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To my sisters

May we always see one another




I sent my Baby to the window to buy ice cream on her own while I kept watch from the car directly across from where she was standing. Some guys came up next to her, greeted her politely, and stood patiently. One began engaging her in light conversation. I saw in her body language that she was getting nervous and was on my way to stand with her when this super fly Sista with a fade, sundress, and dragon wing tattooed backpiece came out of nowhere and said, “Heeeeeey, Little Sis! It’s a good day for ice cream, huh?”, then placed herself between my daughter and the guy.

All of Zoë’s tension melted away. Supa Sista stayed with her until she got her cone and walked her back to my car where she winked at me before saying, “She did fine, Mama. We’re all watching.” She motioned over to her own car and there were four Sistas outside of it, all grinning and giving me the thumbs up.

I think that says a lot about how angels work. How the village works. How Black Women work.

We out here. Holy and fabulous and ready to ride out at any time, even at the ice cream shop.

—Whitney Syphax Walker, Facebook post






Introduction

If there is one thing I can always count on, it is the fact that if I put five or more Black women in a room—any room, any group of Black women—things are about to get real! With very little provocation or directing, we’re likely going to get to the heart of things—and fast. We won’t shy away from talking about relationships, parenting, racism, work, or any other topic. Deep belly laughs will be heard and knowing glances exchanged; perhaps some tears will be shed and secrets confided/imparted as well. In the sisterhood that Black women share, there is often a safety and an inherent feeling of support and acceptance that is affirming and, I believe, lifesaving.

Don’t get me wrong! I know we don’t live in a utopia, nor are Black women monolithic. Not all Black women want to come together and sing “Kumbaya” with one another. But without a doubt there is a cadence and rhythm to our gatherings. More often than not when we convene, there is a natural sisterhood that breeds openness, protectiveness, and a tenderness with one another: a powerful something that is hard to find in other places. Just go to Essence Fest or a Beyoncé concert, any grand gathering of Black women, and you’re sure to feel it. It’s an energy that cannot be duplicated. I’m also clear that this magical thing that Black women experience with one another is something uniquely our own. Maybe some of it has to do with our shared understanding of the challenges and traumas that exist at the intersection of race and gender. Maybe it’s something that we’ve cultivated to create community for ourselves in the face of attempts to strip away our humanity. As interdisciplinary scholar Evelynn Hammonds says in Patricia Hill Collins’s groundbreaking book Black Feminist Thought, “I think most of the time you have to be there to experience it. When I am with other Black women I always laugh. I think our humor comes from a shared recognition of who we all are in the world.”1 Whatever it is, to me, a gathering of Black women is sacred, it is magical, it is healing—and it has become my life’s work.

I am a licensed psychologist based in Atlanta, Georgia; since 2009 I have worked with women individually as well as in group therapy settings. In 2014, I founded Therapy for Black Girls (TBG), an organization dedicated to making mental health more relevant and accessible for Black women through our podcast, therapist directory, community platform, and blog. The idea for TBG came to me after watching the BLACK GIRLS ROCK! Awards on BET. I remember being totally captivated by the program that night. From thousands of miles away, the energy of the remarkable women in that room was palpable, infectious even. Sitting on a couch in my living room, I saw women standing up—literally—to celebrate one another’s achievements, shining a light on important issues and just gathering together to share their gifts as Black women. Women who excelled in areas like education, entertainment, and philanthropy were all getting and giving one another their proverbial “roses.” It was truly a sight to behold. It felt warm and familiar as spaces with Black women often do. As I watched, I thought to myself, “Wouldn’t it be cool to try and create something with this same kind of energy for Black women related to mental health?” The name Therapy for Black Girls came to me quite naturally, and that night I jumped on GoDaddy to purchase the domain.

When I started TBG, it was a blog where I would share posts to help make mental health topics more relevant and accessible for Black women. Because I felt that there were not enough mental health resources in the wellness industry that spoke to Black women specifically, a few of the first posts I shared were basic questions to ask a potential therapist and how to rely on your support system. I knew that there would be an audience, but to be completely honest, I was not prepared for the outpouring of sisters who were drawn to the blog and to the larger TBG community. Today, TBG has grown to include a weekly podcast that has amassed more than thirty-four million downloads, a directory of more than six thousand therapists across the United States and in Canada who love doing meaningful clinical work with Black women and girls, and—perhaps most important—a vibrant and engaged community of more than seven hundred thousand sisters around the world who have a similar goal: to work toward prioritizing their mental health and becoming the best possible versions of themselves. Of course, I didn’t know it at the time, but the training and experience I’ve had in areas like consultation, outreach, and group therapy prepared me well for the work I’ve done to serve this rapt audience of Black women.

