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For my mom, who did everything in her power to leave this place better for us (and still does).

For Noa—I will do everything I can to leave this place better for you.

And for Ray, without whom nothing—and I mean nothing—would be possible.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.







PROLOGUE

I officially launched my first campaign for Michigan state Senate one early October afternoon in 2017, announcing that I was the right person to take on an incumbent senator from a legacy political family in a district that no Democrat had ever won. I made this lofty announcement to a crowd of no more than eleven people—three of whom were my immediate family. “You only get one chance to launch your campaign,” warned Kristy Pagan, a Michigan state representative who had taken on the role of recruiting and training women like me to run for office. Months earlier, I’d sat under the cigarette-stained drop ceiling and fluorescent lights of a union hall with twenty-two other women from all over Michigan frantically scribbling notes about the many ways Kristy had seen new candidates fail to launch: One candidate had no signage anywhere in her pictures. Another candidate had everyone seated in front of her while she spoke, so every photo was just of her talking (it appeared) to no one. Kristy outlined how every detail of a campaign launch sends a message about who you are and whether you’re up for the task. You need to show support, she said. Invite lots of people to stand behind you, she said. Make sure they’re all holding your campaign signs, she said. Make sure they’re diverse, she said. Make sure you know the demographics of your district and you’re flanked with a picture-perfect representation of that district behind you, she said. Make sure they’re smiling, she said.

You only get one chance.

I remember looking over the faces of the handful of people who had come to see me make this unlikely announcement spread out across a dark, dreary, dreadful gazebo with a mix of gratitude for their belief in me and shame for wasting their time. With wet tape and our best efforts, we’d managed to hang two bright blue signs with my name emblazoned on them. Set against wooden walls with its brown paint flaking off in chunks, the signs somehow failed in any way to brighten the place up and instead managed to make the miserable setting look more miserable by comparison. I immediately regretted putting them up. But with people watching, I couldn’t bear to take them down. The crowd, if you could generously call it a crowd, spread politely into a semicircle after waiting an uncomfortably long time for our guest speaker to arrive and introduce me before I took to the microphone we’d brought, as if audiovisual equipment could turn what would otherwise be a regular conversation among a small group of people into a formal announcement.

If you only get one chance, my career in politics was dead on arrival.

I’d found myself in this improbable situation in the wake of another completely improbable event: the 2016 election of Donald Trump as president. Although reporters and the media widely (and rightfully) panned the 2015 announcement of his presidential candidacy as a joke—the slow descent down an escalator waving to a crowd that was later revealed to be made up largely of people who were paid $50 to attend “an event in support of Donald Trump and an exciting announcement he is making” (Couch and McDermott 2015)—I’ll give him this: at least he had some people holding signs.

To me, the announcement and the likelihood of Donald Trump becoming president seemed not only improbable, but impossible. “They’re not sending their best,” Trump announced of Mexican immigrants coming to our country’s southern border, going completely off script from the talking points his new campaign staff had precirculated to reporters. “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists,” he rambled. “And some, I assume, are good people.”

I thought those comments disqualified him from winning.

I’m not sure what I expected the morning after that election in 2016. The day before, I’d been so sure. Despite all the signs that were so clear in hindsight, I had thought the election results would come in early, that America would reject this snake-oil salesman and close the books on a dark time when a reality TV star and serial liar and misogynist ran for president.

Looking out the window the next morning, I think I expected to see the world on fire. Somehow it was more surreal that it wasn’t.

Unable to shake that nagging feeling that I hadn’t done enough to stave off the chaos in politics and our country, I did the only logical thing I could think of next: I googled “how to run for office.” I applied to Emerge Michigan, a state chapter of Emerge America—an organization that recruits and trains Democratic women to run for office.

I did so fully believing I’d have no shot. After all, outside of voting (fairly) consistently in elections, I had no political experience. I’d never worked on a campaign. I figured the program director would look at my materials, have a good laugh, and bring in a more experienced candidate. Maybe I half wanted to be rejected, enabling me to throw my hands up and convince myself that hey, at least I tried before getting back to my normal life.

The funny thing about raising your hand, however, is that you tend to be called on. So by March of that year, I was officially a part of the Emerge Michigan Class of 2017, sitting in a room of women of all ages and backgrounds, with a binder of materials that would teach each of us how to run for office.

What stood out was the reason why these women were all here. One, a Black woman in her seventies from Detroit, said she’d lived through the 1967 riots, through violence and upheavals, through increased division and a region segregating. In her own words, she’d never seen things this bad before. She said she couldn’t sit on the sidelines and watch us go backward. Another woman ran a childcare center. She watched as women were continually demoralized, funding and resources to schools were cut, early childhood education programs and childcare centers were squeezed to their limit, and knew she needed to take a more active role to fix it. Another was a scientist. She was horrified by the anti-science/anti-fact rhetoric spewed from the likes of Trump and other politicians cut from the same cloth who had gotten into office in our state and across the country.

