

Chapter Eight: Swipe Left, Swipe Right

‘Roses are red, violets are blue. I’m choosing myself; I hope you do too.’

 

As I sit down to write, I find myself gazing up at my blinding spotlights, watching each light create a memorable prism of colours. In the background, I can hear the echoing noises of Sex and the City re-runs on TV – I think Carrie is telling the girls she is leaving Big for the hundredth time. I can just about make out each voice slowly drifting through the abyss of my mind, which is completely blank. It would be peaceful if I hadn’t spent hours in this one position trying and failing to figure out how to start this paragraph. I want to talk about dating, love and everything in between. I know what I want to say but my hands remain frozen on my keyboard. Then it hits me – the sad, painful, but very true reality that most of us don’t like to admit: we don’t know how to date. I can already feel the heavy eye rolls and defensive huffing and puffing. I know you’re thinking I should speak for myself, and so I will, but if we are being honest, sis, I’m probably speaking a bit for you too.

Hey, my name is Yewande, and I don’t know how to date. How and when did I come to this realisation? Let me take you back to the beginning . . . I grew up with two Nigerian parents, so Western dating was a very foreign concept. ‘What do you need a boyfriend for? Read your books!’ ‘Wait till you’re in university. You’re too young to be dating!’ were the only replies to my very enthusiastic question of ‘can I have a boyfriend?’ Like most first-born Nigerian children, I was somewhat obedient (of course, I had my little rendez-vous here and there with Peter at the back of the school’s boiler room, but let’s not get into that).

When I was finally old enough to date in my parents’ eyes, I lacked a lot of emotional intelligence – something a lot of my peers had learnt throughout the years, while I waited until university. When I started dating, I found it difficult and hostile mainly because I suffer from something I like to call the ‘Disney Complex Syndrome’ (or DCS for short). Now, I know all my hypochondriacs reading this are getting a little bit too excited and have concluded that without a doubt they suffer from this very real syndrome. So, what exactly is DCS?

Growing up in a Black household, one that wasn’t affectionate in the slightest, I was conflicted about what love was supposed to look like. I knew what it felt like and when it was authentic and rich in its embrace, but I didn’t know how to express it. Almost like a puzzle, you couldn’t work out how to finish but knew vaguely where the pieces were supposed to go. Although my parents have been together for over twenty-five years and it is evident that there is love between them, I still felt like I had no real visual representation of this ideology called ‘love’.

From an early age, I was indoctrinated into the idea that true, long-lasting romantic love and commitment were mirror images of relationships in magical fairy tales. The only resources I had were in Greek mythology stories like that of Eros (also known as Cupid) and Psyche. When Cupid came upon Psyche, he was captivated by her beauty. He couldn’t bear losing her to another man, so he pricked himself with his own arrow of love so that he would only have eyes for her. I mean if that isn’t love, I don’t know what is.

Films based on books like To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before tell the typical awkward-girl-meets-popular-boy story where they fall in love, then break up, but without a doubt find their way back to their happily ever after. Both are very real and accurate depictions of love, right? These unrealistic standards that are quite unattainable distorted the way I viewed dating, relationships and love. I completely submerged myself into this princess fairy tale fantasy and subsequently was always frustrated when my expectations of the men I dated were never met. Inevitably, with reality being the bitch that she is, the fairy tale evaporated very quickly.

What I realised was that by having this fantasy mindset of waiting for my knight in shining armour to be my ‘hero’ and ‘saviour’ and to ‘sweep me off my feet’, I encouraged ‘benevolent sexism’, meaning that I condoned the behaviour of giving men a God complex, believing women should be protected (whether intentionally or not), thus justifying gender inequality and reinforcing this message that women were weak, less than and ‘needed protection’. After reading Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s book We Should All Be Feminists, I was determined more than ever to not be a bad feminist, to stop upholding rigid gender roles that were suffocating and straining on my relationships and to allow for more fluidity, creating room for spontaneity, intimacy and fun.

So, the question is: where do we – or at least I – go from here? What does love really look like? Shaking off all my preconceptions and unrealistic notions and just allowing it to be and to flow naturally. Does the burning, fiery sensation you feel at the start of a romance really last forever? Or is that just lust? I always assumed that I would have found my long-lost soulmate by now and we’d be somewhere in Turks and Caicos having sex, not just regular sex – amazing sex, fifty shades of filth to be exact. Instead, I’m here in bed reflecting on my horrendous dating history while wearing my black silk bonnet, with peppermint and olive oil escaping my scalp and dripping down my forehead, the strong scents suffocating my lungs.

