—except for her eyebrows.” The average man doesn’t even notice that a woman has eyebrows, unless she’s missing them entirely, in which case he might be vaguely aware that something isn’t quite right with her face. Then again, guys always have things that are not-so-vaguely wrong with our faces, so we have no room to judge. We lost all authority at ear hair. 

Generally, being a man means having too much hair in places you don’t want it and not enough in places you do, but being too lazy or indifferent to do anything about it. But shifting grooming standards (thanks for nothing, evil shampoo cartel) are pushing men to take a more proactive stance on man-scaping their bodies. Will guys rise to the occasion? Probably not. But will the added pressure at least give men a little more empathy for what women go through in relation to their body hair every single day? Again, probably not. 
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A  man protects his family. 

After my dad graduated from college, we moved to Illinois for his new job. I’m not going to name our new city, but whenever there’s a list of municipalities ranked by what’s wrong with them, our adoptive hometown is always near the top. For years, our city’s claim to fame was that we had the second-highest teen pregnancy rate in the state, right behind Chicago. Our teenagers can make life-ruining decisions with the best of them. We also once made national news for having the worst housing market in the country. A cable news truck parked down the street from my house to do a live broadcast about how much we sucked. Years later, we made headlines again, this time for being one of only two cities in the country that, in the midst of a booming economy, was still in a recession. When it came to being awful, we always overachieved. 

My family didn’t know any of that when we moved there, but we didn’t have any other options. Dad got only one job offer. 

Besides, it builds character to live life at the bottom. There’s a certain pride in being the worst. 

As with most cities, the problem areas in our new community were unevenly distributed. My dad’s back was in too 127

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) much pain for him to make the seven-hour drive from college to our new city to look for houses. Instead, he asked his new boss to find us a place to rent. She searched through a few rental properties and recommended one to us. We signed a lease for the house, sight unseen. We trusted her completely. 

She had just pulled off the single most perplexing betrayal of our lives. 

The neighborhood wasn’t close to good schools or nice parks. In fact, it didn’t have anything to offer at all, unless you were looking to get robbed or murdered, in which case it was exactly where you wanted to be. Those crime stats weren’t a secret, either. You could mention the street name to anyone in town and they would immediately tell you not to live there. But for some reason, my dad’s new boss thought it was the perfect place for us. Maybe she was having second thoughts about hiring him and this was her passive-aggressive way of getting him killed. Before you sign on, always check your company’s employee-murder policy. 

The house didn’t match the description we were given over the phone at all. It was supposed to be a ranch house with a wraparound front porch. Instead, it was a bungalow with a small porch on only one side. It was supposed to have four bedrooms. In reality, it had two. The other two were in the basement, which could only be called “finished” by the standards of a cockroach. Later, we discovered deadly levels of carbon monoxide down there. In the landlord’s defense, he never explicitly promised that the place wouldn’t kill us. Against all odds, our new house managed to be a step down from our old eight-hundred-square-foot college apartment. That really put Iowa’s housing in perspective. You might not get the most space in the world, but at least nobody would gas you. 
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We took any chance we could to get away from there. We made our first trip back to Iowa for Thanksgiving, just a few months after we first moved to Illinois. After eating too much food and spending a few days in a house that wasn’t actively trying to end us, we returned to Illinois in high spirits. It had snowed unseasonably early that year, and the ground was covered in a thick layer of white powder. In the backyard of our new house, there was a set of footprints leading to the basement window. We were too naive to recognize that as a red flag. This was our first time as crime victims. We went inside. 

We had been robbed. 

We clustered together in the dining room, afraid to branch out into the rest of the dark house. My parents called 911. For all we knew, the home invader was still in the house with us. 

I picked up a hammer from the middle of the floor. If it was good enough to pound out a dent in a popcorn bowl, it was good enough to fight off a burglar. Mom disagreed. She made me put it down. The police needed to dust it for fingerprints, she said. 

The police didn’t dust for fingerprints—or do much of anything else, really. For them, this was a run-of-the-mill burglary. 

In this neighborhood, it would have been more surprising if someone  hadn’t broken in. The responding officers looked around to confirm we had been robbed, took a statement from my parents, and left. As for what we were supposed to do, they told us to get a dog. Better advice would have been to move. 

The burglar had, as the footprints suggested, entered the house through the basement window. We’re lucky he didn’t die from carbon monoxide poisoning or we could have been sued. 

Criminals always have the best lawyers. The home invader had then found Dad’s hammer on the workbench in the basement 129
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Inside that safe were the four thousand dollars in food stamps Mom had scratched and clawed to save over my dad’s four years in college. She’d wanted a buffer for hard times, which accurately described the months we had spent in Illinois up to and including that point. Our homeowner’s insurance wouldn’t reimburse us for the food stamps because we couldn’t prove they had been in the safe. They were just gone. They sold for seventy cents on the dollar on the street and were utterly untraceable. It was likely the largest payday of that criminal’s career, especially from that neighborhood. At least somebody had a good night. 

To add insult to injury, the thief had also taken our VCR. 

Back then, it was still a modern electronic device, not an antique curiosity that baffles children and makes adults feel ten thousand years old. Ours was a cheaper model, but it was still one of the nicest things we owned. My parents checked the local pawnshops and found it, but they couldn’t prove it belonged to us. It stayed in the pawnshop. We had too much pride and not enough money to buy back our own VCR. 

Shockingly, despite a total lack of police work and zero follow-up, the cops arrested the burglar. If you rob every single house in a given neighborhood, the law of averages says eventually you’ll get caught. Not that it made us feel any safer. We had been in this new city for only a few months and had already had our home violated and lost four years of savings. Welcome to Illinois. 
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Then my dad left. His job required him to train in Chicago for several months. He took a train up to the big city at the start of each week, leaving us alone Monday through Friday in our terrible neighborhood. A man protects his family, but he also provides. Besides, my mom still had me. At eight years old, surely I could keep us safe. 

Mom let me stay up late with her every night after my siblings went to bed. I don’t know what protection I was supposed to provide. If the incident with the hammer taught me anything, it was that she didn’t think I could take down an attacker, even when I was armed. Truthfully, I think she was just scared to be awake by herself in the house, so having anyone there with her, even someone as useless as me, was an improvement. Besides, I had watched plenty of  Ninja Turtles. In a pinch, I was pretty sure I could pull off a sweet flying kick. Cowabunga, dude. 

Then, one night, it happened: As Mom and I sat in the living room watching TV, there was a loud crash deep in the house. I mean, not that deep. It was a small house. But it was in the part where all the lights were off, near the bedroom I shared with my brothers and sisters. Mom got up to investigate and disappeared into the dark. My heart hammered in my chest as I watched her go. Would I ever see her again? 

Minutes later, she came back to the living room, relieved. 

No one was breaking in. A full-length mirror had fallen off the wall. We might have a poltergeist, but we didn’t have a robber. 

She was less relieved when she looked for me. I wasn’t anywhere to be found. After a few moments of searching, she spotted me cowering in a corner behind a chair. That was the level of help she could expect from me in a real emergency. In my defense, it’s possible I was simply setting up a heroic ambush. It’s a lot easier to be brave when you have the element of surprise. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) I failed to protect my mom from burglars, but I had a chance to redeem myself years later when my wife, Lola, and I became homeowners. As we got ourselves settled in the new place, I bought a softball bat for home defense. I figured it was larger than a baseball bat so it would do more damage. Also, I have terrible hand-eye coordination, so it made sense to get the biggest stick with the best odds of making contact. That logic on its own was proof I couldn’t handle a softball bat. Forget gun control. I needed a three-day waiting period for women’s sports equipment. 

It wasn’t long before I needed the bat. I woke up at 4 am to a loud, metallic bang. My sleep-addled brain instantly deduced that somebody was pulling on the screen door at the back of the house. I sprang out of bed and grabbed the bat, shouting over my shoulder for Lola to get ready to call 911. I ran down the stairs. When I got to the bottom, there was no one at the back door or anywhere else around the house. Across the alley, a garbage truck emptied a dumpster at a restaurant. That was the sound I heard, not someone trying to open our screen door. 

I had tried to defend the house from two unsuspecting garbage men. Manliness duties fulfilled. 

Another night, long after I had gone to bed, someone knocked on the front door. There was no mistaking this one. 

Garbage men don’t knock. Then again, neither do burglars. 

Unless it’s a burglar who knows that I know that burglars don’t knock, so they knock to make me think they’re not a burglar. 

A flashlight beam broke me out of that mental loop. It was a police officer, shining his light through the window. I was suddenly very glad I forgot my softball bat upstairs. 

One of our kids had hit the button on the key fob to pop the trunk on our car. The officer wanted to make sure no one had 132
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come by and robbed it. That’s how safe our new neighborhood was: Bored police officers checked on parked cars in the middle of the night because there were no other crimes going on. 

Maybe I didn’t need a softball bat after all. 

Not that I was convinced. Old memories die hard. So I followed the advice the Illinois cop gave my parents when I was eight: I got a dog. Two, actually. Honestly, we got Niko and Spencer because they were cute and cuddly, not because they would ever stop anyone from breaking in, but I figured they could at least serve as an early warning system. 

It wasn’t to be. As long as an intruder took the time to stop and pet them, the dogs would have let any rapist or murderer pass without a peep. They’d gladly sell us out for belly rubs. 

When they were in protection mode, Niko and Spencer mostly focused their energy on barking at the mailman or the random people who walked up and down the alley by our house at all hours of the day. Yes, dogs, we still live on a pedestrian thor-oughfare. Thanks for the update. 

The dogs did find moments to shine. Once, a waitress was walking home from a bar downtown. A guy followed her down the alley. When she got next to my fence line, Niko and Spencer exploded, and the creepy guy turned away. The woman approached me days later when I was in the backyard grilling—definite man points there—to tell me that my dogs had saved her life. I gave them extra pets that night. They were good boys. 

Usually, though, Niko and Spencer were even more useless in emergency situations than eight-year-old me. Late one night, I sat in my office, working on a project while the dogs slept on the floor around me. On the enclosed back porch, separated from the office by only a doggy door, I heard ripping and 133

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) tearing sounds. I looked through a window to see a raccoon helping itself to a giant bag of dog food. Niko and Spencer, who could hear a mailman at a range of ten miles, were somehow oblivious to a wild animal eating their food just feet from where they napped. I bravely closed the doggy door that led into the office and then made noise until the raccoon fled. I finally stood up to a real intruder, even if we were separated by glass and sheet metal. As for the dogs, there’s no way they didn’t hear the raccoon. They just pretended not to so they could save face. 

They knew they couldn’t win that fight. When it comes to danger, some of us hide behind chairs, and some of us nap extra hard to pretend we don’t know peril is just around the corner. 

But ultimately, it doesn’t matter if you feel up to the challenge, or what that challenge is. 

A man protects his family from all threats, even if they’re furry or imagined. 
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G uys are dumb. This might be the least controversial statement in this entire book. 

Men aren’t dumb all the time or on every topic, but when it comes to wallets, our mental engines aren’t firing on all cylinders. (Don’t email me if this analogy doesn’t make sense. I refuse to learn how cars work.) Most men put their wallets in their back pockets. Why? Because that’s where most other men put their wallets. That’s the beginning and end of the list of reasons. Despite the mountain of practical, scientific, and phil-osophical arguments for why men should put their wallets literally anywhere else, guys continue to place their wallets in their back pockets because that’s just what guys do. I don’t know how our entire gender hasn’t gone extinct. 

I found out firsthand that men aren’t open to discussion on the issue of wallet placement. One of my first articles to ever go viral was about why men should put their wallets in a front pocket rather than a back one. Nearly a hundred percent of the commenters thought I was the dumbest man on the internet. I was, but for reasons unrelated to wallets. On this topic and this topic alone, I am the prophet rejected in his own hometown. I’m just lucky men are too lazy to dunk me like a witch. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) Men’s pants are mostly designed with large, spacious front pockets. They have plenty of room to hold anything, up to and including a wallet. That’s why men don’t carry purses. Storage capacity is built right into our pants. Women would literally kill to have pockets like ours. Seriously, google “woman pocket murders” 

and see how many results you get. It’s more than zero. Yet guys take their large, bulky wallets, and—rather than sticking them in their spacious front pockets—shove them in tight back pockets that can barely accommodate them. And then men sit on them. 

That’s right: We live in a world with Space Age cushion technol-ogy, yet men across America sit with a hard square under one butt cheek at all times. It doesn’t matter how much you pay for your ergonomic office chair or top-of-the-line recliner; the only thing it’s going to feel like is the built-in discomfort you take with you everywhere you sit. If only men understood how butts work. 

Putting your wallet in your back pocket is convenient only for pickpockets. That’s why, whenever you go to a foreign country, the first thing experts recommend is that you put your wallet in your front pocket. But domestically, men apparently don’t mind making themselves the most tempting targets possible for petty thieves. At least if your wallet gets stolen, you’ll be able to sit down comfortably for once. 

