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			In 2003, I was asked to perform at the US Comedy Arts Festival in Aspen, Colorado. Coincidentally, so was The Moth. At the time, The Moth was simply a storytelling series. There was no radio show. No podcast. No books. The Moth was a small-time operation with a big heart.

			Catherine Burns, who was then The Moth’s sole producer, asked me if I would be interested in telling a story in Aspen. Up until then I had never told a long-form story on stage, and I would later find out this was the first story Catherine had ever directed. So, we were both a little new. I had always thought about storytelling as something I wanted to do, but whenever I tried to tell stories in a stand-up comedy format, I felt insecure, or it seemed like I was losing the audience’s attention. So this seemed like an exciting invitation. What I didn’t realize was that it would fundamentally change the way I perform for the rest of my career.

			That year in Aspen I told an early version of a story that would end up being the title story from my solo show and Netflix special My Girlfriend’s Boyfriend. It was about my first girlfriend in high school and how she told me not to tell anyone that she was my girlfriend because she actually had another boyfriend. It was a pride-swallowing event in my life that I had never told anyone about, never mind a group of strangers.

			I was so nervous when I told the story on stage in Aspen that I was literally trembling. I sometimes tell people who want to try storytelling that being nervous about telling the story might be a good sign. It was for me. If it makes you very uncomfortable to tell it—if you want to bail out at many stages—you might just be going in the right direction.

			I was scared in part because storytelling is very personal. If the audience doesn’t respond, it feels like a very specific type of rejection. When people don’t like your personal story, sometimes it feels like they’re saying, “We don’t like you. Y’know. Your personality.” Which is not true, by the way. It can just feel like that.

			After performing at The Moth for the first time, I remember thinking, I think I’m better at this than traditional stand-up comedy. I think this is what I’m meant to do.

			Fifteen years later, this is what I do.

			I tell long-form stories that form a narrative arc. I’ve written and performed five autobiographical shows on and off Broadway. The Moth played a pivotal role in putting me on a path to do just that. My most recent show, The Old Man and the Pool at Lincoln Center, is all about life, death, and mortality but more than anything, laughter—my favorite ingredients of a great night at The Moth, and ones you’ll find when reading the wide range of stories in this collection.

			I owe a huge debt to The Moth for giving me a chance to try telling a story on stage. They taught me how to be vulnerable, how to take my time, and how to listen to someone else’s story and share in their moments of triumph, laughter, or, yes, sometimes embarrassment, with an open heart.

			It’s been twenty years since I met my friends at The Moth. They’ve come a long way. The Moth is now a radio show. A hit podcast. Has bestselling books. But also, still, and most important, they have a big heart. My deepest gratitude to The Moth, and I hope you enjoy this book.

			—Mike Birbiglia
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			On a chilly November evening in 2021, a crowd gathered under the cathedral ceiling of the gorgeous St. Ann & the Holy Trinity Church in Brooklyn Heights where, for the first time in nearly two years, we were able to safely hold an in-person indoor event. St. Ann’s is an active house of worship that makes ends meet by moonlighting as a live-event space. There was a crackling energy in the room. We were thrilled to be gathering again, even though we were a bit anxious—not just about the risk of another Covid surge but also about making conversation after being isolated for so long. People made nervous jokes about how they’d forgotten how to make small talk. Everyone was wearing masks (many matched to their outfits), and a venue that pre-pandemic would have been packed shoulder to shoulder had been sold to just half capacity, to be as safe as possible.

			We sat in candlelight watching the show, and it was such a relief to hear stories told live again—to be in the room with the storytellers and the audience, feel the energy flowing between them, and hear the applause. While we were grateful for the technology that had allowed us to produce online shows from our collective living rooms during the darkest months, we had deeply longed to be back together.

			That Brooklyn night, Maniza Naqvi told her moving story about resuscitating a seventy-year-old bookstore in Karachi, Pakistan. In the story she says, “When the noise and ugliness got so loud, I focused in on a point of beauty.” That phrase, “a point of beauty,” stuck in our heads because that night, and those stories, were a point of beauty after coming through one of the most challenging periods the world had faced in recent memory.

			A year later, when we sat down to compile this collection, we wanted to bring that feeling of electricity in the room to the page. So many remarkable stories had been told since our last book (we read more than four hundred Moth stories as we narrowed them down to these fifty!). It can be difficult to find a cohesive title for a collection that spans time, place, and people with wildly different experiences. The nature of a title is to pull everything together, and The Moth pulls stories from every corner of humanity. But we kept coming back to Maniza’s story.

			The phrase “a point of beauty” speaks to seeing potential, hope, and possibility, the diamond in the rough: Maniza seeing how a dusty, neglected bookstore could become a beautiful literary hub; an elite navy instructor believing that his student could be a “Top Gun” pilot in spite of a very rough initial landing; a future Lucha Libre star getting his butt handed to him during his first match.

			It also shines light on moments of grace that might be missed if we move too quickly or let ourselves become distracted: neighbors finally finding a way to connect after living next door for decades; a woman in her eighties optimistically buying fancy new underwear for her first date in years; a prison inmate taking responsibility for his own worth after being treated kindly by a nurse; a teen assuming the reins of a family tradition from her dying grandfather.

