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Introduction




Wed first like to say what we are not. We are not psychiatrists or psychologists or social workers or anybody else who gets paid by the hour (or partial hour) to step into the mind with a Dustbuster and clear away the accumulated junk. We are not spokespersons for the race, angling for a slot on Nightline to tell Ted what the other forty million black people had for breakfast. We are not offering the definitive word on black love that will shut down any further conversation on the subject. We are not by a long shot presuming to speak for every black man and every black woman.

What we are doing in these pages is talking. We think thats one of the most important things we can do as two black people in love: Talk. Talk about the soothing, sexy stuff that brothers and sistahs whisper to each other when the lights are turned off and the juices start flowing; talk about the hard, divisive stuff that enrages uswhite girls, sistahs unappealing attitudes, brothers obsessive focus on appearance.

At a memorable forum in Philadelphia last year at the Black Writers Workshop, when brothers and sistahs came together to talk and complain about each other, we witnessed the depth of feeling in our community on this topic. Both sides desperately wanted to be heard, and we quickly realized how seldom brothers and sistahs come together to air their grievances and learn from each other. When we began to talk, we noticed something happening: we recognized that we had never heard these questions answered truthfully by the opposite sex; we started learning things about each other. Similar scenes were repeated all over the country during the book tour for The Sistahs Rules.

We decided this book was a way to keep the discussion going.

Every relationship is neverending exploration, but many of us never get around to asking those tough questions whose answers inform everything that will follow and sometimes even make us change our behavior. Men and women rarely get a chance to look at the world through each others eyes, to introduce empathy and understanding into our interactions. Instead we tend to yell and talk at each other without listening. As a consequence, many of us suffer through one painful relationship after another, never understanding why the men never wont the ring on that left hand or the women keep running away.

How much better off we would all be if, when we turned thirteen, our parents could stroll over to the bookshelf and hand us a Survival Guide to Understanding the Other. Throughout our teen years, every date would be a road test for our Survival Guide, and wed begin decoding the inscrutable ways of the opposite sex. By the time we reached twenty-one, our skills would be incisorsharp. Wed be able to tell exactly when a woman is flirting or when her smile is actually a grimace of pain, if a man really does want to listen to our problems with our boss, why so many men could run down Michael Johnson in an effort to escape commitment, how come a woman starts to practice writing the mans last name and a hyphen after one date.

But, alas, there is no such Survival Guide. Nothing even close to it. Were lucky if our parents warn us about the approach of armpit hair.

With no such guide, no primer, we all stumble into adulthood with no clue and no idea where to find one. But, as unequipped and blind as we are, we still rush out there groping around for a partner. Sometimes we get lucky and bump into someone with whom we can actually vibe, a real soulmate. Sometimes we arent as lucky and our groping hands happen upon the waiting mouth of a pit bullwe can only hope we still have a few digits left when the relationship is over. Dating is like playing a game without a rule book. Is there any wonder, in the midst of such raging ignorance and unpreparedness, that black men and women have problems communicating with each other?

Imagine if foreign sociologists landed on the shores of the United States and wanted a quick peek into the state of black love. All theyd need to do is find any sistah possessing a full complement of limbs and most of her teeth and follow her down the street. In a matter of moments, maybe seconds, the researchers would start collecting hard evidence that theres a problemloud, noisy kisses would be lobbed at the woman by strange men; boisterous shouts from stairwells and street corners would, in quick succession, compliment the woman on the roundness of her ass, ask her out on a date, then assault her with angry curses when she didnt respond. The researchers might rush up to the men and ask, Is this odd form of courtship ever successful? The men would have to say, No. Theyd ask: Do the women appear to be pleased? The men would have to say, No. Theyd ask: Would you approve of this being done to the women with whom you share a familial bloodline? The men would say, No. The researchers would have no choice but to ask: Then why the hell did you do that? Theyd probably get a whole lot of silence in response. But if those men had been handed a guide at thirteen, it would have told them, in no uncertain terms: Leering and shouting at a woman on the street does NOT turn her on.

