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            Dedication

         
         
            To my late mother, Vivian; her mother, Etta; her mother, Ida; and her mother, Laura; and to the unnamed others who came before
               them and endured the atrocities of slavery to safely deliver the next generation.
            

             

            As Maya Angelou penned in her poem “Still I Rise,” “I am the dream and the hope of the slave.” I descend from Nigerian, Ghanaian,
               Congolese, and Senegalese foremothers whose strength preserved the dream of a brighter future. This book is dedicated to each
               and every one of them. Their strength, and blood, flows through me and my daughters.
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            Foreword

            By Senator Cory Booker

         
         
         I am who I am today in large part because of incredible Black women. 

         
         When I look back on my life, I don’t need to look very far to see the many Black women whose extraordinary investment in me
            shaped me into the man I am today. When I reflect on US history, Black women have been some of the most extraordinary benders
            of the long arc of our moral history toward justice. Through their grit, guts, light, and love, they have strengthened this
            country even though this country didn’t always love them back.
         

         
         My mother, Carolyn, was my first hero and the ultimate role model across all of my life. She was active in the civil rights movement and, in 1963, helped to organize the March on Washington. She raised my brother and I to understand that the privileges we enjoyed as Americans were paid for by the sacrifice and struggle of others. She imparted to me the facts: you can’t pay back the blessings you receive, but you must through struggle pay them forward. 

         
         After I finished law school, I decided to commit my life to the fight to make the American dream real for everyone. That commitment
            led me to Newark, to the neighborhood I call home to this day, where I joined with others to fight for people whose worth
            and dignity go too often unseen and unappreciated. There I met extraordinary Black women who so often led communities, held
            them together, and empowered them through the force of their love. One of those great women was Ms. Virginia Jones, the tenant
            president of the housing project where I lived. She gave me a lesson that I will never forget. 
         

         
         One day, not long after I first met her, we stood on Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard, where she asked me to “take a look
            around this neighborhood and tell me what you see.”
         

         
         My response was simple. “I see projects. I see abandoned buildings. There is a bodega down the block…”

         
         She was obviously angry and disappointed. “You can’t help me. You can’t help me.”

         
         “What do you mean?” I replied, confused. 

         
         “The world you see outside of you is a reflection of what you have inside of you,” she started. “If you only see problems
            and darkness and despair, then that’s all there’s ever gonna be. But if you’re stubborn, and every time you open your eyes,
            you see love, you see the face of God, then you can help me.”
         

         
         Ms. Jones transformed my perspective on the world. She knew the worth of her neighborhood, the potential of its people. And
            she never gave up. She had a defiant love for her people and community, despite profound personal pain and tragedy. 
         

         
         My personal experience is by no means unique. Our nation’s past is filled with incredible, capable Black women who have left a lasting mark on our communities and our country, some whose names we know and many more who are forgotten by history. 

         
         Despite persistent efforts to hold them back, despite carrying scars from being qualified yet still so often denied, Black
            women continue to defiantly love our country. We are all better off because of it. 
         

         
         Today, Black women are increasingly breaking through glass ceilings and ascending to many of the positions of political power,
            prestige, and prominence that they have more than earned, from Kamala Harris to Ketanji Brown Jackson. Black women collectively
            are also showing their might at the voting booth, ranking among the most active (and important) voting blocs in the United
            States. 
         

         
         April Ryan has firsthand experience with both witnessing and playing a huge role in Black women’s long overdue ascendance,
            chronicling the halls of power in Washington for over twenty-five years. She has navigated many of the obstacles that have
            stood in the way of so many Black women and, in the process, broken so many barriers herself.
         

         
         April is filled with extraordinary toughness and determination. She speaks to our common values, the enduring and urgent need
            for truth tellers, and how often the most difficult challenges bring out the best in who we are. She is a living example of
            how the fire of adversity reveals and forges greatness. And she loves this country.
         

         
         That is why she’s such a fitting person to share this story—the story of Black women’s rise. 

         
         My hope is that these pages will inspire all people to carry forward the work that Black women in America have been carrying
            for years. The story of Black women’s ascendance is a great American story and should help renew, reaffirm, and reignite our
            commitment to the unfinished business of this country. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Preface
Extraordinary Ordinary

         
         February 25, 2022, 2 p.m., in the Cross Hall of the White House. The world watched to mark herstory: the very first nomination of a Black woman to the United States Supreme Court.
         

