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Introduction




Want to clear out a room in a hurry? Ask a few married couples if they keep money secrets from each other, or if the husband contributes enough to household chores, or whether the husbands or the wifes career is deemed more important in the relationship. These are the sticky questions that go unanswered in relationships, the ground zero issues that couples evade like skilled boxersfeinting, bobbing, and weaving to stay out of the line of fire. But even if we think were successfully avoiding them, they never really go away. Issues of money, power, and respect simmer at the core of every relationship, influencing the way we respond to every crisis, manipulating the behaviors we exhibit each moment of our lives together. But instead of addressing them, facing them head-on, we let our assumptions rule the day. Rather than asking questions, we allow the anger and the frustration to buildsometimes without even realizing where the anger and frustration are coming from.

Perhaps the reason we seek to avoid talking about money, power, and respect is because we know how crucial these issues are to our relationships survival. Evasion is always a whole lot easier than confrontation. But who ever said relationships were supposed to be easy?


During the course of writing this book, we made a discovery: The more you talk about this stuff, the easier it becomes to talk about it. A few times we even had fun. Imagine that, having fun arguing about whether the road is harder for black men or black women in corporate America, and why women always assume their spouses will pay for the food, fun, and incidentals when were out together.

Of course, the flip side of our discovery is that the more you avoid talking about money, power, and respect, the harder it becomes, the more distress it causes, the more bitter are the disputes. If the husband has always assumed his career had top priority in the household, he might get a painful jolt when his wife comes home and announces that they must move to a new state because she just got a promotion. If the wife always figured that the husband would want her to confess every little flirtatious indiscretion with a member of the opposite sexbecause shed want him to confess the sameshe might be shocked at his reaction when she tearfully reveals to him that she kissed a co-worker.

Money is the ebola virus of relationshipswith frightening speed, it can push a solid, healthy relationship to its deathbed, blood flowing from every orifice as the internal organs and major systems turn to mush. And like ebola, money woes slice through communities and leave a path of pain and devastation in their wakealong with long lines at the divorce court. If theres one thing we would love for couples to get out of this book, its a greater willingness to talk about money, to dig into each partners money fears and money expectations until the dread starts to melt away. Thats the only way to tame the virus.

When we talk to audiences, power issues always seem to lead to hostile debate. Some brotherman will stand up and proclaim that the problem with black women is yall refuse to acknowledge that the man is supposed to have the power in the relationship. Then the brother will sit down with a satisfied smileand all hell will break loose. It will take minutes to restore order as the curse words start to recede and the fingers are pried away from the brothers throat. His voice hoarse, his pulse weak, the brother will say, See, thats what Im talking about. We dont pretend that black men and black women will agree on questions of power, but we believe this is a conversation that we need to have if were going to get at the roots of the hostility that brothers and sistahs carry around. What determines who will have more power in the relationshipis it the person who makes more money, or is it always the man? Does it even matter?

This leads us to the question of respect. Though the other issues may be more controversial and explosive, this one is clearly the most important. Respect must be the foundation upon which any solid relationship is builtwhether between a man and a woman, or employer and employee, or parent and child. In the African-American community, if you watch music videos and daytime talk shows and listen to music lyrics, youll quickly discover that respect between men and women is in drastically short supply right now. Some might conclude its nonexistent. We can screw each other, ogle each other, fight with each other, curse at each other, but the last thing we seem to do is respect each other. Psychologists might say we first need to respect ourselves before we can earn respect from anyone else, but that response is too easy, too pat. Its right up there with you have to love yourself before anyone else will love youand we know thats not necessarily true. No, there is something deeper going on in this raging war between the sexes in our communitya lack of understanding, a lack of communication, a lack of empathy. The result is a lack of respect. Maybe if we start talking about it, we can lower the hostility and spread some love. Long before Lil Kim and The Lox told us in a rap song that money, power, and respect were what we needed in life, Aretha Franklin spelled it out for us. R-E-S-P-E-C-T.
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CHAPTER 1

Can He Deal When She Makes More?



From a Sistah

Im just confused.

