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ABOUT THE NEWARK LGBTQ COMMUNITY CENTER
The Newark LGBTQ Community Center is a volunteer-run, community-based organization committed to
providing advocacy, services, and a safe, inclusive space that supports the well-being of the LGBTQ+
community and our allies in the Newark, New Jersey area.
The Center began in direct response to the many murders, suicides, and hate crimes that occurred over the
years against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people in Newark. Our community struggle to create a
safe space went into full gear immediately after the shocking 2003 murder of Sakia Gunn, a 15-year-old lesbian
whose life was taken on the streets of Newark while she was returning home from a visit to New York City.
We strive to affirm lives and create a space where the community feels welcomed, embraced, and empowered.
The Center offers LGBTQ Newarkers a place to feel safe and comfortable, to network and build relationships,
to learn leadership and advocacy skills, and to enjoy social interactions in an affirming environment.
We envision a Newark where the LGBTQ+ community is visible, thriving, and celebrated.
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A MESSAGE FROM DIRECTOR BEATRICE SIMPKINS
It is my pleasure to welcome all of you to the Newark LGBTQ Community Center’s very
first virtual fundraiser. Your presence and support make this event special and inspiring, and
I look forward to enjoying it with you.
The Center is in its 8th year, and we persist as a safe space where all people can come to find love, encouragement,
and community. While we have all faced the challenges of the COVID pandemic for the last year, we have continued
to support each other in a virtual space. I want all of you to stay healthy and safe as we work to get back to in-person
gatherings, and if we continue to be responsible and to look out for one another, I know that day will come.
Tonight’s theme is Can You Imagine, and what a great theme it is! Can You Imagine does not deny reality; instead it
asks each of us to feel hope, to visualize possibilities, and to work to create new realities.
Can you imagine a city where we do not have to hear the news of the loss of a young trans Black woman on the
streets? The untimely death of Ashley Moore was, as with Sakia Gunn, unacceptable and should never happen again.
With your support tonight, we can go beyond imagining to actually making safe spaces, safe lives, safe homes, safe
jobs, and safe communities a never-ending reality in the City of Newark.
Can you imagine the Center in its new home as we reach our 10th anniversary year in 2023?
Can you imagine having safe and affordable housing to protect and uplift the lives of youth and young adults and to
give them a great start in life?
Can you imagine a city and a world where no harm comes to you because you are gender independent, because you
are a proud Black lesbian, because you are an audacious gay man - because you live as your authentic self, free to
love, free to grow, free to be YOU?
Can you imagine a world that honors and protects the lives of Transwomen of color and that ends institutional
violence against our community as well as the murder of Black men by police?
Can you imagine that love, respect, and dignity for all of us are achieved by dismantling systems of oppression that
harm people and take away the possibility of transformative social change?
I am committed to this work and to going beyond imagining to creating a beloved community along with the
volunteers and the supporters who help the Center maintain its unique place as Newark’s only LGBTQ+ community
center founded by the grass-roots energy and commitment of its community members and allies.
Thank you to Janyce Jackson Jones, the first Executive Director, for leaving such an important legacy. I only hope
that I can do right in leading the Center to be bigger, stronger, more available, and full of happy, healthy, thriving
people loving on one another in a safe place.
I ask all of you to please help us reach our goal to raise $35,000+ so that we can move beyond imagining to achieving
the vision of the City of Newark as a place where the LGBTQ+ community is visible, thriving, and celebrated.
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LIEUTENANT GOVERNOR SHEILA Y. OLIVER
Lieutenant Governor Oliver is a self-described “Jersey Girl,” born and raised in
an ethnically diverse Newark neighborhood.
Lieutenant Governor Oliver was inspired as a young girl to be a fighter for the
voiceless when her eyes were opened to societal injustices and inequities around
her, often citing “A Tale of Two Cities” as her youth awakening. She has since
pioneered a successful career in public service advocating for social justice,
women’s equality, and education, ultimately becoming the first woman of color to
serve in a statewide elected office in New Jersey history.
In addition to her role as Lieutenant Governor, she serves as Commissioner of the
Department of Community Affairs, where she has led efforts to strengthen and
expand initiatives for fair and affordable housing, community revitalization,
homelessness prevention, and local government services that support New Jersey’s
565 municipalities.
Under her leadership, the Department has also expanded and leveraged a wide range of initiatives aimed at assisting
distressed municipalities, including the federal Opportunity Zones tax incentive, the Main Street New Jersey
program, the Neighborhood Preservation Program, and the Neighborhood Revitalization Tax Credit program, which
have received increased funding.
In her role as Acting Governor, she has signed multiple bills into law, including those that established a Caregiver
Task Force to identify ways to support people taking care of loved ones who are elderly or disabled, require all
public school students in grades 6-8 to receive financial literacy education, strengthen equal pay for equal work by
preventing employers from asking employees’ previous salary history, and protect employees from wage theft.
Across her career, Lieutenant Governor Oliver has worked in the public, non-profit, and private sectors, and has
taught numerous college courses. She has served as a member of both the East Orange Board of Education and the
Essex County Board of Chosen Freeholders.
In 2003, she was elected to serve the 34th Legislative District in the New Jersey General Assembly.
A trailblazer in every sense of the word, in 2010 she became the first African-American woman in state history to
serve as Assembly Speaker, and just the second in the nation’s history to lead a state legislative house.
A proud alumna of the Newark public school system, Lieutenant Governor Oliver graduated cum laude from
Lincoln University, and received her Master of Science Degree in Community Organization, Planning and
Administration from Columbia University. She has received honorary doctorates of humane letters from the New
Jersey Institute of Technology, Lincoln University, Montclair University and Berkeley and Essex County Colleges.
She is a proud 40-plus-year resident of East Orange where she treasures her time with her
93-year-old mother, who has always encouraged her to be a critical thinker while fostering
her passion for helping people through effective public policy.

