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INTRODUCTION

opulation and coupledom. Coupledom and copulation.

When it comes to a fulfilling relationship, these two, sex
and coupling, are intrinsically linked. In many cases, the cor-
relation is positive (happy couples frequently report healthy sex
lives), but sometimes, it can be a double whammy. Why? Because
the road to being a dynamic duo, for both men and women, is
mined with potential issues that can taint romance. For example,
lack of communication, unresolved anger, and mistrust are the
kinds of problems that may result in a sex life that is mediocre at
best and more likely distinctly unfulfilling.

What it comes down to is that couples with relationship
concerns don't feel erotically connected. Maybe they have inter-
course once a week, but complain the “spark” is missing. Maybe
they haven't made love in a month, several months, a year, or
longer, in which case sexual awkwardness can be added to the

problems that keep them apart. Whatever the case, there is no

vii



Sex Comes First

doubt that relationship issues affect what is going on between the
sheets as well.

Typically, couples will go into therapy and work on their con-
flicts with the hidden hope that one day they will get along better
and their romantic life will jump-start. And often this works. Pas-
sion is reignited. But it is usually a lengthy process.

These couples are looking to improve their situation by
enacting the typical “Feel something, and then do something”
action plan. Not surprising when you consider thats probably
the approach most of us take when facing a challenge in our lives.
We're socialized to follow an isolate-the-problem/find-a-solution
scenario. Trust us, there’s nothing wrong with more romance fol-
lowing better communication and relationship harmony. In fact,
if that’s the outcome, fantastic!

But there’s another approach that will add enormous power
to a couple’s relationship and strengthen as well as hasten the
gains made by talking things out. It’s characterized by “Do some-
thing to feel something.” And, it involves sex.

Now, don't get too excited. We're not suggesting that you stop
trying to communicate and just get busy. Its not that easy. How-
ever, sexualizing your issue with a specific physical encounter that
is consistent with your issue after working on it verbally can mark-
edly enhance your chances of resolution, because there is a visceral/
muscle memory component that is closely linked to your emotional
state. In short, integrating a “mind” solution with a “body” solution
creates synergy and results in a powerful mind/body experience.

We are suggesting that instead of leaving a problem discus-
sion and letting the words exchanged fade, it will be more effec-

tive to reinforce those words with an experience that will literally
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Introduction

get into your skin. In other words, involve your body in the pro-
cess, and your mind will follow.

The sexual experiences throughout the book are power-
ful. Consequently, fears, doubts, anxieties, shyness, and other
apprehensions are likely to get triggered initially. These feelings
are common but transient, once the experience proceeds the
emotions will likely become strongly and positively bonding.

Of the many forms of couple intimacy—a smile across the
room, a kiss, a touch—sex has the potential to be the most power-
ful positive physical experience most of us enjoy. This is especially
true if sex results in emotional fulfillment, better communication,
security, reassurance, and intimacy—and that’s precisely the aim
of this book. We want to teach you to capitalize on the power of
sex not only to help enhance physical intimacy with your partner,
but also to help connect you in ways that allow your conjoined
emotional life to stay on solid footing.

An important thing to keep in mind is that negative feel-
ings thrive in secrecy and lack of acceptance. Integrating couple
issues through positive experiences that feature skin-to-skin
contact is the precise antidote for healing negative feelings.
How so? Well, when you venture into these experiences, you
will be sharing while in a state of naked vulnerability, literally.
The result is that as you lose your clothes you will simultane-
ously be forced to strip away additional emotional layers that
might be hindering your issue resolution. It's more difficult to
ignore or deny difficult feelings when your proverbial armor
is removed. This means that your shared experiences while in
a state of undress may be ramped up well beyond traditional

interaction.
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Sex Comes First is the first book to combine the traditional
talk approach to strengthening couple relationships with sexual-
ity. Not only will we discuss the most common couple issues—
those that bug almost all of us and sap the erotic energy right
out of our relationships—but we’ll also help you learn how to
use sexual interaction as a means of issue resolution right now
(instead of waiting until its “fixed” to return your sex life to red-
hot status).

Yes, you read that correctly. The right sexual act at the right time
can actually help resolve many of your issues as a couple . . . today.

Think of yourself as an adventurous scientist who is interested
in adding some punch to the usual way of approaching relational
issues. The experiments you will be doing will help integrate the
more traditional emotional tools that strengthen relationships in
a physiological way. Or more simply put, the body is a powerful
tool and involving your entire being in your relationship will get
you further than ignoring the mind/body connection. And as an
added bonus, your sack sessions will get more interesting at the
same time.

Get ready to take your sex life where it’s never been before.

Your relationship will thank you.



Chapter

ANGER GETS IN THE WAY

he dramatic slammed door exit. The thrown glass. The infa-

mous face slap. The exasperated flood of tears. Chances are
you know the classic signs of an angry outburst. Unless you're part
of a couple for whom that kind of volatile back-and-forth serves as
foreplay, anger probably gets in the way of your sex life.

No doubt almost every couple will experience flare-ups in
response to the sporadic squabble. However, little tiffs and even a
fiery shouting match now and then can be helpful if it brings the
real issues into the light for resolution. In other words, occasional
arguments don't lead to long-term sexual turnoffs. In fact, you've
probably even had angry sex before, but the more likely result of
anger in a relationship is that it simmers someplace down below
the surface waiting to find a sneakier way to manifest than an
outright verbal explosion.

The bottom line is that anger is a complex emotion and
straight-up angry sex where that raw feeling is present and rec-

ognizable only happens on occasion. More frequently, anger
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ends up masked as something else. That's when things get tricky
because subterranean anger is the deadliest kind, not only for
your relationship but also for your sex life.

With that in mind, the first step to dealing with anger in your
relations with your partner is learning to differentiate between
the different types of anger. That involves recognizing that some-
times anger may look quite different than, “Frankly my dear, 1

don't give a damn.”

Straightforward Versus Stealth Anger

When it comes to anger, there are two types: the straightforward
and the stealthly. Figuring out which kind you're dealing with
can really help you try to work through a meltdown in your rela-

tionship with your mate. So, how do you know the difference?

Straightforward Anger

Think about this: What makes you boil? What evokes anger
to the point that you can’t contain yourself and all your feelings
come tumbling out? Do you have that visual? That is probably the
perfect example of visible anger. Usually when anger reaches that
kind of a tangible state, the issue is likely on the table and ready
for resolution.

In many ways, the kind of anger that you see and recog-
nize is easier to handle than other types. Why? Well, when you
actually know what is causing dissension between you and your
partner, then there is a marked improvement in the probability

that you'll be able to find your way to the core of the issue and
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move forward (for better or for worse). In other words, volatility
may promote velocity when it comes to anger resolution. How-
ever, that only holds true if the reason for the anger is authentic
and not an exasperated attempt to deal with another issue lurk-

ing beneath the angry surface.

Stealth Anger

The other kind of anger is the silent and deadly stealth anger
that can absolutely undermine a couple’s emotional and sexual
connection. The reason this emotion gets so complicated has
more to do with these hidden huff-makers than the obvious out-
bursts. With that in mind, let’ look a little closer at each of these

types of anger.

Unvoiced Anger

With this type of hidden anger, the problem stems from the
fact that one or both partners in the relationship are harboring
resentment but do not bring it to the others attention. It’s the
everyday equivalent of you saying, “Whats wrong?” and your
partner answering, “Nothing.” You still have a nagging feeling
that something isn't kosher with you two. Or the opposite, your
partner will start to sense that something is off-kilter in your
relationship and will keep prodding you for affirmation of her
suspicion.

But instead of just speaking up, you put on that happy face
you've learned to wear and say, “Everything is fine.” The problem
with the word fine is that when someone uses it, things usually
are not fine. Think about it. When things are fabulous between

you two, do you use the word fine to describe your state of affairs?
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Not likely. But if things are strained and you're not speaking up,
the word fine pops out of your mouth.

The problem with unvoiced anger is that it can be sensed.
So, one partner will keep asking and the other will keep deny-
ing, while getting more and more annoyed that his partner just
can’t figure it out. Remember this: Except for a very few possibly
psychically gifted individuals, most people aren’t mind readers.
If you don'’t speak up and say what you're thinking, your partner
may never figure it out. Remember that little thing called com-
munication? Like it or not, you pretty much have to have it if you
want your relationship to survive.

The other problem with unvoiced anger is that it tends to
grow over time. It is a mistake to not bring up the issue for seri-
ous discussion. Avoiding issues that are troublesome is anything
but benign. If not worked out, even if it is difficult, resentment
will build up and create a major obstacle to openness. After some
time of this behavior, the underlying anger gets between the cou-
ple in small increments that eventually become insurmountable.
It is as if she is adding another brick to the wall between them
each time until the wall is impenetrable.

When you or your partner finally voice frustration, it may
come tumbling out in decibels way beyond typical human vocal

production.

Unrecognized Anger

Sometimes, the maelstrom brewing inside you is so craftily
concealed even you aren’t able to recognize it as anger, which
adds another layer to unspoken anger. Accordingly, not only do
you keep your feelings from your partner in this scenario, you

keep them from yourself through denial or minimizing (e.g.,
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“I'm not angry, I'm just annoyed.”). Another example would be
that oftentimes what couples call “boredom” is actually code
for a long-harbored hidden resentment. The key word here is
hidden. All too often, individuals don't recognize that the root
of the emotion they're feeling towards their partner stems from
fury.

Many times people are taught to suppress anger. In so doing,
with practice they get very good at shifting their emotions or
learning to classify what they're feeling as something else entirely.
This may seem like a prudent way of dealing with extreme emo-
tions like anger. The only problem is that when you are mad
about something and cant figure out that the emotion you're
feeling is anger, it will continue to fester. Eventually, like with
unspoken anger, it will have to reach a level that is above boil-
ing point before it is recognized, and by then, the damage may
be insurmountable. This is especially true if the ramifications of
unrecognized anger start to spill over into other areas (e.g., every-
day life and in bed), and the relationship starts to suffer on many
fronts as a result of this hidden emotion.

Unrecognized anger will brew—that is guaranteed—until it
is recognized. Its extremely persistent, so don't think you can
outwit it just by fooling yourself into thinking you're happy when

you're not. It will all come out eventually—be prepared.

Unresolved Anger

Negative feelings do not simply evaporate if left unattended;
they tend to swell and permeate the relationship, sapping positive
energy that could be directed toward romance. We know you're
thinking: Well, duh, if I'm mad of course it going to permeate the

relationship. 1t’s really not that simple, however. In this scenario,
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anger may have come up and there might even have been a fight.
So, youwd think that this was no longer in the “hidden” category.
However, if you walk away from a fight still feeling deeply hurt,
uneasy with the resolution that was discussed, or even without a
solution to the issue, then the feelings are still unresolved and the
anger attached to this issue will resurface.

It’s not enough just to get mad and move on. There has to be
some sort of progress towards resolving the anger (and the issue) or
there will be a rebound effect. How so? Well, there may be a slight
respite in the feelings once the issue has come to the surface, but
as soon as either party has had some time to reflect, she will likely
realize she is still angry. But there will be a hesitancy to revisit the
issue with her partner because things will probably already be a bit
tenuous and unless the couple has thrown in the proverbial towel,
they will likely be trying to rebuild from their disagreement. Unfor-
tunately, its difficult to recover relationship equanimity when one
or both partners are still holding on to some tension.

See how this becomes a deadly cycle? When the anger is not
resolved, it will continue to loop around until the issue is finally
addressed in a way that allows the couple to break the cycle and
move forward. Until that fateful day, however, this type of hidden

anger is bound to repeat itself.

Issue-Confused Anger

Frequently a couple may find themselves having a major argu-
ment over something that’s not really the issue at the crux of their
anger. In this case, the real issue causing the anger is the hidden
part. You might also call this “Sneaky Anger.”

What would be an example of this? Well, consider the couple

that is really having issues about finances. Perhaps they are trying
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to save to get a bigger apartment but the woman can’t seem to stop
buying pricey new outfits for work, or the guy is spending a lot
of money playing in several fantasy football leagues. Over time,
these little shopping or play habits may start to really bother the
other partner especially if he is curbing spending habits in order
to try and make the mutually set goal of getting a bigger domain in
which to live. But, instead of addressing the issue about finances,
the offended partner starts picking on his significant other about
something inconsequential and unrelated such as how much time
they spend on the computer in the morning checking e-mail. See
the disconnect?

The problem with this kind of issue-confused anger is that the
real issue doesn't get addressed and in the meantime, all these petty
little complaints get added on top of it. The anger will not be effec-
tively dealt with until you've then removed all the other issues to

reveal the true problem. The result is a lot of confusion.

Retaliatory Anger

Another variation on the hidden anger theme, which may
undermine a relationship, is when resentment has built up and
it leads one partner to consciously or unconsciously retaliate
against the other partner either by doing something that the
other partner doesn't like, or by not doing something that is
desired by the other partner. Usually, this leads to less coopera-
tion and more hidden anger. In contrast, if the partner whose
actions are retaliatory simply disagreed with the request instead
of striking back (explaining the basis for that dissension), or
offered an alternative solution—*I will get a job to support my
extra spending,” or “I will not use a housecleaning service, but I

want to keep my gym membership”—there is basis for an open
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discussion. Even if one partner admits to going overboard—*1
just couldn’t resist those Jimmy Choos at that Sample Sale, it
was a great buy and I have a weakness for killer pumps”™—it
would be better than insisting that there was full cooperation
when clearly there wasn't.

While most inconsistencies between word and deed (or
the manner in which a message is conveyed) may seem minor,
they can have a powerful impact. If one partner tells the other,
“You are the most important person in my life and my top pri-
ority,” but in daily behavior is selfish, inconsiderate, and irrita-
ble, the message that is conveyed is something like this: “Your
feelings and wishes are not as important to me as my own
needs, and you can’t really rely on what I say.” The partner
who is conveying the loving message but is not being loving
is actually setting up a confusing situation for her significant
other. When actions don’t support words, over time it may
lead an individual to feel underlying resentment without even

realizing why.

Intimacy-Avoidance Anger

Fact: It5s difficult to get closer to your partner if you're fight-
ing all the time. As a result, many people who start to fear inti-
macy will find themselves starting intentional disagreements to
feel safe.

Sometimes anger is also used intentionally to keep intimacy
at bay. A signal that this is occurring is when things are going
along well in the relationship, then suddenly one partner starts
to pick fights over mundane things that previously had not

caused any strife. However, when tension caused by a fear of
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intimacy is played out through anger, it is usually subconscious
(i.e., intentional relationship sabotage stemming from anger
is not the norm). Unfortunately, sexual indifference may also
result.

Many couples genuinely want to be emotionally close to
each other and share a passionate lovemaking partnership, but
they reach a certain point and their fears take over. For example,
one partner may start complaining about the other’s socializing
or one may actually go out too much after work, knowing full
well that his partner will be put off. The issue splits them apart
for a time, and then they become close again until they reach a
point of closeness that one or the other is uncomfortable with
and the pattern of sabotage repeats itself.

Consider the following statements. If you recognize these
traits in your behavior, you might be using anger to avoid

intimacy:

J 1 intentionally pick fights over silly things when I know I
might be spending alone time with my partner.

J Instead of allowing myself to appear vulnerable in front of
my partner, [ always put on a strong “I don't care” front.

J When I have sex with my partner, I immediately jump out of

bed afterward to avoid postcoital bonding.

With all of these covert combat creators, the important thing
is to start to recognize them before they eat away at your founda-
tion as a twosome. But once you begin to understand these anger
termites, you can figure out how to more effectively deal with

them before the blowup is irreparable.
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Sex and Anger

No doubt anger, visible or hidden, will affect the quality of your
sex life. Hidden anger will especially threaten to drive a wedge
between you and your partner. The problem with these scenarios
is that it can be difficult to recognize that the feelings affecting
your sexual relationship are actually anger and not something
else. We as humans are incredibly skilled at masking our emo-
tions. So instead of looking at your partner and thinking “Wow,
I'm so mad!”; you think “Wow, I'm not sure I want this person to
touch me.” Well, of course you're turned off! You're angry, hurt,
or afraid. But you confuse the issue by assuming it’s just sexual
boredom, thus distancing yourself even further from the real
problem at hand.

The first thing you need to do if you find yourself in a sexual
ennui situation is to spend some time being honest with yourself.
Think about your partnership and your partner. When was the
last time you made love? Was it good? If not, when was the last
time you had great sex? What happened between then and now?
Is there anything you can think of that you might actually be
angry about? Try to isolate the “whats-bugging-me” issue. If it’s
really sexual boredom, then a good sack session with one of you
standing on your head or some other sexual variation should fix
things up.

However, chances are there’s something deeper going on. If
you can successfully identify your hidden anger issue, it's smart
to bring it up in conversation with your partner before mov-
ing on to the sexual reinforcement phase of this chapter. Why?
Well to begin with, once you isolate the issue, sex is not going

to be much fun if you're so mad at your partner you don’t want
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her near you. But also, this is one of those situations where
talking things out beforehand facilitates an even better physical
connection. If you've already tackled the emotional part of this

“fight,” then returning to an intimate connection will be easier.

Confronting Anger Effectively

It’s a choice. You can explode or you can be effective. Learning to
confront anger in an adult, rational manner is a skill that you can
learn. The trick is recognizing that you are feeling anger and then
figuring out the best way to address the issue at hand.

As we've already laid out in this chapter, one of the most
dynamic things you can do to deal with anger is to counter the
tendency to duck it. Consequently, consider this: If your partner
has accused you of being defensive, or if you realize that about
yourself, make an effort not to block off the feelings hidden behind
your usual reactions. Instead, reflect on the feelings that are lurk-
ing below. As you open to greater understanding of yourself, you
will gradually begin to view your partner’s emotional concerns as
well as your own with more compassion.

Also consider taking the following steps when you realize

you are face to face with an anger situation.

At First, Do Nothing!

Take a few moments to calm down before you respond.
Uncensored anger in a love relationship is almost certain to be
unproductive. It is a case of ineffective acting-out versus appropri-

ate assertion. Raw anger is likely to be alienating, while considered

11
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anger may be difficult to receive, but connective. This is not to be
confused with peace at any price; it is about having the maturity
to express yourself in a manner that not only airs a grievance,
but actually moves an issue to resolution rather than scarring the

other person.

Recognize That Easily-Triggered Anger Is
“Should”-Driven

Anger is triggered when we feel that someone or something
is not behaving as we insist. What we don't realize is that the
world rarely behaves as we think it “should.” To avoid undue
frustration and anger, it is wise to focus on desire—the desire
for our partner to behave in a pleasing manner, and for circum-
stances to go our way—but not to insist that she has to. Desire
thwarted leads to disappointment, insistence thwarted leads to
rage. It is not about what should be; it is about avoiding making

our preferences into demands.

Speak to Hurt Feelings

When we are let down, oftentimes we feel betrayed and hurt.
For many of us, the hurt almost instantly converts into anger. This
seems to be especially true for men. We've heard many women
say, “My guy’s cheap emotion is anger. He seems to feel nothing
else, or if he does he never expresses it.” Not expressing the hurt
behind the anger is probably the most common relationship-
discouraging behavior that occurs with couples. The partner on
the receiving end is often defensive and doesn't hear the real issue,

while the underlying issue survives to surface another day.
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A better bet is to try to get what is bugging you out in the
open as soon as possible. If your partner asks you if something is

the matter, just tell him before it turns into full-blown hatred.

Focus on the Solution

To avoid misunderstandings, it is important to let others
know what you want in specific terms (“What I really want is
for you to be on time when we agree to meet at a certain time.”).

Don't expect others, even your mate, to read your mind.

Take Responsibility for Your Part in an Issue

There are very few issues leading to an outburst that are com-
pletely one-sided. Victim and villain, pure black and pure white
is, with notable exceptions such as rape, simplistic. In relation-
ships, there is a complexity that results in a shared responsibility
for most issues that cause grief. The sharing may not be fifty-
fifty, but it’s rarely 100 percent on one side. Rather than simply
pointing at your partner and blaming, consider your own part in
an upsetting circumstance and be honest enough to bring it up.
You will be increasing the likelihood that your partner will own
her part in the issue and both of you will move more quickly to
resolution.

If you can learn to confront anger effectively rather than
just blowing up in the face of controversy, you will stand a bet-
ter chance of learning to work together as a couple. Coincid-
ing with the verbal part of this, however, is the physical. Anger
raises your blood pressure, causes immune system stress, and

can wreak havoc on the adrenals. In other words, when someone

13
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says he’s so angry he could feel his blood boil, he actually might
be feeling his blood heating up. The physiological responses to
anger are intense. And sexually, anger may corrode a couple’s
intimate connection faster than acid. With that in mind, here
are some ways to deal with the ramifications of anger in the

bedroom.

Sexual Solution

Surrender (i.e., letting go) is an essential part of love and the
antagonist of anger, which is holding on. There is, however, a lot
of confusion about what surrender means. Some of us equate sur-
render with loss of personal power, which is not the case—that’s
submission. Surrender is used here to mean letting go and merg-
ing and making a conscious choice to open your heart to your
partner, rather than standing back with alienating anger.

In the context of erotic, the word surrender is often used when
the heroine allows herself to be swept away by the hero’s passion.
That’s a very narrow view of erotic surrender. It limits the woman
and leaves out the man entirely.

Think of erotic surrender as the act of letting go while
aroused, not as ceding control to your partner. This is in the same
way that letting go of anger isn’t a loss, but rather a gain for your
relationship. Most people enjoy the feeling of being in control of
their lives, even though much of what happens to them is clearly
beyond their control.

At first, surrender may seem counterintuitive, and it is. Suc-
cessful people are admired not only for the money they earn and

their accomplishments but also for the amount of control they
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exert over their environment and the others inside it. People who
practice self-discipline are also admired.

In lovemaking, the man who can “control” his erection
and ejaculation and the woman who can “control” her partner’s
arousal and her own responses are idealized. Where does surren-
der fit into this picture?

Surrender is an integral part of true intimacy. Letting go into
full arousal is intrinsic to the higher level of sexual pleasures. It
takes time to become comfortable with the process. Surrender
is no easy matter. It’s frightening to keep thinking, “I can’t let go
completely,” but it makes sense to be frightened if you believe
that you will lose yourself and not find your way back. The same
applies with letting go of anger. There is the feeling of loss, but in
reality it is an additive experience.

Letting go, whether it is in the bedroom or it is about letting
go of anger, requires having a strong grip on yourself. It is about
knowing who you are and being willing to reveal that and stand by
it. In effect, it is a paradox: You will be able to let go when you have
a good grip on yourself and who you are. Anger doesn’t grow out of
strength, but out of weakness. It is fear masked by aggression.

Surrender, whether to the erotic, or to toxic anger, is akin to
climbing a mountain. If you feel in control of yourself, rather than
directing your energy toward trying to control the elements, you
can relax and take in the beauty of the climb. When you’re tense
and feeling out of control, the climb seems foreboding. Likewise,
when you are tense and feeling out of control, you hold on to anger
rather than releasing it.

The truth is that you cannot master the mountain; you master
yourself in the process of climbing the mountain. Unfortunately,

you can’t wait until you feel perfectly safe and secure before you
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venture out for your first climb. Feeling safer comes as a result of
the experience.

The bottom line comes down to this: You can reinforce the
work you've done trying to let go of anger verbally by learning to
let go physically. The following sexual suggestion is designed to
help you practice surrender as an experience that will contribute

to letting go, not only sexually, but of anger as well.

SEXUAL SLAVE

In this carnal experience you will learn to physically let go by
turning yourself over to your partner. How so? Well, in order to
reinforce the idea of releasing your emotions, try offering to be
your partner’s sexual slave for a night. Here’s how:

Step 1
Tell your partner you are offering yourself to him in whatever
capacity he or she desires (within reason, of course—if there is
something that causes you pain or discomfort, you are welcome
to set limits beforehand).

Step 2
Have your partner create a sexual script. That means, have her or
him spell out exactly how the sexual encounter should go and what
your partner would like you to do during the course of it.

Step 3
Be open to trying something new if your partner requests it. If
you hate it, you don’t have to do it again, but on the flip side, you
may discover a new dimension to your sexuality this way. Keep in

mind that by surrendering you may also feel threatened. Moving into
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Anger Gets in the Way

areas that are new to you will likely result in an uncomfortable uncer-
tainty, but if there is trust between partners and the sexual experi-
ence is not too much of a stretch, allow it. Deepen your breathing
anytime you feel resistance.

Step 4

Stick with it. Eventually, the tension you first felt with this surrender
will release and transform itself into a relaxed flow. This is the expe-
rience that you can transfer to a buildup of anger. Giving yourself
over to this experience will allow you to see that you can have emo-
tions and move through them, rather than being a hostage to them.
Breathe into the tension, don't fight it. Remember, what you resist is
likely to persist. Rather, allow it to pass through and out.

Step 5

Reflect on the experience while enjoying a postcoital cuddle
(ves, we’re making you do this part even if it is usually something
you skip). You need to reaffirm the bond and find your way back to
being equal partners in the relationship. But remember the feeling of
surrender, Also plan to switch roles at a later point, so both you and
your partner know the sensation of giving up control. Learning to do
this sexually will also help you to fight fair the next time anger sur-
faces. It's not about giving up or giving in, it's about letting go.
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Bonus Sexual Solution: Sexual Role Swap

THIS is a role-playing quickie that can also heighten your
understanding of letting go by helping you to let go of your
“typical” role. Here’s how: Agree with your partner that you
will play a role opposite to the one you typically play in bed
for one week. In other words, if you are passive, become
active. If you are active, be passive in all aspects of love-
making. Don’t be afraid of the new feelings these changes
will generate. Give in to them. The idea is for you to start to
recognize that there can be tremendous power in learning
to go outside your comfort zone. If you play with sexual
swapping, you not only will help balance the power in your
relationship, but you will also learn that letting go of the role
you think you should play is possible. This can transfer to
how you deal with anger especially in cases where you tend
to suppress your emotion because it’s how you think you

“should” act. Let go.
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Chapter

WE HAVE TRUST ISSUES

ove-trust. These two are so inextricably linked that you can
L actually turn them into one hyphenated word used to define
the basis of the best relationships. You can have love without
trust and trust without love, but you probably won’t have a very
successful long-term coupling without both being in place.

Think of it this way. Love-trust is similar to driving. Trust is
the engine, propelling the car wherever it needs to go. And with
a reliable engine, a couple can zip down the highway of life, like
carefree travelers on a long-distance road trip. There is a certain
degree of relief in knowing they can relax and feel perfectly safe
together while enjoying the scenery. Think of it as relationship
cruise control. Freedom comes from knowing that your partner
will protect you (airbags included) and help you maneuver along
even the rockiest road.

In contrast, when love-trust is damaged between two people, it
is like driving a car with an overheated engine that will likely fail any

time the pedal is pushed to the metal. A couple might truly want to
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accelerate their relationship, but chances are one or both will slam
on the brakes because of the fear they might end up stranded on
the side of the road. And no one wants to risk finding themselves
alone and abandoned. Sadly, this jerky start/stop act stemming from
a lack of love-trust keeps either partner from truly enjoying the ride.
What’s more, the underlying worry that the engine could fail at any
moment also prevents the couple from driving well.

Building love-trust is more involved and in-depth than the
trust required in most other types of relationships. The process
is delicate and develops gradually over time. Certain actions or
decisions may hasten or halt the formation of love-trust but the
best results come when the acceleration is paced. In other words,
going from “zero to 60” in a relationship is not prudent and could
result in a love-trust crash!

Attempting to jump straight into a state of love-trust is like
driving drunk; outwardly you may appear fine, but what’s actu-
ally going on underneath the surface is a little foggy and off-kilter.
A better bet is to identify what will promote or decay the forma-
tion of trust in your relationship and then work on gradually
removing any obstacles hindering your growth as a couple. You
need time to build love-trust and trying to force its development
will ultimately backfire.

While love-trust means different things to different people—
honesty, loyalty, responsibility, fidelity, reliability—at its core is
feeling physically secure and emotionally safe. When you truly
trust someone, you are able to express your deepest feelings and
fears to them. You can also feel confident that you are free to
let down your guard—revealing who you are, what you want,
and what you need, all the while knowing the other person will

accept you, respect your feelings, and protect you. In turn, if that
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We Have Trust Issues

person feels trusting of you, reciprocation will be easy for them
knowing that you will respond in kind.

In essence, when you trust someone and act on that trust,
you are giving that person a piece of yourself. You believe they
will comprehend, care for, and cherish the faith you have placed
in them. When they feel the same way and give you their trust,
then you will find that you are both better able to be open and
vulnerable with each other. That may sound scary, but in actual-
ity the ability to mutually expose your inner selves will contribute
greatly to the growth of shared intimacy.

Some people mistakenly think that tests of love-trust only
come into play under extenuating circumstances, such as when
one partner accuses the other of cheating and the other partner
vehemently denies it (even if it's true). But love-trust is actually
something that must permeate an entire relationship down to the
most minute level. Partners need to be able to rely on each other
in an all-inclusive way, and that means knowing their significant
other will be dependable, honest, keep promises, act responsibly,
maintain confidences, and return their love. Thus, while small,
isolated breaches in love-trust may seemingly have only minor
consequences on the surface, if these transgressions become a

pattern, the cumulative impact may be enormous.

Small Things Are Big

You've probably heard the phrase, “Its the little things that
count.” Though usually uttered in reference to the remembrance

of thoughtful little gestures, this can also translate to love-trust,

and the growth or erosion thereof.
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The painful truth is that, by and large, our love partners
probably disappoint us more often as a result of everyday mis-
understandings than by serious soap opera—worthy betrayals.
Remember, trust is built over time so while one cataclysmic event
can definitely destroy a relationship, tiny little chips in your love-
trust fortress can also weaken your foundation as a couple.

So what kinds of “little” things are being discussed here?
Well, consider the case of Dan and Laura. Dan’s background is,
in a word, colorful, and Laura has made it clear that some of his
drinking, smoking, swearing friends are really not the best influ-
ence on him. One friend in particular, Bobby, always seems to
lure Dan into precarious situations so Laura asked Dan not to see
him for the sake of their marriage. Dan agreed. However, he’s still

hanging out with his friend in secret:

EVEN though | told Laura | wouldn’t see Bobby, | do still
make plans with him. It just seemed easier to pretend that |
wouldn’t see him than to argue with her anymore about the
issue. And | figure that what Laura doesn’t know won’t hurt
her. If | tell her | won’t see Bobby, she’s happy. If | can still
see him, I’'m happy. So it’s a win-win right? | just tell Laura |
have to work late occasionally so Bobby and | can go for a
drink or play pool together for a while. Nonetheless, if | told

Laura, she would flip out, so why aggravate her?

Why aggravate her? What Dan doesn'’t seem to realize is that
he’s not protecting Laura with his subversive behavior or “mak-
ing her happy.” He’ lying to her! It definitely makes you wonder

what else Dan might hide in order to avoid confrontation with
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Laura. Imagine what would happen if Laura were to discover
Dans intentional fibbing.

This is one of many types of deception that can undermine a
relationship. If Laura ever does find out that Dan is sneaking off
to see Bobby, there will be a huge chink in their love-trust. She’ll
probably find herself questioning Dan every time he comes home
from work late, or find herself feeling compelled to check his
phone records. His “friend affair,” though not romantic in nature,
could have a huge impact on his love relationship if it comes to
light.

Are you starting to see how even “small” transgressions can
have a larger cumulative effect on a couple’s love-trust? It is the
repercussions of such actions that magnify any breach of trust, no

matter how minor they might seem on the surface.

Frequent Fibbers

No, really. You don’t look fat in that outfit. Sound familiar? What
about, Of course I want to have sex with you all the time. Or maybe,
Since I met you, I never even look at other women.

Yet another seemingly innocuous yet highly trust-eroding
practice involves everyday pretense. Little white lies told in order
to maintain the relationship status quo. The rationale in such
cases is usually, “But I don’t want to hurt his (or her) feelings.”
The problem is the recipient of such false compliments can usu-
ally see through these reassurances and consequently, that under-
mines the credibility of both the “kind words” and the significant

other.
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You see, while we may want our partner to be supportive,
we also don’t want to consistently receive falsehoods from our
partner. If we can't trust our partner to be honest with us, then
whom can we trust?

This doesn't give you license to be a jerk or to constantly
put down your significant other in the name of “truth for trust.”
However, it is important to know that if all you do is feed your
partner falsehoods, he or she will be hesitant to believe you when
you're trying to give them a heartfelt compliment. If they can’t
believe what you're saying, insecurity will be more likely to set
in than if you had told them the truth sensitively. It a fine inten-
tion, but erroneous pretense will erode trust just as much as out-
right deception and lying.

Another serious form of frequent fibbing comes with gam-
bling, drinking, compulsive shopping, and drug, online, or sex
addictions. People who have difficulty with these issues rarely
speak honestly about the extent of their compulsive actions and
frequently engage in “sneak behavior” around their partner in
order to try to maintain their relationship while still getting a
“fix.” However, continuous attempts to conceal the severity of
their issues will unequivocally set the relationship hurtling down
a pathway towards broken trust.

Consider the case of Pete and Tracy. After two years together,
Tracy discovered that Pete was addicted to Internet porn and
was racking up huge online bills. He hid his addiction by open-
ing new credit cards (having the bills sent to work), creating a
slew of online personas/e-mails through which he could log in
undetected, and constantly siphoning money out of their joint
accounts, telling Tracy they were for “purchases” he never made

in order to pay his porn bills. And yet, when Tracy began to put
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the pieces together, he lied about it to her face (addiction = lying).
What Pete didn't know was that with every fib he told to protect
his image, he was also chipping away at the wall of their trust as
a couple.

I remember the day | finally discovered the severity of Pete’s
addiction. He’d gotten careless and left his computer on
connected to one of the porn sites he frequented. Not only
was | shocked at the content of the site, but when | real-
ized how much they charged for access suddenly everything
made sense. | knew why he had been sneaking around late
at night, why we never seemed to get ahead financially, why
our credit reports didn’t come in perfect, why he didn’t want
to make love to me as frequently. He was hooked on sex
in cyberspace and then lying to me about it. When | con-
fronted him finally with irrefutable evidence, he admitted to
his issues and promised to get help but | knew that our trust
was massively damaged by his actions. How could | believe
he wasn’t doing this anymore even if he said he was in con-
trol? | knew at that moment that my trust of this man would

never be quite as complete again. It was a sad realization.

The loss of trust is sad. Since it’s the foundation of a rela-
tionship, damage to love-trust marks the end of something
beautiful and the beginning of a struggle to regain what may
never quite be the same. The bottom line here is that its not
“his” problem or “her” problem when you're part of a couple.
Like it or not, it becomes “our” problem. And if one partner is
keeping information from the other, then the disappointed or

surprised partner often feels like he’ll never be able to fully trust
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his significant other again. That is the power of even the small-
est trust betrayed. It spreads throughout the entire relationship

like a deadly toxin.