Because the gold digger is supposed to be the sistah that doesnt have jack bone and looks to the man to give her the ring, the house, the car, the credit cards, the furs, the clothes, the tripsthe everything. She, rightfully, is avoided like the plague by the brothers.

Yall know what Im talking about; guys can spot her quicker than an NBA player can an unbeweavable, bought-it-at-Mandee hootchie/groupie standing outside the hotel talking bout how she just happened to be there on business and Whaddaya know? I ran into my favorite baller!

He cant stand the gold digger. Wants to get as far away from her as humanly possible. Will run from her like a black girl in a scary horror flick. Wont stick around to see the gruesome detailsor become one. Will simply break out at the first sight of blood.

And who can blame him? I mean, we got-it-goin-on sistahs want to beat her ass down, too, because shes giving a really bad image to us new millennium womenthe ones who know that in the Y2K1 you have to bait your own line, catch your own damn fish, and cook that bad boy, too. Shoot, cant always depend on some man to feed you, because there might come a day when youre going to be really hungry, and boyfriends little worm just wont snag a thing but some stinky, old (inedible) rubber boots. Not to mention that the first time he even remotely thinks were depending on him for those material things, hes going to label us gold diggerswhich we know were not.

So we toil and slave and pray and slave some more, trying our best to get the house, the car, the credit cards, the furs, the clothes, the tripsthe everythingfor ourselves. The only thing we really look for from you all is the ring, and in return, we offer you the promise that though we will not depend on you for the finer things, we will appreciate the fact that you can provide them.

This, we figure, should make the gold diggerhating brothers happy. Really happy. Because you all have the best of both worlds; a woman who is not only capable of making her own money, but isnt jocking you for yours. You dont have to worry about spending all your little money on our playthings; well get those for ourselves. And well make sure that theres plenty left over so that you can relax a bit, tooso you wont have to worry about scrimping and scratching and killing yourselves to keep us living in the style to which were accustomed. We can do all that scratching together.

Alas, you all are not happy with that kind of sistah. At least you dont appear to be. You avoid her much like you do the gold digger, except the sistah with money in her pocket just doesnt get why. She is shunned, spat on, dragged through the dirt in the brothers court of law. In his eyes, she has a big mouth. She is emasculating. She is unfeminine. She is a bra-burning feminist. She has a big mouth. She is a bitch.

Or at least thats the way you all treat her.

Just because she has the nerve to make a good living.

This, of course, is especially disappointing to the sistah who studied, worked hard, climbed the corporate ladder, then looked around and realized there werent that many brothers up there with her at the top. After years of trying really hard to find a man who could bring an equal amountor perhaps moreto the table, she revises her standards on her My Man Must Have list, scratching off the must have money requirement. We start rethinking what it is we want in a man, and finally decide that its okay if hes a blue-collar brother netting half what were bringing home. We decide its okay if hes only read about the places weve been to. Shoot, at some point, some of us sistahs get so desperate for companionship that we are willing to overlook the fact that brotherman cant even read.

And then we get into a relationship with a blue-collar/aint-been-nowhere/barely-cleared-his-GED-requirements brother, and he decides hes going to break out because he cant stand that she makes more money than him.

Huh? What the hell is that?

Why do men get all worked up when a woman makes more than them?

From a Brother

Boy, you ladies sure like to talk about this one, dont you? It seems that women who dont have a man or any prospects need to find some explanation for it, and this is usually the one that gets trotted out, a handy-dandy all-inclusive rationale for female loneliness. If you are spending time with a lot of brothers who flee when they discover you make more money, you are simply picking the wrong men. These are troubled brothers just looking for an excuse to get out of the relationship. The rest of us, the stable, confident brothers, we stick around.

What it all comes down to is confidence. That word shouldnt be confused with ego. Confidence means that we are certain of our abilities, our worth, our accomplishments, our attractiveness, even if we arent the highest-earning brother on the block. It means that we dont glean our sense of self merely from the size of our bank account. This is an important attribute for brothers to have in this land of unequal opportunity because we do have much difficulty being placed in the positions where we can bring home long, wide, and thick cash. Its kind of like the discovery social psychologists made that black girls in the United States have a much better self-image than white girls because they instinctively realize the folly of using the beauty standards of white society to form their own sense of self. Similarly, black men know that they have to look beyond their wallets to form their self-image. Sometimes the places we look arent as helpful to our long-term interestsbasketball-playing abilities, street toughness, musical talentbut they do give us a sense of self that is completely divorced from our position in the marketplace.