Follow these same researchers into a nightclub frequented by black men and women. On the surface, things are promisingthe dance floor is packed with sexy bodies undulating to the slammin beat. But then the researchers would be well advised to select a decent-enough-looking fellow and trail him around the club. Watch him pick out an attractive woman sitting by herself in the corner, dancing in her chair. He walks up and immediately her face goes into scowl mode. He doesnt even have the whole question out of his mouthExcuse me, would you like tobefore she spits an unpleasant No back at him. He approaches another, then another, and always gets the same answer: No. Head hanging, he goes back to his wall and for the rest of the night curses every woman in the club under his breath. The curious researchers might want to ask a few of these women, Why wouldnt you dance with that fellow? They might respond, Shee-it. I dont know him. The follow-up question would likely be: Then why the hell are you here? How might these women have been helped by a Survival Guide? Simple. At the age of thirteen, they would have been told: Dont go to a nightclub without a man if you are repulsed by strange men.

We want this book to be a Survival Guide of sortsa document that sheds some light on what the other half is thinking. If you read this book, you wont lose sleep anymore trying to get into each others head. Were gonna do it for you. You will better understand the other and make more informed choices. And you will talk to each other.









Prologue




If you really, really want to get to know your partner, try writing a book together.

Over the course of three months, we had to hash out our feelings on some pretty dicey topics before we began to put fingers to the keyboard. (Ask your partner how he or she would react if you got fat and see what happens.) It wasnt always pleasant, it wasnt always easy, but it certainly was informative. We learned things about ex-boyfriends and ex-girlfriends that we probably didnt need to know; we heard some closely held views that we werent pleased to hear. But in the end, even though we didnt always agree, the process of talking and writing drew us even closer together.

Denene usually composed on the laptop, on which she pounded away as she sat in front of the television. (Hey, whatever works.) Nick wrote on the desktop, hunched over the keyboard in the tiny office/computer room. Our meeting point was often the kitchen, where wed munch on snacksCheezits, Hagen-Dazs, cold leftover chicken wingswe shouldnt be eating and argue or clarify one point after another. When the exchanges between us on paper and face-to-face got particularly testy on a few occasions, wed stay in our neutral corners and hit the kitchen when the other person wasnt there.

But even if the conversation on these rare days was strained, we still had to talk to get the work done. That turned out to be a healthy experience for us, because, like many couples, we had always found it easier to inflict silence on each other when there was a chill in the air.

Of course, advising couples to communicate has got to be some of the oldest advice under the sun. That doesnt necessarily mean its not sage adviceits just not very original. But knowing that you should talk to each other and doing it are very different things, arent they? Thats where we hope this book will come in handy. Perhaps you can use the topics we selected and the questions we posed as starting points, initiating a dialogue by asking your man or woman how they would answer our questions and whether they agree or disagree with the answers we gave. Perhaps you could ask your mate whether some of the solutions we offer would work in your household. Or maybe you can just try some of our suggestions and see for yourself whether they work. (One exception: the advice about rubbing out your mans momma is a joke. If you dont recognize that, you got problems we cant help you with.)

If you do use this book in any way to initiate dialogue or just to make your partner laugh, wed like to hear about it. Share your stories with us. Write us at



William Morrow and Company Inc.

1350 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10019







The Meeting Stage
























CHAPTER 1

Yoo-hoo! Over Here: How Do We Get Your Attention?




From a Sistah

Cant count how many times Ive been to a party with a bunch of beautiful sistahs, dip from head to toe, smelling good, sweet as sweet potato pie and ready to tear up the rug and expecting to tuck a few cuties numbers into their purses by the end of the nightand they end up leaving dejected, having spent a full two hours buying themselves their own drinks and dancing in a circle with their girlfriends.

The cuties are theredressed to kill and sipping their Henny, standing up against the wall next to their boys, simultaneously doing the two-step and surveying the room. But they dont move from that spotunless its to get a refill on that Courvoisier. They dont dance with anyone, except the wall and the one weave-and-leather-wearing-big-booty-spiked-heel woman in the room who looks like shes a little hot in the ass. And they hardly strike up a conversation with anyone other than their boys.

And in the meantime, we sistahs are left to feel like the wicked stepsister at the ballunattractive, out of shape, just plain unworthy.