Sex and Trust

Among the more sensitive areas in the love-trust category is
sex. What happens between the sheets is particularly impor-
tant to the development of trust between love partners. How
many women, even in our current, more enlightened age, have
kept the secret that they don't reach orgasms with their part-
ners? How many men have lied to their partners—“Ogle? 1
didn’t even notice her!”—in order to avoid a fight? And on the
dating scene, frequent fibbing is even more common. It’s not
uncommon to hear, You're the first I've ever done that with. Or,
Wow, that was the best sex I've ever had. Maybe, I want you to be
the last person I ever sleep with. And most definitely, Your body
is a temple.

The reasons for such false uttering—if they are indeed false—
is that both men and women sacrifice honesty in this most sen-
sitive of interactions to bolster their own or their partners ego,
or because they are embarrassed by their own “shortcomings.”
So they pretend. Unfortunately, as long as they do so, they are
undermining, rather than building trust.

On the flip side, if a couple could discuss their feelings hon-
estly and reject the myth that a mind-blowing orgasm or ever-
charged libido is the ticket to self-worth; their sack sessions

would likely become more fulfilling. Sex could morph from an
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exercise in mutual game-playing based on falsehoods to a true
expression of intimacy. The latter is a much more rewarding
option.

Additionally, the link between trust and good sex is so strong
you can probably imagine how your sex life will suffer if your
love-trust is damaged outside the bedroom. Sadly, this sometimes
feeds further into mutual deception. Many couples whose sexual
relationship has deteriorated seek help through compulsive por-
nography, affairs (male and female), and other misguided sexual
behaviors. All this to ultimately find out the problem they are
having in the sack isn't a sexual problem after all. It is a trust issue
that has crossed the threshold into the bedroom stemming from
the mistrust elsewhere in their lives.

The problem with these misplaced carnal concoctions is that
they don’t do anything to actually help the relationship. In reality,
a couple may find themselves even further discouraged because
the closeness that comes from a bonded, authentic sexual experi-
ence is not truly there and will not suddenly appear unless the

eroded trust is addressed.

Repairing Trust

One cannot manufacture trust; it manifests. It is a result of honesty
and consistency and it takes time. As individuals, we can choose
to be honest and say what we experience and what we feel; by act-
ing in this way, we indicate that we can be trusted. And although
honesty does not always bring a loving response, it is essential for

a loving response to occur.
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Trust is something that comes about thanks to a concerted
effort from both parties. Sometimes it is developed through a
process of taking two steps forward and one step back, but as
long as there is more movement towards building a bond rather
than destroying it, love-trust can be achieved. When love-trust
is in place, it can actually function as the crux that allows a
couple to deal with a myriad of other relationship problems.
If truthful disclosure encourages the growth of trust, trust in
turn encourages the kind of disclosure that is needed for future
growth as a duo.

So what happens when there is a rift in your relational love-
trust infrastructure? Can it be repaired? Of course it depends
on the severity of the breach but there are some things you can
do as a twosome to restabilize your love-trust trusses. To begin
your trust repair work, consider beginning with these basic

suggestions.

Communicate and Confer

An apology from the guilty party for the trust transgres-
sion—clean and unmitigated—is critical. Following an apology
is the discussion, or more likely a series of discussions with
the goal of understanding the basis for trust violations. Simply
stated, “Why has this happened, and what is going to happen
that will prevent a recurrence?” However, keep in mind that
simply understanding the basis for a breach of trust does not
guarantee that it won't happen again. Unless there is a belief in
magic, it is unreasonable to assume that trust violations will not
recur without addressing the reasons they have occurred and

formulating a prevention plan.
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Ask Questions

When discussing the state of your love-trust, consider posing

some of the following questions for discussion:

¢ What influences from our family of origin may be undermin-
ing our relationship?

What changes need to be made in our relationship to
strengthen the trust and intimacy?

Very specifically, what kinds of behaviors are acceptable and

what are out of bounds?

Qo Q

Can the damage be repaired? What, specifically, will it take?

If you are truly interested in re-cementing your love-trust
bond, then you'll need answers in order to figure out how to

progress to the next step of rekindling your relationship.

Walk the Talk

While talking is critical, it is not enough. Behavioral patterns
require change as well. In the past, for example, the partner who has
violated the trust may have come home at night, barely mumbled a
hello while reviewing the mail, made some small talk during dinner,
and retired to the couch to watch television for the remainder of the
evening. That routine, not much of a relationship promoter under
any circumstance, definitely won't cut it in the wake of a breach of
trust. Both partners will have to be committed to communicating
and working together to ensure that there is a real-life reconnection
process going on. This might include planning time just for the two

of you, or perhaps initiating new patterns into your daily life.
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Visualize the Outcome

The offending partner needs to think through exactly what
he would like to see happen in the relationship and behave in
a manner that promotes that vision. Regardless of the specifics,
the general message this behavior should convey is, “I love you.
You matter to me. I want to demonstrate that T am trustworthy.”
This may require a shift in the usual manner of behaving and in
the daily routine; it can be a lot of work and may be a real stretch
for some people. If you want to repair a serious trust issue, it can
only happen in the context of a caring environment. It is up to
the offending partner to create that atmosphere, even if it is at

some personal sacrifice to them.

Support Baby Steps

The reparative behaviors required might be new and a stretch,
but they do not have to be sensational. Indeed, some people are
so preoccupied with major shifts that they overlook opportunities
for small but important gestures. Others mistakenly believe that a
repair process moves along on its own energy and consequently
do not bother to fuel it at all. These individuals are the same ones
who seem to sidestep escalating conflict by sweeping the incident
under the rug and acting as if it never occurred. It may appear
as if conflict has been safely avoided in these instances, but that
is never truly the case. Appearances notwithstanding, there is
no avoidance of trust violations without negative consequences.
With this in mind, both partners should view any sign of trust
repair, even the smallest incidence, as a positive step in the right
direction towards the ultimate goal of putting a solid love-trust

bond once more in place.
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Now that you've begun the process of repairing your love-
trust verbally, it’s time to think about cementing that work physi-
cally. By remembering what it means to trust each other in your
most vulnerable state (i.e., literally and figuratively naked), you
can enhance your bond as a couple. We all tend to put up walls
to protect ourselves from getting hurt, but when you trust that
your partner will support your physical self in a healthy way it is
easier to be open to believing your partner will also be forthright
in nonsexual contexts. The following experience will enhance all
the work you do, clothed and stripped.

Sexual Solution

The average hug is less than four seconds because many peo-
ple are self-conscious about hugging and being hugged. Being
held close is a primal experience that can be, at the same time,
threatening and therapeutic. The experience is reminiscent of a
moment in childhood that evokes a feeling of being cherished
and protected, that deep feeling of wordless security that deepens
the trust between two people.

As adults, too often we shield ourselves against experiences
that can trigger strong emotional responses. Instead, we armor
ourselves with defenses and resistance that shield us from expe-
riencing things too intensely. The hug is a good example; instead
of taking it in like a transfusion of security we break from the hug
prematurely or stiffen from its effect, thereby blocking its positive
energy.

If we are open to it, a hug provides us with a safe door to trust.

And because it feels so good, it is an easily accessible reminder that
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it doesn't take a complete transformation to feel safe with a love
partner. What’s more, a hug can be very telling and is likely to pro-
mote the kind of discussion that has implications for sexuality as

well as many other factors in a relationship, including trust.

THE MERGE HUG

This experience is set up to support the verbal work you’ve done
already to repair trust. As you probably already surmised, sexual
trust is huge! If you don’t trust your partner when you’re baring
your body, then it is going to be hard to have an authentic rela-
tionship, no less a fulfilling sexual experience. Therefore, when
rebuilding trust outside the bedroom, it’s a good idea to rebuild
it slowly within the bedroom as well. Take a step back from your
usual let’s-dive-right-into-intercourse routine and instead spend
some time reconnecting body-to-body.

Step 1
Start by exchanging a hug with your partner. It doesn’'t have to be
anything special; just the usual hug. Separate, sit down, close your
eyes, and reflect on the experience. Take special note of anxiety,
tension, impatience, stiffness, holding your breath, breaking away
quickly, or any other form of resistance that you noticed. What did
you notice about your partner?

Step 2
Discuss the experience, close together, facing each other. Share
what you felt, both of your own experience and what came from your
partner. Listen attentively and nondefensively as your partner does

the same. Commonly, partners do the A-frame hug, with only the
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upper parts of their bodies touching. The kind of hug you may give a
relative that you see only on special occasions. This limited hug with
your partner conveys a “Let’'s not get too involved” kind of message.

Step 3

Do the hug again, but this time, with a big, sexy leap. Take off your
clothes! Stand across from each other and make good eye contact.
Now slowly, breathing fully and deeply, approach each other. As you
come closer, open your arms in anticipation (no giggling!) and merge.
Wrap your arms around each other fully; making sure that, from top to
bottom, you are in contact with each other. The aim is not to squeeze
each other, but to embrace fully, to feel as if you have allowed your-
self to conjoin with your partner.

Step 4

Once you are feeling that you have relaxed into the hug, take it
further. Allow your pelvis to move forward, touching the pelvis of your
partner. Let your body feel totally tension-free in close contact with
your partner. Breathe deeply and slowly. Notice your partner’s breath
pattern and gradually synchronize. Focus on the physical sensations
as you inhale and exhale together. It will serve to transform you from
two separate entities into one living, breathing unit. You may even
start to support each other’s weight a bit, which will enhance the trust
connection (i.e., if you let go, one of you falls).

As you become more and more one in an effortless way, you are
likely to feel arousal building. If you choose to express your arousal,
do so in a particularly unrushed manner, continuing with the feeling
of trust and safety established in the hug. The idea is to carry the
feelings of trust developed within the merge hug into a supportive
intimate environment if that's the direction you end up going.
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Trust Merge Hug Responses

Couples exploring the Merge Hug may find themselves expe-
riencing a myriad of feelings. Interestingly, when we talked to
couples who tried the Merge Hug, their reactions frequently
reflected what was going on outside the bedroom. Check out

some of their comments:

J Tt was too tight, I felt restricted—and this is how I feel in our
relationship.

J You were very receptive, and I felt closer to you in that expe-
rience than I have in some time. It made me realize that I've
missed you.

J T could feel the tension in you, and it led to tension in
me—I think this is what happens sometimes during our
lovemaking.

J Our Merge Hug encouraged me to feel that we can safely
take down our armor with each other. We have both built up
these protective walls to avoid hurt, but it's possible for us to
get through them since I could feel our mutual love and trust

grow the longer we just held each other.

The thing to remember is that the first Merge Hug may be dif-
ferent than, say, the third or fourth time you try this experience.
Its all predicated on where you are in re-establishing your trust. A
good indicator of how you're doing will be when you are able to
genuinely relax into a Merge Hug and feel supported and loved as
a duo. In fact, at that point, you may feel the warmth physically
spread to your heart. Once that portal is open, the path to trust

will be easier to renew.
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Chapter

JEALOUSY BUGS US

ver met the green-eyed monster? You know, the one that
E rears its ugly head at the first sign of someone moving in
on your romantic territory? Yes, jealousy is an innate reaction for
anyone when they feel they might possibly lose a love partner to
someone else. And like many other emotions, jealousy is com-
plex. Its a combination of fear, anxiety, diminished self-worth,
and a loss of control because someone else may get something we
have, want, or hope to preserve.

Though the root of jealousy can stem from a myriad of
sources—someone getting an object or job we covet, for exam-
ple—never is jealousy more obvious, and potentially deleterious,
than in relationships. Why? Well, when the thing at risk is the
love of someone we adore and we see that love potentially being
lured away by another person, it is enough to spark a full-blown
anxiety or panic attack. How could we possibly survive the ego
blow of losing our lover to someone else? The mind cannot

compute the prospect of such an event and therefore kicks into
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high defensive gear, because at the base of any jealous reaction is
fear—fear that someone else is doing better than we are, is more
charming, more attractive, more successful, more appealing, and
so on, than we are. The jealous feelings come from an intense
desire to guard what we have, and that includes protecting our
sense of self-worth.

Unfortunately, when jealousy flares, we fail to recognize it for
what it is. We frequently make the mistake of thinking we must
be less deserving or worthy if the person we love is seemingly no
longer interested in us. That feeds the cycle as insecurity further
breeds jealousy.

This insecurity may manifest as a result of lack of trust in
one’s partner and her commitment to you. In any relationship,
there may be the underlying fear that one’s partner will be drawn
away and become interested or involved with someone else.
However, when extreme jealousy starts to show up in seemingly
innocuous situations, such as when our partner is just chatting
with someone innocently at a bar or cocktail party, then we have
lost confidence in our own self-worth. That's when jealousy can
really start to interfere with a relationship’s foundation. There has
to be faith in the commitment between two people or jealousy
will supersede all other emotions.

There are times when a little jealousy can be good for a cou-
ple. It can add a spark of intrigue, or remind two people in a
relationship that their partner is desirable to others, which makes
it even more special that they've chosen to be with you. In those
cases, a little jealousy is a trigger—not for negative emotion—but
for positive reaffirmation that you are worthy and special.

With that idea in mind, it makes sense to explore the idea

that there are both good and bad types of jealousy and positive
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and negative ways of dealing with this feeling when it surfaces in
a relationship. Because the green-eyed monster can actually be

kind of cute . . . but only if the circumstances are supportive.

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

When it comes to jealousy, not all forms are created equal. In
fact, there are definitely extremes. And while sometimes a little
jealousy can make a relationship stronger, too much can lead to
its imminent implosion.

The experience of minor jealousy here and there is usually
not something to fret about. A fleeting bout of anxiety or fear that
someone may attract your partner is normal and not necessarily
an issue. This is especially true when you realize your fears aren’t

reality-based and the feeling doesn't linger.

Good Jealousy

So what exactly is “good” jealousy? While it might seem like
an oxymoron, there is such a thing as a healthy dose of jealousy.
Even in the best relationships we can start to take our partner
for granted at times. On those occasions, when you suddenly
feel a pang of jealousy, say while noticing a gorgeous singleton
chatting up your significant other, that emotion can serve as a
potent reminder of the things that initially attracted you to your
partner. If someone else is finding him interesting, you might
realize that you're still interested in him too (even more than you
were aware). In those cases, a little twinge of jealousy can serve

to briefly reinspire the relationship.
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Jealousy can also serve as an indicator of love and interest.
How so? Well, oftentimes people may not even realize they have
romantic feelings (or realize how deep their feelings run) until
they get a jealousy pang. And that little twinge serves as a wakeup
call that they are more invested than they thought. In that case,
jealousy is also positive because it ups the stakes in a relationship
that may have needed a kick to move it to the next level.

The above scenarios illustrate how a little jealousy isn't del-
eterious and could possibly even add something to a relationship.
Thus, should you or your partner experience minor, everyday
jealousies, it's best to recognize them for what they are, even
laugh at them, accept them, and then release them. Unless trust
issues are also involved, chances are you can just let them go and
move on (and even take them as a sign that things are still on
track with your relationship).

The risk with “good” jealousy, however, is that things can eas-
ily change from it triggering a mild jolt of anxiety that can even
be exciting or enjoyable to the more extreme forms of jealousy,
anger, and fear. At the extreme, jealousy can become seriously
debilitating and destructive to a relationship.

For this reason, jealousy is not something that should be
toyed with. Some people play on their partner’s fears and anxiet-
ies by engaging in little acts of seeming disinterest to make them
jealous, such as smiling suggestively at a passing stranger on
the street and commenting on her physique. Bad idea. Organic
jealousy can be tolerated in a relationship because it serves as a
reminder of emotional investment. Intentional acts of jealousy-
invoking behavior, however, serve only to ultimately break down

a relationship.
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Bad Jealousy

When jealousy runs in the other direction, it will start to chip
away at a relationship. Instead of adding intrigue or spice, it adds
doubt, which is incredibly powerful. A doubt-filled mind is a
fertile breeding ground for other relationship-wrecking thoughts
and may lead to relationship sabotage (i.e., if a partner becomes
possessive, demanding, or controlling out of fear stemming from
jealousy, it will generally lead to the very loss of love they were
afraid of in the first place).

How can one recognize the bad before it gets really ugly?
Consider this: Any situation where jealousy leads to irrational,
overprotective, or demanding behavior would probably qualify.
A relationship fraught with jealous undertones might also look
a bit competitive or fractured to the outside observer. Think
about it: A member of a happy couple isn’t usually flirting with
others to make his partner take notice nor will he make a scene
anytime his significant other so much as looks at another per-
son. A couple without jealousy issues are comfortable giving
each other a long leash in social situations because each per-
son knows that his partner will find her way back to his side
eventually.

Bad jealousy sometimes shows up as dominant behavior. Tt
may also come out in repeated accusations, which is not healthy
for any relationship. Bringing up something your partner did—
like ogling a stranger—is okay once, especially if he wasn’t aware
that his behavior bothered you or made you feel insecure. In fact,
voicing that jealous reaction may even make him feel good know-

ing you care enough about him to seek reassurance of his love.
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The danger in repetition of such a behavior, however, is that
it may become draining emotionally, or your reactions may inten-
sify. For example, instead of asking questions about what your
partner has been doing in an ordinary, interested way, you may
start grilling for every detail of any encounter he has, which really
makes you look nuts. Even worse? You might try threatening or
confronting the person you believe, correctly or incorrectly, is
your rival.

This would definitely be “bad” jealousy because instead of
strengthening your position with your significant other, it makes
you look needy and insecure and there is nothing attractive about
that to anyone. See how tipping the scale too far can lead to rela-

tionship ruin?

Ugly Jealousy

On the extreme end of the spectrum is the “ugly” kind of
jealousy and you can probably figure out what kind of situation
that entails. Think jilted lover gone berserk or cheated-on wife
who takes her husband for everything he’s got. When it comes
to relationships and sex, “ugly” jealousy probably gets the most
intense. That is likely because sex is already a heightened experi-
ence; when jealousy enters the mix, the results can be devastating
for a relationship.

A contemporary, fictionalized example of such a situation
was in the movie Unfaithful. In this film, Constance, played by
Diane Lane, is a woman in a solid but rather boring marriage who
on a chance encounter meets a mysterious Frenchman. Eventu-
ally they are off on a torrid and passionate affair. Soon her hus-

band, Edward, played by Richard Gere, starts to get suspicious
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that something might be going on. He has her followed and when
photos of her and her dashing amour confirm his worries, he
decides to confront the man.

At this point, however, the power of contained jealousy
comes to light and he ends up murdering the man. Regardless of
the outcome, you knew his life and his relationship would never
be reparable.

While this is on the extreme side of the jealousy continuum,
the point we're illustrating here is that jealousy is a powerful emo-
tion that should not be underestimated. Learning to deal with it
in a positive manner may be the healthiest thing you could pos-
sibly do for your relationship. Otherwise, the resulting fallout

could be ugly.

Sex and Jealousy

As we already mentioned, sex is usually coupled with a height-
ened emotional state. When you throw other powerful emotions
into the mix, there are going to be repercussions. A once-solid
sex life that is now suffering from frequent jealous interruptions
is a sex life that is going to be mired in either over-the-top des-
peration or perhaps domination, as one partner tries frantically
to re-interest or control their partner. The problem is that both
of these actions are likely to turn off their partner instead of get-
ting them to demonstrate behaviors that indicate there is security
within the relationship, which is what the jealous partner is actu-
ally craving.

How might jealousy show up? Well, consider the woman

who fears that her beau is attracted to someone else. She might
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start acting overtly sexual or even start throwing herself at her
partner more frequently in an attempt to make sure that he is
still hers, or to let him know that she’s readily available to him.
Or she might do the opposite and start to withhold sex, flinging
accusations at her partner that she won't sleep with him until he
stops looking at other women. You're probably thinking this all
sounds very immature but unfortunately, it happens all too fre-
quently. Jealousy often causes people to regress emotionally and
can lead to desperate actions that an individual might never even
contemplate in their normal everyday existence. There is a touch
of irrationality that shows up in most jealous behaviors . . . which
could strongly resemble temporary insanity.

Jealousy also sometimes manifests sexually as control issues.
For example, a man who is feeling some anxiety about the rela-
tionship may actually start trying to control this by being overly
dominant sexually. It's a subconscious means of trying to convince
himself that he still has this woman as his own. Unfortunately, in
his quest for ownership, he may also push her away. Most women
want to be sexually adored, not acquired.

The point is that most people don’t properly direct their “jeal-
ous energy.” What they do is spend their energy worrying and
being resentful of their partner, neither of which is particularly
productive. And neither of which will help lead to a truly con-
nected sexual experience, which is really the only way to truly
deal effectively with jealousy that has crept into the bedroom.
Sure, it could involve playfulness and innovation, but the tone
is about being real, not acting in a way you think will keep your
partner interested. It is about your partner feeling you are fully

there, not just putting on a performance.
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Taming the Jealousy Beast

Emotional reactions to jealousy vary from apathy, when people
don’t care what their partner does (generally because they don't
feel love or commitment), to the high level of anxiety and sus-
picion that breeds a hostile response. That said, jealousy is not
something that you can just decide to make go away. What you
can control, however, is how you deal with it.

Because people differ in what makes them jealous and how
intensely they feel, they also respond in different ways. If you
are only slightly jealous, it’s entirely possible you may not even
be aware that your responses are triggered by jealousy, and you
may think something else is bothering you. If your partner is
especially busy at work, for example, you may think you're feel-
ing depressed, bored, or lonely. In reality, however, you might
also be experiencing twinges of jealousy. Your emotions could
easily escalate into full-out jealousy if another element is thrown
in, such as your partner telling you she has to take a business trip
with someone of the opposite sex.

If you begin to recognize that you're feeling a jealous response
it is helpful to try to isolate the basis for your feeling. Once you've
done that you are in a better position to cope in a more posi-
tive manner, whether it involves protecting yourself from a real
threat, or taking steps to rid yourself of jealous feelings that are
unfounded in reality.

Learning to positively deal with jealousy is definitely a skill
that can be acquired, and this holds true whether it is dealing
with your own jealous reactions or if you find your partner is

displaying signs of jealous behavior. Here are some ways you
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can more positively deal with jealousy when you realize that the

green-eyed monster is threatening.

Distinguish Fact from Fear

If you recognize that you are starting to experience jealousy
that is headed towards the “bad,” take a second and think to
yourself, How much do I know is fact and how much do I only suspect
without solid evidence? If you have irrefutable proof that your part-
ner is violating the faith of the relationship, it’s definitely time for
a sit-down chat. Try to bring it up at a time when you're relatively
calm (i.e., best not to broach the subject while you still feel your-
self ready to explode). Avoid accusing, condemning, or otherwise
passing judgment on your partner. A smarter way to approach
this type of discussion is to make it about you and your feelings of
concern and vulnerability, not the shortcomings of your partner.

This will lead to a more rational and productive conversation.

Try Thought-Stopping

One simple but effective technique for curbing jealous impulses
before they spiral out of control is called thought-stopping. As soon
as you begin to think of your partner flirting with someone else,
for instance, break your thought process by saying out loud or to
yourself, “Stop! There I go catastrophizing again. Let it go.” Then
breathe deeply and exhale. As you exhale, send that negative
energy out of you and focus your attention on something positive
about your relationship. You can also try sending the message
to your muscles to relax. While you may not be able to force

your mind to stop thinking disturbing thoughts, the more you
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recognize what you're doing and stop the thought pattern before
it gets out of control, the better your chances of keeping any feel-
ings of jealousy from dragging you down and causing needless

relationship friction.

Access Your Best Self

Remember that much of jealousy is linked closely with inse-
curity. One quick way to defuse feelings of “bad” jealousy is to
shift from stressing about your significant other to focusing on
taking care of yourself. This doesn’t mean you need to go crazy
examining yourself, or quickly hit the mall and buy a new ward-
robe. What this does mean, however, is using this as an oppor-
tunity to focus on bettering yourself rather than directing your
energy towards worrying what the other person is doing.

The point is that most people don’t properly direct their “jeal-
ous energy.” Instead, they spend their energy worrying or being
resentful of their partner, neither of which is particularly produc-
tive. A better option is to take on the attitude (and behavior)
characterized by being the best you can be, and accepting that it
will either be enough or not. This attitude of “productive resigna-
tion” puts the locus of control back in your hands, rather than
feeling disempowered and threatened by a rival. It is a serious
and emotionally costly mistake to allow your partners interest
in someone or something else to result in a loss of your personal
worth. Each of us has the responsibility to maintain our sense of
self regardless of someone else’s judgment or actions.

Even after a productive discussion with your partner, you
may not be able to completely eradicate your suspicions or jeal-

ousies, but you can make a concerted effort to stop them from
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taking over your life. The bottom line here is that jealousy is like
a defense to a perceived threat. But if you use that response in
a positive way, you can discern if there really is any danger and
respond to it in a manner that may strengthen rather than under-
mine your relationship. And this includes in bed. Keep reading to
see how you can positively explore jealousy between the sheets in

a way that will improve your sex life and your relationship.

Sexual Solution

Jealousy issues can be addressed in many ways, but in the sexual
arena—usually the heart of the matter—the stakes are higher,
and are likely to be far more exciting than a pointless argument.
One way to deal with jealousy is to share your sexual fantasies
about other people with your lover. It puts the jealousy issue
on the table without really putting your relationship at risk. By
learning to handle these feelings during fantasy, you'll be better
equipped to handle them in any situation that arises for you as a

couple, allowing you two to feel closer in and out of bed.

Sharing Fantasies

Fantasies have sometimes been compared to private erot-
ica shorts running in the theater of our minds. Sexual fantasy
is a nearly universal experience among men and women, with
many of these erotic daydreams being nothing more than fleeting
thoughts. Like the clips of well-made coming attractions, they
entice and excite us. A man may glimpse a flash of cleavage in a

restaurant when a woman bends to pick up a fallen napkin and
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may briefly imagine being with her. A woman may spot a sexy
man passing her in the street with a flirty sparkle in his eye and
imagine herself in his naked embrace.

Many people feel ashamed about their fantasies, especially
if they occur during sex with their partner. In addition, partners
often feel put off by sexual fantasies, worrying Why does my lover
need fantasies? Aren’t I enough?

If jealousy is an issue in the relationship, the underlying factor
is a desire to be the one and only in your partners life. Given this,
is sharing fantasies wise? The answer is a qualified yes. The quali-
fication involves your partner’s sensitivity. If the fantasy is likely
to be disturbing, such as the man who fantasized sleeping with
his wife’s mother, or the woman who fantasized sleeping with her
husband’s brother, this may be pushing jealousy over the top.

However, if you learn to share fantasies in a positive manner,
you may be able to bring a new element to your relationship that
allows you to constructively address jealousy issues in a sexual
way. By letting your partner see into your inner sexual self and
vice versa, its almost like bringing another person into the rela-
tionship, but it keeps it at a safe distance because it remains, well,
a fantasy. Once you've effectively shared a fantasy with each other,
you will also get better at accepting that even though there may
be someone else briefly occupying your partners mind, you are
still the one sharing his bed. This will translate to more security
outside of the bedroom as well when you find yourself together
as a twosome in social situations. Just because there are others
present doesn’t mean that your partner will stray. It's about know-
ing that you can handle temptations because your commitment
to each other is solid. In that knowledge lies the key to weather-

ing jealous feelings.
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FREEING YOUR FANTASIES

While the thought of sharing your fantasy may make you blush,
this experience will encourage you to open up to your partnerin a
meaningful way that will allow your innermost sexual thoughts to
become shared territory. Not only does this help with open com-
munication, but it also helps you learn to deal with jealousy con-
structively (i.e., when you think about your partner with someone
else and can learn to let that idea go because it’s only fantasy).
Here are some steps for sharing your fantasies with each other.

Step 1

Discuss sharing your fantasies with your partner. One thing you
should both think about in advance is how comfortable your partner
will be hearing your fantasies. If, for example, your fantasies involve
your partner's best friend, or someone your partner is threatened
by, he or she may find that too difficult to accept. There’'s nothing
wrong with stretching each other’'s comfort zones, but doing so also
requires good judgment. In other words, make sure you're keeping
your partner’s feelings in mind as well (we don't want to make things
worse by adding hurt to the mix).

Step 2
Boost your partner’s desirability before sharing your fantasy.
Reassure your partner that you have no intent to act on your fantasy.
Some fantasies are practically guaranteed to make your partner jeal-
ous, so take that into consideration. For example, lovers who have
aging issues may feel threatened hearing that your fantasy features
a younger lover.

Step 3
Make it clear that by sharing you are not going to pressure your
partner to accept or act out your fantasy. You both may decide it
would be exciting to do so, but sharing shouldn't turn into coercing.

48



Jealousy Bugs Us

Step 4

Go ahead and share, but remember that sharing does not guar-
antee acceptance. There is a bit of a risk involved here. But just like
with jealousy, the ability to weather the insecurity that comes along
with sharing something that might not be well received is part of the
growth experience. Your partner may not find your fantasy erotic or
be at all receptive to your erotic short, but each of you is challenged
not to condemn the other for sharing secret thoughts.

Step 5
Flesh out the underlying psychological source of your fantasy.
Getting into the underlying issue, while provoking jealousy initially, is
likely to defuse jealousy and the power of the fantasy. By “analyzing”
the source of attraction, you are allowing it to be part of your relation-
ship, rather than tearing the relationship apart.

Step 6
Consider what you have learned from the experience. Discuss
with your partner ways that you can both accept fantasy into your
bedroom behavior and don't be afraid to speak up if something he
said made you jealous. Often in jealousy, especially when there is
insecurity, the person is trying to change the circumstance when the
real answer involves an attitude change about the circumstance. In
other words, what is going on is less a real threat and more likely
activating individual insecurity. This is the same situation when there

is jealousy linked to fantasy.

It is always helpful when these issues come up to talk them
out honestly. Real openness, where vulnerability is risked, is
likely to create more closeness. In contrast, the typical response,
blaming and anger, leads to alienation. Learning to share your

fantasies with each other will help promote open dialogue about
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any jealousy issues you encounter as a couple, whether real or

imagined.

Overcoming a Negative Fantasy Experience

Just like there are negative and positive expressions of jealousy,
there can be negative and positive expressions of fantasy. Here are
some positive ways to deal with jealousy when you feel fantasy
sharing has gone a little too far and actually hindered relational

progress rather than deepened resolution of jealousy issues.

1. Prevention. Sometimes a shared fantasy is a veiled hos-
tility; it is shared with “malice aforethought.” One person
flaunts his or her fantasies to wound their lover or at the
least to get a reaction. Bad idea. You might receive momen-
tary satisfaction, but you'll pay a long-term price with inhi-
bition in the bedroom and distance rather than openness in
the relationship generally.

2. View your partner’s disclosure positively. It certainly
isn't a self-esteem boost to hear that your partner has eyes
for the neighbor. You can retreat behind wounded pride or
view his disclosure as an indication that you are viewed as
emotionally safe enough for the disclosure to be made.

3. Don’t withdraw. If you find your partner’s fantasies disturb-
ing, talk about it. Insist she listen without being defensive.

4. Get perspective. Remember that fantasies are only
thoughts, not actions. The reality test is how your lover
acts toward you sexually, not what he thinks about. It

about what happens, not about mind games.
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WE NEED MORE OPENNESS

hen it comes to sharing, is your relationship an open

book or a closed door? When it comes to communica-
tion, the couples who make it are the ones who are on the same
page and know what’s going on between the covers (you can take
that figuratively and sexually if you'd like).

Sure, it’s okay to have a few secrets of your own that you keep
from the world, but do you really want to keep things from your
partner? Ideally, wouldn't it be nice to be with someone who,
as the saying goes, knows all about you and likes you anyway?
Unfortunately, many couples forget that they’re supposed to be a
team and they find themselves keeping secrets from each other
as well as everyone else. Thing is, if they were more open to each
other—sharing their innermost thoughts as well as their beds and
bodies—their relationship would be deeper and more satisfying.

Interestingly, in the beginning of a relationship, many cou-
ples tend to find that they are more open with their lovers. In this

discovery phase, a twosome is excited and spending more time
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divulging their thoughts, ideas, and histories in order to establish
common ground. Its a magical time, and talking and sharing is a
part of the getting-to-know-you process.

But then somewhere down the line the honeymoon period
begins to wane and so too does communication. This can hap-
pen for many reasons. One possibility is that comfort sets in
and the couple doesn't feel like they need to share as much
with each other because they simply assume their significant
other now knows them well enough to automatically sense
whats going on with them. They're forgetting a cardinal rule
in any relationship: Never assume your partner can read your
mind. If you don’t talk to each other, you are setting yourselves
up for future meltdowns. Share well and your relationship will
thrive; harbor secrets and you'll eventually find yourself testing
the strength of your bond instead of cherishing it. With that in
mind, let’s look a little at the importance of communication and

openness in your twosome.

Just Talk to Me!

As we mentioned, in the beginning of a relationship when love
is bursting into full bloom, communication is encouraged, pro-
moted, and accepted. In fact, its the very essence of falling in
love. A couple becomes a couple as they share and learn all the
little things about each other that make them unique individually
and as a duo. Growth in a relationship is hinged on the twosome
opening up to each other. Shared emotional entanglements are

part of the fabric that weaves a couple together.
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Once that couple status is affirmed (i.e., you refer to each

» o« » » o«

other as “partner,” “significant other,” “boyfriend,” “girlfriend,”
and so on), you might also find yourself getting lazy with the
work it takes to keep that title. The test of love comes over time
at a point well beyond the courtship and honeymoon phase. It is
in the long term that the ability to preserve the vitality and energy
of love is challenged.

The challenge of keeping up the relationship exceeds just
simply coexisting. There are lots of couples who manage to get
along just fine. The problem, however, is that some of these cou-
ples have also settled for keeping anything controversial out of
their relationship. They favor the mundane in an effort to keep
the peace. But with that peace, comes a price. And it5s a steep one,
because frequently the tradeoff for status quo is the “spark.”

So how can you maintain the spark without neutralizing the
relationship? Well, the answer is definitely not in keeping secrets
from each other or attempting to hide your real persona! A fear of
bringing anything contentious up in conversation will very likely
endanger your sexlife. Why? There is not only a lack of connec-
tion, but there is nothing of interest left either. Personal talk has
been exchanged for the mundane. In other words, “I'm really
worried about my job” is replaced by “So, did we get any bills in
the mail today?” The spark in a relationship actually stems from
being emotionally open with one’s partner and allowing the other
person to do the same by creating emotional safety.

It’s a two-way street that necessitates making feelings known
when in conversation with each other while also vowing to main-
tain an emotional connection even when one’s love partner thinks,

feels, and believes differently. Trying to change or fix each other is
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a waste of energy, but truly listening to each other is never a bad
idea. In short: Agreement is optional in a relationship; mutual
understanding is essential.

Another important argument for striving to maintain open
communication lines in a relationship stems from a study con-
ducted at Baylor University. This study showed that a better pre-
dictor of couples that stayed together was not if they fought, but
rather how they communicated, especially during a fight. The
study differentiated between two types of negative emotion,
“hard” and “soft.” “Hard” emotion is associated with asserting
power, whereas “soft” emotion is associated with vulnerability.
The results showed that when expressed, hard emotion consis-
tently escalated fights, whereas soft emotion was generally ben-
eficial for a relationship. Soft emotion appeared to increase a
couple’s motivation to address a conflict and often led to produc-
tive approaches toward resolving the disagreement.

