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Dedication

For Mike, who doesn’t read books but promises he’ll listen to the audiobook of this one
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Introduction: Thank You for Listening

I became a public speaker in the first grade. In Fargo, North Dakota, my older brother and I were the only Jewish kids at our elementary school, and so, every year at Christmastime, he and I would go from classroom to classroom with a menorah and a dreidel, explaining to children descended from Scandinavian immigrants what Hanukkah was. It was my first experience presenting to an audience, and also my first experience as a sort of ambassador—a storyteller, making the foreign seem a bit less strange.

Somehow, Fargo had not one but two synagogues in those days. My parents, who never wanted to be exclusionary, took us to the Reform temple on Friday nights and the Orthodox shul on Saturday mornings. My most vivid memories, naturally, are of the food. Dum Dum lollipops from old Joe Paper and pickled herring from a jar in the shul basement after services. My family kept kosher, so our meat was delivered once a month on a truck from Chicago that pulled into the synagogue parking lot, where we would pick it up and load it into a deep freezer in the garage. For Shabbat dinner every Friday night, my mom made matzoh ball soup and challah from scratch.

My parents both taught at North Dakota State University, my mother in communications and my father in computer science. Visiting their offices meant walking past pastures and waving at the grazing cows. My dad would take me to his computer lab, which in the 1980s was a room filled to the edges with one enormous machine. I’d walk the perimeter of the hulking device and look at the blinking lights, wondering about the mysterious workings going on inside.

When I was eight years old, in 1987, we left Fargo for Portland, Oregon, as the city was drenched in the unselfconscious pre-Portlandia weirdness of the late twentieth century. If you’ve seen early Gus Van Sant films like My Own Private Idaho and Drugstore Cowboy, that was the vibe. Five years after we arrived, there was a ballot measure that would have allowed the state to, among other things, fire teachers for being gay. The language of Measure 9 lumped in homosexuality with pedophilia, sadism, and masochism. Most of us teenagers didn’t know what those words meant; these were still pre-internet days. But thanks to the debate over Measure 9, everybody figured them out.

All the kids at my big, mostly white, suburban high school had an opinion about Measure 9, even though most of them had never knowingly met a gay person. They wore pins that read “Nein on Nine” or “Straight but Not Narrow.” (Congrats on your heterosexuality, bro!) That was the world into which I came out of the closet at the end of my junior year.

My decision to come out at sixteen wasn’t spurred by a secret boyfriend or even a specific crush. I wasn’t living a double life. I just decided that I didn’t ever want to live a double life. Once I realized that I would have to come out to my parents and friends someday, I concluded that I would gain nothing by postponing the inevitable. “The sooner I do this, the sooner it will be over with,” I told myself. And so I ripped off the Band-Aid and asked my parents if I could talk to them about something. Their reaction was more open-minded than many coming-out stories I’ve heard from the 1990s.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“Well, we still love you.”

They asked if I wanted to see a therapist, I declined, and they decided that they would go see one themselves. 

I don’t know whether I was actually the first openly gay student at Beaverton High School, but nobody could remember a teenager admitting it before. There had been rumors about me, of course. Nothing specific—I hadn’t even kissed a boy before I came out. But I decided that the best approach was to drown out the whisper campaign with a bullhorn. When I showed up for the first day of school senior year, I plastered my locker with postcards of hunky men—Tom of Finland drawings and photographs by Herb Ritts and Tom Bianchi. On Halloween, I came to school in drag. After that, my calculus teacher stopped calling on me when I raised my hand in class. I also carried Mace, since not everybody was excited about having a gay classmate. Thankfully, I never had to use it.

On the weekends, I would go to an all-ages gay nightclub in downtown Portland called the City, where remixes of Whitney Houston and Madonna blasted through a haze of CK One and cigarette smoke. Afterward, my friends and I walked a couple of blocks through the inevitable Portland drizzle to a twenty-four-hour diner called the Roxy, for coffee and cheese fries.

My club look was harvested from “the bins,” the Goodwill surplus store in an industrial part of town. All the clothes that didn’t sell at the regular Goodwill stores got piled into endless heaps and sold for ninety-nine cents a pound. My friends and I would spend hours rifling through blouses and blazers, kimonos and fake leather jackets, playing mix-and-match with no rules about what went together.

