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For the girls and women who have gone before us—each of them laying down their single pebble to pave the road upon which we all walk


With gratitude,


Kristin, Kathy, Linda, Chely, and Lauren










DEAR READER,


It wasn’t an a-ha! moment that led us to ask more than one hundred women the same exact question over the course of two years. It was a culmination of events throughout each of our lives that became unearthed when we saw the heroic Dr. Christine Blasey Ford stand in the Senate Chambers. With her right hand raised, she swore to tell the truth—the whole truth. Her voice shaking, she recalled and relived sexual assault committed by a man about to serve a lifetime appointment to the highest court in the land. We watched members of the committee question HER memory, HER interpretation of the events, HER ethics. He was innocent until proven guilty, in this case, with the understanding that proof would never be beyond a reasonable doubt. Her display of grace and strength was a master class.


The voice of one woman, who came to represent so many of us, was mocked, disregarded, and silenced. Craving sisterhood, we took to text chains with best friends, relatives, colleagues, and each other. Stories began to bubble up, from inappropriate encounters and incidents normalized as a sign of the times to stories of workplace injustices, schoolyard bullying, physical and sexual abuse.


We, five friends who have lifted each other up for years, took an inventory of all the stories that we’d accumulated from the women in our lives. We thought that if we were able to share these accounts more widely we could not only inspire and give hope but quite possibly save a life. We started posing this question to women of all different backgrounds and ages:


“What was the moment in your life when you realized you were ready to fight for yourself?”


It was simple, to the point, and capable of evoking the most powerful and poignant responses.


Each answer was unique, and yet common themes emerged around coming out, racism, body shaming, sexism, motherhood, activism, sobriety, and more. The women in the pages of this book give an intimate look at the private moments that typically get overlooked but are often life-changing.


In early 2020, our original plan was to photograph each person professionally. Then Covid hit. Editorialized, consistent black-and-white portraits all shot by the same photographer were no longer an option. But women can turn any problem into an even better outcome. With help from Sony Electronics, we sent most of the contributors a Sony DSC professional camera and asked that they have a woman or girl important to them take their photo. The results were breathtaking. Beautiful portraits by mothers, daughters, best friends of forty years, and even a few self-portraits filled our inboxes.


My Moment was a true labor of love. We are honored to share these incredible stories with you. We hope you will use them as a guide and draw inspiration and comfort from the words of these women, many of whom have changed the course of history and some who will be the next to do so.


And remember, we are in this together—you’re not alone.


Love,


Kristin, Kathy, Linda, Chely, and Lauren


P.S. What was YOUR moment?











“WHAT WAS THE MOMENT IN YOUR LIFE WHEN YOU REALIZED YOU WERE READY TO FIGHT FOR YOURSELF?”
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CHRISSIE HYNDE


Singer, Songwriter, and Musician (Founding Member of the Pretenders)


Born 1951 in Akron, OH


The moment I was born.
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CLARE AKUMU


College Student and Activist


Born 1999 in Kampala, Uganda


At the age of thirteen, I was stricken with a serious illness, and one year later, I could no longer walk, run, or even stand. Still to this day, my doctors have not been able to define exactly what happened to my body or even why, but whatever it was, my life was changed forever.


In Uganda, girls’ education is not prioritized. Just two out of every ten girls graduate from high school. Many things contribute to this statistic: lack of resources, long-standing social norms that set low expectations for girls, high teenage pregnancy rates, and an inherent cultural standard that values boys over girls.


I happened to be one of the few girls in Uganda who attended school, but because of the complications from my illness, I had to stop going to school for a year. It was devastating.


I was in excruciating pain every minute of every day, especially my feet. I was also suffering emotionally. I vividly remember saying to myself, “Clare, you are in a terrible state.” I was overwhelmed with fear about how I would live with my new reality.


The illness continued to wreak havoc on me and I lost hearing in my right ear. As the saying goes, when it rains, it pours. I cried myself to sleep for months. I wallowed in some self-pity, but mostly, I had a lot of anger toward God. Every time I prayed, I asked just one question, “God, how could you?” Suicide crossed my mind more than it should have. I slipped into depression and began taking antidepressants, which likely saved my life.


I am the youngest of five children and because I have supportive and helpful parents and siblings, I was able to focus on getting better. After a long, hard year of physical therapy, I was able to learn how to walk again, which meant that I could return to school. I was overjoyed that I could attend school despite the pain that I was still going through. It was not easy, but I had my heart set on being back in the classroom.