Small back pockets are especially poorly suited for wallets because wallets keep expanding. They swell whenever a store tricks you into getting a loyalty card or gives you change in coins or hands you a receipt longer than the Bill of Rights. 

Every time you shove all that in your back pocket, the pocket strains against its stitching and your pants get tighter and more uncomfortable. But you already expect discomfort from sitting on your wallet all day, so what’s a little more? To be a man is to be in pain, most of it self-inflicted. 
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When I first wrote about the pocket controversy, one of the only commenters to agree with me said his doctor ordered him to stop putting his wallet in his back pocket. The guy had been sitting lopsided on his bulky wallet for so long that it caused back problems. Given how reluctant most men are to go to the doctor, that pain must have been on par with passing a gall-stone the size of a cantaloupe. Yet as the pain was building up to that point, it never once occurred to this guy to move his wallet from his back pocket to his front pocket because that’s not what men do. Instead, he was the manliest man he could be until it gave him a diagnosable medical condition. Testosterone for the win. Imagine how much money the insurance industry could save if men just put their wallets in their front pockets in the first place. It would bankrupt chiropractors everywhere. Or not. Men would find new dumb things to do to keep them in business. 

Guys can’t admit they only put their wallets in their back pockets because they’re followers, so they make up other reasons that don’t make any sense. The go-to argument among back pocket apologists is that they can’t use their front pockets because they have dicks. Anyone who can fit something the size of a wallet in their front pocket, they argue, must have the smallest member in the world. And now you understand why no dude ever wants to admit that he has plenty of room in his front pockets. I stand alone. 

If you think about it, though, the penis-interference argument fails even the most basic logic test. For starters, front pockets are on the outside of your thighs, while wieners are in the middle between your legs. It shouldn’t be necessary to give this basic anatomy/fashion lesson, yet hundreds of millions of men who put their wallets in their back pocket prove it is. If 137

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) pants had pockets between the legs, these Neanderthals would have an argument. Not only would space be extremely limited, but you’d also look like a pervert any time you put your hands in your pockets. I admit that inner thigh pockets would be a terrible place to put your wallet, but those pockets don’t exist. At least not yet. God help us all if that’s where fashion goes next. 

In the real world, unless your penis wraps around your leg like an anaconda, there’s no way it inhibits you from putting your wallet in your front pocket. If your phallus does in fact wrap around your leg, my apologies. Please seek medical attention immediately. 

But what if you have too many other things in your front pockets already? Some guys put their keys in one front pocket and their phone in the other, which leaves them with a wallet in their back pocket and a butt in desperate need of relief. Men who lack the delusional overconfidence to use the big-dick argument fall back to the full-pocket line. Too bad it still doesn’t stand up. 

There’s an obvious solution to the full-pockets problem, and it’s going to blow your mind: Put your keys and your wallet in the same pocket. Or your keys and your phone. Or your phone and wallet. You can use one pocket for multiple things. 

This isn’t like that riddle where you have to carry a fox, a rabbit, and a cabbage across a river, but can carry only two at a time. 

If you leave your wallet and your phone together, they won’t eat each other. And if you truly can’t fit two things in one front pocket, buy looser pants. Tight pants don’t look good on any guy. No exceptions. 

Women don’t have the luxury of front pockets, so if they want to carry things outside of a purse, they use their back pockets. Many women do this with their phones. But here’s 138
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what makes women a million times smarter than men: Before they sit down, women take their phones out of their back pockets rather than just smashing them with their butts. Men could learn something from their example, but they won’t because then other men would think they have small dicks. 

The advantages of front-pocket wallet placement are unde-niable, but don’t expect them to make a difference. Men won’t stand up for what’s right. They’d rather just sit down and have back problems. 
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A  man waits. 

At that moment, the only thing I wanted in the world was a tractor ride. I was three, and my threshold for entertainment was lower than at any other point in my life. Plus, there weren’t a lot of other options on the farm. I couldn’t chase piglets when my dad was away, and we only picked up three TV 

stations over the air. Everyone coped with it differently. Some turned to alcohol. I turned to tractor rides. Man cannot live on Sesame Street alone. 

My dad had promised he would give me a tractor ride that night when he was done in the fields, but I was three, so that might as well have been a million years away. Instead of waiting, I took matters into my own hands—or, rather, onto my own two feet. It wasn’t hard to slip away. Mom was busy with my infant brother, Harry, who was a mediocre sibling but a great distraction. I simply walked out the front door. No one noticed. 

The fields weren’t close. Thanks to the terrible topography of our farm, the only flat, tillable land was a quarter of a mile away on top of a massive hill. The steep slopes and dense woods meant only a small portion of our farm’s acreage was tillable. 

Mostly, we just grew food for the pigs, which was cheaper than 141
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I set out on the winding path to higher ground. It never occurred to me that I was running away. I always planned to come home—eventually. I just wanted a guy’s day out on the back of a tractor first. A man has needs. 

A quarter mile is a long way for a three-year-old. It took Frodo less time to reach Mount Doom. Step by step, I plodded up the path cut into the hillside as the midday sun blazed down. 

My dog, Ernie, walked a few steps behind me. He was never very smart. His brother, Bert, would often tempt him into bad situations, then back away at the last minute to let Ernie take the fall. If I had gotten hurt or lost or attacked by a wild animal, it’s possible Ernie would have saved me. But more likely, he would have just wagged his tail happily as I was mauled by whatever was hiding in the woods. The remote country lane we lived on wasn’t called Bear Road for nothing. 

As I continued my slow ascent, Mom finally realized I was gone. She frantically searched the house. I was nowhere to be found. She called the fire department. It was staffed by volunteers who were busy with other jobs, but they all dropped what they were doing to look for the missing toddler. The world might not have actually revolved around me, but at that moment, the county did. 

Not that it fed my ego. I had no idea anyone had been mar-shalled to save me. My journey was at an end. I stood at the top of the steep path at the edge of the field. In the distance, I saw my dad and his best friend, Ron, working the soil. After a few 142
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moments, Dad looked over and noticed me. I couldn’t wait to hear how proud he was that I got up there all by myself. 

Dad was not proud. Apparently wandering out of the house on my own to get a tractor ride wasn’t as great of an idea as I thought. I could have drowned in a creek or gotten lost in the woods or fallen into a pigpen, where I could have been trampled or eaten. Yes, that’s a thing. Pigs are omnivores, not herbi-vores, and would gladly devour you under the right conditions. 

The next time you feel guilty for enjoying pork, remind yourself that it’s self-defense. 

At least my journey wasn’t a total waste. I was all the way at the field. Dad had to get me home somehow. I would have my tractor ride after all. 

Nope. He made me walk. Tears streamed down my face as I marched down the path behind the tractor. The day couldn’t get any worse. Then I got back to Mom. You haven’t seen anger until you make your mother think you’re dead and then reveal that actually you’re just a selfish jerk. At least I learned a lesson I would remember long after I became a parent myself. My own kids would never run away. 

There was a knock at the front door. As a homeowner, it was the noise I feared the most. I didn’t have any friends nearby, and burglars, as established, don’t knock. That meant whoever was there likely wanted to sell me something or give me bad news. 

I reluctantly opened the door. 

It was a woman I’d never seen before. She didn’t introduce herself. 

“Your daughter is outside,” she said. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) My three-year-old, Lucy, had crawled out the doggy door and into the backyard. There, she sat on the steps without a coat, hat, or shoes—in the middle of winter. I was cold just talking to the lady who warned me. 

I rushed to the backyard to save Lucy. She had no explanation for why she ran away or why she didn’t at least dress appropriately for the attempt. Toddlers seldom understand their own motives. There wasn’t even a tractor involved. 

At least she hadn’t gone far. I kept the gate on our picket fence locked at all times. It was mostly to keep the random people in the alley at bay, but it helped with my own kids, too. 

There’s nothing more dangerous than free-range children. 

Now, though, I had been on both sides of the runaway-toddler scenario. I had empathy, and I had experience. I wouldn’t be fooled again. 

Then, that spring, we spent the night at my parents’ house, partially because we wanted to see them and partially because they’re an endless source of free babysitting. After the kids were in bed, Lola and I walked to a friend’s house for a drink. If our daughters woke up while we were gone, their grandparents were right there. Lola and I could drink guilt-free. That’s what family’s for. 

I had just sat down in my friend’s living room when my phone blew up. Not literally, which would have taken this story in a very different direction (and made typing this book very difficult), but with notifications. Lucy had seen us walk out and had no intention of being left behind. She crawled out my parents’ doggy door. At least she tried to. Last time, she left unprepared. This time, she was ready: She brought her pillow. 

Running away doesn’t mean leaving behind a good night’s 144
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sleep. She crawled through the doggy door, then reached back for her fluffy friend like Indiana Jones retrieving his hat. 

Only Lucy’s getaway wasn’t as smooth as his. She tugged and tugged, but she couldn’t get the pillow through the doggy door. It was stuck. She stood there and screamed with rage. No pillow left behind. That’s how my mom found her, decades after I first ran away. Only this time, Mom didn’t call the fire department. She took pictures and sent them to me. I got the message loud and clear. It doesn’t matter how long a man waits. He can’t out-wait karma. 
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A  man does the work himself. 

Lola’s dad literally built his first house. He bought a kit, and in the evenings—after a full day of work at the hardware store he ran with his father—hammered and nailed and sawed until dark. For the rest of his life, he had the pride of knowing exactly what he was capable of. After marrying Lola, it was a feeling I came to know well. When something breaks in my house, I proudly ask Lola’s dad to fix it. 

There was nothing in my upbringing to suggest I’d be as useless as I ended up. My dad’s dad was handy. My parents still have a desk and dresser he built in shop class. These are functional pieces of furniture with moving drawers that have withstood decades of use, and my grandfather casually built them from scratch for a high school project. The most elaborate thing I ever made at school was a Mother’s Day card, and even then, my teacher watched me closely when I cut it out. Nobody expected me to make it out of art class with all my fingers still attached. 

There are people who mourn the loss of practical trades from school curriculums, but I consider myself lucky to have grown up in the post-skills era. If my high school had had shop 147

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) class, I would have done anything to get out of it. I’m not sure if gross incompetence is a medical condition, but I could probably have gotten a doctor to sign the note. All he would have to do is watch me do literally anything. Case closed. 

My dad has always been just as handy as my grandfather, even after his back gave out. He built the wardrobe in his bedroom and all the storm windows on our house. His carpentry was as impressive as it was boring. I wanted no part of it, especially when he drafted me to help. Often, he would ask me to hold one end of a piece of wood while he cut it. I was basically an extra sawhorse. I refuse to perform any role that could be replaced by an inanimate object. The day robots learn to com-pose books, I’ll give up writing for good. 

My complete aversion to building things myself began to change once I decided to become a homeowner. At the apartment complex where Lola and I were living, police responded to disturbances at the unit next door five times in less than a year, so owning a fixer-upper seemed like a step up. I watched HGTV for the first time as an adult. As a kid, I thought it was boring filler my parents turned on to clear the room of children, but it turned out to be aspirational. I, too, could knock down walls and pick out paint colors and build decks and complain about there not being enough space for entertaining despite not having friends to invite over. I was going to renovate my own house because that’s what men do. And also because it would cost less to do it myself. Being a rugged individualist and a cheapskate go hand in hand. 

Unfortunately, the list of things I could do myself was remarkably short. Mostly, I just knew how to break stuff. Accepting my limitations, Lola and I picked a simple starter home we could manage ourselves. At least that’s what we should have 148
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done. Instead, we nabbed a giant Victorian house that took more skilled artisans to build than the Vatican. As it turns out, big, ornate houses come with big, ornate problems. The list-ing said the house had four bedrooms, but really it had three. 

The fourth was a tiny office where one of the home’s original occupants slept when she became too old to make it up the stairs. There was also a shower in the middle of a hallway for the same reason. When we moved in, I thought that bizarre shower would be the first thing to go. But I showered in the middle of that hallway for eleven years before I finally hired a contractor to get rid of it. By that point, the hallway shower had been in my life longer than any of my kids. I might have teared up a little when it was torn out. 

The first project I actually got around to was replacing the toilets. The ones in place when we moved in had as much flush-ing power as a dollar store squirt gun. Low-flow toilets don’t save any water if they take ten flushes to actually get rid of anything. I wanted a toilet with enough suction to rip off my arm. It’s worth living dangerously to take care of the crap in my life once and for all. 

