

[image: Book cover for “The Flipside,” How to Invert Your Perspective and Turn Fear into Your Superpower by Michelle “Mace” Curran, former U.S.A.F Fighter Pilot, features a background set against a backdrop of clouds with Michelle in a flight suit, positioned upside down and wearing a helmet and oxygen mask. The text on the helmet reads, “Mace.”]





[image: Title page for “The Flipside,” How to Invert Your Perspective and Turn Fear into Your Superpower by Michelle “Mace” Curran, published by Grand Central, New York and Boston.]







The views expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the Department of Defense or the U.S. government.

The public release clearance of this publication by the Department of Defense does not imply Department of Defense endorsement or factual accuracy of the material.

Copyright © 2025 Michelle Curran

Cover design by Jim Datz

Cover photograph (pilot) © Michelle Curran

Cover photograph (clouds) © Shutterstock

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com

@grandcentralpub

First Edition: September 2025

Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Print book interior design by Taylor Navis

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Curran, Michelle, author

Title: The flipside : how to invert your perspective and turn fear into your superpower / Michelle “MACE” Curran.

Other titles: How to invert your perspective and turn fear into your superpower

Description: First edition. | New York : GCP, 2025.

Identifiers: LCCN 2025012952 | ISBN 9781538768105 hardcover | ISBN 9781538768129 ebook

Subjects: LCSH: Curran, Michelle, 1987- | United States. Air Force. Thunderbirds—Biography | Women air pilots—United States—Biography | Fighter pilots—United States—Biography | Stunt flying—United States | F-16 (Jet fighter plane) | Self-confidence

Classification: LCC UG626.2.C87 A3 2025 | DDC 358.40092 [B]—dc23/eng/20250518

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025012952

ISBN: 9781538768105 (hardcover), 9781538768129 (ebook)

E3-20250708-JV-NF-ORI






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Introduction: The Surprising Flipside of Fear

	Chapter One: Go to War with Your Inner Critic

	Chapter Two: Everyone Has a Call Sign

	Chapter Three: Stop Playing Dress-Up

	Chapter Four: Remember to Wiggle Your Toes

	Chapter Five: Take One Minute, One Hour, One Month for Change

	Chapter Six: Don’t Get Stuck in the Comfortable Misery

	Chapter Seven: Seek Silver Linings

	Chapter Eight: Focus on the Next Closest Alligator

	Chapter Nine: You’re Better Lucky Than Good

	Chapter Ten: Avoid Get Home–itis

	Chapter Eleven: Check Your Six

	Chapter Twelve: You’re Saying There’s a Chance

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Endnotes






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iv

	vi

	vii

	v

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiv

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	256

	257

	240

	258







To all of you who have joined me in chasing big dreams with courage 
and boldness. I hope you see yourself in these pages and 
that this book inspires and challenges you.
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INTRODUCTION

The Surprising Flipside of Fear

I can fly an F-16 fighter jet upside down, but I’m afraid of spiders. Put me in a cockpit 150 feet above the ground and tell me to fly straight up toward the clouds while giving the jet a few spins, and I’m your girl. Point at something no bigger than my thumb, its eight legs making their creepy way toward me, and I’m out the door faster than my sheepadoodle when he spots the Amazon truck.

I know that probably doesn’t square with your image of a fighter pilot. I’m supposed to uphold the public image of our military: willing to fly, full of swagger, into combat zones at a moment’s notice, preferably in cool aviator sunglasses. Brave. Unflinching. Fearless. Yet throughout my entire life, through my flight training, and during my early days in the cockpit, I found myself battling an unexpected and relentless enemy: my inner critic. It’s led to a lifelong battle with imposter syndrome, when you doubt your own skills, talents, and even accomplishments. It may seem odd that someone who has forged a career performing aerobatic maneuvers inches from another jet would doubt her own abilities, but it’s true.

I’d made it to the Air Force’s elite air demonstration squadron, the Thunderbirds, as just the fifth woman to ever perform aerial maneuvers in its seventy-year history. I was the Lead Solo—the person who takes on the highest gravitational force of any position on the team—spending a great deal of time inverted. Throughout my career as a fighter pilot, I endured claustrophobia, do-or-die situations, and the effects of nine times the force of gravity on my body, but my biggest adversary became my own voice of doubt.

No matter what I achieved in school or in the military, or how many times I flew my F-16 upside down over a delighted crowd at Thunderbird shows, a nagging doubt coming from within kept me from fully seeing who I could become. I was driven enough to keep trying, but I’d get in my own way, stuck in my head, worrying about what other people thought of me and dwelling on my failures. Speaking up in front of my peers and commanders was more difficult than any physical challenge. Being vulnerable enough to accept help when I needed it or bold enough to ask for what I wanted were lessons I had to repeat over and over before I finally learned from them. I had to figure out for myself how to override my inner critic and trust my own abilities, whether I was in the cockpit or in a debrief on the ground.

On my way to fulfill my dream to fly fighter jets, I learned that my choices between discomfort and security came with a price. I was far less scared of flying five hundred miles per hour and closer to another jet than a pitcher’s mound is to home plate than I was of simply being myself because the former was more predictable. Eventually, seeing the flipside of fear would become my new guide for making smart decisions in my life. But I’d need to make a few mistakes first.

After a potentially deadly error in the cockpit—the one that gave me my call sign—my doubts about whether I was good enough for the career I was working so hard to achieve became more intense than ever before. My inner critic stepped in to talk nonsense in my head, and I believed it.

I was at a particular disadvantage because of my own disposition, which didn’t always fit in with the type A fighter pilot culture of cocky risk-takers behaving like Tom Cruise’s Maverick in the Top Gun movies. I was the introvert too embarrassed to raise my hand during training and later, uncomfortably signed autographs for excited fans after a Thunderbirds air show. Though I enjoyed inspiring people, it was easier for me to do that while flying my jet belly to belly with another at four hundred miles per hour as I shot by overhead.

Along the way, I caved in to my own fear more times than I could count, avoiding opportunities or staying silent when I could have spoken up. Yet I eventually saw that avoiding discomfort came at a higher cost than facing it head-on because it forces us back into our comfort zones, which stunts our growth and keeps us emotionally, spiritually, and personally small. And that’s no way to chase your dreams.

To evolve from zero flight hours to Air Force pilot to F-16 combat fighter pilot to Thunderbird, I had to learn to accept what’s out of my control, relying on facts instead of emotions and seeing opportunities where there are obstacles. It’s not that I suddenly became fearless; I still need fear to keep me safe—we all do. It’s that I changed my relationship with fear. Ultimately, I learned how to make the uncomfortable choice by flipping my perspective, like my jet, upside down.

One of the most famous scenes in the original Top Gun movie is when an instructor, played by Kelly McGillis, asks how Maverick could see the enemy jet if he was flying directly above him.

“Because I was inverted.”

This has become such an iconic line that people around the world recognize it, and it has stayed in the zeitgeist ever since. There’s a fascination with the idea of flying a jet upside down at insane speeds. It feels uncomfortable, brave even—and it challenges our perspective.

This is how I hope you’ll begin to see things—from the flipside. I’m on a mission to teach people all I know about facing fears and making hard choices so you, too, can see things in a new way for a richer, more fulfilling life. I’ll share each of the lessons I’ve learned through a series of fighter pilot experiences and personal principles so that you can begin to apply them to your own challenges.

Whether you’ve set your sights on an audacious goal or you’re just trying to get through this week, looking at things from the flipside can smooth the ride or send you on a completely unexpected and incredible trajectory. I’ll show you how. Let’s go!
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