Gia Speaks
By Gia

Kevin Cooper is a force of nature. From the moment | met him I've found myself

swept up in the immenseness of his passion for activism and social justice. On a
morning not long ago, | was walking quickly down the outside driveway of the large
oval-shaped yard where I'm currently housed. | was rushing to an appointment with a
client of mine as part of my job as a Peer Support Specialist. | had a million and one
things on my mind and walking at a pace somewhere near the speed of sound.

Suddenly | noticed a person coming straight towards me. They were
moving at a pace far exceeding my own and with a level of determination that made my
speed and laser focus seem like | was daydreaming while on a stroll in the park.

Before | knew it, this person had managed to stop me right in my tracks (a feat
many have attempted and failed at. (We’re talking freight train speed here people!).
With a great deal of determination in their eyes and conviction in their heart this person
asked me three things right then and there: “Do you believe in a version of yourself not
yet fully realized? Do you believe in a future for yourself that has not come into fruition?
Do you see the activist | see within you?"

And just like that, an activist was born. A rebel heart beat for the first time. | was
humbled, just about brought to my knees really, after reading about Kevin's story and
hearing him speak of the grave injustices he continues to face. | found myself so
furious at the ineffectiveness of the justice system and much more angry with myself
for believing the illusion that in the pursuit of truth and justice people will always do the
right thing, no matter how hard it is.

Kevin and | are different in so many ways. We're somewhere between tomato,
tomAto and potato, potAto.

For starters, Kevin is a Black cis-gender heterosexual man and I'm a Hispanic
transgender queer woman. Yet in spite of our differences (the list is long, folks) we have
miraculously found a way to bond in a way that does not require color or gender but,
instead, demands bravery, honesty and respect for each other as human beings. Like a
rose rising through a crack in the cold cement, we have created a real sense of hope in
a place that thrives off of hopelessness.

| have been in this prison for three and a half years. During these years | have
been silent. | have come to understand that in some cases, and this is one of those



cases, silence is betrayal. It's a betrayal to all the transgender people who have made it
possible, through their immense sacrifice, for me to live as an open and proud
transgender woman in a men's prison. Whether it be through their brave fight against
injustices, persevering past inhumanity, and clinging to life in the face of death, | am
indebted to all those who have made it possible for me to be the woman | am today.

Pain is the common denominator amongst those who have known injustice. The
pain of being treated as less than human and the pain of not being recognized as valid
in the public space of society. On a deeply personal level, nothing hurts me more than
the senseless violence against, and murder of my Transgender, Non-Binary, and
Intersex family that, more often than not, is met with absolute ambivalence by the
justice system and by society as a whole.

Being in prison, | feel completely and utterly helpless at times. Turning on the
news is a painful reminder of how the lives and experiences of the LGBTQIA
community are used as political weapons; as if our mere existence is irrelevant,
dispensable, and worthless. Kevin Cooper has helped to reinforce in me the belief that
with pain comes power. | make a choice everyday: Do | allow my pain to hold me
hostage, to silence me, and to rob me of the opportunity to be brave? Or do | use my
pain as a catalyst to find the bravery necessary to change the hearts and minds of
those who would hurt me and my loved ones?

| choose to speak life. | choose to speak hope. | choose to silence death and
speak hope into the work of those who came before me and into the work of those
who will continue to fight long after | am gone. It has not and will not be easy. But it has
and will always be worth it.
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