It was a learning experience right from the start. The first thing I learned was that the only hardware store in our area closed at noon on Saturdays. That makes sense because who would possibly want to work on a project on a Saturday afternoon? Only people with jobs, which apparently wasn’t the store’s target demographic. Most successful businesses prefer customers who have money, but to each their own. I had to go on a one-hour round trip to buy two toilets. Then I had to repeat that trip three more times throughout the day as I gradually discovered extra things I needed to make the toilets actually work. In hindsight, I probably should have watched a YouTube 149
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Eventually, I installed the first toilet downstairs successfully. The upstairs toilet was another matter. I hadn’t understood why the previous homeowner had put in such a small com-mode. It was only after I carried the old toilet out to the curb and had the bottom of the new one bolted in place that I figured it out. When the home’s most recent owner had renovated the bathroom, he’d installed the plumbing too close to the wall to fit a standard-sized toilet. Rather than moving the toilet hookup to fix his mistake, he simply installed a hobbit-sized toilet and called it a day. But I refused to make yet another hour-long trip to the hardware store only to come home with a lesser toilet. 

We were getting our super-powerful porcelain throne installed if it killed me—which the new toilet very well could have, if it’s arm-ripping suction power was to be believed. 

After some finagling, I managed to squeeze the tank against the wall, but then the lid wouldn’t fit. If we wanted to use this toilet, we’d have to leave off the lid for the rest of our time in the house, which we anticipated being forever (to get my money’s worth, I planned to haunt the place). Clearly, we needed the kind of poorly thought-out solution only a man could provide. 

Without checking with Lola, I took a hammer and bashed a hole in the Masonite to make space for the lid. The lid fit, and all it cost me was an ugly gash in my wall that would be there for the rest of my life. Another job well done. Later, Lola used plaster to round out the gash and make it look slightly less ama-teurish. Now there’s a tissue box in front of the hole so we don’t even notice it. Homeownership is a lot like marriage: You can get used to any flaw if you live with it long enough. 
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The demolition with the toilet project was minor compared to what we had to do to remove the storage space on the back porch. The tiny office that the elderly former resident slept in normally wouldn’t have counted as a bedroom because it didn’t have a closet, but someone had created a makeshift one on the enclosed back porch and connected it to the room. The closet on the back porch was small, rough, and ugly. We wanted it gone. Too bad that, by removing it, we would technically change our house from four bedrooms to three, substantially reducing our resale value. That was a growing trend every time I picked up a hammer. 

Lola and I started demolition one night after work. She would have preferred that we wait until a weekend and carefully plan our approach, but I wanted to jump right in. I knew how tenuous my motivation was. If I didn’t do it right then, it would never get done. See also the hallway shower. I jammed a crowbar between two of the slat boards and got to work. This project was within my capabilities because it only required me to destroy. Each board was held in place by just a few nails, so it didn’t take much force to pry them apart. We also had to empty the closet, which was full of random, odd items left behind by three previous owners. It was a clear reminder that we shouldn’t hold onto things we don’t use because they’ll just end up getting tossed out by the next person anyway. Lola and I failed to learn that lesson. Rather than trashing the slat boards, we stuck them in the basement in case we wanted to build something with them in the future. More than a decade later, they’re still down there, untouched. I hope the next homeowner enjoys throwing them out. 

Then it finally came time for the ultimate handyman test: building something from scratch. Our efforts to litter-box-train 151
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I rented a gas-powered post-hole digger with so much torque that it took two people to operate. For this particular job, I drafted Legs, who had the misfortune of living near me after college. (Shortly after he helped me build the fence, he moved away. Sometimes, correlation does equal causation.) Together, we discovered I don’t so much have a yard as a field of bricks and debris under a thin layer of dirt. Every time the digger hit a rock or root or dinosaur bone, the entire thing bucked, slamming me and Legs in the chest. We’d groan, pick ourselves up, and repeat the process. Bruises fade, but my aversion to manual labor never did. 

Between the toilets, the closet, and the fence, I had now installed, demolished, and built—the three key actions on the homeowner continuum—yet I didn’t feel any more capable than I had before we moved in. Yes, we had saved some money by doing the work ourselves, but at the expense of quality and other people’s free time. Perhaps I would never be the superior homeowner HGTV made me think I could be. We were also expanding into projects beyond even my most optimistic assessment of my abilities. Our porch roof was leaking, and some of the columns were rotted out. I decided to hire professionals for any part of the house that could collapse if I screwed up. I’m fine with my do-it-yourself projects leading to visual blemishes, but not death. Everybody has a line. We found a contractor to handle the porch stuff, as well as to paint the 152
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house (climbing a ladder that tall violated my “don’t die” rule) and expand our laundry room. But I still naively held onto any work I thought I could do myself. Then the house started to fall apart. Well, more apart than usual. 

One afternoon, I walked into my bedroom and noticed something was off. When I left for work that morning, the ceiling had been safely above my head, but now a big chunk of it was at my feet. Ideally, that wasn’t where it should be. The plaster evidently had better things to do than hang out nine feet above the ground. If we were going to have the ceiling redone, Lola and I decided that we might as well have the walls redone, too. The only problem—or, rather, one of many interconnected problems, as is generally the case with houses—was that the wallpaper had been painted over. I figured I was up to the challenge of removing the paint and wallpaper myself. Dear reader, I was not. 

The paint held onto every inch of surface area like an entrenched Japanese garrison. I had to scrape off the paint in painstakingly tiny pieces. The paint also formed a moisture barrier that prevented me from steaming the wallpaper and pulling down the paint and wallpaper all at once. Fewer swear words were said invading Iwo Jima. 

I begged Lola’s dad to come help me, but even he was pow-erless to speed up the job. It was like inviting Superman over to help you move, only to discover all your furniture is made of kryptonite. I should have just abandoned the house and moved into a condo. The next weekend, I had my parents over to help because Lola’s dad wasn’t dumb enough to fall for that twice. 

The night before they arrived, I finally removed the last of the paint and decided to test the steamer on the now-exposed wallpaper. It came off like a loose candy wrapper. My parents and 153
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By the time I moved on to the second bedroom, I was feeling cocky. If I could get the wallpaper down when it was covered with invincible paint, I’d have no trouble when it wasn’t. 

Besides, much of the wallpaper in the second bedroom was already falling down on its own. This would be the easiest home improvement project ever. 

Once again, I was wrong. The wallpaper was easy to remove. 

At least the surface layer was. But below that was a layer of paint and then another layer of wallpaper. Even with the steamer, it took me all day to clear a single wall. I was exhausted beyond caring about saving money, which, for me, is a state just shy of death. I texted my contractor to find out how much it would cost to have him finish the room for me. The quote he came back with was reasonable, and for the first time, I realized my time had value. I could pay money to have someone else do this work and get my weekend back. I quickly agreed to his terms before he had a chance to change his mind. 

For once, I had made the right call. The contractor’s crew spent the next day working on the room. At the end of it, the contractor texted me a single word: “WOW.” It took two of his men a day and a half to cut through all those layers, and these were people who knew what they were doing. It would have taken me a lifetime. That’s when it finally clicked in my brain: I didn’t have to prove anything by working on the house myself. 

It was okay to pay people, even for jobs I might be able to do on my own. 

A man doesn’t have to do the work himself. Paying not to is worth every penny. 
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A  man believes. 

In the Catholic Church, there’s one job only men can do, even though it doesn’t require upper-body strength or the use of a penis (or at least it shouldn’t). I’m talking, of course, about being a priest. Any good Catholic reading this will bristle at the thought that being a priest is merely a “job.” It’s a vocation. 

But “vocation” is just a fancy word for a job you might not want but should take anyway because God says so. Unfortunately, God has been rather unclear in his communications for the last few thousand years. In the Old Testament, if he wanted to get a message across, he literally set it down in stone. Now, he mostly communicates through vague feelings and pushy religion teachers who think you’d make a great priest because—let’s face it—you’re never going to get laid anyway. It’s a shame God didn’t switch to something easier to interpret. I bet he’d be great with emojis. 

The ranks of the priesthood have been declining for decades. Either people are failing to hear the call or God is downsizing. Parishes are feeling the crunch. I once attended Mass with a priest who covered three far-flung churches every Sunday. He joked at the end of Mass that we should stay off the 155

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) road because he was coming through. If Jesus can forgive the sins of all mankind, he can probably also make your speeding ticket go away. 

I went to Catholic school beginning in kindergarten. Right from the start, two things were pounded into our heads: (1) There aren’t enough priests. (2) Catholic school teachers don’t get paid enough. Both facts are objectively true. Teachers in every system are underpaid, but it’s particularly the case for Catholic school teachers, who usually make less than their public school counterparts. Catholic school teachers accept lower pay because religious education is their vocation. If you believe you have to work in a Catholic school because it’s the will of God, you lose a lot of leverage in salary negotiations. It’s a shame Catholic schools don’t feel a similarly divine call to pay more. 

The end result of this setup was that teachers with a sacrifice mentality pressured boys to consider whether we were called to make a similar sacrifice. The priesthood was always there, lurking in the background. Every time somebody brought it up, I felt a creeping dread in the pit of my stomach. I knew that if there was a crappy job nobody else wanted, I’d probably get stuck with it. There was nothing I wanted less. Imagine pitching Catholic priesthood to a teenage boy. Rule one: You can never, ever have sex. It would take a special kind of teenager to still be around to hear rule two. 

I appeared to be the ideal candidate for the priesthood, at least on paper. When you go to a Catholic school, religion isn’t just an insurance policy for your immortal soul. It’s also a graduation requirement. I might never trick God into letting me into heaven, but I could damn well fool a religion teacher into giving me an A. At some point in high school, the diocese 156
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gave us a standardized test on Catholicism to make sure our parents were getting their money’s worth. There was an opinion section that supposedly didn’t count. I knew better. Rather than answering honestly, I toed the party line. What was my punishment for lying on a religion test? Setting a school record: According to a Scantron sheet, I was the most Catholic student ever to attend my Catholic high school. I was basically the vice pope. Not exactly the best way to get people to back off telling me to be a priest. 

I was a religious superstar at church, too, at least compared to the competition. Most of my Catholic school classmates didn’t bother to show up to Mass, but I was there every single Sunday. If I wanted to know if I should go to Mass, I could follow a simple flow chart established by my parents: Are you alive? If yes, go to Mass. If no, you better pray you went to Mass enough times when you had a chance. If immortal life were handed out based on attendance alone, I would be a shoo-in. 

Heaven: the ultimate participation trophy. 

The downside of always being at Mass, besides always being at Mass, was that I had to be an altar boy. There was supposed to be a rotating schedule, but everybody else conveniently forgot to show up. I was constantly drafted to fill in as a substitute altar server for kids who slept in on Sunday. It was a job nobody wanted, so it fell to me. That didn’t bode well for my chances of avoiding the priesthood. 

Being an altar server is kind of like being an offensive line-man in the NFL: People only notice you when you screw up. 

That’s how I learned another important lesson on how to be a man. One time, I got up to light the candles without anyone giving me a cue. After I sat back down, I realized I had done it at the wrong time. Following Mass, the priest called me over. 
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It wasn’t just the pressure of remembering ancient rituals in front of a crowd that made being an altar server awful. It was also physically uncomfortable. Churches tend to run warm because there are a bunch of people packed close together and air-conditioning is expensive. Add to that a stifling altar robe to hide your street clothes (God is offended by business casual) and you have a recipe for heat stroke. It wasn’t unheard of to see an altar server fall like a tree in the middle of Mass. Most of the time, they didn’t even get to go home early. Someone would just give them water and then send them right back into the furnace. I doubt even hell is hotter. 

I didn’t want to be a priest in the first place, and doing time as an altar server made my aversion to it even stronger. But the more my reluctance grew, the harder everyone around me pushed me to think about it. There was the elderly priest who gave me a handwritten note; the school chaplain who called me to his office for a heart-to-heart talk; and my classmates, who voted me “most likely to be a priest.” They all thought I would be perfect for a job I resisted with every fiber of my being. Thanks, guys. 

Then there was my high school religion teacher. Her sales pitch was more appealing than a mere call from God. She came bearing scholarships. She told me about a program at a prestigious Catholic university that would give me a full ride to “discern”—a fancy Catholic term for prayerfully pondering whether God wanted me to be the uncool kind of man in black. I didn’t 158
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actually have to become a priest. I just had to think about it really, really hard. Part of that included being back at the discernment house every night in time for evening prayers and meeting with a mentor priest periodically to discuss my progress toward making a decision. If I dropped out of the program, I would have to pay for college from that point forward, but as long as I remained undecided about being a priest until the last possible moment, I could go there for free for four full years. I just had to remember on the last day to say no. 

I thought about it. I really did. Not about being a priest, but about lying about thinking about being a priest in exchange for a full-ride scholarship. Ultimately, I decided I didn’t want to spend my entire college career being dishonest. Little did I know at the time that I would instead go to a lesser Catholic college, where I would lie daily about doing the assigned reading. Life comes at you fast. But more than not wanting to lie, I didn’t want to do the discernment program because I didn’t want to go through college being known as the priest guy. That would make it hard to meet girls. 