As for me, I wanted to believe in the American dream in which decency and accountability mattered, where everyone felt seen and heard, and where women weren’t treated as conquests. I wanted to believe we could do big things together, that our creativity, passion, and hard work meant we were limitless. I wanted to believe that our melting pot of a democratic experiment lifted all of us. I wanted to believe in the United States at its best—a stark contrast to the ugly American nightmare that celebrated lifting some up by tearing others down.

Not a single woman said anything like “I was born to be in it” (like Beto O’Rourke once did in a quote that landed on the cover of Vanity Fair alongside a photograph of him by Annie Leibovitz). We were all here because we—quite reluctantly—saw running for office as the only remaining solution for problems that needed to be fixed because, for some infuriating reason, no one else seemed to be fixing them.

This moment needs a few less people telling you they were “born to be in it” and a few more who are propelled to act because of a nagging feeling they can’t shake that says, “I can’t sit on the sidelines anymore.”

It can be completely overwhelming to turn on the news or scroll through social media. We’re bombarded with bad news. Another school shooting. Youth anxiety and depression at an all-time high. Another dire climate-change report. Earthquakes. Fires. Droughts. Devastating ongoing wars. Protests taking over city streets, college campuses, city halls, clashing with police in riot gear as the voices seem to scream louder and louder at each other, as speaking with each other seems more and more elusive. Political violence on the rise. Conspiracy theories tearing families apart. Americans’ life expectancy has plunged, and so has our birth rate. In what feels like a dystopian nightmare, people are being forced to crowdfund their medical care. LGBTQ kids are being legislated out of existence. In half of states, women are being pushed to the brink of death before they can get care if they have miscarriages or complications after getting pregnant. Ten-year-old rape victims are being denied abortion. School board meetings are in chaos. Book bans are taking hold and spreading. Actual Nazis are on the streets, reincarnated as the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and Patriot Front, donning new uniforms and terrorizing communities.

Politicians and researchers alike are wondering out loud if this is it. Are we—America—a lost cause? Are we headed for a national divorce? Or a civil war?

A September 2023 Pew Research report paints an increasingly grim picture: 65 percent of Americans report they always feel exhausted or angry when thinking about politics and our current state of affairs. And just 4 percent of all people believe the system is working extremely or very well (Pew Research Center 2023). Americans simply do not feel excited or optimistic about the current state of politics. And who can blame us? Recent elections had us feeling like we’re all Bill Murray in Groundhog Day, stuck in a loop, trapped in a moment of history on repeat with no way out. Pew also reports that while trust in public institutions has remained low over the past twenty years, trust is currently at its lowest level in the past seven decades.

So if it feels like things are worse than ever, just know you’re not alone.

I would end up winning my election in 2018. After my improbable start and lackluster launch, it really wasn’t even close. My opponent, the Republican incumbent, had first won his seat in the Michigan Senate by a staggering 16 percentage points in 2014. In 2018, I beat him by nearly 4 points, swinging the district 20 points in just one cycle.

You might think that would be the end of the story. I saw that things weren’t working. I saw an avenue to make change. Although it was a long shot, I went for it—running for office in a district I had no business winning. Then, we won. From there, with all of the power as a legislator, I went on to introduce and pass bills and laws and budgets to fix the things that needed fixing.

But that wasn’t how it happened.

What really happened is this: I won my election. I became, then, the youngest woman ever elected to the Michigan Senate. And over four years, the leadership from the majority party decided to ostracize me, target me, and block me at every turn. I introduced forty-nine bills on every single issue I ran on—from women’s rights to ensuring people had access to clean water to supporting clean energy and the EV transition to safeguarding voting rights to supporting small businesses and repealing the tax on feminine hygiene products. I never got a single bill hearing, let alone passed anything into law. We faced a global pandemic, a violent armed protest that felt like a trial run for the January 6 insurrection, death threats that would become the norm, and conspiracy theories run rampant. The hope for change seemed, in my mind, to be nothing but an illusion. I was beat down, tired, and burned out. And I’d felt like a failure—like I had let everyone down who had believed in me enough to help me get into this supposed position of power only to find I had none.

Or so I thought.

This is a story about the power we all have. This is a story about the power I didn’t know I had until a truly horrific personal attack—a moment so beyond the pale it was impossible to imagine when I first considered running for office—revealed how powerful I really was. And how powerful we all are.

You can start exactly as I did—with nothing but the conviction to do it and the will to figure it out. Over the course of this book, I’ll share my story, then give you a step-by-step guide to write yours. If I’ve learned one thing about how to make change, it’s that no single person can do it alone. Not you. Not me. Not the president of the United States. Living in a democracy is messy. But the beauty of a democracy is that we all can participate. We can shape it, remake it, save it.

The constant barrage of noise might make us feel powerless. In many places around the world, people truly can’t do anything about it. But we live in a democracy, meaning that the very framework of our country empowers each and every single one of us. If that feels both empowering and daunting, that’s right.
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