			It’s also about how improbable, ridiculous, and whimsical the world can be: a 23andMe genetic test taken for fun revealing painful family secrets; a culture critic panicking when the famous filmmaker she’s publicly rebuked calls her on the phone to talk about it; or a distraught mother processing unexpected family news in a big-box store because “you can work out a whole lot of shit in the aisles of Target.”

			The subtitle “True Stories of Holding On and Letting Go” resonated with all of us. These stories help us see how we may find beauty in strengthening frayed bonds but also in having the courage to walk away from things that no longer feed our spirit; in admitting that some things may just not be meant for us, and at times it’s essential to prune dead branches if a tree is going to bloom again in the spring. Certainly the last few years have taught us so much about what’s worth holding on to: our relationships with those we love the most, our understanding of ourselves, and of course gathering, listening to, and telling stories.

			But it takes strength and bravery to explore your story and share it with the world. And by reading this book, you also become an important part of the process. The Moth’s longtime Board co-chair Ari Handel put it well when he spoke at The Moth’s 25th Anniversary celebration: “There’s the stage, and there’s the seats. And if telling stories can change lives, listening to stories [editor’s note: or reading them!] is just as important—it can change minds. Too often we talk past each other, through each other, too separated by experience and belief and tribe and predisposition to even hear each other’s arguments…but stories are different. When you listen to a person’s story told from their vulnerable heart, those walls of difference and indifference crumble just a bit, and our basic common humanity shines through.”

			These stories show us that even on the darkest of days there is usually something beautiful to observe or discover if you’re open to it. A soldier finding friendship while working as a guard in one of the world’s most notorious prisons. A homeless child taking unexpected solace in her collection of Bratz dolls. Or a mother remembering a tender moment with her son Ben that happened in a Starbucks in Connecticut less than an hour before he was murdered.

			These stories help us process what can often feel like an overwhelming stream of sad news that comes at us like a fire hose through our phones, televisions, and radios. Ari continued, “I thought about the Moth show at St. Ann’s where a Sandy Hook mom told a story about her son that made me cry in a way I never did when faced with the numbing impersonal magnitude of it all.”

			That Connecticut mom, Francine Lobis Wheeler, told her story the same night Maniza spoke of her magical bookstore in Pakistan. Even though her story was devastating, Francine wanted to let some light in as well. The audience laughed with her as she recounted the many sweet, funny things that Ben said on that terrible morning. We were thrilled that her humor—a foundational part of who she is—came through, and her radiance and wit allowed the audience to take in that day in a new way. She showed us that it’s possible to find tiny moments of brightness and beauty—moments that are worth holding on to—in a world that can sometimes feel brutal.

			It has been a joy putting this collection together, and we hope that these stories will open your world as they have ours.

			With love,

			—Catherine Burns, on behalf of the Moth editing team: Meg Bowles, Emily Couch, Suzanne Rust, and Chloe Salmon
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		I grew up in Providence, Rhode Island, and for my entire childhood we were never more than twenty miles away from the core of our universe: the Kennedys.

		We were Irish, they were Irish.

		We were Catholic, they were Catholic.

		They were family. We were like the relatives that they never got to see. But we knew they were busy, and that they loved us.

		Anything that was happening to them was also happening to us. So, their tragedy plus our own tragedy was a lot.

		This one Thanksgiving after dinner and a family fight at Grandma’s house, we were driving home, and the radio was playing this story about the tenth anniversary of the JFK assassination. I’m sitting in the backseat, and I start to cry.

		My sister, Erin, says, “Hey, Dad, Michaela is cryin’.”

		My father pulls that car right over to the shoulder of I-95.

		He stops, he turns around, he looks at us, and with tears in his own eyes, he says, “Don’t you ever be ashamed to cry for that man.”

		My parents grew up near Newport, and they got married in the same exact church as Jack and Jackie, St. Mary’s, and my father gave my mother jewelry that were exact replications of the jewelry that Jack gave to Jackie. Every Saturday night after mass, my family would be in the living room, and we’d be happily ever after listening to the original Broadway soundtrack of Camelot.

		Every year during the seventies, my four aunts would take me and my two cousins on their dream vacation—a rented beach house in Hyannis—on the very cove, sharing beachfront with the Kennedy compound.

		Every day, for an entire week, my Aunt Pat would roll up her sisters’ hair. My aunts would apply sunscreen to the back of their necks, the backs of the hands, and the tops of their feet. And then they would drag their beach chairs down to the beach, and they would set them up perfectly.

		Not facing the water.

		Not into the sun for tanning.

		But perfectly for spying on the Kennedys.

		They would sit there all day in the broiling sun with high-powered binoculars and keep constant surveillance. Every year, they’d have the same conversations.

		Around mid-morning, the first sighting would be made, usually by my Aunt Pat; she’d be, “Ah, they got Rose out—walkin’. Ethel looks drawn.”

		And then about an hour later, my Aunt Gert would say, “How old is Rose now?”

		Aunt Momo would make the calculations.

		“Well, let’s see. Jack died in ’63 when she was seventy-four. And Rose’s birthday was two weeks last Thursday, and Joe died in ’69, makin’ her a widow at eighty-one. So, eighty-five.”

		And then they’d break for lunch.

		After lobster and drawn butter and hosing us down, they’d all hustle back to their posts, and they’d watch.

		Every now and then, there’d be someone they didn’t know: “Hey, who’s that? Who’s that?”

		So, they’d draw out the family tree in the sand. They’d analyze it. They’d come up with a profile, and they’d crack the code:

		“It’s one of Bobby’s.”