The ego is tapped when we are comparing ourselves to others, figuring out where we stand. Brothers without a lot of confidence, without an internal strength that doesnt wither depending on which way the winds blow, will have their egos crushed by a successful, striving sistah who appears to be on top of the world. They will constantly feel an incessant need to compare themselves to her, to see how they measure up. And of course they will forever come up far short. Like Muggsy Bogues trying to wear Shaqs pants, it will be obvious to anyone who looks that the brother is out of his league. This is when the Ax Men spring into action. They get to chopping to cut that woman down to their size, to bring her down a few notches so that they wont feel so inferior. Criticize her, insult her, berate her, maybe even hit her. All to protect their fragile little egos. You cant help but be saddened by the sight of it, and you do see it all the time.

A confident brother can be a garbageman, a custodian, an air-conditioning repairman. It really doesnt matter. He doesnt define himself by his paycheck. He doesnt need letters at the end of his name to know that hes an intelligent, interesting, witty, and attractive man. His mother raised him to be warm, sensitive, and self-sufficient. To not be afraid of women. If his father was around, he showed him how to treat women with respect and adoration. To not feel the constant need to compare yourself to your woman to gauge your accomplishments. To be a real man.

We real men are out here, watching the women with the Ax Men and shaking our heads. We may not be the most abundant creatures on the planet, but you can find us if you keep looking. Check out that friendly looking brother over there in the corner, the one who isnt wearing the flashiest suit in the room, the one who doesnt need to dominate every conversation. Hes having a good time in his quiet, unassuming way; he knows that he belongs at the party and doesnt have to prove it to everyone within earshot. He wants to talk to people truly to learn more about them, not to tell them how much he has or to find out if they have more. A lot of women will overlook that brother and gravitate toward the louder brother with the nicer suit, not realizing that the nicer suit is all about the show, the put-on as self-promotion. If he needs to advertise his worthiness, that should be a loud, shrill warning bell to every woman in the room. Nice suit is the dangerous brother. Hes the potential Ax Man. Keep walking, over to the corner.

Once you get into a relationship with the confident brother, its necessary to accept him for what he is. That means you cant start hoping he transforms himself into Earl Graves.

Deep down, though, dont women think a man is somewhat lame if his woman makes more than he does?

From a Sistah

Sure, some do. Guaranteed, though, these women wouldnt give you the time of day in the first place, so you dont have to worry about what theyre thinking, anyway. You can rest assured that the sistah who disregards your paycheck has long ago reconciled in her mind that shes not bothered by it, and has recognized that there are so many more reasons to be with a man than to live without him over something stupid like his making less money than her.

Lets be for real: Societynot just womencocks a critical eye on the brother who dares to date or marry a woman who clocks more dollars than he. In fact, Ive heard more men criticize such unions than I ever have women. Admit it: How many times have you heard guys poke fun at Stedman for hanging in there with Oprah? Or question just what it is that Rohan Marley does for a living while his wife, soulster Lauryn Hill, rakes in all that dough from her Grammy awardwinning works? Or assume that Susan Taylors husband is pimping his wifes fame to further his own writing aspirations? Or made fun of Iyanla Vanzants husband for getting in on the motivational speaking and writing craze after having seen what it did for his wifes career?


We women dont tend to pay it too much mind. Shoot, we dont really care that Stedman makes hundreds of thousands and his honey makes hundreds of millions; we just want to be the first to know when he slips a ring on her finger and says the two magic words, I do. We dont question what Rohan is doing for a living; we beam when, at the awards ceremonies, the camera cuts to him and he smiles after his honey picks up another statue and thanks her man for being a wonderful companion and daddy. Same thing for Susan, particularly when she takes the dais and says that she is at peace and in love with her husbandjust the way a happy couple should be.