The point here is that hard emotion is more likely what hap-
pens when there isn't openness and sharing in a relationship. Hard
emotion is laced with anger and soft emotion is based in under-
standing. Its name-calling versus resolution-seeking. A fear of not
being in control or feeling insecure may also lead a person to sup-
press showing soft emotion, especially in the face of dissension.
But by opening oneself up to showing vulnerability to your partner

you may ultimately pave a pathway towards more connectedness.

Pass on the Judgment, Please

As we've noted, oftentimes the thing that keeps a couple from

being open with each other is actually a fear of being judged. Part-
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ners might find themselves thinking something along the lines of,
Well, if I share what I'm really thinking at this moment, my significant
other might not like me anymore. This leads to the rather ironic phe-
nomena that frequently individuals who have joined their lives are
sometimes less open with each other than they are with strangers
or other people who are not as important in their lives.

Why does this come about? Well, consider this—it is actu-
ally because a person is important in one’s life that they might
become guarded about what they share. This is because the view
of people we care about matters more than just random others
who pass through our days. The people who are there on a regu-
lar basis are central to our lives, and therefore we want and need
their validation. Its one thing to risk disapproval with someone
early on, but when lives are connected, the risk and fear of rejec-
tion becomes much greater.

The bottom line is that we desire understanding from our
partners, not judgment. Accordingly, if there is any fear in a rela-
tionship that we will be judged for something we say, chances are
we won't share with our significant other just because the stakes
of disapproval are too high a risk.

Unfortunately, a relationship hinged on approval starts to
resemble a parent/child relationship more than equal partners
and lovers. Suddenly its less about being able to tell our part-
ner anything and more about figuring out ways to keep our love
partner’s approval while avoiding any negative consequences for
“bad behavior.” This is likely because the feelings of rejection and
sensitivity in a love relationship are unparalleled in comparison
to any other relationship we encounter in our lives.

That said, of course everyone gets emotionally bogged down

on occasion. But when it manifests in a love relationship, this
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is more likely the result of an imbalance in which feelings are
trapped instead of expressed. Just keep in mind that hiding one’s
feelings is actually more of an energy zapper than simply sharing
them! And the more you have to work to keep thoughts and emo-
tions suppressed, the less energy you'll have to be your true self
and correspondingly, the less you'll have to offer a love partner.
You cannot truly be present in a relationship if what you are pre-
senting to your significant other is inauthentic due to the constant
coverup of pieces of your personality. What's more, if your fear
of being judged is so intense that you find yourself emotionally
bogged down, your feelings will eventually seep out in the wrong
direction or your defenses will become so rigid that the love in
your life will starve from lack of sentimental nourishment.
Basically it all boils down to the fact that creating and main-
taining a thriving and vital love, through the process of revealing
yourself, warts and all, can be a frightening prospect. However,
if this prevents you from taking any risks and being open with
your partner, or discouraging your partners openness because
it doesn’t conform to your views, you're taking an even bigger
chance—one that could affect the longevity of your relationship.
Such behavior will most certainly drain any relationship and
ultimately leave it empty when conversation is reduced to the
mundane since those are the only “safe” topics left to visit. The
excitement of those early moments when sharing and discovery
were daily occurrences will sadly become nothing more than a
distant memory. This is so because the liveliness of love relation-
ships, the very core energy of love, is fed by the openness that
comes from the heart, which means talking about our inner lives,

not who paid the electric bill this month.
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Sex and Openness

It will probably come as no surprise to you at this juncture that if
your relationship is suffering from a lack of openness on a verbal
level, then chances are you're not communicating effectively in
bed either. This is undoubtedly because sex is intimate by nature.
So if you're inhibited at all when it comes to divulging your inner-
most thoughts, then we're going to bet that telling your partner
about your needs, desires, or wishes in an open and honest fash-
ion are probably not on your sexual agenda either.

Unfortunately, the inability to share and communicate dur-
ing sex will very likely endanger your sex life. Even if you think
you're “open-minded,” that means nothing if you're unable to
also articulate what is going on in your head before, during, and
after sex. Remember, there is no such thing as a partner that
knows exactly what you want. Some of it has to be verbalized or
demonstrated.

This ties in heavily with the idea that many people are afraid
to mention what they might want sexually for fear of being judged
as deviant or prurient by their partner. Sex already puts you in a
vulnerable position, so sharing while naked ramps that up even
another notch (i.e., its harder to hide behind a facade when you
are unclothed).

Basically, you need openness in a relationship not only for a
solid foundation as a couple, but also if you want your sex life
to stay electric. Just something for you to ponder the next time
you're thinking of not sharing with your partner. Is bad sex really
a smart tradeoff for secret-keeping? It’s your decision but the con-

sequences will very likely cool the possibility of hot sex.
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Share and Share Alike

So how can you promote more openness in your life as a couple?
There are actually several things you can do if you sense that
your conversations are becoming limited and limiting. As usual,
the first step towards more openness comes with being willing
to explore the issue, well . . . openly! Because so much of being
open hinges on not keeping secrets from each other, couples who
find themselves stuck in the land of we-don’t-connect-anymore-
the-way-we-used-to will not find their way out of that rut if they
don’t openly acknowledge to each other that their relationship is
teetering on the brink of two ships passing in the night without
either one sending out some kind of signal.

Therefore, we suggest bringing up the fact that you feel like
you're not communicating in the way you did when you first met
might be a good way to gently broach the subject of openness
with your loved one. It’s not about accusation. Remember, that
is the fear-inducer. No one wants to be judged. It's about a desire
to be a part of each others lives in a meaningful fashion and that
comes from sharing.

In addition to waking up to the need to communicate with
more depth, you can also try some of these openness-promoting

techniques:

Learn to Identify and Accept Your Own
Feelings

One way to move towards more openness in your relation-
ship is to consider your own “sharing” habits. Are you keeping

things from your partner for fear of somehow being thought
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inferior by him? To be truly open you need to understand what
you feel, know where that feeling comes from, and be able to
express that feeling. If you find yourself at an impasse, hesitat-
ing to open your mouth, go ahead and ask yourself the follow-

ing three questions:

J  What am I afraid of losing?
Jd  How may I be hurt?
J Am I afraid of accepting some part of myself?

Ask these questions any time you feel yourself hesitating to
share with your partner and over time you will find that you can
answer them more easily. Simply being aware of your feelings and
hesitations will allow you to work through them, especially if you
realize that the consequences of not sharing may be worse than

just letting it all out!

Don’t Be Afraid to Revisit Your Conversation

There may be times when your lack of openness is simply
a result of not being able to actually pinpoint what it is you're
feeling in that given moment. In those instances when you are
unable to identify your feelings as you are discussing something
with your partner, continue to think about it after the discussion.
If you come up with afterthoughts, don’t be afraid to share them
with your partner at that point—Ilater is better than never—espe-
cially if you finally identify something that might fester if not
aired. Not sure how to restart a conversation? Just say something
like, “Remember yesterday when we were talking about . . . ” and

you'll be off and running.
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Create a “No Judging” Zone

If the number one hindrance to open sharing is the fear of
judgment by someone you love, then it would make sense that
creating a free-from-fault-finding environment would help pro-
mote openness between two people. How do you accomplish this?
Lay out the ground rules beforehand. If you and your partner are
having a discussion that necessitates honesty and openness to be
effective, before you even enter into that talk territory, agree that
you will both listen to each other’s opinions objectively. It may
be difficult, especially if you feel strongly about something. But if
you promise not to judge each other and to listen instead, you are
offering a kind of trust or even a peace accord to each other that
will allow you to grow as a unit because of the comfortable space

you've created in which to share freely.

Occasionally Play Twenty Questions

This may sound silly, but it works. If you find that you're
feeling out of touch with your partner or you aren'’t sharing with
the same intensity you once had, engage your significant other
in a mutual game of twenty questions. Take turns asking each
other things. Topics can range from work (maybe something
like “Whom do you rely on for advice at the office on a daily
basis?”) to pleasure (e.g., “Which was your favorite time when
we've had sex in the last month and why?”). Just playing this
little “game” will open up conversations you might not have
ventured into otherwise. And once things are “open,” sharing
will likely follow and become more uninhibited with each pass-

ing question.
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As soon as you get the openness in your relationship flow-
ing a little more freely, you may move on to sexual reaffirmation
because a connected sex life will absolutely help solidify the
verbal work you do as a couple. Openness and sex are a perfect

intimate pairing.

Sexual Solution

Being open sexually is incompatible with hiding your feelings.
Although sex is only one link in the chain of relating openly, it is,
to most of us, invested with a great deal of importance. Women,
in particular, often complain about men’ failure, or inability to
be intimate with them. They mean: He doesn’ listen; he doesn’t
talk about his feelings.

Men, however, often assume that intimacy is what happens
automatically when you have sex with someone. Often they don't
understand why women fail to recognize what an intimate act
lovemaking is if they clearly care about the woman outside of the
bedroom (i.e., “Why do I have to talk about my feelings when I'm
showing them?”).

In reality, your sex life may benefit from both a little more
open conversation beforehand and a little more uncovered con-

nection during.
Eyes Wide Open

Eye contact can be very powerful—and it is very tell-

ing. Consider some circumstances where eye contact, or lack
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thereof, may convey something about what is going on. Recall,
for instance, your family dinners when you were a kid. Were
faces uplifted and animated, or did everyone stare awkwardly
at their plates? Was eye contact natural and comforting? Or was
eye contact avoided at all costs, especially in relation to some
family members?

Then there is the simple experience of walking down the
street. Eyes meet, people realize they’re making eye contact and
sometimes it feels gopod—other times it may not. This is especially
true if one feels “undressed” or violated by the person looking
at them and is offended, even though nothing physical actually
happened.

When standing near someone in an elevator, most of us
watch the floor numbers light up, rather than make eye contact.
Eye contact in a confined space with a stranger feels too intimate.
In other circumstances, the impact may be different; some of us,
for example, have experienced the sizzle of “electric” eye contact
with a stranger across the room.

Considering the power of eye contact, it is striking that sex in
the dark with eyes closed is so common. On the other hand it is
quite understandable. Many of us have to “tune out” to get close
enough to make love; we don’t want to be distracted from our
fantasies of being with someone else!

We are never as open and vulnerable as when we allow our
sexual arousal to be seen. You aren’t likely to let your partner look
deep inside you until you've done that yourself. If you're hold-
ing back from your partner (or yourself) when you're not in bed,
you're not likely to act differently between the sheets. But learn-

ing to connect visually during sex can help change that.
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LOOK INTO MY EYES

Rather than diminishing erotic pleasure, keeping your eyes open
during lovemaking turns up the emotional heat. Some tantric
sexual positions utilize this concept to help lovers transcend
routine lovemaking to achieve a deeper, more spiritual union; so
does the Kabbalah, a book of Jewish mysticism. Meaningful eye
contact during lovemaking intensifies the physical sensations
by deepening the emotional connection between lovers. Here
are some suggestions for more eye-opening lovemaking. All of
them will carry into your relationship and open your mind to more
openness.

Step 1
Open your eyes occasionally while kissing. The visual stimulation
will probably increase your arousal, as well as provide your partner
useful feedback on how you are feeling about the kiss. Some studies
have suggested that men bond more intensely with women when
they make eye contact during kissing.

Step 2

Practice the eye lock. Look deeply into each other's eyes as you
are caressing each other. Hold the look. Do this more than once.
You probably won't realize how little you look into each other’s eyes
during lovemaking until you practice the eye lock. It may feel a little
uncomfortable at first and you'll likely find yourselves wanting to break
and look way. But the more you see eye-to-eye during lovemaking,
the more you'll find ease in not shifting your gaze. This will further your
connectedness and trust. Keeping your eyes locked will also force
you into a state of openness and sharing with each other. It's hard to
hide your feelings when you're looking directly at one another. This
will heighten responsiveness to each other as well, since you'll get
direct visual feedback with every move you make.
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Step 3
Make frequent eye contact during oral sex. Once you've gotten
comfortable with the practice of the eye lock, make sure to institute
it in other sexual areas. Glance up from your partner’s genitals while
performing oral sex and make eye contact. Holding your partner’s
gaze while you're holding his or her genitals is a very vulnerable and
open position. The impact can be electrifying.

Step 4

Look into each other’s eyes during intercourse. The face-to-face
intercourse positions encourage eye contact. This can be difficult for
couples who are out of sync. It's also harder to objectify a partner
when you're facing and looking at each other. Utilize the opportu-
nities inherent in those positions. Don't look away when you feel
arousal increase or when the connection intensifies your feelings. If
one of you starts to look away, feel free to guide your partner's head
back until your eyes meet and your gazes are connected. Avoid
doing it doggie style for a while as it will be almost impossible to lock
eyes in this position. The idea is to enhance your openness through
visual connection. Turning away from each other will not accomplish
this.

Step 5
Open your eyes during orgasm. Eyes-open orgasms may feel more
explosive and emotional than other orgasms; the afterglow may be
more tender and prolonged. Looking into your lover's eyes at the
moment of orgasm is like an erotic gift. Even if the concentration isn't
always intense, the practice is likely to generate greater feelings of
closeness and spur more openness in the relationship. It will also
help combat that inherent worry about being judged since typically a
person does not make attractive faces while orgasming. Being willing
to let your partner see you in that state builds security that you two will
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love each other no matter what the facial expression and no matter
how you look. In the end it's about accepting each other with your
eyes wide open, not somewhere in the dark.

Case Study: Eyes Wide Open in Action

LAUREN, forty-two, had the following to say about sex with
visual connectivity. Her experience shows just how power-
ful keeping your eyes open during the act of lovemaking
can be in fostering openness in a relationship. Here is her

recounting:

When Matt and | got married, we lived in the hot zone. Pas-
sion was everything to us. We sustained a high level of pure
physical passion longer than our other married friends did,
but gradually things began to change for us too. He had the
first affair, and then | had one. The excitement generated by
the affairs, the tearful confessions and angry recriminations,
the dramatic reunions made our relationship hot again, but

we couldn’t sustain the heat.

Eventually he did the predictable thing. He left me when | was
forty for a woman half his age. Exhausted from being the drama
queen, | went into therapy where | learned we could probably
have saved our marriage if we’d been vulnerable and open to
each other. But we weren’t and I’'ve moved on. My current rela-
tionship is different, better. Jerry and | are more connected to
each other on all levels than Matt and | ever were. We read

some books on tantric sex to liven things up.
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The best ideas were the simple ones, especially keeping
your eyes open during lovemaking. 1’d gotten in the habit of
using fantasies during lovemaking, and | thought | wouldn’t
be able to climax without them. So | closed my eyes, and
had my own fantasies; | was almost having sex alone. Once
| began keeping my eyes open, | didn’t need the fantasies
as often. | began really paying attention to Jerry, feeling and
experiencing him in a new way, as well as experiencing my
own arousal on a deeper level. It made familiar behaviors

seem like new things we’d never done.

The eye lock, looking deeply into one another’s eyes and
holding the gaze, is the most intensely intimate experience
either one of us has ever had. Initially, just thinking about it
made me self-conscious, and it intimidated me. But | talked
myself out of avoiding it. | reminded myself that there is
nothing that bad about being self-conscious—it is an aspect
of growth and letting my lover see more of me. Now I’'m so

glad | had that realization!

The first time | looked into his eyes at the point of orgasm,
| was blown away by the emotions | felt. The orgasm was
so much more complex. He had the same experience.
Truthfully it took some time before | had the courage to do
it. I never realized how hard it is to let someone you love
see you that openly! Opening your eyes is the best way to
connect soul to soul. Every time it happens it brings to mind
how far our relationship and our openness have come. |
don’t know why it took so long for me to discover, but I'm
thrilled that | have.
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Chapter

WE’RE TOO STUCK IN
GENDER ROLES

ars/Venus. He said/she said. Masculine/feminine.
M North/south. His/hers. Bottom line? Men and women
have different energies and sometimes that polarity can affect
a relationship.

By getting more familiar with how yin (female energy) and
yang (male energy) shows up in your relationship, you will allow
yourself to grow into a more connected, communicative, and inter-
active relationship. And that balance will absolutely permeate your
sex life as well. There is only one kind of explosion we want you to
be talking about in that arena, and it’s not the kind that results from
an inability to understand each other due to polarity.

As if relationships don't have enough factors that influence
their progression, added to the complicated beauty of couple-
hood is the simple fact that men and women are socialized dif-
ferently. Yes, your relationship today began all the way back in
childhood, when the emotional worlds of girls and boys are set.

In fact, your interaction with your current love partner began to
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take shape before you could possibly have any idea that you'd
ever want to kiss another human being. It all goes back to the
way you were treated when you slipped and fell and scraped your
knees. Were you told to be brave, or cuddled and allowed to cry?
Whether you realize it or not, within your answer may reside
many clues to your relational style as an adult.

While the typical social model suggests that women want a
closer, more personal relationship and men resist it, the root and
dynamics of this are actually more intricate than such a simple
definition of male/female desires. With that in mind, it is wise to
take a closer look at how early socialization may influence your

grownup playdates.

Playing Like Girls and Boys

In most couple relationships, there are two emotional realities.
While couples may exist on opposite ends of the spectrum, they
won't survive as a duo if they don't at least recognize and respect the
fact that sometimes it is just in the very nature of men and women
to react differently to the same circumstance. It can be blamed par-
tially on biology, partially on sociology, and partially on psychol-
ogy. Whatever the “ology,” however, even in the best relationships,
there are bound to be divergences. Men and women are wired dif-
ferently. And this isn't something that happened overnight.

Most researchers concede that boys and girls are raised differ-
ently. Even when the goal is equality of treatment and opportunity,
it’s just a simple fact that little guys and gals are taught different
skills, rewarded for diverse acts, and offered varying emotional

responses to the same scenarios. Consider the following: A shy
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little girl is considered cute; a shy boy is thought of as weak and
timid. A frightened girl is protected; a boy is told to be brave or
to act like a man. Girls are allowed to weep; if a boy cries it’s usu-
ally done at the expense of ridicule. Girls are encouraged to be
touchy-feely; boys who even brush each others arm had better
be in a wrestling match if they make physical contact. If a little
girl falls on her roller skates, she’ll probably end up on a parent’s
lap; whereas a boy might be brushed off and told to get back out
there, even if slightly banged up. But probably the most pivotal
point for future relationships: Girls are encouraged to share their
feelings, little boys are not.

These examples serve to clarify the idea that little boys and
girls are taught very different lessons about handling their emo-
tions from an early age. This divergence is not only obvious upon
adulthood, but it can even be witnessed in early childhood rela-
tionships. Boys tend to form playgroups that are competitive (“1
can throw a rock farther than you!”); girls’ groups more frequently
revolve around cooperative endeavors (think tea parties and put-
ting on plays or performances). If a girl becomes hurt or upset
during play, chances are her compatriots will strive to make her
feel better and dry her tears en masse. In contrast, if a boy is hurt
or upset he had better extricate himself from the situation pronto
or risk being trampled as the game continues without him.

Thus the pattern begins. From childhood, boys find them-
selves concerned with winning and self-sufficiency while girls are
working hard to get along with others and create harmony. It’s
miniature Mars-and-Venus before they even know what life is
truly like on Earth!

Once “vive la difference” kicks in and these boys start to notice

the girls and vice versa, thats when evidence of these socialization

69



Sex Comes First

divergences start to become evident to the members of the oppo-
site sex. Suddenly “I just don't understand him” pops out of a
teenage girls mouth and the boy mutters something about “Why
does she always want to know how I'm feeling about us?” for the
first time. And a new verbal dynamic is realized that will probably
be a part of their vernacular for the rest of their lives.

So how does this early play as girls and boys translate into
adult play? Well, chances are once the grownups start playing
with each other emotionally and sexually, the polarities of their
interactions may manifest in misinterpretations or misunder-
standings simply because of the way they've been socialized to
conduct themselves within the constructs of a relationship, pla-
tonic or otherwise. Women learn to conduct themselves with
compassion and strive for cooperation and understanding; men
have been guided to “just deal” with things internally without
sharing and have been lauded for independence and power. Of
course, these are the extremes. In reality there is probably a vary-
ing scale and where you fall on the female/male or yin/yang con-
tinuum can shift from day to day or even moment to moment.
But even with a sliding scale, there will likely be some degree of
polarity in any relationship between a man and a woman just as
a result of their genetic code coupled with upbringing. By and

large, research supports these generalizations.

He Said/She Said Science

Many studies have been done on communication styles and cou-
ples. The thing is every couple will have their own unique inter-

active pattern predicated on where on the yin/yang scale their
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personal energies lie. However, even if a woman tends to have
more masculine yang to her than the norm, and conversely, a
male more feminine yin, there will still be some give-and-take
patterns consistent with mainstream male/female roles in inter-
personal interaction.

On that note, the ability of men to handle their emotions
has become a topic of much social research and the findings are
quite indicative of a gender disparity. In fact, one study by Van-
derbilt University psychologist Ann Kring found that men and
women may not actually be that different in their ability to feel
emotions; the difference occurs when it comes to showing emo-
tions. Women are unequivocally the sex more likely to express
rather than repress. Put in lay terms, a couple may both be moved
by a tearjerker movie, but it'll more likely be the woman reaching
for the box of Kleenex.

What this indicates is that both genders are able to feel
similarly, but what they’'ve been socialized to believe is “normal”
behavior for their sex may be reflected in their ability to share
that emotion. And in the majority of cases, it is the male who will
not risk the vulnerability that goes hand-in-hand with showing
emotions to the world. Remember, men are taught to be competi-
tive and get back in the game with nary a tear whereas women
are allowed to cry a little and give/receive nurturing in the face
of sadness or happiness alike. This tendency does not disappear
with age. Even if a man wants to show more of his classically
feminine yin side, his deeply ingrained mannerisms from child-
hood may prevent him from doing so easily.

Another study stemming from work at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley showed similar results. After studying 150 cou-

ples in long-term marriages, researchers discovered that the men
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uniformly found it more uncomfortable and even unbearable to
become upset when faced with a disagreement. On the flip side,
the women did not mind getting into emotional states with their
significant others. Why? Most likely because they’ve been social-
ized to deal with their emotions more openly for years. To them
there is nothing wrong with showing a little yin. For a man, how-
ever, this vulnerability may send him fleeing to the polar end of
yang in an effort to restore his equilibrium.

And there may actually be a physiological reason that men
are more likely to eschew emotional entanglements as well. John
Gottman, a psychologist at the University of Washington, discov-
ered that men experience emotional flooding at lower levels than
women do. What this means is that when faced with an intense
emotional interaction, men secrete more adrenaline into their
bloodstream and when they find themselves in this heightened
state, they are ill-equipped to handle the “flood” and take longer
to recover from this sudden surge than do females.

Ironically, if they withdraw (as so many men do when faced
with emotionally charged situations), Gottman’s research demon-
strates that their heart rates drop by about ten beats per minute,
giving them a sense of relief that reinforces this typically yang
behavior. Unfortunately, increasing the yin/yang polarity even
further is the finding that when a man withdraws, a woman’s
heart rate increases!

With this in mind, it is not hard to surmise that one of the
reasons men may shirk emotional entanglement is that they are
not sure where it is going to lead (meaning it makes them feel
out of control) and the only way they can handle this insecurity
is to bolt since they absolutely want to avoid feeling emotion-

ally flooded. The ensuing tango is comprised of a man moving
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away, trying to effectively sidestep his emotions, while his female
partner follows in an effort to keep him from running. When
you look at the classical yin/yang effect of this dance, you can see
how each partner is attempting to position him- or herself more
comfortably within the confines of a move they already know
rather than trying to learn new steps in order to effectively dance
with each other (i.e., it takes two to tango—physically and emo-
tionally). Unfortunately this mismatched game of lead/follow will
only serve to solidify a distancer/pursuer pattern that will find a
couple trampling on each other’s toes while not getting any of the
steps right.

While there are differences between the sexes that widen the
gulf between men and women on the yin/yang scale, there is also
a side to this that both sexes experience. Learning to access more
of both planes will allow a couple to emotionally connect on a

level that goes deeper than weird science.

Yin/Yang and Sex

So what happens in bed when the yin and the yang of a relation-
ship are totally out of whack? Well, for example, a male with too
much yang going on may get too sexually dominant (remem-
ber, boys are schooled to be competitive and seek power in their
early play interactions) while a woman in this situation may start
to feel used and confused by his dominance (because she was
socialized to promote harmonious and loving interactions at all
times). See how this might set up some sexual miscommunica-
tions? Just from the differing understanding of the rules of play,

one partner could potentially end up with hurt feelings.
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The problem with an unbalanced yin and yang relationship
in bed is that in order for a sexual relationship to be fulfilling for
both partners there must be some reciprocity. There are, of course,
extremes like in the world of sadomasochistic (S&M) sex where
people choose to inhabit predominately one role and its usually
on the far end of yin or yang. In those cases where it works, the
choice has been mutually agreed upon and serves both parties.
Problems arise, however, when such a dynamic is unwittingly
entered into perhaps because of an individual’s socialization or
unspoken personal understanding of the power exchange in a
relationship. What may happen in such a situation is that the
male will try to assert his yang personality too strongly and the
female will fight back with her natural yin tendency. The result is
sexual incongruity.

The best sexual relationships are those which tend to find
their way to a balance of yin and yang. This can happen either
through both parties meeting somewhere in the middle (we could
call this “ying” or “yan”), where they allow their natural tendency
to be combined with their partner’s in order to reach a com-
mon sexual ground. Or, this could happen through the regular
exchange of roles (i.e., “Who’ on top this time, honey?”). What-
ever the case, remembering that a relationship is a partnership
will help a man and a woman negotiate their opposing sexual
energies more effectively. Its not about fighting each other in bed
or competing or even cooperating all the time. It's about balance.
Remember the most evolved humans in Eastern philosophy have
a proportionate amount of yin and yang so as to remain in con-
stant equilibrium. You should strive to send your sex life to this

same “enlightened” state.
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Gender Resynchronization

It comes down to this: By way of varying social conditioning
and quite likely differing biological wiring, men and woman fre-
quently deal with their emotional lives in a manner that creates
frustration as a result of a yin/yang polarity. Therefore, if a male/
female relationship is going to be successful on an emotional
level, men are going to have to stretch, since by way of socializa-
tion and biology they are not naturally suited for making feelings
the basis of their interaction. At the same time, women must also
stretch, primarily by not taking the difference in this important
aspect of their relationship personally. It is not about what he did
or what she said, it is about the different ways men and women
interact. The point to take away here is that it is not that men
don’t want closeness and women do. It is more likely that they
simply approach closeness differently.

But a couple can learn to readjust their yin/yang polarity,
bringing themselves closer together on the continuum. Its about
having openness to one’s opposing energy, and being willing
to integrate both sides of one’s personality in an effort to better
understand yourself and your partner. Here are some suggestions

for recalibrating your antipodean energies:

If There Is a Yang Overload, Try to Bring
Feelings into the Equation

Men tend to report on their experiences much like a jour-
nalist would relay news. For example, when talking about his

day, a man might mention that he had a couple of meetings, he
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had lunch at the deli, and he took a coffee break at 4 p.m. but he
might never once mention how he felt when his boss called him
to offer praise for a job well done or how sad it made him when
he was required to fire someone. Yet those emotional underpin-
nings of his day are exactly the kind of thing he needs to bring
to the table in order not only to get in touch with his own more
emotional side, but also to allow his yin-dominant companion
to better understand him. For men, it is essential to ask yourself,
How do I feel about what has happened? Then bring those feelings

into the discussion on a regular basis.

Yang Partners Need to Refrain from Heading
Straight for Problem Solving

Men tend to want to fix things, not analyze and discuss the
motives or emotions behind an issue. However, they must be
careful not to be heavy-handededly yang and short-circuit a con-
versation with their more yin partner by prematurely offering
practical advice (unless of course, she asks for it straight away!).
More typically, however, a woman places greater importance on
the experience of feeling understood. Therefore, women might
think that the offering up of a solution too early in a discussion is
indicative of impatience or an outright dismissal of her feelings.
Most importantly, women want to feel (as do men, when they
think about it) that their feelings are acknowledged and valid.
Therefore, a man should practice asking his partner how an
issue might make her feel rather than just diving into ways they
can solve it and move on. The more he asks for an emotional
status report, the more he’ll start to recognize its importance in

decision-making and resolution.

76



We're Too Stuck in Gender Roles

Yin-Centric Partners Need to Remember to
Exert Some Emotional Control

Women need to remember that men are socialized differently.
Accordingly, those “shake it off” messages they got as boys may
now translate into them being unequipped to handle strong emo-
tional outbursts from their partners as adults. It’s not how they
were taught to behave in such situations and they will definitely
close down if an emotional explosion is critical and directed at
them. A better bet for the yin-feeling-oriented woman is to make
a purposeful effort to calm down before any discussions with
her yang-oriented partner if she wants to be heard. This is not
to suggest clamping down on one’s feelings, but rather just tak-
ing a time out until she feels some emotional equilibrium before
tackling a hot issue. A yin-partner who is feeling overemotional
should remove herself from the situation and then logically ask
herself what the issue at hand boils down to. She already knows
how she feels about it, but does she know what she wants to pro-
pose doing about it? A little breather will help with clarity and

that will make for a smarter, less emotionally tinted approach.

Think Brevity When Adding Yin to the Mix

If a yin-dominant personality has strong emotions and lets
them all fly without hitting the edit button, chances are that her
yang partner will react by becoming defensive or shutting down
(which is the opposite of what the yin actually desires by shar-
ing her emotions). One way to deal with this is to work on being
more succinct when relating the details of one’s emotional state.
Although all of the details may be important to you, a yang energy

individual is more likely going to listen if the emotional point is
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made quickly and in a manner that is less hysterical and more
pragmatic (which allows for emotional problem solving—the

best of the yin and yang worlds).

Learn to Share Yin and Yang Stereotypical
Chores

According to separate research conducted in the “love labs”
of Dr. John Gottman at the University of Washington, when men
contribute more domestic labor, their significant others may be
more likely to get “in the mood.” This is speculated to be because
women interpret their partner’s domestic contributions as a sign
of love and caring and are therefore more sexually attracted to
their mates. But there is another hypothesis that we’d like to point
out as well and that is that the balancing of yin and yang even
down to the most mundane things such as household chores may
actually help to recalibrate the ratio of yin and yang in a relation-
ship to the point that a couple may find themselves drifting closer
together on the continuum. Remember, understanding each oth-
ers energy will help pull you closer as a balanced unit. And this

will definitely manifest in sexual compatibility as well.

Sexual Solution
While current research suggests that there are inherent differences

between men and women, and that some of it is hard-wired, it

is apparent that culture influences our sense of what it means to
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be a man or a woman as well. Most of us believe that there are
gender rules that we must follow, and we do—but we can teach
ourselves to break the rules selectively.

Overstepping the images of what we call feminine and mas-
culine can feel awkward, and maybe even risky. Many men for
example, feel vulnerable when expressing their feminine side,
and many women feel they have to act sexy in order to be lovable.
In the sexual realm many women worry that taking initiative and
being direct about their sexual needs will put men off, that they
will damage their feminine image.

Men, in contrast, feel that gentleness and being the responder
rather than the initiator somehow is soft, less manly, and not sexy.
After all, the cultural rules—unwritten, but influential—are that
men initiate and women respond.

In reality, however, each of us can expand our gender identity,
recognizing both the male and female aspects of our personality
and thereby broadening our ways of responding to each other,
both in the kitchen and, as a bonus, in the bedroom as well.
Rather than viewing our gender behavior as a polarity, exclusively
male or female, we can approach our lovemaking by thinking
about ourselves as having a dominant and a recessive aspect to
our personality.

By loosening the typical gender rules in the bedroom we
will create a balance, an inner partnership between the male and
female aspects within each of us. In turn, that balance will have
a payoff outside of the bedroom. Issues that formerly were mired
in rigid male/female responses will soften and more likely yield
to resolution.
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Sex Comes First

THE YIN/YANG GAME OF ROLE
REVERSAL

In keeping with the Taoist definition of the male aspect of our
nature being yang and the female aspect being yin, the follow-
ing “sex-periential” yin/yang game will challenge your inhibitions
while also allowing you to experience a broader range of sexual
pleasures than you have in the past. The game will also provide
training in drawing on your recessive side, male or female, that
you will then mutually be able to apply to your relationship as a
whole.

Step 1
Grab your partner, a piece of paper, and a pen. To start the game,
go to a quiet place away from each other and make a list titled, What
I'd Want (and How I'd Act) Sexually If | Were My Partner. Make a
complete list of your wishes as if you were your partner, and how you
would approach your wishes. Review your list and set up priorities
based on feasibility (i.e., which of these yin or yang wishes could you
and would you actually want to enact?).

Step 2
Prepare to share. Reconvene with your partner and decide who is
to go first. Then read your lists aloud to each other. Some possibilities
from the male partner’s list developed from what he would imagine
the yin (female) perspective to be could include things like:

1. I'want to lie down in front of the fireplace and have you lick me,
beginning with my face and slowly working down to my vagina,
with special attention to my clitoris.

2. Seduce me spontaneously and take me gently, but firmly.

3. Make love to me slowly and sensually, kissing me generously
throughout.
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On the female side of the equation, some possibilities she might
imagine from the male (yang) perspective would include:

1. lwant you to slowly strip in front of me, one article of clothing at
a time and then straddle me naked before aggressively kissing
me, pinning my hands down, and riding me with abandon until |
can't do anything but reach release.

2. Pounce on me the minute | walk in the door, aggressively remov-
ing my pants as if you cannot wait another minute to have me
and then forcefully insert my penis into you for a passionate
quickie.

3. Get on your knees in a submissive position and pleasure me
orally while allowing me to pull your hair.

Step 3
Try to hit the yin/yang mark. Be encouraging when the pleasuring
and approach suggested by your partner is something that would
be right for you and a sensitive guide when your partner is off-base.
The idea is to educate each other as to what is a turn-on for your
gender as well as to think of ideas that you might enjoy in your sex
life together.

Step 4

Pick one and do it! If, for example, the male partner is to go first,
he will then select one item off the list to enact, approaching and
pleasuring his partner from a yin perspective. If his list has truly been
generated from a yin perspective—based on his partner's female
desires, and how she agreed she would prefer that those desires be
approached—then this should be a very fulfiling sexual encounter
for the woman.

The benefits, aside from a very sensual, pleasurable, sexy experi-
ence, and an exchange of roles, is that each partner has to get into
each other's gender mentality to create and execute the items on
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their lists. In other words, each partner is putting ‘me” aside to get
inside the other's gender desires. As yin, the male is putting himself
in his partner's sexual place, and as yang the female partner is doing
the same, putting herself inside the male mentality.

Step 5
Have a yang bang. Next time you two are headed for a sexual
encounter, it is his tumn to experience something off the yang list.
In other words, switch it up. The female will then be responsible for
acting out whatever male experience the couple has decided would
best feed their gender sync exploration.

Step 6
Intercourse discourse. After the experience is complete, and after a
period to integrate it (meaning you've both had at least one opposite
yin and yang experience), both partners should agree to a postcoital
chat session. Some guestions to ask each other:

What did you learn, and how can you apply it to your rela-
tionship, both in and outside the bedroom?