I was first introduced to the practice of facilitating therapy groups as an intern in the counseling center at Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) in 2005. As I learned the art and nuance of leading group sessions, collectively talking through issues ranging from relationship problems to career quandaries, I fell in love with the modality and the power and possibilities of group work. In fact, I was so drawn to this form of therapy as a pathway to healing that I can draw a direct line from the work I do now to those early experiences. When I think about the current work of TBG, I conceptually view it as one long-standing, gigantic “group.” The community is made up of many different types of sisters, but at the heart of it, just like the people drawn to group therapy sessions, we all want to be well. And as a psychologist, I am keenly aware that for Black women, wellness—and healing—often happens with and because of one another.

My approach to group therapy is also what contributes to how I facilitate the Sister Circle community I formed as a part of TBG. Every week, sisters from around the world gather on Zoom for what I call “Three for Thursday” to share their hearts and listen as we explore the topic of the week. It’s also how I believe the dynamics of our personal sisterfriendships play out. We heal in community. We always have. Every Thursday afternoon when I log off that Zoom at one o’clock I am reminded of the importance of this work.

This book will ultimately explore the healing power of sisterhood and what it looks like throughout our lives and during our interactions with other sisters. I want to help you to strengthen, heal, and celebrate not just your individual friendships and your sister circle but also who we are as a collective of Black girls. As writer and playwright Ntozake Shange once said: “When I die, I will not be guilty of having left a generation of girls behind thinking that anyone can tend to their emotional health other than themselves.”2 I’m very proud of how the collective we’ve built acts as a harbor and a lighthouse for each of us and the sisters who follow. Every Thursday, Andrea from Massachusetts, Mary from Seattle, Paula and Dede from New York, Mona and Nia from Atlanta, and Tanya and Carla from DC come together with Jasmine in North Carolina, Melissa in Chicago, Anya in Ohio, and several other sisters from around the world. None of these sisters knew one another four years ago, but without fail, they show up weekly to hold space, offer resources, crack jokes, and worship the sacredness of sisterhood. What happens when we gather is powerful, but what fills me even more are the reverberations I trust this communion makes when they leave the space.

One of the biggest complaints I’ve encountered in this work is how challenging it is for many Black women to find sisterfriendships and maintain loyalty within them. Through this group, these sisters definitely learn how to be more assertive in their relationships, how to set firmer boundaries with loved ones, and even how to navigate breaking up with a therapist. Also, the evidence of care and community they demonstrate toward one another in-evitably spills over into their other relationships. That is the power of the Three for Thursday space, and that is the power I hope this book helps you to create in your spaces as well. I want this book to be an extension of what I’ve seen happen in the group so that you walk away with a deeper understanding of the transformation that can happen in community and the tools necessary to make it happen. It is my ode to sisterhood, yes, but it is also my offering to help you heal through the connections you hold in your friendships. That is my vision for us.

I define healing as the process of revising and rewriting the difficult things that have happened to us so that they become a part of our story, but not the entirety of our story. Healing, especially as it relates to the experience of Black women, is operating from a place of joy rather than from the pain we may have experienced. Our sisters often give us the courage to start this process. We use sisterhood to become the best possible versions of ourselves. In this book, I want to provide you, my sister, with real-life, real-talk guidance on how to create and navigate healthy sisterfriendships personally, as well as carry that direction into the world as you engage with the global sisterhood of Black women whom you may not know personally. I do not approach my therapy practice as though I have all the answers and I do not intend to frame this book that way either. At the end of the day, I’m going to share my knowledge, research, personal experiences, and observations with you in what I hope will ultimately become a dialogue between us about how sisterhood heals and how we can have a radical transformation in our friendships. This book will celebrate all the things we do well—that magical part of Black sisterhood that goes unspoken—while also challenging us with opportunities to do better. Sisterhood is such a vibrant life force for Black women. It is sacred, and as such it is important for us to pay attention to the things that make it difficult and do a better job of navigating those challenges so that it can continue to be what we need to get through the world together.

