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This book reflects my lived experiences, observations, and interpretations of events as I experienced them. It does not claim to describe the internal motives, intentions, or states of mind of any individual or institution, except where those motives were stated publicly or communicated to me directly.

Names are included for historical context, public record, and narrative clarity, not to assign legal or moral judgment.

Where I describe patterns, shifts, or dynamics among people or institutions, I describe how they appeared to me based on timing, behavior, and impact - not as claims of intent, conspiracy, wrongdoing, or illegality.

Copyright © 2026 Meleika Gardner

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This book reflects the author’s lived experiences, research, and personal perspectives. Names, events, and accounts are presented to the best of the author’s knowledge and belief.

First edition.



NOTE TO THE READER

This book documents events, conversations, public meetings, and decisions based on records available at the time of its original release on February 13, 2026.

Since that release, additional developments have occurred.

Where relevant, limited updates have been incorporated into this edition to reflect those developments and to provide greater clarity to the timeline and outcomes described.

These updates do not change the core of what is presented here.

They confirm it.

The purpose of this book has always been the same:

To document what happened.
To preserve the record.
And to make sure that what is said in public...what is done in process...and what is decided behind closed doors...can be seen clearly by anyone willing to look.

Recorded meetings, publicly available materials, and documented experiences.

Where interpretation is offered, it is presented as such.

Where facts are stated, they are grounded in the record.

This is not a retrospective.

This is a record being written in real time.

And if anything has changed since the first release, it is not the story.

It is how clearly the pattern can now be seen.
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By State Representative La Shawn K. Ford

I first met Meleika Gardner in 2019 when she reached out about amending my HB4954 Black History Bill to teach kids about Black contributions before enslavement. I watched her speak passionately in Springfield, fearless in standing up to the racism that tried to block it. Her courage didn’t stop there. We co-authored the Inclusive American History Bill so every child learns the history of Natives, women, Latinos, Asians, and everyone who built this nation.

Meleika has never stopped fighting for our communities. Together, we produced Chicago Heal on WVON, WCPT, and CAN TV, tackling trauma, mental health, and gun violence. Even through a pandemic, she kept showing up, organizing, and demanding change. This book reflects her heart, her courage, and her unstoppable commitment to making our community stronger. Anyone reading it will see the impact of her leadership and dedication.

La Shawn K. Ford

Power doesn’t fear anger.

It fears clarity...because clarity makes compliance impossible.
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Before anyone tells you what to think about me, I want to be clear about something.

When people challenge power directly...especially women...especially Black women...the response is rarely to debate the facts.

The response is to question temperament. Motive. Timing. Character.

If you hear that I’m “angry,” understand that anger is how clarity is reframed when it can’t be disproven.

If you hear that I’m “personal,” understand that systems always accuse witnesses of bias.

If you hear that I “waited too long” or “chose the wrong moment,” understand that timing is the last refuge of people who cannot refute substance.

This book does not ask you to agree with my conclusions.

It asks you to notice patterns.

And once patterns are visible, discredit becomes predictable...and therefore powerless.
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There will be voices...Black voices...who tell you not to read this book.

They will call it negative.
They will call it divisive.
They will say it carries too much anger, too much truth, too much discomfort.
They will not argue the facts.
They will argue the tone.
Because tone is the currency of control.

Every system that depends on inequality also depends on translators...voices fluent enough to soften truth, dilute urgency, and redirect discomfort away from power and back onto the people naming it.

These are the voices institutions reward.

Not because they are wiser.
Not because they are braver.
But because they are safe.
Safe voices do not disrupt funding streams.
Safe voices do not fracture boardrooms.
Safe voices do not make rooms tighten or donors nervous.
Safe voices are invited after the danger has passed.
They are promoted after the risk has been absorbed by someone else.
They are celebrated after the blood is spilled.
And when clarity shows up...undeniable, documented, alive...those voices are deployed to reframe it.