Before I got sick, I’d never been a shy or timid girl, but the new version of me was uncertain. The illness had shattered my self-confidence, and when I returned to school, I quickly learned that I was the topic of negative comments from my classmates. I overheard some of the things they said and their words stayed with me. There was one statement that I will never erase from my mind—I can still hear it. “She walks like a chicken.”


How could someone say something so insensitive? I had worked so hard to walk again. I felt hurt and angry and disrespected. I struggled and failed to hold back the tears, but something happened as I cried over those insults. Through my tears, something clicked inside of me. The confident girl I’d always been, before I got sick, came roaring back with a fury. I made up my mind that if I was going to be the subject of their conversations, I would be a worthy subject. I would give them something to talk about.


The “chicken” mockery was my turning point, my moment, and I have never looked back. Yes, there are times when my disabilities bring great sadness, but my tenacity cannot be shaken. When leadership opportunities came my way, I jumped for them like a wild animal. I ran for class government positions and of course, I won with the majority votes. I graduated high school at the top of my class.


I also became an advocate for the silent majority who have not yet found their courage. I am a peer educator with Girl Up Initiative Uganda, an organization that supports young girls and women to thrive and lead, and that role has given me a space to grow and discover myself. Now I am awake to the truth that there’s so much potential in me that I can use to impact the lives of many women and girls with disabilities and also those without.


I’m now in college, pursuing my bachelor’s degree in business administration, and I’m more confident than ever before. My family and friends are great cheerleaders, supporting me every step of the way. Each and every day, I fall in love with who I am.
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SAMANTHA BRENNER


Entrepreneur


Born 1975 in Tulsa, OK


Although I didn’t recognize it as a defining moment when it occurred, my “moment” happened when I was eleven years old and in middle school in Tulsa, Oklahoma. For whatever reason, I drew attention and criticism from a boy in my class who decided it would be fun to make me the object of his ridicule and bullying. No need to use his real name (it still makes me grimace), so I’ll just call him Tom Foolery (because that makes me smirk). At first, I didn’t pay much attention to the name-calling and jeers, and often returned Tom’s petty insults with a few zingers in tit-for-tat fashion. His bullying wasn’t the threatening kind; just the menacing kind and eventually escalated from verbal jabs. Really original stuff, like “accidentally” bumping into me, forcing me to crash aggressively against a bank of lockers, or “coincidentally” jutting a foot out as I rounded a corner, sending me (and my books) flying asunder to the floor. This was in the ’80s, when teachers and principals would leniently dismiss such behavior with a slap on the wrist or a warning because “boys will be boys.”


But one afternoon, as I sat down in my chair at my word processor to begin a typing test (requiring me to type a certain number of words per minute), I felt a burning sensation on the backs of my thighs. Reacting to my surprise and obvious discomfort, Tom couldn’t contain his laughter, and through his snorts squealed, “Get used to it—that’s where girls belong, glued to a typewriter!” Not wanting to attract the attention of the teacher or disrupt the entire class that was poised with their hands hovering over their keyboards, I attempted to discreetly readjust in my chair. When that proved unsuccessful, I tried to stand up but couldn’t, and commotion ensued. Tom had literally glued me to my chair—superglued me, to be exact. This time, the infraction earned him more than just a slap on the wrist. The classroom was emptied, and he got suspended before the female teacher who was summoned to help free me from my chair had even arrived with scissors and some kind of solution that I can still smell to this day. Thankfully, I was wearing gym shorts under my plaid uniform skirt (as most of us did back then), so I was slightly less humiliated as the extraction slowly unfolded.
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That evening, my mother could see the embarrassment on my face and the insecurity taking hold within me as I considered the words Tom had said to me. Not on her watch. She reminded me that he was just a bully and that his insinuation was utterly absurd and insisted that I never consider myself lesser than a boy or man, or anyone else for that matter. I will always remember that day, not so much as the day Tom Foolery glued me to my chair and essentially told me I was destined to be a secretary simply because I was a girl, but as the day my mother unglued any and all gender stereotypes that might have crept into my subconscious, which could have ultimately limited my possibilities purely on the basis of my sex. It was the day I learned to always stand up for myself and others (even if I literally couldn’t).