         
         I was at home in icy Baltimore, working on various stories to commemorate the historic nomination. I was also trying to wrap
            my mind around the fact that a colleague of mine—a white man—was given the story to break.
         

         
         As I gazed upon the televised images of Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson and Vice President Kamala Harris—two powerful, superbad
            Black women standing behind the president of the United States—I thought about the scores of Black women who have fought,
            are fighting, and will fight to break into the ultimate power structure, a feat that had eluded us for so long. I fought back
            tears. And anger. Tears for the triumph. Anger for its price.
         

         
         President Joseph Biden said of Judge Jackson that she was chosen for her “legacy of excellence and decency.” He called out her “strong moral compass” and said he believed that her ability “to stand up for what’s right” was what the court needed today. 

         
         The optics—Judge Jackson standing next to Vice President Harris just a year after Harris’s historic ascension to the second-highest
            office of the land—showed the entire world that Black women were no longer just heard but seen.
         

         
         As she savored the moment, Judge Jackson remarked, “I thank God for delivering me to this point. One can only come this far
            by faith.”
         

         
         Indeed.

         
         Today’s generations of Black women have arrived here if only by faith—a faith that we keep and a faith kept by our ancestors
            in spite of the unfathomable pain, torment, and exclusion in centuries past.
         

         
         All my life, I have known and embraced—even if, at times, unconsciously—the undeniable fact that Black women will save the world.
         

         
         How could I not believe that essential truth? I did not have to go far.

         
         As a child, I watched my amazing mother move mountains with grace and conviction. She raised me from the cradle to be strong
            and wise. She showed me how. My mother always held her ground: She created space for me to grow up safe and secure in who
            I was, while lifting up the young people in our community—a community of all ages, races, and genders—by helping them excel
            and achieve their best life. She was, in every sense of the word, magic.
         

         
         For Black women reading this, that’s a familiar sentiment. Magic. Well, we are magic. Juggling it all and helping everyone, including and especially the times when no one notices. Black
            women: we make the extraordinary ordinary.
         

         
         This has been unfailingly true throughout our history. As I grew older and learned about our past, the remarkable leadership qualities of Black women circled back again, and again, and again. Black women have played an extraordinary and largely unacknowledged role in the arc of our country. 

         
         In the Revolutionary War, Black women were wildly effective spies, often working from behind enemy lines, unseen and unappreciated
            as house and field workers, and often enslaved, fighting for that nascent idea of America while keeping the faith that one
            day we might be free too—that one day we might arrive.
         

         
         Throughout the nineteenth century, as we continued to toil and drive forward the nation’s economy in the North and the South,
            we organized, invisible to most, a movement for the abolition of slavery, meeting in churches and living rooms and community
            gatherings. We served as conductors on the Underground Railroad, delivering one soul after another to freedom.
         

         
         Our efforts roused the nation’s conscience and when America plunged into Civil War, we were among the first to volunteer as
            spies, soldiers, and nurses—even though our freedom, fully and truly, wasn’t on the docket.
         

         
         We have always been the first to answer the call. And through it all, we have kept the faith.

         
         In the long decades that followed the Civil War’s end, a time marked by political, social, and economic backlash characterized
            by the laws of Jim Crow, segregation, economic subjugation, and violent lynchings, we never stopped pushing and fighting for
            what is right. The women’s right to vote. The right to sit at the front of the bus. The right to a quality education. The
            right to our bodies. The right to fully participate in this American Experiment.
         

         
         And through it all, we have kept the faith.

         
         When Judge Jackson said, “I thank God for delivering me to this point. One can only come this far by faith,” heavy tears fell down my cheeks. 

         
         I knew what she meant. We knew.
         

         
         After all, Black women make the extraordinary ordinary. We drive change in a society that wasn’t built for us in order to make it better for all of us.
         

         
         We do this, instinctually, because it is always what needs to be done.

         
         Few of us will reach the acclaim and historic heights of Judge Jackson or Vice President Harris, but the contributions of
            all Black women matter. We deserve acknowledgment because invariably it is our efforts—our faith—that propel the American
            project forward. For me, this book is a love letter to Black women everywhere. I see you. And I thank you.
         

         
         Look around your community as we fight through this horrific pandemic. Contemplate the caretakers, the frontline workers,
            and, perhaps, even your local elected officials—the Black women of our society stepping up to serve, to help, to lend a hand
            when it’s needed most. Again.
         

         
         All of us have been affected by the extraordinary efforts of Black women during this historic time of trial. And we all have stories
            and observations about why Black women matter.
         