I paired polyester shirts with corduroy knickers or flowy culottes in paisley patterns. Add a ceramic pendant charm or a homemade hemp necklace woven with wooden beads, and I had something you could call an outfit. A strange outfit. But we were strange teenagers. To complete the look, I wore an ear cuff shaped like a small human, a mountain climber clinging to the side of my head. My hair, parted in the center, fell to my chin in a sort of Nirvana-meets-Prince-Valiant bob.

I guess today my fashion choices would be labeled “gender nonconforming,” but that wasn’t a term we knew. Nobody around me identified as queer; calling yourself gay seemed radical enough. People routinely shouted faggot! from car windows as they drove past us on the street, and we reflexively replied with breeder! and a middle finger in the air. After weekends at the City and the Roxy, I would show up at Beaverton High Monday morning (strutting the halls in a Phantom of the Opera T-shirt over a red turtleneck and acid-washed jeans) for my packed schedule of honors classes and extracurricular activities.

It felt like a superpower, this ability to move between worlds. And by the time I graduated from Yale and became a journalist, I realized that these boundary-crossing skills I had picked up as the Jewish kid in Fargo and as the gay teen in Portland could serve me as a reporter. I found a career where I could perform those acts of translation, and be a liaison, for groups to which I had no personal connection beyond my journalistic interest. My microphone and headset served as a snorkel and mask. When I strapped them on, I could enter colorful hidden worlds that were invisible to people on the surface. And then came the important part: sharing those worlds with others.

* * *

MY FIRST JOURNALISM GIG, IN 2001, was as an intern to NPR’s legendary legal affairs correspondent Nina Totenberg, who is still a friend and mentor. She’s the dean of the Supreme Court press corps and a force to be reckoned with. One of the most valuable lessons she taught me during my internship: “Grow a pair!”

Years after that internship, I became NPR’s Justice correspondent, working alongside Nina to cover major investigations and federal trials. People would often ask, “Do you want to be the next Nina Totenberg?” I always gave the tongue-in-cheek reply, “No, I want to be the first Ari Shapiro.” I said it with a laugh, aware of how presumptuous it sounded. And I never would have admitted this at the time, but . . . I wasn’t really joking. I didn’t know what it might mean to be “the first Ari Shapiro.” But I knew that I wanted to do something that felt new.

Since 2015 I’ve been one of the hosts of All Things Considered, a role in which I’ve interviewed world leaders and narrowly avoided fatal explosions. And for more than a decade, I’ve also toured the globe with the band Pink Martini, performing in venues from Carnegie Hall to the Hollywood Bowl. At first I didn’t see a common thread. In fact, the band felt a bit like an affair I was having on the side. (Though really, how secret can the affair be when it literally plays out onstage in front of thousands of people?) My different projects felt meaningful, but I couldn’t put my finger on what they shared. There was always an audience. There was always a story, whether it was told through journalism or music. And in the best moments, there was also connection.

I can see now that, as the self-reinforcing bubbles we live in become more impenetrable, I keep seeking out ways to help people listen to one another. As algorithms pull us into feedback loops and congratulate us for dunking on perceived opponents, Pink Martini goes to Texas and performs songs in Farsi and Arabic to an audience that might see Persians or Arabs as suspect. Crowds in Istanbul clap along with us to songs in Greek, and in Seoul they dance to our rendition of a Japanese tune.

In my work at NPR, I have traveled to rural Louisiana, where guards at a federal prison were struggling during a government shutdown—working without pay, sleeping on cots at the prison because they didn’t have gas money to commute to and from home. And when one of those men told me through tears that he couldn’t afford to buy a gift for his son’s birthday, people from around the country who heard his story emailed and tweeted at us, asking how they could send toys. They didn’t ask whom he supported for president or how he felt about immigration or guns. They saw him as a father who cared about his son.

Later that same year, I went to rural Mississippi to tell a different story of struggle, about undocumented chicken plant workers who had been caught up in the biggest work-site immigration raid in US history. And listeners responded the same way. They asked what they could do to help.

Of course, my mission isn’t entirely selfless. When my grandma Sylvia turned ninety, the whole family flew to Chicago to celebrate. She presided over the party in her blond wig and false eyelashes, staples of her look since her days as a carnival fortune-teller. Each of her children described their own nuclear families for the assembled relatives. When it was my mother’s turn, she got up to talk about her three sons. There was Dan, the oldest, an inventor and start-up tech CEO. She introduced my younger brother, Joseph, a university professor studying environmental economics. “And then there’s Ari,” she said, “who was so ignored as a middle child that he had to go find a job where millions of people would pay attention to him every day.”