Instead of using college to consider the priesthood, I used it as a chance to reinvent myself among people who didn’t know about the lifelong full-court press to send me to a seminary. 

Within two weeks of starting college, I was in a relationship with Lola. Now we’re married with four kids. I’m abridging things a little bit. There might have been a few steps in between. 

I was never going to be a priest. And of all the things I’ve never done, that’s the one I’m the proudest of not doing. Honestly, it was a victory for me and for real Catholics everywhere. 

The priesthood and I both dodged a bullet on that one. 

A man believes. And he believes in himself enough to say no. 

159


ENGAGED

A  man buys the ring. 

I hate shopping. That’s not so much a man thing as a me thing. There’s nothing that says men can’t enjoy browsing through stores, even if everyone I know who actually likes it is a woman. Lola is included in that group. She loves finding a good deal to save money, even if the lower price means she buys twice as much and spends far more than she originally planned. I don’t know how the math works, but I know how marriage works, so I don’t say a word. I’m not quite as stupid as I look. 

There was one time, however, that my duties as a man required me to shop extensively: when I bought an engagement ring. I was dead set on acquiring it on my own. Getting engaged was my first truly adult decision. The impact would be far more lasting than picking a college or choosing a career or getting a tattoo. If I was going to ruin my life, I wanted to do it by myself. 

Well, by myself with Lola’s help. Months earlier, while buying a gift for a friend’s wedding, Lola and I stopped by a jewelry store to look at rings. We had talked about marriage before. I don’t think there was any doubt in either of our minds that we would eventually walk down the aisle together. But there’s a big difference between casually planning to join up in some 161
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Lola and I went to college in a small town where there wasn’t much in terms of jewelry stores. If I wanted any kind of selection, I needed to drive forty-five minutes to the closest city with a mall. 

I told Lola I was going there to buy a new DVD player, which was still a thing back then. I wasn’t in the habit of misleading her, but technically it wasn’t a lie. I really did need a DVD player. I just happened to also need a shiny rock attached to a metal band. I was killing two birds with one very expensive stone. 

When I got to the mall, I noticed a stand-alone jewelry store near where I parked. Being lazy, I started there. The store had an overwhelming number of choices, most of which looked more or less the same to me. When Lola and I had visited that other jewelry store months ago, she had described a very specific kind of ring. I didn’t see it in any of the display cases. I settled for the closest approximation and asked the saleswoman to bring it out so I could look at it more closely. Still, I wasn’t ready to pull the trigger. It wasn’t quite what Lola had described, and if I was going to drop the most money I’d ever spent for the smallest thing I would ever buy, I wanted to get it right. I left the stand-alone store and went into the mall. That’s when the death march began. 

I figured there could only be a handful of jewelry stores in the mall. After all, how much demand could there be for tiny, useless rocks? If he does it right, an engagement ring is something a guy will only have to purchase once. Even when you factor in men who screw up so badly that they have to buy apology jewelry, there’s still not much room for repeat business. 

Nobody exchanges rings for divorce. 
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I’d hoped to be in and out of the mall in twenty minutes, half an hour tops. As usual, my misguided optimism was mercilessly crushed. The mall was basically all jewelry stores with an occasional Starbucks thrown in. Apparently mall customers all want to buy expensive stones and get hopped up on caffeine. 

Those two things might be related. I took a deep breath and started shopping. 

Each jewelry salesperson was eerily excited to see me. I was their ideal customer: young, dumb, and ready to spend way more money than I should. They eagerly showed me the rings they had, and when none of them were quite right, they would offer to take me to their “sister” store, which was a jewelry store under a completely different name thirty feet away. 

That’s how I discovered that, although there were seventy-five different jewelry stores in that mall, they were all owned by just two companies. There must be insane profit margins in jewelry for it to make sense to buy out an entire mall and then set up dozens of fake storefronts with slightly different themes. But it was the perfect trap for a clueless guy who just wanted to get out of there as fast as possible. I was their prey all along. 

Then the salespeople got creative. One guy offered to have his jeweler make a custom ring. All I had to do was pay in advance. That’s when I realized I was in over my head. I had already been there for hours. How many? It felt like twenty, but it was probably only a few. One hour in a store is as long as ten hours outside of it. It’s the surest proof we have that time is relative. Scientists, take note. 

Exhausted and defeated, I went back to the freestanding jewelry store in the parking lot. There, I bought the very first ring I had looked at, back at the start of the day. My entire detour into the mall had been for nothing. At that point, the 163
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It was a miserable day, but at least I had a ring to show for it. Except I didn’t. I couldn’t take the ring home yet because the store had to resize it. Also, I still needed to pay for it. I didn’t want to put it on my credit card, which I shared with my parents. I only used it for gas and school books (which I didn’t read), so I didn’t want a huge charge to show up on there. That would blow the surprise and kill any hope I had of proving I was an independent man capable of making these kinds of life-altering decisions by myself. I thought about going to an ATM, but there was a daily withdrawal limit. By the time I got enough money out, Lola would have married someone else. 

Besides, I didn’t want to carry that much cash. I got nervous when holding a full roll of quarters for laundry. That meant my only option was to go to my hometown bank for a cashier’s check. I put down a deposit on the ring and left the store. My precious would have to wait for another day. That’s a Lord of the Rings reference, not an attempt to give Lola a pet name. 

She would have broken up with me in a second if I tried to get cute. 

Days later, I drove from my college in Indiana to my parents’ house in Illinois, and then made up some excuse for why I had to slip away to visit the bank. In my mind, I was being sly. Unfortunately, the jewelry store had already mailed a store credit card I never wanted to my parents’ house, which was technically still my home address. It beat me home. My parents knew what I was up to before I walked in the door, so all my cloak-and-dagger tactics were for nothing. At least I could still surprise Lola. 
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Or not. Before I got the cashier’s check, I kept the papers for the ring in my apartment (this was prior to getting kicked out). 

I found out after we were engaged that Lola saw them there before I proposed. She’d known ahead of time not only that I had bought her a ring, but also exactly how much it cost. Whatever my original plan had been, this was the opposite. 

When I finally had the cashier’s check, I drove straight from Illinois to the jewelry store, paid for the ring, and sped to campus. It was a three-hour circuit. Lola and I disagree on what happened next, but she refused to proofread this book before it went to press, so you’re only getting my version here. Everybody was returning to college at the end of fall break. The cafeteria was closed, so Lola and I had to fend for ourselves. Before visiting her, I stopped by Taco Bell. 

I went to Lola’s dorm room with fast food in a bag and a ring in my pocket. Romance was imminent. Lola and I made small talk. She said something along the lines of, “Someday, when we’re engaged . . .” I said, “How about now?” Then I tossed my burritos on the bed, got down on one knee, and pulled out the ring. I didn’t even take off my coat. I proposed to her in literally the first minute I saw her that day. I guess that meant I was really in love—or just really eager for the ring to not be my problem anymore. It was up to her to take care of it after that. 

It wasn’t the grand, romantic proposal most women dream of, but it worked for us. If you can’t be happy with a diamond ring and a chicken quesadilla, you’re not the one for me. Lola said yes, which seemed more important than hiding a photographer in the bushes or releasing a bunch of doves. Those feathered hellspawn would have just ruined the mood. After we ate, Lola left for play practice, and I went back to my room to play Xbox. That’s how we spent our first night as an engaged couple. 
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A man doesn’t go ring shopping twice. 
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A  man loves his children. All of them. 

I’m not the oldest of seven kids. I’m the oldest of eight. 

And I don’t have four daughters. I have five. 

The first clue was pizza. I was in eighth grade, and I had an intramural basketball game later that night. The teams consisted of kids from fourth grade through junior high, and nobody cared who won or lost. That was exactly the level of athletic competition I could handle. But first, I wanted to eat, because when you’re six feet tall and playing against fourth graders, it really doesn’t matter if you go on the court with a full stomach. My dad came home with carryout pizza, a rare treat. I fully intended to eat my bodyweight in carbs. 

Then my mom gave us the news: Her baby wasn’t developing right. Mom was pregnant, which was more or less her default condition for most of my childhood. She had four kids, then after a four-year break, became pregnant with my sister Sasha. I was shocked at the announcement. I went so far as to claim the ultrasound photos were fake. I was wrong, and my sister definitely exists. She recently got a full ride to law school. 

I guess she turned out all right. Then, a few years after Sasha was born, my mom announced she was pregnant with child 167
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Days later, we found out the name of the baby’s condition. 

He had trisomy 13, a chromosomal defect that virtually guaranteed he would be stillborn. Abortion was out of the question. My mom loved her unborn child as much as she loved her other kids, maybe more. The developing baby didn’t test her patience daily like the rest of us did. Mom was determined to carry the baby to term to give him as much life as possible. 

Throughout that pregnancy, Mom continued to show up to her half-dozen part-time jobs while also raising five kids. In her downtime (how she had any, I still don’t know), she played mahjong on our computer. She just needed something to shut off her brain for a while. Mom sat there for hours, playing round after round. For her, it wasn’t a game; it was a lifeline. After everything was over, she never played it again. 

Every night, we prayed. We didn’t ask for the baby to be healed. That was too presumptuous. Instead, we prayed for everything to turn out for the best. We poured our hearts and souls into that vague request. To improve our chances in the most Catholic way possible, my parents brought home a relic of St. John Neumann. For non-Catholics reading this book, a relic is an item associated with a saint that’s supposed to help win that saint’s intercession. It’s like when you want the prosecutor to cut you some slack for stealing lawn gnomes but you know you’ll make things worse on your own, so you ask a lawyer to do the talking. Full disclosure, my theology might be off. 
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As a thirteen-year-old, I had the option of tuning out. I wasn’t the one carrying the baby. I spent all day at school, away from my parents. For my mom, though, the burden was constant. 

There was hardly a second of the day when the thought of her doomed baby left her mind. Her worst moment was when she packed up the crib. That was when she accepted that the baby wasn’t coming home. She took the phone off the hook while the rest of us were at school or work and disassembled the crib piece by piece, alone. I’d like to say I was there for Mom the rest of the time, but I wasn’t. I didn’t have the maturity to deal with it in eighth grade. I don’t have the maturity to deal with it now. 

Mom went into labor while my siblings and I were at school. 

We were in an assembly near the end of the day when a neighbor came and got us. The moment had a weird energy. There was the excitement of rushing to the hospital for a new sibling mixed with the gloom of what was to come. We were off to meet the brother who would never live. We didn’t say anything on the car ride there. 

But my brother did live. When we walked in the room, Mom was holding her moving, breathing son. From the outside, Samuel looked normal, or so our parents assured us. He was still covered with sticky white matter like a recently peeled orange. 

Usually, the new babies I saw were cleaned up first. This time, steps were skipped. No one knew how much time Samuel had. 

We didn’t expect it to be long. 

Samuel’s heart hadn’t fully developed. It was incredible that it pumped at all. Mom and Dad opted against heart surgery. He almost certainly would have died on the operating table. Even if he didn’t, his many other internal problems likely would have killed him. Dad had done an emergency baptism the moment Samuel was born. All the important bases were covered. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) Standing beside Samuel, I didn’t see his problems. I just saw a normal—if somewhat gross—baby. I knew what was inevitable, but maybe “inevitable” didn’t have to mean “today.” In some rare cases, kids born with trisomy 13 live to be toddlers. Maybe the intercession of St. John Neumann would hold. We could beat the odds again, at least for a while. 

My siblings and I did all of the normal big brother and sister things. We held Samuel and had our pictures taken with him. My mom tried to feed him, but he wouldn’t eat. Then he just sat there, doing nothing, like a typical newborn. My siblings and I got bored. Babies aren’t that interesting when they aren’t your own (and sometimes not even when they are). After a few hours, the other kids and I drifted down the hall to a lobby with a TV. We couldn’t predict when the end would come, and we couldn’t keep up our vigil forever. Even the apostles fell asleep in the garden as Jesus prayed. When it got late, Dad took us home. Mom stayed in the hospital with Samuel. A neighbor watched us while Dad went back to join her. We went to bed with hope in our hearts. Maybe everything would be okay, at least for a while. 

Later that night, Dad came home. Samuel had died. All told, he lived for about eight hours outside the womb, which was eight hours longer than we’d had any right to expect. Mom held Samuel in her arms as she said goodbye. In his final moments, he started to struggle. Mom leaned in close and whispered, “It’s okay. You can go now.” And with that, he was gone. 

Mom might have been the only one of us who didn’t cry that night. She had done her mourning in the painful months leading up to this moment. For her, this was a day of joy. She was able to tell her son to his face that she loved him. She got her miracle. 
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The rest of us weren’t as strong. After my dad gave us the news, quiet crying drifted in from all corners of the dark house. 

I’ll never forget that sound. Part of it came from me. 

We buried Samuel in the Catholic cemetery on the south end of town. My parents still visit his grave, but I never have. 