HEALING IN COMMUNITY

About sisterhood, actress and arts administrator Phylicia Rashad once said, “There is something that reverberates from us onto our communities when we return from being in community with one another.”3 Many of us have felt that, right? Our energy changes after doing the annual girls’ trip with our sisters. We feel rested. Full. Whole. Our sleep feels richer after a night out with our girls. We feel empowered. Ready to take on our worlds. This isn’t by accident. There’s absolutely a healing aspect to the group dynamic found in our sisterhoods.

Groups are effective in large part because they lessen our feelings of isolation, provide us with multiple areas of support, and allow us to learn intimate information about ourselves that is impossible to know outside of that relationship. These are also hallmarks of sisterhood. In the richest, most fulfilling friendships we have with our sisters, there is this strong sense that we are not alone. We feel covered and protected. Even when the world is chaotic or there’s been personal devastation, it’s both helpful and healing to know that there are people we can go to for support and truth-telling.

As I’ve thought more intensely about our relationships with one another in preparing to write this book, what has become clear to me is that there are several concepts I apply as a psychologist that explain why sisterhood works the way it does and can help us flourish even more in our relationships with one another.

GROUP THERAPY AS AN APPROACH

In pop culture, we mostly see individual therapy sessions portrayed. There is one client speaking with the therapist or sometimes even a couple working with a singular counselor. What I wish we’d see more often are group therapy sessions. In my experience, group therapy is an ideal modality for many of the concerns people bring to therapy. In fact, group therapy tends to spark breakthroughs and healing that cannot happen, or at least not happen as quickly, in individual sessions. The multiple perspectives and outpouring of support would be hard to replicate. It is in a group setting that people realize something incredibly powerful—that the thing that has always felt so shameful to them is not something they struggle with alone; there are others who are feeling the same way.

Existential psychiatrist Dr. Irvin Yalom identified eleven curative factors that lead to these kinds of connections and breakthroughs in group—things that make groups work. I’ll share more about them later, and if you are completely new to the modalities of therapy, don’t worry. I promise not to bore you with a bunch of academic language. Instead, my goal is to highlight ways you may already be participating in therapeutic healing in your life and make the larger concepts feel more accessible. The last thing I want to do is overload you with theories, but it is important for you to know that the observations and guidance I’m offering here are deeply rooted not just in the foundations of psychology but also in my more than twenty years of work as a psychologist.

The bottom line? Group work can be incredibly powerful. I’ll show you how your current sister circles can help serve as a place of healing for you and others through our time together. For anyone who’s struggled with difficulties in relationships, the experiences you have in a group can give you the opportunity to get real-world feedback about who you are, how you show up in relationships, and the ways you can work to change past patterns. It’s not always easy to be vulnerable, but by simply showing up and exposing yourself to the issues that come up for you and for the others in your circle, you may find that it can be a powerful mechanism for healing relationship wounds you’ve carried around for years. Group work, the ability to heal in community, teaches you a lot about yourself, your patterns, and your areas for growth. You may even find yourself taking on a familiar role in the group—one that reflects how you show up every day. (We’ll also talk about this later, but the four biggies are the Leader, the Wallflower, the Firecracker, and the Peacemaker.)

As I’ve said, many Black women’s relationships mimic some of what I’ve observed in group therapy sessions. Within these friend groups, each individual plays a role, and the most powerful and long-lasting sisterfriendships are the ones that allow us to feel safe in sharing our hearts and stories. In many ways, we’ve been doing this all along. Over the last two decades, I’ve worked with hundreds of clients, and I’ve seen them overcome the biggest hurdles, including separations in their relationships, conflicts in their friendships, personal and professional challenges, and more. We’ll move through many of these in our time together.

While doing some research, I came across writer and activist Audre Lorde’s essay “Eye to Eye: Black Women, Hatred, and Anger” in her 1984 book Sister Outsider. In it she perfectly encapsulates what sisterhood is, or could be:


We have to consciously study how to be tender with each other until it becomes a habit because what was native has been stolen from us, the love of Black women for each other. But we can practice being gentle with ourselves by being gentle with each other. We can practice being gentle with each other by being gentle with that piece of ourselves that is hardest to hold.



Lorde so eloquently put into words the very heartbeat of this book—the stories I intend to share, the voices and experiences of the amazing women in the TBG community and beyond that, along with my own journey in sisterhood, will serve as the narrative backbone to the book. I will shine a bright light on that “thing” we know happens between us and the ways we so effortlessly, yet intentionally, show up for one another in small and large ways. The glances we share as we pass one another in public. The compliments understood only by us (“Okay, eyebrows!” or “You better wear that red lip!”). The joy and pride we feel when one of us wins. The shared history that makes it feel as though we are in constant conversation with one another without ever having to say a word.

