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A Note Before We Begin




The locker room smelled like everything trying to conceal something else. Aerosol deodorant hung thick in the air—sharp, metallic, almost medicinal—layered over sweat, damp cotton, rubber soles, and the sourness of gym bags that had not been opened since the previous week. Someone had sprayed cologne with reckless optimism, the kind advertised during late-night television as confidence in liquid form, and it floated above everything else, sweet and aggressive and slightly desperate. The scent did not blend so much as compete. Lockers slammed in uneven percussion against tile walls. Metal on metal. The echo ricocheted, filling the space with a rhythm that felt chaotic but strangely patterned. Laughter erupted in bursts—too loud, too sustained. It was laughter that announced allegiance. Towels snapped. Sneakers squeaked. A phone speaker crackled with music distorted beyond recognition. It was a familiar noise, the soundtrack of adolescence, but underneath it ran something else—an unspoken negotiation about who belonged and on what terms.

The commentary began the way it always did: not as a formal event, but as a reflex. A girl’s body was described in pieces. Another was ranked. Someone offered an explicit addendum for emphasis. The tone was joking, casual, normalized, yet edged with competition. Who could say the boldest thing? The crudest thing? The thing that would earn the loudest laugh? The cruelty was disguised as humor, and because it was disguised, it passed without challenge. The word “fag” drifted in and out of the air as easily as the cologne. You throw like a fag. Don’t be such a fag. It was rarely directed with precision. It functioned more like a perimeter alarm, a way of marking what existed outside the acceptable range. No one paused. No one objected. The word landed and dissolved, absorbed into the atmosphere as if it belonged there.

I was a dancer. I was a cheerleader. Those facts were not secrets, but neither were they declarations I offered in that space. No one confronted me directly. That was not how the lesson operated. The lesson was ambient. It lived in tone and timing, in which stories were rewarded and which were met with silence. There was a tightening in my chest I would not have known how to name at thirteen—a small recalibration, almost imperceptible. I became aware of how I stood, how much space my gestures occupied, how long I allowed myself to laugh. I monitored my posture. I edited my voice. It wasn’t terror. It was vigilance. It was the dawning recognition that masculinity had edges and that stepping too close to those edges could alter how you were seen.

No one handed me a document outlining the parameters of boyhood. There was no formal lecture, no explicit rulebook. But I understood. The room made it clear. The jokes made it clear. The silence made it clear. Masculinity was not merely something you were; it was something you performed correctly or risked losing. This is where the script begins—not with instruction, but with atmosphere.

Masculinity, as most of us inherit it, is absorbed long before it is analyzed. It seeps in through repetition and reward. You learn it by watching which boys are imitated and which are sidelined, which men are admired and which are quietly dismissed. You learn it from fathers who do not talk about their fear and from coaches who praise endurance above all else. You learn it from movies that frame emotional restraint as maturity and from peers who weaponize humor to enforce conformity. The progression feels natural because it unfolds gradually. First, boys are expected to be active. Stillness is suspect. Reflection is indulgent. Energy—even chaotic energy—is preferable to quiet. We reward motion. We celebrate restlessness. A boy who lingers too long in introspection is asked what is wrong with him.

From activity comes assertiveness. Speak up. Compete. Do not defer too easily. Take up space. Hesitation is weakness. Deference is invisibility. Assertion then shades into dominance. Win. Lead. Do not be overpowered. Strength becomes something measurable against someone else’s submission. Dominance can harden into aggression. If challenged, respond decisively. If disrespected, retaliate. Better to be feared than humiliated. At the far edge of that arc lies violence—not always enacted, but always hovering. The capacity for it becomes proof of legitimacy, a final assurance that you cannot be diminished.

Parallel to this physical escalation runs a quieter but equally powerful narrowing of emotional range. Certain feelings are acceptable, even expected. Anger is permissible, especially if it appears controlled. Sexual desire is celebrated, provided it reinforces heterosexual credibility. Competitive pride is rewarded. But hurt is complicated. Fear is dangerous. Tenderness is risky. Longing without conquest appears suspicious. Confusion that lingers threatens authority. No one formally prohibits these emotions; they simply carry social cost. A boy who cries too easily becomes soft. A boy who hesitates becomes weak. A boy who expresses affection too openly becomes questionable. The lesson is reinforced not through grand punishment but through small corrections—jokes, eye rolls, subtle shifts in posture. Most of us internalized these cues before we had the language to interrogate them.

The narrowing of emotional expression does not eliminate emotion. It distorts it. When sadness is discouraged, it reemerges as irritability. When grief is unspeakable, it becomes withdrawal. When fear is unacceptable, it transforms into control. When loneliness cannot be admitted, it masquerades as arrogance. When the desire for intimacy feels risky, it becomes performance. Without vocabulary, we misinterpret our own internal states. We experience emotion as malfunction. Why am I so sensitive? Why can’t I handle this? Why does this bother me? The questions often carry more condemnation than curiosity. Instead of recognizing pain as human, we interpret it as personal failure.