After all that, as much as I wanted to push Tom into a locker or trip him or glue him to a chair, I didn’t. I did, however, accidentally strike a ball a little too high at him during a game of kickball in gym class and it happened to make contact with his nose. My aim was never and has never since been that good, so his nose truly was an unintended (and lucky) target. I did apologize as tears streamed down his face. Typing class was the next period, so I took joy in pointing out that at least he wasn’t glued to the floor. Whenever I used to think about him crying on the gymnasium floor, I’d shrug my shoulders, grant myself leniency for the inadvertent retaliation and quip, “Girls will be girls.” I know it’s not what Michelle Obama meant when she uttered her now-famous motto about negative influences, “When they go low, we go high,” but the irony does make me laugh.
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MIYA LAO


Student


Born 2007 in Los Angeles, CA


People have always made fun of my height. In fourth grade, it bothered me, but my friends would always take care of me and tell me that I was perfect and I would laugh and joke around with them all the time and just have a blast. Toward the end of fifth grade, I grew tired of three people in particular calling me names. They were always mean to me and I tried to find out the reason why. After I graduated elementary school, I was super excited to become a sixth grader. I decided to completely ignore the name-calling and turned it around to think it was silly. Silly that people think it’s entertaining to make fun of people’s size or anything else they can think to pick on. That was my moment, realizing these people didn’t know me and didn’t care about me. I didn’t need to give them any more of my attention, because they weren’t my friends.


I’ve always loved to play softball and people say I’m really good at it. It makes me feel good about myself because they also say that my size makes me ten times better. They say I’m especially good at running since I’m so small. Also, my strike zone is small so pitchers couldn’t strike me out and I thought that those were also good qualities. If people called me names, I would come back at them. Not in a mean way but I would say something like, “Hey! Why are you picking on someone who never did anything to you?!” They would laugh and say, “Oh, maybe it’s because it’s easy to pick on the short kids.” Seriously? That’s what they thought? That made me think, Oh, because I’m shorter they can take my stuff and wave it above their heads. Idiots.


Softball helped me make tons of friends outside of school. When my school friends would fight or were mad at me or at each other or have drama with other people whom I had no clue about, I would go to softball practice and hang out with my softball friends. Of course I would always pay attention during practice, but at breaks we would talk, laugh, and have a good time. My softball friends wouldn’t care if I messed up or get mad if I talked too much. There was no judgment—it was all about the game and how we could help each other win. They were always there for me.


Don’t feel beaten down if someone is messing with you. Fight back in a nice way. If they laugh at you for trying to fight back, just walk away and ignore them. You don’t need them and they can’t tell you who you are or aren’t. You’re perfect the way you are. Always feel positive about yourself, and when you don’t, don’t take it out on other people, because that will make things worse. Stay calm and happy and you’ll be a happy person, even when life tries to get in the way of that. You’re the one who decides how you’re going to feel about yourself.
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LEELEE GROOME


Executive Producer


Born 1965 in Bryn Mawr, PA


As a ten-year-old, I vacuum-packed boy into the word tomboy. To me, being a boy meant being free. Unencumbered. It seemed that with nominal punitive repercussions, boys could fly things, hit things, get dirty, spit, whistle, and fart, and I wanted every bit of it.


It was June. It was hot and I was bored. Barefoot, shirtless, and in a pair of cutoffs, I grabbed two pennies off my dresser and walked toward the train tracks. An easy route. Bang a right at the gas station, shuffle behind the dumpsters, and fifteen cartwheels later—the tracks. At ten years old, watching a train flatten a penny was much better than waiting in the kitchen for a Shrinky Dink to bake.


That day, when I banged the right at the gas station, my eye caught a five-dollar bill wrapped around a cigarette butt. Like a fumbled football, I tried to smother it. But by the narrow margin of a train-flattened penny, a large steel-toed boot beat me to it.


My eyes scanned up the leg in the boot and then across an oil-stained shirt. RICK. MECHANIC. Through the blister of sun, we locked eyes and he snapped the bill between two fingers. “I’ll give it to you if you pump some gas for me,” Rick said. But what I heard was, Today is the day all of your dreams come true. I nodded. “Right on,” Rick said. “You pump, I play my guitar, and if nobody dies, it’s yours. Oh, and grab a dipstick from the bucket. If you don’t see a rag, use your shorts, I guess.” At that moment, I fit perfectly inside my skin.


As the sun set, Rick and I struck a deal. Three days a week, Rick would practice his guitar and I would pump his gas. A buck an hour. In two months, I would be able to buy that striped banana seat for my Schwinn and a guitar tuner for Rick. Aces.


