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The love expressed between women is particular and powerful because we have had to love in order to live; love has been our survival.


—Audre Lorde

















INTRODUCTION



AN ODE TO BLACK WOMEN


Honey, Sadie Oliver’s seven daughters are not to be played with. My nanny raised the women who showed me that unconditional support and love could give a person wings. I was never afraid to fall when I took a leap because I knew the Black women in my life would swoop in and use every resource they had to ensure I stayed in flight. I grew up surrounded by Black women who led families, nurtured communities, and raised some of the most brilliant people I’ve ever met. My courage came from knowing that they were my supporters.


I knew the Black women in my life were my superpower when I was twenty-two years old and had an anxiety attack while I was traveling.


During my last year of graduate school I decided to enroll in a study abroad program. The program required me to live with a Spanish-speaking host family in a small town located just outside Madrid, Spain. Prior to that I had only traveled domestically with friends or family. Traveling with family felt safest because I was literally moving around with my foundation. In 1979, the year I was born, my family started annual family reunions. My aunts and grandmother birthed these highly organized trips for hundreds of people. They didn’t have the privilege of our technology to make it more efficient. There were no mass emails. There were no Facebook pages to dispense information on hotels and activities, no apps to send money for payments, or Zoom links to have family meetings to discuss the logistics. It was just a handful of Black women coordinating in different states by sending letters in the mail and making phone calls to make sure the family connections and love for each other remained fully intact despite our geographical distance. Every summer my grandmother and aunts would charter a fifty-person passenger van and my family from all parts of New York would meet in Yonkers so we could ride together to visit our family in North Carolina for the weekend. The whole bus would smell like fried chicken. All the kids were high on sugar and our laughter bounced off the walls of the bus. We knew better than to run around. My cousins, brothers, and I would all cram together in a few rows and trade secrets, jokes, and snacks for hours. I don’t think any of us actually fell asleep; it’s more like our bodies would eventually just crash when the sugar and dopamine highs ended. I’m sure the grown-ups were intoxicated on more than sugar and happiness. I’m sure there were a few sips of Pink Champale for my mom and aunties and a little Colt 45 for my uncles. When I went back to grab more food or snacks, the joy from my older relatives was almost palpable. I didn’t realize this at the time but those annual family reunions shaped core pieces of who I am. Thanks to my family I grew up knowing that Black women have the ingenuity, love, tenacity, and commitment to always show up for those we love.


This deep-rooted understanding was my focal point as I centered myself on the flight to Spain when I was twenty-two. I decided to travel alone rather than with the group of grad students who were leaving from the States because the flight they selected was too expensive for me. This meant I left the United States for the first time armed with faith, hood Spanglish, the address for my host family, and $1,500 from my student refund check. I started to think about these details on the flight. In Yonkers my broken Spanish mixed with English worked well, but I knew it wouldn’t get me far in Spain. I thought about how the European exchange rate would ensure that my little budget wouldn’t last long once I arrived. It was 2002 so my plan to go from the airport to my host family’s house didn’t include Google Maps; I would have to rely on the local taxi drivers. Suddenly things started to feel shaky. What the hell had I gotten myself into? This was a shitty plan. You’re not gonna make it and this isn’t safe. My sweaty grip clung to the armrest and it felt like there was a rubber band tightening around my lungs. The harder I tried to breathe the tighter it got. I started to gasp. I felt like my heart was beating loud enough for the entire flight to hear. Tears escaped my tightly sealed eyelids. I peeled my sweaty shirt off. The air-conditioned plane felt like a freezer as I sat in my wet tank top. “Are you okay?” the white guy in the window seat to my left whispered to me. “Honey should I get you some help?” the white woman sitting to my right asked. I couldn’t open my eyes but I could feel them staring at me. In the middle seat, I felt trapped by them. I shook my head no. I didn’t understand what was happening so I had no clue what help would even look like. As the rubber band around my lungs tightened I allowed myself to sink into my fears and imagine how my terrifying fictitious scenarios could possibly play out. If my money runs out I’ll call my mom or aunts. If I get mugged at the airport on the way to my host family’s house I’ll call my mom collect if I have to. If I don’t feel safe with my host family I’ll grab my bags, find a pay phone, and call my mom and aunts and they will pool their money and get me on the first flight out of there. No matter how farfetched or extreme I allowed my thoughts to go, they always landed on the inevitable: the Black women in my life would protect me. The more I settled into that thought the calmer I became. My breathing became effortless, my heartbeat normalized, and I felt safe enough to open my eyes.