COMMUNITY CHAMPION
TYRA GARDNER

Tyra Gardner is a Trans activist as well as the Mpowerment Coordinator and LGBTQ
Team Supervisor at The PRIDE Center of Newark.
At a very young age, Tyra felt different; she did not identify with her outer appearance. At
the age of four, she tried on her very first pair of heels and has never stopped pumping
through with a sassiness, pose, and voice unmatched by most.
During her adolescence, Tyra did not see her peers being vocal, so she started a change
that continues to this day. She became a voice for those who could not speak for
themselves, and for over twelve years, she has continued to be a vital voice and role model
for other transgender women of color.
Tyra is a steadfast champion for the concerns, wants, and needs of the LGBTQ+
community. A recognized leader, she is the recipient of numerous awards, including the
Marsha P. Johnson Award for lifetime achievement. She was also ranked on the Insider
NJ’s 2020 Insider OUT 100: LGBT Power List.

HEALTH CHAMPION

DR. MICHELLE DALLAPIAZZA

Dr. Michelle DallaPiazza is an Associate Professor of Medicine in the Division of Infectious Diseases at
Rutgers New Jersey Medical School. She graduated from the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine
and completed post-graduate training in Internal Medicine Primary Care at the University of Pennsylvania
Hospital System and in Infectious Diseases at New York University.
She has been at Rutgers New Jersey Medical School since 2015, where she designed a novel required course
for medical students titled Health Equity and Social Justice, tackling timely issues in modern healthcare that
aim to alleviate health disparities shaped by bias and social determinants.
Her clinical efforts are focused on HIV prevention and treatment. She is the associate medical director for the
Infectious Diseases Practice, where she provides comprehensive primary care for people living with and
affected by HIV. She is a co-investigator on numerous clinical trials focused on cutting-edge HIV treatment
and prevention efforts.
In 2017, Dr. DallaPiazza led efforts to initiate a gender-affirming transgender health program within the ID
Practice. With a multidisciplinary team of professionals, the program offers gender-affirming hormone
treatments, mental health support, case management, HIV treatment and prevention, and primary care for
transgender and gender non-binary individuals. The program focuses on achieving wellness and gender
affirmation goals through primary medical care. Providing high-quality, gender-affirming care has been
among the most gratifying and rewarding parts of her career in medicine.

SOCIAL JUSTICE CHAMPION
CELESTE FIORE
TRANS AFFIRMING ALLIANCE

Celeste Fiore (they/them/theirs) is a Partner at Argentino Fiore Law & Advocacy LLC, and
Founder and Chair of the TRANS AFFIRMING ALLIANCE.
Celeste’s practice includes family law, civil rights litigation, special education and anti-bullying
work, as well as providing legal assistance for the transgender and non-binary identified
community, all the while, advocating for the advancement of LGBTQ rights in general.
Celeste Fiore’s work as an LGBTQ educator, activist, and advocate began when they were an
undergraduate. Celeste led American University’s LGBTQ undergraduate organization and was
president of Outlaws, the LGBTQ law student group at Rutgers University School of Law in
Camden.
This advocacy background has continued and most recently, they founded the TRANS
AFFIRMING ALLIANCE. Celeste regularly presents and writes on LGBTQ issues for local and
national organizations. Celeste serves as a Trustee of the NJSBA, is a past Chair of the LGBT
Rights Section of NJSBA, and is appointed to the Essex Vicinage’s Advisory Committee on
Diversity, Inclusion, and Community Engagement, and the NJ Supreme Court Advisory
Committee on Public Access to Court Records. Celeste was named a NJ Super Lawyers “Rising
Star,” 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020 and as one of the National LGBT Bar Association’s Best
LGBT Lawyers Under 40.