		Now, any mention of Bobby would always bring up the inevitable, “Oh, I just pray to God they don’t tell poor senile Rose about Bobby. It’ll break her.”

		Then, the long afternoon stretch would end with the inevitable annual observation, “You don’t see Jackie much here,” and then all of my aunts would drop their binoculars and look at each other meaningfully.

		Now, all of this meant that no one was paying any attention to me and my cousins in the water. And the summer when we were nine years old, we found something washed up on the beach that caught our eye.

		Now, had an aunt, perhaps in an effort to ease a cramp in her prying neck, just sort of glanced toward the water, she might have seen us climbing into this tiny, plastic, half-inflated boat.

		She might have cried out in alarm at the lack of oars and life vests.

		She might have had a conniption fit to see us shove off and drift into the violent riptide that would sweep us, within five minutes, out to the open sea and into the path of a Nantucket-bound ferry.

		But an aunt didn’t, and we did.

		It all happened so fast, and it wasn’t until we realized that we could make out the specific features of the ferry passengers that we knew we were really far from shore. We were so far from shore that my aunts were now reduced to four hopping dots. Uh-oh. It was like Gilligan’s Island for real.

		An Atlantic swell crashes over our heads. But as soon as the water clears out of our eyes, a powerboat pulls up out of nowhere. In this powerboat are…David and Michael Kennedy.

		David and Michael pull us up into the boat, and we’re like, “Oh my God! We are saved by…a powerboat!”

		The powerboat sends us back to shore, and we’re psyched because we’re saved, until we start to watch the four hopping dots morph back into our four crazed, livid aunts.

		We are so going to get it.

		Now, when we are in huge trouble, my aunts, under any circumstances, each has their own weird thing about yelling.

		My Aunt Gert, she gets so freaked out that all she can do is yell out our addresses, like, “EILEEN AND KEVIN, 275 HOOPER STREET! MICHAELA, 280 ASYLUM ROAD!”

		I swear to God, I grew up on Asylum Road. A very telling piece of my childhood.

		Then, my Aunt Pat would do this thing where she would say things that were, like, actually kind of nice things, but she’d say them like they were death threats.

		She’d be like, “Yeah, I’ll save you from drowning. You get on that beach towel, and you lie in that sun. Now!”

		Or, she’d say, “I’m going to buy you a birthday present. You eat that cake. Now.”

		We knew that this is what was coming; the Kennedy boys didn’t. So, they’re vivaciously tanned, and they pull up to the shoreline, and we brace ourselves.

		Now what happens is, our aunts are out of their minds. They’re ready to flay us. But when they see us in the same boat as the Kennedys, it’s like they don’t have the emotional capacity to handle it.

		They kind of snap. They’re freaking out, ready to yell at us, but they start fake smiling and trying to act all normal. My Aunt Momo, she just takes on this Kennedy-esque way of speaking, which is sort of halfway between Katharine Hepburn and the Queen of England.

		We’re looking at them like, What are you guys doing?

		And they’re smiling the smile, but when they smile at us, it’s like, “You just wait.”

		But then they’re like, “Oh, David. Oh, Michael, thank you. Thank you, thank you.”

		And they’re not mad at us for almost drowning. They’re mad at us because the Kennedys had to save us.

		Like, “Don’t those people have enough trouble? Now you?” As if our almost drowning was yet another Kennedy tragedy.

		These poor boys finally pry themselves away from my aunts.

		They get back in the boat, and my Aunt Momo’s going, “Please give our best to your grandmother!”

		And now, it’s time for our real punishment, which was that we, for the rest of vacation, had to stay on the beach, because we did not have any respect for the water.

		It’s a hundred degrees out, and after about a half hour of whining and fighting and emptying out all the Coppertone and kicking sand, we break my Aunt Pat’s last nerve, and she says, “All right, you can go in the water, but only up to your knees.”

		We’re happy for a minute until we get in the water and realize how boring “up to your knees” is. And then, we get the great idea of having chicken fights. We start to have chicken fights, but it’s weird because there are only three of us.

		But we’re doing the best we can to have a chicken fight and knock each other off into the water, so we get fully immersed.

		And then, my Uncle Al, who never, ever played with us, ever, comes into the water to play chicken fights with us. He puts his daughter, my cousin Eileen, up on his shoulders, and then I get up on my cousin Kevin’s shoulders, and we’re having chicken fights, and it’s like actual family fun for a moment. We’re hitting each other, falling in the water.

		And then I take my foot, and I accidentally kick the side of my Uncle Al’s head really, really hard.

		And his eyeball pops out of his head, falls into the water, and sinks.

		It pops out of his head,

		And it sinks.

		Eileen, Kevin, and I are in instant complete shock.

		Right this minute, there is still a part of me that is on that beach screaming.

		It’s like, Oh my God. We had no idea that he had a fake eye! We didn’t even know that you could have a fake eye! Why would you have a fake eye?

		They didn’t tell us that Uncle Al had a fake eye because they didn’t want us bragging to all the neighbors. They didn’t tell us, so we didn’t know. Later on, there was Columbo and Sandy Duncan, but this was way before that. We had no idea.

		So, we’re all standing there, and it’s so horrible. I’m like, Oh my God.