What was the most fulfilling part of the experience for you?
How did you feel being the giver and receiver when you
were getting and giving gender-consistent lovemaking behav-
ior? And how did you feel when you were getting and giving
lovemaking behavior that was inconsistent with traditional
gender influence?

How can you make this a regular part of your lovemaking in

order to find balance in your yin/yang on a regular basis?

Learning to share and meet each other halfway on the yin/

yang continuum will do wonders for promoting equality and
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understanding in your relationship as a duo. It’s not about striv-
ing for androgyny, but it is about creating a male/female balance

both within yourself and your partnership.

Bonus Move: Role Reversal in Reverse

TO take the experience even further, partners can play the
yin/yang game once again, this time with the male partner
as the receiver of a yin approach to lovemaking—the kind of
lovemaking that his female partner is likely to prefer. Like-
wise, the female partner will become the receiver of a yang
approach to lovemaking—the kind of lovemaking that her
male partner is likely to prefer. Interesting yin/yang dynam-
ics can come out of this kind of “sexperience” as well. Being
open to atypical gender roles will add a whole new dimen-

sion to your lovemaking.
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Chapter

WE DON’T PICK UP EACH
OTHER’S NONVERBAL CUES

A look. A touch. A gentle brush of the knee. Perhaps a hand
tenderly sweeping a hair away from the face. You probably
recognize these flirtatious cues in an instant. They are part of the
subtle, and sometimes not so subtle, mating dance that is enacted
in adult courtship rituals. But what happens when the message
behind the action is not what was actually intended? When the
nonverbal language gets muddled, it5s as if a couple is speaking
in foreign tongues.

Communication between the sexes happens on many, many
levels. There is the outright verbal conversation aspect, but then
there is also the all-important body language component. This is
in line with the premise we've been trying to impart throughout
this entire book thus far. You can talk until youre blue in the
face, but you still might be missing out on a vital element of your
relationship if you've thrown up a physiological communication
barrier. If you're not paying attention to what your partner is say-
ing physically and vice versa, you're not truly in sync because

relationships that are all talk and no action implode.
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So what is the definition of action in a relationship? Well,
there is of course the part about behaviors backing up what has
been articulated in conversation between partners. Then there is
also the sometimes unrecognized component of all the nonverbal
communication that goes on between you and your partner on a
daily basis.

There is a large quantity of research that indicates a vast per-
centage of our communication with others is carried out on a
nonverbal level. It’s no surprise that studies have shown that even
in the absence of language, couples in various situations con-
tinually “speak” to each other sans words (e.g., gestures, actions,
facial expressions, and so on). When couples are in discord, for
example, messages abound without their uttering a word.

Think about it. When you're stressed, you feel it in your body.
Your shoulders and jaw might clench, your temperature might
rise as your blood pressure goes up, your back might spasm. And
all of these physical manifestations are going to be reflected in
your posture. So why would it be any different if you are angry
with your partner, or upset about something in your relation-
ship? Of course your stance and even physiology will change.
The trick for a couple, however, is to start to recognize these cues
in each other because sometimes words are less telling about a

situation than the coinciding physical mannerisms.

Body Logic
No doubt the body is smart, but it’s also a bad liar. In other words,

while the brain may say one thing, it’s the body that frequently
speaks the truth. Why do you think behavioral specialists look
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to cues such as eye contact and arm positions when discerning if
an individual is being honest? People are capable of talking their
way out of a variety of situations, but it’s much harder to talk the
body out of displaying the natural physiological responses that go
along with certain states of being.

This becomes of critical importance in relationships because
often, when a spoken message is coupled with contradictory body
language, a couple may find themselves in a disagreement and not
be sure why. They may blame it on a sixth sense or just a knowing
feeling, but in reality, it may have been the covert message they
picked up from a noncorresponding physical cue that gave away
the fact that something wasn't right. An example of this might be
when one partner seemingly offers support but does so with an
aggressive body stance, or when one partner swears everything
is “fine” only to do so with a completely closed-off cross-armed
body posture. Confusion is a likely result of such contradictory
comportment.

Basically what you're experiencing when words and manner-
isms don’t match up is mixed messages at their finest. When com-
municating, the entire body comes into play and that includes
one’s vocal tone, facial expressions, and body language. Such
prominent cues as strategic avoidance of eye contact, eye roll-
ing, glaring expressions of disgust, clenched hands, and quick
movements are powerful indications of negativity, for example.
Coupled with tone of voice, volume, and pacing . . . well, you
can glean a lot of information from even minimal conversation
just by paying attention to the other communicative messages
you are receiving.

Ironically, however, a lot of people don't look at those clues.

But they should. The wealth of information contained in an
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inappropriately cocked eyebrow or hands-on-hips stance is
vast and ignoring those cues would be a mistake for any couple
looking to actually understand each other better.

Behavioral scientists have found that most people actually
rely on nonverbal behavior to get their point across, but it is
particularly telling as a means of communicating attraction or
disdain in a social encounter. The face, followed by the hands
and feet, are considered sources of the most obvious cues to the
meaning of a communication exchange.

For example, if a woman asks a man what his feelings are about
her, his response of “I love you” could be taken with confidence
or insecurity predicated on how he postures himself. If he looks
down or away instead of maintaining eye contact, she might ques-
tion his sincerity. Touching her or even resting his head against her
while he utters those words, however, would probably give her an
added sense of security that he means what he says—these actions
are very intimate and reassuring. Moving his open hands toward
her would say something very different than clenching his fists and
jaw (which might indicate he’ feeling pressured and stressed while
admitting his feelings, even if he means them).

His tone of voice will also enhance or detract from his believ-
ability. If he says “I love you” in a friendly, sincere way it will be
received very differently by his partner than if he sighs and says
those three little words in an exasperated manner that alludes to
“Why do you keep asking me that . . . you know I love you.” In
the same vein, rhythm—where the emphasis is placed and the
pace of delivery—also affects how a message is received. “I love
you” said slowly and deliberately with an emphasis on the word
love will probably feel more credible to the woman than if it is

said quickly and sort of run together (which makes it sound like a
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mundane phrase that is just thrown away and not really an utter-
ance of importance).

Finally, volume is another nonverbal cue that may add infor-
mation to the equation. Volume frequently tapers off, perhaps
even to a whisper, under certain circumstances. A lowered voice
may convey caring, as when comforting a child. Carried over to
intimacy, a hushed volume may signal intensity and sincerity as if
to impart, “What I have to say is for your ears alone.” Conversely,
shouting “I love you!” may convey a jubilance that adds weight
to its meaning since it shows the world that he doesn’t care who
knows since his feelings are that strong.

The ultimate point we are trying to make here is that there
are many variables that go into the communicative patterns of a
couple, and if you only listen to the words spoken but don't pay
attention to the corresponding nonverbal cues, you are going to
miss out on more than half of the conversation you are actually

having together.

Sex and Nonverbal Communication

On many levels, you might think that sex is the ultimate nonver-
bal communication tool. But just like a conversation about love
and your relationship, the things that go unsaid during sex and
the miscommunications that may occur during physical inter-
actions as a couple are many. You may think that your sexual
behavior is saying one thing, but your partner could be getting an
entirely different message depending on how it feels, what your
body rhythm is like, the tenseness or relaxation of your muscles,

and so on.
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This may manifest in presexual behavior as well as during the
act itself. For example, if a man suggests sex to his partner and
she says “no,” the meaning of her response can be clarified by
the facial expression that goes along with her refusal. If she says
“no” but smiles a sly smile while uttering those words, she may
actually be saying to her partner, “Don’t ask me, you idiot . . .
just take me!” If she frowns and purses her lips tightly, her refusal
may be linked to something else that’s bugging her, possibly even
a complaint about her partner (and her “no” is really a “No!”). If
she exhales and weakly declines, she may be commenting more
on her own fatigue and inability to find the energy to “get it on”
rather than a lack of interest in sex.

What you can note here is that despite the identical verbal
response being given, the unspoken body language relayed a rad-
ically different message. And, in each instance, it’s also possible
that her partner could take her “no” as a rejection in spite of the
fact it might or might not be meant as such (though the word no
seemingly implies rejection at face value). This is how words and
body language can create confusion.

Then there is the “Shhh . . . don't speak” part of sex. Save for
some possible dirty language or potential moaning, what usually
happens between the sheets has less to do with chatting and more
to do with body talk. This is why an ability to pick up on the
responsiveness of one’s partner is the key to being a good lover.
If the focus is put only on verbal feedback, chances are your sex
life will be lackluster at best. Reading your partners nonverbal
cues with facility will lead to more connectedness in and out of
bed, but it requires concentration on something more than one’s

own pleasure in the moment. And it may take work as a couple
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because there needs to be authenticity in the messages you are
imparting to one another during the act as well as an awareness
of each other’s body language. Think of it as sexual multitasking.
You don’t want to give up your own enjoyment by being hyper-
aware of your partner’s messages, but at the same time, if you are
able to pay attention to the physical cues emanating from your
partner while simultaneously striving for personal pleasure, your
sex life will soar. If you're both satisfied in bed, then you'll both
be more willing to give (which leads to a greater return for both

of you).

Marrying Message and Movement

When it comes to communication in your relationship, one of
the best things you can start to do as a couple is to try to be
consistent with your words and actions. Mixed messages lead to
confusion and misunderstandings. Frequently, a couple may not
even be aware of the fact that they are behaving in a manner that
is inconsistent with what they’re saying. However, just the simple
experience of bringing attention to the power of body language to
communicate can help a couple to bridge that barrier.

To work on your ability to read each other’ stylistic and non-
verbal signals, you might try the following experiences with your
partner. The goal is to develop consistency between what is said
and how it is said. With a little cognizance, you can learn to give
signals that are more consistent between your actions and your
conversation. Try the following exercises in order to align your

words and actions.
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Read My Voice

In this experience, sit near your partner with your eyes closed.
Removing visual cues will force both of you to rely on what you
hear and the information you can glean just from that sensory
input alone. Now, bring up a topic that has emotional value, either
for your relationship or if you don’t want to “get into it” at this
point, then perhaps something political or any other topic you
know you can have an interesting conversation about. The idea
is to select a topic that you know will be imbued with some emo-
tional importance. Focus your attention on your own and your
partner’s voice. See if you can listen as if the other person were
speaking in a foreign language. Try to understand the message by
listening less to the words and more to the emphasis, tone, pac-
ing, volume, rhythm, and so on. Do this for about fifteen minutes
(or however long you want to continue the conversation).

Open your eyes and change the subject. Now instead of dis-
cussing whatever topic you were debating, instead focus on what
you noticed about your own voice and your partners. Be very
specific in your commentary. What was your partner’s voice like?
Strong or weak, clear or muddled, harsh or kind? Is it judging,
whining, angry, pleading, desperate, hurt? Does this voice fit
what you were discussing or is it sending a contradictory mes-
sage? What effect does the voice and its stylistic variation have
on you? Does your voice mimic this or take on the opposite tone
in response?

You may learn things about each other (such as verbal clues
that trigger an emotional reaction) which have nothing to do
with actual intention. For example, there may be a certain tone in

your partners voice that automatically puts you on the defensive
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whenever you hear it, but that may not be what he was trying to
impart in the slightest. Learning to “hear” each other in different
circumstances, regardless of what is being discussed, will allow you
to understand how you relate on a verbal level and what effect

tone, delivery, and intention have on you and your partner.

Create/Dissipate Mixed Messages

In this experience, the goal is to highlight inconsistencies
in what the message receiver hears and what she sees expressed
through body language. To conduct this experiment, you and
your partner will take turns expressing a sentiment while simulta-
neously canceling its meaning with some kind of noncorrespond-
ing nonverbal cue (e.g., a gesture, motion, facial expression, and
so on). The sentiments, expressed in your own words, should

include the following:

J  An expression of approval cancelled by disapproving body
language: for example, giving a compliment while planting
your hands on your hips, looking down, and shaking your
head (actions which distinctly signal disapproval).

J A caring expression cancelled by cold body language: for
example, saying “I love you more than anything in the world”
while looking away, turning your head to the side, and cross-
ing your arms in front of your body.

& An expression of availability cancelled by a closed-off body
signal: for example, offering to help with the chores, but
making it clear with your body language that it’s an inconve-

nience and you're feeling put out by the request to help.
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Take turns giving these types of conflicting messages to each
other. Be aware of how you feel as you send and receive these
inconsistent communications. Then discuss exactly what you
and your partner do consistently in your daily lives to cancel
your verbal messages. You likely have mannerisms you're not
even aware of that may short-out your communication through
your physical postures.

After completing the discussion, share the same experience
but this time match the spoken word with the unspoken signals.
Discuss the difference. On a daily basis, be alert to the nonverbal
cues of your loved one that express approval, caring, and avail-
ability and make an effort to keep your own body language and
messages consistent. In so doing, you two will start to communi-
cate more effectively because the messages you send to each other
will be met with increasing clarity and will impart authenticity

rather than confusion or insincerity.

Sexual Solution

Think your sexual signals might be crossed? If you're not com-
municating clearly outside of the bedroom, you're probably not
communicating clearly in the bedroom either. And when you're
intimate, if those nonverbal cues are being missed, it will likely
cause even more distress since the highly charged nature of sex-
ual interaction adds another layer to this confusion. That said,
once you start paying attention to each others body language
with more regularity, you'll be ready to pick up on those signals

during sexual play as well.
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In the same way that you can work on homing in on each
other’s nonverbal cues outside of the bedroom, you can learn
to pick up on your partner’s nonverbal cues in the sexual set-
ting with more accuracy. Also, you can both practice not sending
mixed messages between the sheets. It's about communicating on
all levels while on the most intimate level.

Remember, you're probably not going to be able to read your
partners mind but you may be able to get closer by reading his or
her body:. It’s difficult to mask intense feelings physically, especially
when you're unclothed. Something about the state of nakedness
during sex makes it even harder for the body to lie. It’s probably the
closest you two will get to organic communication, so take advan-

tage of it and watch your relationship grow on many levels.

Nonverbal Pleasuring

In this experience you are going to pick up your partners
nonverbal cues in a very intense sexual manner. The giving part-
ner is going to bring the receiving partner to the brink of orgasm
three times either through manual or oral stimulation.

The giving partner not only needs to pick up the nonverbal
cues as to stroke and intensity, but must also be sensitive to back
off when orgasm is approaching until, after approaching the peak
three times, the stimulation continues through to climax. In fact,
both partners have to be very alert and sensitive to cues, because
it is very easy to move across the threshold from approaching the
peak to orgasm and release.

The receiver’s challenge is to nonverbally guide the giver to

exactly what is desired, how it is desired, and once it feels right
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to continue the rhythm for as long as it takes to approach the
peak. The giver’s challenge is to pick up those cues and to be flex-
ible enough to change up as the receiver nonverbally indicates a
desire for a shift.

The biggest challenge is for each, the giver and receiver, to
pick up the cues early enough to head off orgasm until, after three
times approaching the peak, the stimulation continues to climax.

All this without speaking a word.

CONQUERING THE THREE-
PEAK—FEMALE VERSION

Let’s run through the experience with the woman being the
receiver and the man being the giver. The instructions are for the
man while pleasuring his partner.

Step 1
Pick your position. Have your woman get comfortable, lying back,
undressed of course, with a pillow under her head. Her legs apart, her
knees flexed, if that's suitable for her, or perhaps her legs straddled
over your shoulders, while you are comfortably positioned between
her legs. Keep in mind that positions may be shifted as needed
throughout the experience.

Step 2
Start slowly. While giving pleasure you should be aware that to
begin women typically need a light, gentle touch and usually prefer
a broad stroke covering the whole body and pelvic area before
focusing directly on the genitals. Using an absorbable body ol
to smooth the touch may also enhance the experience. In addi-

tion, you should be aware that gentle teasing around the labia,
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circling closer and closer to the clitoris is usually very desirable for
women.

Step 3
Begin to amp up the intensity. Taking your partner's cues when it
comes to touching her clitoris since it is very sensitive, start to home in
on her pleasure center. This should happen in a gradual manner and
you need to be attuned to subtle cues your partner gives off. It might
help to take the attitude of being an “experimenter” in order to stay
open to your partner's signals. You should begin to figure out what
works and what doesn’t. When something seems to be right, continue
with it until you receive a clear body signal to change up, keeping in
mind that means varying stimulation but not shifting strokes abruptly.
After an initial warmup, if you stay attuned, it is likely that you will
find a stroke that pleases your partner the most. It could be teasing
the clitoris; it could be a steadier stroke, a circling stroke, an up-and-
down stroke, or some combination. Listen to your partner’s body for
the rhythm and direction. You will also need to listen to her nonverbal
cues for the rate of your stroke (i.e., slower or faster).

Step 4

Rate her arousal. When your partner's excitement builds, she will
experience vasocongestion—her vaginal lips and clitoris will swell as
they become engorged from increased blood flow. Her torso may
also arch toward you signaling the need for more and stronger stimu-
lation as her arousal builds. These are pertinent nonverbal clues that
you need to observe, just as you would need to observe changes in
her facial expression, her body posture, and her eyes if you engaged
her in a sensitive verbal discussion.

When the peak is approaching most women tend to breathe more
heavily and move around more vigorously as they become extremely
desirous of the orgasm and release. Pay attention to this and as soon
as you think she's nearing the point of no return. . . .
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Step 5
Back off! This is the time to slow down and gradually taper your
stimulation before she peaks. That doesn't mean hands off com-
pletely, but return your focus to how it all started—more on the whole
body and the pelvic area than on the highly nerve-dense and sensi-
tive area, the clitoris.

Step 6
Rev her up again and again. When her breathing has slowed, and
when her body signals you, begin the process over until she’'s near
her peak again and then back off. Repeat this three times.

Step 7
Take it home. After having gone through the arousal/backing off sce-
nario three times, go ahead and take her through to orgasm—which
is likely to be very powerful due to the three prior buildups—and her
final release. When she’s finished peaking, go ahead and hold her
close to you—if she desires—as it will help complete the intimate
body language conversation you've just had together.

CONQUERING THE THREE-
PEAK—MALE VERSION

Here are instructions for completing this experience with the man
being the receiver and the woman being the pleasure giver.

Step 1
Choose your angle. When pleasuring a man, there are a variety of
positions you can choose. Feel free to experiment here, but make
sure that your man is comfortable and relaxed so he can enjoy the
experience.
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Step 2

Don’t be afraid to manhandle him. \Women should be aware that
most men desire direct, strong, intense stimulation to maintain their
erection and to approach the peak. If the stimulation is manual, use
plenty of lubricant, and begin with slow, steady full strokes up and
down the shaft of the penis. Attend to his body cues and gradually
incorporate the strokes he prefers. As suggested for your partner
when he was the giver, be experimental, change up on the stroke,
the pressure, and the rhythm until you get the nonverbal feedback
that you are pleasing your partner.

Step 3
Check his arousal. There are physiological clues you can use to
assess where your partner is on the amped up scale. Signs to look for
when your partner is approaching the peak will include his breathing
(it will become more rapid and shallow), his testicles will draw up, his
buttocks and legs may tense up, and his pelvic muscles may con-
tract. At the first signs of his build toward the peak, get ready to. . . .

Step 4
Back off! Shift and focus your strokes more generally, including his
scrotum, perineum, belly, and the rest of his body. Of course, as you
do this attune to his response for guidance.

If your shift is not timely and it appears he is going to cross the
threshold, reach behind to his perineum, the area between his tes-
ticles and his anus. As you stroke along this area, you will find an
area that is less firm than the other area along the perineum. With
your thumb, press down on that area firmly and it will set back your
partner's peak. Continue to stroke your partner in a less rhythmic
and less focused manner, especially avoiding heavy stroking of the
glans—the head of the penis, which like the clitoris, is nerve-dense
and, conseqguently, very sensitive.
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Step 5
Rev and repeat. Start the stimulation over, setting up a pattern of
more intense stroking to the point of high arousal and then back off
as the peak is approached. Repeat the cycle three times.

Step 6
Finish the job. After the third time of bringing your partner near
orgasm, continue the stimulation through to climax and release, all
the while taking cues from your partner as to pressure, rhythm, and
pace. Itis likely that the male partner's orgasm, after coming close to

the peak three times, is going to be very powerful.

Follow up with Feedback

After each partner has experienced an orgasmic release, inte-
grate the experience by giving each other feedback. Recount the
moments when the cues were picked up accurately, when frustra-
tion occurred because the cues were missed, and examine how
the teachings of the experience can be effectively transferred to
nonsexual activities—for example, body posture, breathing pat-
terns, facial expression, eye contact, and the like. Discuss all of
this in a supportive and loving manner. The result will be better
communication in bed and out, and what couple doesn’t want
that?
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WE DON’T COMPROMISE

hat happens when he said/she said gets tangled with he

wants/she wants and he needs/she needs? Well, unless
there is some element of “we” in there, chances are compro-
mise is not the outcome. Unfortunately, a couple will probably
not survive if they don’t learn the art of give-and-take in their
relationship.

By definition, a relationship is a negotiation. Just by agree-
ing to be together as a couple, you are hammering out a sort of
contract that includes fidelity and commitment along with other
parameters. But any two people entering into such an accord
would be foolish to think that there will never be a point when
one partner has to acquiesce to the desires of the other to make
the relationship work, and vice versa. In order to sustain any
semblance of accord, there will be occasions where compromise
has to come into play.

Very rarely are individuals so complementary in tastes and

desires that negotiating and compromising are not required. As

101



Sex Comes First

a result, unless a couple has a good understanding of what they
expect to get and give to each other, conflict will at least on occa-
sion be inevitable. When an inability to compromise surfaces
in these situations, mutual reciprocity is usually jettisoned and
replaced by bitterness, resentment, and general unhappiness. As
a result, you can probably see the importance to your relation-
ship of learning to compromise with each other. It may be the

difference between an all-out war or a peace treaty.

Fostering Fifty-Fifty

If you asked couples how they feel about compromise and if it
is a part of their relationship, most of them would unequivo-
cally answer “yes, and its essential.” People recognize that suc-
cessful relationships should include elements of give-and-take.
The problem is, in reality that unequivocal “yes” should probably
more truthfully be a “maybe, it depends on if what is being asked

will inconvenience me or if it is something I don’t want to give

»

up.

We live in a day and age where people can get what they
want with the click of a computer. While convenience is a fabu-
lous thing, this always-available accessibility also sets people up
to expect that they can get their own way more often than not.
Unfortunately, when people become accustomed to immediate
gratification, it makes them less receptive to the give-and-take
dynamic. And yet, the crux of relationship success still hinges on
that principle.

While many couples claim to work from a place of mutual

reciprocity, the truth is that most couples don’t regularly employ
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an “exchange attitude” in their relationship. Or they say they do,
but in truth they merely pay it lip service. As a result, their many
differences with regard to food preferences, moods, sex, types of
entertainment, sex, choice of friends, responsibility for house-
hold tasks, sex, personal habits (e.g., smoking and drinking),
sex, employment activity (e.g., working late or on weekends),
and yes, sex are a constant source of friction. Instead of working
together to find a balance, they start to give each other a tit-for-tat
message that imparts, “If you won't change for me, then I won't
change for you.”

In a concession-challenged relationship, problems frequently
begin to surface when one person feels theyre doing all the
acquiescing in order to keep the peace. This then leads to hid-
den resentments, anger, hindered communication, and a whole
host of other issues that can trigger a tailspin leading to a duo’s
demise. If both partners do not feel they are getting a just return
for their efforts then the result will be a power struggle, with each
partner fighting to reap his “fair share.” Relationships have to be
a two-way street in order to survive for the long term.

In contrast, those couples who understand and enact the
tenets of mutual exchange—compromise, celebration of indi-
viduality, and compassion—within the daily parameters of their
relationship are more likely to work as team players rather than
as opponents when the need for discussion arises. By recog-
nizing the concept of “scratch my back and I'll scratch yours,”
couples who understand the nature of tradeoffs are more likely
to avoid unnecessary arguments over petty issues because they
have developed the skills necessary to allow them to discuss their
differences not as adversaries but as partners. The ultimate goal

between two people in a love relationship should be to create a
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win-win solution. This is not big business where a hostile take-
over is condoned. This is a personal relationship, and the best
relationships of this kind understand the concept of meeting each
other part way.

What this boils down to is taking on a collective attitude as
a couple that expresses the sentiment: “I can't have everything I
want and you can't have everything you want. Let’s strive to com-
promise in such a manner that we each retain those things that are
individually most important to us, while simultaneously promot-
ing each other’s well-being to the maximum extent possible.”

Pursuing an “I win—you lose” strategy means risking irrepa-
rable damage to your relationship. It’s the equivalent of saying to
your partner, “I'm not asking, I'm telling you.” You can see how
defensive that statement immediately makes the person receiving
such an ultimatum. In general, a both-win philosophy creates
longer-lasting and more successful compromises than a winner-

takes-all approach.

Sex and Compromise

So here’s the thing—when it comes to sex, of course everyone has
their own personal preference. Some people like it hard, some
soft, some romantic, some violent, some frequent, some only on
special occasions, some . . . well, you get the picture. And these
preferences may not only change from year to year but quite pos-
sibly from day to day and even minute to minute. So expecting
your partner to want sex your way all the time is not only unre-
alistic, it’s sheer fantasy! Sex is about compromise. Well, at least a

mutually satisfying sex life is.
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If one person in a relationship has a strong penchant for a
certain type of sex or sexual behavior and the other partner tends
to like more variety, for example, they will end up with a sexual
malfunction unless they compromise. To illustrate this, consider
Eli and Katrina. At the beginning of their relationship, their sex
life was passionate, romantic, and hot, but as with any relation-
ship, after the initial honeymoon period waned, they started to
fall into patterns and roles as a couple. Eli had always been very
dominant sexually. He suppressed that somewhat in the begin-
ning of their relationship, because he was working to woo Katrina
and keep her interested. After he felt he “had” her, however, he
made his sexual desires very evident and even went so far as to
say he wouldn’t want to stay in a relationship where he was com-
promising sexually.

This admission left Katrina very confused because what had
once been a mutually satisfying sexual relationship between the
two of them was now all about Eli’s desires and dominance. She
kept trying to suggest more variety and that perhaps they could
intersperse bouts of more romantic sex into their bedroom rou-
tine instead of this new all-hard-all-the-time dynamic. Eli would
say he was okay with that, but when the time came for sex, he
would always revert to his dominant behavior which left Katrina
feeling more and more used. Her feelings began to carry over
outside of the bedroom as she realized sex wasn't the only area
in which Eli was becoming rigid and uncompromising. Sadly for
Eli, he eventually lost Katrina because of his unwillingness to
recognize that sex is a two-way street.

Sex is in effect an intimate negotiation—a copulative com-
promise. You're bargaining with your bodies but don't think for

a second that what is going on outside the bedroom won't be
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affected by what happens between the sheets (and vice versa).
A couple must learn the art of give-and-take sexually, which
includes making sure both partners are satisfied (and yes, some-
times that means you might have to go without something you
like). The thing to remember is that you can’t always get what
you want, but if you learn to work together, chances are you'll

get close!

Going for the Win-Win

When it comes to the basics of compromise, there are scenarios
which hold up pretty much across the board whether the dissen-
sion that needs resolution is between romantic partners, busi-
nesses, or nations. When discord ensues, differences are resolved

in one of three ways:

1. One side attempts domination. The likely result of this
move is an ugly fight between partners, a hostile-takeover
attempt or war.

2. There is mutual or unilateral withdrawal. This is what
happens when there is a hideous breakup, a bad divorce,
or perhaps exclusion or isolation.

3. Compromise is mutually reached. This leads to a happy

outcome and reciprocal goodwill.

With this in mind, it’s probably not hard to identify that a cou-
ple seeking a more satisfying relationship in lieu of constant tension
(or even eventual separation) would do well to recognize mutual

exchange and compromise as offering the greatest promise.
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If you feel like your relationship is in need of better share tac-
tics, the good news is that you can actually learn to compromise
as a couple even if your dynamic has become a little lopsided.

The key concepts to remember are fairness and flexibility.
Keep in mind you are trying to promote a “team” atmosphere
here, not set up a me-against-you scenario. It is not about win-
ning; it is about establishing a set of rules and an outcome that
you can both live with. Sometimes that means you're going to
have to be the one giving a little more, but sometimes you’ll end
up on the flip side. The important thing is to make sure that this
remains an equitable ratio so you both feel like you're getting
your fair share.

When you are trying to effect compromise there are several
types of outcomes you can strive for and varying ways you can
come to an agreement that will serve you both. Try instituting
some of these techniques in your partnership and you will be
more likely to find your way to a relationship rich with reciproc-

ity rather than constant rifts.

Practice Mutuality

This is definitely the “you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours”
approach. The point is that whenever you can, give something
to get something. If you are facing an issue stemming largely
from some aspect of your significant other’s behavior, you will be
more likely to effect a positive result if you approach the subject
by also offering to alter some aspect of your own behavior. This
works because most people find the prospect of change more
palatable if we aren’t “in it” alone. Basically, one partner’s change

makes it easier for the other partner to change. Sometimes, the
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mutuality may be in the form of one partner offering himself as
the support or crutch to help facilitate the other partner’s change

efforts.

Meet in a Mutually Acceptable Middle

Finding middle ground is the compromise equivalent of
meeting each other partway. It is agreeing to buy the medium-
priced 24-inch TV instead of the high-end flat-panel HDTV or
the low-end 15-inch version with VCR included. Or agreeing that
one partner will limit her drinking to one glass of wine after work
when the drinking partner would like three drinks an evening
and the other prefers she doesn't drink at all. Its finding a halfway
point that may not perfectly suit either partner but will lead to a

reasonably acceptable outcome for both.

Promise Future Payback—and Keep Your
Promise!

Another type of negotiating is one that is not immediately
time-bound. This doesnt mean you'll hold it over your partners
head and say “Remember the time when I did such and such
for you?” But its more like you weigh the options together and
decide which option is best at this moment knowing that in the
future, the tables may turn. Its long-term negotiating for the bet-
terment of your situation together. In this instance, the couple
recognizes that if one partner does something for the other, the
benefited partner need not immediately turn around and pay off
the debt. It is assumed on good faith that there will be an oppor-

tunity for reciprocity in the future.
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As with most idealistic promises, though, it works best under
good conditions: well-functioning relationships involving a high
degree of trust. If, however, one partner continues to imply or
promise that he will do something in the future but never gets
around to it, or one person has an extremely selective memory
(recalling all her contributions but none of the partners), rela-

tionship discord and bitterness will be the obvious outcome.

Avoid All-or-Nothing Terms

A major roadblock to effective negotiating is the tendency
to view the behavior of one’s partner in all-or-nothing terms.
Demands for radical changes practically always overwhelm
the recipient and result in a refusal. Instead, consider employ-
ing another strategy. Begin the “negotiations” by presenting an
option that is less than your ultimate outcome, but is something
you know you can live with that will also be more palatable to
your significant other. To formulate this less-than-ideal-but-still-
acceptable option ask yourself what you ideally want to have hap-
pen and what are you willing to accept at this moment in time.
Later, if the degree of change proves to be insufficient, you can
always renegotiate. However, since at that point you've already
got the ball rolling in a positive direction, additional requests are
less likely to seem overwhelming.

As you have now seen, there are many ways that you can
reach a compromise in your relationship. And frequently, getting
to that point was probably not as difficult as it seemed at the out-
set. It’s about employing smart strategies and working together,
because in the end, together is what being part of a couple is all

about. It involves joining the “I” of each personality with the “we”
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necessary to be a couple. In other words, a smart coupling is one
that is respectful of each partner’s individual identity, while form-

ing a workable “we” that fosters and supports both partners.

Sexual Solution

So, you think you're getting better at give-and-take outside the
bedroom but want to amp up this exchange between the sheets
as well? Keep in mind that any of the “negotiating” techniques
we related in the above section may absolutely be applied when
trying to find your way to a healthy balance in your sex life. But
that’s not the only way to solidify the tenets of mutual exchange.
Compromise may seem at the outset to imply give-and-take,
but remember, it also about working as a team, uniting your
energies for a mutually beneficial outcome. With that in mind,
we developed the following sexual solution which will serve
to facilitate compromise in your relationship through shared

energy.

THE SEXUAL MEDITATION
EXPERIENCE

There are several ways to approach compromise; most are com-
mon, of the meet-each-other-halfway variety. However, there is
one way to approach compromise that is anything but common:
the sexual meditation experience. Couples who have had the
experience have suggested that when lovers lie together for 20
to 30 minutes in the bonding position, their streams of bioelectri-

cal energy merge, creating a unified energy field.
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Many men and perhaps even some women may read
the instructions for sexual meditation and feel it compares
unfavorably to the more usual excitement of active genital stim-
ulation and rushed release. But bear in mind, this experience not
only leaves participants positively energized and unified; it also
allows men to contain more and more orgasmic energy without
immediate release. For women it provides a relaxed, unhurried
experience for orgasmic buildup.

Negative emotions, such as those created by a stubborn
impasse and lack of compromise, block the flow of merging
energy. The sexual-bonding experience allows the energy to flow
and, consequently, sets up an atmosphere where creative com-
promise is more likely. With that in mind, use this sexual solution
to free up your collective energies such that negativity will wane
and positive resolution may begin.

Step 1

Think slow and steady. Begin lying side-by-side, skin-to-skin, face-
to-face, with generous and slow kissing and caressing between lov-
ers. Kissing and caressing slowly allows time for arousal and sexual
energy to build without pressure. However, as is usually the case,
the energy begins in the genitals creating a localized tension. Typi-
cally when this occurs breathing is rapid and shallow. To counter
this and to allow the positive energy to diffuse and flow from the
genitals to your entire body, breathe deeply and slowly, relax into the
experience.

Step 2
Relax and merge. When the energy has spread into your entire body
unite sexually in a comfortable position that allows relaxation to con-
tinue. An arrangement that many couples have found ideal is the
scissors position. In this coupling the woman is on her back, the man
is on his right side with his left leg crossed over his partner's pelvic
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area and her left leg up around his left hip. This position allows the
male partner to penetrate in a very gentle, nondominant manner; it is
as if the male and female partner are penetrating each other, merging
not only physically, but emotionally as well.

Step 3

Move with the breath. After insertion continue to breathe deeply and
slowly and move in rhythm with your breathing, slowly and deeply.
With each inhalation visualize taking in your partner’s energy and as
you exhale visualize the negative energy of resentment and stubborm-
ness leaving your body. Allow the positive energy of reconciliation to
flow in with the brightness and hopefulness of a new sun rising up in
the moming.

Surrender to the flow of positive energy and the disposal of nega-
tive energy as you continue to breathe deeply and slowly and move
in rhythm to the pace of your breathing. As you relax into the peace-
ful sensations you are likely to feel your differences dissolving and
your heart merging with that of your partner. Be sure to attend to the
subtle sensations that slow-motion lovemaking generates in contrast
to the dynamic and more physical penetration and pumping of ordi-
nary lovemaking.