My mom got a big laugh. I was dumbfounded. Was that why I had made a career as a journalist? Is that why I host a nightly news program? Is the totality of my professional life just one long bid for attention?

“Really, I was neglected?” I asked her later. “I don’t think you and Dad ignored me.”

“You don’t remember that rash on your face?”

I flashed to my third-grade school portrait in Fargo. A child with a bowl haircut, in an Ernie-style striped shirt, grinning wildly through an eczema-induced facial disfigurement.

“We ignored it for weeks,” my mom said, “and by the time we finally took you to the pediatrician, it was infected.” Maybe she was onto something.

Years later, the Spanish author Javier Cercas told me, “Probably you are on the radio because you want to be loved.” We were in the middle of an interview, and I had never met the man before.

So, yeah, I liked being the kid in front of the classroom with the menorah and the dreidel. I liked being the only teenager at school with a gay pride symbol on his backpack. I get a rush from hearing the roar of thousands as I walk on the stage at a music festival in Casablanca, and I feel a thrill when someone in a restaurant leans over to my table and says they recognize my voice from the radio.

But more than that—I like handing the microphone to someone else, whose voice wouldn’t otherwise be heard. To a survivor of political violence in Zimbabwe, or a Venezuelan migrant walking hundreds of miles through the mountains of Colombia. I like introducing you to them, and bringing their experiences into your life.

I’m Ari Shapiro, and I like that people listen to me. I like having a megaphone, and sharing it, and holding you rapt when I do it. Particularly in our distraction-filled lives, the fact that millions of people have given me their attention over the years—that you are giving me your attention now, in these pages—is not something I take for granted. I mean it when I say, Thank you for listening.

That phrase, Thank you for listening, can serve many purposes. I think of it as the “shalom” of journalism. It can mean hello, goodbye, peace, and it is also my go-to response to listener hate mail. In that respect it’s a bit like Bless your heart. Let me explain:

I’ve always considered hate mail to be a badge of honor. My first paid job at NPR, after that internship for Nina, was as a temporary editorial assistant on Morning Edition. One of my duties was to go through the show’s email inbox and forward listener messages to the correspondents. I became intimately familiar with the taxonomy of hate mail. There were partisan messages, nitpicky ones, misogynistic ones. (NPR was one of the first news organizations to put women on the front lines covering wars, and the first to hire a woman to anchor a nationally broadcast nightly news program, Susan Stamberg on All Things Considered.)

I dutifully forwarded all those messages. And if a listener wasn’t writing in about a particular correspondent but, rather, ranting about our programming in general, I would anonymously respond on behalf of the show, ending my generic reply with “Thank you for listening.”

When I started reporting my own stories for NPR and getting my own hate mail, it felt like a sign that I had finally arrived. I savored it. I started to keep a file folder of the ones that came on actual paper. And after the arrival of Twitter, I created a photo album on my phone for screen grabs of hate tweets. (I have another photo album for genuinely kind fan mail, for days when I need a pick-me-up.)

By the time I became a host of All Things Considered and graduated from a cubicle to an office, I decided that it was time for the world to see the best of these messages. The side of my office bookshelf faces an interior window at NPR headquarters. So I taped some of my favorite letters to the window-facing side of the bookshelf. This was inspired by something Susan Stamberg used to do. Her office door was plastered with letters from people who misspelled her name. Susan Strombag, Stormbridge, Stembage . . .

People waiting to meet with me in my office could kill time reading these messages. There’s one from a man (they’re usually men) who called me a “faggy, pushy, annoying smart-ass.” Another comes from a listener who told me I made his “hair hurt” by referring to “the Queen of England.” (“The person of interest is, officially, ‘Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, Ireland and the British Dominions beyond the Seas Queen, Defender of the Faith,’ ” this listener explained.) One letter writer wanted to inform me that a man may be “hanged,” and he may be “hung,” but the two words have very different meanings. And there is one letter from a person who objected so strongly to the way I pronounced data that they felt compelled to write in and let me know that “each time you say DATTA (which was MANY times) it is as if you want to slap your listeners.”