		My cousins, Eileen and Kevin, are staring at me with complete hate, like, “You broke our dad.” My Uncle Al is standing there, and he’s got the lid open. So, you can see inside the socket where now it’s just like skin, and the eyeball—gone!

		You cannot just say “I’m sorry” to someone whose eye you just knocked out.

		My Aunt Pat is hysterically screaming because that eyeball cost top dollar. It was a special magnetized eye so it could keep up with the other one. And now vacation was over, and I had just better pray that they got that deposit back, because they’re going to have to buy a brand-new top-dollar eye, and that was not in the budget.

		So, I just didn’t know what to do. I was like, My life is over. I am no longer Michaela, I am now Herb’s girl who kicked Al’s eye out at the Cape. And it’s awful, and everybody’s just crying and pointing at me.

		Now my other aunts are getting in on it, and the “who’s to blame” part of the conversation is happening.

		So, I just kind of back off into the water. I’m going back to where life as I once knew it had ended. I stand there, and I kind of wish I had drowned, that the Kennedys hadn’t saved me.

		I bend over into the waves. I start sifting through sand and shells and pebbles. It’s totally ridiculous, but I will never stop looking for this eye. I’m going to look forever. I keep looking and looking, and I’m sifting through, and then all of a sudden, there is an eyeball in my palm staring right at me.

		And I scream, and I drop it.

		It sinks back into the water.

		But now, we know it’s possible. Everybody gets back into the water, and now we’re all sifting through. I pray to God for no more future happiness until we find this eye. I also pray that it will not be me who finds it this time.

		After an hour, my Cousin Kevin finds the eye, and he holds it up in triumph, and he does not let go!

		My Uncle Al takes the eye, washes it off, and just pops it back in. And then, he tests it, and it’s keeping up with the other one, so it’s working still. It’s the weirdest thing because now that we know it’s a fake eye, it totally looks like a fake eye. I can’t believe that I never noticed it was a fake eye before.

		Now vacation’s back on. Everybody gets back into their beach chairs, and they start to settle down to begin telling the story over and over a million times about what I just did.

		But I have not really fully reintegrated back into the family yet. I’m standing apart, and I notice that there actually has been a group of people who’ve been watching this whole thing.

		And then, I see something that I didn’t notice—that no one noticed.

		And that’s that two of the Kennedy kids, David and Michael, had taken a walk on the beach. I can tell, just by the look on their faces, that they had stood there and seen the entire episode.

		That they had been there, watching us.

		

		
			
			[image: ]

		MICHAELA MURPHY is a writer, playwright, storyteller, producer, and teacher. Her one-woman show Something Blue was performed at the US Comedy Arts Festival in Aspen, the Improv Theatre (Los Angeles), and Off-Broadway (Second Stage Theater). Her stories have been featured on NPR, The Moth Mainstage (NYC and national tours) and Peabody Award–winning The Moth Radio Hour; at the Nantucket Film Festival, the Whitney Museum (NYC), On the Boards (Seattle), Seattle Repertory Theatre (Seattle), the cruise ship Origin (Galapagos Islands), The Liar Show, RISK!, Word of Mouth (Bucks County Playhouse), TEDx, the Clinton White House; and in The New Yorker and the Moth book How to Tell a Story. She was formerly the director of education at Second Stage Theater and was a guest artistic director for the 52nd Street Project replications (Navajo and Chippewa Nations, and Yale University). Michaela is a co-founder of “L!FE: Leadership Fueled by Entrepreneur–ISM” (Detroit, NYC), an education leadership platform for high school students. Michaela continues to tell stories and helps others to tell their own.

		

		—

		This story was told on April 16, 2004, at The Players in New York City. The theme of the evening was Star Struck. Director: Catherine Burns.
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		June 1986, I had just graduated high school. I was working in a parking lot on the Jersey Shore. By working, I mean I was playing stickball with my friends. I was surfing when the waves were good. And I was perfectly happy to continue doing that for the rest of my days.

		Then one night, I went to the movies, and I saw Top Gun. And my life changed forever.

		From that moment on, I wanted to fly jets. Not only did I want to fly jets, I wanted to be Maverick, because Maverick was cool. So, I joined ROTC, I graduated college, I went to the U.S. Navy Flight School in Pensacola, Florida.

		And there I classed up with a group of thirty young men and women, all of whom had seen Top Gun.

		All of whom wanted to be Maverick.

		But only the top three of our graduating class would get their choice of aircraft; everyone else would do whatever the navy wanted us to do.

		The thirty of us emerged from ground school ranked more or less the same. Next was the flight phase of training. And here was where we separated the cream from the cream, the best from the best, the puppies from the small dogs. And it was critically important which instructor was assigned to you during flight phase, because the instructor will grade your flights, and the grades will determine your class rank.

		And so, on the spectrum of instructors, the easiest by far was a lieutenant I’ll call Howdy Doody, who, just like the puppet from the 1950s children’s show, had a permanent smile on his face. He had freckles on his apple cheeks. He walked around like strings were attached to his hands and feet. And he was a genuinely nice guy. He would call you by your first name instead of your rank. And when he asked you how you were, you thought he really wanted to hear the answer.

		On the other end of the spectrum was Major Small, who never smiled. And who never spoke a word to anybody about anything. He walked around like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. And the reason for that probably was because Major Small had been shot down over Iraq in the first Gulf War, and he’d been taken prisoner. And so, he’d gone from being a POW to being an instructor at Pensacola. And there he earned a reputation as the toughest grader.