To calm it.
To sanitize it.
To tell you to be patient.
To tell you to be polite.
To tell you to trust a process that has already decided who will be protected and who will be erased.
Some of them will sit on more boards because of this book.
Some of them will gain more access because of this book.
Some of them will be used to reassure the system that nothing fundamental needs to change.
That is not a conspiracy.

That is how power stabilizes itself.

But here is the part they cannot control...

This book was not written for translators.
It was written for witnesses.
People who know the difference between discomfort and danger.
People who understand that clarity feels like violence to systems built on silence.
People who don’t need permission to recognize truth when they see it.
If you read this book and feel activated instead of soothed...
if your jaw tightens instead of your shoulders relaxing...
if you feel awake instead of reassured...
That is not hate.

That is recognition.

And recognition is where movements begin.

Before I begin, there is something I need to name.

More than once over the years, I have been told...sometimes directly, sometimes jokingly, sometimes in private messages...by several prominent Black figures in Evanston, Illinois that “Black people don’t air family business in front of white folks”.

I understand the origin of that idea. It comes from survival. From a history where exposure meant punishment, not protection.

But I have also learned this...when that phrase is used to silence Black voices rather than protect Black people...it stops being culture and becomes control.

In my experience, it is not used to shield the most vulnerable. It is used to manage optics. To preserve access. To protect relationships, funding, and personal gain.

It is almost always invoked when the truth threatens comfort...not when harm threatens lives.

I do not believe accountability is betrayal.

I do not believe silence is unity.

And I do not believe that Black people owe secrecy to systems that profit from our restraint.

If telling the truth “messes things up,” then what was being protected was never the community.

This book exists because I chose truth anyway.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PROLOGUE

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Warning

[image: ]


MashUp 2025

MashUp is Evanston’s annual Chamber of Commerce event I enjoy every year...a packed, high-profile night of music, food, wine, and mingling, where the city’s business leaders, elected officials, major institutions, media, and nonprofits gather to network, relax, and be seen.

I didn’t walk into MashUp 2025 expecting a warning.

But the night would become the moment everything shifted,

the moment I realized Evanston’s political machine wasn’t just annoyed by me.

They were watching me.

Tracking me.

Waiting.

And maybe...

deciding how to deal with me.

That was how it felt to me in that moment.

Before the stares...before the unease settled in my bones...

before a senior Northwestern administrator said what he said...

It started with a comment. A simple, casually racist comment said out loud without hesitation or shame...

because in Evanston, Illinois, some people are so comfortable in their privilege

they don’t even hear themselves speak.

A woman from the Evanston Roundtable, moving so quickly, talking so fast, that her name never even landed, introduced me to three new faces - one from Rotary International and a husband-and-wife team launching a new platform to promote local events. All white. All smiling. All excited.

I said, “That’s a great idea.”

Because it was. A harmless platform...nothing political.

And then she said it.

“Yeah, they aren’t going to get into the politics the way you do.

You know...like the Black Women of Evanston organization.

I like that they don’t get into politics.”

It landed like a slap.

The activist in me rose instantly...heat in my chest, fire spreading through my veins.

She said it so casually, so confidently...as if Black women choosing silence was a feature...not a symptom.

As if speaking up was a problem.

As if my voice was the disruption she wished would evaporate.

She walked away with her friends, smiling, unaware.

But inside me, something cracked open.

I moved through the crowd...still simmering...searching for air...

and that’s when a senior administrator from a major institution in Evanston approached me.

He didn’t greet me like he always did.

No warm smile. No small talk.

Just a serious look I’ve never seen in all my years dealing with him.

“Where’s your security?” he asked.

Not joking.

Not smiling.

Not a hint of humor in his eyes.

“Where’s your security? I’m surprised you out here with no security.”

At first I waited for the punchline.

But his face didn’t change.

“I’m serious,” he said.

His voice didn’t carry menace...it carried something closer to resignation...like someone who had seen too much and was trying, in his own uncertain way, to warn me.

Something in my spirit moved.