Twenty years later and the reality that Black women will always show up for me still allows me to breathe. Whether that fear is stemming from leaving the country for three months, or publishing my first book, I know with complete certainty that I am fully supported in life.


I am who I am because of other Black women so I wrote this book to focus on us and our well-being. When I was younger I used to read Susan Taylor’s monthly column in Essence. She wrote about the inner lives of Black women in a way that fed my soul. Since then I dreamed of writing a book that would make Black women feel seen. Ride or Die is a conversation starter for Black women about contemporary topics that are essential for the world we live in today: a world where hip-hop is now the dominant musical genre and a global phenomenon. I grew up a hip-hop head, and artist like Nas, Jay-Z, the Notorious B.I.G., and Kiss were my writing inspirations. All writers love good storytelling and strong word play. These dudes use their words to skillfully craft vignettes about the lives of Black men in our communities. They masterfully pull listeners into their stories and leave us feeling a deeper connection to the world. But the older I got the more I started to realize that far too often the lives of Black women were either reduced, misrepresented, or missing altogether from hip-hop. I can no longer hear “One Love” by Nas without thinking about the various ways his story about incarceration neglected the unique perspectives of Black women. How has the missing narrative about Black women’s lives shaped my perspective as a Black woman? I wrote these pages to speak to areas of Black women’s inner lives and experiences that hip-hop has yet to reach and to do what generations of Black women have done for me: give me wings.
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RIDE OR DIE




We struggle together with Black men against racism, while we also struggle with Black men about sexism.


—The Combahee River Collective Statement




When the song “Ryde or Die, Bitch” by the LOX was released in 1999, it became a guide for the type of woman I wanted to be. I was twenty-one years old, and this song was both an anthem in hip-hop and a personal road map. I wanted to be seen as a “ride-or-die” chick in the most romantic way. I wanted to be the “Bonnie” to a “Clyde,” a beautiful woman who was happily in an “us against the world” relationship. She was celebrated and highly valued in the music that I loved the most—hip-hop. She was renowned for the sacrifices she made for her partner at almost any cost to herself. She was valued for her love and loyalty through the labor of it all.


The ride-or-die chick is synonymous with some of our foremothers who love our families deeply, but never learned the delicate balance of loving others while protecting their own emotional needs. They taught us how to keep our family close, how to preserve family traditions, and how to raise brilliant Black girls who will grow to be amazing Black women. She is the person fully willing to do all the heavy lifting for those she loves. She is also the one who sacrificed pieces of herself for her family, like planning all the family events and arriving first and leaving last to ensure all the cleaning is done. She modeled how we should give every single ounce of ourselves as Black women, or else we couldn’t call it love. That we should give as much as we could—of our heart, time, energy. The ride-or-die chick has always been fully present in my life and in the Black community. She comes in different forms, too, and appears in all types of places. Of course, she’s omnipresent—that’s her role. She’s in our church passing out Bible verses to heal us. She’s up in our relationships. She’s the model of how we mother. We replicate her in our careers, pouring all that we’ve learned from her into boardrooms and spaces that don’t even know who she is or why she is.


The familiarity is what helps us connect so much to the ride-or-die archetype. It became widely popular in hip-hop because she represents the struggle, the love, and the indomitable survival. It was the lead single from the LOX’s second album, We Are the Streets. It features hip-hop legends like producer Timbaland and rapper Eve. According to Billboard, it was the most commercially successful single of the famous album. Most importantly, it’s a song that provided a label for women, a label that has stuck for more than twenty years.