		Also, as someone who is out to break your soul.

		We all knew the story of the guy a class ahead of mine who, after a bad flight with Major Small, not only quit flight school, but quit the navy and started selling Amway. When he invited me to his house to listen to his Ponzi scheme presentation, I went. And I bought a giant box of soap because I didn’t want the karma wheel to spin against me.

		The day of my first flight, I’m driving into the squad, and I’m really hoping for a good instructor. I park in the parking lot, I enter the hangar, and climb the stairs to the ready room. I check the status board.

		I find my name, and written in the instructor box next to my name is Lieutenant Howdy Doody. I can’t believe my luck. But because I’d never flown a plane before, and even though the T-34 was more toy than a plane—it was mostly plastic, painted orange and white like a Big Wheel, and had a little motor like a Weedwacker—I was still a little bit nervous.

		So, fast-forward to the end of the runway. I am preparing for my very first takeoff and going through my procedures that I’ve memorized. My feet are on the brakes; I go to full power on the engine; I check all the engine gauges; I wipe out the controls. Everything looks and feels good. I check the rearview mirror, and behind me is Lieutenant Howdy Doody, and he’s smiling.

		I say, “Sir, are you ready to go?”

		And he detects the nervousness in my voice, and he says, “Will, relax. Everything is going to be fine.”

		And he was right. I took my feet off the brakes, rolled down the runway; we took off into the clear blue sky, out over the Gulf of Mexico, took a right turn, and went over Mobile Bay. Then over the woods of southern Alabama we found a deserted runway where I could practice my landings.

		In a maneuver called a touch and go, I descended to pattern altitude; I dropped the flaps; I dropped the gear; I went through the landing checklist; I turned to line up with the runway. And from that point on, it’s just a matter of controlling my descent, all the way down, down, down, until the wheels touched the pavement. Then full power, back up in the air to pattern altitude, and do it again.

		I did that about eight times. We flew back to the squadron; I met up with Howdy in the debrief room; he had a grade sheet, and he was smiling.

		He said, “Will, you’re a natural.”

		He gave me good grades. That pattern repeated itself for the next six flights. Me and Howdy out in Alabama, doing touch and goes. I was starting to feel in control of the aircraft. I was starting to feel confident like, This is something I can actually do.

		And Howdy was grading me accordingly, giving me really good grades. I was moving up the ranks in my class. I went from sixteen out of thirty to twelve, from twelve to nine, from nine to six.

		And that’s where I was on the night of my last flight. I drove into the squadron under a full moon, which was a good sign, and I parked in the lot outside the hangar.

		I entered the hangar and climbed the stairs to the ready room. I checked the status board—there’s my name, Lieutenant Howdy Doody’s is next to mine, but something’s wrong.

		Howdy’s name had been crossed out in red marker and underneath had been written Major Small. I thought, I was so close.

		It turns out, Howdy had a case of the sniffles; Major Small was filling in for him. I found the major in the briefing room. He was frowning.

		True to form, he didn’t say a word during the flight brief. He didn’t say a word as we walked out to the plane, as we started up, as we taxied to the runway. And there on the runway I’m going through my procedures, feet on the brakes, full power. Wiping out the controls, checking the gauges; everything looks good. I look in the rearview mirror; and there is Major Small, pissed off.

		I said, “Sir, are you ready to go?”

		He didn’t answer me. He just opened the canopy, put a cigarette in his mouth, and he lit it.

		And to say that smoking was prohibited in a navy aircraft is an understatement. The nearest place that you were allowed to smoke was on the other side of the hangar across the parking lot, across the street, past the softball fields, where the dumpsters were. And I suppose what I should have done is ask Major Small to put the cigarette out.

		Instead I asked myself, What would Maverick do?

		You all know. Maverick is dangerous, right?

		Maverick busted the hard deck to shoot down Jester.

		Maverick did an unauthorized flyby of the control tower and made everyone spill their coffee on their uniforms.

		Maverick jumped up and down on Oprah’s couch.

		So, feet off the brakes, I rolled down the runway, and took off into the night sky with Major Small smoking in the backseat.

		Somewhere over Mobile Bay, he flicked out his first cigarette, lit a second. Over the woods of Alabama, I found my favorite runway, descended to pattern altitude, dropped the flaps, dropped the wheels, did the landing checklist, turned to final.

		And I thought I was controlling my rate of descent. But something felt off. It was too late before I realized that we were dropping like shit off a tall moose.

		That’s a technical term.

		But we hit the runway so hard, my helmet popped off my head, and Major Small’s cigarette flew up from the backseat, over my shoulder, under the instrument panel, and buried itself in the floorboards right by the firewall. And that’s where it remained as we literally bounced back up in the air, cigarette glowing and burning.

		As I was climbing back up to pattern altitude, Major Small spoke his first words to me.

		He said, “Can you reach it?”

		So, I unstrapped from my parachute, I bent over and reached as far as I could, but it was no use.

		“No, sir,” I said.

		And in the silence that followed, I imagined in the worst-case scenario, that cigarette was going to catch the airplane on fire, we would have to bail out of a burning aircraft, parachute into the pitch-black woods; I would get snagged in a tree; I’d have to cut myself down, that I’d break my leg when I hit the dirt.

		And then I heard Major Small’s voice, very calm, very patient: “Here’s what we’re going to do.”