When I was younger, I told myself it was because Samuel wasn’t really there. He was in heaven. But really, I just didn’t want to revisit that pain. It seemed easier to avoid any physical reminder that he existed at all. 

I didn’t visit, but I wrote. The first thing I ever put down on paper for an audience was a eulogy at Samuel’s funeral. 

The priest read it to everyone. I wrote that we wanted Samuel, but God wanted him more. Four years later, at the end of high school, I wrote out the whole story for one of my final English papers. It was a hard essay to write—and to read. The teacher left tear marks on the paper. That same year, I visited a college for a scholarship competition. I told the story again, this time in a handwritten, timed essay. I don’t know if the people ranking those essays could read a word I wrote, but I guess someone must have deciphered it. I won a full-ride scholarship. 

(That hung over my head for years. My greatest accomplishment only happened because my brother died. What did that make me? Much later, I learned the scholarship competition didn’t work like I thought. The college brought in two hundred students to compete, but really, only a handful were in contention for the three full-ride scholarships, which covered tuition as well as room and board. ACT scores and GPAs factored in, as well as the in-person interview. I didn’t get to where I was because my brother died. It was because of all the point-whoring and academic gamesmanship I did along the way.)
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But most of all, I knew that I never wanted to go through something like that again. The slow buildup to the final moments had been unbearable. If I ever had to endure another family tragedy, I didn’t want to know about it months or years in advance. I didn’t want to see it coming. 

I didn’t see it coming. 

My phone rang. 

“Can you come home?” It was Lola. She sounded strange. 

“What?” 

“Can you come home?” Her voice broke. She was crying. “I lost the baby.” 

It was only then that I remembered she’d had an OB/

GYN appointment that afternoon. I went to the first doctor’s appointment to confirm Lola was pregnant and to a 3D ultrasound after that, but otherwise, Lola had always gone by herself. I thought it wasn’t worth us both missing work for routine appointments that were little more than rubber stamps. “Yes, there’s still a baby in there. See you next month.” Only this time had been anything but routine. And Lola had been alone when she got the news. 

While I was at work daydreaming about what Xbox game I wanted to play that night, Lola sat in an exam room with a doctor she had never met before. The practice wanted every patient to be acquainted with all the OB/GYNs in case their preferred doctor wasn’t available on the big day. That meant it 172
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was a stranger in a white lab coat who made the discovery. He checked Lola’s stomach. Then he was quiet for a long time. Lola got nervous. Finally, the doctor spoke. 

“The first thing I’m noticing is there’s not a lot of amniotic fluid,” he said. 

“Don’t drive too fast,” Lola told me over the phone. 

I hung up. It hadn’t even occurred to me to speed. My baby was gone, and nothing I could do would bring her back. Death was waiting for me at home. That was the last place I wanted to be, but I wasn’t thirteen this time. This was my wife and my child. I drove the speed limit. 

At home on the couch with me, Lola gave me the full story. 

Our child was dead and possibly had been for weeks. 

“I guess I better call a priest,” I said. My voice cracked. That was the moment I lost it. 

Lola and I were alone in our house. We stared at the TV. Lola still appeared to be six months pregnant. I avoided touching her stomach. So did she. Lola was scheduled to be induced the next morning. She hadn’t gone into labor when the baby died, and now our child would have to be forced out. Until then, there was nothing to do but wait—and notify our families. That job fell to me. 

I called my mom. She was devastated. I hung up as quickly as I could. A few minutes later, she called me. All the memories from Samuel were flooding back to her. 

“Take lots of pictures,” Mom said. “I know it’s hard, but you’ll regret it forever if you don’t.” I hung up on her again. I couldn’t deal with it right then. 

Next, I called Lola’s dad. 

“We lost the baby,” I said. 

“What?” 
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“We lost the baby.” 

“What?” 

We repeated that exact exchange at least a dozen times. 

Apparently he was driving through a tunnel on the moon. I lost control and hung up. He must have pieced together the news on his own because I didn’t call him back that night. Ever since, he’s always answered my calls on the first ring. 

Lola and I went to the hospital the next morning. The doctors began the process of inducing Lola. A technician came in to draw blood. 

“You don’t look big enough to be having a baby already,” 

the technician said. 

Lola blinked back tears. The technician realized her mistake and looked like she wanted to die. We had that effect on people all day. We were in the maternity ward, the most joyful part of the hospital, where everyone wants nothing more than to congratulate all the new moms and dads. Then people would realize our situation and their whole demeanor would change. 

Everybody else was there to kick off an exciting new chapter in their life. We were there as a prerequisite for a funeral. 

The next day was worse. Midmorning, Lola delivered our daughter. At just over a pound, she was impossibly small. She had ten fingers and ten toes and was a completely perfect baby. 

The only problem was her umbilical cord, which was tied in a true knot. She had rolled just the right way to accidentally cut off her vital supply line. It was stupid, random chance. She lost an entire lifetime of experiences because she tumbled the wrong way in the dark. 

The nurses told us this was great news. We weren’t at risk of losing another baby to some hereditary condition. We had the green light to try again. In the moment, it did make me feel 174
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better, but I was grasping for anything. Really, why should it make a difference if it’s random chance with a cord or random chance with genes or random chance with one cell dividing wrong and reproducing out of control? On some level, every death is a result of random chance. Either way, it was out of our hands. Our daughter was gone. 

I asked Lola what we should name her. We had planned to call her Olivia, a name we both loved. After finding out Lola was pregnant, we settled on it right away without any second thoughts. Four pregnancies later, I can honestly say that’s the only time that happened. Were we really going to throw away our favorite name ever on a child who would never hear us say it? Lola insisted that we give our daughter the name. It was our gift to her. She would be Olivia forever, her name etched in granite until the end of time. 

After Olivia was born, tiny and lifeless, we took pictures like my mom recommended. Family members drifted through the hospital room, and we all took turns holding her in a morbid facsimile of a normal delivery day. It was awful to look at her, but it was just as bad to look away. 

Lola was discharged from the hospital later that day as if she had completed a simple outpatient procedure, not given birth. We went back to our house. Olivia went to the funeral home. The funeral director didn’t charge us for his services. 

Some things are too tragic for money to change hands, even for an industry based on death. The cemetery staff wasn’t bothered, though. They charged us full price for the plot. Since Olivia’s infant casket was so small, it wouldn’t take up the whole space. 

They asked us if we wanted to put her in the middle of the plot or to one side or the other so we could use the rest of the space for someone else. Lola and I were both twenty-three. I couldn’t 175
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We didn’t have a funeral Mass. Since Olivia was never alive outside the womb, she wasn’t entitled to one. She didn’t get an official birth certificate, either, and we decided against running an announcement in the paper. Were it not for her gravestone and a handful of pictures we took that day, it would be like she never existed. Instead of a Mass, we had a simple graveside service. That was fine with me. I’d suffered through enough Masses in my lifetime that I didn’t mind getting out of one now. We met with the priest and deacon beforehand. They were just as nervous around us as the hospital staff had been. 

I was too exhausted to comfort other people for being uncomfortable with us. It was like they were afraid a child’s death was the one thing religion couldn’t explain, and if we asked the right questions, the whole system might come tumbling down. I just picked a date for the service and left everyone alone. 

We didn’t tell anyone other than our parents when and where the service would be. We were tired of contaminating everyone with our grief. Right before it was time to head to the cemetery, there was a knock on the front door. It was my parents. And all of my siblings. And all of my friends. Word had spread. I had never been so grateful not to be alone. We drove in a convoy to the cemetery, where the tiny child-sized casket sat beside the open grave. There were metal folding chairs laid out on a green carpet under a tent that shielded us from the wet and dreary day. Lola and I sat in front, facing Olivia. Beside her, on the edge of the carpet, a giant earthworm squirmed. That was when the reality of the situation really hit me. We were putting our firstborn child in the dirt. 
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Afterward, everyone came back to our house. There must have been twenty people. If this were my hometown, church ladies would have prepared a potluck in the parish hall. But we were in a suburb where we didn’t know anyone. Lola and I didn’t have any food to share. Entertaining was the last thing on our minds. My mom and dad went out and came back half an hour later with armloads of pizza and grocery bags full of snacks. Gradually, the mood lightened. We laughed and joked and talked about the future. Olivia didn’t have one. We did. 

Several months later, Lola and I were pregnant again. In planning our family, we always—ALWAYS—got pregnant on the first try. Personally, I would have been fine with a few months of frantic attempts until we got it right, but we were too good at what we did. We hoped for twins. If we lost one baby but gained two, maybe the tragedy might somehow make sense. But death is never sensical. Our daughter Betsy was born at full term, strong and healthy. She would grow up as our oldest, but really, she had a big sister. There are some things even death can’t change. 

Every year on Olivia’s birthday, we visit the cemetery. We bring the kids. Their understanding of why we’re there varies depending on age. The youngest ones are always surprised to hear they have another sister, even if we’ve told them before. 

They still don’t quite get what it all means. Our older kids say we’re visiting Olivia like we’re casually dropping in on a friend. 

Hearing them say that is always the hardest part. I’m not sure what good it does to stop by the grave, but we do it anyway. 

At least we’re showing our kids that no one in our family will ever be forgotten. Every year, we stand wordlessly in front of the headstone. Then Lola starts to cry. As bad as it sounds, that makes me feel better. Life may be finite, but a mother’s love never ends. 
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It ended nearly a year later when we came home from the hospital with Betsy. This time, we weren’t the sad couple walking out of the maternity ward empty-handed. We were the bewildered couple who, after forty-eight hours of being micromanaged by the hospital staff, were suddenly cut loose with our baby and no supervision whatsoever. As we walked out of the hospital, I felt like I was stealing her. I kept waiting to be tackled by a nurse. 

We brought Betsy home in her rear-facing car seat. Despite her tiny size, she took up a huge footprint with the plastic safety shell around her. I set the carrier on our front porch and fum-bled for my keys. That’s when the moment really hit me. 

A man can never take his children for granted. Not all babies get to come home. 
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A  man knows how to drive. 

My pant leg was covered in blood. Beside me, smoke billowed from my smashed car. The entire front end was crushed beyond recognition. Behind me, the red truck that nearly killed me sat in the ditch, virtually undamaged. It continued to rain. 

As I stood beside my car, I pulled up one pant leg, then the other, trying to find the source of the blood. 

Then I saw the fast-food ketchup packet on the ground. 

In my twenty-six years on earth, I had never once stepped on ketchup. But now, moments after the most serious accident of my life, I had managed not only to step on a packet of the red stuff, but also to do it so perfectly that it squirted up the side of my leg with the exact splatter pattern of a major injury. To date, it’s still the only time in my life that adding ketchup to a situation has made it worse. 

Men are better drivers than women. I have no idea who started that lie. It certainly wasn’t actuaries. If you’re a young guy with a new car, you can expect your insurance premiums to cost the equivalent of the treasure on a sunken Spanish gal-leon. The statistics don’t lie. When it comes to driving, men are much more likely than women to, say, drag-race a Honda Civic through the middle of town on the way to buy some day-old doughnuts. Any errand that’s worth doing is worth doing at 179
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The great thing about rules is that everybody is the exception, including me. The numbers might say women are better drivers than men, but my driving record is perfect. I might be the safest human being on wheels. Yes, I’ve had multiple mis-haps and one near-death experience, but none of them were my fault. Each time, a police officer said so in a report. There is no other area in my life where a government official has ever declared I’m right about anything. I’m tempted to get in more crashes so those same officials can say it again. 

My parents foresaw the treacherous road ahead when they took away my first vehicle. In high school, I drove a white Geo Metro convertible. Its power was measured not in horses, but in squirrels. If you’re wondering, it had eight. I drove the rare three-cylinder variant. I don’t know how a cylinder works, but the absence of one left me with a quarter less power than the beefier Metro version with four. That might explain why the car shook violently any time it went above forty-five miles an hour. I would die if I hit anything larger than an acorn. I loved that car. 

Girls loved it, too. They just didn’t love me. More than one potential romantic interest looked at my car and wished they had one just like it. It was small and cute and utterly harmless. It was as manly as a tube of lipstick. Shockingly, I didn’t get many dates. 

My parents sold that car shortly before I left for college. 

It was fine for bopping around town, but it wasn’t safe any place the speed limit was faster than a man could walk. After 180
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a few temporary vehicles, my next permanent ride was a Geo Prizm. It was rugged and manly—at least compared to the estrogen-mobile I drove before—and it never, ever quit. So it didn’t take me long to crash it. 

My first accident was the least dramatic. I was slowing down to turn onto campus when another driver rear-ended me. She hit the Prizm just hard enough that the trunk wouldn’t close. That was a problem. A few times a year, I had to put all my earthly possessions in that car to shuttle between my dorm and my parents’ house. College is basically just a crash course in being semi-homeless. 