         
         I think about my cousin Melba, a restaurateur in Harlem, and the ways she fed thousands of hungry people and hundreds of first
            responders, day after day, week after week, “pay only what you can,” when the COVID-19 vaccine was all but a pipe dream, just
            a protein on a screen.
         

         
         I reflect on the creative vision of our role models like Beyoncé, who belts out, “Who run the world? Girls!”—a national anthem for Black women that reminds us that “my persuasion can build a nation.” An anthem repeated over and over as a new generation of Black girls internalize their greatness and see it reinforced in leaders like Karine Jean-Pierre, President Biden’s press secretary as of spring 2022. Jean-Pierre speaks from the presidential lectern for all the world to see, wisely guiding public opinion as the nation navigates war overseas and a deadly virus here at home. 

         
         Watching Jean-Pierre from the lectern, I am elated: there isn’t a day that goes by when I do not drink it all in. One can only come this far by faith.

         
         I imagine, with awe, the African women in London who are raising money for the Black migrants fleeing Ukraine. They remind
            me that we are a global movement—Black women—fighting for what’s right wherever we find ourselves.
         

         
         In the quiet moments, I remember the heartache of 2016: the painful elevation of bigotry, the threat to democracy. I can still
            feel in my gut that heavy sense of loss that consumed millions of Americans—and our hopelessness. Our despair. And then I
            remember that we, Black women, fought back to pull the country back from the brink. We won the special election in Alabama.
            And then the United States Senate races in Georgia. And then the presidency.
         

         
         Which brings us to this moment. Right now. Unlike in other chapters of American history, our presence is not just felt, our voices are not just heard, but we are seen. We are powerful. We have arrived.

         
         The extraordinary made ordinary. That’s what we do. All in a day’s work.

         
         The only thing missing now is a conversation about who we are, how we lead, the price we pay, and what’s next for us and a country forever changed by our ascent. I have
            had the privilege to talk to Black women and study the enormous contributions of Black women today and stretching back through
            time. My fervent hope is you will find these women as inspiring as I have. Most important, I hope their example pushes you,
            indeed all of us, to elevate and exalt Black women as the sheroes and world shapers they are and always have been.
         

         
         We are undeniable now. It’s time.

         
         April Ryan, 2022

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction
What’s at Stake

         
         
            Black women prove to be the backbone of American democracy.

            Headline for an article written by Shelby Stewart, in the Houston Chronicle, January 6, 2021
            

         

         
            Oak Bluffs, Martha’s Vineyard

            I unapologetically believe we need to take time for ourselves. Since 1999, I have “decamped” to Oak Bluffs on Martha’s Vineyard
               for vacation.
            

            
            Oak Bluffs represents more than respite. The bucolic, warm, lush Massachusetts island community offers a chance to reconnect
               with traditions that have held Black women together dating back to the trials and tribulations of Jim Crow. This historic
               African American summer resort community, founded in the nineteenth century, was our getaway during the fight for civil rights
               in the 1950s and 1960s. Decades later, it remains a powerful place of rest. We commune spiritually at the Union Chapel, built
               in the Victorian era as a nonsectarian place of worship. On Sundays, the chapel’s beautiful architecture reverberates with
               moving sermons and uplifting song.
            

            
            During the summer, Oak Bluffs swells with joyous college and university reunions as Black sorority sisters, like my beloved Delta Sigma Theta Sorority Incorporated sisters, gather to celebrate and reflect. Laughter and trash talk can be heard in between bites of lobster rolls, handmade fudge, and soft-serve ice cream. An ocean breeze that cools and soothes swirls across the island. Rows of gingerbread houses transport you, instantly, to another time. 

            
            Whenever I am on the island, I always delight in the company of other Black women. Oftentimes, that company is kept in silence.
               On one recent trip, I sat next to a woman who was, like me, lost in the sounds of the beach, watching the “polar bears”—those
               brave souls who sojourn to the Inkwell Beach to work out in the not-so-cold water. We were both taking it all in: our people,
               the water, the waves, and the sand between our toes as we sat on a park bench, just watching. The woman on the bench did not
               look familiar to me. But we were both so absorbed in the oceanic rituals unfolding that it didn’t matter. We were simply present—two
               women basking in the moment.
            

            
            The next day I remembered that Nikole Hannah-Jones, the Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist who created the landmark 1619 Project for the New York Times, was on the island. I messaged her on Twitter asking if we could meet up. She messaged right back.
            

            
            “Oh my,” she started, “I think I might have been sitting right next to you at the Inkwell yesterday. Is your hair in cornrows?”