We thought wed done everything we were supposed to do to get a guy interested in us. We made sure we looked cute that night. Threw a casual glance over at Mr. Two-Stepmight have even tossed the booty in his direction.

Alas, no play.

No forseeable action.

Forced to go home feeling woefully inadequatelike we dont have what it takes to snag a good one.

Its a harrowing experience.

Ditto for the cute brother on the subway who sees us every morning at the same exact time at the same exact place, but ignores our behinds every single solitary dayand the cute guy at the video store, grocery store, mall, hell, anywhere we go where there are fine guys to whom we might be inclined to give some play.

Now maybe its usand were sure youll correct us if were wrongbut it doesnt seem like brothers are into that old-fashioned way of meeting a sistahthe one where he sees a woman and, like, talks to her. Offers to buy her a glass of wine. Asks her out on a date.

Its almost as if we dont exist.

What do we have to do to attract your attention and get you to approach us?


From a Brother

Hold up; wait a minute. Youre kidding, right? Because that scenario youve painted doesnt exist in any world Ive inhabited. Where are these pretty, put-together sistahs just waiting to give all these brothers some play? This is surely a figment of your vivid imagination, right?



Let me give you this scenario as a reality check: Were leaning against the wall in the club with our boys, checking out all the cuties gathered in tight little circles with their girlfriends. We assume these women are at a DANCE club to DANCE. I dont think thats an outrageous assumption to make. We were excited and anxious when we got there because there were so many beautiful women in the house. We survey the scene carefully, trying to pick out the right one to approach. This is a dangerous, careful science. Make a mistake and our experiment blows up in our face, right there in front of the whole club. We are looking for a sign from anything with breasts. She must be with a group of three women or less so that our embarrassment will be kept to a minimum if we get dissed. She must look warm and fairly happy about life. This means that at some point we see a smile cross her lips. She must have hit the dance floor at some point during the course of the evening. If she has thrown a glance in our direction, all the betterbut this one isnt entirely necessary (maybe she just cant see us from where shes sitting). We take about two hundred deep breaths, we maybe do a quick shot of Jack to boost our confidence, then we march across that interminable stretch of dance floor separating us from her table, we present ourselves in front of her and we let the magic words slide from our lips: Would you like to dance?

Invariably what we get in these situations is a very quick and decisive, No, not now. That, of course, is the same as, Hell no, Negro, now get out my way! Though we try not to make it appear so, we are shattered. We walk back to our spot against the wall. Our boy, if hes truly our boy, offers a few mumbled curses in our behalf thrown in her direction. Maybe we get the nerve to try this one or two more times, but after awhile, thoroughly defeated and confused, we give up. In the bathroom, we stare at ourselves in the mirror and wonder whats wrong. Does our breath stink? Is there a large booger in our nose? Is it the color of the suit? (Maybe she doesnt like purple.) The haircut?

This happens all the time. It happens so often that we really dont understand what youre talking about when you complain about men not asking you to dance. It is truly a case of the genders looking at the same issue from perspectives as far apart as Mississippi and the motherland. Recently I was at a club with my wife, my sister Angelou and a group of her female friends who all happen to be single. The single women occasionally all danced together in a circle, looking like they were enjoying themselves. But then theyd sit down and look around the club, waitingor so I thought. Then a man approached one of the women and asked her to dance. Immediately, she said, No. Just like that. Wouldnt you know itthe next day this woman was complaining about not meeting any men at the club. Typical.

And forget about the subway, the grocery store or the video storeno way in hell youre giving us play in these locations. Come nowhow many times have you really been willing to give some stranger play on the subway? Yeah, you might give him a smile if hes exceptionally good-looking; you might even let him talk to you. But are you really going to give this stranger a phone number or the necessary information to allow him to find you once you step off the train? I think not. I think sistahs step out the door with that Hannibal Lecter mask on, and it takes rare and exceptional circumstances for the average brother to pry it off.