Step 4

Focus on feeling as one. Continue the slow-motion lovemaking, but
feel free to intersperse it with stronger movements and more friction
between genitals as is needed and signaled by either partner. Rather
than focusing on orgasm as the goal, pay attention instead to how
you're feeling together. As tension builds up once again slow the
pace, control your breathing, gradual and deep, exhaling slowly. Feel
the aroused energy flowing from your genitals to your entire body.
Visualize yourself relaxing your defenses—melting, merging, becom-
ing one with your partner.
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Step 5
Find yourselves merged. After 20 or 30 minutes or so, your bodies
will feel as one, as will your psyches. Stay united for as long as you
desire before either coming to sexual and psychic resolution, or per-
haps even falling asleep merged. Following this experience, you and
your partner will feel as if you are team members playing for the same

prize that is only achieved by those whose hearts are one.

Nixing “Wham, Bam, Thank You Ma’am”

MANY men are much more accustomed to rigorous sex
than meditative, slow, connected sex. Interestingly, while
women usually go along with the former, a male partner
might find his significant other more responsive sexually if
he also explored the feeling of truly merging with his partner

on occasion rather than just um . . . banging her.

In fact, after practicing sexual meditation one man, Alvin,
said “Not only did the experience get me in the habit of
unhurried lovemaking; afterwards | felt like | was surrounded
by a feeling of calm and total connection to my partner, in
contrast to being at arm’s length as a result of our inability

to give an inch to each other.”

Compromising sexually doesn’t have to mean giving up
what you like on a routine basis, but being confident and
open enough to mix it up will definitely bring your sex life to
a deeper and more meaningful level. It’s about two bodies
learning to communicate and meeting halfway while “going

all the way.”
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Chapter

WORK GETS IN OUR WAY

ork, work, work, work, work. In today’s on-the-go cul-
V. V ture, more and more hours are being spent away from
home and at the office. In fact, a survey by the National Sleep
Foundation showed that the average employed American now
works about 46 hours per week, with 38 percent of respondents
clocking in more than 50 hours per week. As a result the NSF
also reports that most adults don't get enough shuteye. We're bet-
ting that’s not the only thing overworked couples aren’t getting!
Not only are people spending more hours at the office
than with their significant others, oftentimes the toll of such
a demanding work schedule also compromises the quality of
what little time a couple does get to spend together. Fatigue
from long hours may zap all the energy out of a partnership,
patience with each other may be strained after having to medi-
ate with colleagues all day, and work stress may become the
catalyst for relationship suicide. Add this to the simple fact that

the disconnect that comes from so many hours apart can be
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difficult to surmount if efforts are not made to stay present in
each other’s lives and you see how work gets in the way of even
the best-intentioned couples. But, careers and coupledom don'’t
have to be mutually exclusive. It’s okay if you have to plan out
time for both in your Blackberry; the goal is staying connected,

even if it requires advanced scheduling.

Work Ways and Woes

There is no doubt that work is an integral part of any partner-
ship—the kind you do for a paycheck and the kind you invest
in a relationship. And it’s great if you are devoted to both, but
there must be a balance or your professional and personal life
will simultaneously suffer. However, professional success does
not automatically doom an individual to an overworked exis-
tence with a depressing personal life. In fact, partners who both
excel in the workplace can still enjoy a rich personal life in spite
of their demanding jobs, but it doesn’t happen without effort.

Research done at Cornell University by sociologist Phyllis
Moen found that overworked couples working more than 45
hours per week reported the lowest quality of life among working
couples. Couples where both partners were launching or estab-
lishing themselves in their careers also reported high degrees of
stress, overload, and conflict between their work and personal
life. Individuals in relationships who wished they were work-
ing less also reported a high degree of unhappiness with their
situation.

However, those couples who both worked normal full-time

hours (39 to 45 hours/week), but not longer, reported the high-
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est quality of life, even higher than when one partner worked
part-time. What this study indicates is that couples in “new-
millennium” relationships in which both put in about the same
amount of time on their jobs and neither works long hours are
the ones that tend to have the highest degree of life satisfaction.
Perhaps it's because they work to live, not live to work. Still,
only about 24 percent of workers in dual-earner couples follow
this strategy. Why is this? Well, contemporary working couples
are traversing uncharted territory as they struggle to figure out
the changing composition of the workforce and the division of
family labor. Perhaps they underestimate what it takes to main-
tain a vibrant love relationship.

Even if a couple does tend towards a more traditional model
where one partner works and the other stays home, there can
still be situations where work gets in the way of a couple’s
relationship, especially if one partner is working longer than
full-time hours while the other stays home to take care of their
children. In fact, working couples with children at home are
the most likely to have one adult—most typically the male
partner—working more than forty-five hours a week, while the
other partner works full-time. You can see how this scenario
would leave precious little time during the week for promoting
connectedness between partners. What’s more, the distinction
of their roles may also create a gulf between them. Pursuing
a career and bringing up a child are two very different activi-
ties and unless there is good communication a couple may find
themselves existing alone together.

The bottom line is that work, professional or domestic, takes
up an inordinate amount of one’s waking hours and may result

in a couple living two separate lives while under the same roof.
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Accordingly, work can get in the way of feelings of love, sup-
port, and general quality-of-life satisfaction in the personal sec-
tor. But the fact that some couples manage to work full-time and
still enjoy their private life means it is possible to accomplish a

healthy balance, but it might take a little more, well, work.

Sex and Work

There is no doubt that too much work can kill your sex life. Stress
and fatigue don't exactly go hand-in-hand with getting it on. That
is not to mention the simple fact that the more hours you spend
at work, the less time you have for sex. We’d probably all have
vibrant sex lives if we had no other adult responsibilities, right?

Sadly, work pressures can lead a couple to qualify for DINS
(Double Income No Sex) status. Long hours can keep a couple
from staying connected in several ways. Sometimes individuals
will develop work crushes to help them surmount the feelings
of frustration that stem from a lack of sexual connectedness with
their partners at home. The problem is that this substitute for
real amour often keeps individuals from trying to connect with
their own romantic partner once they do get out of the office
(and it is how sexual transgressions at work develop, which
is never a good thing for an individual’s committed nonwork
relationship).

Usually “work husbands” or “work wives” serve as a source
of support at the office, but partners in a relationship must
make sure that their relationship with their real-life significant

other doesn't suffer as a result of the attention they are paying
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to colleagues. It is possible to have both kinds of relationships,
but parameters must be clear and priorities set.

Too much work travel can also get in the way of a healthy
sex life. Time apart is always difficult for a relationship but when
work takes one partner away from home more often than not, the
sense of connection that comes from being a daily part of each
other’s lives can really start to suffer. Plus, it’s physically difficult
to have sex when there are miles between you and your partner,
unless phone sex comes into play. Phone sex is a good option to
tide you two over, but is not a permanent substitute for a real-
life romp. Sexual tension can be lost when work is consistently
throwing a distance wrench into the equation.

Too much stress or responsibility at work can also lead to no
sex at home, or on the {lip side, aberrant sex—for example, when
one partner tries to reassert the lack of control they're feeling at
work by getting aggressive between the sheets in order to feel in
charge again. Any time sex is used in a way other than to connect
with one’ partner, it can damage the sexual dynamic.

While most prevailing theories in psychology hold that sex
and overwork are natural enemies, the good news is that studies
have shown work doesn’t have to derail your sex life. One study
from the University of Wisconsin-Madison found that ultimately,
the daily employment grind for two-income couples actually has
little effect on the frequency or quality of their sex life, but there
were definitely variables within that finding that could effect a
deleterious downslide for a couple’s carnal time. To begin with,
the real effects on the libido, according to the study, came from
the amount of fatigue reported by women. However, research-

ers found that both homemakers and employed women reported
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the same levels of fatigue, suggesting that society has a romanti-
cized view of the homemaker’s workload. Interestingly, this study
showed that its not always the number of hours worked that
affects a good sex life, but rather the quality of a couple’s work
life. The couples that had low reports of sexual satisfaction were
those that reported very low regard for their jobs. Correspond-
ingly, if a couple is happy at work, even if long hours are banked
at the office, their sex life could still hum. The lowest sex ratings
of all came when men reported low job satisfaction while their
female partners reported high regard for their jobs, suggesting
that the combination might be tough for men to swallow since
there is still a pervasive thought that they want to be the family
breadwinner even in spite of changing societal roles.

The danger of attributing sexual problems exclusively to over-
work is that it may allow a DINS couple to overlook deeper issues.
The good news, however, is that these studies are showing it is
possible to manage a career, family, and relationship without one’s
sex life falling apart. And, there is nothing wrong with scheduling
sex either. Our society seems to place a huge amount of impor-
tance on the spontaneity of sex, but if it takes writing it into your
day planner to make it happen, is that such a bad thing? Psycholo-
gists don't think so. Its about promoting a connection between

two people . . . however you manage to make it happen.

Working It Out

Still worried that you and your partner are overworked and

underconnected? Try adding some of the following into your
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routine. If at first this list seems too overwhelming with your
completely overpacked agenda, start small and add in one or two
items just to start. It's about re-establishing the ties-that-bind you
and your partner in a positive fashion (i.e., the last thing we want
to do is add any more stress to your already pressure-filled lives).
That said, the following will definitely help bring you close even

when work is dragging you in opposite directions.

Make Contact During the Day

It may be brief, but touching base during a busy workday
conveys a delightful reminder of the importance with which you
regard the relationship. You are taking a thoughtful moment out
of your day to say, in effect, “thinking of you.” And, of course, if
your partner contacts you, unless you are dealing with something
very urgent, or are in the middle of a high-level meeting, take the
call or respond to an e-mail promptly. This makes an important

statement to your partner as to the priority of your relationship.

Don’t Bring Work Home

Walking through the door with the Bluetooth stuck on your
ear and the Blackberry engaged in your hand is not inviting.
Especially if you work long hours, when you are home, be pres-
ent in the moment. It is often not the long hours that degrade a
relationship (unless the hours are extraordinary, like 100-hour
workweeks), but the lack of quality time when home. Consistent
with the quality time issue, don’t rely heavily on the television.

Sharing the same couch silently is not a model of togetherness.
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Bring Conversation about Work Home

Many couples make the mistake of “I don't want to live
through my day again.” This is a mistake. Think about it: You
may work ten hours a day (including commute time), and sleep
about seven hours. If you eliminate discussion of your work life,
you have chosen to reduce the common ground between you and
your partner drastically. Instead, make your partner part of your
work life by discussing those aspects of your day that he is most

interested in.

Be Receptive to Career Talk

Of course, the listening partner is advised to be receptive.
Making one partners work (or each other’s career, if both are
employed) part of each other’s lives is a good thing. Much bet-
ter than viewing the career (one or both) as an enemy or com-
petitor. Asking questions and showing interest is bonding since
it expresses an attention to something important to your partner.

After all, she spends the majority of her waking hours at work.

Come Home Early One Night

Despite a heavy schedule it is wise to connect face to face for
some quality time midweek. Coming home early doesn’t mean
cutting out after lunch. Simply leaving work an hour or so before
the typical quitting time is sufficient. If affordable, going out for
a light dinner, leaving the usual at-home distractions behind, is
a good idea. Lots of couples find that this works well for them,

even if they stay later on other evenings to make up the time. Bear
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in mind that real quality time can go a long way toward bridging

the contact gap in busy schedules.

Get the Kids to Sleep

If there are children in the picture, while it is usually a good
idea to be flexible with the rules of the household, the sleep rou-
tine will better serve all involved if there is a strict adherence
policy. Yes, the children want and need their “pound of parental
flesh” attention from their parents, but that works best if it is
intense and (mostly) exclusive in the earlier part of the evening
while later in the evening, before exhaustion sets in, is reserved
for the adults.

Practice the Art of Brief, Personal Sharing

Exchanging personal thoughts, especially for people who
can get caught up too easily in the business of the day, is criti-
cal. This doesn't take a lot of time; it is more a factor of being
attuned to your own and your partner’s feelings. For example, a
man or woman may be getting dressed in the morning and say
something like, “You know, I'm really anxious about the meeting
today. I hope it goes well because it is important for my career,
and for us.” Two sentences that take under ten seconds that con-
vey a lot. These intimate exchanges where partners briefly share
their feelings and take each other into their thoughts, concerns,
and aspirations, can make the difference between a truly roman-
tic relationship and a relationship that is more like a business

partnership.
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Plan Weekends

Make a plan during the week that will allow for quality time
spent together when work is out of the picture. This may be just
making reservations at a favorite restaurant ahead of time so you
two can look forward to that meal all week, or something more
elaborate such as the occasional out-of-town escape. Whatever,
the idea is to make togetherness a priority and schedule it just
like you would work-time obligations Monday through Friday.

If there are children in your life, seek out activities that are
kid-friendly so that there is a nice balance between interacting
with the children and interacting with each other. Going to a park,
for example, so that the kids can play with other kids, and inter-
mittently interact with you, provides time for the children and
time for each other. In contrast, going someplace that will not
engage the children is going to be exclusively child-centered and

will not provide opportunity for adult bonding with each other.

Protect Your Time

For busy people it is very important to avoid getting caught
up in or volunteering for noncritical activities. A relationship
takes a degree of tending if it is to be viable and vibrant. Con-
sequently, it is unwise to be too generous with giving away time
that could be shared with your partner. Often, this amounts
to being assertive and maintaining priorities so that your tight
schedule is not unnecessarily stressed. For example, do you
really have to say “yes” to your friend’s request to help her son
write his college essay? Prioritize your relationship over extra-

neous time zappers.
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Plan Vacations

Even with tight budgets, a getaway is often possible, and may
even be vital. If it cant be a luxury hotel, it can be a drive-to
getaway at a modest bed and breakfast. Sometimes even an over-
night change of scenery can boost a relationship sagging from too
much sameness. Consider it this way: Your relationship has an
account, similar to a bank account. There are deposits and with-
drawals. Meeting a work deadline while working endless hours
is a withdrawal; a getaway, even brief, is a deposit since it adds to
the overall feeling of goodwill between love partners.

Even with all of these steps in place, it can still be tough
to maintain a sense of sexual intimacy with your partner when
time demands and sometimes distance keeps you from hitting
the sheets regularly. So how can you strengthen your connection
carnally as well as emotionally while separated? Read on for some

physical connectors.

Sexual Solution

You're away from home too much of the time. When you're home
you're tired, busy, stressed, or preoccupied. The connection with
your partner is suffering. You need a relationship boost, and it
needs to be something that will bring a smile to your face when
you think about each other in the midst of a typically busy day.
Memorable sex is just the thing to revitalize and restore the
connection. Sex isn't depleting, its energizing, especially if it’s
quick, easy, and provocative. We're talking quickies here, but

not the wham-bam, thank-you-ma’am quickie of old. Occasional
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quickie sex, primal, spontaneous—or planned, with mischief, in
forbidden locations—where both he and she get rocked, is just
what’s needed to bring back the connection that has withered.

These quickies are provocative encounters that may not always
be quick, but are always different; they break the usual pattern,
bring in elements of daring and the forbidden that are not part
of typical lovemaking. A quickie may not always be speedy, but it
should get your blood flowing and intensify your connection.

The point is that a no-holds-barred, rip-off-each-others-
clothes-with-your-teeth-right-here-right-now sex is not only the
best way to have more fun in bed, its also a way to keep a busy
relationship from feeling like—dare we say it—a tolerable, but
dispassionate habit. The new form of quickie is better than a
double espresso and you'll both find yourselves thinking of the

other a lot more.

THE QUICKIE

Here are some beginning quickie scenarios. Remember, they
may not always be quick (although any of our suggestions can
be abbreviated), but they’re different.

Each of these variations brings a touch of variety and a bit of
the less conventional to break into the routine of your pattern of
being sexual.

Like spices in cooking, some people respond to a hint and
others need a large dollop before they experience a new sensa-
tion. We’re beginning with a hint; in the “recipes” to come we’ll
ramp up the spice.

Try any or all of these and watch your sex life soar no matter

what’s going on in your work life (there’s always time for a quickie).
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Step 1
Try an a.m. stimulation session. Each morning, before the two of
you get up, spend just a couple of the minutes getting each other
stimulated. Orgasm is not the point. It's about the tease; it is about
creating something to take with you in your mind’s eye through the
day.

Step 2
Think outside the bed. Have sex somewhere you might not usually
have it, but in your own place. Try some of the following locations:

Q’ Shower. Great for oral sex. The water gently trickling over the
head and shoulders of the partner kneeling at the other's geni-
tals adds to the pleasure.

Q’ Living room. You can have sex sitting in a chair, on the sofa, the
floor, maybe the coffee table. A fireplace in winter adds ambi-
ance, and candlelight works too.

Q’ Kitchen. Floor, table, counters. If the man is tall, try having
intercourse with the female sitting on the counter while he
stands.

Q’ Dining room. Chairs, table, floor. The association with food can
make sex more interesting, especially if the table hasn't been
Cleared.

Q’ Garage. Have you ever made love on the hood of a parked car?
Make sure the hood isn't hot and you don't have one of those
motion sensitive alarms! Look around the garage for other ideas.
Improvise.

Step 3
Arrive early, come later. Get somewhere ten minutes early. Stay
in the car and stimulate each other for ten minutes only. Don't be
late.
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Step 4
Try mouthing off! Surprise each other with a few minutes of oral sex.
This can be for one of you this time and the other next time.

Step 5

Be a flasher. Tease your partner. You're dressed, running ten min-
utes late, hurrying out the door. Your partner is still getting dressed
or lingering over breakfast. On your way out, flash him or her. Yes,
flash. Quickly expose your breast, hike your skirt to show some leg,
pull something out of your pants. Then exit, leaving your partner with
a terrific visual to carry around all day (and wanting more).

Step 6

Stay dressed. Don't take your clothes off. Remember when you and
your significant other first got involved? That primal, animalistic groping”?
Remember being so desperate for your lover's body that you didn't take
the time to remove clothing, only pushed aside the necessary items?
Start kissing on the sofa (or in the car) and recapture the feelings.

Step 7

Combine food and sex. Even adults like to play with their food occa-
sionally. Take food to bed with you and feed each other. Get more
creative than that. For example, melt some chocolate and apply it
liberally to each other's body and lick it off (bonus: chocolate is not
only delicious, it contains phenylethylamine, a mood-boosting chemi-
cal that can incite lust).

Step 8

Paint your bodies. Use water-soluble fingerpaints or bodypaints —
some come flavored —to decorate one another’'s nude bodies. Paint
yourself to look like the members of primitive tribes and make love the
way you imagine they do.
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Tech Sex

WHILE phone sex is very titillating because the voice is a
powerful turn-on tool, technology today has made it possi-
ble for even more varied sexually charged exchanges while
separated. Take advantage of these and pretty soon you

may be saying “Tech please.”

J  Text messaging. “Text me” is now part of our cultural vocab-
ulary. This easy way of sending quick messages via phone is
also a superb sexual tool. You may not be able to call your
partner several times a day, but a well-timed “What are you
wearing?” or “Can’t wait to take off your work clothes” can go
a long way towards building sexual excitement.

¢ Camera phone. Imagine your partner’s grin when her phone
beeps with a new photo message and she opens the phone
file to see a picture of you half-dressed or perhaps a shot of
you with your favorite sex toy. The possibilities are endless.

J Instant messaging. Yahoo, AOL, and many other online ser-
vices offer versions of Instant Messaging software that allow
you to chat online with your partner. Conversations can get
very flirty on these services, so be sure you're using a per-
sonal computer!

J  Chat room. Did you know you can still set up a private chat
room online? Unexpectedly invite your partner to a chat
room during the day. You can even both take on fake names
and have a good time being “suggestive” under your assumed
personas.

J Webcam. With a webcam attachment, you can actually see

each other while you chat online. This is an especially great
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feature if you travel a great deal. Check out services like
Skype.com, which allow you to talk through your computer
while engaging in video streaming (rates are surprisingly rea-
sonable). Its almost like being together in person (and you
can definitely take something off while talking/watching on

the computer). It’s like phone sex plus visuals.
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Chapter

WE DON’T HANDLE
CHANGE WELL

ife is a journey. Nothing stays the same, even if you want it
L to. Times change, locations change, careers change, families
change, the weather changes, you change. And yes, relationships
change.

But even with all the constant flux surrounding us on a daily
basis, people can be surprisingly resistant. Maybe it’s a fear of the
unknown, maybe it’s a desire to maintain a comfortable existence,
maybe it’s an urge to find stability, or all of the above, but even
within the context of trying to prevent something from shifting,
there will still be change. Its an inevitability, but the way you
handle it is what will ultimately determine its effect.

Perhaps the most mutable obstacle course in life is the one
connected to your relationships. From the time you begin to
share in the sandbox through adulthood, you learn and grow as
a result of your interaction with others. It informs, it teaches, and
ultimately with each relationship you undertake it changes you a

bit, whether you're aware of it or not.
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Life presents a series of hoops for you to jump through and
climbing walls for you to scale. The trick is to figure out who is
on your team along the way that can help you get through these
challenges. And hopefully, your partner is the person you will
count on most as an adult to help you surmount the curve balls
thrown your way.

Unfortunately sometimes a couple will cruise along in a
happy relationship until faced with a change and at that moment,
instead of turning to each other, things start to fracture. Change
may require a rethinking of the parameters of your togetherness,
and for some couples that ends up causing a “disconnect” instead
of bringing them closer because they were mentally unprepared
for any shifts in their relationship. Preferences change so that
old rituals fade, career demands interfere with traditional time
together, and if a child joins the relationship, its a whole new
deal. Still, many couples find themselves trying to keep things
perfectly status quo in their relationships. Its the one area they
want to control.

However, keeping your relationship exactly the same is
impossible. If you want to survive as a duo, you're going to have
to learn how to adjust to the changes thrown your way as well.

Flexibility is vital to any sustainable long-term relationship.

The Relationship Cycle

Just as one life goes through phases, so too does one’s relation-
ships. Partners in a long-term arrangement can expect the begin-
ning of their affair to be a time filled with lots of pleasurable

activities and minimal sacrifice. At this point the decisions made
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are where to dine and what movie to see, not heavier things like
making joint financial decisions and apportioning household
responsibilities. Spontaneity is high, as is the novelty of their
companionable and sexual activity.

Once the honeymoon period is suddenly replaced by respon-
sibility and decreased freedom as a couple butts up against real-
life decisions, many couples don’t survive. It's the make-or-break
point when you learn if youre both willing to give enough to
make something work and to keep moving forward while deal-
ing with the changes that are happening in your relationship.
Gone are the days of no emotional entanglements as you happily
skipped through a state of oxytocin-induced love bliss. When
real-life hits, its a change to a new, more challenging phase in
your relationship. And its sink or swim. You either discover a
way to deal with change effectively as a duo or you will start to
see cracks in the foundation you attempted to build during the
early phase of your togetherness.

It is at this point that your roles may have to be renegotiated
a bit. Desire for personal and career satisfactions has to be inte-
grated with the changes that come from being part of a commit-
ted couple. The “oneness” and romance that were characteristic
of the courtship period have altered, and now you'll have to start
working others into the equation as well (e.g., friends, some of
whom may not be mutually esteemed; families, including a con-
trolling parent, or perhaps two; and so on). Lovers do not exist in
a vacuum and eventually that will include interactions and other
platonic relationships coming into your partnership. But all of
these will include changes for your dynamic as a duo as well.

Alterations in your dynamic will be further heightened if

you continue a typical relationship trajectory and eventually

133



Sex Comes First

find yourselves married, having children, raising a family, read-
justing when the kids leave home, and eventually dealing with
the reconnection that is necessary during retirement. You can
see how much change factors into each of these cycles and how
even in this very brief and admittedly quite incomplete sketch,
it is evident that relationships are constantly evolving. Each new
stage brings with it hurdles to overcome. In fact, studies have

even shown this to be true time and again. For example:

J Parents of young children show a substantial drop in the
amount of time they spend conversing with each other and a
similar decline in social activities.

J  Couple interests and activities tend to taper as either the man
or woman (or both) are promoted to more responsible job
levels.

J  Arguments over money tend to increase as a family’s income
increases.

J Sexual infidelity is more likely to occur when a man or
woman reaches the late-middle years (ironically, this could
be the time when people start looking for some change as a

result of resisting it).

None of these findings definitively doom long-term relation-
ships—change is not the enemy—but the manner in which it is
approached will absolutely determine if it will make or break a
relationship. Indeed, a formidable barrier to growth and prosper-
ity as a couple is an unwillingness to adapt to changing condi-
tions. Let us reiterate, however, that not only is change inevitable,

it is also necessary when situations alter.
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Resisting Versus Embracing

When face to face with change, there are really two options:
resisting or embracing. If the former is chosen, there is probably
an element of fear in the mix. If the latter path is taken, accep-
tance and flexibility come into play.

Because change is frequently correlated with temporary
instability as roles or situations are reassessed, many people find
themselves inherently resistant to change on a regular basis. In
fact, frequently the dominating barrier to relational satisfaction
is resistance to change—whether it is in relationships with col-
leagues, employees, friends, family members, or lovers. This is
applicable not only when faced with circumstantial change but
also when an individual is asked to make personal changes for
the sake of the relationship. Consider this scene in a couple ther-
apist’s office. He: How can you say you want a divorce, I'm the
same guy you fell in love with fifteen years ago, I haven't changed!
She: That’s why. Exactly!

In a wonderful example of paradox, however, most of the
time people will only change if they feel that they don’t have to! If
a resistant individual feels himself being pushed towards altering
something about himself (be it to change personal habits or some
relationship mannerism), there is a high probability that he’ll not
only fight the change, but possibly even swing in the opposite
direction of the request. Think of it as a mini-mutation rebellion.
It may manifest in a variety of forms—perhaps lack of coopera-
tion, intentional mood-triggering, substance abuse, or even infi-
delity (which is the ultimate rebellion since, if discovered, it will

seriously damage or end the primary relationship).
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The bottom line is that everyone struggles to maintain their
unique identity, so when faced with the prospect of having to
change some aspect of ourselves for another, it immediately sends
off a warning signal in our brains (even if the requested change
might be a good thing for us or the relationship). Most people
are naturally opposed to change because of the insecurity that
comes along with it and most of us resist, covertly or blatantly,
the demand that we live up to others’ visions of what we “should”
be. What’s more, for many the request for change is received as
“You are not good enough as you are.” For this reason, a key fac-
tor in presenting a request for change often involves reframing
a message so that “ego” doesnt get in the way, which may also
mean making some changes in how you view the situation.

In order to be more open to change, we must learn to accept
that change is going to happen and find ways to deal with change
that are not accusatory but rather accepting. Its not only about
realizing that shift happens, but also being able to recognize that
we have the power to alter our own viewpoint in relation to an
event. We can get upset, or we can try to “reframe” things and
move forward which will give a situation new meaning and mini-
mize the fear that goes along with change.

It is certainly a desirable wish to want life to proceed
smoothly while people act fairly and thoughtfully towards each
other. Wishing is one thing, but demands for utopia are unrealistic
in real life. It is simply not how the world operates and therefore
the insistence that things must proceed in a perfect way leads to
emotional upset and self-defeating behaviors.

According to the principle of reframing, instead of being car-
ried along feeling utterly powerless and out of control, we must

accept some responsibility for our own fate; it is a personal choice
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to resist or embrace change. You can make a decision whether
you will let something lead you to a state of serious distress, or
you can embrace that you're going through a fluctuation and try
to find a positive way to confront your fears and deal effectively
with whatever challenge is in front of you.

When faced with change, try asking yourself: “How can I
view this situation in the most productive and realistic manner
possible?” The result will likely be that you can replace the pan-
icked feeling that things are moving too quickly around you with
a sense of calm that you can handle the situation, restore har-
mony, and avoid unnecessary stress in the process.

The thing that dictates behavior is our own unique percep-
tions of ourselves and the world in which we live, plus the mean-
ing we give to the events of our lives. This fact seems obvious
enough, but in reality, most of us do not appreciate the enormity
of its application. The point here is this: All behavior is open to
many interpretations, and the particular interpretation chosen is
crucial to the feelings and behavioral reactions that are generated
at any given time. It resist or embrace. But the more open you
allow yourself to be when accepting the changes you face daily,

the easier it will become.

Sex and Change

As we've already established, change sometimes makes people
feel temporarily insecure. For many couples, add sex to the
change mix, stir, and the resulting cocktail is, well, super potent.
While pleasurable, of course, who doesn’t have that “Am I good

enough?” or “Is my body hot enough?” panic moment while
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getting intimate? Therefore, asking for change in the bedroom
where a person may already feel slightly insecure . . . well, you
can see how jockeying for a shift in your sexual behavior as a
couple can become a slippery slope.

Sex tends to make people feel vulnerable because intimacy
can bring a couple closer (assuming of course that there is some
emotional connection during the act). Add the insecurity that
comes with change to the vulnerability already inherent in sexual
interaction and it obviously becomes a tenuous negotiation when
one partner desires alterations between the sheets. No one wants
to add pressure to their sex life. It's supposed to be a release and
a bonding experience, a time to bathe in the moment. But, if one
partner isn't satisfied, there will have to be some degree of change
in order for the relationship to survive long term as dissatisfac-
tion can precipitate the death of one’s sex life, which clearly does
nothing to help sustain a relationship. Communication is vital
and that requires openness to change and exploration for both
partners. Its about working together, yet again—finding your
way to a solution that incorporates change without rocking the
boat—but hopefully rockin’ the bed.

The other way that change will undoubtedly affect your sex
life is when change outside the bedroom is not dealt with effec-
tively. As we've noted, anything that happens to your dynamic
as a couple may shift your between-the-sheets dynamic as well.
Consequently, the result of resistance to change anywhere is likely
to be a sex life that is suffering from the effects of the tumult and
resentment.

Also keep in mind that change need not be discordant for
it still to have great influence on your sex life. For example, the

addition of children to the equation. A couple may find they have
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less energy, time, or interest in sex as a result of the responsibili-
ties and life changes that come along with child rearing. On the
surface some people might say “Well, that’s to be expected,” when
they can’t recall the last intimate pairing. However, we would like
to point out that a relationship deprived of physical intimacy isn't
the most positive adaptation to change.

Basically, negotiating sex and change (be it situational or car-
nal) is about achieving balance. It’s recognizing that everything
in life goes in waves—periods of contact and periods of with-
drawal—and your sex life is no different. But if you allow change
to alter your sex life to the point of indifference or nonexistence,
then you are going to see the effects trickle out of the bedroom
as well. While it’s not the entire basis for a relationship, sex is an
integral part of it and you must keep that element vital if you hope
to maintain your connection as a couple. That very connected-

ness is what will allow you to weather any change together.

Becoming a Change-ling

Change is difficult, especially if there is work involved to make
it happen effectively. In order to institute changes in some area
of your relationship, try following these guidelines as they will
help you get where you need to go as a couple without letting the

prospect of change throw your duo into a state of upheaval.

Be Gradual

Attempt to effect change in a manner that is too sweeping

and you will likely fail. The same thing goes for trying to alter
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a relationship too quickly or too greatly in too short a period of
time, which may lead to feelings of disillusionment and despair. A
better bet? Instead of making requests for an all-at-once overhaul,
which may be overwhelming, consider making them gradually
and successively. This will help take some of the fear of change
out of the equation since it will happen incrementally, making it

less perceptible.

Be Ready for Resistance

Change is hard. You will do better if you go in accepting a
certain degree of resistance from the outset. Further compound-
ing the difficulty we all have with the change process is the fact
that change in relationships involves the risk of getting closer to
one’s significant other. Remember that while we crave the rewards
of closeness, many of us fear the increased vulnerability and pos-
sibility of hurt that accompany intimacy. That may also manifest
as resistance, but the good news is it may be surmounted if the
bond is strong and there is still forward movement happening in

the relationship.

Be Persistent

If at first you don't succeed, keep at it. It’s not unreasonable
to expect that both you and your significant other will occasion-
ally test the sincerity of each other’s change efforts. Testing may
take the form of provocation (“You don’t really want anything to
change, do you?”), questioning of motivation (“You're doing this
only because you think I'll cheat on you if you don't”), expressing

feelings of hopelessness (“These changes are superficial and are
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not going to truly fix anything”), and/or a return to earlier behav-
iors (“I wish it were June again when we were happy”). By view-
ing testing as a normal part of the change process and continuing
with the restorative behavior despite temporary discouragement,

you can set a new precedent. Don't panic, persevere.

Be Positive

Its much easier to build up than break down. Therefore,
keep in mind that you'll be more effective if you accentuate
the positive rather than try to directly eliminate the negative.
For example, rather than asking a partner to not be as critical,
the desired response might be more effectively gained if you
asked her to make an effort to increase positive, appreciative
comments. Undesirable behavior is more effectively controlled
when confronted in this manner. Asking someone to straight-
up stop doing something is likely to send resistance flags flying.
On the flip side, asking for a positive change makes it seem less
like an attack is being waged and more like a simple request is

being made.

Be Action-Oriented

Actions speak louder than words. You've heard the phrase,
but it really rings true here. Although feelings and beliefs are
critically important to the ability to survive change as a couple,
neither carries the impact reserved for action. Verbalizing your
love to your partner does not have the same degree of potency as
a demonstration. It is what you do rather than what you profess

that will ultimately make the difference.
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Once you start to deal with change more effectively outside
of the bedroom (or even whilst working to incorporate these
change-makers into your repertoire as a couple), you can start to
seal the deal with some physical manifestations as well. Because
change can happen on many levels, you might as well start incor-

porating your whole being into the flux that is life.

Sexual Solution

Do you have some issues you need to reframe or some changes
you need to accommodate in your relationship? Of course you
do; we all do. To make the integration more complete, it’s a great
idea to add a physical element to your reframing experience in an
attempt to solidify and memorialize your efforts. In other words,
it might be time for your relationship to undergo a sex change.
Think of it this way: If you've conquered change in the bedroom,
change elsewhere in your relationship is going to be a snap. Okay,

maybe not a snap, but easier.

STRETCHING SEXUALLY

When change-resistance has frozen relationship growth, there
is a likelihood that both partners stretching their comfort zone is
minimal or nonexistent. The danger is a stale sex life, which can
be the kiss of death in a long-term relationship. Exploring change
in the bedroom and carrying a new attitude over the threshold is
an excellent and potent counter.

The goal is to stretch your sexual repertoire a bit and bring the
relationship to a new level. The experience is about small, sim-

ple moves that make a big impact. Nothing makes the bedroom
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buzz with erotic electricity like debuting a new sexual scenario
you’ve been thinking about, especially if you think it's naughty.
And nothing carries the excitement of change like the memories
of sexual adventure brought on by novelty.

Spontaneously suggesting something different on any given
day has the potential to elevate a same-old, same-old pleasure
session into a heart-pounding, fasten-your-seat-belt romp. And
once you have your hearts racing with a bold initiative, change
will likely be transformed from something to avoid into a chal-
lenge to relish.

Is there a downside? Of course. You are going to lose your
inhibitions. Try any or all of these naughty “sexgestions” for a
change in your bedroom routine. First change? Take off your
clothes. Then get busy mixing it up!

Step 1

Do an about-face. Instead of the standard woman-on-top position,
try tuming it around so the female partner faces his legs instead of
his torso. The guy gets a great view of his gal from behind, including
her behind, and the slightly different angle will make the sex feel new
and exciting for both partners. What's more, not facing him may give
the woman more freedom to feel naughty. Of course, you can always
arrange things so that both of you can view the action in the mirror as
well. The idea is to take a sex position that you usually perform one way
and tumn it on its head (or side or back or whatever the case may be).

