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Introduction

DECODE: to convert (a coded message) into intelligible language; to discover the underlying meaning of; to understand what the heck is going on here.

Puberty’s jumble of feelings and behaviors, not to mention physical transformations, can be downright confusing to its recipient adolescents and bystanding parents alike. That’s nothing new. But over the past couple of decades, girls have tackled puberty head-on, mainstreaming conversations about body parts and completely destigmatizing their biological and emotional metamorphoses. All the while, boys sat quietly on the sidelines.

The net result is that girls own puberty. Not all of them, but many. They talk about body changes, emotional swings, friendships, and family dynamics; they use words that used to be R-rated (vagina! periods!) freely. When they start to show signs of entering womanhood, the world now hands them a microphone so they can talk and talk and talk.

But not boys. They tend to slink into this stage of life surreptitiously, helped by the fact that their bodies generally don’t announce the massive shifts within—there are no zits or bulging muscles—until years later. And they get quiet, or at least quieter, than they used to be. Many parents take their sons’ newfound silence as a clear indicator that they don’t want to talk, and in an effort to respect this shift, or maybe just to keep the parent-son relationship on solid footing because it’s what sons seem to want, we say okay and stop attempting to engage them. Bye-bye, deep conversations about most things puberty-related. The shift is subtle at first, but by the time our boys’ voices crack and hair sprouts in their armpits, many parents know very little about our sons’ lives, and have often lost the ability to ask. The upshot is that we actively leave boys out of the very same conversations we pull girls into.

Even if you communicate with your son, the world in general doesn’t. Sure, our boys are warned about the bad things that can happen to them if they engage in certain behaviors (usually related to sex, drugs, or a baseline level of stupidity), but they don’t get a fraction of what the girls get. Beyond basic management of hair and stink and growing testicles, no one talks to them about the paradoxes of this stage of life, like the fact that they often just want to go quiet, but can also have rage; they have deep thoughts but are also impulsive; they grow and develop later than girls (at least many of them), but are steeped in a culture of violence and sex at increasingly young ages. All of this is confusing, to say the least, made more so with our relative parental silence. But the real consequence is to arrive in adulthood unprepared for much of what is expected of them.

If only our boys could experience what our girls do: endless streams of content in every direction covering not just what’s happening to their bodies and brains but also the precipitators and upshots of their behaviors, including (but certainly not limited to) sex and drugs and violence. Maybe, just maybe, our boys would then enter the world as young adults armed with more knowledge, which in turn could protect them from dire consequences. And eventually, as they grow older, they would pay it forward, decades from now parenting their own children with more open dialogue, evolving into a generation of future fathers who take on these same conversations with their kids comfortably and eagerly. If only, right?

I say they can. It’s just up to us, today’s parents, to move the dial. And that means starting conversations.

If this book were two sentences long, here would be the text in its entirety: Despite what they say (“I’m fine”; cue closing door) and despite social convention (if he doesn’t want to talk about it, leave well enough alone; “He’s fine”), not talking to your son about his evolving physical, emotional, and social self is the biggest parent trap of them all. Because if you don’t have the conversations, someone else will: a friend who’s got it all wrong, or a family member who doesn’t exactly share your ideology, or the Internet with its endless treasure trove of image-based content, presenting still pictures and videos that, once viewed, your son can never un-see.

I come to this particular subject matter—and my mild fixation on making right the wrong we inadvertently do to our boys—in a thoroughly roundabout way. Back in 2011, I had just signed on with the juggernaut toy company American Girl to update their cult-classic puberty book The Care and Keeping of You. That same year, the book itself had just become a teenager, marking thirteen years and three million copies in print. It should go without saying that the book was written for girls. For clarity’s sake, I did not write the original book, though I wish I had: every pediatrician I knew told every parent of a tween girl to go out and buy it, because its cartoony innocence and straightforward, girl-friendly tone made for the best basic health primer available. By speaking to younger girls before they even began their journey to womanhood, The Care and Keeping of You filled a void left by the go-to body book that preceded it, Our Bodies, Ourselves, which was a lot of things—part feminist manifesto, part biological encyclopedia, and part doorstop (all 647 pages printed on 8.5" x 11" paper and weighing in at what felt like ten pounds)—but it wasn’t meant for young girls with very basic questions.