Over time, a subtle self-surveillance develops. We monitor our tone. We manage our posture. We rehearse reactions before they happen. We learn to preempt vulnerability. Appearing strong becomes more important than being whole. And because this performance is socially rewarded, it can feel like success. You can be admired for composure while privately unsure where to place your grief. You can be praised for resilience while silently overwhelmed. Emotional isolation can coexist with achievement. In fact, it often hides behind it.

When boys are not taught how to feel, they are not spared from feeling. They are simply left alone with it.

I know this not as theory but as memory. There were moments in my own life when something rose in my chest—sadness, confusion, longing—and my first instinct was to swallow it. To straighten my posture. To shift the conversation. To joke. I learned to translate vulnerability into humor, discomfort into productivity. Not because anyone explicitly demanded it, but because I had absorbed the equation: composure equals credibility. I valued discipline. I still do. I value responsibility and endurance and the ability to show up when it matters. I do not think masculinity itself is corrosive. There are qualities within traditional strength that I respect deeply—the capacity to protect, to commit, to carry weight without complaint.

But there has always been more inside me than the script could comfortably contain. There were parts of me that felt expansive and expressive, parts that loved movement and music and emotional connection. Parts that felt deeply and wanted language for that depth. Those parts were not fragile, but they were not always legible in every room. So I learned to calibrate. I learned to adjust volume and enthusiasm depending on the audience. I learned which stories were safe to tell and which required discretion. I learned how to participate in laughter that made me uneasy because silence would have drawn attention. I am not proud of every instance of that participation, but I am honest about it. The tension between authenticity and approval did not erupt dramatically; it accumulated quietly. It surfaced in moments when steadiness felt more like suppression, when confidence edged into performance, when resilience hardened into distance.

This book grows out of that quiet accumulation. It is not a manifesto. It is not an attempt to indict men or to position myself as enlightened. I am wary of replacing one rigid script with another. I do not have a blueprint for ideal masculinity, and I am not convinced such a blueprint exists. What I have are questions. What did we inherit without realizing it? What did we internalize before we had the power to consent? What parts of ourselves did we minimize to fit into rooms that felt too narrow? These essays are notes from inside modern manhood, written by someone who has benefited from its privileges and felt its constraints. Examination is not condemnation. Many of the men who modeled strength for me were doing the best they knew how to do. But to refuse examination is to accept inheritance without choice.

At the center of this exploration is a word that has often been used as insult: soft. In many male spaces, “soft” functions as accusation. Soft means weak. Soft means fragile. Soft means easily broken. But the softness I am describing is neither passive nor indecisive. It is not fragility. It is responsiveness rather than reactivity. It is the capacity to pause before projecting anger outward. It is the willingness to say, “I am hurt,” without feeling diminished, and to say, “I am afraid,” without collapsing into fear. It is emotional literacy—the ability to name what is happening internally and take responsibility for it.

Softness is steadiness without hardness. There is a difference between firmness and cruelty, between composure and suppression, between discipline and denial. Armor can protect, but it also restricts movement. It narrows sensation. It reduces vulnerability, but it also reduces connection. A person encased in armor may be difficult to wound, but he is also difficult to reach. Softness does not abandon strength; it refines it. It makes strength relational rather than oppositional. It allows for nuance where rigidity would demand certainty.

A man who can articulate grief is less likely to weaponize it. A man who can tolerate uncertainty is less likely to control what does not belong to him. A man who can acknowledge tenderness is more capable of intimacy. Softness expands capacity. It does not shrink it. It requires courage, because it risks misinterpretation. But it also builds resilience that is not dependent on denial.

The question is not whether men can be strong. Many of us are. The question is whether strength must always look like rigidity, whether authority must always feel like distance, whether composure must always require silence. What might change if emotional fluency were considered an asset rather than a liability? What might change if boys were taught that vulnerability does not negate credibility? What might change if the locker room did not function as a proving ground but as a place where presence was enough?

You do not need to agree with every page that follows. You may recognize yourself in some sections and not in others. You may feel affirmed. You may feel unsettled. You may feel skeptical. All of those responses are welcome. This book is not a correction; it is an invitation. It invites curiosity about what you were taught without realizing it. It invites reflection on which emotions you learned to mistrust. It invites reconsideration of what strength has meant in your own life. What are you carrying that you were never meant to hold alone? What parts of yourself did you quiet because the room felt too loud? What might strength look like if it included tenderness?