CARMEN CHILES

Described as liquid velvet cascading over mountains of soul, Carmen’s music is her passion. A self-taught
artist from Lancaster, PA, and raised in the very conservative Mennonite church, Carmen first fell in love with
the guitar while it was in the hands of her big brother Lawrence, who introduced her to songwriting and the
music of Sade.
Quickly falling in love with songwriting, encouraged by audiences’ reaction to her live performances, and
despite having no connections, Carmen made the tough decision to move to New York City to pursue her
dream of recording and performing.
Her talent, drive and passion quickly helped her establish musical roots in NYC, and she soon found herself
opening for industry giants such as the legendary Brian Wilson, Foreigner, Kansas, Najee, Maysa Leak, Keith
Sweat, Gym Class Heroes and more.
Recorded in New York and released in 2007, Carmen co-produced and wrote all the music on her debut album
“SOULution”, which showcases Carmen on guitar, bass, piano, harmonica and organ, and features
collaborations with late, great blues guitarist Bill Perry (“Work It Out”) and platinum recording artist Al Mac
of TROOP (“Our Time”).
Carmen’s sophomore EP “Candles In Harlem” was released in 2020 and mastered at Sterling Sound Studios
NYC by the legendary, Grammy Award winner Greg Calbi (John Mayer, John Lennon, Bruce Springsteen,
David Bowie, Blondie and more).
The EP tells the story of Carmen falling in love in Harlem, and the EP’s cover art features tributes to
Carmen’s father, Dr. Lawrence F. Chiles, who came up in the St. Nicholas projects, and Carmen’s
Harlem home on the corner of Lenox Ave and 135th Street.
carmenchiles.com
facebook.com/carmenchilesband

LIZ GLAZER

Liz Glazer is a former tenured law professor, current standup comedian, and future prophet.
Liz recently won first place in the Boston Comedy Festival and will be a part of the 2021
HBO Women in Comedy Festival, assuming it happens. During the pandemic, Liz has been
reading old journal entries, getting COVID tests, and doing standup
(yelling into her laptop) on Zoom.

CASSONDRA JAMES

No newcomer to the world of entertainment, Cassondra's colorful career includes stints as a background
singer for some of music’s most contemporary, award-winning artists like classically-trained pianist and
singer Alicia Keys, R&B jazz artist Ledisi, jazz trumpeter Wynton Marsalis, organ virtuoso Cory Henry,
singer-songwriter Christina Aguilera, gospel singer Kim Burrell, and Broadway actor-singer-Netflix film
producer Tituss Burgess.
Today, Cassondra James is prepared to take her place center stage, introducing the release of her debut
EP titled PIECES, a compilation of songs co-produced by Cassondra and producer Solomon Dorsey. The
EP, released on her independent label Just James, is available on all digital platforms.
PIECES is a collection of expressive compositions that peel through Cassondra's life experience. It is a
colorful and sometimes tearful journey blended in eclectic music genres that include world music, pop,
country, jazz and the blues. It is, as she describes, “a musical collage”. On each song throughout
PIECES, Cassondra orchestrates melodic grooves with soprano prowess, using her voice as a musical
instrument and affective technology.
An admitted “country-girl at heart” from the little town of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, she was raised by
her Pennsylvania Dutch mother and African American father, both ministers at her father's church. It was
in church where she began singing and playing musical instruments. But, as she explains, “I've always
been surrounded by musicians, so whether or not I was in formal training and study, I was cutting my
teeth in collaboration with singers and instrumentalists in and around the New York metropolitan area."
In 2017 Cassondra made her Broadway debut as an original story teller and flutist in the Tony-award
winning revival of Once On This Island; she later replaced Michelle Williams as Erzulie, the Goddess of
Love. She continued as Erzulie on the First National Tour of Once on This Island until the onset of the
global Coronavirus pandemic.
From one stage to the next, on a high note or in character, her music and her story will pull you into
all the pieces of her journey.

NEVERENDING NINA

Neverending Nina was born into a musical family from the great city state of Port Arthur, TX. Growing
up pop, soul, classical and gospel music was a part of her everyday life. She started singing in the
church choir when she was just four years old, which established the love for performing in her heart.
Because she recognized her talent, she knew it needed all the cultivation it could get. So she attain her
bachelor’s degree in Business Management and Music at her alma mater Dillard University in New
Orleans, LA. Those years in the “Birthplace of Jazz”, allowed Nina to explore and enhance her musical
artistry. Now living and working in the entertainment capital “Hollywood”, she is making waves to
enhance her artistry by being a multifaceted singer/songwriting entertainer.
To this day, Nina is still growing as an artist making sure she is an asset to any performing arts arena
she chooses to occupy. God-given talent, charm, and determination are core-values she possesses. She
owns all the qualities that the music profession/medium demands. Neverending Nina an eclectic
classically trained singer/songwriter who mixes various musical genres in expressing universal lessons
on love, relationships and self-acceptance.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This Can You Imagine Gala is the largest fundraising event for the Center.
It is also the moment where our communities and our allies come together to proclaim in one voice the
progress we have made and the work that is still ahead of us.
We extend our sincerest appreciation to our hosts, performers, honorees, and the following
organizations and individuals for their contributions toward making this event a success. Thank you all
for helping us move beyond imagining to achieving the vision of Newark as a place where the LGBTQ+
community is visible, thriving, and celebrated.
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