You wonder why the sistah with the weave, big booty and the spiked heels is getting all the dances and all the play? Well, for one, if she has a big booty and shes out there on the dance floor twirling it around for every brother to see, were probably going to be lining up to get our chance to bask in its glorious rays. As for the weave, most brothers tend to care about or notice these hair issues much less than the sistahs do. If this sistah looks like shes having a good time and shes likely to dance with us, were certainly going to give her a shotparticularly if the bootys talking to us. Youre all going to look at her attributes and her clothes and figure were shallow and superficial for going after her.

But what you all conveniently ignore is her attitude.

The sistah is enjoying herself; she looks like fun. This is what the brothers came to the club looking for: FUN. So were going to be drawn to this sistah like flies onwell, you know.

Why do you all get dolled up and travel en masse with your girls to the dance club if you dont want to dance? Whator, more specifically, whoare you waiting for? Surely you know Denzel doesnt hit the clubs anymore.


From a Sistah

Ha-havery funny. Yes, we like to get our little grooves on as much as guys do on the dance floorwell whip off our heels and cut a rug into shreds if you give us a minute. And if a cheap Denzel knockoff asks us to dance, watch out! Were ready to get that soul clap going and sing right along with Frankie Beverly when he gets to that Before I let you goooo, oooh-oh ooooh. Oh, I will never never never never never never never never never let you go before I go in Before I Let You Go. But only if he looks like hes not going to give us any static.



Thats right. Static.

Yall sistahs know what Im talking about. Its the static that comes when Denzel Fake-ington decides that just because we told him we would dance with him it gave him the right to feel up every moving body part on our frame that his two hands can reach.

Thats right: A sistah who says yes to a brother and takes his hand as he leads her onto the dance floor knows that a good 80 percent of the time, she better step to the dance floor prepared to pull some boxing gloves out of her bra and take on the brute strength of Mike Tyson if all she wants to do is dance.

You brothers know who you are.

We watch you work the room, going from sistah to sistah to sistah until one poor fool gets caught moving too much on a good song and you push up in just the precise second she was really feeling the beat and she said, Sure, Ill dance with you. And as soon as girlfriend gets out of the two-step, dips, turns and tosses you a little booty? Oh my God, you lose your mind, throw your hands in the air and zero in for the killgroin to booty, gyrating and twisting and sweating and stuff all over her good suit. Had you two been naked, shed have left the floor eight weeks pregnant.

Its embarrassing as hellyou acting like a fool, connected to her backside. She tries to push you off, but you act like thats just part of her dance routineuntil another song comes on and she runs terrified from the dance floor, eyes darting around the room to see just who all saw her getting felt up like a two-dollar ho in front of the entire nightclub. And he has the nerveno, the outright audacityto ask her for the digits as she dashes.

And trust me, every woman in the joints done peeped itincluding the thirty other ladies who refused your hand before you got to her.

Now, do you really think Im going out like that? Hell no!

We sistahs would rather dance with our girls than get caught boogeying with some guy whos going to think that our two-step is his license to rub his little thing all over us.

See, when we go to the club, we do want to dancewe do want to have a good time. But we want to be respected, too. We want the man to be a gentlemanto ask us politely if we would like to dance, to keep a respectful distance from us while were on the dance floor and to say thank you after its overwithout pressuring us into standing over by the bar and telling him our life story as he please baby, please baby, please baby, baby, pleases his way through his request for the digits, or, worse yet, an after-the-club date.

We just want to danceand, perhaps, assess the chemistry from a healthy distance.

If we hit it off, then coolwell talk to you. And it might actually result in the exchanging of phone numbers. But if we just want an innocent danceone with no strings (or groins) attached, respect that. Then maybe well be more inclined to accept that dance card.

Speaking of dance cards: What would you think if we asked you for a danceor, better yet, out on a dateafter we showed you love up in the club?

From a Brother

First, wed fall to the floor and kiss your feetgranted they looked well-scrubbed and relatively corn-free. Then wed stand up, give you a gracious bow in honor of your wisdom and foresight, and say, Hell yeah, Ill go out with you!



These are the kinds of questions that brothers dont understand. Why would we have a problem with a woman asking us out on a date, as long as we were available and interested? It relieves us of the pressure and possibility of getting dissed.