Fear? Maybe.

Awareness? Definitely.

I wasn’t steaming anymore from the Roundtable woman’s comment.

Now I was alert.

Now I was watching the room differently.

Now I felt exposed.

And then...

as if the night had a script...

I ran into the Roundtable woman again.

I didn’t plan to speak.

But something bigger than me pushed the words out.

“You know how you said you like that the Black Women of Evanston don’t get involved in any of the politics?” I said, looking her dead in the eyes.

She froze.

Her face emptied.

And then the ancestors stepped in.

The voices.

The fire.

The truth.

“We’re in a serious climate right now...locally AND nationally. And you’re praising Black women for being silent?”

I could feel the room fade behind me.

It was just her and me now.

“I don’t experience silence as strength. I experience it as cowardice.

How you gon call yourselves the Black Women of Evanston organization and CHOOSE not to have a voice on the issues impacting this community? How?!”

She blinked.

Stunned.

Mouth slightly open.

“You don’t get to celebrate our silence,” I said.

“You don’t get to applaud Black women for not speaking.

I won’t be your good nigga.”

She backed up like a deer caught in headlights.

And I walked away, feeling the ancestors nodding.

I found a table in the back, away from the crowd.

I exhaled.

Tried to cool off.

But when I looked up, the room was staring back at me.

Former councilmember Peter Braithwaite, locked in conversation with city manager Luke Stowe, both looking directly at me.

Mayor Steve Hagerty, who always spoke to me, avoiding me for the first time.

Eyes glued to me.

Expression cold.

And I didn’t miss Mayor Daniel Biss’ eyes either, fixed on me in that heavy silence, watching just as closely.

Across the aisle, tall and towering, the senior Administrator, looking over the heads of the people he stood with, staring straight at me.

Deputy city manager Carina Sánchez.

Then Councilmember Krissie Harris, giving me a look so sharp it could’ve torn skin.

Tracy Fulce from the library.

Linda Gerber from Rotary and Evanston Community Foundation.

Eyes. Eyes. Eyes.

All fixed on me.

Not one of them noticing the others were doing it, too.

A silent circle tightening around me, without coordination, but with a shared desire...

that I disappear.

Whether intentional or not, the effect was unmistakable.

The air in the room changed.

Heavy.

Like I had crossed an invisible line.

And maybe I had.

Then suddenly...thank God for timing,

Lea sat down beside me.

“Meleika,” she whispered, “do you know what’s happening with the Noyes Cultural Arts Center?”

Her presence broke the tension.

Her voice pulled me back into my body.

And when she said she needed to “channel her inner Meleika Gardner,”

I laughed.

I needed that laugh.

But when I left the event early, I knew something had shifted.

I had already been questioning my next chapter for over a year.

But MashUp 2025 told me one thing clearly...

It was time to tell the truth behind the truth.

Time to write what I couldn’t say out loud before.

Time to expose what happens behind the scenes in this city.

Time to speak...not because it was safe...

but because it was necessary.

This book began that night.

When a room full of power looked at me like a threat...

and I realized...

I am.
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God...

You are everything to me.

My constant when the ground shifted.
My protector when I was exposed.
My guide when the path disappeared.
You saved me in ways no one ever saw.
You transformed me quietly...patiently...when I didn’t yet understand what You were doing.
You poured into me when I was empty, when I doubted myself, when the world felt heavy and unfair.
Every breath of faith I have comes from You.
Every step I take stands on Your grace.
Your forgiveness healed what I didn’t know how to name.
Your love steadied me when fear tried to take over.
Your guidance shaped me into the woman I am still becoming.
You are my foundation.
The reason I stand.
The reason I don’t fold.
I work every day to give back to You...not out of obligation, but out of love.
Not to be seen, but to be faithful.
Thank You for choosing me even when I felt unworthy.
Thank You for loving me without conditions.
Thank You for never letting go.
All praise belongs to You, God.
Always.
To my daddy Mont Gardner...

a revolutionary spirit cut down long before this world could understand the power you carried. You were murdered when I was nine years old, and the man who took your life walked free.

