HE'S GOT TREE-TRUNK ARMS, GRANITE THIGHS AND ENOUGH <ceccceccecccccce.

STRENGTH TO LIFT A GROWN MAN OVER HIS HEAD. STILL, ACTION

STAR

ESSENCE’'S JEANNINE AMBER GETS A PIECE OF THE ROCK

It’s 5 p.M. in Budapest, Hungary, and Dwayne “The Rock”
Johnsonisrelaxinginhissuite atthe Four Seasonshotel. In his
lefthand, heholds aphone pressedtohisear. “Whatam I wear-
ingright now?” he says to the female reporter on the other end
of theline. “A corduroy thong.” Johnson lets the visual sink in,
thenaddsinhistrademarkgravel-filled voice, “It’sonbackward.
Ha, ha,ha!” The Rock finds The Rock very amusing.
Askhimagain and he’ll admit he’s wearing olive green cargo
shorts and a black button-down Hugo Boss shirt opened just
enoughtoreveal acorner of the elaborate Samoan tattoo etched
acrosshischest. “And 'm moisturized,” he says. There’sacertain
smolder we’ve come to expect from our action heroes: abrew of
swagger and nonchalance that says, Yeah, I know I'm sexy.And to
be sure, Johnson has that machismo on lock. His over-the-top
manliness—finelyhoned duringyears performingasa WWE
prowrestler—hasled tototal box office domination. By June,
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Johnson hadheld the top spotfor15 consecutive weeks, starring
inSnitch; G.I. Joe: Retaliation with Channing Tatum; Pain & Gain
costarring Mark Wahlberg; and the sixthinstallment of the Fast
& Furious franchise. In the works are almost half a dozen more
action films, including director Brett Ratner’s Hercules, in
which Johnson plays the title role opposite John Hurt and
Deadwood’sTan McShane. He’sbeenin thelimelight foryears,
butnowthe man ESSENCE readersvoted ashaving one ofthe
hottestbodiesin Hollywood has officially ascended to super-
star status, with 5 million Twitter followers and a legion of
adoringfemale fans.

When you hear Johnson has been cast as the mythological
half-man, half-god known for massive strength and death-
defyingacts, youthink, What took them so long? Even when he
takesaroleleft of center stage, as Johnsondid this summer as
the host and executive producer of TNT’s reality competition >
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series The Hero,he imbuesitwith testosterone-fueled theat-
rics. When Johnson, 41, meets the contestants for the first
time, they’re on the balcony of a high-rise in Panama City,
Panama. Suddenly he swoops by, wearing a skintight tee and
mirrored shades, riding in the belly of a helicopter and bark-
inginstructions at them. “Oh, I think I just peed on myself!”
one woman says as he flies away.

But Johnson is much more than brawn and biceps. He
exudes a warmth that is impossible to resist. He laughs
easily, compliments generously, listens attentively. And
his delight in his own jokes is so infectious that there’s
nothing you can do but laugh along. Our writer caught up
with The Rock as he took a break from filming Hercules,
scheduled for release next summer. In their freewheeling
exchange, the two discuss what Johnson likes best about
Black women, what he’s learned about love and what he’d
like to do with those big, strong hands of his.

ESSENCE: Tell me about your childhood. Where did you
grow up?

DWAYNE JOHNSON: I was born in San Francisco, but my
father was a professional wrestler, so we moved around alot.
We were like gypsies. We would get someplace, be there for12
tol5monthsand then move again. Welived in the South, and
we lived in New Zealand for a while. Hawaii is the only place
Ilived for more than two years.

ESSENCE: You’re very friendly. Do you think all that moving
around helped you learn how to get along with people?
JOHNSON: I think there was value in moving around because
itforcedmetolearntoadjust. Butthere’salsovalueinjustcoming
from amulticultural background and experiencing the culture
ofbothmyparents. The Samoan culture of mymotherisrichand
proud and soisthe Black culture of myfather.I’'vebeen fortunate
to have had alot of very strong women in my life: my mom, my
grandmother and aunts. And my father was amazing. He was a
prowrestlerinthe sixties and seventies when it was a predomi-
nantly White sport and he was this trailblazer of an

Say, hypothetically awoman wanted to bein arelationship
with a man like you or, specifically, you. Hypothetically.
JOHNSON: Well, engaging in good conversation is important.
Soisembracing the power of kissing. I also want someone who
cantrustthatmybighands are goingto take care of them.
ESSENCE: Oh, I’'m sorry, | think | just fainted.

JOHNSON: [Laughing] I realize that’s the biggest cheese
pizza I’ve ever delivered, but it’s true. You have to trust
your partner.

ESSENCE: Have you ever dated a Black woman?
JOHNSON: Yes, I have.

ESSENCE: Pretty awesome, right?

JOHNSON: [Prolonged chuckling]

ESSENCE: You seem to be reliving some great memories
right now.

JOHNSON: Exactly.

ESSENCE: What do you love about us?