Im sure this issue is not easy for any of these couples to deal with. Their names are constantly in the newspapers and on the radio and on the television and on peoples lips. And everyone feels like they have the right to comment on their affairswhether it be their love affairs or their business affairsmaking it extremely difficult, Id surmise, for them to settle down for the night and enjoy each others company without first having to excise all the negativity spewed against their partners during the course of a day.

Nick and I even went through this when The Sistahs Rules first hit the bookshelves. While I was going on national television shows and traveling across the country promoting my book on radio and in newspapers, all his boys were ribbing him, calling him Stedman and Mr. Millner. It was always, like, the first thing out of their mouths when they saw the two of us together, much to Nicks chagrin. He didnt like it. At all. To this day, when we go to a hotel, boyfriend will flip if were registered under my name and the concierge deigns to call him Mr. Millner instead of Mr. Chiles.


None of my girlfriends did this to him. None of them remotely wondered whether I would leave my man now that I had a coupla extra dollars and a book in the store. To them, my fortune was the Chiles familys fortunenothing more, nothing less. It didnt make Nick any less of a man; in fact, it made him more the man because his wife was blowing him up all throughout her book.

This is the way, I think, a lot of sistahs look at it. They understand that a woman who dates or marries a man who makes less money than she has moved way past whats in his wallet, and has trained her radar on the kind of person he is. So what if he drives a truck. He brings that money right on home, helps with the bills, treats her right, is a good daddy to her children, is a moral, righteous individual, is capable of holding stimulating conversation, knows how to please her in every possible wayall the things shes ever looked for in a mate. His moneyor the lack thereofisnt going to be the deciding factor as to whether shes going to go for it or not. Certainly, it may be one of the factors, but it wont be a deal-breaker if shes got her head on straight.

I think the thing that makes unions like this lame is when the mans insecurities get in the way. His ego, which has for so long depended upon the notion that he has to have a better job than his woman, make more money than his woman, have a higher position of authority than his womanbe an all-around more valued worker than his womanwill force him out of the relationship. Hes the one who just cant take it, and ultimately, he is the one who will decide that its just not going to work out. But it will always be her faultnever his. She will be the self-serving, money-hungry, wanna-be-the-man chick he will loudly proclaim to his boys he just couldnt get with. Shes just high maintenance, hell say. I do enough maintenance at workaint trying to come home and buff, too.


This, of course, is completely unfair to her, because all she wanted to do was live the good life: have a good career and a good man. And, as usual, he wont let it happen.

Perhaps its not like this for every man, but if Ive seen it happen once, Ive seen it a thousand times. Answer me this:

Would she have to give up her good job and high salary to keep you, or is there a way for you to get over it?

From a Brother

If you are even considering leaving a good job and high salary to keep a man, you need to beat yourself hard about the face and head a few times. You dont need a different, lesser jobwhat you need is a new man.

Now I know there are many sistahs walking around out there telling everybody that black men just cant handle a sistahs success. But the brothers who are guilty of that kind of weakness certainly dont need their pathetic lameness affirmed and justified by a woman deciding to take an inferior job on their behalf. Thats so despicable it makes my blood boil just thinking about it. We all need to rise above that kind of petty smallness. Under no circumstances is that a move that will gain you anything but heartache, anger, and a lot of overdue credit card bills.

Relationships are supposed to be affirming, liberating. They are supposed to help us reach for the best part of us, to help each of us become the embodiment of everything God wanted us to be. The man you described as attacking his woman if she makes more and is more accomplished is obviously a brother with a serious cardboard egoits all a front, erected from the thin, flimsy stuff of shoe boxes and milk cartons. Even the slightest bit of pressure will lead to collapse, and any woman nearby will be in danger of getting smashed.