On Sunday, August 22, 1976, my mom announced that we were going to a baptism. “Lee, I am not going to argue. You will wear your Mary Janes and the blue dress with the belt.” I agreed not to argue if my mom agreed that we’d be home in time for me to change into jeans and sneakers and be at the gas station by 12:00 p.m. With a well-versed roll of the eyes, she acquiesced.


It was 12:12 p.m. when we left the church. I was frantic.


As my mom drifted into the gas station, I punched open the car door and me, my dress, and my Mary Janes were on the move while the car was still rolling to a stop. I heard my mom yell, “Goddammit, nothing is that important!” I remember a burn in my rib. She has no idea who I am.


Rick was at the pump. Sprinting, I called to him, “Rick, Rick! Sorry I’m late…. This church thing… my mom promised… but… the baby…” Completely out of breath, I loosened the belt around my dress and bent over. “His little hat wouldn’t stay on…. Anyway, I’m sorry, man. I got this… it’s guitar time.”


My panting slowed and I uncurled upright only to see Rick’s face go from being Rick to being a face I only recognized on my mom when I would pretend to chew tobacco. He took four steps backward and shoved both hands into his front pockets. He locked in on the Mary Janes, inched slowly to the dress, and then paused at my face, his eyes uneven. “You’re a girl?”
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It all lasted less than sixty seconds.


“Yeah?” I said.


“You lied to me,” he said.


“I did not,” I said.


“You pretended to be a boy,” he said.


“I did not,” I said.


“Then are you pretending to be a girl right now?” he asked.


I think so, I never said.


“Well, you’re either a dyke or a fag, and both make me sick. Get the raincoat you left here and get the hell outta my sight,” he said.


My heart splintered. I wanted to drain the gas from each pump and light a match. I wanted to rip off my dress and go lie on the tracks—and just wait. Wait for the train to flatten me like a nothing penny.


I didn’t lie.


I walked to the garage to retrieve my raincoat, the belt of my dress dragging behind me. I could feel a bubble on my heel fill with liquid. I leaned on Rick’s chair, untied the laces, and stepped out of my shoes. I started my walk home, leaving the stiff, ugly Mary Janes next to Rick’s guitar.
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ADRIENNE WARREN


Actor, Singer, and Dancer


Born 1987 in Hampton Roads, VA


I may have been around eight or nine when I was a guard on an all-boys basketball team at my local gym. It was such a special time for me, because it was the first formal team I was on and my teammates never made me feel like I didn’t belong. I was encouraged and included because of my talent.


However, this wasn’t always the case during games with other teams.


I specifically remember bringing the ball down the court, setting up a play, when the defensive player covering me looked at me and said, “Why don’t you go and play with your Barbies?”


This infuriated me for many reasons. I hated Barbie and was always more interested in her accessories. Also, the player was insinuating I didn’t belong on that court because I was a girl, which at the moment I felt was ridiculous. Wasn’t I playing just as hard as all the boys? Wasn’t I an asset to my team?


In an instant, I felt fire through my veins and knew I had to prove to him as well as myself that I was exactly where I needed to be. I never grew up in an environment where my ambitions were limited because of my sex or race. It wasn’t until I ventured out into the world that I began to feel those constraints infiltrate my optimism and even my joy.


The moment that young boy told me I didn’t belong was the moment I decided to fight for my place in all spaces, to push myself just as hard or harder than the next person, to give no one the excuse to shut me out, but rather shut them up.


This was the moment I decided to be a warrior for myself, my family, women, and specifically women of color.
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Needless to say, we won that basketball game. Concluding the game, it felt great to high-five the opposing team and my archenemies with a smile on my face that said, Never underestimate a girl, and certainly never underestimate me.
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CARMEN LOBUE


Film Director, Writer, and Actor


Born in Cleveland, OH


When I really think about standing up for myself in a way that brings me radical joy, I think about when I was in the fourth grade. I had a friend who I’d talk to on the phone every night and we’d go over our homework together, we’d talk about who we were crushing on in class, we’d go over our grades and work together to figure out how to improve them. We were planning for high school and beyond. We were both ambitious and very smart, but we were both maybe the second smartest, ya know? If either of us had a B+ we wanted to make it an A+, and we were desperate to help each other improve. We bonded over being the most athletic “girls” or in my case AFAB (assigned female at birth) in our grade. She and I didn’t have all of the same friends, but we shared similar interests. We didn’t look at each other like aliens either. She is white and great at basketball; I am Black/Filipino and was the fastest runner in our grade. We celebrated these things about each other. We didn’t ever speak ill of one another or put each other down.