It seems that many of my peers were able to find their soulmates on dating apps like Plenty of Fish, Tinder and Grindr. Unlike them, it was written somewhere in the stars for me to take a more strenuous route. I mean, who the fuck wrote that? I’ve had my fair share of dating app horror stories, and mentally as a Black woman, it’s not the most welcoming space, in my opinion.

 

‘I’ve never been with a Black woman before.’

‘My favourite category to watch is Ebony.’

‘So, can you twerk like Megan Thee Stallion?’

‘You have the perfect lips for a blow job.’

 

Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to a Black woman’s Tinder messages (well at least mine!). On their own, these messages might evoke an eye roll or tutting, but cumulatively they were enough to make me leave the app altogether. Now I can reminisce about the good ol’ days and have joined a more exclusive dating app: Raya. My current total match count consists of 1% Black men, with other ethnicities just sending one-word questions like ‘Sex?’ Look at this for growth!

As a young Black woman, I’ve become very aware of this hypersexualisation, but it’s not a new phenomenon. Let’s look at the tragic story of Sara Baartman, a Khoikhoi woman born in 1775 in modern-day South Africa. Baartman was trafficked to Europe to exhibit her body, in particular her buttocks, after signing a contract, although she couldn’t read or write the language it was written in. Millions came to see her, not as a person but because of their curious fascination with African people. She was ridiculed, dehumanised and objectified. After she died, her (sexual) organs and bones remained on display in a museum in Paris until 1974. Her remains weren’t repatriated and buried until 2002. There are echoes of the animalistic dehumanisation of Black women’s bodies still seen today like with Nicki Minaj’s wax figure. The wax figure made its European debut at Madame Tussauds in Berlin in January 2020. It was supposed to depict her 2014 music video for ‘Anaconda’ and is permanently perched on all fours in a black thong, a gold, beaded top, and strappy heelsFN15. While the outfit matches the music video, the figure’s face doesn’t resemble Minaj’s – but more disturbing was the way some people posed with it. Many people pointed out that for all her accomplishments, the choice was made to display a likeness of Minaj in a vulnerable and sexualised position that, arguably, reduces her to a sexual object rather than an influential and powerful woman who is sexy. There is a very faint argument to be made to explain why the pose was chosen: the video, which her wax figure is portraying, broke a VEVO record and its exclusion from the Video of the Year award nominations at the VMAs highlighted the discrepancy and discrimination for Black women in the industry. However, the blank gaze from her wax figure while visitors simulate sex acts on it is uncomfortably reminiscent of how women, and more specifically Black women, are sexualised – sometimes against their will. If you are in any doubt of the misogynoir, let’s compare this to at another wax figure in the same museum: Channing Tatum, star of Magic Mike. His figure is stood with hands in its pockets, wearing a suit and tie rather than half-naked and grinding on a pole.

This hypersexualisation of Black bodies is deeply rooted in a problematic ideology at its core, that being that whiteness is the norm; it’s pure and virtuous. Meanwhile, Blackness is promiscuous, tainted and exotic. It is propelled by an immoral desire to partake in the fallaciously depicted ‘deviancy’ of Black sexuality, to explore Black bodies as if these bodies are theirs to conquer. This authority is especially pressing for Black women, who have historically and contemporarily been denied power over their representation. Often these representations are in response to white heteropatriarchal depictions of Black women. These oppressive racial narratives created to subjugate Black people and control their bodies are still prevalent today.

Let’s look at three types of stereotypes given to Black women and how they still affect us today: The Mammy, the Jezebel and the Sapphire. Submissive, sexy and sassy. Three stereotypes of Black women that are still perpetuated through the media, repeatedly. The Mammy is familiar to people, often taking care of the family. She is perceived as asexual and aromantic and doesn’t have a life of her own. She is only there to support the white family. Famous examples of this are the maids from The Help.

The second stereotype is the Jezebel, someone who is generally sexually aggressive, with an intense sexual appetite. Her only power is her body, and this is the extent of the influence she has over men. The role Halle Berry played in Monster’s Ball is a prime example. Finally, the Sapphire stereotype that’s seen on TV more than anything else. She’s usually opinionated, sassy, angry, aggressive, a bully and manipulative. If married, you can guarantee she emasculates her husband. A representation of ‘the angry Black woman’ that’s still used today. A brilliant example is Toni from Girlfriends.