When things got unbearable for me at the last newspaper where I worked, it was my wife who suggested that I walk away from the newspaper business and write books full-time. It was a show of faith on her part that didnt come without a bit of soul-searching on the part of both of us as to whether we were financially and mentally ready to be that self-sufficient. But the beauty of it was that she understood the anguish the job was causing me, she knew what would make me happy, and she nudged me in that direction knowing that it had the potential to make our financial straits a bit tighter. It was a partner-affirming decision and I will always treasure her for having the strength to make ita strength I know every woman out there doesnt possess. The decision is paying off for her and me as it continues to lead to more wonderful moments in our writing careers. I tell myself over and over that I should never take this woman for granted.

Thats what partners are supposed to do for each other when it comes to careers. Were supposed to nudge each otheror kick each other in the behindto make the moves that will lead to even greater success and self-fulfillment. Were not supposed to force our women to do things that will make us feel better about ourselves or make us look better by comparison.

Admittedly, there are brothers out there who need to gaze into a mirror and make sure they are providing their partners with this kind of affirming and self-sacrificing support. Its tempting to get into this game of blaming someone else for our failures or shortcomings. Sometimes African Americans become a little too practiced at this art. But when we are sitting down across the table from the woman we love, we must be able to look her in the eye and tell her we have done everything we could to help her succeed at home and in the workplace. And she should be able to say the same thing to us. If she happens to be bringing home more cheese, why does it have to be a statement about the male? Maybe a better way to consider the situation would be to believe her success is instead a reward for the talent and ambition of the female.

Of course, theres one thing in this scenario that Ive accepted on faith: that the woman hasnt been torturing the brother with her superior career accomplishments. By this I mean holding it over his head like a guillotine poised to zoom downward every time he gets out of line. The brother in that relationship would have no choice but to grow resentful of his womans success, because shes practically begging him to do so. What qualifies as torture? Lots of speeches like the following: Why dont you just go in to your boss and demand that he put you on that special project? No way I would accept anything less at my job. When they wouldnt give me the promotion I wanted, I demanded it. Now look how far Ive gone.

If this sounds like you, then you probably need to find another method of motivating your man, cause its only a matter of time before he rears up and tells you where to stick that wonderful job of yours.








CHAPTER 2

One Saves, the Other Spends: Can This Household Ever Have Peace?



From a Sistah

Shoes. And baby clothes. And cooking and entertainment utensils.

They are my vices.

I could have just enough money in my account to pay my bills, and a little extra for savings, and savings will inevitably get kicked to the curb when I stroll up into Saks and see those bad pink Donna Karan mules, the ones with the really cute, petite bow across the arch and the funky, pointed heel. Or when I go to the third floor in Bloomingdales and see all those pretty Little Me dresses and the OshKosh BGosh jackets and Donna Karan suits in stunning grays and maroons and pea greensmy daughter Maris colors. Or when I pass by the window of any kitchen appliance store on earth, and see all the beautiful serving platters and big, sunken pots and cooking gadgets. I get to thinking about the kind of dinner party I could throw, having cooked all my food in that new saucepan, and served it in my new mules with Miss Mari on my hip in her new little outfit.


Oh, Im much better than I used to be; at least Im paying my bills. When I was in college and shortly thereafter, I would go without eating, much less paying bills, to buy clothes and kitchen stuffwhich is why my credit was jacked up for so long. But dammit, I looked good and so did my food.

Mommys probably going to kick my booty for writing this, but I think I took after her in the spending department. For as long as I can remember being able to remember, my mom has never let her finances get in the way of her having nice things. I can recall having a really nice relationship with Mr. UPS man, who would find his way to my parents house at least once every other day, bearing brown bundles full of pantsuits and beautiful dresses and cozy winter coats. My mom would come home from work and rip the boxes open, put on her new outfits, and twirl around in front of her mirror. Simply beautiful. She was happy like a kid under the Christmas treeexcept her fa la la la las were coming year round.

I also remember my father being pretty perturbed by the fact that while my mom struggled to pay all those credit card bills run up by her catalogue fetish, he was paying the water, heat, and electric bills, the car notes, the insurance, the mortgages, and every other living expense the two of them had, plus his little credit card bills and other incidentals. He was the money worrywartthe one who, if he had two pennies left over, would put both of them in the savings account for that rainy day. This was his credo; one never knew what tomorrow was going to bring, so you better put your money away in case some stuff breaks out.