In 2011, I got to work updating the original Care and Keeping of You and creating a follow-up book for older girls creatively titled The Care and Keeping of You 2. But at the same time, I also became super vocal about a boy book. In fact, from day one with American Girl, I pitched The Care and Keeping for boys (nicknamed by one of my closest friends The Care and Keeping of Dudes). Even during the process of being vetted for a dream job to update and expand a wildly best-selling book published by a company that only makes things for girls, I risked imploding the opportunity by telling everyone I met at American Girl how there had to be a parallel book for boys.

To a person, they all looked at me like I was insane.

But, I insisted, it’s the same book—just minus the pages about female anatomy and periods. All kids deserve information about taking care of their hair, how to brush their teeth effectively, why nail-biting and zit-popping are bad ideas. In fact, eighty of the one hundred pages of The Care and Keeping of You aren’t even about being female and growing up; they are about being human and taking care of your body and soul. The book destigmatizes questions about health, wellness, and physical transformation by covering sleep and exercise, friendships and family dynamics, not to mention a whole lot of hygiene. What about any of that is exclusive to girls?

Year after year, I got back the same replies from American Girl: That’s a great point. Totally get it. You are so right. But nope, not going to happen.

In 2013, The Care and Keeping of You 1 and The Care and Keeping of You 2 launched to great fanfare. They debuted on the New York Times bestsellers list, and one or both remained there for more than two hundred weeks, falling off only when the category (Middle Grade Paperback) was eliminated. My editor, mom to a tween son and deeply enthusiastic about the future prospect of a boy book, called me to share the good news that the series was expanding again.

“Boy book?” I asked with bated breath.

“No, sorry. But a mother-daughter book. Third book in the series. It’ll be great!”

At this point my own son was turning eight, the entry point into the tween demographic. The irony was not lost on me. My books, because they are published by a toy company, have age ratings just like toys sold in stores. Everything I have written for American Girl is rated for age eight and up. My then ten-year-old daughter lived in the Care and Keeping demographic sweet spot, but my son, aging into that target demo, had nothing waiting for him. I went to the three last remaining bookstores in Los Angeles (that’s a deeply depressing topic for another time) and furiously searched Amazon’s online library. I bought every boy book out there, and it’s worth noting there were only four of them. While each offered good information, they were either text-heavy or dry or chaotically organized. Not one did what seemed obviously necessary: to be an age-appropriate and appealing voice of clarity about body changes, sure, but also to cover simple things like the virtues of washing with soap in the shower, why sports drinks are no different from candy bars, and the value of communicating with your parents.

So I decided to take matters into my own hands. I called publishers with whom I had worked in the past, before my American Girl days, and others whom I’d met while traveling on book tours. Infused with the confidence that they would want to publish a best-selling author’s book filling a gaping hole in the market, I took meeting after meeting. Nope. Sorry. Not gonna happen.

The big argument against me was that there existed no track record: the sales comparisons for boys’ body books held no sway because so few parents bought them. (That’s because they aren’t great books that do what they need to do! I argued. Didn’t matter . . .) And there’s no shelf for them. There’s barely a girls’ health section in any given bookstore to begin with, but there’s definitely no boys’ health section. (Um, first of all, there are essentially no bookstores in existence anymore, so the whole shelf argument seems moot. And when a good product doesn’t exist, how can the argument against it be that a good product doesn’t exist?!) I was flabbergasted. They were each polite in the way they said no.

My son turned nine. There was nothing to give him. I did a book signing for the Care and Keeping books and a mom asked me to sign a copy to her son.