Step 2
Role-play. If you find it exciting watching yourself, you may find it even
steamier watching someone else—that is, both of you pretending to
be someone else. What fantasy of yours is recurring? Suggest a little
method acting—each of you playing the characters from a recurring
fantasy. It can be the desperate housewife who meets the electrician,
or the librarian who takes off her glasses, opens her blouse, and cuts
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loose. Role-playing gives you the freedom to step out of yourself and
say or do things the “real you” wouldn't normally do. Plus, rehearsing
for your performance is hot in itself.

Step 3

Get wet. There are days that you rush through the shower faster
than it takes to watch the morning weather report. And there are
days when time is not of the essence. On one of those more leisurely
mormings concentrate on how good the soapy lather feels as you
work your hands all over your wet body. For example, if the female is
initiating this, she can caress her breasts, and slowly work down to
her inner thighs, eventually moving to her hot zone. Feeling warmed
up, she calls out to her guy and tells him to bring in a towel. When
he sees the expression on her face and the mischief in her eyes, he'll
get the message (and probably be soapy and wet himself before he
knows it). Feel free to mix up who starts this move, but make sure the
end result is some good clean—or not so clean—fun.

Step 4

Heat up the heat. This move is about mixing up sensations. You can
certainly explore many variations, such as using mints or other stim-
ulants to add new pleasure dimensions. In this variation, however,
we'll give an example where the female partner initiates a change in
stimulus by adding heat to her guy’s body and boosting his sensitivity.
To begin, she should put a warm cup of water by the bed and take
a sip to get her mouth warmed up before going down on him. After
swallowing the warm water, she should take another small sip, but
this time hold it in her mouth as she takes him back into her mouth as
well. Swishing the water around his penis for a few seconds before
swallowing again will give a whole new whirlpool sensation for the
guy who will probably feel like he's gone to BJ heaven. Women are
similarly responsive to changes in temperature or sensation so feel
free to make sure this change goes both ways.
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Step 5

Move out of the bedroom. Whether it's a spontaneous romp on
the kitchen counter or some action in the parking lot before a dinner
out, exploring a bit of exhibitionism could be in order. The possibil-
ity of getting caught is a huge tum-on. There’s intense excitement
in the idea of being a litte bad. One move to try? Encourage your
partner to slip her hand between your legs and slyly start rubbing
your genitals while watching a movie (make it a scary movie and your
libido will already be heightened since sex and fear tend to travel the
same neurological pathways to the brain). Too much of a risk? When
your partner is least expecting it, stick your hand into his or her pant
pocket saying that you're looking for change (don't wait for permis-
sion, just start groping for um . . . quarters). Then give your partner a
slight genital massage until you can feel arousal starting to happen.
At that point, whisper a promise for “later” in his or her ear. The result
will be a “privates” moment in public that is very, very hot.

Step 6

Strip each other. Set yourselves up in front of a full-length mirror so
you can see the show. Both of you, one at a time, are going to pull a
classic steamy movie-scene move on each other. Begin to peel off
your partner's clothing one piece at a time, slowly and seductively.
Strip everything but underwear to create a monster tease. Then, up
the ante by taking off the underwear slowly and seductively with your
mouth as you nibble, suck, and lick those sensitive genital areas. This
whole scene is heightened by the fact you can watch your partner
and yourself (and vice versa) in the mirror. Sexy, sexy, sexy. Now,
switch until you both end up naked and primed for sex.

Step 7
Try a simultaneous self-strip. First, watch a fim of a professional
stripper in the act to get some tips. Then spend some time practicing
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on your own (without your partner watching). Itll make you feel sexy
and naughty, the perfect attitude for the adaptation to change. After a
few undress rehearsals, get ready to strip at the same time for each
other, but keep a distance so that each partner can look but not
touch. Viewing the strip, especially if it is done with a lustful gleam,
will spike his testosterone and fuel a craving to go further. In the final
act before the grand finale, touch yourselves teasingly. For the grand
finale back into the nearest wall, and take a deep breath, because
you will be up against each other before you exhale.

Step 8

Make a 911 sex call. Dial your partner just around quitting time and
in the earthiest tone possible tell him or her that you're home alreadly,
you're naked and you're ready and waiting for him or her to get off—
work that is—so you can start your own private happy hour. The idea
that you're feeling like an animal in heat and calling to make a “take-in”
order will have a primal impact on your partner. There's nothing like
feeling desired to create desire. Make sure you're still naked when
your partner walks in the door.

Step 9

Aural sex. If you listen carefully, there are sounds in your house,
some from the outdoors and some from the hum of appliances. It is
time to add your own sounds, the sounds of your lovemaking ringing
through the air. Your lovemaking will be sensitized and heightened
when you add sound to it, since nearly all of us are aroused by the
sounds we make and hear during sex. Groans, sighs, moans, whis-
pers, cries—sex has a language of its own.

Sometimes we hold back expressions of pleasure during sex due
to embarrassment or inhibition. If you're having silent or barely audible
sex, consider bringing some more change into your sex life by turning
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up the sound and the excitement at the same time. Take some deep
breaths, picture yourself in a sultry mood, and let your body totally
relax. Then experiment with sounds you could utter the next time
you're in the sack. The key is to determine what you feel good doing
and work from there. If you're apprehensive, start with heavy breath-
ing, which in itself can make sex more mind-blowing.
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Chapter

WE’RE REELING
FROM AN AFFAIR

s monogamy possible? Its becoming a very real question in
I this day and age and one that is getting a lot of debate from
both men and women. In the past, most couples would have
answered an unequivocal “yes” but today things are a little more
well, shades of gray.

With the advent of the Internet, infidelity can be arranged
with the click of a button. Its so easy to stray that individual
resolve and commitment to being in a couple must be strong or the
temptation can prove to be overwhelming for some individuals.

Additionally, sex is no longer a taboo subject. With shows
like Sex and the City and even HBO’ practically soft-porn Tell
Me You Love Me showcasing sex, infidelity, and relationship dys-
function on television on a daily basis, people are recognizing
that what was once not even discussed is now a reality of mod-
ern life.

Unfortunately, what this also illustrates is that the choice

to remain monogamous is becoming more difficult in more
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relationships all the time. It is not uncommon at all for men and
women to act out the deficiencies of their relationship through
an affair. But there are always ramifications and fallout from
these behaviors and transgressions.

What it comes down to is that affairs are major betrayals,
which once revealed have very strong consequences . . . sexually

and otherwise.

The Clandestine Coverup

Affairs wreak havoc on relationships. There is no tiptoeing around
this fact. They're not called “relationship wreckers” for nothing.
By definition, an affair—be it of the heart, the body, or both—is
something that happens in a fashion that is extracurricular to the
purported primary relationship. The result of this “outside” influ-
ence is sometimes overt, like more time spent away from the pri-
mary relationship and sometimes covert, as in a subtle distancing
from the primary relationship, but always deleterious to the bond
that should be holding a partnership together.

In fact, that is a large part of the problem; affairs don't lend
themselves to sharing and openness. But you need a certain degree
of divulgence to promote long-term viability in a relationship. As
soon as the secret-keeping starts, the door to a truly open, recipro-
cally giving relationship slams shut. Hiding an affair is the ultimate
lie and in turn, leads to more lying. It causes the person involved
to operate in a cautious manner in their primary relationship—and
sometimes with others as well, since part of their life is secret.

What this does is throw up new walls to intimacy. All that time

two people spent getting to know each other is now deconstructed
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piece by piece. How many times have you heard someone facing
the disappointment of an affair in their relationship say, “It’s like I
don't even know who my partner is anymore . . . and I now won-
der if T ever did.” An affair may not seem like it would change the
personalities of the players involved in the primary relationship,
but it will. Suddenly the adulterous partner becomes more secre-
tive or possibly even paranoid since he is carrying around a huge
secret all day and the cheated-on partner may start feeling more
needy or moody and not even be sure from whence the feelings
stem. The result of this is a shift in the duos dynamic. And its not a
shift towards more connectedness with each other. Indeed, the rule
of secrets is simple: Those sharing the secret are drawn closer to
each other and those from whom the secret is kept are distanced.
In addition to the guardedness, deception, and lying that
are an integral part of an affair, there is usually a corresponding
change in attitude and behavior within the relationship that also
may arouse a mate’s suspicions. Some affairs involve the cheating
partner stepping back from his mate, playing out a loyalty to his
lover. Other times, the offender becomes more amorous in an
effort to compensate for her external “playing” (oftentimes in an
effort to convince herself that what she’s doing isn't that bad, thus
protecting her own sense of whats right and wrong). Still oth-
ers behave in a way that’s simply uncharacteristic of their usual
mannerisms such that they inadvertently break down whatever
emotional safety still existed in the primary relationship.
Oftentimes, there is a marked individual change that goes
along with an affair as well. For example, the adulterous partner
may think they’re concealing their amorous toying, but may inad-
vertently give away the infidelity just by subtle changes in their

own behavior. It may be barely perceptible to the outside world,
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but within the context of the relationship, it may be noticeable
to the cheated-on partner. Usually couples have a way of relating
to each other and when another person is thrown into the mix
(covertly via the affair), sometimes that interaction may shift just
enough that things start to feel “off” in the primary relationship.
And it may not always be in the stereotypical ways you would
expect (i.e., one partner pulling away or becoming less affection-
ate). Whatever the tipoff, however, once there start to be shifts in
a couple’s dynamic as a result of extracurricular dalliances, things
get more difficult to sustain. And the more involved the outside
relationship, the greater the risk the adulterous party takes since
in that case, there will likely be more noticeable (as opposed to
subtle) changes in behavior and attitude.

Typically, at this juncture the cheating partner will begin to
escalate the lying: “Oh, I think I must be letting work get to me,”
or “I'm just exhausted, I need a break.” If his mate does not buy
these veiled answers, and suspicion continues to be aroused, the

lying balloons, the secret expands, and the trust continues to
deflate.

When Affair Signs Surface

While some affairs may go undiscovered for a lifetime, that's
probably not the norm and they’re probably not truly undetected:
There may be signs that are consciously or subconsciously being
ignored in an effort to protect the relationship. And the reasons
for affairs are not always just that the attraction to another person
was too great to be controlled. Oftentimes, there are a myriad of
other reasons that prompted the betrayal that had little or noth-

ing to do with temptation!
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On that note, while sexual betrayal itself is bad enough—a
nuclear assault on the noninvolved partner—sometimes the
most serious breach may be an affair laced with an unconscious
intent or message. For example, cheating could be an attempt
to force the hand of a mate who refuses to acknowledge that
the relationship is in trouble. Thus, in an empty relationship,
a mate may flaunt infidelity to provoke a breakup—it becomes
a “secret” weapon if you will. In this case, it's a way to get the
other person to dissolve the union so the adulterer doesn’t have
to. This is a totally passive-aggressive way to get out and not
the most adult choice but unfortunately it happens more than
it should.

When a relationship is merely troubled, an affair that is left
open to discovery may be a signal from the affair-involved partner
to pay more attention to the relationship. It may be a wakeup call
for all sorts of issues, but it definitely speaks to one very loudly,
“Look at me, look at me! I'm sexy!” Of course, most people do
not willingly acknowledge that the brazenness of their sexual
involvement conveys such purposes.

Nor is the intended effect typically achieved. A man who is
indiscreetly conducting an affair may be doing so in order to pun-
ish his partner for past upsets but instead of responding with
remorse, his partner may retaliate with hostility or perhaps even
with an affair of her own (i.e., “Hurt me and I'll hurt you right
back”). Or a woman who thinks having an affair will help encour-
age her primary partner to be more attentive may find herself
alone when he walks out on her. In some cases the hurt partner
may be completely devastated and react very strongly, perhaps
violently, or attempt to harm himself. In other words, playing

with infidelity is like playing with fire.
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That said, sometimes an individual will deny a mate’s obvi-
ous affair involvement because acknowledgment may be so
threatening to her sense of emotional security that it cannot be
tolerated. Thus, the noninvolved and the involved partner enter
into a conspiracy to cover up the clandestine. In fact, a fair num-
ber of men and women employ the denial defense. Rather than
confront the truth, they unconsciously join in the secret and
establish a pseudo-relationship, wherein the satisfaction derived
from outside activities masks the emptiness within. Extravagant
entertaining, shopping ventures, frequent traveling, elaborate
redecorating/renovations, and job-hopping can be attempts to
fill a relationship void (or hide their complicit cheating/truth-
dodging dynamic). But beyond the surface where everything
looks “fine” to the untrained eye, keep in mind that things are
not okay in this type of situation. It will eat away at the individual
suppressing the knowledge of the transgression and the relation-
ship simultaneously.

Whatever the coping mechanism or avoidance tactic, the
bottom line is that an affair is not likely to strengthen a primary
relationship. Discovered or undiscovered, detected or unde-

tected . . . the result of an affair will most likely be heartache.

Sex and Affairs

This one may seem obvious since sex is what gets a couple into
this predicament in the first place. But beyond the sexual trans-
gressions outside of a couple’s relationship, there are other ways
that sex may be used, abused, and confused before, during, and

after an affair.
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To begin with, sex (or lack thereof) in the primary relation-
ship may serve as an indicator that there is a rift. Once the con-
cept of monogamy implicit in a coupled relationship is breached,
there will be obvious fractures in a couple’s intimacy, even if the
affair is still covert. It is not possible for one person to be cheat-
ing (or even thinking about cheating) and not have this action/
thought process surface somehow.

The adulterous partner may think she is doing a superb job
of hiding the infidelity, but sometimes it is the littlest things that
give it away. Perhaps it is a change in position (i.e., you always
used to “do it” facing each other so you could kiss, but now, for
example, suddenly one partner prefers doggie style since there is
less emotional connection that way). This could indicate that one
partner is pulling away from the relationship, or that his mind
is elsewhere (or on someone else). Or it could be more obvious
like diminished frequency. Sometimes it is more subtle—call it
intuition if you will. Because lovers get so close during the act
of lovemaking, they can also feel when something is awry. It’s a
sixth sense that the connectedness that was once felt is somehow
hindered.

Obviously, any of these manifestations will affect the sex life
of a couple where cheating is being considered or has already
started. It will lead to less sync in and out of bed. It may also lead
to feelings of confusion, such as “We used to be so close and our
lovemaking was so connected, but now I'm left feeling cold after
intimacy. What happened?” This is especially true for nonaffair-
involved partners. Chances are they will feel a change sexually
before they ever even know the extent of what is or has been

going on outside their relationship.
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Once an affair is revealed, you can probably surmise that it’s
usually the death of a couple’s sex life as they've known it—at
least at the present time. It’s virtually impossible for the aggrieved
partner to entertain thoughts of intimacy for a while after dis-
covering the person he thought was his, was actually someone
else’s as well! Along with the “feelings” that make a person want
to be intimate, a couple’s bond of trust will have been damaged
when an affair comes to light. In order to be truly intimate, you
must have trust in a relationship. Additionally, it’s difficult to feel
amorous when there are also probably feelings of betrayal, anger,
hurt, and more in the mix.

Affairs may also lead to comparisons, which are odious.
The aggrieved partner will have a very hard time not wonder-
ing if the “other” lover was better in bed or more attractive.
Affairs are a megawatt hit to the self-esteem of the cheated-
upon person. Even if the reason for the affair was something
else at its core, the victim of infidelity always suffers a loss of
self-confidence.

If the affair was an attempt to get the other partner to take
notice, that also usually backfires. It's the equivalent of setting
up a jealousy test and saying, “See, other people want me so you
should too,” only to have the aggrieved partner read that as she’s
not pleasing her partner or that the adulterous partner is no lon-
ger into the relationship.

With all of these sexual entanglements surrounding affairs,
you might think that no couple would ever recover from a sexual
infidelity. However, it is possible. Both partners need to put a lot
of work into rebuilding the relationship before they once again

reach a truly fulfilling sex life.
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An Aired Affair

So what happens when the victim of the affair finally discovers
the transgression? Whether it comes to light accidentally or even
through an admission of guilt, the result is obviously going to be
a period of tumult and reassessment for the primary couple. Do
they try to work it out? Split? Point fingers? Share culpability?
The questions will be many and the interactions that follow will
be heated.

When an affair transpires and is then discovered, the way
that it is handled immediately after that may determine the direc-
tion the primary relationship goes. Basically, when the offender
and the offended end up in confrontation there are two main

reactions that will make things worse:

1. Withdrawal. In this situation the offender or the offended
will pull away and circle the wagons. If you are having too many
conversations with yourself, you are probably not having enough
with your partner.

2. Eruption. In this scenario, there is an emotional eruption.
If you are screaming, hurling insults, and looking to vent without
concern for the impact it will have on your partner, chances are
you're unwittingly damaging the relationship even further with

your volatility.

The problem with either of these reactions is that they are
extremes. Typically when you are trying to be rational and assess
a situation to see if it is reparable, “extreme” is not the way to go.

Honesty is fine. Honesty with yelling and screaming is futile.
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If a couple does find themselves face to face with sexual
betrayal, the following steps will help them get back on track, or
at least enhance the probability that they will survive the trans-
gression if that is the direction they choose to go after working
through the immediate disappointment and anger implicit in the
initial airing of an affair. Follow these steps in order to increase

your chances to work things out.

There Must Be an Apology

Before any discussion, an unequivocal apology is in order.
No excuses, no “but’s, no mitigating circumstances. The apology
should sound something like, “I am incredibly sorry that I behaved
in an irresponsible manner. I betrayed your faith in me by deceiv-
ing you and I damaged our trust.” It should not be something like,
“I'm sorry you're upset about my affair, but if you were more open-
minded sexually I wouldn't have been tempted to look elsewhere.”

The former is the statement of an adult who realizes that he
is in charge of his life, and recognizes that his actions have conse-
quences. The latter is the statement of a boy who still believes that
he is a victim of other people or circumstances. Unless he flips his
perspective and begins to accept some responsibility for his behav-

ior, the chances that he will be a trustworthy partner are near zero.
There Must Be In-Depth Discussions

Following the sincere apology, there must be open dialogue

about the situation. The discussion, or more likely a series of
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discussions, should begin with the goal of understanding the
basis for the destruction of trust and the transgressions. Basi-
cally, the couple needs to ask, “Why has this happened, and
what must happen to prevent a recurrence?” Understanding the
root of this relationship breach (and the corresponding dam-
age of the couple’s bond and trust) does not guarantee that it
won't happen again. However, unless the couple is expecting
a miracle, it is unreasonable to assume that an affair is a one-
time event and will not recur without addressing the reasons
it occurred and formulating a prevention plan together. As we
mentioned, affairs are rarely simply about attraction to another
person, they are more likely an embodiment of other dysfunc-
tions within the primary relationship as well. Genuinely happy
couples don't typically stray.

Once a couple has communicated about an affair, if there is
a desire to try to repair the relationship, the work will begin in
earnest. Trust will have to be rebuilt bit by bit and the relation-
ship will spend some time on tenuous proving ground until a
solid foundation can be reformed. This is also one case where
coupling physical trust and reparative work with the emotional

can definitely enhance the process.

The Offender Must Admit to the Transgression

A critical action on the offender’s part, as reassurance that her
efforts to restore trust are sincere, is her willingness to delve into
herself, confront the personal issues that led to trust breaches,

and acknowledge them openly and responsibly.
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Make an Ironclad Agreement to Cut Off
Contact with the Lover

It is not uncommon, sometimes despite best intentions, for
an affair to continue after discovery. This is especially likely if
the lover is someone the affair-involved partner works with or
has regular contact with through some other circumstance. Other
arrangements (job change? shifting to another department?) have
to be made. Otherwise it is like a recovering alcoholic taking a
job as a bartender—the temptation is too much. What's more, the
aggrieved will likely suffer on a daily basis if her partner is having
contact with the person involved in her heartbreak. In other situ-
ations where there is not close proximity to the lover, calls, notes,

and any form of contact must end—without exception.

Sexual Solution

Rather than be one of those couples that allow an affair to be a
cancer that infiltrates and irreparably damages a relationship,
create a reconciliation that uses the symptom, sex, to heal the
breach. Think of it as physical homeopathy or like healing
like.

The Healing Genital Massage

As we've seen, betrayal in the form of an affair is a heartbreak-
ing trauma. According to some behavioral scientists—those that
help people return joy to their lives by employing techniques of

bodywork—traumas are stored in our body’s muscle tissues and
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build up like armor, cutting off energy. The intention of armoring
is to defend the body against vulnerability.

However, subtle body armoring also cuts us off from the expe-
rience of pleasure. Some of us have experienced the release of
energy when a friend gives us an authentic hug, bringing us to tears
or even during a massage when the touch of a stranger releases a
surge of blocked energy leaving us emotionally drained.

Our genitals are as prone to armoring as the rest of our body.
As aresult of an affair discovered, the trauma to both the offender
and the aggrieved is likely to be a major storehouse of negative
imprints, greatly reducing our potential for sexual pleasure.

In men the armoring can take the form of penile insensitiv-
ity or, at the least, a decrease in libido. Armoring can also take
the opposite form, an attitude of sexual greed or an excessive
need for genital stimulation, which fails to bring sustained fulfill-
ment. For women, tissue insensitivity is also common as is pain-
ful intercourse due to vaginal tightness or stiffness and, as with
men, loss of libido or compulsive sexuality.

When the genitals of both men and women are healed they
become more sensitive, vibrant, and more receptive to lasting
pleasure than previously. What’s more, it also opens both part-
ners to an attitude that promotes healing of their breach of trust
in this most sensitive area of their lives.

The focus of genital healing is a gentle exploratory as well as
probing massage of genitals. The goal is to soothe the subtle ten-
sions that have been picked up by the genitals as a result of rela-
tionship insults, specifically the hurts that occur as a result of an
affair. For whomever is the giver, the mantra throughout the expe-

rience is, “I'm here to support you,” as the massage proceeds.
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In both the female and male experiences, the goal to bear in
mind is the healing and release of emotional injury that has entered
the genitals. However, the experience may also be arousing to the
point of orgasm. It is wise to consider that a by-product of the
experience, rather than the goal, since focusing on orgasm may not
provide the necessary attention to the healing experience.

It is important that both partners have a readiness for this
very powerful and intimate experience. Consequently, this is
not an experience for the early days of an affair’s discovery when
emotions are strong and raw. Rather, this is an experience that
will bring peace and soothing to the heart and soul of a couple

toward the latter part of the healing process.

HEALING GENITAL MASSAGE—
FEMALE VERSION

If the woman is to be the initial receiver, follow this directive for a
successful, supported experience.

Step 1
Prepare. In order to provide a comfortable experience for the female,
her partner should prepare by washing his hands, cutting his nails,
and applying a generous amount of water-based lubricant to his
hands. The female partner should position herself by lying on her
back, unclothed, of course, with knees up, legs apart, and her head
supported by several pillows.

Step 2
Proceed with caution. The male partner is to begin by gently and

slowly massaging his partner's inner thighs, gradually moving toward
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her vaginal lips and then proceeding to lightly stimulate her clitoris. He
is to be guided by his partner’s response as to how he proceeds with
his gentle exploration of her genitals. She may lift her pelvis toward
him, twist away from him, or make sounds of pleasure or sounds that
suggest he back off.

Step 3

Enter with care. It is important for the giver, the male partner, to
respond sensitively to his partner's cues. If she is receptive, and
indicates that he can enter her, he can do so with one or two fin-
gers, again, depending on the reception he receives. Once inside
he should massage the inside of her vagina slowly and gently, mov-
ing from left to right, and then circling the vaginal walls. It the female
partner experiences pain or tension, she should ask her partner to
remain still within her as she breathes slowly and deeply. When the
tension is released, she should instruct her partner to continue his
gentle exploration.

Step 4
Breathe, process, feel. If the female partner experiences more ten-
sion, she should follow the sequence of stopping and breathing
deeply as many times as is necessary. While this is occurring the
receiving partner may experience a range of emotions, including sad-
ness, anger, negative flashbacks, all of which need to be accepted
by her partner.

Step 5
Go deeper with guidance. When some of this interaction has
occurred, and if it has gone well, the giving partner should move
his fingers deeper into the vagina. In contrast, while it is normal for
the receiving partner, especially the female, to express apprehension
at some stage of the massage, if the moment of concern does not
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pass, she may not be able to go further at present. The experience
should be discontinued and picked up at another time.

If the experience continues, the male partner should not only
continue to be sensitive to his partner's cues as he continues his
vaginal massage, moving deeper and deeper, but he should also ask
for guidance as to his movements, when to stay in an area longer,
when to move on, when to go faster, slower, softer, or firmer. It is
important for the female partner to give voice to her experience as
the massage continues.

Step 6

Find closure and comfort. The experience ends when the woman
expresses that she is ready for his fingers to be removed. It is best
that she doesn't do so under pressure, but as a result of feeling
comforted and comfortable that she has been massaged lovingly in
this very sensitive part of her body, and that the tension in her vagina
has been dissipated. After her partner has removed his fingers, the
receiving partner will probably need some time to relax and integrate
the healing experience.

HEALING GENITAL MASSAGE—

MALE VERSION

Roles may be exchanged right away or postponed for another
time. When it is the male partner’s turn to be the receiver, follow
this version for a connected experience.

Step 1

Prepare. The female partner should prepare in a similar manner as
her partner did—wash her hands, shorten her nails, and apply a
generous amount of water-based lubricant to her hands. The male
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partner's position is similar to the position his female partner took,
lying undressed on his back with his legs apart, his knees raised, and
his head supported by pillows to his level of comfort,

It is important to note that when the male was in the active role as
the receiver, he was probably more comfortable and confident. In the
receiving role, it is likely that he will feel more vulnerable and perhaps
insecure, so the giver should proceed slowly and offer continuous
support.

Step 2

Start softly and slowly. The giving partner begins by stroking the
front of her partner's body slowly and gently before approaching the
genital area. The male's genitals are nestled in an almond-shaped
space supported by bony structures in front and back. The genitals
are attached to the bony structures by tissue and most particularly
by pehvic floor muscles, which will be a major focus of the healing
massage.

Step 3

Make genital contact. After stroking the front of her partner's body
and doing her best to remove any tension, the female partner should
gradually move down to the genital area. Start with the area between
the scrotum and the thighs. With one hand gently lifting the scrotum,
the other hand is massaging the muscle structure from the edge of
the scrotum down to the perineum, the area of sensitive tissue begin-
ning at the scrotum and continuing to the anus.

Continue along that path, gently and slowly, using the lubricant
to slide along and remove tension. Gradually move down toward the
perineum. When massaging the perineum, while continuing to lift his
scrotum, use a firm, but still gentle pressure, going back and forth
along the length of the perineum.
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Step 4

Spread the wealth. Massaging the perineum and the surrounding
area is the main focus. Continue in this area until you get feedback
from the receiver that he feels a release of tension. The receiving
partner will also appreciate occasional stimulating of his penis since
this will create a balance between releasing tension and experiencing
sheer pleasure. Lastly, at the base of the penis—between the penis
and the scrotum, there is a small muscle mass that can also be mas-
saged for tension release.

Step 5
Bring the massage to a close by lightly caressing and stroking
the whole body and kissing deeply. Allow the receiving partner time
to bask in the feelings of being nurtured and supported. This type
of sexual healing will bring intimacy back into your sex life since it is
about caring, trusting and connecting . . . not just the physical action
of sex.
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THERE’S TOO MUCH
CRITICISM AND BLAME

ts not me, its you. Sound familiar? Relationships are a tricky
I road of reciprocal interaction between two people but the
successful ones long-term are not the ones that end up with
finger-pointing and name-calling in the mix. In fact, relation-
ships characterized by criticism and blame are bound to end in
dissolution or unabated distress. And when criticism becomes
chronic, especially if tainted with sarcasm or contempt, well,
there is no happy ending.

One of the first things to disappear in a troubled relationship
is politeness. As laughter and validation disappear, nitpicking and
pain tend to surface. When couples communicate in a blame-
oriented way, they instantly create a major obstacle to openness
and effective relating. Nothing will squash romance faster than
the ego blows that result from continual criticism. Unfortunately
once this interactive pattern begins between two people, it can be

difficult to get communication back on track as partners quickly
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lose sight of the bond that brought them together and instead
find themselves caught up in negative thoughts and feelings.
The thing to remember is that relationships are supposed
to be mutually beneficial and supportive. When they slip from
secure to strained, however, it should not be surprising that any
future issues encountered will become increasingly difficult to
surmount. The important thing for a couple to try to avoid is
letting their relationship shift such that the only way they know
how to effectively relate is through blame, because relying on that
as a communication dynamic is a surefire ticket to the demise of

their relationship.

Relating, Responsibility, and
Acceptance

Okay, remember the old adage “It takes two to tango™ Well, it
also takes two to taunt. When chronic criticism and blame come
into play in a relationship, chances are the root is not just about
something one partner finds annoying that is easily rectified by
pointing it out. No, usually it has to do with a myriad of things
that manifest as “Well, its your fault” when really the underlying
issue has less to do with culpability and more to do with who is
taking responsibility for their own actions.

Frequently the motivating factor behind blame and criticism
is an issue that the blamer doesn’t want to take responsibility for.
The man or woman who points the finger is likely hiding some-
thing behind that finger. Often the unspoken dynamic behind
the criticism goes something like this: “I'm uncomfortable so I

need you to change in order for me to feel better.” The issue may
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be anything from shyness (“Why did you leave my side at the
party?”) to neatness (“You're such a slob!”) but the criticizer avoids
their own issue—dealing with his shyness or need for order—by
assigning blame to an outside source rather than recognizing his
own part in the situation.

Finger-pointing is one very clever way of enacting the denial
principle. If the criticizer truly convinces herself that it is “you
and not me,” then she can more readily protect the sense of self.
No one wants to think that there is something wrong with them
or that they are the one to blame for a couple’s issues.

That said, those who do step up and take responsibility for
their own culpability are the ones who are more likely to have
rewarding and reciprocal relationships. This is because there is
a parallel process in our journey through life. One track is the
acceptance of one’s love partner. Each of us wants to be loved and
accepted for the person we truly are. We do not relish the energy
of criticism and blame directed toward changing or “fixing” us;
we hunger for the freedom to be our authentic selves. Criticism
and blame does not address or feed that hunger. In contrast,
those elements are more likely to result in the hiding of our true
selves from the criticizer, which will definitely put a damper on a
relationship, emotionally and intimately.

The other track of the journey involves embracing our-
selves—accepting our strengths and weaknesses—without
exception. This is where personal responsibility comes into play.
Some may think that accepting yourself will lead to sloth and ava-
rice as well as other deadly sins, but the opposite is true. Those
people who have eliminated self-criticizing inner conversations
from their heads are more at peace and more likely to behave in

accord with their positive view of themselves. In contrast, those

169



Sex Comes First

individuals who fill their minds with self-hate have a propensity
to behave in accord with those thoughts. They tend to be angrier
and less compassionate, not only toward themselves, but towards
others as well.

By taking responsibility for your own actions and accepting
not only one’ love partner “as is” but also oneself, there will defi-
nitely be a minimization in the amount of criticism and blame
cast within the relationship. This is especially true if both partners
in a relationship learn to take responsibility for their own actions
(if only one partner does so, you may still have a disconnect as
the “responsible” partner may suddenly find himself getting the
short end of the stick too often). That said, on the whole, the
more that acceptance is promoted within your relationship, the

less blame will be assigned.

Misplaced Fault-Finding

Though taking responsibility and mutual/self-acceptance can go
a long way towards healing a critical rift in a relationship, there
are a few other scenarios that should be discussed because they
may require slightly different tactics when negotiating the who’-

to-blame terrain.

Family Issues

To begin with, sometimes criticism and blame are the prod-
ucts of ghosts from days past. By this we mean family-of-origin
issues. People come into an adult love relationship with sensitivi-

ties from their family. If the model with which an individual has
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been raised is one in which criticism and blame factored highly
into the family dynamic, then some of these mannerisms may be
intrinsic to the individual due to examples viewed while growing
up. For instance, a critical father could be the model for a young
child, and then in turn, that grownup child takes that model
into her adult love relationship. Therefore, the individual may
be highly critical of her partner but not recognize it as destruc-
tive behavior because its what she was socialized to understand
as “normal.” It also may have the opposite effect and make her
particularly vulnerable to criticism.

In this situation its also important to assess the aforemen-
tioned responsibility factor. While upbringing does not let some-
one completely off the hook for their adult behavior, it can be
an important piece when deciphering how you relate as a cou-
ple. Accepting how your past may affect your behavior in your
present is also part of responsibility. If criticism and blame are
ruining your adult relationships but you recognize that this is a
dynamic you learned from bygone days, the act of understanding
(or desiring to understand) where this impulse comes from can
help you to do the work necessary in order to make changes in
your relations with your love partner and move your dynamic in

a more conciliatory direction.

Misplaced Anger

There is also the possibility of displaced anger manifesting
as blame and criticism. Sometimes criticism and blame at home
result from unresolved frustrations outside the primary relation-
ship that surface where they shouldn’, since the individual facing

the crisis has not effectively found another venue in which to work
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out his issues. For example, let’s say a person has a hard time at
work and instead of dealing with it assertively at the office, she
comes home and works out the distress on a mate. This is a self-
sabotaging situation because the very person that is supposed
to be there offering support to the angered partner who comes
home needing an outlet, is the one who is now being belittled and
blamed (and will likely feel little incentive to support his mate
when she needs it since he’s just been attacked). Misplaced emo-
tions are very dangerous because outside forces can ruin otherwise
perfectly healthy relationships if not dealt with in the proper venue
(where the issue is actually taking place, not at home). It is impor-
tant to keep these extenuating circumstances in mind when work-
ing to minimize the amount of criticism and blame between you
and your partner. Knowing from whence the fault-finding between
you stems will help you zero in on the real issues at hand and
move more quickly towards resolution without assigning blame.
What’s more, having the courage to share your self-understanding
about where some of the blame and criticism is coming from will
strengthen the connection with your partner. Doing this is a bold

and honest counter to hiding behind the pointing finger.

Sex and Criticism/Blame

There is no room for finger-pointing when it comes to sex. A
truly mutually satisfying sex life requires an environment that
encourages giving, exchange, and positivity in order to flourish.
Mix that with the insecurity that comes from too much criticism
and possibly even the sadness and confusion that results from

too much blame and the result can be a sexual shutdown. Who
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would want to be truly intimate and connected with someone
with whom they were at odds or who made them question their
own self-worth?

It is hard enough to allow oneself to be emotionally naked
with a partner, but throw in physical nakedness and it ratchets
up the vulnerability another notch. If partners don’t create a sup-
portive environment for this state of undress (which may be the
result of things going on outside their sex life), then it will be that
much more difficult for them to communicate positively between
the sheets.

Closely tied to the issue of blame is its opposite, acceptance.
When two individuals enter into a sexual relationship, what they
are really seeking (besides carnal satisfaction) is that feeling of
being close to someone—knowing someone is there to have
them, hold them, and take them as is. If that is missing, it is very
difficult to feel satisfied sexually. You can get it on until the cows
come home and still be left empty.