When I was in elementary school, it was common practice for girls to write those little notes to boys they liked, asking the boys to check the yes or no box to indicate whether they liked the note-writer in return. Sometimes the note even got passed to the object of the girls affections through another intermediary, a friend of the boy. But the point was that it eventually got there, it announced the girls intentions and feelings, and it made the boy a happy little dude for the rest of that day and probably that week. (Of course, little boys being little boys, he may not have always had the proper response. He mightve decided that he didnt want to be so transparent about his answer, so he mightve started a fight with her or thrown her in the mud first to camouflage his extreme pleasure.)

So, what happened to all that elementary schoolgirl aggression? What killed it over the years? Was it this notion that men liked to be the aggressors, the pursuersa notion furthered by women such as those who wrote that book The Rules?

Im here to announce that although some men may tell you they like to be the aggressors, theres likely not a man in the world who isnt thrilled by the idea of a woman making the first move. (Unless your name happens to be Michael Jordan or Wesley Snipes, both of whom probably get nauseated by all the luscious beauties throwing themselves at them. Tough life.)

We cant repeat enough that were just as frightened by getting dissed in a club as youre all frustrated because not enough of us ask you to dance. Theres a major problem here, a logjam that wont be broken unless somebody is bold enough to make the first move. I wish more men could toss their feelings and their egos to the side and approach every woman in the club for a dance. But you know how that would look. That brother would soon become a clubwide joke as the crowd witnessed the rejections start to pile up. In the absence of bigger male cojones, we need some help from the females. More aggression on your part would go far in breaking the logjam. Who knowssome of yall might even find husbands.

But I ask of you, please, be realistic. If you know youre no Halle Berry, if you have more in common with bassett hound than Angela Bassett, dont march up to the best-looking brother in the club and expect him to be thrilled by your invitation. If hes a nice guy, he might agree to dance with you, but hes not going to be wild about spending the rest of the evening with you at his side, chasing away all the cuties. This is shallow and evil, you say? (See Chapter 3 on the importance of appearance.) I offer in evidence Exhibit A: The devastating ugliness that ensues when the pudgy brother with the bad teeth and nonexistent rap saunters up to Fly Girl, interrupting her love affair with her vanity mirror, and asks her to join him on the dance floor. Are onlookers more likely to say Fly Girl was shallow, or to ask themselves what in the world could Brotherman have been thinking?








CHAPTER 2

The Huff and Puff Syndrome: Why Do Brothers Think All Sistahs Are Mad?




From a Sistah

Frankly, were tired of it.

Tired of the notion that we, at the drop of a dime, will snap our fingers, roll our necks, suck our teeth and read peopleparticularly brothersfrom head to toe for any transgression, with little regard for folks feelings. I once interviewed NBA player Ray Allen about his starring role in Spike Lees movie, He Got Game, and we got into a lively discussion on why so many black men appear to be rejecting black women. I told him that it seemed as if black men stood on line waiting for their chance to knock sistahs down and step over their prone, bleeding bodies to get to the white girl. He defended the brothers with a spirited argument about how they tire of black women who seem quick to throw a hand in your face and walk away. Allen even went so far as to say that white women are easier to deal with than sistahs because white girls just want to have fun and that its easier to deal with a white woman who sticks by you rather than a black woman who works hard to try to make something of herself and wont take any mess.

I wasnt aware that trying to succeed in life and refusing to tolerate other peoples crap were bad traits to have, but heywho are we to judge? Were simply trying to get to the bottom of why brothers think the way they do.

We sistahs would be remiss if we tried to pretend that Rays assessment of us didnt have some element of truth to it. Some of us are extremely motivated, and a few of us do tend to mercilessly break folks down under the misguided notion that folks need to be broke. I remember this one sistah who, at my very first book signing for The Sistahs Rules, made a point of sitting right up in the front of the audiencearms folded, lips twisted all up on the side of her face, bass in her voiceso that she could lob her your book is shallow because black men just cant hang and you dont address their insecurities and how they cant deal with a strong-minded, independent, successful black woman like me question. Her statement was ugly and her attitude even ugliermaking it more than a little bit clear why homegirl was having problems finding a man: Her problems began at home. She was angry, and it was obvious that it was going to take way more than my simple, matter-of-fact, pat answers to clear up whatever problems she was having with men.