Writing this book felt both timely and necessary. Now more than ever, Black women seem to be longing for safe spaces to be ourselves. There’s a kind of liberation we can access when we feel like there is a place we can go where we can show up authentically. But even then, there aren’t many resources that can help us navigate those safe spaces, our sisterfriendships, in healthy ways. That’s what I hope to do here. There are tons of books, articles, quizzes, and experts that will tell you everything you could possibly want to know about finding your life partner—what to wear on a first date, how to keep things spicy in the bedroom, etc. But there are far fewer resources about what finding and building intimacy means within the confines of friendship. My sisterfriend Nafeesa and I had many conversations while in grad school at the University of Georgia about how it was fun to date and think about married life but that sweetness was really found in our relationship with each other. The conversations we were able to have, the support, the laughter, and the ease all felt like what life partnership should really be. I’ve been so excited to see more sisters thinking about their relationships with their girls in this way. For all the wonderful things that can come with romantic love, our relationships with our girls are often where we really come alive. In many ways, our girls are where we can exist outside of any life role we’re expected to take on. Yes, I am someone’s wife. I am someone’s mother. I am someone’s therapist. But when I’m with my girls, I’m just with my girls as they are with me.

What is it about our friendships that allows us to exist in this way? Well, much of it is likely related to the fact that not much attention or pressure is placed on what friendships look like. From a very early age, we get messages about who we have to be as a partner, a professional, a parent, but in many ways the fact that friendships have not been seen as the center of life has allowed this space to become an untouched opportunity for us to authentically be ourselves.

While it is true that informal gatherings of women cannot necessarily replace a formal therapeutic group treatment, time after time I’ve found that simply being with one another does play a major role in our wellness. In that way, healing in these contexts is possible. Although we may know that something hurts and needs our attention, we can become intimidated by it and will often ignore it rather than confront the pain. For Black women, facing down the problem often begins in conversation with a sisterfriend. Having a sister there to sit with you and bear witness to your pain without judgment can be the space you need to face some hard and unpleasant truths.

Healing can come in surprising ways—it doesn’t always have to look like heartfelt, teary-eyed, deeper than deep conversations (although it’s okay if it does). What about the year you and your girls headed out of town for a long weekend and had the time of your lives? You remember how refreshed and reenergized you felt when you got back home (I mean, once you finally slept)? Y’all still talk about it to this day, don’t you? That wasn’t just a turn up or a “really good time”—that was healing! You remember that extended phone conversation you had with your good girlfriend whom you hadn’t talked to in months that left you feeling so full of love and possibility? That was healing too! You remember how it felt to finally share that secret you thought no one would ever understand, but your girl did? Or how honored you felt when your sisterfriend became vulnerable with you for the first time, and you could just feel your relationship moving to that next level. That was also healing! Throughout the course of our lives, this pattern of being there for one another repeats itself over and over again—as we heal our sisters, they heal us.

THE HISTORY OF OUR SISTERHOOD

This pattern didn’t come out of nowhere. When I began my research, I wanted to start in what seemed like the most obvious place: Africa. West Africa, specifically. I was curious as to whether the sisterhood dynamic I observed in my own lived experience and in my work as a therapist (primarily with Black women from America and the Caribbean islands) was a carryover from something our ancestors had cultivated on the continent before enslavement and colonization. Because epigenetics teaches us that our behaviors and environmental experiences can affect the way our genes work and that some of what Black people accept as part of our cultural makeup (both trauma and joy) is actually the result of transgenerational experiences that are passed down in our DNA, I assumed that the way Black women interact with one another, that thing, was some deeply rooted historical articulation that was imparted. If it is true that we can pass trauma and dysfunction from generation to generation, can it not also be the case that we pass joy, resilience, and connection through this same mechanism? I thought this might explain why Black women are often communal, and how that shapes the way we show up in the world today.