This brings us to another factor that is closely related to
acceptance but is often underappreciated: emotional safety. In a
love partnership where lovers get extremely intimate with each
other, feeling emotionally safe is essential, especially if the couple
desires the sexual relationship to be open and full rather than
inhibited and cautious. Blame and criticism hurt. To think that
the wounds from those kinds of assaults will somehow disappear
when crossing the threshold into the bedroom is, at best, naive.
Couples have a responsibility to each other to create a “safety net”
around their relationship. If they fail to do so, creating instead a
“Gotcha!” atmosphere, they will miss out on the full spectrum of
benefits they could enjoy from each other, both in and out of the

bedroom.
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There is also a Catch-22 element implicit in the criticism/
blame/sex triad. If the criticism and blame in a relationship end
up directly tied to your sex life, then you will definitely notice a
disconnect in your between-the-sheets behavior. For example, if
you begin blaming your partner for a less-than-scintillating sex
life, then she will likely start to feel insecure and wind up inhib-
ited. In other words, criticism will do nothing to bring you two
closer and it definitely kills libido. The divide will just increase as
your inability to create an intimate environment is hampered by
your critical intimations.

Blame in the bedroom will effectively lead to a nonsupport-
ive atmosphere where acceptance of individuality is questioned
rather than explored and enjoyed. A better bet is to try to build a
sexual safety zone in your relationship so that you and your part-
ner can feel at ease with each other when in your most vulnerable

intimate state.

Stop the Insanity

Nothing is going to be solved between you and your partner if
both of you are constantly screaming at each other or silently sulk-
ing about who is to blame. Pointing out each other’s weaknesses
instead of championing your individual and mutual strengths
really defeats the entire purpose of being a couple. Shouldn' it
be about celebrating the things that drew you together more than
spending your time tearing each other down?

The trick is to learn to snap out of it. When faced with a
finger-pointing scenario, resolution is unlikely unless one part-

ner is willing to take on-the-spot initiative. Sure, you can wait
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and address the issue later—after you've likely stewed on it for a
while and it’s taken on a life of its own, becoming an even bigger
issue than it ever should have been! Or, you can take the bull by
the horns and start making changes in your behavior and how
you relate as a couple in the moment.

Typically in the blame-counterblame trap, both partners
issue their complaints about unwanted behavior—usually in
the form of a verbal onslaught—but do nothing to address the
issue. They fail to take action so the same scene is played out
in reruns and continues to demoralize them both. For example,
consider the situation where one partner—Ilet’s say the female
partner for this example—is always running late. In the typical
blame-counterblame scenario, the male partner paces, fumes,
blames, and criticizes while he waits for the female to get ready.
“Why are you taking so damn long?” he laments. She will defend
herself against his onslaught with complaints of her own: “Stop
pressuring me, I don’t do that to you!” Neither takes any action.
Of course, since this is an activity in reruns, she could start
her readying earlier. He, however, could take matters into his
own hands, leave at the appointed time, and meet her when she
arrives rather than continuing to rant at this tired little drama.
To do so might seem harsh, but it is far better than hurting the
relationship by issuing mutual rants about an issue that does
not warrant so much energy, and negative energy at that.

This is just an example and may not be the tack you wish to
take, but the idea is that if you let things fester—arguing end-
lessly about them without taking any corrective action—there
is no chance of breaking the cycle of mutual recrimination and

restoring the opportunity for productive relating in the future.
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Along with this just-don’t-stand-there-do-something con-
cept, here are some other ideas for how you can improve the
level of acceptance within your relationship while putting the lid
on criticism and blame (or at least tipping the balance in favor of

positivity).

Practice the | Word

To avoid covering up your own issues with the pointing
finger, consider beginning your statements with a form of the
pronoun I (me, my, mine). I statements are expressions of respon-
sibility; beginning a sentence with I personalizes your feelings or
thoughts. Note that tacking a prefix like “I think that you . . . ” or
“I feel that you . . . ” onto a sentence does not make it an I state-
ment. An [ statement is a report of your awareness of yourself, not
the other person: “I prefer orderliness and would like your help

with that,” rather than “You're such a slob!”

Ditch Your Negative Thoughts about Each
Other

One of the most fruitful tasks a couple can take on is to do
their best to stop negative mental thoughts about each other.
Even if those mental musings are not made overtly, the thoughts
themselves discourage relational passion. Rather than “awfuliz-
ing” the situation and/or telling yourself, “How could he (or she)
feel this way?” accept the present reality. Quiet yourself instead

of exacerbating your emotional state and losing perspective.
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One of the best ways to do this is to get behind your partner’s
behavior and try to understand it, rather than condemning it.
Feeling understood promotes connection, being criticized leads

to alienation.

Squash Your Self-Loathing

Next time you realize youre putting yourself down, take a
moment and think about what you're doing. Then try to reframe
the situation, turning it into positive self-talk. For example,
instead of “Man, I look so fat in these jeans today,” flip the focus
onto something you do like such as “Wow, I'm having a really
good hair day.” Just a simple shift in thinking will make it more
difficult for you to criticize others as well. Remember, acceptance
of yourself and your partner is one of the most effective steps
towards minimizing the effects of criticism and blame within

your relationship.

Weave a Safety Net

In order to make a safe zone in your relationship, make sure
that when you are in an intimate/romantic situation, you point
out to your partner that you are grateful they are there with you
and willing to be so close. By setting up an acceptance scenario,
the receiving partner will feel more warmth towards their partner
rather than competitiveness or even worry that they’re not “pleas-
ing.” This is important in emotional areas of the relationship, but

also when getting intimate.
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Remember You’re a Work in Progress

To foster acceptance and diminish criticism and blame in
your relationship it is often helpful to remind yourself that you
(and your partner) are a work in progress, ever evolving, always
learning, and fallible. Perfection is not for humans. In fact, some
couples have tried a little experiment that has proved quite pow-
erful in their journey to be more self-accepting and compassion-
ate with each other. The experiment involves writing a letter of
forgiveness to yourself. Each partner is to look back at a regret-
table action they have committed, recall who they were at the
time, and write a letter that expresses disappointment with the
behavior, but forgiveness and understanding toward themselves.
After composing the letter, both partners read their letters aloud
to each other and discuss it. Typically, this type of experience
fosters both self-acceptance and the acceptance of each other as
fallible, but maturing individuals. What’s more, by considering
behavior regretful, but not considering the person regretful, an
important distinction is reinforced. While behavior can certainly
be disappointing and negative, human beings are too complex to
be labeled as negative based on one behavior, unless it is heinous,
which is rarely the case.

The bottom line is that each of us has the capacity to change.
When we assign responsibility for our malaise to another person,
we impede our change potential and render ourselves powerless.
Taking responsibility for whatever complaints you have is the
way to go, and playing that out on the sexual stage will reinforce

your gains.
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Sexual Solution

Criticism and blame do not belong in the bedroom. Acceptance
and love do. In order to promote an intimate atmosphere where
both partners in a relationship can feel secure (i.e., remember the
concept of promoting a safety zone within your relationship), it
is important to be able to share your most intimate sexual selves
with each other without fear of judgment. With that in mind, the
following sexual solution will help foster a supportive pleasure

principle within your pairing.

WATCH YOUR PARTNER
SELF-PLEASURE

For most people the practice of self-pleasuring is a private
experience, done alone. The practice of self-pleasuring in the
company of your lover is something altogether different; it is a
delicate challenge. Exposing your most intimate erotic behav-
ior to your partner is likely to trigger feelings of insecurity and
vulnerability. The challenge for the partner who is watching is
to be accepting and supportive while this very intimate activity
is being shared.

This experience is designed to counter lack of acceptance
and excess criticism that might take place in a relationship. As
each partner exposes herself and each is given the opportunity
to be supportive and accepting under these very intimate condi-
tions, an atmosphere of love and mutual closeness is created.
The biggest victory here is when a loving attitude is carried into

the relationship, making it feel safer and more accepting.
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Self-pleasuring in front of your partner has additional ben-
efits. You are learning to stay with your feelings of pleasure in
the face of a partner that, in the past, has been critical. Doing so
strengthens your ability to believe in yourself, to realize that your
report card of yourself is the ultimate judgment.

What’s more, self-pleasuring in front of your partner will also
provide you with the opportunity to break the taboo of self-
pleasuring secrecy. You are making the statement, “l am a sexual
being, and | have nothing to be ashamed of” —a statement that
can carry forward as confidence in your relationship. Last, the
experience is also an opportunity to learn what is pleasurable
to your partner. How your partner stimulates himself, the touch,
pace, rhythm, strokes are all there for you to observe.

Take the following steps for a mutually satisfying self-
pleasure share session.

Step 1

Cover your eyes or not. The experience can be done initially with
the self-pleasuring partner wearing a blindfold, to cut down on self-
consciousness, and then at another time without the blindfold. Or,
the experience can be completed without a blindfold, right at the
beginning. Each partner is to make his or her own choice, and
needn’t make the same choice of how to begin. The important thing
is 1o decide what will remove inhibitions the most effectively in this
Situation.

Step 2

Pick a partner to go first. The partner who is self-pleasuring is fully
unclothed and in a position that is comfortable. It can be standing,
lying down, or in any position that is desired.
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Step 3

Don’t go straight for the sex-pot. Both partners, when they have
their turn, do not have to move to the genitals directly. They should
touch their bodies in the way they like to be touched. It's important
to show what “foreplay” you engage in before masturbation as well
since it is all part of the self-pleasuring process. Ideally, the part-
ner who is self-pleasuring will be free to make whatever sounds and
breathing patterns that are natural.

It is also best if he or she self-pleasures as they ordinarily would,
and does so in an unhurried manner, focusing on his or her own
sensations as much as possible, rather than being distracted by
self-consciousness.

Step 4
Ditch self-denigrating thoughts. Remember, this is about accep-
tance. So, if the self-pleasuring person starts to feel his or her thoughts
leaning towards, “What is she (or he) going to think of me?” the focus
should be shifted to the idea that it is his or her self-acceptance and
pleasure in this scenario that is important, not anyone else’s.

Step 5

Offer encouragement and support. The partner who is observing
should mainly focus on the self-pleasuring partner's courage, and
offer acceptance and support—an acceptance and support that will
hopefully be committed to memory and later brought out of the bed-
room and into the external relationship to counter any excess criti-
cism and blame. As a delightful aside, the observing partner is also
privy to intimate details about his or her partner and will be learming
how to sexually please the self-pleasuring partner, which will enhance
future coupled sexual activities.
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Step 6
Embrace the experience and your lover. When the self-pleasuring
partner is finished, give your partner a few moments to gather his or
her emotions. Then, the self-pleasuring partner should lie close with
the observing partner. Next, the observing partner should take his or
her lover into their arms, offering words of support and appreciation.
Then switch roles. When both partners have shared the experience,
stay unclothed and discuss what took place. Keep the focus of the
discussion positive and supportive. Make a pledge to interact more
positively, not only in the bedroom, but throughout your relationship.
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Chapter

THERE’S NOT
ENOUGH AFFECTION

ee me, feel me, hear me, taste me, touch me. When it comes
S to really knowing someone, it’s important to want to know
all of them. And in order to do so, one must engage the senses.
It is about liking their scent, admiring their look, kissing to taste,
and appreciating their touch. All of these sensory perceptions are
included in the concept of coupled affection—showing adora-
tion towards one’s partner. But all too often, people forget the
importance of demonstrating their feelings of fondness in a tan-
gible way. And even though their love may be solid, if there aren't
manifestations of affection in the mix, chances are a couple may
start to question their connection.

Affection has many degrees (mild, medium, hot) and couples
usually find their way to a temperature and style of affection-
ate interaction that suits them as a pair. It may also vary from
situation to situation (e.g., a couple might be less affectionate in
public but all over each other once they get behind closed doors).
The important thing, however, is that both partners get what they
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need as far as feeling the security that comes from knowing one’s
significant other is truly concerned with their well-being. That
is usually evidenced through demonstrations of affection, both
physical and emotional. It is about remembering that your part-
ner is probably not a mind reader and therefore some responsi-
bility falls to you (and vice versa) to make sure that your lover
knows the depth of your feelings. How that is shown and to what
degree it surfaces is malleable, but if there is no affection in a
relationship, then one of the primary reasons for being together
as a couple is lost.

Intimate relationships are meant to provide a source of close-
ness and adoration that is unattainable in other places in one life.
You may have friends galore, colleagues, an active work/social life,
and so on, but a partnership offers a different element that those
other relationships and interests do not. The affection of a roman-
tic partner brings something different to the table, but it must be
apparent in order to truly be appreciated. Hidden affection may
be there, but if a couple doesn’t know how to effectively express
their adoration for each other, their connection may suffer. With
that in mind, it makes sense to explore how affection may best be

expressed, and what male/female expectations of such entail.

Affection in Action

“You know I love you, right?” Guess what? She might not. While
the surface answer given by the recipient of such a statement
might be “Yes, of course,” chances are just the utterance of that

as a question might indicate there is not enough affection being
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shown in a relationship. Or, it might allude to the fact that there
is not enough security that the relationship is solid. While we
wish to believe that things in our romantic life are on a good
footing, the only way we truly get a sense of this is if our part-
ner is affectionate. This can mean through verbal affirmations or
physical mannerisms, but the bottom line is if affection is not
somehow displayed, confusion may result.

Humans need affection. One of the ways this manifests clearly
is through the sense of touch. Touch is a powerful affection-
enhancing action. There is a need for body contact within all of
us; think caressing, fondling, cuddling, embracing, and stroking.
Although touch itself is not necessarily affection, touching and
being touched often leads to affectionate feelings.

Couples forget that tactile stimulation is a crucial relationship
resource. Not only do humans have an innate hunger for physical
affection, but it's also a powerful communicative device. Some-
times words may not express what the simple brushing of a hair
from a partner’s face will convey. Or think about the instant sense
of security that is felt when holding hands with fingers interlaced.
In adults, the need to be held, touched, and cuddled, like other
needs, varies in intensity from person to person and in the same
person, from time to time, but it is present in all of us—and is
especially crucial in our romantic relationships. Touch fulfills an
intrinsic need for attachment that all humans crave and one of the
best places to get this need met as an adult is from one’s romantic
partner. Relationships that involve affectionate touching tend to
thrive; those devoid of physical contact wilt.

Despite the desirability, and perhaps because of the

potency of touching, it is unfortunately often neglected in adult
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interactions. Part of this may have to do with our socialization
outside of romantic relationships. When you consider the role
computers, cell phones, Blackberries, and other forms of imper-
sonal contact play in our daily lives, it’s not surprising to note
that sometimes an adult can go an entire day without having
any physical contact with another human being. Add that to
the sexual harassment concerns that surface in many office situ-
ations, and it's not hard to see why so many of us have become
“programmed” to avoid touching or to confine it to a few per-
missible circumstances such as sex, athletics, casual greetings,
and aggressive expressions.

This is highlighted by the results of an experiment conducted
some years ago by Professor Kenneth Gergen and his colleagues
in the Department of Psychology at Swarthmore College. These
researchers found that when persons were introduced into a
pitch-black room in which there were half a dozen strangers,
persons they knew they would never meet again, more than 90
percent touched each other on purpose and nearly 50 percent
hugged each other. In contrast, almost none of the participants
in a similar group made any sort of tactile contact in a lighted
room.

The experimenters were struck by the desire of their dark
room subjects to make contact; given anonymity, a group of per-
fect strangers moved very rapidly (in about thirty minutes) to a
stage of intimacy seldom attained in years of casual socializing.
It was concluded from these findings that people share strong
yearnings to be close to each other, but that our social norms
discourage us from expressing these feelings physically. The tape
playing in our head may sound something like: Don't touch him,;

he may get the wrong idea.
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Unfortunately, this societal barrier to touching may perme-
ate other areas of our lives—including our romantic encoun-
ters—making it more difficult for adults to touch each other
comfortably outside of overt sexual scenarios. However, if there
is a lack of touch in a day-to-day relationship for a couple, it
definitely makes it harder for them to transition to sexual inti-
macy. Their bedroom behaviors will likely be mired in inhibi-
tions carried over from their outside interactions.

Also tied in with this is the fact that it is not permissible for
many men to touch each other freely so they may be more careful
about their physical affection, or how often they show it. Essen-
tially, guys are socially encouraged to touch only during sports
and sex. What they've learned the rest of the time is likely not to
touch each other. Therefore, those little signs of physical affection
that mean so much to a woman may not come naturally to a man.
He may be fighting years of being told to “act tough” every time
he reaches out to graze his partners arm. That constant struggle
can lead to a physical disconnect for a couple and they may not
even be sure why.

This may also translate into public displays of affection (PDA).
Sometimes couples find themselves at odds on this issue—one
partner is fine with it and the other feels uneasy. This may also go
back to the social norm issue. For example, if a man is uncom-
fortable with showing his affection physically in public because
that is what he’s been led to feel is appropriate but then is all
over his partner in private, it may confuse her or lead to a dis-
connect. She may feel like “Well, obviously he has feelings for
me because he can't keep his hands off me at home, but is he
ashamed of me since he won't kiss me in public?” This kind of

issue will definitely lead to discord between two partners and is

187



Sex Comes First

something they must discuss. If they don't, the miscommunica-
tion will continue to fester and the less-touchy partner may not
even realize that his behavior is bothering his significant other.
What this illustrates, however, is that sometimes showing affec-
tion also signals to the receiving partner that they are the “chosen”
one above all other possible individuals and when that message is
not conveyed clearly through gentle displays of physical contact,
then it may cause consternation. The affection needs to be visible
to the receiving partner, of course, but sometimes they also need

the world to see it too.

Tell Me/Show Me You Love Me

Women need to hear it. And when men are affectionate they tend
to show it, behaviorally. It’s an affection disconnect. Many couples
find themselves in a state of coupled confusion where they both
think they’re demonstrating their affection effectively, but they’re
not—thanks to differences in the expectations and mannerisms
of the sexes.

For example, women tend to be very verbal. They want to
talk about their feelings, they’ll openly discuss their emotions
and therefore they tend to assign credence to words. But when he
doesn't say the words she needs to hear, she may start to worry
that things are awry in their relationship.

He, on the other hand, is likely action-oriented and may think
he’s given her very clear signals about his affection just by the
things he does. In other words, “I washed her car every Saturday
this past month and took her to dinner afterwards. What does

she mean she doesn’t know I care?” Men tend to demonstrate
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through behavior, except ironically not always through “touch” as
we previously discussed. However, they do frequently attempt to
show their feelings through “touching” hey-that-was-really-sweet
behavior. That is, through indirect, thoughtful behavior that, for
them, conveys affection and caring.

This subtle difference in how the sexes tend to speak/show
affection has led to more than one couple’s meltdown. For this
reason, it would behoove men and women to try to recognize the
subtle affection symbols that their partners offer up on a regular
basis because it is in the recognition of those clues that the true
depth of their feelings lie.

One thing to keep in mind is that emotional affection (as
opposed to physical manifestations like touch), may be expressed
in a variety of ways. It isnot just saying “I adore you” or “You mean
the world to me” (which are nice things to hear by the way), but it
is also in remembering to give compliments to each other. Sincere
compliments that is. People can tell when they're being handed
empty words versus those that have meaning behind them. Don't
say it if you don’t mean it, but if you do mean it, don't forget to
say it!

Thoughtfulness also comes into play here. Do you remember
the little things? One sure sign of affection is looking out for your
partner’s well-being and making sure that his needs are met. This
goes a long way towards demonstrating feelings that run deep. If
you didn’t care, why would you bother to make sure your partner
was comfortable? People respond to feeling cared for.

This is also closely tied with respect. Couples who are respect-
ful of each other want their partners to thrive. Remembering to
show your partner that you honor and respect them as an indi-

vidual by demonstrating politesse is another means of showing
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fond attachment (though one should not be too polite since that
may actually stifle affectionate behavior). Supportive statements
such as “Hey you're doing a great job!” or “Wow, you're amazing
and I so appreciate you being here” are also very powerful when
it comes to making one’s partner feel needed (which in turn also
fosters feelings of fondness towards the compliment giver).

Then there is the magnetism of flirting. Little sassy moves or
flirtatious maneuvers are a constant reminder between partners
that there are strong feelings. Teasing falls in this same category.
Think of the first grade boy who pulls his crushs pigtails. He
does it not to hurt her but rather to get her attention because he
likes her. As long as these kinds of overtures are kept in the play-
ful category, they're healthy and fun demonstrations of shared
devotion.

Basically, all of these examples show how affection may play
out in a relationship. You can get a sense just by reading them
if your relationship is rich with overt expressions of affection or
if perhaps you and your partner are withholding your feelings
and demonstrations thereof from each other. If men can become
more aware that sometimes women need verbal affirmation of
their fondness (i.e., Just say it!) and women can learn to occa-
sionally show their love as well (i.e., Just do it!), there may be a
better communication between the sexes about just how deeply

their feelings run.

Sex and Affection

At face value, it would likely seem that sex and affection go hand

in hand. However, just because two people get physical doesn't
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mean that they necessarily know how to show affection towards
each other. And if demonstrations of emotional and physical
affection are not present outside of the bedroom, transitioning to
a connected sexual experience is going to be difficult at best.

Essentially, the desire for feeling affection with one’s partner
during sex goes back to the need for love trust and love within
the relationship. Never is this more important than while being
intimate because of the natural vulnerability that comes with this
kind of closeness. Therefore, if there is affection in the mix before
you hit the sheets, it is easier to let any walls come tumbling
down when the clothes come off.

If outside the bedroom demonstrations of affection are in full
swing, correspondingly a couple’s sex life is more likely to be
full as well. However, if affection in both forms—emotional and
physical—is lacking, sex is going to be superficial and perfunc-
tory. It’s kind of like what is happening in the kitchen (not liter-
ally just the kitchen, but you get the point), is going to reflect in
the bedroom.

Interestingly, a lack of affection outside the bedroom may
also encourage an individual to agree to sex just because they are
hoping to attain the affection they crave through the act of mak-
ing love. This illustrates the frequently held adult misconception
that simply the act of having sex shows affection. Unfortunately,
that is not always the case. People can have sexual relations and
still be left feeling very empty. But, that doesn't stop adults from
trying to find comfort through copulation.

In an interesting study done by Dr. Marc H. Hollender and
coworkers at the Vanderbilt School of Medicine, researchers
showed that for some women the need to be held or cuddled

is a major determinant of sexual behavior. In-depth interviews
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revealed that many women engage in sex with men when their
real desire is simply to be held. As Hollender and his colleagues
stated in the journal Medical Aspects of Human Sexuality, “The
desire to be cuddled and held is acceptable to most people as
long as it is regarded as a component of adult sexuality. This wish
to be cuddled and held in a maternal manner is felt to be too
childish; to avoid embarrassment or shame, women convert it
into the longing to be held by a man as part of an adult activity,
sexual intercourse.”

The point here is that people oftentimes confuse a need for
affection and touch with a need for sex.

As for men, many of whom we already discussed are hesi-
tant to touch other men except when engaging in athletics
for fear of being seen as demonstrating “unmanly” behavior,
their hesitations are often similarly disguised when relating to
women. That said, it would not be risky to surmise that men
as well as women long to be held and caressed without hav-
ing to be sexually involved. It is apparent to most observers,
though, that men have an even more difficult time than women
acknowledging and satiating their hunger for touch. Because of
this, sex becomes the major means of satisfying that urge (i.e.,
it’s the only way they know how to reach out and touch within
acceptable adult boundaries). Unfortunately this also leads to
the familiar lament of many women, “He touches me only when
he wants sex.”

A woman may feel, for instance, that her guy barely pays
attention all day and then all of a sudden (and it may be sudden),
he’s ready to make love. It cannot be that abrupt (straight from no
affection to intimacy) and end up a truly connected, giving sexual

experience. The point here is that foreplay (we actually prefer the
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term loveplay) starts when you open your eyes in the morning,

not just when you are aroused.

Upping the Affection Quotient

If your relationship is affection-challenged the first step towards
increasing your affection-quotient is obviously recognition. If you
and your partner are unaware of the diminishment of your devo-
tion demonstrations, there is no way that you'll effectively work
towards rectifying that lapse in your relationship. It's okay to even
bring up the situation with little comments such as “I sure miss
the way we used to walk along holding hands all the time when
we first met” or “I know how much we love each other, but if once
in a while you could surprise me with those three little words
when I'm not expecting it, it would mean the world to me.”

It’s about figuring out what you need in order to specifically
feel the affection you crave from your partner. Everyone responds
to different affection cues so it would make sense for you to spend
some time figuring out what really makes you feel loved, safe,
warm, cared for, and so on. Then, focus on those gestures when
you are given the opportunity to voice what you need.

Once you've done that, consider the following as a means of
strengthening the signs of overt affection—emotional and physi-

cal—in your relationship:

Set Up an Affection Account

When trying to balance the affection you give versus the affec-

tion you receive in your relationship, think about a relationship
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account. Similar to a bank account, there are deposits and (inevi-
table) withdrawals. The deposits are forms of affection. The with-
drawals may be the little irritants that occur with couples such as
one partner forgot something, was ten minutes late getting home,
got silly drunk, and so on. If there is a surplus of deposits that
bulffers the withdrawals, that could close the account.

If at some point you realize that you are constantly irritated
by every little thing your partner does (or vice versa, your part-
ner is easily irritated by you), it may be an indication that your
account is overdrawn and you both need to work to replenish
your “sentiment savings.” In other words, instead of being con-
stantly furious with each other (or at the very least detached from
lack of affectionate exchanges), consider how you both might
increase the emotional and physical affection in your relation-
ship. With a little work, you will likely find that the balance ends

up back in the positive.

Practice Nonsexual Touching

Each day, touch your partner in a nonsexual but intimate
manner. This may include a warm hug, an arm around the waist,
a shoulder massage, caressing your partners hand, playing with
your partner’s hair, and so on. A perfunctory peck on the cheek
will not do; it is not a substitute for a warm embrace, nor is a
conventional handshake capable of replacing a caressing hand.
The idea is to offer loving, giving, affectionate forms of touch to
your partner and hopefully vice versa. By removing the taboo
from affectionate yet nonsexual forms of tactile expression, you're
likely to find yourselves opening up more and more to the idea

of shared affection (with each other and the world around you as

194



There’s Not Enough Affection

well). Try to keep track of when and how you touch and the way
you feel yourself respond to received touches during your day.
And don't be afraid to share with each other what you like, what
makes you feel supported, and what stimulates your affection-
quotient towards your partner.

As you work to incorporate more overt emotional and physi-
cal affection into the construct of your relationship, you will also
benefit from reconnecting on a sensual level in the bedroom as
well. The heightened state of intimacy will allow you to make
quicker gains in the affection department if the groundwork is
laid properly and the sentiment between you and your partner
is real and supportive. Get ready to reawaken your senses and

enhance your affectionate connection.

Sexual Solution

It is apparent that couples who minimize affectionate interac-
tion—exclusive of sexuality—are at risk of “losing touch” with
each other. Besides the pleasures and satisfactions that come from
the feel of a loved one’ skin, touching provides an emotional link
between intimates.

It may well be that after ignoring our desire for affectionate
connection, we are left with a vague sense of dissatisfaction but
are not able to place a finger on its source.

Affection starvation, as with prolonged hunger for food, may
eventually wane as a couple gets used to an unaffectionate state of
existence. But this does not mean that the need is gone, only that
the “pump must be primed” in order to (literally) return them to

their senses.
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THE SENSUAL EXPERIENCE

Recall a special day in your life. It may have been a celebration
of a holiday, an occasion such as your birthday, or any day for
whatever reason, you were showered with love. Remember the
warmth, sense of security, and solidarity you experienced as you
were blanketed in affection. This is the kind of experience the
activity of sensual touch is going to evoke. It is going to be a
celebration of touch that will remind you of the value of affection
in your relationship, and it just may take a surprise turn.

Step 1
Set the scene. The partner who is going to take the lead in this expe-
rience, the giver, should arrange the space where this is going to take
place so that it is sensual. Make sure the air is warm; consider using
a special incense to bring a fragrance into the air. Arrange soft light-
ing, perhaps with candles, and play some music that is supportive of
this sensual experience.

Step 2
Get ready to touch. The goal of this exercise is 1o take tumns caress-
ing each partner's entire body (try this at least once a week). Take a
shower together, go to bed without clothes, and have the receiving
partner wear a blindfold and lie on his or her stomach. The blindfold
is used to make it easier to focus on the touch sensation without
distraction.

Step 3
Stroke the skin. With utmost gentleness, as if never having touched
before, the giving partner is to begin with the back of the head, ears,
and neck, caressing gently and tenderly, then moving down the
back and sides, down the buttocks, inside the thighs, legs, and feet.
This experience is not a massage. The connection is exploratory,
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not the kind of physical, kneading stroke of massage. The giving
partner should visualize his or her hands radiating warmth and love.
Feel free to make little circles on the skin's surface alternated with
long, deep strokes. This can generate an energy leaving the receiv-
ing partner’s skin feeling effervescent. A light, warm body oil may be
used if desired.

Step 4

Be open to feeling. The receiver is to concentrate on his or her feelings.
This is very important. It is important that the receiver not get caught
up in worry that the partner is tiring as he or she touches. The receiver
should be reminded to stay with his or her feelings, and give feedback
during the experience only if something feels particularly pleasant or
unpleasant. Otherwise, discuss the experience after it is over. At that
time the receiving partner can instruct the giving partner as to touch
preferences (lighter, harder, slower, faster) for future contacts.

Step 5

Flip over. After a while (usually twenty minutes or so), when the back
of the body has been completed the receiver is to turn over and the
front of the body is caressed in the same way. Start with the head,
face, and neck, slowly and gently and with sensitivity —as if blind and
“seeing” with the fingers, moving to the chest, belly, and sides. Mas-
sage the thighs, legs, feet. As with the back, caress the front until
either partner has had enough.

Step 6
Switch it up. After one partner has been sensually touched, it's
important to change places such that the giver becomes the receiver.
This allows both partners to experience giving and receiving tactile
affection and promotes balance in the relationship as well. This is
especially important if a couple finds themselves in a situation where
one person typically does more giving than the other.
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Step 7
Play Slip-n-Slide. When both partners have taken turns at each of
the roles—giver and receiver—take some body oil and lightly mas-
sage your partner all over. When you are sufficiently slicked up, stand
close to each other and explore every possible way of slipping and
sliding around each other with the undulating movements of two lithe
cats cozying up to each other.

Next, one partner should lie down while the other slides over him
or her, slipping and sliding over as many body parts as sensually and
seductively as possible. Using hands, feet, face, arms, legs, even
genitals, gently rub over as much of each other's body as possible
while keeping the experience simultaneously playful and erotic.

Step 8

Finish it off. For many couples, their newly resensitized bodies may
have built up a charge of sexual energy that begs to be released.
If so, maintain the tactile stimulation and come together toward
completion. For all participants of this experience, the value of tactile
affection has been introduced into your memory bank. Periodically
repeating it will likely result in an atmosphere where daily gestures of
affection come naturally.
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Chapter

WE EXPECT EACH OTHER TO
“MIND READ” OUR NEEDS

\\/ ouldn’t it be nice if your partner just knew what you
needed all the time? If at precisely the right moment he

would just be there with the perfect compliment or item or what-
ever without you even asking? Dream on. Even the most com-
municative of couples are unable to completely anticipate each
others needs.

The desire to have one’s needs met, however, is deeply rooted
in your past. The concept of mind reading may well be a vestige
of childhood. At that time in your life, you expected your par-
ents to anticipate your every need, perhaps before you were even
cognizant of what you wanted. As adults, however, we must be
responsible for our own needs. That’s part of what it means to
be a grownup. But in that same vein, if our needs involve our
partner, it is up to us to speak up. Unfortunately, we all-too-often
don't.

The problem is that within silence lives a major precipitat-

ing factor for relationship failure. While it may be commonplace
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in this day-and-age to gripe about “communication problems,”
many couples—influenced by the images of romantic love pro-
mulgated in our media-driven culture—believe that they should
be inextricably linked to their partner through an innate under-
standing and sensitivity. In effect, they say, “You ought to know
how I feel or what I mean if you really love me.” Realistically,

however, this is often not the case.

You Should Just Know Me

Do you and your partner really know each other? Chances are you
will answer “yes” right away if asked this question. Chances are a
better answer would be “sometimes.” Human beings are mutable.
People change, ideas change, thought-processes change—that’s
how we grow. So to say that you unequivocally know your part-
ner is to put a bit of a damper on the possibilities for growth
within your relationship. And to expect your partner to know
you and anticipate your every need also puts that growth-barrier
on you. The only way your partner could possibly meet your
every need would be if you never changed your mind about any-
thing. Pretty limiting, right?

Yet, some would contend that being in a relationship allows
them the privilege of being less forthcoming in their efforts to
communicate than they might be with casual contacts precisely
because their partner knows them better (and therefore presum-
ably can fill-in-the-blanks when things are not communicated
perfectly). The only problem with that theory is that if you're

using your communication skills more effectively with strangers
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than you are with your nearest and dearest, well, soon your part-
ner won't be your closest confidant any longer.

Additionally, people in relationships tend to consistently
overestimate the ability of their partners to anticipate their behav-
ior (and vice versa). Research has supported the claim that close-
ness does not automatically equal comprehension. Even in the
simplest predictions of one another’s behavior, couples are usu-
ally wrong.

In a report published in Marriage and Family Living, research-
ers asked spouses which one of them would tend to talk more
during a decision-making process dealing with how they would
spend a hypothetical gift of several hundred dollars. The session
was taped so that the actual amount of talking done by each could
be measured. Only seventeen out of fifty individuals correctly
predicted who would be the more active speaker. What’s more,
after the session was over and the participants were once again
asked who talked more, over half still judged incorrectly.

In another study, investigators increased the participants’
motivation to predict correctly by showcasing a myriad of
“prizes”—gloves, scarves, lingerie items, belts, and wallets. If,
without communication, they could successfully coordinate their
choices—that is, choose the same item—they would receive the
items as rewards. They all failed. Not one of the twenty-five par-
ticipating couples succeeded in predicting one anothers choices
on as many as five of all twenty items.

In still another study, this time involving 116 couples, each
partner was asked separately to give the names of persons con-
sidered by both partners to be close mutual friends, not including

relatives. In an astonishing result, only six couples were in total
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accord on this task. One couple even failed outright, completely
disagreeing on their mutual friends.

What this illustrates is that while couples may claim to know
each other like the back of their hands, chances are they're pretty
frequently off the mark. That said, and studies aside, it should
not be surprising that couples who engage in solid communica-
tive efforts are happier and more sexual than those who make
no concerted efforts to understand each other. In fact, a major
feature in relationships suffering from a lack of intimacy is not
a discernible lack of attraction between the partners but more
likely a deficiency in their communication skills. In discordant
relationships, there is usually a marked failure of both partners to
express and be attuned to each other’s feelings and thoughts.