No justice.
No closure.
Just truth...the kind that shapes a child forever.
You taught me, even in your absence, that systems fail, that trust can be fatal, and that the fight for justice is not a choice...it is a calling.

You refused to bend to the machine.
You refused to be owned.
You refused to quiet your voice to make power comfortable.
I carry that flame.
I carry your name.
I love you with a loyalty that time cannot touch, and I honor you by living the truth you were never given the chance to finish. I love you.

To my brother Aaron...

gone too soon. A spirit of mischief and courage, forever unforgettable. I still laugh remembering you at ten years old, taking Daddy’s car and driving yourself and our cousins to the park. That was you...by any means necessary. I carry your fire with me always. I love you.

To my nephew and nieces...

I hope you dedicate yourselves to something bigger than yourselves. Lead with courage, act with kindness, carry discernment, and learn from my victories and my flaws alike. I love you.

To my family and good friends spread all over...

I love you.

To Dr. Brooks...

the greatest listener, holding space for my fire and tears without judgment. Your support has been absolutely invaluable. 

To The People...

This book is for those who have carried more than their share
and were told to be grateful for the weight.
For the ones who were excluded quietly,
discriminated against politely,
and denied loudly...
then blamed for noticing.
For those who were bamboozled by systems that promised protection
and delivered paperwork.
Who were told to wait, to trust, to follow process...
only to watch the door close once they arrived.
For the unhoused who were spoken about but never spoken to.
For those without healthcare who were measured in budgets instead of breath.
For the people who did everything right
and were still told they didn’t qualify.
For the ones who were played, not because they were foolish,
but because they believed in good faith
that fairness was real and truth mattered.
This book is for anyone who has ever felt unseen
while standing in plain sight.
For those whose suffering was minimized,
whose pain was reframed as attitude,
whose clarity was labeled anger.
If you are tired...this book is for you.
If you have been told to soften your truth to survive...this book is for you.
If you have ever wondered whether God sees what is happening to you...
know this...
He does.

And this book is one way His love moves through me
to reach you.
Not to fix you.
Not to save you.
But to remind you that you are not alone,
not crazy,
and not forgotten.
May these pages steady you.
May they name what you felt but couldn’t yet say.
May they help you stand a little taller,
breathe a little deeper,
and remember who you are...
even in a world that benefits from you forgetting.
This book is for you.
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The system doesn’t greet you with a handshake.
It doesn’t knock on your door.
It kicks it in.
Some people learn injustice from a textbook.
Some from a lecture hall.
I learned it in a living room in southern Illinois,
standing at nine years old with my grandmother Mama Veeda looking me dead in the eye as she told me the truth...
My father’s killer, Douglas Christiansen, walked free because an all-white grand jury didn’t care about a Black man’s life...just one less Black man in the world.

The night before he was killed, he called me.

He told me he was coming to pick me up for Christmas.
He said he loved me.
I said I loved him, too.

I didn’t know it would be the last time I would ever hear his voice.

That night, I sat in my bedroom window staring at the moon, excited, waiting for him to come get me.

I had no idea Heaven was reaching down for him.

I was looking up at the moon, dreaming about tomorrow.

And tomorrow never came.

That was my introduction to America.
Not the pledge, not the Fourth of July, not the fairy tale in the history books.
The real America.
The one Malcolm X warned us about.
Cold. Calculated. Consistent in who it protects and who it discards.
At nine years old, I learned something grown folks still try to deny...

Sometimes the truth dies long before the body does.

Two years later, my stepfather was gone too soon with no justice.
Another Black man gone.
Another reminder that justice in this country is not a right...
it’s a negotiation, and we weren’t invited to the table.
Those losses didn’t just scar me.
They sharpened me.
They carved a road under my feet...
a road of fire, truth, and survival...
long before I knew I’d walk it as an activist.
By nineteen, I was chasing a dream that felt bigger than my own body...
bright lights, hard bass, Atlanta’s pulse running straight through my veins.
That afternoon, I was waitressing at Bennigan’s, moving plates and smiling through exhaustion, when my friend Elliott Thompson burst in like a man on assignment.