The other driver admitted she was texting when she hit my car. She obviously hadn’t read the back of her insurance card, which said to never, ever admit fault, even if your car just went over a ramp and crashed through somebody’s second-story window. Any insurance company worth its salt would insist the house should have moved. Not surprisingly, the responding officer determined she was at fault, her insurance paid to fix my car, and I basked in the joy of still being perfect. Or as perfect as I’ll ever get. 

The next time I crashed, I was a senior in college, and I had left campus to go to work. It had snowed the day before, but the plows had done their job—or so I thought. I was driving the posted speed limit when I suddenly hit a patch of snow that had drifted over the road. One of the downsides of living in a part of the state that lacks hills or any other topographical features is there’s nothing to block the wind. My car fishtailed one way and then the other. I should have steered into the skid to regain control, but that would have taken me into oncoming traffic or off the road, so I jerked against the slide. In seconds, I was wobbling out of control. My car slid into a snow bank. The 181
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The snow was just deep enough to keep the Prizm stuck in place. A guy finally stopped and gave me a ride back to campus, which was still nearby. My excellent driving skills had only gotten me a few miles down the road before I lost control. I called the sheriff’s department to report my slide-off, but the dispatcher said they were dealing with too many accidents to send anyone out. A few minutes later, she called back and said they would in fact send somebody because I was the only idiot to get stuck close enough to the road to be a traffic hazard. At least I was getting special attention. Go me. 

I didn’t get a ticket for the slide-off, either. It was considered an act of God. In addition to creating the universe and everything in it, God also sometimes makes roads slick with snow for no particular reason. It’s easy to get bored when you’re omnipotent. My car didn’t take any damage, and my insurance covered the cost of the tow truck. Even after two crashes, my perfect driving record was still intact. 

Then came the Prizm’s last day on the road, when a teen driver in a red truck tried to kill me but killed my car instead. She tried to pass a car waiting to turn, and in the process managed to slide out of control and veer into oncoming traffic. I T-boned her at full speed as she flew through my lane. The impact completely smashed the front of my car. Her truck, a 1970s International Harvester, suffered only a small dent behind the rear wheel. It was from an era when cars were built with more steel than a battleship. The best defensive driving is done in a vehicle impervious to acts of God and man. 

The officer at the scene didn’t even interview me after the crash. I assume it was because the situation was so clear-cut 182
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that he didn’t even need to hear my side, but maybe he just didn’t want to get any ketchup on him. He declared the teenage driver to be at fault. For the third time, I emerged blameless from a major vehicle disaster. I was clearly the greatest driver ever to live, despite the notable drawbacks of being male and having three crashes under my belt. 

After that, I’d had my fill of near-death driving experiences. 

I had learned a lot, and I would never, ever crash again. Until a month later. This time, I was driving a newer sedan I shouldn’t have been able to afford. By sacrificing its life to save me, the Prizm had given Lola and me an insurance payout much higher than what we would have gotten if we’d sold it or traded it in. 

The next time I needed a vehicle upgrade, I should just let another teenager almost kill me. 

A few weeks after getting the new (used) sedan, I was commuting to work at a temporary assignment an hour and a half from my house. I naively thought I had a future at my post-journalism cubicle job and was doing my best to work my way up the career ladder to a slightly fancier cubicle. But getting there meant I had to leave before dawn. As I made my way through a wooded section of Indiana in the morning dark, a deer casually stepped in front of me from the left. It didn’t seem in a hurry to get anywhere in particular except the deer afterlife. One moment there was a deer, and the next moment it was gone. In between, my hood crumpled. It was a sudden and unexpected makeover for the front of my vehicle. All things considered, I preferred it before the hood caved in. 

This crash wasn’t as bad as the one I’d had with the teenager—thankfully, whitetail deer weigh less than pickups— 

but my car wasn’t going anywhere without major repairs. I got out and looked for the deer, but I didn’t see it anywhere. I found 183
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Once again, I didn’t get a ticket. A deer is as much an act of God as the snow. We can’t expect an animal to know not to stand in traffic. Actually, we should expect that. You’d think natural selection would favor deer smart enough to look both ways before they cross the street. 

The failure of deer to evolve created a bad day for everyone but the mechanic. That’s how I learned a valuable lesson about the car repair industry. A coworker hit a deer days before I did. Apparently the does were feeling frisky—or suicidal. For deer, there’s not much of a difference. My coworker hit her deer going thirty miles per hour. I hit mine going, well, let’s just say the posted speed limit was fifty-five and leave it at that. Being an excellent driver, I would never admit to speeding. There was a huge difference between the damage to our vehicles, but our repair bills were exactly the same. That was the maximum insurance payout for deer-related accidents, and by a crazy coincidence, that’s exactly the amount the car guy said it would cost to fix them both. And now you understand why repairing even a small ding on a car costs so much. The free market is efficient, but only at screwing you. 

At some point, I should have taken the hint and stayed off the road, but I kept right on going. The authorities had ruled in my favor four times in a row and left me with an unblemished driving record. Who was I to interrupt perfection? 

I wasn’t the only one who kept driving long after the universe made it clear I should have stopped. A few weeks after I totaled the Prizm, I saw the teenager who caused that wreck in 184
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the same red International Harvester on the same road. Well, near the same road. She was actually stranded in the middle of a muddy field off a curve she apparently failed to notice. I know it was the same truck because it still had the dent behind the rear wheel from when it killed the Prizm. The girl’s dad was in the field hooking up his truck to hers to pull her out. In that moment, I realized two things: (1) that teens should stay off the road (and also out of fields), and (2) when my own kid got her license, she was definitely driving a big metal truck. 

A man knows how to drive, even if nobody else on the road does. 
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 THE GREATEST 

 ADVERSITY

It happens all the time. I’ve just told a great story about some misadventure in my life, when suddenly a woman speaks up. 

“I went through all that, too,” she’ll say. “While pregnant.” 

If you’re a man, you can’t one-up a woman. Don’t even try. 

I think of myself as a hard worker, but even I can’t compete. 

For years, I’ve held down a full-time job while running social media accounts with more than a million followers, producing daily webcomics, writing multiple books, raising four kids, and keeping my marriage intact. But invariably, some woman will also have done all those same things, but while with child. 

Show-off. 

Pregnancy is the ultimate conversation ender. There’s no other human experience that comes close. Any challenge you’ve faced, there’s a woman out there who overcame exactly the same thing while also growing a baby. Hiking the Appa-lachian Trail. Curing diseases. Defeating a Dark Jedi in single combat while the fate of the galaxy hangs in the balance. There’s literally nothing pregnant women can’t do. I ran cross-country in high school and college. After I was out on my own, a girl I went to high school with who never ran during that time beat me in a seven-mile race. She was several months pregnant, yet 187
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The worst part is that, most of the time, women don’t even brag about it. When I said they jump in and say, “I did that while pregnant,” I meant they say it silently with their mere presence. 

Most women are too humble to shout about how great they are. 

If they mention the pregnancy, it’s as a background detail, like that it was raining outside or it happened on a Tuesday. Life doesn’t stop when you get pregnant. In fact, a second life is literally just getting started, probably while Mom fights off a lion or lands on Mars. Baby’s first steps will be interesting. 

Then there’s childbirth itself, which is the ultimate trump card. There’s nothing a man can say or do to get the upper hand. “Oh, you deadlifted a car? I pushed a kid with a head the size of a pumpkin through my birth canal.” Point, women. 

Pregnancy and childbirth aren’t the only ways women one-up men. Confusingly, they also do it by not getting pregnant. If there’s something amazing a man has done, a woman has done it while on her period. This is no small feat. Studies show that periods hurt as much as a heart attack. If a man finished a marathon while having a cardiac event the whole way, he would be praised as one of the toughest guys of all time. But when a woman completes the same race with the same level of pain, but from her period, she earns a collective shrug. That’s just life for her once a month. I’m so glad I was born without ovaries. 

Women go through all their regular daily duties while experiencing this high level of pain so often that pregnancy doesn’t feel that bad by comparison. (I’m guessing here. In case I was unclear, I’ve never given birth.) But at least with pregnancy, there are outward indicators that other people should cut you 188
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some slack, even if women are too busy planning another Everest summit to accept the assistance. Periods are suffered in secret. Your boss or kids (they might be one and the same) won’t give you any leniency. Even colds earn more sympathy. At least then people can see you sniffling and react accordingly, even if their only reaction is to give you a wide berth. I suspect many women on their periods would appreciate the same courtesy. 

Men have their own gender-specific pain, but these incidents never help us one-up women. Take man flu. The pain is excruciating. Men who come down with it are completely incapacitated. Meanwhile, women who claim to be suffering the same symptoms soldier on while barely noticing, much like they soldier on while pregnant or on their periods or while taking gunfire to their steel frames. Every woman is basically a Terminator. 

That’s the traditional wisdom, at least. But I think there’s another possibility: Maybe man flu really is that bad. Perhaps guys’ unique musculature and high concentration of testosterone make us particularly vulnerable to certain strains of germs. 

Since men are known for our strength, we have much further to fall when we get weak. Men in the throes of man flu deserve sympathy, not scorn. Not that that excuse will ever fly with women. If you try to one-up a woman with man flu, prepare to be the first man to be literally laughed to death. 

Women’s one-upping doesn’t have to be biological. There are also institutional barriers women have to overcome, making anything they accomplish that much more praisewor-thy. The glass ceiling is real. In the corporate world, men and women play the same game, but men are in easy mode, while women are in a mode where, if they make one mistake, their entire Xbox catches on fire. If a woman goes through all of that 189
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To top it all off, women do all of this while freezing. They’re never more than a sweater away from hypothermia. The smaller you are, the larger the ratio of your surface area to your weight, and the faster you lose body heat. That’s why my wife is always cold while I can sweat while standing in a snowstorm. I should probably see a doctor, but I won’t because I’m a man. Never again. Making the problem worse, offices are kept cold enough for men in suits, while women often wear dresses that provide little to no protection from the elements. The obvious compro-mise is for men to wear dresses and women to wear suits. Either that or women should get a complimentary office burn barrel. 

They could get warm and destroy sensitive documents at the same time. Remember to crack a window. 

I’m not saying men should stop bragging. On the contrary, men should brag more. It’s good for your self-esteem, unless you’re around your friends, in which case it just gives them more openings to rip on you. But if you’re a guy, don’t brag in front of women. You’re just setting yourself up for humiliation. 

And if you’re a woman, maybe take it easy on guys every once in a while. Act like you’re impressed by whatever minor things we accomplished in the face of zero adversity. A little tact would be appreciated. 
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A  man stands on his own two feet. 

When my dad was ten, he rode a sled straight into a tree. That free trip down a hill cost him fifty years of chiropractor’s appointments. Backs are funny things. Once one starts to give you trouble, you can never predict what it will do. One day, it might let you lift heavy feed bags without any pain, and the next, it might completely immobilize you without warning. 

Actually, the warning was that you were lifting heavy feed bags. 

When you have a bad back, good days tempt you into doing things that lead to bad days. Feeling healthy is a trap. 

My dad’s back got progressively worse until he couldn’t farm anymore (and also the pigs stopped boinking, but we already covered that). At the age of twenty-five, he was disabled from the job he thought he would do for the rest of his life. He soon found himself a nontraditional college student on a career track that didn’t depend at all on pig sex. Talk about a quarter-life crisis. 

To understand the two phases of Dad’s life—before hog farming and after—you need only to look at his legs today. On those rare occasions when he makes the mistake of wearing shorts, two things are immediately noticeable. The first is a long scar that wraps halfway around one leg, where he was whipped by a snowmobile belt when a friend revved the engine in the 191
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The second noticeable thing about my dad’s legs is that his lower calves and shins are completely smooth, rubbed hairless by decades of wearing dress socks in a temperature-controlled office. That’s from the second half of his life, when he discovered that working in a cubicle is, in fact, quite a bit better than death. 

There’s nothing heavy to lift, and nobody gets sunburned. The guy with the scar and the guy with the smooth legs are basically two entirely different people. If they ever met, they would hate each other. 

Dad’s back is doing better these days, mostly thanks to his decades away from manual labor and his weekly visits to chiropractors whose boats he has single-handedly paid for, but it caused him constant pain when I was younger. Throughout my childhood, the primary adult male role model in my life was a guy who couldn’t lift anything. Manual labor, like moving furniture or planting trees, was something Mom did, possibly with help from me or any other sibling who was too slow to hide before being drafted. A man wasn’t someone who did the hard work himself. He was someone who joked about being a supervisor while hoping his wife didn’t hit him with whatever tool she was using at the time. Once, instead of helping Mom dig a hole, Dad bought her a new trench-digging shovel. That was risky. It was like a metal popcorn bowl on a stick. 