Well, yes and no. I was surprised to learn that the Black sisterhood dynamic in West Africa did not exactly function the way I was thinking. According to scholar Katrina Bell McDonald, author of Embracing Sisterhood, the idea that sisterhood existed in the ways it does today among Black women in pre-colonial Africa may not be completely accurate. McDonald notes that pre-colonial African societies operated within a dual-sex cultural system, meaning that there was power shared between men and women, and roles within the culture were assumed based on gender. Women’s roles during this time focused primarily on mothering children and being mothers of the culture. In this vein, women were bound to one another in pushing forth these values, which to my mind feels like the basis of how Black culture is shared and passed on today, through the stories of Black women. McDonald goes on to say that the values of “(1) the primacy of kinship and communalism, (2) reverence for ancestors and elders, (3) respect for and practice of spirituality, the centrality of motherhood, and shared power between men and women and of gendered institutional practice where it is beneficial to the self-determination and agency of family and community”4 are what serve as the foundation for sisterhood as we know it today. These values and the ways that pre-colonial Black women operated within this system have provided us with a framework for what is possible as we strive to forge a path forward in a post-colonial, post-slavery world.

McDonald’s words feel so comforting and affirming, and they remind me of a phrase I’ve heard my mom repeat: “Ain’t nothing new under the sun.” There is no need for us to attempt to re-create the wheel. The model quite literally already exists. That said, it’s important to note that while some of what we understand about Black sisterhood was inherited from pre-colonial times, most was forged during enslavement and out of need.

The value systems of communal care and shared maintenance evolved into a distinct mode of survival and thriving for Black people during enslavement and colonization. Think about the way we name one another. Within many Black communities, our friends become our cousins and our mothers’ friends become our aunties. These relationships mimic the family unit in a kind of fictive kinship, and there seems to be an ancestral imprint on our souls and bodies that urges us to connect in this way. This is what was passed down. The creation of Black sisterhood as we know it is the result of our foremothers taking those ancestral values of communal engagement and, in the face of horrific trauma, reimagining them. Allowing those values to transform into an undefinable yet deeply felt connection between us as sisters. What an amazing demonstration of resilience and interpersonal innovation! In perhaps one of the very first instances of what we now call Black girl magic, our foremothers practiced their alchemy, taking the ideals of our ancestry and turning them into a kind of relationship that could sustain and heal us.

I believe that throughout history what we see are repeated iterations of Black women forming community with one another in the interest of the values that have been discussed. In “The Impact of Same-Sex Friendships on the Well-Being of Women,” an article in Women & Therapy, researchers note how Black women during the nineteenth century—likely post-emancipation—continued the traditions of previous generations by having mothers and aunties sharing space together after the birth of a new baby, in order to pass down “much needed motherly wisdom while also giving mom a chance to rest and breathe.”5 Communal care for the win again!

During Reconstruction in the late nineteenth century and into the first half of the twentieth century, many Black women demonstrated sisterhood through the formation of sororities. The first were born between 1908 and 1922 within what is now called the Divine Nine, or the Black Greek Letter Organizations (BGLOs). In her book In Search of Sisterhood, writer and professor Paula J. Giddings affirms what I’d learned about what drove Black women to reimagine how we expressed those ancient values in the context of sisterhood. During this time when young Black people were among the first in their families to attend colleges and universities, participation in organizations like a sorority were a lifeline. Against the backdrop of racism and sexism, sororities provided members with a way to build relationships and communities. The emphasis on “scholarship and achievement” countered what was experienced outside campus.

The presence of Black sororities as a way to participate in sisterhood and community, ofttimes in a world that doesn’t want that for us, resonates with me personally, as one of my pathways to sisterhood was a sorority. But there are many other groups in our communities, whether formally organized like the Black church or informal like the weekly “meetup” at the hair salon, where Black women have found nurturing support systems to serve one another. And we have always had to do this, right? What other options have we had? Especially from post-Reconstruction through the Harlem Renaissance to the civil rights and Black Arts movements to the digital age of the twenty-first century, Black women are often left to gather and forge bonds with one another as we navigate increased exposure in white spaces—whether traditionally as caregivers and cleaners in white homes, or later as the first Black student in an all-white school or the first Black woman anything anywhere.