“Get your stuff,” he said. “Now.”

I told him the audition had already started.
Hours ago.
He didn’t care.
He grabbed my arm, dragged me out of that restaurant, and said words that would change the trajectory of my life...

“You’re not missing this.”

We drove fast.
Too fast.
My heart racing ahead of the car.
LaFace Records.

Owned by L.A. Reid and Babyface.
The kind of place girls taped to bedroom walls.
The kind of opportunity that didn’t wait for you to be ready.
When I walked in, the room was already full.

Five hundred young women.

Legs stretched.
Sweat dripping.
Hair pulled tight.
Confidence sharpened like knives.
They had been learning the choreography for hours.

I had ninety minutes.

One hour and a half to absorb everything they’d been drilling into their bodies all day...
and then perform it in front of Pebbles, L.A. Reid, Babyface, and the choreographers known as 90 Miles Per Hour.
No grace period.
No sympathy.
Just...Go.

I watched.
I memorized.
I counted beats in my head while my body caught up.
Fear didn’t have time to arrive.

By the time my group hit the floor, instinct took over.
Fire.
Precision.
Hunger.
Round after round, the room thinned.

Five hundred became fifty.
Fifty became ten.
Ten became two.
Me.

And a native Atlanta woman named Charlotte.

The final cut came down to us.

And here’s the truth most people won’t admit...

Charlotte was incredible.

She moved like Atlanta lived in her bones.

She deserved that spot.

When the call came days later saying she’d been chosen to replace Rozonda “Chilli” Thomas...who started out as a LaFace dancer before moving on to TLC...I wasn’t shocked.

I was disappointed...but proud.

Because I had walked in late, underprepared, wearing my Timberland combat boots, underestimated...
and still outdanced 499 women.
That mattered.

What I didn’t know was that the story wasn’t over.

Weeks later, LaFace called again.

Charlotte had frozen onstage during a live performance.
Lights. Cameras. Pressure.
Her body locked.

Stage fright took the wheel.

And suddenly, the phone rang for me.

I had two weeks.

Two weeks to learn four full choreographed routines for music duo Damian Dame signed to LaFace...
because they were headed to Soul Train,
the Apollo Theater in New York,
and a U.S. promo tour.
There was no easing in.

One day I was sharing a small Atlanta apartment with four other young women.
The next, a limo pulled up outside my building to take me to the airport.
That’s how fast the industry moves when it wants you.

And that’s how fast it punishes you when you don’t comply.

But in the music industry, every dream has a shadow...
and mine found me quickly.
I was already on the road by then...
touring, performing, doing the work I had been hired to do.
That’s when the attention shifted.

A high-ranking LaFace executive began pursuing me.
Persistent.
Entitled.
The kind of man who believed young women in the industry were part of the inventory.
I confided in Deah Dame, one half of the duo Damian Dame. I looked at her like a big sister. 

She didn’t respond to what I was saying, but she was visibly upset by it. She just walked away.

I felt left alone to deal with the executive. 

I refused his advances. I turned down the private dinners, the promises of introductions, the suggestion that my future at LaFace could be “taken care of” if I was willing to be agreeable.

And I was fired.

Just like that.

A woman in the office leaned in and whispered a truth I will never forget...

“That’s just how it goes when you don’t play the game.”

But I wasn’t built to play anybody’s game.