		And he talked me through a maneuver called a zero-G bunt. Zero G meaning zero gravity, or weightlessness. Bunt meaning like, not a full swing; it’s a very gentle maneuver. Almost fun, like riding a fast roller coaster over a really big hill. And so imagine, I’ve got the stick between my knees. I hold it in my right hand. I grip the throttles with my left.

		Small says, “Go to full power.”

		I push the throttles all the way forward.

		“Now pull back on the stick.”

		I pull back, and we start climbing.

		“Pull harder,” Small says.

		When I do, the G force spikes. It drags my face down. It drains the blood out of my head, and my vision goes grayscale.

		Small says, “Good.”

		He was happy, which made me happy.

		Next, Small wants me to push the stick forward without dipping the wings one way or the other. Just a smooth forward push.

		“Stick forward and neutral laterally” is the way he put it.

		So, I did that; he’s like, “More.”

		I push the stick forward a little bit more.

		And that’s when the magic happened. We went weightless; I floated up in my seat. All of the dirt, the dust that had been in the floorboards for years, floated up into the canopy and sparkled in the moonlight like a snow globe.

		And then the cigarette pops out. It was still lit. It floats in the middle of the cockpit, and it turns these little orange circles right in front of my face.

		So, I reached up with my free hand—everything was slow motion—and I grabbed it.

		I put it out in my hand.

		And it hurt like a son of a bitch.

		I wanted to scream, but I didn’t, because Major Small had been through worse.

		I was done doing touch and goes that night—we were a little afraid I broke the plane; the nose wheel was shimmying like a bum wheel on a shopping cart. The wings kind of felt bent, and the engine sputtered a little bit, so we flew back to the squadron.

		I met up with Major Small up in the debrief room, and he had the grade sheet. He was looking at it like it couldn’t possibly contain his disgust.

		He said to me, “That’s the worst landing I’ve ever seen.” (And keep in mind, he’d ejected from a flaming aircraft over Iraq and parachuted into enemy hands.)

		Somehow my landing was worse than that.

		So, he gave me the worst possible grade for landings.

		But then he said, “But that was a really good catch.”

		And he smiled at me. He gave me a good grade for airmanship. And I left with an even grade sheet; I went into selection ranked six out of thirty. And lucky for me that week, the navy needed more than three jet pilots. And so, I was selected to fly jets.

		But by then I no longer wanted to be Maverick.

		Because I knew that Maverick was a Hollywood hero. The danger that he had faced was make-believe.

		Major Small, on the other hand, had survived very real danger. And here he was teaching young people like myself how to survive it too.

		And I wanted to be more like him.
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		My grandmother pulled me to the side and waited until I met her eyes before she said, “Now, Morgan, if you ever have an interaction with the police, you keep your hands where they can see them. You telegraph your movements and tell them everything you’re going to do before you do it. Do you understand me?”

		I nodded and said I did, because my grandmother and I have been having that same conversation for years.

		The fact that we talked about it so much didn’t make it any less confusing, because my grandmother? She was the police. She was literally a cop. The woman had a badge, a uniform, a police car, everything. And her friends? The people who were always up in our house for cookouts and barbecues, the ones who helped us move, loading boxes into the back of pickup trucks? They were the police too.

		As a kid, I didn’t really understand because at that time, in my mind, cops were heroes. But I was also being taught to fear them.

		My grandma, she’s one of those Black women they write inspirational novels and movies about because she was one of the first Black women through the Charlotte Police Academy, and she was excellent. She was exceptional.

		She was perfection because she had no choice. She knew that everything she did would be used to judge every Black woman who came up behind her. In the inspirational movie of my grandmother’s life, some well-meaning white person would show up to take all the credit in the end. But if I’m keeping it completely 100 with you all, white folks weren’t looking out for my grandma like that. She had to sue to get the job she had already earned when she graduated from the police academy, as if she didn’t have the highest academic marks in her class, as if she weren’t running laps around her training instructors.

		But in the end, she prevailed, and her life turned out a bit like a fairy tale. But one with some baggage, particularly for me, because it’s already hard enough to live up to the expectations of our parents and our grandparents. But when your grandmother is literally Superwoman, it gets just a little bit harder. But I’m not going to stand up here and front like I don’t appreciate everything she did in her path to success, or that I don’t appreciate how I can trace it like a thread of hope from her, to my mother, right down to me.

		My grandmother spent thirty years in the Charlotte Police Department. When she retired, we had to rent a banquet hall because of how respected she was. The chief of police himself showed up.

		But I still had questions. I didn’t really get how some cops could end up like my grandma and some could be like the ones I read about in history books—still read about today—and see on TV, the ones who appear to be on the wrong side of history.

		I never thought I’d actually get an answer to that question, but then I graduated in the middle of the worst recession in recent memory, and I needed a job. So I looked to my grandma like, You know what? If Grandma can do this and be successful, maybe I can too. And could I have gone to the Charlotte Police Academy like my grandma did? I could have, but my grandmother casts a long shadow. The last thing I needed was for some snitching instructor to call her up and let her know I couldn’t do a single doggone push-up. It’s true. I ain’t proud of it, but it’s true.