Our sisterhood has historically always been a multigenerational, intergenerational, transgenerational experience. And in the mid-twentieth century, sisterhood, even across diasporic lines, continued to be the glue for many Black women artists and activists. Marian Anderson’s camaraderie and correspondence with Black classical composer Florence Price is thought to be the impetus for the seminal presentation of “My Soul’s Been Anchored in the Lord” at Anderson’s historic 1939 concert on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Likewise, South African singer Miriam Makeba had an amazing friendship with African American singer, pianist, and activist Nina Simone. Makeba’s politics were very much in relationship with how she engaged in sisterhood, according to “Black Sisterhood in Music,” an article in the online magazine AMAKA Studio.6 She was a woman who used her music to fight against apartheid in South Africa in many of the same ways Nina Simone used her music to fight against Jim Crow segregation in America. They even collaborated on a song about Black womanhood, “Thulasizwe / I Shall Be Released,” and remained close friends throughout their lives.

The necessity for Black women to have the opportunities and spaces to nurture sisterhood has expanded greatly over the last fifty years. We only have to look as far as the Black Is Beautiful movements of the seventies and the natural hair movement revival of the late nineties to realize that we’ve always mobilized ourselves around our shared need for safe spaces that reflect our unique way of being. I’m reminded of a couple of #TBT photos that have made the internet rounds recently. One of my favorites is a black-and-white picture of several now-revered Black women writers, who called themselves The Sisterhood, posing together, some with wide smiles and wider Afros and all with a knowing in their eyes. The image features Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, Ntozake Shange, June Jordan, Lori Sharpe, and Audrey Edwards at a meeting for Black women writers in 1971. Clearly, they are all in the early stages of their careers, and yet there’s something about the way they are standing with one another that denotes a closeness or, at the very least, an understanding.

Seventeen years later, another photo delivers those same feelings of sisterhood and camaraderie. In this 1988 image, Gwendolyn Brooks, Toni Cade Bambara, Sonia Sanchez, Nikki Giovanni, and Mari Evans are posing in a larger group of Black women writers. Seeing these women whose books I’ve read and whose stories I’ve savored standing together, supporting one another, feels like an indication that even within tight-knit Black literary circles, there was a desire to connect and hold space for their sisters. The love was palpable, and recognizable.

Whether it’s an image of Toni Morrison and Angela Davis walking down the street in New York City or a candid snapshot of elders Toni Morrison and Maya Angelou at an awards ceremony caught in the middle of what must have been many kikis over their forty-year friendship—these moments all lead me to the same conclusion: That thing Black women feel when we gather is a kind of glue, a stabilizing force we actively created out of the pain and trauma of our lived experiences in order to hold us up and together. It’s in the way we laugh and cry and fuss and holler about an episode of Insecure (#TeamIssa or #TeamMolly) or how we share our eggs and sugar with the mama next door because sometimes life shows up rocky and maybe we’ve all been there. No matter where we find ourselves individually in life, we generally always find a way to love on and support another sister in some way.

Historically, and until the present day, sisterhood is a modern Black woman’s birthright. Sure, we all have a choice as to whether we will accept it. I will explore in later chapters why some of us might not choose sisterhood in the ways many of us have experienced it. But one thing remains true: It is ours. We do not have to do anything but exist to be part of this powerful network of support.

WHY THIS BOOK? WHY NOW?

In the chapters that follow, I will share stories that are actually composite narratives derived from focus group conversations and interviews conducted for the book. In part 1, I will unpack the importance of connecting with others and how our relationships with other Black women are shaped by our early experiences. We’ll explore how our sisterfriendships have been essential for our survival. I’ll also examine what psychology, and group therapy in particular, can teach us about having strong relationships with one another. In part 2, we’ll examine what it means to hold space for our sisters and the role that vulnerability plays in our ability to do just that. Part 3 will dive deeper into the conflicts and barriers that get in the way of our sisterhoods being successful. We will also tend to what it means when our sisterfriendships end and how we grieve them. As we close, in part 4, I will share strategies for finding new sisters to connect with and what it takes to navigate sisterhood online. This section will also outline what it means to be more intentional with the sisters in your life and in your community, to truly practice sisterhood. I firmly believe that what you learn in this book will help you heal your relationships, which will ultimately mean you’ll be healing yourself. You will walk away from this book with a greater sense of how you show up in your friendships, what you want from those relationships, and how to navigate both the highs and the lows of sisterhood.

In a world where Black women so often feel invisible, I hope you will see yourself in these pages. I hope you smile, laugh, and nod your head in agreement (but it’s okay to shake your head in disagreement too!). I hope this book connects you to that special thing that exists between us. As bell hooks writes, “Rarely, if ever, are any of us healed in isolation. Healing is an act of communion.”7 That thing between us is our path to healing. I’m so honored that you have chosen this book at this time, and that you will take this journey with me. I got you. And we got us.