            
            I was in cornrows. Her signature, bright, beautiful red hair had not been showing. I smiled. We had spent the morning together,
               in tranquility, and didn’t even know it. All that mattered was that we had the chance to be in the moment—a chance to breathe,
               an opportunity to appreciate our people, our joy, and our strength.
            

            
            My mission on this vacation, as it is with every trip to Oak Bluffs, was introspection. I spent August of 2021 basking in my Black womanhood, reflecting on our wins and losses from the last year: President Biden’s victory and the election of our first Black and female vice president; the insanity of January 6, when the forces of hate and division attempted to turn back the clock, once again, on American progress; the turbulence that follows the ascension of a new president—from troop withdrawal from Afghanistan to the twin epidemics of COVID-19 and the disinformation that keeps us from defeating it; and the “long, twilight struggle” for voting rights and police reform.1 And on, and on, and on. However, through it all, Black women remain vigilant and essential—fighting the fight and, in many
               cases, leading the charge.
            

            
            In this moment, the world is full—full of fight and struggle, full of hope and aspiration, full of anxiety and uncertainty. In this moment, Americans of all
               stripes and persuasions are sense making, trying to figure out how we escape our present, dismal circumstances to achieve
               something brighter, more hopeful, and fundamentally fair.
            

            
            In that sense making, we are all looking for heroes. For some Americans, their hero is ensconced in a palace of his own making
               in Florida (and, for my part, let’s hope he stays there). Many others have focused their attention on the Black women who
               are guiding America through one of her darkest, most difficult chapters. Black women will save the world. To my core, I believe in that statement. Black women have saved the world before and are doing so now.
            

            
            Today Black women walk the halls of Congress in historic numbers. We are leading on the front lines of activism. In the White House press corps and now in the White House itself, we offer America her moral compass as she decides between two visions for the future: one that is broad, inclusive, and fair, and another that is undemocratic, dangerous, and hateful. Silently, and sometimes loudly, in the spotlight but more often out of it altogether, Black women are the ones doing everything we can—I am paraphrasing the late, great Black writer Langston Hughes—to: “Let America be America again. Let it be the dream it used to be. . . . O, let my land be a land where Liberty is crowned with no false patriotic wreath, but opportunity is real, and life is free, equality is in the air we breathe.”2

            
            For Black women, our moment is here. And in the history of the United States, the reach, influence, and power of Black women
               are unprecedented. The inequity that follows four hundred years of sexism and racism hasn’t been erased, but Black women,
               as a category, are triumphing. And we are ascending at the precise moment when America needs our leadership. Black Women Will Save the World chronicles, in real time, the heroic efforts of Black women, across industries and professions, to move the needle on questions
               of justice and fairness. This book is also a candid portrait of leadership—the disappointments, the frustrations, and, indeed,
               the costs of leading America during one of her darkest hours.
            

            
            Black women are triumphing, but we also continue to pay a profound price for our personhood and our leadership. This book is an unflinching look at what it’s like to be in the room with some of the most formidable Black
               women in leadership in all the world as they navigate a world that wasn’t built for them but needs them more than ever.
            

            
            As COVID-19 swept through America, claiming the lives of hundreds of a million Americans and creating new and unique economic and political threats, it was Vice President Harris, a Black woman, who was driving America’s response—to quote President Biden—to “build back better.” The vice president is now juggling the president’s most sensitive portfolios, including a global migration crisis and the imperative to advance racial justice across the whole of government in the wake of the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery. 

            
            It was California Representative Maxine Waters, a Black woman, who sounded the alarm on January 6, and it was ten Black women
               in the United States Congress who went to jail in protest against the corruption of our elections and destruction of our voting
               rights. It was Stacey Abrams, a Black woman in Georgia, who delivered a decisive victory to presidential candidate Biden and
               the Democrats in decisive, can’t-lose elections.
            

            
            It was Dr. Kizzmekia Corbett, a Black woman, who led the development of the Moderna COVID-19 vaccine. Following the murder
               of George Floyd, as the country fell headlong into a culture war that bordered on civil war, it was activist Tamika Mallory,
               a Black woman, who set the movement for #BreonnaTaylor in motion, giving Taylor’s story a powerful political life. Mallory
               compelled us to #SayHerName.
            

            
            It’s a tall order, saving America, and yet here we are.