		So, I found myself at the Washington, D.C., police academy, joining a class of thirty other recruits ready to do anything and everything we could to become officers in the nation’s capital. But something weird was happening. When we started the academy, everybody was always staring at us, looking at us, but not just looking at us. It was almost like they were trying to look through us. These people would be peering around the hallways, staring in through the window of our classroom doors. As we got further and further along, I was like, What the heck is going on? For a minute, I thought, They did say part of the training was making you more observant, but this is ridiculous.

		We couldn’t figure out what was going on.

		And then one day, I sat down in the cafeteria next to one of my classmates, and he looked at me and went, “Hey, man, I know why everybody is staring at us! It’s because they think there’s a transgender person in our class. Where on Earth could they be?”

		Look, y’all, I almost choked on my lunch. And after a second, I jumped up and ran to the bathroom, where I barricaded myself in a stall, reliving some of the worst memories from high school because…I’m transgender. The trans person they were looking for was me.

		The call was literally coming from inside the house!

		After I calmed down, I made my way back to the cafeteria and sat back down.

		The guy looks back at me again, and he goes, “I figured out who it is! It’s Everett. And you know how I know it’s him? Because he’s always talking with his hands, putting them on his hips and things—very feminine qualities.”

		My name is not Everett, so my secret was safe for a little longer. I eventually wanted to tell my class, but I wanted to wait just a little while so they could get to know me as a person first. But my plans were thrown into disarray because someone high up in the police department thought it’d be a good idea to tell everybody and their mama that a trans person was going to be in the next class and that if anybody messed with them, they’re going to get fired.

		To an extent, I get it. I was never going to be just another recruit. But the problem was, I was now going to have to out myself way sooner than I intended. I was scared. And I was afraid, particularly of this one cat in my class named Winston. Winston was the conservative oil to my liberal water. That man smoked cigarettes and chewed tobacco at the same time. On more than one occasion, he tried to convince me that the Civil War wasn’t about slavery, as if history books do not exist, but I was going to have to speak regardless.

		Eventually, I stood in front of my class and said, “All right, y’all, it’s me. The trans person everybody is searching for is me. Can we just quit this game of hide-and-seek and move on?”

		I should have known that ain’t going to be the case. I was the first openly trans person through the Washington, D.C., police academy. The path for me was going to be a little different. I would have to be excellent. I would have to be perfection because they were going to judge every trans person who came after me by the standard I set. Thank God my grandmother laid out a path—because I was going to have to walk the same tightrope to perfection that she had all those decades ago when she was the first.

		So, I worked my ass off. I stayed up all night studying to make sure I got A’s on all my exams. I crushed myself in physical training just to prove that I could do it.

		Over time, I could see the change in my classmates and my instructors. I could see the moment they began seeing me as a person first. And then, my class surprised me by voting for me to give the graduation speech in front of the chief, the assistant chief, and hundreds of our family and friends.

		After graduation, I got another surprise, and it came from Winston of all people, who walked up to me, and held out his hand, and waited for me to take it.

		And when I did, he looked me square in my eyes, the same way my grandmother had when I was small, and said, “Hey, man. Anybody messes with you when you get out on them streets, you let me know, and we’re going to handle it.”

		I couldn’t have been more shocked if I had been struck by a bolt of lightning. Here was this man I had been seeing in nothing but hues of black and white, showing me that I needed to see the gray in him—the same gray that I so often demanded that others see in me. Winston, in his own way, was showing me just a piece of his heart, and I got it. The heart of the officer does matter, because all that badge does is exacerbate and project whoever they are at that core of their person. That’s the power of being a cop.

		But it wasn’t a power that I really wanted. I eventually left the Washington, D.C., police department—but not before I made some changes because the chief of police tasked me and a small group of other officers with rewriting the entire training curriculum. And I rewrote the hell out of that curriculum.

		Understanding unconscious bias and intersectionality?

		Oh, you’re going to get that today.

		Learning how not to be homophobic, transphobic, or misogynistic?

		I wrote all of that down.

		Because here’s what happens when officers get in trouble for excessive force: The courts and the lawyers pull their training records. The old refrain was often, “Oh, I wasn’t trained in that. I didn’t know.”

		They can’t say that no more.

		And the officers that I met, most of them when they hear that, will now put that lie to rest because they know the truth and that the heart of the officer does matter.

		And I had seen their heart, and they had also seen mine.
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		We had just arrived in America, to this small town in southeast Texas called Port Arthur. It was 1984, and I was twelve years old. My family and I were immigrants from Vietnam. We were boat refugees.

		We moved into this ranch house that belonged to our landlord, who lived just next door, across the yard. Before we even finished unpacking, my father said our whole family, the seven of us—me, my parents, my two older sisters, my two older teenage brothers—should go over and introduce ourselves.

		We walked across the yard and saw our landlord out on his back porch. He was this heavyset, gruff-looking older man. He was sitting in a wheelchair, puffing on a cigarette, while watching us. He did not look happy.

		My father had warned us that our landlord might be upset. My parents had been trying for weeks to find a place for our family to live, with a very limited budget. In the end, they fudged the number of people in our family. Our landlord had expected only five, not seven of us.

		When we got closer, he abruptly turned away from us and shouted something through the screen door into his house. I had no idea what he said. His thick Texas drawl, in this heavy smoker’s voice, was nothing like the English I had been learning in a refugee camp just a few weeks earlier.

		The screen door opened, and this friendly woman stepped down. She didn’t seem upset at all, and she was really talkative.

		She introduced herself as Loretta and her husband as Walter.

		Walter, with an l.