Throughout history these depictions of Black women have often been used to put forward oppressive ideologies. These ideologies can be seen as by-products of digital sexual racism in online dating derived from historical white supremacist roots. Their effects on Black women attempting to navigate the already murky waters of the swamp scene that is modern dating can be detrimental to the experience.

So, every Tom, Dick and Harry on Tinder, the answer to your question is no. My knees are not as strong as Megan Thee Stallion’s, and the fact that you’ve never been with a Black woman before is a red flag, not a turn-on. Please don’t talk to me about how you’ve sexualised me based on three pictures my friends helped me pick.

So, where does this leave me? Of course, I’m not going to date those who have fetishised me. I’m quick to shut down any conversation containing red flags, fetishisms or outright insults with swiftness. An affirmation I use when it gets too much: I am a Black woman. I am not aggressive. My body does not exist to satisfy your sexual urges. I am a vessel of love; I am deserving of love, and I have a lot of love to give.

I am living in a time where the pressure to be married by the age of thirty (twenty-five if you’re Nigerian) is unbearable. Last year, I was on the phone with my mother for over an hour as she prayed for me to find my husband before the end of 2021, when I turned twenty-six. The phone call lasted 72 minutes and 16 seconds. A step down from her last record of 120 minutes last month to talk about a dream she had, which was, of course, intertwined with the fact that I was still not dating anyone.

‘Yewande, I don’t want you to get offended, but they’ll say I’m not a good mother if I don’t ask.’

Despite my mum’s apologetic tone, I rolled my eyes and held my breath. I already knew what was coming but her reference to ‘they’ had my blood silently boiling; why was it anyone’s business whether I was dating or not?

‘So, you’re going to tell me you’re not even dating anyone, not even one person?’ she asked inquisitively.

‘No, I’m not! If I was, I would tell you so you would leave me alone!’ I joked.

She yammered on about what she described as an ‘unfortunate situation’ of a Nigerian woman she knew in her mid-thirties who had bagged herself a science degree, a fantastic job in a biopharmaceutical company, but was still unmarried – an African mum’s worst nightmare, but why? Why was there a timestamp sealed and locked on what constitutes a pragmatic age to get married followed sharply by the need to reproduce?

We went back and forth, with her adding, ‘Anyways, just remember, we’re not like those white people. As long as you don’t tell me you don’t want to get married, that would be a big problem . . .’

It was the first time I considered what life would look like if I didn’t get married. That invitation was never welcomed in my household. So, how do I even know if marriage is for me? I never fell into the category of women who had scrapbooks of their fairy tale wedding, with their perfect dress, ring and fixed seating arrangements that were not up for negotiation. The idea, if I’m being honest, gives me anxiety. I keep those unwanted daydreams locked somewhere in my brain. She ended the call by reiterating the fact that time wasn’t on my side and to always keep that in mind.

Society tends to attribute certain achievements to particular stages in a person’s life: Graduate by twenty-one, get engaged by twenty-five, be married with kids by twenty-seven and of course, become a homeowner before thirty (when I assume life is supposed to dramatically cease). Yes, you heard that right, ladies and gentlemen, according to Twitter and my mother, life ends at thirty. Keeping those calculations in mind, I’d say I have about five years, give or take. Of course, time is on my side. What even is time? An illusion of foggy memories wrapped up in thoughts of the past and present.

Or was she talking about my biological clock? And if I’m being honest, it’s something that I have thought about a lot. I visited a friend of mine who lives in Central London this week and as we gossiped about the most mundane things, we also bonded over shared dating experiences.

‘Oh yeah, I froze my eggs the other day,’ she blurted out so casually mid-conversation. Dami has a unique talent for simplifying uncomfortable conversations. With us both being Nigerian, this was definitely a non-traditional and unconventional way of reproducing that would be sure to evoke unwarranted and unsolicited opinions, especially from people in my parents’ generation. I could already hear the whispers in the air:

‘A test tube baby?’

‘Her mum didn’t raise her right.’

‘This is what happens when you bring these children to Europe for better education.’

‘Gwoorrrlll, how was it? You’re still so young. What made you decide to do that?’ I asked curiously.

She explained the extreme pressure she felt to be married or at least settled into a serious relationship. Unlike me, thirty was right around the corner for her; however, she was not ready to settle for any dick (or Tom or Harry). It was important for her to find love and a genuine lasting connection, no matter how long it took. Dami wanted to do this without constant reminders of the ticking time bomb that was her biological reproductive organs.