            
            When my feet touch the coarse surface of the Inkwell, the shards of seashells, which are sharp and painful for tender feet,
               remind me of the irony of our position: For centuries, Black women have been relegated to the most beautiful and the most painful beach on the island. And the generations who navigated its prickly shoreline have advanced a struggle for fairness despite
               the fact that the country doesn’t always love us back. When Black women fight, we fight for everyone. We fight for our families,
               our communities, and, yes, our country.
            

            
            Our struggle has never been more important to the future of the country.

            
            Hate is on the rise. The virus rages on. Our Democracy is imperiled. And the Threat is barely contained. And yet, Black women are ascendant. We are shattering glass ceilings, wielding power and influence at levels never before seen in this country. The culture is starting to recognize and acknowledge our power. “Black women saved the Democrats. Don’t make us do it again,” declared the Washington Post in the run-up to the 2020 general election. “Last night in Georgia, Black women saved democracy,” exclaimed the Brookings
               Institution after President Donald Trump’s defeat in November 2020. “Black women prove to be the backbone of American democracy,”
               the Houston Chronicle underscored after the January 6 insurrection.
            

            
            It is gratifying to see Black women’s stock rise—finally—as evidenced by our increasingly positive portrayal in the media,
               by the public, and in the culture. And yet, for every exclamation that “Black girls are magic,” we must also grapple with
               the hard realities: Black women still absorb a disproportionate share of this country’s bias, discrimination, and material
               hardship. Black women earn an average of $5,500 less per year, and experience higher unemployment and higher poverty rates
               than what is the average for women. We are more likely to be the head of a household than our white female counterparts, effectively
               supporting more dependents with fewer resources. We live in neighborhoods that are more racially segregated and have lower
               property values than those of our white counterparts. The racist practice of “redlining,” or residential segregation, has
               isolated many of us from opportunities in the job market and constrained our access to quality health care, capital, and education.
               We live in poorer neighborhoods and communities; residential segregation damns us to shorter, less healthy lives, as has been
               exhaustively demonstrated by scholars and academics.3

            
            In formal leadership positions, we are grossly underestimated. Although we’ve made progress among the ranks of political leadership, there have only been three Black women to serve as CEO in a Fortune 500 company. In our other roles at work and in professional spaces, our ideas are taken less seriously or ignored altogether. Our contributions are more likely to be taken for granted or co-opted completely as colleagues take credit for our work while benefiting, often without attribution or affirmation, from our lived experience. We experience micro- and macro-aggressions inside and outside the home. We are harassed far more frequently, and yet, we are the “forgotten” survivors of sexual assault.4

            
            In other words, we have a long way to go. Black Women Will Save the World will also give language to the everyday struggles of Black women and the ongoing bias and discrimination that underscore that
               struggle. This is important. As Black women increase in our power and profile, we must never forget that the basic facts of
               our lives are often worse than any other demographic group in America. This must change. And with your help, it will. Black
               women are the Hope, and our work drives progress—but we deserve allyship and solidarity too. We are worthy.
            

            
            None of that is to say that Black women are not used to the underdog fight. We remain perennially marginalized and discounted,
               if not counted out altogether. And while many would consider that a weakness, Black women have transformed the experience
               of marginalization into a superpower. When confronted with injustice, we fight back and we fight back for everyone. For fairness.
               For justice. We are America’s unheralded Sheroes. We wear the invisible cape and fly through the air to scan the horizon for
               injustice. We always find a way to save the day.
            

            
            What’s missing is your voice. My ultimate goal for this book is to inspire our country to celebrate and elevate Black women—our history, our heroism,
               our hurt, and our Hope. Much like what the Brothers Grimm did with their folktales long ago, it’s the time to bring Black
               women into American folklore so that our example can inspire the next generation and shape the culture. Through a series of
               profiles, editorials, and my personal reflections as a journalist on the front lines of political reporting, this book tells
               the story of all the ways that Black women are saving America during one of her darkest chapters. Hate is on the rise in America, but so is Hope. Together, we can tell and share a new story of what’s possible across the land we love.
            

            
         
         
            Our Generation’s Next Fight: Hate and Extremism

            In 2017, we watched in horror as Charlottesville, a small, quaint Virginia college town, descended into chaos. In response
               to the city’s decision to remove a statue of Confederate General Robert E. Lee, the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other far
               right groups had traveled there from all over the country for the Unite the Right rally. Violence erupted when people protesting
               against the rally and the rally participants clashed.
            

            
            On the second day of the rally, James Alex Fields Jr., a 20-year-old, self-proclaimed neo-Nazi in from Ohio, slammed his car into anti-rally protesters
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