Dad’s back was especially bad while he was in college. His body wanted to make extra sure that he didn’t relapse into agriculture. One day, Dad woke up in our tiny campus apartment 192
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unable to get out of bed. I don’t mean that he was sad or demor-alized. I mean his back locked up and wouldn’t budge. He literally could not complete the series of movements necessary to stand up. That’s one way to get out of helping get the kids ready for the day. Mom called 911. 

My siblings and I waited downstairs for the paramedics to show up. It took a while. I guess they had bigger emergencies than a guy trapped in bed. All things considered, there’s no place I’d rather be stuck. When the paramedics finally arrived, they realized they couldn’t get a stretcher up our stairs, which turned twice at ninety-degree angles. The paramedics made Dad walk. 

Dad still couldn’t stand up. Undeterred, the paramedics hoisted him upright and made him shamble forward, step by painful step. Coming down the stairs, he looked like a zombie. He later said he felt like one, too, but he didn’t have any other choice. Sometimes, a man’s only option is to put one foot in front of the other. He’s lucky the paramedics didn’t roll him down the stairs. 

I never had back problems. I knew how to avoid trees, and I didn’t endure years of hard farm labor. But one Halloween, I got a taste of what it was like to hobble a mile in Dad’s shoes. While he was in college, our costume budget was nonexistent. That didn’t stop Mom, who always crafted homemade, themed costumes for the entire family. One year, we went as the Three Little Pigs, complete with Mom as the Mama Pig and Dad as the Big Bad Wolf. Another year, we went as characters from  The  Wizard of Oz. My brothers were the Scarecrow and the Cowardly Lion. 

I was the Tin Man. Insert ominous sound effects here. 

I was six years old and didn’t know anything about  The Wizard of Oz, but there was no backing out once construc-tion started. My costume was literally built around me. Mom 193
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I don’t know how I walked. More importantly, I don’t know how I went to the bathroom. I couldn’t reach up to grab the funnel. 

To showcase her handiwork, Mom entered us all in a costume contest at the mall, which, in the early 1990s, was the center of the known universe. The stage was set up in the middle of the main courtyard with a crowd all around it. The judges wouldn’t let our family compete as a group, so we had to go onstage one at a time. My parents sent me up first. I’d like to think it was because Mom was the proudest of my costume, but actually it was because I was the oldest kid and thus the least likely to panic if I went on without a parent by my side. Not that panic even entered my mind. I was encased in state-of-the-art tree-based armor. Nothing could stop me. I took my heavy, cardboard-laden legs and slowly stomped up the stairs to the stage. It was my time to shine. 

All I had to do was walk out on the stage, turn around, and walk back. It was so easy a first grader could do it. Disaster struck right away: I dropped my ax. It wasn’t a real ax, of course. 

I couldn’t be trusted with anything sharper than a spoon. It wasn’t a toy ax, either. We couldn’t afford the two dollars for a plastic one. Instead, my parents had cut out a piece of cardboard in the shape of an ax and covered it with—you guessed it—duct tape. This raises the question of why we couldn’t afford a plastic weapon but could afford fifty rolls of gray adhesive. 

Duct tape must have been cheaper back then. I think that’s why we fought the Gulf War. 
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I wasn’t the most self-aware kid in the world, but I knew I wasn’t going to win glory for my family without my weapon. I bent over to get it. In a rigid costume with no mobility whatsoever. In front of a huge audience. What could go wrong? 

I couldn’t actually bend over far enough to reach the ax. 

My duct tape joints didn’t allow it. I had become my dad. I did manage to lean just far enough forward for the funnel to fall off my head. Now I had two items on the stage floor, with hundreds of people looking on. I was losing control of the situation. But instead of giving up, I tried to save the day on my own. I bent over just a tiny bit more to try to grasp the ax, the funnel, and whatever self-respect I could find. If Dad could make it through life that stiff, then so could I. 

That’s when it happened: I fell. I did a fantastic cardboard belly flop onstage in front of everyone. I don’t know what else I expected to happen; my knees couldn’t bend. I kept my cool. 

Or not. I flailed my arms and legs like I was drowning, but to no avail. I was more cardboard than kid. I was stuck on the ground, just like Dad had been stuck in bed. Only this time, no paramedics were coming to save me, not even the lazy kind who make you walk. 

Someone in the audience shouted, “Help, he’s fallen and he can’t get up!” This story happened long enough ago that that joke was still fresh. The crowd roared with laughter. No one stepped forward to rescue me. The seconds dragged by as I wiggled helplessly on the stage floor. I was certain this was how I would die, trapped forever in cardboard and duct tape. They would have to bury me in my costume. 

Offstage, Mom and Dad debated in harsh whispers which of them would climb up to get me. Would it be my dad, who couldn’t bend or lift, or my mom, who was in the final trimester 195
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Eat my shorts. 

After that shameful performance, all that was left to do was to go home. Except we didn’t. We stuck around to hear the winner. In Mom’s defense, it was a great-looking costume. The problem was operator error. Besides, if we could, we wanted to recoup the cost of all that duct tape. But we didn’t win or place or show. We didn’t even get the award for best near-death experience. Instead, we listened as other people were summoned to the winner’s circle. Then we slowly slunk out of the mall and toward our car. We never entered a costume contest again. 

I don’t remember trick-or-treating after the contest that year. That’s for the best. One haunting memory per Halloween is enough. We lived on campus, so there were hundreds of doors nearby, which was the furthest I could go in my duct-tape-and-cardboard prison. I’m sure my haul of candy more than made up for the trauma, and that’s been my philoso-phy ever since. Chocolate fixes all. 

I’m grateful I avoided the combination of childhood injuries and hard physical labor that led to my dad’s lifetime of back problems. Even spending one night like him was too much. 

Today, he swims and works out, and it’s hard to remember just how much pain he used to be in when his back was at its worst. 

But I haven’t forgotten the lessons I learned during that time. 

A man stands tall, even when he physically can’t. And a man rescues his son—eventually. 
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A  man follows his dreams. 

By third grade, when my family moved to Illinois, I had accepted that I was never going to be a pig farmer. The kids in my new city failed to regard a career of standing knee deep in manure with the respect it deserved, and I lacked the social capital to change their minds. When my new classmates asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up—a surprisingly pressing concern when you’re eight—I randomly named other jobs to fill the swine-sized hole in my life. For years, my ambitions drifted aimlessly from one impressively titled job to another: astronaut, marine biologist, aeronautical engineer, civil engineer, nuclear engineer. There wasn’t a single science-y job I didn’t claim to want at one time or another, but my heart wasn’t in any of them. Plus, by high school, I realized I hated math and science, which didn’t help my outlook in any of the STEM 

fields. I was mainly concerned with what other people would think of my career, not whether or not I actually wanted to do it. I figured I would equally hate all jobs that didn’t involve pigs (except for the priesthood, which I would hate extra), so why did it matter? In that sentiment, I wasn’t entirely wrong. 

Then I found something even more addictive than piglets. 

My sophomore year in high school, I took a computer literacy class. The entire goal of the course was to teach us how to 197
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My Bible passages were light on theology and heavy on telepathic penguins and unicorns filled with hydrogen (hence the concept of exploding unicorns, which I never quite out-grew). I wrote all these verses as emails and sent them to my friends who sat a few rows in front of me. I watched them open the first email, and then I watched them laugh. That tiny little hit of dopamine was all it took to hook me on comedy writing forever. It’s a good thing I never tried real drugs. 

When the class ended at the change of semesters, I started to email funny articles (or at least articles I thought were funny) to about twenty people. These weren’t twenty people who said they wanted to read my content. These were just twenty people whose email addresses I knew. To this day, I’m still on most of their spam lists. But with each article, a handful of readers would reply and say something nice. Clearly that was enough affirmation to base my life around. I abandoned my unenthu-siastic pretenses of doing anything with math or science and dedicated my entire future to comedy writing. Surely that would pay off. 

The only comedy writer I actually knew of was Dave Barry, whose syndicated column appeared in the newspapers I used to deliver. To be the next him, I decided to work my way up from small newspapers to a big paper and finally to a national humor column and book deals. Sure, it might mean a few decades of 198
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poverty along the way, but can you really put a price on happiness? As I found out later, you can. 

In college, I majored in English with a focus on creative writing. Before enrolling, I grilled the head of the department about what kind of job prospects I could expect with an English degree. I don’t remember what he said, but if it was anything other than “perpetual unemployment,” he lied. The main benefit of the major was it got me on the school newspaper. No matter what I was assigned to cover, I turned it into a comedy article. 

The paper printed everything I wrote, not because I was funny, but because I was one of the only people to consistently turn in my articles. I might not have been the best comedy writer ever, but printing my words was better than leaving a giant block of blank space in the paper. That’s something, I guess. 

Then I got into “real” journalism. Those quotation marks are entirely necessary. Over the summers, I wrote for my hometown newspaper, first as a freelancer and later as an intern. I was mostly banished to the outlying rural counties of our cov-erage area, where I wrote about hard-hitting topics like teacher retirements, county fair sheep shows, and town board meetings where the number of people on the board and the population of the town were roughly equal. I found the work mostly tolerable, even if I wasn’t writing jokes. Readers never complained, and it was more interesting than the janitorial work I’d done during the summer in high school, so I figured I was heading in the right direction. My only criterion for job satisfaction was that it was more fun than scrubbing toilets. 

Back at college, my powers at the school newspaper continued to grow. I spent my junior and senior years as the co–head editor, and I abused my position to the fullest. Under my expert leadership, the newspaper only contained “news” in the most 199
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I didn’t just spend the final years of my college career abusing the first and only tiny bit of power I would ever have. 

I was also job hunting. By the fall of my senior year, I started to panic about my employment prospects. I wasn’t worried about the future of print journalism, which should have been my real concern. It was 2006, and there was a thing called the internet, which had been around for . . . quite a while, actually. Why that didn’t alarm me, I have no idea. I was mostly worried about all the kids graduating from real journalism programs where they had things like “standards” and “news.” Somehow, I didn’t think my super-serious biweekly columns—where I literally said wolves should raise all children and that buying two SUVs and setting them on fire was a better use of money than going to college—would look great by comparison. 

To get ahead of the competition, I fired off an email to a reporter at the biggest newspaper in the area, a daily about forty-five minutes away with twice the circulation of the one I wrote for back home. The reporter had previously worked at my hometown paper. Over the summers, I sat at his old desk and got my feet tangled in the cords below it just like he used to. People said I reminded them of him. I fired off an email to him with the subject line, “Your Long Lost Son.” Apparently this 200

NEWSWORTHY

is NOT how you’re supposed to start off a professional email. 

Probably because it’s unfairly effective. I got a job. 

I started off as a freelance writer for the bigger paper in the fall. By Christmas, I had been hired part-time, working twenty hours a week. I had long before perfected my techniques at cutting every possible corner in college, so it didn’t impede my 

“studies” at all. I continued to read zero books and lie my way through class, which is all any professor really wants. I should be an inspirational speaker for college kids. Then, the paper’s night cops reporter got promoted to a better position. I fired off another email, this time putting myself in for the full-time reporter gig. I didn’t send a résumé or file any kind of formal application. I just said, “Give me the job,” although I probably phrased it more politely than that. Then again, knowing me, maybe not. 

Once again, I got the job. Never mind that I still didn’t have a college degree and was a full-time student. Me being hired wasn’t contingent on finishing the degree, either. Clearly everything I had been working on for the last four years mattered a lot. I went to college in the morning, then commuted to the newspaper in the afternoon. I worked there till after the 11 

pm TV news broadcast, then drove back to college. On nights when I had a term paper due the next day, I didn’t go to bed at all and instead stayed up all night writing it. Planning ahead is for cowards. I was exhausted, but I was gainfully employed. 

What more could I want? 

More on the “gainful” end, for a start. I was making more than poverty wages, but not by much. Since I was in college on a full-ride scholarship, though, I was rich compared to all my heavily indebted peers. I didn’t have to pay for food or shelter. Beer was my only expense, which was considerable. After 201
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My prospects weren’t likely to get better any time soon. 

Periodically, the publisher called the staff into a conference room for a pep talk. Yes, we were losing money and subscribers, but not quite as much money or quite as many subscribers as some other newspapers. Good for us. The publisher could have helped us a lot more by not having a pep rally at all. Or maybe by selling plasma. 

I was technically the night cops reporter, but in practice I was the cleanup guy who handled all the loose ends other reporters didn’t have time to tie up during the day. It was up to me to snag the last source needed for a story or cover events that fell through the cracks because other people were busy covering real news. Charity events, fairs, and public meetings that weren’t important enough for the day reporters staying past quitting time regularly fell on my lap. In between all that, I handled fires and fatal car wrecks, which could happen at any time. The dead seldom stick to a convenient schedule. I never uncovered any big scoops on my own, but it didn’t matter as long as I saved everybody else by finishing off their stories and doing their busy work. I was good at all of this because my biggest flaw turned out to be my greatest asset: I didn’t care at all. 