By fifth grade my friend and I had been separated. She was moved into another class next door. We didn’t have the same homework anymore or the same classmates. But we’d see each other in the halls or at recess. We didn’t stop being friends, but we naturally drifted apart. Keep in mind, fifth grade marked a time in my life when showing off wasn’t limited to how white your sneakers were, how fresh you dressed that day, or who you fought at recess that day and whether or not you won the fight. It was also a time when everyone had to have a significant other. Welp. I made sure my grades were looking good, my outfit was fresh, and I had a boyfriend. He was the fastest “boy” runner in my class and dressed well. Our relationship was short-lived: I swiftly dumped him publicly after he fought someone at recess and was then assigned detention. I didn’t like violence then and I don’t like it now. But peer pressure was so prevalent. Most little girls would want to be with the popular boy who beat everyone up. I never really fit in that way. I didn’t know back then that I didn’t identify as a girl. I was tomboyish and smart, and I was not a class clown, but I clowned on the bus ride home. I was known for the best “yo mama” jokes at the back of the bus. I entertained all the “popular” kids. I maintained my cool-nerd status by making people laugh every day. That’s how I survived most of fifth grade until a terrible rumor started. The rumor was about how my fourth-grade friend and I were at odds. The rumors were spreading quickly: we weren’t friends anymore… we fell out… we fought over a boy… we hated each other now. And soon enough, the rumor was that we were going to fight at recess.


It was so bad that she and I were called into the guidance counselor’s office during school. I remember being so scared. I didn’t want to fight her and she didn’t want to fight me. We were honest about that to the guidance counselor. We were warned about expulsion for fighting, too. I also didn’t want to get in trouble at home. So my friend and I came up with a bright idea: let’s fake it! Let’s play along with everyone. So we did. We participated in new rumors and spread the word about our upcoming fight. We told everyone we were going to fight at the top of the jungle gym. There was a bridge on top and we’d fight on the bridge for everyone to see. Leading up to the fight, my friend and I spoke on the phone each night and reported to one another about the lies we’d told. Then the day of the fight all the kids gathered around the jungle gym cheering on their projected winner. I was so nervous. The teachers also stood outside the building watching us without interfering. We each got to the top on the bridge and we hammed it up. I was taking off my earrings and putting my fists up. She was yelling and saying stuff. Then we charged at one another into a hug. We walked off together like, PSYCH!!! Ya’ll got PUNK’D! Everyone went wild.


No reputation was ruined, no hair was pulled, no scars acquired. We fooled everyone. It was worth the nerves. I am so glad we didn’t fight. To this day, I remember feeling the pressure of my peers. It took a lot of courage to stand together. We trusted each other not to change our minds at the top of that bridge. We trusted that we were making the right choice. And we never lost any “popularity” points either. Actually, we gained some. Everyone thought it was really cool that we successfully played the whole school. Even our teachers were impressed. I think I learned a lot about my own character when I look back at that time. I am someone who cannot stand violence. I am someone who will stand up for and stand with all women. I am someone who will stand up to the patriarchal system that tries to pit the marginalized against one another. I am someone who enjoys clowning people, especially if it promotes peace, laughter, and unity.
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KELLI O’HARA


Stage and Screen Actor


Born 1976 in Tulsa, OK


When I was eleven years old, my middle school PE coach decided that our entire fifth-grade class would do a physical fitness evaluation. This would include running a mile, which was four laps around the stadium track. We would each have a partner who would count our laps and time our journey. We could run the entire mile or walk it partially, but completing the task was the requirement. Assessing our speed would inform the level of our physical fitness.


At eleven years old, I was no athlete. I had never run long-distance or for any amount of time that was impressive, but I have never been one to let a challenge go unmet, even then. I was excited. I decided I was going to run my hardest, fastest, and farthest. I knew I could make my coach proud. I never thought for a second about the fact that I was a chubby kid. Sure, I had been made fun of relentlessly for years by girls and boys at school. Once I even had a group of girls weigh me, saying it was a prerequisite for joining their club. Needless to say, I failed to become a member.