And Deah...she tried to warn me
in the ways women in the industry warn each other
without saying too much.
But I didn’t understand the weight she was carrying.
I didn’t understand the politics, the threats, the compromises she had to navigate to survive.
I didn’t realize how much she was protecting me just by listening to me.
I remember our last conversation clear as sunlight.
I was at Escape, the hair salon in Atlanta,
leaned back at the shampoo bowl,
exhausted, heartbroken after being fired,
when she walked over and sat beside me.
She tried to explain.
She tried to reach for peace and forgiveness.
But at twenty-something, hurt and angry,
I couldn’t hear her.
I didn’t recognize she was fighting her own battles...
battles in the industry ten times heavier than mine.
Two years later
June 27, 1994
Deah Dame was dead.
Officially, a car accident.
People whispered, without confirmation, that she had left an executive’s home before the crash.
But here is my truth...
I was on the road with her.
I watched her.
She wasn’t a heavy drinker.
She didn’t touch drugs.
She was health-conscious...
fresh pineapple for sinus clearance,
her body a temple she protected.
People whispered she left an executive’s home before the crash.
No one asked deeper questions.
No one pushed.
No one wanted to disturb the silence the industry depends on.
Then...two years later...
on the very same date,
June 27, 1996,
Bruce Broadus “Damian”
died, too.
One executive said cancer.
Another said AIDS.
Both stories floated,
neither confirmed,
everything quiet.
Two members of the same duo.
Two sudden deaths.
Same date.
Two funerals the industry buried in whispers.
To this day, I don’t pretend to know what happened.
But I know this...
The music industry has a way of silencing the truth until the truth disappears.

And Deah...
she left me with something that has lived in my bones ever since...
a respect for the courage it takes simply to survive systems built to consume you.
I carry her with me.
Not as a rumor.
Not as a headline.
But as a warning,
a memory,
and a promise...
I will never let silence bury the truth again.

When I landed at Norman Lear’s Concord Music Group in Beverly Hills, CA, I thought I was stepping into the heartbeat of artistry...music, legacy, culture.
What I found was something else entirely.
I watched legendary artists, the very voices America worshipped, walking around with eviction notices taped to their doors while still owing the label money.
Talent turned into debt.
Genius turned into chains.
Ownership replaced by exploitation so normalized it felt industrial.
And the deeper I looked, the uglier it got.

One afternoon, after I pushed back in a meeting, after I asked one too many questions about why Black artists on the roster were drowning while executives were thriving, a respected older Black employee pulled me aside.
Someone who had survived that building long enough to know where the bones were buried.
He looked me dead in my eyes and said,

“Look here, Angela Davis...
you can’t box a mountain.
Just keep your head down.
Get your rent paid.
Act like you don’t see none of this.”
The way he said Angela Davis wasn’t admiration.
It was a warning.
A plea.
A survival tactic passed down like inherited trauma.
But I wasn’t built for silence.
Not in LA.
Not in Evanston.
Not in this lifetime.
I looked at that “mountain” he talked about, the corporate machine, the racism dressed in professionalism, the exploitation dressed in contracts, and I felt something ignite in me.

If I can’t box a mountain,
then I’ll break the damn thing open.
So I pushed.

I reported racism.
I confronted inequity.
I fought for raises...not just for myself...but for my entire department.
I challenged the things everyone else tiptoed around, because I was raised to believe truth is a duty...not a risk.
And just like every system that feels threatened,
they came for me.
They started the slow punishments first...
opportunities withheld, meetings I was suddenly “not needed” in, the whispers, the looks.
Then they did what the system ALWAYS does when a Black woman refuses to bow...

They pushed me out before I could even enjoy the victories I bled for.

I walked out of that building with my head high, but with a fire in my chest that would follow me across every city, every platform, every fight from that moment on.

Because Concord taught me something important...

You don’t have to be shot at to be wounded by a system.
Sometimes all it takes is seeing the truth up close.
And then there was Nicole.

Nicole, now a Judge in Arizona, called me during one of the darkest, most fragile moments of my life.

I remember it like it happened five minutes ago.

I was stretched out on the floor, literally, between jobs, between tears, between moments of checking on my grandmother Pearl, who was fighting breast cancer with a strength I later realized I inherited. I was working myself into the ground, sleeping in fragments, trying to keep her safe as her body weakened and her needs increased.