My all-time favorite listener letter isn’t on that wall, though. It is a postcard that arrived the first time I guest-hosted Morning Edition, more than a decade ago. The one that really made me feel like I was on the path to figuring out what it meant to be the first Ari Shapiro, and not just the next Nina Totenberg. The postcard has a picture of tulips, and the stamps are doves of peace. It reads (punctuation and capitalization as written):

Dear Ari, Please Butch up.

I find a daily dose of your personality, annoying.

I’m a person too.

D. Emerson, Miami, Fl

I framed it when it arrived, and it has sat in a place of pride on my desk ever since, as I have steadfastly refused to butch up year after year. I don’t know who D. Emerson is. I don’t know their gender, though one can assume. I’m sure he had no idea that his postcard would have such staying power. He included no return address, so I’ve never been able to contact him. If I could, I would simply tell Mr. Emerson, “Thank you for listening.”
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Nature Boy

My first hike in Oregon was memorable for reasons that I would prefer to forget. I was eight years old, and my family had just moved to Portland from Fargo. Not five minutes down the trail, a banana slug the size of a Twinkie sat in the middle of the path. I had never seen anything like it. I screamed and started to cry, refusing to advance another inch. My parents offered to hold my hand while I stepped over the slug. Nope. They tried to pick me up and lift me over it. No ma’am. They showed me a detour, to go around it and continue the hike. Nuh-uh. I turned around and went back to the car.

But kids are adaptable. A few hikes later, I saw a pair of banana slugs curled around each other to form a perfect circle. I admired the way each thick slimy body tapered toward the other, making a perfect yin-yang. (I didn’t know that they were also making baby slugs.) By the time I was in sixth grade, I was daring friends to lick one—because it makes your tongue go numb. What started as disgust had become curiosity and had led to something like affection.

My parents raised me to believe that the more you learn about the world, the more interesting life becomes. They encouraged their three boys to apply this philosophy broadly to life, most especially to nature. For instance, I didn’t realize until I went to college that waterfalls are a vacation destination for most people. I took it for granted that trails through old-growth forests and sweeping mountain vistas were just a short drive from our modest one-story house in Portland.

My parents’ own upbringing didn’t provide any obvious clues for where they learned to value lifelong curiosity or the natural world. My mom, Elayne, grew up with her sister and brother in Chicago. Her father was a strict disciplinarian who served in World War II, and her mother was a flamboyant fortune-teller who worked at carnivals wearing the blond wig and false eyelashes that would become her signature look. Not exactly an outdoorsy family.

My dad, Leonard, grew up in the San Francisco area, raised by a working mother who was widowed when my dad was twelve. Teenage Len and his younger brother would come home from school each day to an empty house and heat up a can of beans while their mother was at work. One night, Len got an idea to avoid dirtying a pot that he’d have to wash. He put an unopened can of beans directly on the stove and turned on the burner. He went off to play and forgot about the can until he heard a thunderclap from the kitchen. The kid who’d grow up to be my father spent weeks cleaning a film of beans off the ceiling and walls. Hiking and camping weren’t ingrained in his family’s DNA either.

Nevertheless, my two brothers and I spent most of our weekends outdoors. Our parents would take us to the Columbia River Gorge, or we’d drive west to the fog of the coast. (In Oregon nobody calls it the beach, maybe to discourage false hopes of warmth and sun.) Late in the summer, we would drive east to Mount Hood, where hiking trails wound through alpine meadows in kaleidoscopic blooms under the cables of ski lifts.

My mom kept a diary of the wildflowers we saw during our hikes. Week after week, she would fastidiously log the date, trail, and species we found along the path. In those years of the late twentieth century, before smartphones and plant ID apps, she would pore through field guides and consult strangers on the trail to figure out what each flower was. (Picking a blossom was absolutely forbidden in my family. “Let it live!”) Over the years, that hiking journal became her personal almanac and guidebook.

Each bloom got equal billing. It wasn’t just the phallic bear grass, popping its fluffy white stalks out of mountain hillsides like towering cartoons from a Dr. Seuss book. She got equally excited to peel back the ground-hugging leaves of a wild ginger plant and discover its three-pronged purplish brown flower like an ancient rune bearing a secret message.