Yes, there are plenty of other women like hersistahs who lug their old bones in baggage that they readily foist on others, particularly brothers, to soothe whatever pain theyre carrying around in their hearts.


But thats only some sistahs.

In the meantime, the rest of us suffer because of the mean indiscretions of a few. Some black men accuse us of being emasculating bitches, while others claim we collude with white men to take the best jobs, the best titles and the best salaries away from them. And we sistahs wonder how in the hell we got there, seeing as we know you know nobody in this whole wide world goes out of her way more to love, protect and respect black men than black womeneven when our brothers have their left feet on our necks.

Still, here we sistahs stand, accused of giving brothers a disgustingly hard time. What we sistahs really want to know is why brothers always paint us with the same maddening stroke.

Where did you all get the idea that were all mean and angry?

From a Brother

From eating, sleeping, and breathing black women from the day we were bornthats where. The thoughts you expressed in your question sounded to me like a thorough description of the angry sistahs who frighten us and make us wary of the whole lot of you.



Does the following sistah sound familiar?

On the outside, she looks perfectly normal. She might even be gorgeous. She has all the right clothes, drives a nice car, always has the hair coiffed to perfection, is steadily climbing the career ladder, maybe even skipping a few rungs on the way up. But theres a problem. She has been unlucky at love.

Actually, unlucky may not be the right word. She has been disastrous at love. Her past relationships have folded like a house of cards. She is not happy about this. And she is intent on blaming every brother she encounters. With one hostile glance, she presumes to know everything about us, down to the length of time itll take us to cheat on her, the lack of table manners we will demonstrate at those fancy restaurants she loves, and the reaction we will have when we find out how much money she makes.

Unfortunately, this description fits far too many women in the African-American community. They walk around flashing their anger for all to see, especially the brothers. Try approaching them or even saying Hi and you better duck. Forget about talking to one of them on the street. In public, sistahs seem to assume that every brother on the planet is an ax murderer in disguise if we try to utter a word to them. Sure, many brothers spend much of their days tossing out some of the vilest, rudest, nastiest comments to every woman they encounter in the strange hope that she will give them some playand then when theyre ignored the brothers can turn on the sistahs like a dim-witted bully whos just been slapped. But thats certainly not an apt description for every brother, or even most brothers.

The fact that our women no longer even bother to make such distinctions is bothersome. We expect it from the policebut not our own. As you so eloquently stated above, But thats only someIn the meantime, the rest of us suffer because of the mean indiscretions of a few. What we have here is a failure to communicate.

In talking to brothers, it is the chief complaint I hear, over and over: black women are too damn evil. That certainly doesnt apply to all black women, but the Evilenes surely are plentiful. Apparently many of them have forgotten one of Moms early lessons: You attract more flies with honey than vinegar.

What these women fail to understand is that were just as human as they are. Why would we subject ourselves to their abuse if we didnt have to? If theres a sweet, warm, lovely woman sitting next to her in church or in the movie theater or the club, why would we waste our time with her when shes likely only to give us grief? Were going to move past her to the next one, the woman smiling at us and behaving as if she actually wants to spend some time with us. Just like anybody else, we like to be around nice people. People who dont insult us. People who dont make us feel bad about ourselves. People who dont try to dis us in front of our friends and family. People who dont snicker when we tell them what we do for a living. People who dont throw their accomplishments in our faces like an accusation.

Not all of us feel like Ray Allen, however. And we dont all rush out to find white girls because weve met a few nasty sistahs. In fact, the overwhelming majority of us dont do this. We know we need a partner who is going to confront with us those unpleasantries that are thrown in black peoples faces in a steady drumbeat of ugliness; a partner who will retrieve our souls when they have been bruised and battered and who will give us enough strength and love to pick ourselves up and dust ourselves off to face all those Mondays. Yes, we go out there and brace ourselves for perhaps a few more unpleasant encounters per week with the hope that one day Miss Ebony Sunshine is going to come strolling into our lives. If I had let my past experiences with angry black women sour me on all the black women I had yet to meet, I wouldnt have been in the proper mindset to appreciate the happy, cheerful beauty of my darling wife.