		I had been learning English for only a few months. I could barely make out that tiny l sound wedged in the middle of the name Walter. I was pretty sure my parents didn’t even hear it. So, the rest of us copied my father and called our landlord “Mr. Water.”

		“Mr.,” because it was unthinkable for any of us to refer to an adult without a title, and as for Loretta, her name was just too hard. So, we called her “Mrs. Water.”

		Neither of them corrected us.

		After we moved in, I was somehow the go-between for our two families. My job was to deliver rent and home repair questions. I didn’t mind the rent deliveries because I didn’t have to say very much. But I dreaded the home repair questions. I had to use my limited English to talk to Mr. Water.

		I couldn’t understand a lot of what he said, and to be honest, Mr. Water terrified me. Everything about him scared me. And the more scared I got, the more my English sounded like Vietnamese with a lot of hand waving mixed in.

		I kept thinking he was going to lose it. He was going to explode, like that time he was in the backyard screaming at my brothers and me. My older brother had dumped leftover hot charcoal from our barbecue in different parts of our yard to kill fire ants.

		Mr. Water yelled, “In AMERICA you don’t BURN GRASS. You CUT IT!”

		I thought, Why so much yelling? It’s just grass. It will grow back.

		Growing up in Vietnam, I didn’t even know what a lawn was. I thought of grass only as weeds. In Vietnamese, grass and weeds are called the same thing. I used to wonder why people in America, this land of riches and wealth, would choose to live in homes surrounded by weeds.

		But I got why Mr. Water was upset. I mean, our yard looked like some kind of lunar landscape with all these black patches. But his anger seemed so out of proportion. I just thought he hated us. I didn’t know if his feelings would ever change, or if we could ever feel at home here.

		In our new hometown, my parents decided to open a family business—a Vietnamese bánh mì sandwich shop. A bánh mì sandwich is a French baguette, with a thin, crispy crust. Inside it is spread with paté and homemade mayonnaise, then filled with roasted meats and topped with all kinds of vegetables—pickled carrots, daikons, slices of cucumber, cilantro, fresh chili peppers, and a few dashes of soy sauce.

		It’s really delicious.

		But back then, in our small town, few people had ever heard of, much less tasted, a bánh mì. But somehow, my father was convinced that he was going to give McDonald’s a run for its money.

		He named the shop Budget Sandwiches. He had seen the word budget on the side of some trucks and thought it would make a great name for a food place. We all thought it was a great idea too.

		After the shop opened, my parents worked twelve hours a day, seven days a week. My siblings and I all helped out.

		After school, I often came to the shop to stay with my father, taking over my mother’s shift, so she could rest a little because, at night, there was still a lot more work to do at home. But despite these long hours, we barely scraped by.

		As it turned out, the McDonald’s down the street had nothing to fear.

		But then, one beautiful spring afternoon, I was at the shop doing homework when the phone rang. My father picked it up. Right away, I could tell he was really excited.

		I heard my father repeating in English that the customer wanted fifty bánh mì. Fifty?

		This was the biggest order we had ever had. But the fact that the order came from a customer who spoke English was even more amazing. Until then, most of our customers had come from the Vietnamese community. It looked like the American public had started to discover bánh mì. This was something my father had always hoped for. It felt like times were changing.

		Right away, we went to work. My father joked that McDonald’s had no idea what was about to come.

		Finally, the sandwiches were done. We couldn’t wait to see who this customer was.

		But then half an hour passed, and then an hour, and then more time…and no one showed up.

		I opened my notebook, and started doing homework again, and that’s when I saw the date in the margin.

		April 1st.

		April Fools’ Day.

		My heart sank.

		I didn’t know where to begin explaining to my father this holiday that I didn’t fully understand myself.

		More than that, I didn’t know if this heartless prank might just finally crush his spirit. The spirit that had been tested time and time again, in a life filled with turbulence.

		In Vietnam, my father had been imprisoned by French forces occupying Vietnam for taking part in the resistance. Then later, under communism, he had survived multiple attempts on his life before he finally organized our family’s dangerous escape, inside a small fishing boat, across the South China Sea.

		In all these desperate situations, somehow he stayed optimistic.

		It was the same optimism that made him open the sandwich shop.

		My siblings and I understood that the sandwich shop was my parents’ last big gamble. It was a chance for him and my mother to experience a little bit of the American dream, instead of just living in the service of that dream for their children.

		When I explained April Fools’ to my father, he didn’t say anything. He just stayed quiet for a long time. But I could tell he was disappointed.

		I could see the disappointment in his eyes.

		We never found out who placed the order. But from that incident we learned to take down contact information anytime an order came over the phone. And with each setback, our footing in America became a little more steady.

		We learned to decorate to match the festivities of Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas.

		We learned to close our shop a little earlier on a certain Sunday, in the dead of winter, because everyone was at home, watching some football game on TV.

		Even though our shop never did much better, it did provide us with a living and put me and my siblings through school. And then, one by one, my siblings started leaving home for college, or for their jobs.

		Seven years after we moved into Mr. Water’s house, I was the only one left at home with my parents. By then, my English had improved to where I could easily pronounce the l in Walter.

		But we never stopped calling our landlords Mr. and Mrs. Water—because it was familiar, and because it was who they were to us.

		One day, I was again delivering the rent. I was a senior in high school and would soon be leaving home for college.

		Mr. Water said he had something to tell my
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