My dad pursued his own seasonal hobby in the woods: wild mushroom hunting. While wildflower hikes required us to stay on the path, foraging for mushrooms gave my brothers and me the illicit thrill of leaving the trail behind and bushwhacking through the forest in pursuit of our quarry. One autumn day I stumbled onto a fawn as I plunged through the underbrush. It was so camouflaged that I nearly stepped on it. The fawn let out a feeble cry and teetered off on its wobbly legs.

We searched for morels in the spring, boletus (also known as porcini) in the summer, and chanterelles in the fall. On a good day, we would emerge into the sunlight with overflowing bags of loot. On our way home we’d stop at a ranger station, spread out our haul on the counter, and let a professional sort through our harvest to make sure we weren’t bringing home anything that could kill us. On a bad day, we’d be rain-drenched, empty-handed, and itching with poison oak. But even the bad days were pretty good.

My dad’s rule was to harvest only mushrooms that looked nothing like toxic varieties, which narrowed our options to a small fraction of all the edible mushrooms in Oregon. But we tried to identify as many other types of fungus as we could, just for the fun of it. There were puffballs that released a cloud of spores into the air when you squeezed them, witch’s butter that oozed like Cheez Whiz out of fallen logs, and warty crimson deadly amanitas that we were never allowed to touch. We came to understand which ones grew under leaf litter or on decaying stumps, which species were more likely to appear just after a rain or in an area that had recently been logged.

The first time I saw chanterelles for twenty-five dollars a pound at a grocery store as an adult, I called my dad in shock. I had no idea we’d been eating delicacies all those years. It made me think of how different my upbringing was from his daily childhood ritual of heating up a can of beans on the stove.

Our curiosity wasn’t limited to wildflowers and mushrooms. My older brother introduced us to tidepools, thanks to an engaging oceanography teacher who showed him the wonders of liminal spaces. We scanned the charts looking for the most extreme tides of the year, then we’d tromp out to see what we could find when the waves were at their lowest ebb. Darting fish like sculpins, always. Anemones waving their green and purple tentacles, same. Orange starfish, check. My favorites were the nudibranchs. They were difficult to find and spectacular once you clocked them. These sea slugs were smaller than my thumbnail, hiding their psychedelic neon colors under waving kelp leaves. Occasionally they would crawl on the underside of the water, spinning a path of slime to stay suspended just below the surface. Actual punk rock didn’t appeal to me, but the nudibranchs were the tiny punk rebels of the tidepools, and in them I saw fellow renegades.

Tidepools taught me patience. I would squat over a puddle of seawater and see only a rock garden at first. Then, slowly, my eyes would discern movement. After a few minutes, camouflaged creatures might reveal their outlines. Details that I had overlooked would eventually emerge. These little ecosystems showed me that nothing entirely reveals itself to the casual observer and that to fully see something requires more than a perfunctory glance.

When we went tide-pooling at the base of Haystack Rock, I would bring binoculars and aim them up at the towering stone monolith to spot puffins preening and wheeling. If each of us had a niche—flowers, mushrooms, tidepools—then birds were my thing. I kept a life list, checking off species as I spotted them. (My younger brother, always game to join us on these outings, was a bit of a black sheep, more enthusiastic about sports than anyone else in the family.)

I came to understand the difference between the gray wings of an urban scrub jay and the black mohawk of a woodland Steller’s jay. And when kids at school would point out the window at a “blue jay,” I would inform them that blue jays were not a West Coast species. This did not make me especially popular with my classmates.

Our summer vacations were always domestic. We would caravan across the US with uncles, aunts, and cousins, talking over CB radios as we visited national parks or far-flung relatives. We all had broadcast handles—code names. Mine was Waiter, the joke being that if I followed through on my threat to pursue an acting career, I’d wind up as one. Visits to my card-reading grandmother in Chicago meant we got to see the scarlet flash of a cardinal and actual blue jays. On a summer trip to the Grand Canyon, I finally checked a roadrunner off my list.

Great blue herons were so common around our house, we would point out the window at one flapping overhead and say, “GBH.” Over time I figured out how to distinguish the silhouettes of soaring turkey vultures from red-tailed hawks from golden eagles. And as we drove through Oregon farm country, I would scan the power lines for kestrels perched on the wires in their hunt for sparrows.