So I was used to kids being mean, although I still have some scars deep down. But never did I imagine a coach—a real, adult teacher—would be the one to cause the most lasting scar. In hindsight, though, he inspired something useful in me.


That day of the evaluation, I was given a partner, randomly chosen. She was a girl named Gina White (I still remember all those names, the good ones and the bad ones). She was shy, also a bit overweight and probably the most honest, fair “lap counter” I could have wished for.


The whistle blew, the timer was started, and I was off. I was feeling great and having fun. With each lap, she would count and urge me on with a small, supportive smile. Not only did I run the four laps without walking at all, I finished among the first in the class. I was really proud of myself. I couldn’t wait for Gina to help me tell the coach. So imagine my confusion when Gina and I were accused of lying. We didn’t know what we had done wrong.
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At eleven years old, it was tough being told by a teacher that a girl like me could never run a mile in eight minutes. It was really tough when I was made to come back the next day and run it all over again in order to prove it. What was not tough was walking out of the stadium that day having bettered my time, settling the issue. What was also not tough was making the decision to never again let someone underestimate a chubby girl. After all, she might always be one on the inside even if not on the outside, and she’ll need to know how to fight for herself. And I am. And I do.










BROOKE BALDWIN


Journalist, Author, and Former Host of CNN’s Newsroom


Born 1979 in Atlanta, GA


There are several visceral moments (some as recent as this year and in this insane news cycle) where I’ve had to remind myself: “BB, speak up and keep going.” And having just interviewed a number of barrier-breaking women for my own book, Huddle—let’s just say their “not taking any shit” attitude has more than rubbed off on me. And I am grateful as hell to them.


But when I think back to the first moment of truly fighting for myself, I instantly flash back to my senior year in college in the journalism school building at UNC-Chapel Hill. The assignment was to write and shoot a “package” (that’s TV talk for an edited, narrated piece on any subject complete with a “stand-up,” where I film myself on camera). I was fortunate that my dad at the time traveled a lot internationally for work (and had a lot of Delta miles to spare), so he allowed me to tag along with him to Germany one long October weekend. I jumped at the opportunity to tag along to shoot a piece overseas! I packed up all my bulky camera equipment and lugged it across the ocean. Keep in mind I didn’t speak a lick of German. That didn’t stop me from finding an Oktoberfest event and setting up my camera, shooting everything myself, and interviewing Germans about the experience. (Did I mention I was twenty-one and such a good kid—I didn’t allow myself a drop of alcohol! At Oktoberfest! I was hell-bent on being taken seriously as a journalist even then.) I shot all this material and then flew back to Chapel Hill, where I wrote, tracked, and edited my first piece for this broadcast journalism class. Y’all, I was so damn proud of myself. Most students went to the NC state fair and wrote about fried Snickers bars… and I went to Germany!


A week passed, and I got my grade back from my professor. There I stood, thinking I’d aced the assignment. And there it was. Scribbled in red ink at the top of the page: 73. A C!!! And if that wasn’t enough, the professor had added a note: “Next time try not to be drunk in your stand-up.” I was DEV-AS-TAT-ED. I remember standing there, tears suddenly stinging my eyes. And for a moment I allowed myself to wonder, Is this really the right profession for me? That evening, I called a dear friend and fellow J-school student, Dana Rosengard, to tell him about what had happened. I’ll never forget what he said to me: “Brooke, remember this moment… because one day you’re going to be an anchor at CNN.” And then he laughed and said, “Eventually there will be four zeros following that number seventy-three and that will be your salary. So you have to keep going.”
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Keep going. And in that moment I knew I would have to fight my ass off to make it in this career. I did fight for me and still do. Only now I fight for many of the people I interview—giving voice to the voiceless—with a platform I never take for granted. I remind myself to fight every damn day. [image: ]








[image: Image]








AISHA TYLER


Actor, Director, and Entrepreneur


Born 1970 in San Francisco, CA


There have been so many little moments, incremental beats of resolve or triumph that have added up, over time, to the person I am now. But one particular moment, when I was in college, feels resonant to me now. I was in a debate class, with a professor who was dismissive, abrupt, and patronizing in turn. He would cut people off, belittle their ideas, invite them to speak and then ignore them completely. I’m sure he believed this was the kind of tough instruction that would make people better debaters, but it did the opposite—it had a chilling effect on discourse in the class, as people were intimidated by him and afraid to broach innovative ideas or explore new areas of discussion.
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