The song starts with:




I need a ryde or die bitch


I like to rock Prada suits and my ass is fat





The song doesn’t make you work too hard for clarity. It spares us the need for intellects to gather and unpack the genius of this song. Jadakiss, the member of the LOX who single-handedly defeated the group Dipset in one of hip-hop’s most talked about Verzuz battles of 2021, is a lyrical maverick, but this is not a song of substance. It’s not an important song. It’s not a good song. It’s just a song with a beat. In fact, it’s not even a song that deserves to be written about, except that it provides a visual representation of a “ride-or-die” chick. Let’s be clear. The ride-or-die chick has existed since the beginning of time. She’s like your mother’s mother and her mother, and so on. She predates rap. But what the LOX did was box her up all neat and nice and serve us her description. They provide her description in the opening. After they tell us what she looks like, they then provide the job requirements, should you choose to apply to be a ride-or-die chick—which I did, and was employed as one for a large portion of my life. Many Black women have been applicants.


Like most actual job descriptions, there are a list of duties for being a ride or die. The LOX and Timbaland break it down in an extreme circumstance, but still, it teaches us the basics: She has a willingness to literally kill for her man. She’ll do a lot more than just visit her man when he’s locked up—that type of support would only be basic. A ride-or-die chick does so MUCH more. Oh, and when she’s not visiting, she’s transporting coke out of town for him and killing his enemies and using her fake credit card twice in the store for him. Or as Jadakiss suggests, Make her use a fake credit card twice in a store / Might make you do it tomorrow, you triflin’ whore.


Sure, the lyrics themselves are hyperbole, but this was a summertime anthem, and it’s a classic concept ingrained in our culture. The fact that we never questioned how Eve could be in the chorus of a song that’s about women performing this kind of labor is fitting. It’s symbolic of the way some Black women can internalize and perpetuate the ride-or-die mentality. Some Black women sing this proverbial chorus daily. I’m guilty of this too. My family comprises mostly women. The majority of the women in my family are financially self-sufficient, employed, and rarely struggle with housing insecurity. We know how to “make a dollar out of fifteen cents.” We can get creative with a budget, keep an emergency fund, and figure out a way to keep the lights on. When one of the men in my family fails to operate at the same level, we’ll sit around and pray. Lord, he just needs a good Black woman by his side. Conversely, if one of the women stumbles, the same prayer circle will gather, but instead it’s Lord, help her find a way.


I have a thirty-four-year-old cousin, Fred, who is one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. He processes information in a way that’s just beautiful to witness. He’s analytical, quick-witted, and thinks deeply about the world around him. My family and I always imagined he would be an engineer, doctor, or whatever profession that demanded advanced intelligence. Fred went to Columbia University. His dad ensured Fred had a college fund and never lacked for anything while he attended college. He probably had no idea where the financial aid office was located on campus, or a clue about what his monthly rent or car payment cost. His dad handled it for him. He decided to take a break from college one semester. After five years, we figured this was less of a break and more of a departure. He’s now a sales associate at the Gap. He loves it, and I’m sure he does well. Yet I still find myself wanting him to pursue a profession where his full potential can be realized. When I worry that he won’t, I reassure myself with “He’s handsome, sweet, and loving. One day he’ll meet a good Black woman that will help him get where he needs to be. She’ll put that work in and get him together.”