On the drive to a hiking trailhead, we would slide an Audubon Society cassette into the minivan’s tape deck and listen to the warbles of birdsongs in hopes of identifying the ones we couldn’t capture with our eyes. We’d rewind the tape and tune our ears to the fee-bee of the black-capped chickadee, the weet of the western meadowlark, and the bzeet of a cedar waxwing. They were like audio flashcards. Before I ever conducted an interview for the radio, I had gained close listening skills from birds.

Sometimes my parents hiked on a trail while my brothers and I hopped from rock to rock in a streambed along the route below. This slowed down our progress significantly, but completing the hike was never the mission. The goal was to find interesting things along the way. We turned over rocks to spot insect larvae and crayfish, scanning deeper pools for the shadows of trout.

At school, I was taught to acquire knowledge as a means to an end. I studied history to write a paper; I practiced math problems to pass an exam. My experiences in nature were different. Curiosity didn’t lead to knowledge in pursuit of some kind of end point. There was no destination to be reached. Curiosity just led to more questions, which led to more curiosity. The more I learned, the more complicated, nuanced, and interconnected the world seemed to become—like exploring a house with endless rooms. Even without the satisfaction of a letter grade, I found that infinite trail of curiosity to be a more rewarding path than studying to pass a test.

Peering up at the underside of bridges in search of swallows’ nests, we would also spot bats roosting. Then I wanted to know what species of bats they were and what kinds of insects they preferred. When the bats emerged at dusk, I would lob pebbles into the air to make them swoop down toward me. I told my classmates that I had trained bats, which didn’t win me any more friends than the line about the blue jays. So I sought out my fellow nerds and signed up to compete in Science Olympiad, where I chose insect identification as one of my events.

I made flash cards and drilled myself on the Latin names of the orders of insects, reciting them like an incantation: Coleoptera, Lepidoptera, Hymenoptera, Ephemeroptera. That gave us something else to look for during our hikes, and even at home. Housefly: Diptera! Stink bug: Hemiptera! The world seemed to deepen as my perception expanded. Things that had been invisible to me materialized as I became aware of them.

In college I pivoted from hard sciences to liberal arts, but my reputation as a nature boy followed me. My friends at Yale would impersonate me with a mocking “Did you know . . . ?” followed by some obscure unverifiable fact. “Did you know that tarsiers have the largest eyes, relative to their body size, of any mammal?” (True, but unverifiable at the time for my friends, because we weren’t all carrying supercomputers in our pockets.) I was probably insufferable, but so were a lot of kids at Yale. At least my tree-hugging made me insufferable in a way that was different from most of my classmates.

In my a cappella group, everyone was given a nickname at the end of freshman year. I was dubbed Forsythia because, according to my fellow singers, when we went on tour I couldn’t stop saying things like, “Look, the forsythia are in bloom!” I know that this was not literally true, because I was not familiar with forsythia when I was given my nickname. But by the end of freshman year, that yellow flowering shrub had become a part of my personal taxonomy. I now grow it in my backyard.

I never thought of my curiosity as a skill. Hiking and tide-pooling weren’t covered in any classes I took, and they’ve never appeared on my résumé. But today, when journalism students or interns ask me the most important trait for a reporter, I always give them the same answer: curiosity. It doesn’t matter whether you’re curious about nature, or people, or finance, or politics. The best journalists are people who always want to learn more, who enjoy the feeling of moving from ignorance or confusion to understanding.

And somehow I have found my way to a job where every day I get to scratch my childhood itch to understand the world more deeply. My favorite part of hosting All Things Considered isn’t the interviews with celebrities or the world travel or the front-row seat to history. It isn’t any single topic at all. It’s the totality, the range of what I get to do. I conclude each day knowing about something I hadn’t understood when I woke up in the morning. I still find it surreal that I basically just get paid to ask questions, and experts in almost any walk of life will answer them. It reminds me of standing at the park ranger’s counter in front of a pile of mushrooms, asking, “How do I tell which ones could kill me?”
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Impact

I was hoping to find a job during a dinner party.

My NPR internship was wrapping up in the spring of 2001, and I had no real prospects for what came next. I had already applied for a few positions in public relations and at nonprofit organizations—a process that had gone nowhere. I’d had a dismal interview for an entry-level job in a senator’s office, where my ambivalence about Congress might have torpedoed my chances. I was thinking about looking into graduate school (in something-or-other . . . I hadn’t quite nailed down what exactly). Then my boss, NPR matriarch Nina Totenberg, had an idea.