CHAPTER 1

What Shapes Our Connections


We are each other’s harvest; / we are each other’s business; / we are each other’s magnitude and bond.

—Gwendolyn Brooks



My grandparents’ home sits at what I would describe as the apex of the little town of Napoleonville, Louisiana. It is directly across the street from a Baptist church, up the street from the elementary school, around the corner from the house where you could buy the best homemade pies, and on the route to the only grocery store there was in town until it closed after Hurricane Katrina. In short, it is a great place to have a front row seat to all the action, and the best seats were always on the front porch, where the women in my family “held court.”

Like the ear-hustling kindergartner I was, the porch was also where I wanted to be. It’s where the women in my family would gather, whether they were eating frozen cups or doing hair. It’s where my Tee Jane would talk about whose kids were acting up at school and my Tee Cynt would talk about the latest employment drama at Bill’s Dollar Store. It’s where my Tee Ivy would get caught up on all the latest town gossip since she now lived in Texas and was usually only home for the summer and Christmas. Tee Lisa would take a sip of Dr Pepper—mostly for dramatic effect—before filling us, I mean them, in on what she’d heard while














MESSAGES FROM MAMA















THE WAY WE ATTACH




ATTACHMENT AVOIDANCE AND ATTACHMENT ANXIETY

INSECURE ATTACHMENT




	High Attachment Avoidance
	High Attachment Anxiety





		Minimal effort in developing and/or sustaining close relationships

	Uncomfortable with intimacy

	Engages in behavior to keep relationships at a distance


		Frequent worry about being abandoned by others

	Exerts significant effort to maintain relationships, can sometimes come off as smothering or clingy







SECURE ATTACHMENT




	Low Attachment Avoidance
	Low Attachment Anxiety





		Comfortable relying on others

	Seeks out the support of others during difficult times


		Confident about the health of relationships with others

	Minimal worry about losing friends













	Take a long hard look at how you might be getting in your own way. In what small or large, conscious or subconscious, ways are you pushing people away, being overly critical, or demonstrating a lack of care and/or effort?

	Let people love you. If you’re honest with yourself, there are probably at least two sisters you can call right now who would be at your home in no time if you flashed the Bat-Signal! You don’t have to wait until you’re in a crisis to let them in; start with a small ask. Can they come over to help you finally get your office organized or to just sit with you while you fold the mountain of clothes you’ve been avoiding?

	Watch your mouth and your thoughts. If you tend to frequently search for distance, you could find yourself saying things that, while true, may not be compassionate. Likewise, you may find yourself assuming the worst about a situation without checking for accuracy. Try slowing these processes down to help narrow the distancing. Check in with yourself to see if there’s a kinder way to share the thing that needs to be said and check with others to see if the story you’ve created about an event is accurate.










	Be honest with yourself about who you are and the needs you have in friendships. There is no sense in trying to pretend you don’t need what you do need or trying to minimize it. Being honest with yourself first and then with friends can increase your chances of actually getting what you need out of the friendship. Additionally, it can be important to verbalize how you’re feeling to others so that they have some context for the behaviors you may engage in to receive reassurance. It’s okay to say to a friend, “Hey, I know that at times I can come off as needy. I realize this can be off-putting, but I appreciate your patience as I work on this area in my life and I’m okay with you gently calling it to my attention when I may not realize it.”

	Seek out and cultivate friendships with those who help you to feel more secure. If you’re already aware that you’re someone who needs lots of reassurance and affirmation in a friendship, perhaps think twice about forming a deeper connection with the sister who’s already showing signs of being inconsistent.

	














WHAT WE LEARN ABOUT RELATIONSHIPS THROUGHOUT LIFE






	
	
	





			



			



			



			



			



			



			



			







GROWING OUR CONNECTIONS



THE 4 SS OF SISTERHOOD






Sisterhood Health Survey



BEING SEEN
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BEING SUPPORTED
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BEING YOURSELF
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BEING SOFTER
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CHECK YOURSELF
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REFLECTING ON YOUR RESPONSES





QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION


	What messages about Black women did you learn from your mother or other women in your family? How have they shaped your interactions and relationships with sisters?

	How would you describe your attachment style, and how do you think it impacts the way you show up in your sister circle?

	What benefits have you received from sisterhood? How do your relationships with other Black women enhance your life?
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