But we still wonder why there has to be such an undercurrent of hostility in our interactions. Will we ever find peace?

And if youre going to treat every brother you pass on the street as if hes lower than a sewer rat, have we now reached the point where black men shouldnt even bother trying to speak to black women in public?

From a Sistah

Okay, we admit it: It is extremely difficult for a lot of us women to avoid assuming the worst when we meet a black manespecially under everyday circumstances, like on the street or the train or anywhere public, for that matter.



The actions of your kind dictate that. Yo, yo, choclatewhassup wit dem digitsa phrase that all too often finds its way from the lips of strange men yelling out to us on the street, on the bus, on the subway, hell, anywheretends to have a profound effect on how we sistahs perceive black menparticularly when its followed up with the B word if we ignore his stupid behind and, like CeCe Peniston, keep on walkin. Still, brothers hit us with itwhile were on our way to work, when were with our babies or our mamas or our girlfriends. Over and over again, complete strangers who should be respecting us with a Mornin, sistah, how you doin today? have, instead, treated us like were pieces of whiting to be bargained over at the local fish storeand weve pushed past them, taken our insults with pursed lips and furrowed brows, and gone on about our business, mad as hell that yet another brother felt it necessary to embarrass the shit out of us.

News flash: Public degradation and humiliation from a complete stranger is the quickest way to send a sistah running and screaming in the opposite direction. Ditto for the guy who just walked the length of the club whispering in every ear attached to a person with boobs, his pocket bulging with little white pieces of paper full of phone numbers. Comments and actions like these make us feel cheap and disrespectedlike a piece of meat, rather than a person who is worthy of the courtesy and kindness that you would show someone you were trying to get to know better.

And, unfortunately, fools like that make the rest of you suffer.

Its sort of like the perception white folks get of you guys by watching the evening news: You know, see a black guy, remember the big black dude who was paraded across the screen last night in handcuffs, clutch your pocketbook, hope someone else steps into the elevator and saves you from attack. Well, thats the way it pretty much works with us when it comes to black men. Weve been dogged out, disrespected, unprotected and hung out to dry so many times that we just assume the worst is to come when the next one of your lot approaches. We dont know what to expect: Is he going to insult me? Is he going to cuss me out? Is he crazy and deranged and looking to hurt me? Its not easy to get past that, day in and day out.

Neither is it easy to get rid of the baggage weve collected from the brothers of our past. You know the deal: One brother cheats, you all cheat. Another brother takes us out for a great time, then stops returning phone calls, you all play games. Face it: Youve all gathered a pretty good reputation for playing just a little too muchand weve carefully guarded our hearts with our Fort Knox.

Thats not to say youre all playas; its just to say weve grown accustomed to not trusting. You get slapped enough times, you learn to duck when you think the next smack is coming. Its human naturesistah nature.

We sistahs also learn pretty quickly to put up our dukes when we recognize brothers are giving us some play not because theyre actually interested in getting to know us as people, but because theyre too busy looking at our body parts. Most sistahs will dis you in a heartbeat if you make it painfully obvious that the only reason youre talking to her is for carnal pleasures. She can spot you out like jheri curl juice on a white pillowcase.

Perhaps brothers would do well to stop being so obvious.

We dont want you to stop approaching us; we just want you all to change up your strategy. Instead of looking at her breasts and behind and legs while youre saying, Good morning, sistah, perhaps it would go over better if you looked her in the eye with a little respectafforded her some dignity, gave her a reason to want to speak back to you.

And if she doesnt speak to you, recognize that its no slight to you if she doesnt respond to your respectful Hellothat its not something to take personally. Perhaps she just had a bad day; maybe the boss pissed her off to the highest of pisstivity, or her sister soiled her good white skirt, or she just didnt hear you when you said, Good morning. It doesnt always have to be so damn personal.

In the meantime, what can we sistahs do to get you brothers to get past this notion that God put us here on this earth expressly to make brothers miserable?

From a Brother

Lets start with a little humanity. I bet a lot of sistahs would be kinder to a stray cat than they are to most black men they encounter on the street. What were looking for is that old-style, black-on-black bond that black people used to share when they saw each other on the street. You know, the How do you do and Have a nice day comments that black people used to pass back and forth to each other, usually accompanied by a smile.