‘You should look into it. I’ll send you the clinic’s details,’ she suggested in the most welcoming tone.

I picked up my phone to look at the WhatsApp message Dami had just sent. For the first time, I felt like time had truly frozen. I had a choice. I guess, until this point, I’d never stopped to ask myself if I even wanted kids. I still don’t have answers to any of these questions and that’s okay. I’m just figuring out life one step at a time. When things get too much with dating or looking for a life partner, here’s what I’ve learnt:

 

Make a list of what you want in a partner and believe that you are worthy of that.

Remember that you are enough, especially when the world tries to tell you otherwise.

There is nothing wrong with being unmarried or single at thirty – or at any age.

Delete the dating apps if they get dry or overwhelming.

 

‘You are gold, don’t let anyone treat you like you are silver.’ Positive reinforcements like this one from my aunt have stuck with me, especially while dating, where it’s so common in our community for Black women to ‘date down’ or lower their standards, whether this is socio-economically, emotionally or physically. We are all different, so there is no set rule for what makes one person’s ‘low standard’ right or wrong. There are countless debates about the implications of having standards that are deemed too high, but what I continue to ask myself is whether I will be content settling for a relationship that doesn’t serve me because I find the landscape of dating too hostile? The answer is still no.

I can only imagine that dating down is emotionally damaging. Never feeling truly happy and wondering what would have happened if you had decided to stay single. Some women come to this realisation after a few months, some years. How do we confront these issues? By dismantling stereotypes, I believe.

I used to always be ashamed when speaking to people about my dating preferences. I think it’s fair to say that the conversation around interracial relationships is a somewhat touchy subject in the Black community. This is understandable, considering the historical tensions between white and black people because of centuries of slavery and segregation. You tell people you are open to dating different races and that you have in the past, and all they hear is: ‘so you don’t like Black men?’ ‘You are anti-Black.’ ‘It’s giving self-hate.’

So, some of you could imagine my frustration when a guy I had been dating for months looked at me across the dinner table and asked if I even liked Black men, because before him I had been papped with a white guy I was dating and I guess he couldn’t quite get his head round it. I was more offended that he thought the 26-inch closure wig that I damn near broke my neck laying and the corseted dress that restricted my breathing was just to sit across from a person who I wasn’t remotely attracted to.

‘I can tell you only like white men,’ he said with a cheeky grin on his face as if he had just unearthed my most intimate and shameful secret. For obvious reasons, it didn’t quite work out between us.

I’ve only dated two white men (and I use the word ‘dated’ very loosely), one being a guy called Jake. Jake. I was obsessed with him. We met on Tinder and had made eye contact a few times in the student night clubs and even had mutual friends, but we didn’t meet until my final year, my fourth Freshers’ Week. He called my name while he was standing in the queue as my girlfriends and I were strutting our way into the night club. When we got in, he confessed that we had matched on Tinder. I played it down and pretended I didn’t recognise him. The truth was his face was imprinted in my mind after countless Facebook searches and Instagram stalking. Over the next few weeks, we got on well and he invited me to watch a game with his housemates. Mind you, I hated football, but the thought of stealing a kiss was so worth the torture. I remember laughing so hard that day. Now I look back at it, I know whatever he said probably wasn’t very funny, but he had a charm to him.

Randomly, I shouted across the room, ‘Have you ever dated a Black girl before, Jake?’ I wanted to figure out whether I was some sort of sick experiment, a fetish, or whether he just liked me. He broke a sweat as he turned to me, placed his hand in his pocket and answered very nonchalantly, ‘No, I haven’t, but I don’t see colour.’ I had smiled, thinking this was an acceptable answer. Later that night, we were left alone while his friends went out, hoping they would come back lucky. He stole a smile from my lips before tucking my 16-inch synthetic wig behind my ears and whispering, ‘I’ve always been told Black girls really know how to work it.’ I rolled my eyes in disgust and let out a heavy sigh. I had really liked this one. He looked up at me very confused, not understanding how those statements he made were not only degrading and insulting but were also a complete contradiction of one another. He was really on his bullshit, talking about ‘love sees no colour’ and at the same time fetishising me based on stereotypes about Black women he had absorbed while watching hip-hop music videos and porn.

So, let’s take a minute and break down his statement of ‘not seeing colour’. Reflecting on this now, all I can hear is a refusal to acknowledge my lived experiences as a Black woman along with the desire to stop discussing race, because it didn’t make him feel comfortable. The failure to see colour forms the basis of a very considerable problem. It allows people to hide their real intentions, so they don’t have to think about racism and confront their own prejudice. His statements were quite the misnomer. What he should have said was that he may not fully understand the challenges that an interracial relationship may face, but he was willing to learn and work it out together.