I’ve always viewed other Black women as the “cure” for whatever was “broken,” especially with the men in our family. My cousin James was the guy who could walk into a room and effortlessly command attention. He was funny, charismatic, and charming. Holiday events never felt the same until he arrived. When he walked in the door at Nanny’s house on Christmas, it felt like a Black episode of Cheers. “Ayyyyyyyyyyye,” we shouted in unison. He leaned into his role as the center of the event. He cracked his flawless smile, hugged the aunties, and dapped up the uncles. Five minutes in, the entire room was as loud with laughter as a comedy club. He could always find a way to liven up the mood. He eventually became addicted to drugs. Addiction is a thief, and it doesn’t care what it steals. It stole his magnetic personality, his charm, and charisma. He became volatile. It was impossible to be around him because of the fear of sparking his rage. I would tell the aunties, “If he had a good sista that understood his potential, none of this would’ve ever happened to him. She would’ve worked with him.” The chorus would join me: “Girl, I know.”


The ride-or-die chick is woven into our family dynamics, in our music, and she’s the foundation of the spaces we hold dearest. The LOX might have popularized the ride-or-die title and young people in the hood may help keep the name relevant, but the blueprint of her creation was crafted by our grandparents in the Black church. The song tells us that she rocks icy chains, has an earring in her tongue, and her man’s name tattooed on her neck. In church, her aesthetics may be different, but her characteristics are the same. Under the big hats, long skirts, stockings, and clutched pearls lies the architect of the ride-or-die chick.


The ride-or-die chick in the Black church is silent, loyal, and forgiving, even of a perpetually unfaithful husband—it doesn’t matter if that husband is the pastor. “Forgive as the Lord forgave you” and “love covers a multitude of sins” will be some of her favorite verses to share with you during a challenge. The ride-or-die chick doesn’t only manifest in church via the endless forgiveness of perpetually unfaithful men, her other attribute is that she’s silent about her pain. “The Lord will fight for you, and you have only to be silent” (Exodus 14:14). It’s a passage to help ensure women remain silent about their pain while they continue to perform the labor needed to keep the daily operations flowing. Which she does without fail. It’s clear to Sister Ride or Die that the burden of humankind should always be a woman’s to carry. She cleans the church, cooks the meals for fundraisers, and creates and prints the church programs. She does this all without financial compensation. All in an act of service “unto the Lord.” Oh, and she teaches Sunday school too. Her labor is occasionally affirmed in the church when she receives thanks from the pulpit by the pastor and approving nods from the congregation.


As Black women, no matter what our religious or spiritual beliefs, our lives have been affected by Sister Ride or Die because Christianity is a dominant belief system of our society. Therefore the question is, are these women, Sister Ride or Dies, giving out free labor in the name of God, or is this an example of the Black church upholding systems of patriarchy similar to the men in hip-hop? Both. A lot of these Black women, especially older ones, are in fact laboring in church as a form of ministry. As a service to God. But it’s not uncommon for this service to be manipulated, expected, and taken for granted by the male leadership in the church. And as much as we take our cues from the church in this country, we take them from hip-hop too. There are a lot of similarities that these two spaces have in common that don’t work well for Black women.


Patriarchy in the Black church cannot be divorced from racism in the United States, nor can it be viewed separately from the ways they manifest in hip-hop. The first Black church was formed in 1773—fourteen years before the three-fifths compromise in the constitution was ratified. While Black men were treated as three-fifths of a white man everywhere in the country, in the Black church they were not just men—they were “men of God” who had “spiritual authority” to rule. It was one of the few spaces where this leadership could not only be possible, but could also remain unquestioned. This unquestioned, “God-ordained” authority often resulted in abuse that harmed an even less powerful group—Black women in the church. It was modeled in homes and communities for generations. This is not to diminish the important role the Black church played in our communities. Multiple things can be true at the same time and criticism doesn’t mean contempt. The Black church served as a cornerstone for the civil rights movement and offers a space where Black people can grow spiritually and provide social services to communities. It is also a space where patriarchy roars unchecked—sometimes “in the name of God,” and sometimes in the name of “letting a man be a man” in a country that still treats him as less than one. “Let a man be a man” is a common phrase that serves as a response to making a decision from a position of leadership, even if he doesn’t have the range or experience to do so. When I heard an elder Black man say this to a woman in church one day, she nodded in agreement. We often capitulate as a way to validate men. Which in itself is a deeply flawed behavior. Nevertheless, there is no separation of church and hood. The elders of the church are the pillars in our community. They run Black homes and raise Black families while modeling and echoing these same notions we hear amplified in our music using different language.