She knew that I loved to cook, and that my living situation as her unpaid intern hadn’t exactly allowed me to spread my culinary wings. I went home every evening to a one-room apartment that I was sharing with a lesbian I had found on Craigslist. I slept on her pullout sofa bed, and we shared a half-size refrigerator. So, no, I wasn’t having many adventures in the kitchen.

“Why don’t I hire you to cook for a dinner party that I’ll throw at my house?” Nina said. “You’ll also join us for dinner, and I’ll invite a bunch of guests who might be able to offer you jobs.” She had never actually tasted my cooking, so this was a true leap of faith on her part.

In my parents’ household, Nina Totenberg was a celebrity on par with Meryl Streep. So she was more than just my first boss; she was a larger-than-life trailblazer who’d shown an interest in me and my career at a moment when I was hitting walls everywhere else. And now, beyond merely offering me advice on next steps, she was creating a scenario that could, perhaps, give me a legitimate career.

Nina’s guest list included former deputy attorney general Jamie Gorelick and Congressman John Dingell. The powerful Michigander Dingell attended with his wife, Debbie, who would go on to win John’s House seat after his death in 2019. I spent days weighing possible menus and landed on salmon Wellington—a riff on the retro classic beef Wellington. It was a complicated recipe involving salmon fillets individually wrapped in puff pastry. It would be a stretch for me, but I wanted to impress these people.

Cooking for any dinner party makes me a bit nervous. Part of the magic of playing in the kitchen is casting culinary spells, and sometimes they fail no matter how many times you’ve practiced the incantations. Add a guest list of powerful Washington VIPs you’ve never met, and it becomes more nerve-wracking. Layer on top of that the fact that this particular dinner was hosted by my boss, and that my future job prospects hinged on its success, and—well, if I hadn’t been concerned about keeping my wits sharp, I would have downed a glass or two of wine over the sink.

As the guests arrived, I said a prayer to the kitchen gods, removed my apron, and joined the fray. I had set out a cheese and charcuterie plate; Congressman Dingell was bringing a cracker to his mouth when an oily black glob of olive tapenade oozed off the crisp and plopped onto Nina’s expensive rug. He scolded himself, apologizing as he dabbed at the smudge with soda water. Nina’s husband, David Reines, leaned over and whispered in my ear, “You’ve just witnessed the humanization of an icon.” I breathed more easily.

The biggest hitch of dinner was one that Nina had predicted early in the day: the salmon Wellingtons were enormous. I’d been cooking for my own appetite—that of a six-foot-three twenty-two-year-old—and most of the guests didn’t come close to finishing. Not the worst kitchen offense I had ever committed, and at least it tasted good.

I went big on dessert, too, making cherry shortcakes on homemade biscuits threaded with dark chocolate and kirsch whipped cream. As the guests fought drowsiness and stared down the final bites, Nina announced, “As you all know, the food you’ve eaten tonight was prepared by Ari here. He’s one of the best interns I’ve ever had. He needs a job. And not as a chef.” I wanted to kiss her hand.

It was a noble effort, and I was grateful to Nina, but it didn’t work. The salmon hooked zero job offers. Part of me wished that I had put as much effort into my professional pitch as I had into the meal. But another part wasn’t entirely sure I wanted what Nina was trying to serve up for me. I cared about people, how they lived, and what motivated them. I wanted work that would allow me to keep caring about the world in that way. And I wasn’t sure I would find that as a low-level aide on Capitol Hill.

* * *

THE FACT THAT I HAD landed in the world of DC journalism at all surprised the people who knew me best. I had spent my free time at Yale performing in plays and musicals. In the spring of my senior year, I had actually completed an application for the acting program at Juilliard and was about to mail it in when my friend Rachel Levy suggested a thought exercise. “Let’s imagine the best-case scenario,” she said. “You’re fifty years old and still going to auditions. You have no job security. You spend long stretches performing in other cities, living in hotels. Are you sure you want that life? And if so, are you sure you want to go deeper into student debt applying for a school that will train you for that life?”

She made a good point. So Rachel and I each started to brainstorm lists of things we might conceivably do with our lives instead. My list included working at Club Med, joining the Peace Corps, and doing LGBT advocacy. Her list included getting a job at NPR. That sounded intriguing, even if I had never dipped a toe into journalism. I added NPR to my list and applied for an internship. I was rejected. Six months later, while working at a summer camp in Southern California, I learned that Nina Totenberg hired her own interns, separate from the broader NPR internship program. I applied to her, and she said yes.