I understand that for this to happen, brothers will bear a large part of the responsibility. You dont need to tell me that you dont get a lot of How do you do greetings from brothers on the street. But sistahs have gotten to the point where they treat a simple hi like its the same as Hey, bitch.

To seal the deal, all we gotta do is get to that one trifling, snaggletooth, nasty-ass brother on the corner. Yall know him. So if any readers out there happen to be acquainted with that brother, if hes your long-lost cousin Pookie or Uncle Ray-Ray, please show him this chapter. Or maybe youll need to read it to him. And tell him hes jacking up the flow for the entire black male population.








CHAPTER 3

How Much Does Appearance Really Count?




From a Sistah

Heyyou remember that commercial, the one where these two women are standing by the bar with a male friend theyve decided to set up on a date with one of their girls, and the girl gets stuck somewhere and cant make it and ol boy is like, Oh, thats too badbut, um, what does she look like?

Guys hoot and holler over that one, nod their heads furiously in agreement. And we women are like, God, could he be any more superficial?

For us, its personality. Is the guy sweet and kind and gentle and honest? Thats what we want to know. He may not be the cutest thing on this earth, but well treat him like gold if hes got all that other stuff going for him. And dont let him have some money, a career and a little public spotlight. Could be so ugly you want to smack his momma, but all is forgiven and dismissed if hes got a little something in his pocket and his heart.

But dudes? Huh. No such luck. If shes not Vanessa Williams or some runway type, she can forget the initial hookupunless, of course, it comes at the end of the night in the club, when guys are most desperate to make sure they dont go home alone that Jamie Foxxs Wanda from In Living Color could get some play. But let it be daylight. Let her be cute but not fine. Let him take a good look in her face and, just when hes convinced himself shes cute enough to talk to, let a cuter woman pass by. Watch his smoke. For guys its like, Personality what? Sweet who? What you say about her treating me right, being talented, having money and a career, her availability? Oh, thats niceum, what does she look like? hell ask with bated breath, completely oblivious to his obviousness.

Can you spell s-h-a-l-l-o-w?

We cant knock a brothers hustle; if hes in the market for a fine young thang, then coolwe can understand that, kinda. But must every brother be on the hunt for Halle Berry? Must every woman have a 362436 brick house body with a Lisa Nicole Carson face in order to get some play? Ive listened to my brother and my male friends ogle pretty women and dis the average-looking sistahseven heard the not-so-cute ones referred to as booger bears by a few of the guys. And those kinds of comments arent just coming from the lips of handsome men; a brother could be average or, worst yet, a booger bear himself, and hell still find it necessary to rank on a sistahs looksas if Halle would wait, panting, for him to come knocking on her door.


Whats up with that? Why do you guys harp so much on appearance?

From a Brother

Dont front, dearie; everybody harps on appearance. Were just less willing to look past it than you females are, thats all.


Theres a reason that we cant take our eyes off a person whom we find extremely attractive. From birth, were fitted with a chip that allows us to appreciate beauty in its stunning variety of formswhether its the majesty of a crashing waterfall, the fierce countenance of a Bengal tiger, the intimidating brilliance of a sunset, or the graceful curves of the female form. We know beauty when we see it, and we want to look at it and touch it and kiss it and be around it as much as we possibly can. We will go to far extremes to surround ourselves with beauty; it inspires us, it makes us feel better about ourselvesit may even make us feel happy.

No one frowns when a man travels halfway around the world to view the Taj Mahal or the Amazonian rain forest, but let us pick a pretty girl over a plain one for a dance or a date and we become the most heartless, boorish creatures ever to walk the earth. Its almost counterintuitive to expect a man, a dog, a donkey or any other creature to choose the uninspiring over the inspiring, the droll over the spectacular, the humdrum over the heart-stopping. Were just not built that way.

Of course, there are circumstances when our decisionmaking becomes a bit more complicated. For instance, if we think the beauty is clearly out of our league, were going to go for the plain to avoid utter embarrassment and unpleasant scenes. Were going to seek
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