JOHNSON: With the Blackwomen I've dated, I always appre-
ciated their love for family and their love of culture. I also
appreciate the details in awoman, like her nose and lips, how
her skin feels, even the way she does her nails.

ESSENCE: I’m disappointed your films haven’t included
more romance. If you were to film a passionate love scene,
who would you want as a costar?

JOHNSON: Handsdown, Halle Berry.She’safriend,andinthe
movie in my head, she’s holding her own, kicking ass. Then
there’s this explosive...relationship [laughter].

ESSENCE: Besides Hercules, what’s up next for you?
JOHNSON: I'll share this with you: I want to build an
entertainment empire where ’'mnotonlystarringin mov-
ies but producing them as well. I'm getting involved in a
multitude of television projects thatI’ve lined up to create
and produce. AndIlike tryingtothink of new, creative ways
toredefine how we use social media. I’'m kind of new to it;
thisisonlymysecond year.Ijust wantto continue to grow.
It’s been one of the greatest experiences of my life. Social
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in many ways [laughter].

ESSENCE: Part of your appealis that you’re big and strong,
but you also have this gentleness about you. Given that
duality, when you’re in bed with a woman which side is
more dominant?

JOHNSON: I like taking my time and I like tenderness. Also,
listeningisveryimportant. Youknow, over time, as I’ve got-
ten more mature as aman, I’ve started to realize there are
certainthingsIwantandneed thatareimportanttome,and
listening is one of them.

ESSENCE: Okay, so that’s a lesson you learned as a man.
What love and relationship advice do you have for women?
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mediaallows me toconnectwith anaudience inways I never
could before: in fun ways and motivating ways and sharing
dirty jokes ways [laughter].

ESSENCE: Your ex-wife, Dany, whom you married when
you were 25,and divorced seven years ago, is your business
partner. You two must have a very good relationship.
JOHNSON: Wedo. Since our divorce, we'vebecome pretty good
at working together, and we are also raising our beautiful
11-year-old daughter, Simone. You know, you don’t sign up for
a divorce when you get married. It’s very painful. But it’s
taught me agreat deal about myself.

Visit ESSENCE.com

ESSENCE: What do you think has been the key to keeping
your relationship positive?
JOHNSON: Oneofthemostimportantthings I’'velearnedisto
understand a woman’s value on many different levels. And to
remember a person’s good qualities after you break up. Going
throughourdivorce defined and shaped me.Icametoanunder-
standing of the type of man I wanttobeinarelationship.
ESSENCE: And what kind of man is that?
JOHNSON: I want to be aman who is truthful and who won’t
letpride getin the way of myripping myselfopen to mypartner
and saying, “Here I am. This is me. This is all of me.” I feel
there’s something powerful whenamanreachesapointin
hislifewhen he canbe completely vulnerable, completely
honest, completely truthful. Because often we let pride
and ego getinthe way. Especiallywith awoman, youwant
her to see you a certain way. Now it is more important to
me to be authentic. There is no longer a duality in my life
where there’s one guy the publicsees and another guy the
woman Ilovesees. Inthiscase,it’sthe same person;that’s
importanttome.And whenIsay I’'m goingtotake care of
awoman, I don’t just mean physically or sexually or
romantically. I'm going to take care of her emotionally
and spiritually. I'm going to take care of her in all ways.
Itakealotofprideinthattoday.
ESSENCE: That’s pretty deep. You set a high bar
for how people inrelationships should treat each
other. What are you going todo when your daugh-
ter starts dating? Any teenage boy is going to be
terrified of you.
JOHNSON: Well, fear is a good thing, especially when it
comestodaddy’slittle girl. What’sniceisthat T have arepu-
tation that precedes me. And with would-be suitors Iwill be
firm,Iwillbefairand Iwill be protective, as anydad wouldbe.
ESSENCE: Those boys are going to be like, “Is your dad
home? Can we just meet at the corner?”
JOHNSON: [laughter] No, the prerequisite is you've got to come
to the house, you’ve got to knock on the door, shake my hand
andlookmeintheeye. Thenyou’'ve gottositdown and answer
my questions. You’ve got to get incredibly uncomfortable and
you’re going to have to sweat.
ESSENCE: Okay, sol guess your daughter won’t be dating
until she goes away to college. What about you? Are you
seeing anyone?
JOHNSON: I've been in a beautiful relationship for six years
now. She’s an amazing singer and songwriter. How lucky am I?
ESSENCE: Do you think you’ll get married again?
JOHNSON:Iwouldlove that. But with everything I've learned
inlife, I’ve also learned the value of just pausing for asecond.
ESSENCE: You’ve had two long-term relationships. Did
you ever have a phase as a playboy?
JOHNSON: The playboylifestyle just wasn’t for me.I enjoya
relationship. I enjoy conversation. I enjoy company. And if
I’'m with you, I'm with you. I like connection. And I want a
woman toknowshe’sin good hands when she’swith me. Good,
strong, calloused hands. O

Jeannine Amber (@jamberstar) is the ESSENCE senior writer.
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