The following year, as my internship end date grew closer, I sent out more résumés and job applications. But I didn’t seek out openings in other newsrooms. I wasn’t confident that the journalism business was for me. It felt too hard-boiled. I found the obsession with what was happening in Congress and on Wall Street puzzling at best. Plus, I suspected that maybe I would struggle to set aside my emotions and biases for a “just the facts” outlook on the world.

NPR has always stood half a step apart from other news organizations. But even public radio, with its flair for the quirky and personal, often seemed to get sucked in by the gravitational pull of CNN chyrons and New York Times headlines. A senior NPR executive once walked by my desk and paused. He took in the potted peace lily blooming on a shelf, the flamboyantly colored betta fish swimming in a vase, and my hair coiffed into a faux-hawk. “What are you doing here?” he quipped. “You look like you should be working for the CW or the WB,” the TV networks famous for cheesy teen soaps. I don’t know whether he thought he was making a lighthearted joke or just toying with some mild sexual harassment. Whatever his intention, it landed as a strong hint that even my Ivy League degree and the support of Nina herself wouldn’t be enough to make me feel at home in journalism, at NPR or anywhere else.

With a week to go before my internship ran out, a two-month temporary position as an editorial assistant on Morning Edition opened up. It was my best (read: only) option, and Nina put in a good word for me with the person doing the hiring. I went for it despite my doubts. I’d be doing research, finding guests for the show, and lining up interviews.

This was my first paid full-time job out of college. I had worked side gigs for years as a waiter, a barista, a Hebrew school teacher, and more. But this contract—even without any job security—was something new for me. I told myself that despite the lack of tenure, it was an opportunity to further my education without adding to my debt. Plus, I could finally leave the pullout sofa bed behind. I rented a one-bedroom apartment in the same building, and my boyfriend, Mike Gottlieb, who had been on a Fulbright fellowship in London for the previous year, moved to Washington to join me.

Morning Edition went on the air at 5 a.m., so the staff worked in a twenty-four-hour rotation. As my temp contract got extended month by month, I spent stretches working the night shift from 1 to 9 a.m. Rationalizing that caffeine before noon was okay, I would drink coffee for eight hours straight. This schedule wasn’t great for my quality of life or my stomach lining, but the upside-down hours paid more than the day shift. I would stumble home in the morning sun and pass out by ten. On the weekends I’d try to realign my schedule with Mike’s for forty-eight hours. All I ever thought about was sleep.

On one clear blue September morning near the end of my workday, I went up to NPR’s roof deck to get some fresh air as the sun rose over the Capitol. Before I left for the day, I scribbled a note to Nina saying hi and dropped it off at her third-floor desk. When I came back to my second-floor cubicle to grab my backpack, the TVs were showing smoke coming out of the World Trade Center.

NPR was embarrassingly slow to report the breaking news that morning. We still thought of ourselves as more of a scrappy alternative news outlet than a primary news source. Public radio was a place where listeners found context to help them make sense of the noise and chaos around them. Reporting on chaos in real time wasn’t our strong suit. Self-deprecating NPR staffers sometimes summed up this approach to journalism as, “Report it a day late and call it analysis.”

As we all tried to understand what was happening, I was assigned to call people who worked at the businesses on the upper floors of the World Trade Center. I reached a secretary at one of the financial firms. She apologized and told me she couldn’t talk; everybody was being evacuated.

I kept dialing any numbers I could find, searching for businesses in the buildings and calling them as we threw out our planned broadcast and went into live special coverage. Every time I reached someone, I would patch them through to the studio to describe what was happening. A plane hit the second tower, and I started calling businesses in the streets around the World Trade Center. Bodegas, diners, drugstores, anywhere with a view of the towers.

When we learned that a plane had hit the Pentagon, Mike called my desk and asked if I was okay. “I’m busy!” I shouted. We didn’t have a TV in our apartment, so he had gone across the street to a hotel to watch the news in their lobby.

Everyone around me was so immersed in their own specific tasks, I don’t know if anyone was looking at the TVs as the first tower fell. I don’t remember a shout in the newsroom. I just glanced up at the TV screen and saw that the tower
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