If any of this feels familiar, you are not alone. If it feels uncomfortable, that discomfort is not indictment but information. We can begin there—not with accusation, not with shame, but with steady curiosity. We can begin with the possibility that strength and softness are not opposites but partners, that resilience does not require emotional illiteracy, that discipline and tenderness are not mutually exclusive. We can begin with the simple act of naming what has long gone unnamed. The door is open.
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The first time I learned the lesson, I was seven years old, and I did not know I was being taught anything at all. At that age, you do not recognize social correction as social correction. You register sensation before meaning. You feel heat in your face before you understand embarrassment. You sense a room shift before you can name the shift. I was already doing gymnastics by then, and I was good at it. Gymnastics felt orderly and contained. It rewarded repetition. It rewarded discipline. There were chalk buckets for your hands and spring floors beneath your feet. There were visible progressions—skills learned, routines perfected, medals earned. You stuck the landing or you didn’t. You held the handstand or you fell. I liked the certainty of it. I liked that if I practiced enough, the result improved. I liked knowing exactly where to put my hands and how many steps it took to reach the vault. I would go on to compete for eleven years, eventually winning state and regional championships, but at seven I simply knew that I loved the feeling of mastery. No one questioned it. No one raised an eyebrow when I said I had practice. An athletic boy in a competitive sport fit neatly inside the narrative people already understood. I was strong. I was driven. I was legible.

Dance did not fit so neatly.

My mother enrolled me in dance classes to complement gymnastics. It was practical. Dance would improve flexibility, timing, control, posture. It would help with performance quality and musicality. At seven years old, I did not experience dance as a cultural signal. I experienced it as movement. It felt expressive in a way gymnastics did not. Gymnastics demanded precision; dance invited interpretation. Both required discipline. Both required strength. I saw no contradiction between them. In my body, they felt like cousins.

The day I mentioned dance at school, I did so casually. “I have dance class after school,” I said, in the same tone another child might use to announce soccer practice or piano lessons. I did not brace for reaction because I did not anticipate one. To me, it was nothing. To everyone else, it was something. The shift was subtle but immediate. A pause that lingered half a second too long. A look exchanged between two boys. A half-smirk that suggested recognition of a joke I had not been told. “Like, ballet?” someone asked. Another voice, sharper and less curious, followed: “That’s for girls.” The words were simple, but their effect was disproportionate. I do not remember the exact phrasing as much as I remember the sensation—the heat rising in my face, the tightening in my chest, the dawning awareness that I had stepped across an invisible boundary without knowing it was there.

It is difficult to describe how quickly a child learns to scan a room. I remember recalibrating in real time. I remember adjusting my tone when I responded, trying to sound unfazed. I remember laughing lightly, as if to indicate that this detail about my life was not significant enough to warrant scrutiny. In that moment, I began to understand that some information about myself required management.

I brought my tap shoes to school once because I was proud of them. They were black and glossy, with metal taps secured by tiny screws that caught the light when I tilted them. When I tapped them lightly against the tile floor, they produced a sound I loved—sharp, rhythmic, confident. It felt authoritative. I wanted someone else to hear that sound and recognize what I recognized: skill, coordination, strength. Instead, the room responded with laughter. Not roaring laughter. Not cruelty sharpened into violence. Just enough. Enough that the sound of my shoes seemed suddenly excessive. Enough that I slid them back into my backpack more quickly than I had taken them out. That was the moment pride first felt like exposure.

No adult explained what was happening. No teacher intervened to contextualize the reaction. No one offered a counter-narrative about boys and dance. The lesson did not arrive as instruction; it arrived as atmosphere. I felt the perimeter shift. I felt the edges of acceptable boyhood harden around me. At seven years old, I learned that some forms of movement were safe and others were suspect, and that the difference had little to do with athletic rigor and everything to do with perception. I learned that a room could change its temperature based on a single sentence.

I did not grow up with a father. My father died when I was four years old. I do not carry a memory of him teaching me how to throw a baseball or shave or speak in the low register that signifies authority. There was no model of masculinity delivered directly to me from man to boy. My mother stepped into both roles as best she could. She worked constantly. She kept three boys moving between school, practices, homework, and part-time jobs. We were not wealthy. There was rarely excess time for sitting in feelings or unpacking emotional nuance. Love was present, but it was practical. Affection existed, but it was often expressed through logistics—rides to practice, packed lunches, permission slips signed at midnight. Strength, in our house, meant endurance. It meant showing up. It meant pushing through fatigue, through grief, through financial strain.

Because masculinity was not modeled explicitly at home, I absorbed it from culture. From school hallways and locker rooms. From television screens where men rarely cried unless someone had died and even then only briefly. From coaches who praised toughness above all else. From older boys who seemed fluent in a language I had not yet mastered. I learned that physical strength translated socially. I learned that athletic competence provided protection. I learned that winning could offset suspicion. But I also learned that sensitivity did not translate as easily.

By ten or eleven years old, I had begun to recognize that
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