Having had these experiences while dating outside my race doesn’t change my stance on interracial relationships. However, I do believe that for this dynamic to work, it’s important for your partner to be not only an advocate but an ally for your culture and community. It’s crucial that you can be your real and authentic self with them. It would be quite naïve to limit your dating pool to only men within your race, especially if you are a Black woman. I mean, who among all races has statisticallyFN16 been shown to date outside their race the most? No, I didn’t pull this out of my ass, so don’t @ me. This is not a tit-for-tat scenario; it’s merely exploring your options and being open-minded enough to expand your horizons. It’s about finding happiness and love in spaces that welcome you and that you are comfortable in.

One of the most valuable things I learnt this year was just to date. I know, it sounds easy, right? But for me this was the hardest thing I have had to do. To just date, and not to date with the preconception that this living human sitting in front of me could be my lifelong partner, to just date. Having food with strangers, finding out what I liked in the opposite sex and what I didn’t. A real-life game of swiping left and right. I’ll never forget one guy I dated who pulled his hoodie up and put his face mask on as we drove past an area in South London, because his ‘ops were watching’. In that moment of time, I realised I wanted more for me and my homegirls. But that’s not where my real revelation  on what my expectations of my ideal partner was. It was when I met Jide, who also taught me the importance of dating when truly whole. I met Jide when my desire to love someone else overpowered my desire to love myself. I guess in a crazy way, I thought that by loving me, he would teach me how to love myself and ooh boy was I wrong. I was welcomed with disrespect and a love that was hostile and with conditions, blinded by the desire to feel an emotion I thought was love.

If I’m right, you might be thinking: how do I know when I’m ready to date and how do I know that I’m whole? How do I know when to walk away and fall in love with myself first? For years, I dated for all the wrong reasons: loneliness, boredom and superficial reasons that left me hollower and emptier from giving, giving and giving. The answer to that first question is not so straightforward. Everyone is different so the answer may vary but one thing that will remain constant is, you must first learn how to love yourself. I mean really love yourself, because I know you’re THAT BITCH and you really need to believe that too. Forgive yourself for all the harsh and painful words you say to and about yourself. Find things that make you happy. Be genuinely content in your own solitude. Look for a partner because you want to enjoy life with them, not because you want them to fill a gap. When two people are in a relationship, it’s evident when the love they share is respected, with boundaries, with desire to bring out the best in each other, because they have worked so hard to bring out the best in themselves. Walking away from a love you’ve grown accustomed to, a love that you think you deserve, can be quite challenging. I stayed with Jide for years, not because there was any love in the relationship but because at that time, I convinced myself that it was the closest thing to love I would ever have. I didn’t know who I was without him, and I was terrified to find out. But finding the courage to walk away was one of my greatest achievements when navigating the dating scene. Like most of you reading this chapter, I know I’m not alone when I say one of the biggest betrayals to a woman, especially while dating, is trust. And that’s exactly what Jide did when he welcomed other women to our monogamous relationship.

I’m ashamed to admit I was aware of his infidelities. I turned a blind eye to the women who messaged him late at night, the last-minute cancellations and the distance between us. At the time it was easy to blame the culture I was surrounded by and the voices that drowned my mind. ‘Every man cheats. You just have to find one that’s worth staying for.’ ‘Are you really going to leave your man because he cheated lol?’ were the reactions I got when I informed the girls at uni about Jide and his relationships with girls I called my friends, exes and random women he spoke to for a couple of seconds at the bar, just because he could. A quick example of normalising the infidelities of Black men. Of course, I remained faithful like a submissive Nigerian woman, but let’s be honest here, that’s not the real reason. I had lost myself so much that I didn’t know who I was without Jide. I didn’t stay because I loved him and I felt like I couldn’t live without him. I stayed because I didn’t know what life was without him. I forgot what solitude felt like; I feared my own loneliness. I was lost, confused and I feared the unknown. With each day, I could see pieces of myself slipping away, pieces of myself I loved, pieces of myself my friends and family recognised. I was now unrecognisable. I had succeeded in losing myself fully. I could see myself falling down this continuous dark tunnel with no lifeline and no way out, but all I had to do was open my eyes and see. See that what I had to do was choose me, walk away, and heal. It wasn’t easy, but I did it. What was the result? Growth
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