An uneven distribution of labor and viewing love through labor are core concepts of the ride-or-die chick. While she’s fully present in the Black church, these same attributes are fully present in Black women in general, even those who have never stepped foot inside a sanctuary. Labor as love is consistently our model in Black culture; we internalize it and donate that perspective to those we raise. It becomes a generational burden. When this kind of love paradigm is modeled by our foremothers and forefathers, this becomes the baseline for how we understand romantic relationships. Which is why almost every Black married woman I know works full-time and still handles the majority of the domestic work in the home while the household bills are evenly split. Apparently only bills are gender neutral.


It can take a long time to recognize toxic generational patterns. It can take even longer to admit when you’re the one keeping the cycle going.


One of my favorite things is Black family traditions. On New Year’s Eve our homes need to be spotless before midnight strikes. A clean house at midnight means your home will be in order all year. A messy house means a chaotic house all year. This is just a superstition, but it’s harmless and makes me feel good.


In December of 2019 I was ready to take my chance with chaos. About two weeks before Christmas I forced myself to stay up to two a.m. to wrap my daughter’s gifts. She didn’t believe in Santa but I believe in surprises. I waited until my then nine-year-old was fully asleep to dig out her gifts from the places I hid them. My daughter and I lived alone so I knew I would have all the uninterrupted time I needed. I dug around my large bedroom closet for about three minutes without finding her laptop and L.O.L. Surprise dolls. I stepped out of the closet and realized that I was exhausted; I sat on the floor in my bedroom and considered just telling Jordyn Christmas is canceled this year. I was sick of searching. After about five minutes I went back into the closet for round two. Why the hell can’t I find her damn gifts? I grunted as I threw a pair of tall, black knee-high boots. As soon as I spit the words out the answer fell off the hangers. A row of sundresses landed on my shoulder. I slammed them on the floor like they were secretly hiding her presents from me. Why the hell are these summer clothes still in my closet in December? This is crazy. My house is too unorganized. Teaching three college classes, writing one-thousand-word articles for publications, cooking dinner, and googling third-grade common core math occupied most of my weekdays. On Saturdays when my daughter is with my mom, I usually recharge by meeting up with friends or watching TV and relaxing. Sunday nights are for uninterrupted time with my child and preparation for the week. I stared aimlessly into the closet, mentally recapping my daily routine in search for a time when I could reorganize my closet. The only thing I could do was eliminate my downtime on Saturdays. I sighed and negotiated with myself. All you need is one Saturday afternoon to declutter your house and reorganize. I stopped the negotiations. I could afford to probably just hire somebody to do it but there I was, negotiating the one single slot I had left in my life for myself. To even think about hiring somebody was completely embarrassing. No one was listening to my thoughts but I was ashamed. I was completely physically capable of doing it myself despite how exhausted I was; why would I even think of something like that? It felt like I was letting somebody else do my job as a mother. My closing argument to myself was: your mother was a single mom of three who worked TWO full-time jobs, attended all your school activities, stayed on top of your homework, and never had to hire anyone to help her in the house. Nanny raised eight kids alone after Grandad died. She wouldn’t even dream of hiring help. Women in your family don’t do that. We’re good mothers. My decision to deprioritize my downtime and stay on top of my ride-or-die game to make room for more labor was solidified in that moment. I then realized that I had left the gifts at my mom’s house so I wouldn’t have to hide them. I stepped over the mess I’d made and went to bed, realizing as I snuggled my pillow that I would need more than one Saturday to organize the closet and bring more order into my life.


In professional settings, the ride-or-die mentality manifests a little differently. In our homes, it’s about showing love to our family by pushing beyond healthy limits. At work, the ride-or-die chick pushes herself without establishing limits as a way to show her company she can handle anything. She’s the sister that will always stay late, work though her lunch, and rarely take vacations. “I’ve only used personal time off from work three times in five years. I even forgot the process for requesting time off,” she’ll say with hidden pride.