“You do know it’s a girls’ book, right?” I asked.

“Of course I know,” she said, “but I will just clip the pages in the middle about the hoo-ha and the periods and give it to him because he needs to know how to floss and why his feet smell!”

As an aside, I have always thought of The Care and Keeping of You as a great book series for boys to read in order to learn about girls. So much so that I had planned to show it to my son down the road, when he was ready to learn about rudimentary girl anatomy and biology. But it took another mom to point out to me that the rest of the content I so desperately craved was all right there for him—granted, presented in a book that’s pink and purple and packed with illustrations of only girls. But who cares, I thought. Information is information.

Then I got a call that shocked me.

“Go!” said my editor.

“Go where?” I replied.

“Go write the boy book, before we change our minds.” It was almost five years after I first came to American Girl.

In the summer of 2017, American Girl launched its first-ever boys’ product: Guy Stuff: The Body Book for Boys.1

And I suddenly became fluent in the conversations around boys coming of age. Or the lack of conversations, to be more precise. Which is, ultimately, my point. The story of my uphill climb to publish a book about basic health and hygiene—and we are talking basic!—was really a tale about shining a light on the fundamental difference between the ways we talk to our girls and to our boys. When girls tip into puberty, they often become increasingly verbal or at the very least more emotionally transparent. Our culture reinforces this by acknowledging it, celebrating it, and marketing to it. Girl puberty, with its moods and curves, is patently obvious. While The Care and Keeping series sells widely, it sits on a crowded bookshelf competing with a dozen other titles aimed squarely at girl audiences. The same scene plays out across all media platforms, from TV to film to digital to print. Over time, this glut of girl content has morphed into female empowerment movements and “leaning in.” It has elevated teen girl culture.

Maybe it was the increasing loudness of girl conversations that finally shed light on how little we talk to and about our growing boys. Or maybe it’s the general sense that puberty conversations are a limited quantity. The sex talk used to be called The Talk, and parents reveled in its one-and-done-ness. Today, we have moved beyond this (thankfully), recognizing that we need to have many conversations about a wide variety of issues over lots of years. But it’s almost as if there is a social rule that the amount of talking we—parents, doctors, educators, advocates, magazines, movies, blogs, vlogs—can do is finite, and so the more we talk with and about and to our girls, the less there seems to be to go around for our boys. Information is not a pie, though. It is not a limited resource that is carved up until it is gone.

Which is the long version of how I landed here. My wish was granted—I published a book for boys about what was happening (or going to happen or had happened) to their bodies so that they could have a springboard from which to talk with their parents. But in filling one hole I found another one, perhaps much larger: following our sons’ leads, we too pivot to silence. And that is what this book aims to call out and course-correct.

This is a book about parenting boys through their adolescence, starting from the age of eight or nine and extending into their early twenties. It’s a look at the dramatic shifts boys face physically and mentally (covered in Part One, what I call the “Inside Changes”) and emotionally and socially (Part Two, the “Outside Forces”), filtered through my medical and child development lens. I probably cover too much ground—everything from early puberty to late blooming, body image to gun violence, sex ed to sexual assault—but there was nothing that seemed cut-worthy because parents constantly call me, email me, stop me and ask me for the information contained within these pages. Decoding Boys is ultimately your guide to a snapshot in time: What is happening to our boys as we raise them, and how can we raise them given what is happening?

With a bird’s-eye view, I will walk you through the experiences of many. But because so much of my content represents an average or typical course, at some point while you are reading you will inevitably think: That’s not true, or That doesn’t sound like my kid. Which is fine—anticipated, actually—because a book that is a couple of hundred pages long covering nearly two decades of development in a rapidly changing society cannot possibly describe every variation. Not to mention that our bodies don’t read the textbooks. They do what the heck they want, when they want to, in a uniquely and genetically prescribed order and, of course, heavily influenced by their environment. If there is anything I have learned from my twenty years as a pediatrician, it is that “normal” can express itself in many different ways and there are a million qualifiers, special circumstances, and asterisks influencing this normality. So there isn’t one path across puberty, not even a set order of steps through which the body morphs from its child to adult form. I expect you to shake your head from time to time.