My moms motto?

Ya cant take it with you.

Id like to think that today, Im a pleasant mixture of the two of them. Im free-spending like my momwill not deny myself or my daughter the finer things in life just because the bank account is a little low. But Im also anal like my dadwill get really uneasy if the bank account is low, and will do what it takes to get it back to a stable level, so that I dont get caught with my pants down in case of an emergency.

Still, Im sure that when Nick sees the American Express bill, hes not all that happy about the way-too-many charges at Baby Gap and Crate & Barrel.

I get the feeling that hes not the only brother who feels this way, and Im not the only sistah who spends this way.

We agree that if there is a genuine need for us to save some money for that inevitable rainy day, we certainly wont mind stashing a little cash for the occassion. Still, I have to agree with my mom on one key issue: Ya cant take it with you. We sistahs like to enjoy ourselves, look good, step lively. We want the same for our kids. The bills will get paideventually.

Somehow, though, you all dont seem to think were capable of such ventures. So I ask you this:

Why do you all get so worked up when we use money for what it was meant forspending?

From a Brother

As you described, so much of our views on spending and household finances comes from our parents and the way we were raised that it almost seems as if we have no control over them. Thats admittedly a scary notion, but one that we should keep in mind the next time we feel like we want to body slam our mate because she or he spent too much of our hard-earned money.

Its frightening how destructive money can be to homo sapiens. What was that song the OJays sang in the 1970sFor the Love of Money? They said for the love of money people would kill their own brothers and rob their own mothers. We see a litany on the news every night of sick stuff people have done for the almighty dollar. My father wrote a song for the LTG Exchange, his R&B group back in the 1970s, called Money Mad. Accompanied by a slamming beat and funky bass line, the songs lyrics focused on how everyone in our societyfrom politicians to morticians, teachers to preachershad gone money mad. My dad just got a royalty check from Italy, so somebody must still be playing the song.

In a love relationship, serious money discussions are usually as welcome as a talk about whats wrong with our sex life. Couples will break up, marriages will crumble, longtime love connections will splinter in two over money issuesand the thing will end without the couple ever having sat down and had a heart-to-heart. In addition to being something we all want in as much abundance as we can manage, we are all incredibly defensive about our relationship with money. I know I read Denenes opening to this chapter while holding my breath, just waiting for her to dis my money management approach so that I could get all upset. It is truly the evolved and unique couple that can even broach the topic of household finances without somebodys feelings getting hurt and the discussion blowing up into World War III.

I watch my seven-year-old son, who is an extremely bright kid, but not able to grasp the concept of money and its importance, and I wonder how we lose our innocence. Give the boy a quarter and 15 minutes later he will have no idea what happened to it. But hell be able to pinpoint the location of each of his action figures. Money has no meaning to him right now; he knows its terribly important stuff, but he still has no use for it. So how do we go about transferring such extreme states of neuroses to our children when it comes to money? What magical words do we utter to them during childhood that turns money into the most important thing they will ever hold in their hands?

We could blame society or music videos or rap music, but I dont think these factors have nearly as much influence as our parents. If music videos were that important in our development, what we would dread with a passion later on is a discussion with our mates over how big the ice around our neck should be, not the dwindling checking account balance. My parents raised us with the attitude that money was important because it enabled you to eat and live the way you wanted to live, but it was not something to get all stressed out over. It was much more important to live life on your own terms and not be controlled by a job or even a career. Thus Im much more laissez-faire about finances than my wife is. My attitude is that the money will be there when we need it; we dont let the worry about what will happen 12 months down the line stop us from doing something we want to do today. My wife does want to know exactly how much money will be in the bank 12 months down the line before she makes a move todayunless that move entails buying clothes or housewares, which arent usually at the top of my must-buy priority list. (Though Im finding it a lot harder to be upset at clothes purchases for my precious little girl than at another pair of Via Spiga pumps in my wifes closet.) These radically different approaches can cause some tense moments, and weve had our share. But what we must strive to keep in mind is that it is crucial for us to be respectful of the other persons
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