Other reporters launched into the low-paying field of journalism because they wanted to make a difference. I was just 202
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putting in my time until someone let me write jokes. Everything else was filler. Other reporters might fret over stories and fight for turf and debate word choice with editors. I just turned in my stories and moved on with my life. I only had to write two twelve-inch articles a night, which isn’t that many words. Even at my meager hourly rate, I was still probably overpaid. 

It’s hard to put my finger on exactly when I started to hate being a reporter. It didn’t bother me at all when I was a freelancer and intern in my hometown. I think it had to do with the kind of stories I covered there. A kid who won first place at a sheep show didn’t generate any hard feelings. The kid was proud, even though they didn’t give birth to the sheep or have anything else to do with its genetics. Talk about taking credit for someone else’s work. But the kid actually wanted to talk to me. The guy in the dangerous neighborhood who was just accused of shaking his baby to death did not. I barely wanted to talk to people when they were at their best. I certainly didn’t want to cold-call them when they either had just finished killing someone or been falsely accused, neither of which tends to put people in a good mood. Yet as a full-time reporter, contacting the angry and grieving and accused for comment was one of my regular duties. Everyone was supposed to have the chance to give their side, even if they had nothing to say other than how much they hated me for contacting them at such a horrible time. The best sound in the world was when my call went straight to voice mail. 

Then there were the public meetings. I covered a thousand different variations of them, but they were really all the same story: Someone, somewhere wanted to build something, and everybody was mad about it. It made no difference what that something was: a landfill, a hospital, a rock quarry, a playground, 203
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The fire truck might wake you up for a few seconds as it speeds off to save someone’s life. Better to let everyone burn to death so you can get your beauty sleep. At least the accused murderers I cold-called had the self-awareness to feel bad about themselves. 

Every time someone wanted to build something, opponents trotted out the same argument: It’s going to kill our kids. That was a head scratcher when it came to building a new hospital, but an ambulance could run over a child, probably while rushing to save another child who was hit by an ambulance from a different hospital. It was a vicious cycle. About the hundredth time I heard a panicked mother wail that [insert literally any building here] would annihilate her offspring, it lost all effect on me. After a while, I started rooting for the ambulances. 

At least I still had my lighthearted fluff pieces, which, as a freelancer and intern at my hometown paper, had been my bread and butter. Except, now, they literally gave me nightmares. They generated nearly 100 percent of the complaints and corrections I had to deal with. We were giving free cov-erage to feel-good topics. An old lady knits specialty doilies. 

Friends throw a cancer fundraiser. A charity puts up a new sign. 

None of these stories had real news value, but we wrote about them anyway as our gift to the community. How did the ben-eficiaries of this kindness react? With a level of hatred usually reserved for child molesters. 
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Take a new sign outside a charity. I might say in the article that it was paid for by anonymous donations. Then the person in charge of the charity would call to scream at me because it was an anonymous donation, singular. Did it matter? Apparently. 

How dare the anonymous donor be asked to share anonymous credit with other, undeserving anonymous people. There definitely wasn’t enough anonymous glory to go around. The more petty the dispute, the angrier the person was. And every single time someone complained, no matter how spurious, the editors sided against me. It didn’t matter if I had a signed affidavit, multiple witnesses, and time-stamped video footage to prove I was right. The leadership team was bravely willing to throw any staff member under the bus if it would keep just one reader from unsubscribing. I’m lucky they didn’t make me cut off a pinkie Yakuza-style to keep the public happy. 

The only saving grace of my journalism gig was a rotating column shared by all the young reporters. Once every several weeks, I got to write about whatever I wanted. When it was my turn, I wrote comedy articles, and they were generally well received. But I realized it could be decades before I worked my way up to the point where I had my own column all the time, if it ever happened at all. I didn’t think I could wait that long. 

The end came a little over a year into my full-time reporter job when I started fantasizing about getting hit by a truck on the way to work. I didn’t want to die. I just wanted to be laid up in the hospital for a few weeks so I didn’t have to cold-call any felons or listen to any angry public meetings or get screamed at by a Good Samaritan for failing to highlight how good they were in exactly the way they wanted. That’s when I knew I had to quit. 

I managed to find a nonwriting white-collar job totally divorced from journalism, and I latched onto it like a life raft. My 205
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 If you’re reading this, I’m already gone. If you’re not reading this, I’m still gone, but I’m also offended you didn’t find my column to be worth your time. Thanks a lot, jerk. 

 Friday was my last day as a reporter, and it also happened to be the deadline for this article. I am now a former journalist, a designation held by many prestigious figures at local homeless shelters and brothels. Journalism is one of those fields you enter when you think you can make the world a better place and leave when you realize you can make your own world better simply by getting a different job. In terms of the raw altruism required, working for a newspaper is kind of like doing a stint in the Peace Corps, only the hours are worse and everybody hates you. 

 Looking back, I’m not sure why I decided to be a reporter. 

 When it comes to making major life choices, the sheer selfishness of my decision-making process is admirably consistent. I suspect I chose that field because I can’t work with my hands and I’m bad at math. That limited my realistic job opportunities to journalism and kickboxing. I went for the one with the better 401(k) plan, but unfortunately there weren’t any kickboxing leagues hiring at the time. 

 I didn’t take many flying kicks to the head in my time as a reporter, but I did occasionally have to learn, which was just as painful. One of the first bits of knowledge I acquired was that 206
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 reporters are people, too. They just happen to be wicked, twisted people full of biases and secret agendas. I didn’t understand this until it was carefully explained to me on a daily basis by emails from angry readers. In my one year as a full-time journalist, I was accused of being a liberal, a conservative, a smoking proponent, a smoking opponent, a hog farm fan, an anti–hog farm zealot, and an incredibly handsome human being. I never actually received an email about the last one, but statistically speaking one or more readers had to be thinking it. 

 I’m less ugly in real life than I appear in the picture at the top of this column, if only marginally. 

 Lots of readers claimed to understand the hidden workings of my sinister mind, but the sad truth is that there’s not a whole lot going on up there. At most public meetings I was more concerned about locating the free cookies and punch than I was about choosing whether to side with those who think we should ban smoking altogether or those who believe we should give cigarettes to children. Those opinions that I do hold are disappointingly moderate. That controversial development they’re planning for a site near your home might not save your town, but it likely won’t kill your children either. The obvious exception to that is the child-killing plant they’re planning to build by the interstate. You haven’t heard about it yet because newspapers are covering it up as part of the highly coordinated media conspiracy. 

 To the surprise of some readers, one issue that’s not covered in the monthly media conspiracy newsletter is how to cram as much bad news as possible into each print edition. We don’t seek out bad news, but we do cover a lot of breaking news. 

 Breaking news just happens to be almost exclusively bad simply because good news is seldom sudden. I’ve covered lots 207
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 This is the point where I should plead for readers to treat reporters decently, but I haven’t helped anybody with my articles in the past twelve months and it seems kind of misguided to try to start now. Writing, like any drug, is best enjoyed when done recreationally. I’ll continue to update my website, but I don’t have any plans to write professionally in the future. It’s time for me to grow up and focus on a more traditional career path, like professional kickboxing. 

To the surprise of no one, the paper didn’t run that article. 

For years, I assumed the features editor had received it in her inbox and deleted it without comment. I found out later that she forwarded it up the chain of command. I thought the piece was a lighthearted and self-deprecating farewell. But according to the editorial staff, I didn’t just burn my bridges; I nuked them from orbit. Not that the article went to waste. I had given up on being the next Dave Barry, but I hadn’t given up on myself. 

I posted the article on my then-new (but now former) website, where I planned to do my own comedy writing outside of journalism. The article went viral. It turned out there were a whole lot of disillusioned journalists in the world. I thought maybe this would be the real start of my comedy writing career. It was not. 

For years, I toiled in a cubicle at my nonwriting job by day while writing for my blog at night. I posted article after article. Eventually, the site held more than 300,000 words, every 208
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one of them free. Apparently they were still overpriced. I had almost no readers. Then I joined Twitter. At first, I was just there to share links to the blog. Then I started writing original jokes. 

I posted thousands of tweets, which helped me gradually zero in on the family-friendly kid conversations I would finally be known for. I grew my account, @XplodingUnicorn, to 200,000 

followers by slogging it out with constant tweets day after day for four years. Then BuzzFeed ran an article on me. My account exploded, gaining hundreds of thousands more followers in just a few days. Soon, newspapers from around the world were reaching out to me. Within a week, I had a literary agent. Within a few months, I had a book deal. I had achieved all of my original comedy-writing goals without journalism. Well, almost all. 

I still didn’t have a column like Dave Barry. Then I contacted the  IndyStar to promote my first book,  Only Dead on the Inside: A Parent’s Guide to Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse. They ran an article on me, and I used my newfound social media might to promote it. Suddenly, it was one of their top news stories of the day. By this point, print journalism had fallen far enough that the only thing that mattered were online views, and that was something I now had the power to generate. The  IndyStar offered me my own freelance comedy column. I gladly accepted. 

Looking back, I’m lucky I abandoned journalism so early on. I didn’t need it to get where I wanted to go. I ended up with a huge audience and book deals and a newspaper column, even if that column wasn’t nationally syndicated. In fact, it’s not anywhere anymore. After several amazing months where I enjoyed all the local prestige granted by having my own column in a major metropolitan newspaper, the  IndyStar axed my column and laid off the editor I reported to. I was victimized by 209

HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) surprise budget cuts, just like a real journalist. Not that it hurt my reach. I wasn’t a miserable reporter selling plasma to get by. 

I was a successful author and social media influencer, whatever that means. 

A man follows his dreams. And when he can’t, he leaves, and his dreams follow him. 
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A  man improves. 

There’s no one right way to be a man, but there are countless wrong ones, and I’ve dabbled in most of them over the course of my life. The lessons I’ve learned along the way have been enlightening and painful in equal measure, which might be the problem. If I’d gotten three parts enlightenment to one part pain, I wouldn’t be the confused mess I am today. I’ve never been good with ratios. 

Fathers are wiser than sons, and grandfathers are wiser than fathers. As guys age, we level up and become better, smarter people, overcoming our faults and building on our strengths. 

Our lives are linear character arcs of personal growth. That’s why the opinions of the elderly are universally respected. It’s always a pleasure to listen to them give their unsolicited opinions, especially about politics. 

Nothing in that last paragraph is true. The young doubt the old, the old despise the young, and neither group can prove itself objectively wiser than the other. Aging is just the process of gradually swapping one shortcoming for another until you die. I’m going to be one very flawed corpse. 
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HOW TO BE A MAN (WHATEVER THAT MEANS) As we’ve seen, a man lawyers up and succeeds by failing and shakes hands hard and naps on command and dies young and rides the bench and builds muscle and stays indoors and holds his liquor and avoids the comment section and is happy with his family just the way it is and fears birds and does chores and fights bulls and puts his wallet in the worst possible pocket and remembers his past and grooms himself and protects his home and runs away and hires professionals and avoids the priesthood and shops on his own and loves all his children and drives well and gets one-upped and stands tall even when he physically can’t and goes after his dreams. What a man does defines who a man is. What I am is a man who is exhausted just by looking at that list. 

If men change over time while staying equally but differently flawed, what’s the point of learning anything? I’m reminded again of my brother’s Eagle Scout project. We worked so hard to paint that building, only for it to be crushed by a tree that very night. Would the world have been any worse off if we hadn’t painted the building at all? I think so. You can’t judge actions by their endurance. Nothing in this world is infinite. 

Someday, all the stars in the sky will burn out and every atom in the universe will freeze to absolute zero. All the great cathedrals and wars and acts of charity will be forgotten. But all of those things still mattered in their moment. We have to keep painting, no matter how many trees are waiting out there to crush our work, metaphorically and literally. Befriend a lumberjack just in case. 

I’ve learned different and conflicting lessons on manhood as I’ve grown up, and each of those made sense—and made a difference—to me at that stage in my life. Without any one of them, I wouldn’t be the person I am today. Decide for yourself 212
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whether or not that’s a good thing. There’s no right answer for how to be a man, but I’m discovering how to be one anyway, usually by accident. I hope I keep learning, not because I want to improve, but because I could use material for another book. 

A man gets better. But only at accepting his flaws. 
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 This isn’t a book about overachieving at parenting. 

 This isn’t even a book about achieving exactly the right amount. 

This is a book about doing as little as possible without quite ruining your child. 

 Available where books are sold. 
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AN ESSENTIAL GUIDE 

for anyone who has children, might have children someday, or is vaguely aware children exist. 

 Put this book down at your own—

 and your children’s—risk. 

Available where books are sold. 
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It’s not easy being a parent these days. 

There are bills to pay. Kids to feed. 

And hordes of undead monsters to keep at bay. 

JAMES BREAKWELL IS HERE TO HELP. 

To learn more, visit: 
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