My goal is to light a conversational route through puberty and adolescence while acknowledging that everyone travels a slightly different road. The experience of raising your son (or your daughter, for that matter) depends upon a long list of variables: both of your temperaments, similarities, differences, strengths, challenges, genetics, socioeconomics, opportunities, family structure, and on and on. This doesn’t mean, though, that we don’t share multiple common threads. Clearly we do. To begin with, every parent I have ever met says that raising safe and healthy children is their primary goal.

The chapters that follow dive into topics we all know we need to think through. They can be so big, though, so overwhelming that we want to plug our ears and la-la-la our way past them (that’s how I felt while I was writing . . . often). The reality is, we can’t. Because if we do, we will leave our sons vulnerable to temptations that put them at risk for consequences that will shift the trajectory of their lives, usually not in good ways. Understanding boy puberty and the timing of maturation arms you with insight into your son’s current life experience. Thinking about topics like boy body image, access to pornography, and gun violence will empower you to begin the conversations we all need to have with our sons.

Here’s what this book is not. First, it’s not a biology textbook. I will give you lots of physiological information—especially in the back of the book, which is essentially a mini course in Puberty 101—but if you want to dive deeper, there are other great resources referenced, including some specific to mental illness, which is a sprawling issue that can make a dramatic debut appearance during the tween and teen years. I encourage you to access these sources, because the more robust your knowledge of how the body and mind operate and why they morph the way they do during this stage of life, the better you will understand what your child is experiencing. Don’t rely too heavily on your recollection of high school biology—our understanding of what is actually happening inside the body during this transitional period continues to evolve, and your old “facts” might be very wrong. Frankly, most of us don’t even remember our own adolescence accurately, we only carry with us a reel of highlights and lowlights.

This book is also not the be-all and end-all. It documents the thinking of one person, ideas built on data and facts, medical training and firsthand life experience, thousands of conversations, and countless hours in exam rooms and classrooms. But I am the first to acknowledge that I am one of many voices. We each have a lens, and I use mine to tie together pieces of information in order to help you rethink one element of your life: the parenting part. Please don’t mistake this, though, for the presumption that I believe I am the last or only word on the topic of parenting boys.

So this isn’t a textbook, it isn’t a be-all and end-all, and finally it isn’t a statement on gender or emerging sexual orientation. There is much to discuss about these topics, to be sure, but puberty happens to everyone, independent of the gender with which they identify or whom they crush on and fall in love with. This book begins with an explanation of being genetically male impacts the physical and perhaps emotional journey; as it unfolds, it is about how we might rethink our parenting strategies in light of this biology. However, focusing on the typical heterosexual and cis-boy experience does not—and should not—minimize the relevance of physical change and cultural pressures on people who identify otherwise. I hope it is clear that the forces at play in today’s world impact all kids, regardless of their gender or their sexuality, and by association all parents.

In order to decode boys in the throes of puberty and have a hand in shaping them into the men we hope they will be, we need to be ready and willing to master a small amount of biology, see our sons through a newish lens, and let go of the idea that we completely understand what our kids are going through—because our transformations happened a long, long time ago in a thoroughly different world. And then, as we do with our girls, we need to open the conversational floodgates. Ultimately, I have come to believe that in order to parent our boys best, we must get over the notion that silence is golden. We wouldn’t—we don’t—tolerate our girls shutting their doors and shutting us out, because she needs to know. Well, it’s time to start raising our boys more like we raise our girls. If there’s one thing you will realize while reading this book, I hope it’s that he needs to know, too. And that means we need to talk to them, even when our sons go quiet.
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