That kind of caregiving changes you.

It humbles you.
It cracks you open.
It shows you exactly where this country draws the line between who gets to live with dignity...
and who gets whatever scraps the system throws at them.
Watching my grandmother decline wasn’t just painful...it was political.
It was the moment I realized, without any filter or illusion...
In America, healthcare isn’t a human right.
It’s a privilege.
And your survival depends on your resources...not your worth.
I was carrying all of that...the fear, the exhaustion, the injustice...when Nicole called.

Not to check on me.

Not to ask how my grandmother was doing.

Not to offer support or even basic humanity.

She called to tell me what she thought I should be doing with my life.

In her world, the fact that I was caring for a dying grandmother didn’t matter.
The fact that I was working multiple jobs didn’t matter.
The fact that I was barely holding myself together didn’t matter.
She said, with a coldness I will never forget,

“You’re a loser.”

Not, “How are you?”
Not, “Are you okay?”
Just judgment.
Dismissal.
A slap to the soul of someone already fighting just to breathe.
I remember lying there on the floor, phone in my hand, staring at the ceiling, too tired even to cry.
Too tired to defend myself.
Too tired to do anything except absorb the sting.
Her friend Jeremy tore into her after that call...told her exactly what she was for saying something so cruel to someone drowning. 

She said he told her to apologize.

I accepted it...
but that was the last conversation we ever had.
And now?
Of course someone like her later became a Judge...a fact that still unsettles me when I think about who ends up holding power in this country.
Of course...
This country loves putting people in positions of power who have never had to fight for anything, never had to choose between rent and medicine, never had to sit on the floor holding their breath between tragedy and responsibility.
But here’s the truth she never saw...the truth she could never understand...

Her words didn’t break me.
They activated me.
They pushed me deeper into the truth that had been forming inside me for years...

If you leave the wellbeing of the people in the hands of systems designed to ignore them, people will die.
My grandmother deserved more.
Every grandparent deserves more.
Every human deserves equal care, equal dignity, equal chance at survival.
You want to know when the activist in me was truly born?

It wasn’t on a stage in Atlanta.
It wasn’t in the studio in LA.
It wasn’t even marching for Trayvon Martin.
It was on that floor, exhausted, grieving, humiliated, realizing that if I didn’t fight this system, I would become another silent casualty of it.

Nicole’s cruelty didn’t stop me.

It clarified me.

It sharpened me.

It turned my pain into armor.

And it made me vow, right there, on that floor...
that no one’s humanity would ever be invisible to me the way mine was invisible to her.
By 2014, after marching in Los Angeles for Trayvon Martin, something in me snapped awake and refused to go back to sleep.

I came home to Evanston.
I launched a platform, first 40Plus WTF, then Evanston Live TV, then Where The People Meet TV.
I wasn’t trying to be famous.
I wasn’t chasing clicks.
I wanted people to speak.
I wanted truth to breathe.
I wanted the silenced to have a mic nobody could cut off.
Those early days taught me another truth Malcolm X held close...

When you speak truth, you don’t just wake up supporters.
You wake up enemies.
People left the platform.
People betrayed the platform.
People attempted to replicate elements of the platform.
People tried to shut down the platform.
But they underestimated one thing...

I wasn’t building a show.
I was becoming a weapon.
Every interview, every forum, every protest, every story, every sleepless night
was shaping me into something the system did not see coming.
And none of us knew it then,
but everything,
the murders, the music industry, the racism, the firings, the caregiving, the marches, the betrayals, the platforms,
was preparing me for the war I was about to walk into.
This chapter isn’t my beginning.
It’s my declaration.
To the system...
I see you.
And I’m not afraid of you.
To the critics...
You fueled me.
Thank you.
To the activists...
This is your chapter, too.
This is your manual.
Your mirror.
Your fire.
And to the people reading this thinking they know me?

Keep turning the page.
You’re not ready.
But you’re about to learn.
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