The ride-or-die chick is separate from the sister who overperforms out of fear of losing her job, financial pressure, or even just trying to make it within a world where capitalism rules everything around her. The ride or die at work isn’t necessarily motivated by money. It’s more about proving her abilities and worth to her supervisors and peers. She will handle any task that’s asked of her, despite how far removed it is from her job description. She needs to prove her loyalty, abilities, and worth, so she overperforms. She’s willing to prove this through labor and call it ambition, despite being worked like a mule and rewarded like a peasant. Her boss may never say “I need a ride-or-die employee.” He doesn’t know the secret to her cape. Either way, the ride or die lives on.


It’s easy to share stories about the ride-or-die chicks I’ve met. It takes no emotional labor for me to take inventory of the professional work mules I know or see in myself. The hard work comes with taking inventory of how the ride-or-die chick plays out in our romantic relationships.


The LOX’s song “Ryde or Die, Bitch” outlines extreme examples that could serve as a shield against any real self-assessment of my role in this archetype. I never had sex with a man on a jail visit. I never stole a credit card to take him shopping. I never even considered killing anyone for my man, let alone doing it. I never went through such lengths to show my love. But really though, the ride-or-die chick lives in me, and nobody ever had to summon her by name, she just showed up because she’s ingrained in me. During my twenties, she would appear faster if I fell in love with the type of brother I grew up conditioned to protect: the “endangered Black man” fighting against a criminal system that has always been anything but “just.”


When I was twenty-four years old, I moved from Ohio back to Yonkers, New York, after receiving a master’s degree in criminal justice at Bowling Green State University. I had the right degree in the wrong city. Ideally, living anywhere close to New York City with a master of science in criminal justice should have made my job prospects plentiful. New York is full of agencies centered around prison reform, which was my specific interest in criminal justice. Reality and idealism never met. In reality, attending undergrad in South Carolina and grad school in Ohio meant I had no professional contacts outside of the states I’d matriculated in. I had done my internships outside of New York, so I moved back to my hometown with an impressive degree in one hand, a thin resume in the other, and careful plans to make it all work.


I found a job at a community-based organization in Brooklyn. The organization had nothing to do with my larger passion, but my plan included building my network and gaining more professional skills, so I quickly accepted the position. My job was to connect underserved families with resources in the community. I went to work and completed tasks like helping underemployed families find affordable health care, while I made about $790 every two weeks.


I commuted for a total of three hours a day from my house in Mount Vernon to the Flatbush section of Brooklyn. I rented a beautiful, well-maintained large house just outside of Yonkers with my cousins Nellie, Vonnie, and Tonia. We affectionately call each other our soul mates because of our bond. Our four-way bond is forever—like that of two soul mates. My share of the rent was $600 a month. My portion of the utilities and grocery bill averaged $250 a month. I could barely pay that, but I knew there were few comparable places I could afford to live. Even in 2004, living in New York was expensive, which made roommates a requirement for me—something I found shameful at that age. Nevertheless, if I had to live with anyone in the world, I was happy it was with those three women. Sharing a house with my soul mates was fun. Nellie would cook, while the four of us stood in our large kitchen and played the Destiny Fulfilled album on repeat. Tonia, Vonnie, and I would take turns singing “Is She the Reason” loud and off-key into a fake microphone. Nellie has a beautiful singing voice, so she would join us for as long as she could tolerate it. I never imagined having roommates again after college. I assumed I would be self-sufficient enough to live alone. Once again, reality and idealism didn’t meet. We were in the early stages of our careers and none of us were making a lot of money, so we had a housewarming to help us acquire some essentials. The four of us went to Bed Bath & Beyond to select our registry. The sales assistant helping us asked if we lived in “some type of sorority house.” I hoped my exaggerated laughter hid my embarrassment.
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