There may be any number of reasons a person might have
an inability to “speak up” including coming from an uncommu-
nicative family (which might mean inadequate development of
verbal skills), shyness, lack of self-confidence, intimidation, con-
trolled hostility (in which an individual may not communicate
in an attempt not to “blow up”), suspicion, self-protection, and
so on. Whatever the reason, most often the deterioration of com-
munication occurs gradually and is the result of an interactive
process. For example, sometimes a partner will encourage com-
munication and then discourage it by frequent interruptions, in
effect, disqualifying the speaker and her message. Or perhaps one
partner will ask for more communication only to then feel like
the other partner is “nagging,” which consequently leads to har-
bored resentment. The bottom line is that there is only one route
to a truly happy relationship and that is through communication,
not ESP
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Sex and Mind-Reading Needs

There is no doubt that talking about sex is tough. If it were
a piece of cake every couple would have an amazing sex life.
But on that same note, expecting your partner to just figure it
out or automatically know what works for you is also totally
unreasonable.

Still, when it comes to sex, most people tend to live by the
credo “No news is good news.” In other words, if neither partner
says anything, they tend to assume that their partner is okay with
what is going on. Unfortunately, that is frequently miles from
the truth. Sex is a highly intimate and vulnerable exchange. As
a result many people are terrified to speak up about their needs
for fear of hurting their partner’s feelings or possibly even worse,
turning their partner off.

Women tend to have a particularly difficult time asking for
what they need in bed because some women still believe they are
supposed to focus on their partners pleasure rather than their
own, and oftentimes their goals during sex are less about climax
and more about closeness. So she just hopes and prays that by
being sexually conjoined to her partner she will somehow get the
intimacy she craves and that he will somehow figure out what
would make her feel good without direction. Thing is, the phrase
“different strokes for different folks” applies here; no woman or
man comes with a roadmap. So what might have worked with
one partner in the past won't necessarily be pleasurable for a new
partner. Unless there is a dialogue about the situation at some
point, neither partner will know what is truly working and what

is not.
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Reading physical cues may give some couples information
(i.e., if they seem to be sexually turned on then they assume
things are good). One thing to keep in mind, however, is that
there are a lot of good actors out there as well. People will fre-
quently fake sexual pleasure in order to enhance their partner’s
self-esteem or perhaps enjoyment of the experience. But this kind
of behavior is usually to the detriment of one partner’ pleasure as
well (the “acting” partner).

The basic point is, youre an adult. Adults are responsible
for their own needs. Likely, your partner is not going to be able
to read your mind, so at some point, you're going to have to get
over it and talk to each other straight up about your sex life. By
not doing so, you risk remaining unfulfilled. If you don't create a

roadmap, you're likely to get lost.

Speak and Spell It Out

So whats the opposite of mind reading? Spelling it out! The more
you learn to actually articulate your needs to one another, the clearer
your communication as a couple will be (and the less chance there

is of either one of you harboring unspoken frustrations).

Practice Asking Politely

Your partner may not know what you need because you
aren’t in the habit of verbalizing it. Work on incorporating direct,
clear requests into your relationship when you can. For example,
if you're too cold from the air conditioning, instead of just saying

“Wow, its cold” and then hoping your partner will turn down
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the AC and getting mad when they don', try finishing off your
thought with a request. For example: “Wow, it’s cold. Would you
mind turning down the AC, or if you're comfortable in this tem-
perature, could you get me a blanket I can curl up under?” That
way you have requested what you need in clear terms instead of

expecting your partner to anticipate them.

Test Your Beliefs

Rather than relying on your untested assumptions, find out
if what you think about your partner is true. In other words,
instead of thinking you might be a mind reader and assuming you
know what your partner is thinking, ask! Make it a habit to begin
sentences with “I assume” when trying to assess your partner’s
needs. For example, “I assume you hate visiting my parents” or
“I assume you are happy with our social life outside our relation-
ship.” You can also turn this into a way to help your partner learn
what is important to you (e.g., “I assume you know how criti-
cally important a promotion is to me”). By seeing if your assump-
tions are accepted or refuted, you can learn a lot about each other

(assuming that there is honesty within your answers).

Institute a Better-Late-Than-Never Policy

All of us are inclined toward afterthoughts. We often give
a lot of thought to our delayed reactions to an experience, but
we don't necessarily share these important delayed responses. In
actuality, these “percolated” responses may be very important and
it will benefit us and our relationships to give them voice. This

is also important because sometimes we might be feeling okay
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about an experience but upon reflection realize it was something
we didn’t wish to do again. However, if your partner only has the
first part of the information, he will not know you've changed
your mind on the subject or activity and that can lead to major
misunderstandings when going for a repeat scenario (this is espe-
cially true in sexual interactions).

Once you've begun to institute more open discussion of your
needs and how they might be met with your partner (and vice
versa—how you might meet her needs), you will be ready to
carry that conversation into the bedroom, a notoriously tenuous

talking ground.

Sexual Solution

Expecting your partner to know what you want without having
to make a request—while reasonable on some occasions, such
as passing you the towel when you come out of the shower, for
example—is by and large unreasonable as a rule of existence.
Nowhere is shyness about speaking up more common, and some-
times more troublesome, than in sexuality. To counter a pattern of
expecting your partner to meet your needs, we suggest a dialogue
that will allow you to speak about your sexuality in a playful, but
powerful manner. The experience will allow you to give voice to
your hidden sexual desires, as well as to any part of your sexual
experience that you would like changed. Combining two sensi-
tive areas, sexuality and honesty, will be a challenge. Once you
have been expressive in this area, however, you are more likely to

bring confidence to other, less challenging aspects of your life.
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THE SEXUAL GRAB BAG

The following experience will allow you and your partner to talk
to each other about your sexual interactions and needs through a
self-created game. To create your playing pieces, take ten sheets
of paper, folding them into eighths, and cut along the folds so
that you have eighty paper playing pieces on which you can write
brief notes. Have each partner grab about half of the playing
pieces and go to separate parts of the room to write.

On each note, both partners should scribble down as broad
an array of sexual preferences as they can each brainstorm sepa-
rately. Some examples may include preferences like: | love when
you go down on me; Rough sex really turns me on; My favorite is
when we’re making love with rear entry; Talking dirty when mak-
ing love is hot; and so on. Include only positive preferences and
include whatever you can think of even if the preference is not
one you personally favor. Notice that the preferences are gender
neutral. The pronoun “I” or “me” is stated but whether it is one
partner or the other stating the preference is purposely left open.
You don’t have to use all eighty playing pieces but this gives you
lots of room to play, or pieces to pitch in the trash if you decide
you don’t like an idea.

Now come together and put all the preferences together in a
bowl. Game on.

Step 1
Get naked and comfy. Begin by having both partners undress and
sit opposite each other, either on the bed or against a bunch of pil-
lows. You want to be comfortable since it will allow you to share more
openly. Sit opposite each other.
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Step 2

Take turns picking a note from the bowl. The partner who first
reaches into the bowl and chooses a note randomly should read the
note aloud and comment as to how well this preference is in sync
with his or her sexual preference. The speaking partner is encour-
aged to elaborate and the listening partner is welcome to ask for
clarification if needed. There is no time limit on any discussion that
ensues and after the speaking partner is finished, the listening partner
is welcome to engage in a dialogue about his or her thoughts on the
issue. Alternate which partner pulls from the bowl and begins the
discussion every time.

Step 3
Provide a sex summary. After going through the variety of notes,
each partner is to summarize his or her understanding of their part-
ner's preferences. There should not be judgment within the context
of this but merely a repetition of what each listening partner thinks he
or she heard their partner’s preferences to be. This is an important
step so that there is not miscommunication in what is actually being
favored.

Step 4
Get touchy-feely with each other. After the discussion, both part-
ners are 1o caress, stroke, and thank each other for the dialogue in
any manner they wish, including of course, experimenting with each
other's sexual preferences, as long as both partners are receptive.
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WE AVOID ISSUES

ee no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil. Many couples attempt
S to cruise through their relationships with this well-known
phrase as their “Really, everything is absolutely fine” mantra.
Unfortunately just ignoring issues will not make them go away. If
anything, issue avoidance makes sure that things are absolutely
not fine.

It is in the sweep-it-under-the-rug syndrome that many cou-
ples find themselves involved in a faux relationship of sorts. On
the surface they pretend that everything is dandy, keeping up a
terrific ruse for all those with whom they come in contact. Unfor-
tunately, this performance, which is also frequently an attempt
at fooling themselves, will eventually fall flat. Every relationship
harbors issues, every couple comes upon impasses, and every
twosome is imperfect. Unfortunately, those who avoid their issues
entirely by pretending that everything is peachy in order to keep
the peace at any cost are setting up a scenario where ultimately

their pacifist environment will also be void of verity.
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Simply put, consistent perfect harmony within a relation-
ship is unrealistic and highly unlikely. Just the very event of
sharing space and time together limits an individual’s personal
choices. Add this to the fact that both parties in a relationship will
undoubtedly have some differing interests and preferences, and
you can see how relationships provide fertile ground in which
the seeds of conflict can flourish. This does not mean that brawl-
ing as a means of issue resolution is advocated, however. Instead
it is just meant to illustrate that issues within a relationship—
whether deep-seated or superficial—are inevitable and must be
recognized. To completely avoid or deny the undercurrent in a

relationship is a definite way to deaden it.

Confrontation Circumvention

No one likes confrontation. Well, perhaps we should qualify
that—there may be a few people who thrive on it profession-
ally or in competitive scenarios. But no one likes confrontation
in their romantic life. That is the one area that is “supposed” to
remain happy, loving, supportive, and conflict-free—or at least
thats the fantasy version. The real-life landscape is usually at least
a little more contentious.

Still, many couples think they should be able to achieve and
maintain a relationship rich with warmth and closeness without
the sometimes exhausting and downright frustrating friction that
comes from continuous interaction with another human being.
Unfortunately this unrealistic expectation leads to relationship
breakdowns. If both halves of a couple don't recognize that some-

times relationships are work, you may have someone bolting out
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the door saying, “Well, ultimately it wasn’t right,” when in actual-
ity the relationship may have been a good fit. It was the fantasy of
a relational utopia that was skewed.

On the other side of the coin are the individuals who stay with
a relationship that has issues, but are so confrontation-avoidant
that they keep quiet rather than face off with their partner. In this
case, however, issue avoidance leads to unvoiced grudges that
are kept hidden from their partner because the desire for smooth
sailing outweighs their wish for issue resolution.

Unlike individuals who are excessively and indiscriminately
critical, confrontation-avoiders are unwilling or unable to express
their displeasure toward their partner. They are reluctant either
to place definite limits on what they will and will not tolerate or
to resolve the issues between them for fear of rocking the boat.
And the fear runs so deep that sometimes they even try to con-
vince themselves that whatever is bothering them isn’t really an
issue. You'll catch the terminally confrontation-avoidant saying
things to themselves like, “Oh, it really doesn’t matter anyway,”
or going so far as to dismiss the fact that a problem even exists.
In other words, denial is a very powerful tool, but not a very
helpful one.

In most confrontation-phobic individuals, the person chooses
to withdraw rather than confront the problem and risk an uncom-
fortable situation. This may be the result of a lack of assertiveness
on the part of the withdrawing partner, or perhaps a fear of losing
their partner. The individual then keeps quiet at the expense of
her own happiness. She might also use issue avoidance as a pro-
tective barrier that keeps her from getting too close and risking
further intimacy with her partner (which she might unwittingly

equate with potential emotional hurt).
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Whatever the root, the confrontation-avoider refrains from
telling his partner of his displeasure with the way things are
going between them. While the avoidant partner may think
this is creating an environment for peace, the reality is that the
partner is actually more likely setting the relationship up for a
blowout instead of dealing with smaller issues head-on when
they arise.

Also, where there is smoke there is usually fire. In other
words, don't think for a second that the other partner is perfectly,
blissfully happy with the way things are going. Typically if one
partner is feeling dissension, the other feels it too. Their issues
may be divergent, but it is not often that the displeased partner
is alone in her unhappiness; the other partner is often aware of
the unhappiness and has his own dissatisfaction as well. But if
the other partner is staying similarly quiet about their issues as a
couple, then he is complicit in the coverup.

The result is that the relationship becomes a conspiracy
of silence. Neither partner is speaking up, or perhaps one
is speaking up and the other is staying quiet with the more
dominant partner allowing (and perhaps secretly desiring) the
quieter one to keep silent. The rub is that optimal relating
requires checking in to make sure the relationship is satisfac-
tory to both.

Another danger of issue-avoidance is that it can be a catalyst
for couples to grow apart. Although they appear to share com-
mon goals, their “arrangement” is based on a false vision. In this
case the “shush conspiracy” they have fallen into allows each
to veer silently off in a different direction instead of allowing

them to grow together as a unit. Their issues become a wall that
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starts to gain height with each issue they quietly agree to ignore.
Indeed, the failure to deal constructively and compassionately
with differences and the issues between a couple is the single

most powerful force in relationship deterioration.

Sex and Issue Avoidance

Without a doubt, a couples sex life will not be without issues.
Perhaps one partner likes it rough, the other more connected.
Perhaps one partner enjoys toys, the other prefers erotic movies.
Or maybe one partner’s sexual history is practically chaste while
the other’s is borderline promiscuous. The result is that any two
people falling into bed in essence agree to have a hypothetical
sexual negotiation as soon as their clothes start coming off. If
either partner stays mum for fear of offending or losing their part-
ner, then the couple has issues.

The goal of a sexual relationship should be mutual pleasure
and when couples lose sight of that goal for whatever reason,
their sex life will suffer. And if two people find themselves in a
relationship that has issues outside of the bedroom that are not
being voiced, those issues will follow them into the bedroom and
you can sure as heck bet that any issues they've got sexually are
not being discussed either!

Sexual interaction puts two people in an already heightened
state so when issues do cross the threshold into the bedroom
but then remain unspoken, feelings get hurt. Because of the inti-
mately vulnerable situation that inherently comes along with

sex, issues that arise in this area are often closely tied to personal
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preferences and complexities, which may make it more difficult
for partners to try to discuss any discordance.

Openness, self-revelation, and putting feelings forward
in a straightforward manner can be the force that prevents the
buildup of an insurmountable sexual fortress. In other words,
every sexual issue—minor as well as major, long-term as well as
brief—involves some emotional reaction. Whether the emotion
evolves into alienation or increased sexual connection is predi-
cated on how it is approached.

For some couples, unresolved issues—sexual and oth-
erwise—lead to what could be termed an emotional divorce
from each other. This unfortunately may mean that the issues
will promote an attachment disconnect from one’s partner
(making it virtually impossible for a connected sex life). The
convenience of the relationship may be preserved, but the
feelings of closeness once there will fade. This may lead to
partners seeking temporary relief outside the relationship by
engaging in an affair (which could be viewed as a desperate
search for an emotional connection somewhere since the tie
in the primary relationship is suffering). It could also lead to
a couple reinforcing this faux relationship they’ve established
by trying to derive satisfaction from outside activities—over-
zealous socializing, for example—to mask the lack of sexual
connection they have within their relationship. The longer
that a couple remains emotionally divorced from each other,
the more their sex life will suffer as well. It’s a vicious cycle
because couples that do not deal with their issues on a routine
basis will likely find themselves pulling away from each other,

sexually and otherwise.
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Whatever the manifestation, the result is that an issue-

avoidant couple is not likely to be a sexually fulfilled couple.

Bring It Up!

While issue avoidance results in relationship dissatisfaction, this
is not to say that uncensored self-expression is synonymous with
relationship bliss. Indeed, there is a wealth of information to sug-
gest that unedited communication may be more than any rela-
tionship can bear. Remember, feelings can be easily hurt within
the context of a relationship owing to the heightened sensitivity
and vulnerability that stems from opening oneself up to another
person emotionally and sexually.

If there is indeed a connection between self-expression and rela-
tionship satisfaction, it is not linear in nature. Too much or too little
disclosure may be associated with discord, while some intermedi-
ate amount, under appropriate conditions, is related to happiness.
Before an issue is brought up for discussion, it is vital to consider
factors like timing, interest and receptivity of the other person,
validity, appropriateness, and the effects of the disclosures on either
partner. Once those things are assessed, the first step towards break-
ing out of an issue-avoidant pattern is to make sure that issues are
brought to the forefront of your relationship before they become
insurmountable. As with any communication challenge, however,
there are ways of getting there that will be more productive than
just blurting something out without any forethought. Keep the fol-
lowing thoughts in mind the next time you recognize that an issue

within your own relationship might need addressing.
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Choose Getting Better over Feeling Better

Thinking about approaching your partner on a sensitive
issue is, in a way, like other sources of anxiety—it is easier and
more comfortable to avoid. However, in many ways that is limit-
ing—we are instructing ourselves to remain stuck in our comfort
zone. Feeling better is a short-term approach, but pushing past
the initial anxiety is a long-term strategy that pays off through a
stronger relationship and a more satistying sex life. What's more,
in time, emotional muscle develops and approaching potentially

touchy issues gets easier.

Open with Empathy

Rather than avoid sensitive issues, begin by considering your
partner’s view of these issues and giving voice to them when you
speak to her. Think about your partner’s side of the equation;
consider what her reaction might be to your words and how her
response might vary predicated on how you phrase your requests
surrounding the issue. If your partner feels understood it is
much more likely that she will be amenable to hearing your view
on a sensitive issue, and less likely that it will result in a nasty
confrontation.

Schedule a Weekly Love Relationship Meeting

Make it a habit to “check in” with each other on a routine
basis. By doing this you will have a forum for discussing issues,
and both you and your partner will be emotionally prepared for
any touchy issues that are between the two of you that need to

be discussed. That is, rather than “springing” an issue on each
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other at a bad time, knowing that the meeting is set, there is
an emotional preparedness that happens almost automatically in
anticipation. You can make the habit even better by scheduling
some loving/shared time after your weekly meetings so that you
don’t leave the meeting with negative feelings (e.g., perhaps plan
a delicious dinner out each week after your forum, but let the
discussion be finished before you move on to the corresponding

positive phase of your meeting).

Discuss the Avoidance Issue with Your Partner

Rather than avoid sensitive discussions and then avoid the
avoidance—bring it up. Ask each other in advance, “How would
you like me to approach sensitive issues? When is the best time?
What is off-limits?” and so on. By laying the groundwork before you
have an issue to voice, you are paving the way for a more receptive
partner (and a better mutual exchange) when you do have to face
something. Plus, by giving you “instructions” your partner is no
longer the “silent” partner in any issue you need to bring up. You
can always use his words to start the conversations (e.g., “Remem-
ber when you said if I had something I needed to discuss with you,

this situation would be the best scenario? Well. . . .”).

Choose Your Medium

If the prospect of a face-to-face confrontation is frighten-
ing for you, perhaps a handwritten note, e-mail, or some other
medium will make it easier for you to bring up the issue. Perfect
is not necessary; doing it is! Rather than avoiding something

because it makes you nervous, find a means of at least opening
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the discussion that is less anxiety-producing for you. The goal
is to get the issue on the table. How you accomplish that is up

to you.

Say What You Mean, Don’t Say It Mean

The discussion of sensitive issues will pay off in a stronger
relationship and a more exciting sex life, but the discussions will
not go well if they are used to vent resentment. When bringing
up an issue, be empathetic as noted above, but also refrain from
intense finger-pointing. The best way to approach issues is to focus
on the pronoun I and its variants, rather than the blaming pro-
noun you. Talk about how an issue is impacting you, rather than
how dastardly your partner has behaved. Quite simply, “blunt
and brutal” honesty seldom facilitates intimacy. Real intimacy is
experienced only when each member of a couple has the capacity
and wisdom to be sensitive to his or her partner’s feelings.

Once you have begun to get more comfortable with eradicat-
ing issue-avoidance from your relational repertoire, you will then
be better able to extend the discussion to include your sex life.
Sex is perhaps one of the top areas of issue-avoidance for any
couple, but also one of the areas that will benefit most from open-

ness and honesty between partners.

Sexual Solution
Closely tied with issue avoidance is fear. Fear of confrontation,

fear of judgment, fear of loss, and probably most influential in the

romantic arena, fear of rejection. But if two individuals in a sexual
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relationship let fear paralyze their coupled communication, then
their intimate time together will eventually become nothing more
than an elaborate coverup of all the issues permeating their relation-
ship outside the bedroom. With that in mind, there’s no better way
to zap issue avoidance in the sexual arena than to lay those fears out

on the table (or the bed as the case may be in this situation).

DISCUSSION OF SEXUAL
FEARS

This experience is designed to not only get the dialogue between
partners started about issues in the sexual arena, but also to
promote trust and respect while doing so (both of which are inte-
gral to a fulfilling sex life as well, since you can’t have a mutually
reciprocal sexual relationship without some honesty and open-
ness in the mix). Get ready for some sexual sharing.

Step 1

Ponder your sex secrets. Think of one sexual fear that you are
receptive o (although perhaps apprehensive about) to discussing
with your partner. For men, it may be about responding issues, like
climaxing too quickly or erection concerns, or perhaps not feeling
confident in satistying your partner. For women, common concems
are that your body is not attractive, that you take too long to climax, or
maybe that your partner won't stimulate you the way you want.

Step 2
Pick sides. Partners should sit facing each other with strong eye
contact and decide who is going to go first. If need be, toss a coin.
Then, the first speaker is to be asked by his or her partner, “What are

you afraid of in sex?”
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Step 3
Share something sexual. The responding partner should describe
one sexual fear he or she has clearly and directly. Then the respond-
ing partner should take a few minutes to give some background and
history of the fear, how it plays out and impacts the relationship, and
how it impacts him or her emotionally. The speaker may take as much
time as needed.

Step 4

Listen well. Throughout the sharing of the fear, the listening partner is
not to interrupt and should resist the temptation to be defensive. The
listening partner’s role is to understand, not to explain. The listening
partner may see things from a different perspective, but his or her job
is not to convince the sharing partner of his or her view, but rather to
be supportive of the speaking partner's courage in sharing a sensitive
issue, rather than avoiding it.

Step 5
Respond and ask again. After replying in a supportive, understand-
ing manner, the listening partner is to ask, “Are there other sexual
fears or concerns that you want to speak about?” The speaking part-
ner may then speak of another fear, if there is one. Once again, the
listening partner will not interrupt, but will listen and respond with sup-
port and understanding.

Step 6
Switch speaker/listener roles. Once the speaking partner has
expressed his or her fears, the listening partner now takes a tumn
speaking of sexual fears. The former speaking partner, now the lis-
tener, follows the same response style as was applied when he or
she spoke.
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Step 7

See a sexual resolution. After both partners have had a chance to
give voice to their fears, both should close their eyes and visualize
how their sexual coupling unfolds with these issues resolved, or at
least diminished. See the lovemaking occurring vividly with a posi-
tive perspective. Everything is flowing beautifully, lustfully, and lov-
ingly. The tension of underlying anxiety is gone. Reinforce the positive
imagery.

Step 8

Practice image/body sharing. When the “short fim” each partner
has created is playing without interruption by negative images, both
partners should share how their “film” is evolving. When both part-
ners’ images of a healthy, supportive sexual relationship are in sync
(i.e., they're both able to see their sexual fears dissipated and their
positive view prevailing), they should share a lovemaking experience
that celebrates their courage to face rather than avoid a sensitive
issue.
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Chapter

WE’RE TOO CAUGHT UP
IN OURSELVES

e, me, me. We're definitely caught up in a world that sup-
M ports the concept of “self-importance.” Unfortunately,
when individuals get mired in the land of “me,” they may forget
about the overriding construct of coupledom—*“we.”

When entering into a relationship of any kind you have two
individuals coming together for some purpose. In a romantic
relationship that purpose should revolve around love, support,
and genuine caring for one another. At least, that should be the
goal. A romantic relationship is not usually entered into with a
desire to hurt each other, or a wish to exist in a vacuum devoid of
connection and attachment to one’s significant other.

Still, other agendas often get in the mix and muddle the rela-
tional reciprocity. If one partner or the other is in the relation-
ship primarily for the satisfaction of their own needs (sexual or
otherwise), chances are this is not a true partnership. The best
relationships find a healthy balance of give-and-take between the

participating individuals, but when too much self-involvement
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creeps in, it starts to look a little more like take-and-take as each
partner fights for their “fair share.” And once this kind of dynamic
begins, instead of a supportive situation, the relationship may
start to resemble a competition. In other words, the one who
manages to take the most from the relationship wins. In reality,

when this happens, resentment accrues and both partners lose.

Real Versus Fake Caring

Do you give for your lover or for yourself? It's an important ques-
tion to ask when in a romantic relationship because within the
answer lies the true meaning of caring. Real caring will manifest
in a balanced relationship. Faux caring will get you nowhere fast
as a couple because it is largely based in narcissism (i.e., you
give to make yourself feel good or you do things knowing that
they’ll ultimately benefit you, not really because they are for your
partner).

To better clarify this idea, consider this: Giving and taking are
opposites by definition. Giving only in an effort to heighten your
“take” defeats the true purpose of giving in the first place. There
should be an element of altruism or care involved in an authen-
tic giving gesture. In the other situation, when giving is done to
increase the payback, then the giving is really all about the giver
and not at all about the recipient. See the difference?

Real or “active” caring means that something is done to bene-
fit another individual without expectation of reciprocity. It's done
purely to make life better, easier, or more comfortable for some-
one else. Or its done because there is a genuine desire to bring

this other individual happiness. And frequently what happens
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is that it will still come back to the giver, in spades, precisely
because it is authentically felt and received, which in turn makes
the recipient feel more amorous and giving towards their partner
as well.

Fake caring, on the other hand, is goal-oriented. It’s giving a
gift because it’s protocol or because it makes a person look good
(which in turn boosts the giver’s self-esteem—and it all back to
the “me, me, me” again). A perfect example is the person who
buys something they would like for their significant other’s birth-
day. Hello, it’s their birthday! Wouldn't it be more appropriate to
take the other person’ likes and dislikes into account? This kind
of “caring” behavior is more likely a form of one-upmanship,
selfishness, and lack of consideration—behavior all humans are
capable of at times. The point is that considering this behavior
loving is an expression of self-deception.

Active caring also means there has to be more than hypo-
thetical caring. A clear example of this is the man who says “I
would throw myself in front of a bus for her” when talking about
his girlfriend or wife, but then consistently cannot remember to
help her take out the trash. The grand gesture may sound good,
but it’s not “active” caring. It's hypothetical. It’s just words. If he
can’t remember to help with the trash, she’s probably going to
start questioning what would really happen when the bus is hur-
tling towards them.

While active caring is a definite relationship booster, some
couples also run into problems when they attempt to demon-
strate their concern for each other but in a manner that is off-the-
mark. For example, a man gives his partner a new spatula as an
unexpected gift, thinking it's practical since they need one. The

woman is responsive but inside very sad because all she really

225



Sex Comes First

wishes for is a bouquet of tulips because they're her favorite
flower. It’s a total disconnect. The man thinks he’s showing his
affection by taking care of a practical need; the woman is craving
anything but practical.

When two people require different signs that they’re being
cared for than the ones they are getting from their partner, the
inevitable result is that sooner rather than later both partners will
start to feel increasingly neglected. The danger in this is that both
partners may think they are giving their significant other clear sig-
nals of their affection, but the messages have transmission errors.
In other words, one partner does not recognize this as a sign of
caring and mistakes it for a lack of attentiveness on the part of the
other partner. The good news with this scenario, however, is that
it’s easier to correct than to try and teach someone who is doling
out fake caring to substitute that for the real thing. When it5s a
communication error about what each partner needs in order to
feel supported and loved, then opening up dialogue on this issue
may help. With fake caring, well, the issues run much deeper.

The bottom line is that active caring does not make a Hall-
mark movie of the week. Real caring gestures are the everyday
things—not grandstanding. It may be changing a light bulb
that’s out rather than walking past it. It may mean not having to
ask your partner for a small favor twice. Active caring is empa-
thy driven and done with the well-being of one’s partner in the
forefront of one’s mind. Unfortunately, many romantic partners
get caught up in expectation and in the “What can you do for
me?” mentality instead of thinking “What can I do to make your
life better?” However, when both partners start to think less
about themselves as individuals and more of themselves as part

of a collective “we,” taking care of oneself becomes synonymous
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with taking care of one’s partner, since they are in essence an

extension of self.

Sex and Self-Absorption

A healthy relationship requires active concern on the part of
each individual for the satisfaction and growth of the other. And
nowhere is this more important in a romantic relationship than in
the bedroom! If acts of “loving self-deception” are to be avoided,
caring expressions must be developed in consideration of your
partner’s preferences.

The problems are many when self-absorption crosses the
threshold into a couple’s sex life, however. It could be something
akin to forgetting that there is another person in this sexual equa-
tion while in the personal quest for sexual gratification. In other
words, “As long as I get off, who cares what else is going on?” is
not the mantra for a healthy sex life.

You've heard it before, but it takes two to tango. And of
course this applies to the horizontal mambo too. Whatever mat-
ing dance you decide to engage in, however, if your goal is a ful-
filled long-term relationship with a happy, reciprocal sex life, you
must, and we repeat must, pay attention to your partners needs
as well as your own.

When individuals gets caught up in their own fantasies or
sexual drives at the expense of their partners, feelings are bound
to get hurt. Also, it is quite likely that one partner may end
up feeling used. And this isn’t solved by just making sure that
both partners climax. The goal of sex in a coupled relation-

ship should also be heightened closeness. Simply striving for
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physical release at the expense of connection will not get you
there. It turns sex into a goal-oriented competition . . . not an
expression of caring.

This becomes glaringly evident when one partner also starts
to “demand” sexual acts or exploration. It may be phrased as a
“Well, if you really loved me you’d try this” kind of demand, but
the bottom line is that it’s not really caring behavior. It is manipu-
lation and it makes the other partner feel insecure instead of sup-
ported in their already vulnerable state of nakedness.

Basically, an individual can be completely self-centered and
make their sex life revolve only around having their needs met,
but this type of behavior will lead to an unconnected, unroman-
tic sex life. When caring becomes part of the sexual interaction
between two people, however, the give-and-take in their relation-

ship will be heightened, sexually and otherwise.

It’s the Little Things

There are many examples of behavior that appears to be car-
ing but is really selfish, or “pseudobenevolent,” but rather than
dwelling on the negative, we’d like to focus on the positive here.
Since the goal in your relationship should be to foster more
active caring, it would pay to take a closer look at what active
caring means to you and your partner within the context of
your relationship and how you might enhance that connection.
In that vein, think about some of the following when trying to
promote real caring between you and your partner (i.e., less

gimme, more giving).
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Determine What Your Partner Sees as Caring
Behavior

If you'll recall, many couples run into trouble simply because
they don't recognize the “signs of caring” that are coming from
their partner (i.e., they express caring differently). Rectify this by
having each partner ask the other: “What would you like me to
do as a means of giving you support and showing my concern
for you?” Make any requests specific and positive. For example,
remember the spatula/tulip example? In this situation, the woman
might say, “I understand when you bring me kitchen utensils it’s
with the intention of showing you care, but I actually would pre-
fer small, sweet gestures like flowers on occasions when you wish
to surprise me. We can shop for kitchen utensils and other prac-
tical things together, but knowing you still think of me as ‘your
girl’ by giving me a romantic item like flowers will make me feel
cared for.” The idea is to verbalize exactly what makes you feel
supported and vice versa so you can both work on making those

expressions a priority in your relationship.

Institute a Policy of Daily, Active Caring

Relationships take work, but remembering to show affection
for one another should be the easy part. Unfortunately in our
busy world, many couples forget to demonstrate real caring regu-
larly. Change this by figuring out what little expressions of active
caring you both can offer up on a daily basis. These don’t have to
be done in the same order or even every day (you may alternate
between them), but the idea is to develop a repertoire of real,

caring behaviors that you both respond to and then use them!
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Think remembering to kiss goodnight, picking up a new tooth-
brush before your partner needs one, writing a note and slipping
it into his work or gym bag for your partner to find during the
day. You get the idea. It truly is the little things that count. In fact,
many relationships prosper or falter on just that, the little things.
Yes, the Hollywood version emphasizes the drama—the affair, for
example—but the road leading up to the drama is marred by an

absence of small everyday gestures of active caring.

Make Your Relationship a Priority

If you and your partner have been too self-involved lately (or
even if you haven’t but wish to make sure you stay connected), it’s
time to reprioritize your relationship. There are many ways you

can do this, but consider some of the following:

J Protect relationship time. Don’t volunteer for extra activi-
ties that are mostly ego-driven because it steals relationship
time. This is true if you're already overextended to begin with
thanks to work or other obligations.

J  Make relationship-promoting decisions. If work and love
are on a collision course, do your best to work out a compro-
mise, but if unable to find a happy medium, choose love.

J  Be resourceful in the name of love. Don't try to do every-
thing by yourself; get help when you can. Rather than giv-
ing the best part of yourself to cleaning and straightening
the house, and being drained for your partner, either do the
work together or “outsource” some tasks to provide more

relationship time.
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It is a mistake to assume that individual concerns should
win out over relationships. Self-absorption will hinder growth
because we cannot expand without involvement outside our-
selves. Through relationships, humans learn to look with the
eyes of another person, to listen with another’s ears, and to
feel with another’s heart. To simply talk the talk, but not walk
the talk will not work. Giving must be sincere and be real
rather than superficial. And this includes what happens in the

bedroom.

Sexual Solution

Along with receiving sexually, it is important to learn to give.
And this doesn’t necessarily mean, “I come, you come.” What
this means is being aware that your partner is a part of the sexual
process with you. Sex is about give and take, take and give. By
remembering that both of you are involved in the pleasurable
process that is intimacy, sex becomes a more shared experience
rather than a quest for self-gratification.

One of the best ways to accomplish this is by facing each
other during sex (this keeps you from “checking out” and instead
forces you to stay connected to your partner). Also, breath play
is an extremely powerful way to heighten sensation and the give-
and-take atmosphere of a mutually beneficial sexual encounter.
With that in mind, we created the following sexual solution to
enhance the sharing not only of your sexual selves, but also a key

element of life itself—your breath.
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SHARING THE BREATH OF
LIFE

There is nothing that is as powerful in the realm of giving to each
other as sharing the breath of life. The impact is made even more
powerful if done under erotic conditions.

Step 1
Brush, floss, and strip. For this experience both partners are naked
and the male is sitting in a chair with the female on his lap. This is
done when both partners are well—neither partner has a cold or any
other ilness—neither partner has had a heavy meal, and good dental
hygiene has been practiced (halitosis is a serious turnoff here).

Step 2

Practice tandem/tangential breathing. With both partners looking
directly into each other’s eyes, the experience begins by synchroniz-
ing the breath so that both partners are inhaling and exhaling in the
same rhythm. Once relaxed into synchronized breathing, the breath
pattern should be inverted so that one partner is inhaling and the
other is simultaneously exhaling. As with the synchronized breathing,
the inverted breathing is very relaxed and relaxing, deep and slow,
deep and slow. The rhythm should be harmonized so that it is fairly
precise—one partner is inhaling, while the other is exhaling. Direct
eye contact should be maintained throughout.

Step 3
Kiss and play. When the inverted breathing pattern is established, it's
time to make the experience more erotic by moving closer and teas-
ing with the lips. With mouth slightly open, lips firm but not rigid, the
partners should begin to kiss in a light, playful way. After touching lips
softly, they should pull away and take turns lightly licking or sucking
each other’s lips. This tongue play should be alternated with gentle
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kissing. Each partner's mouth should extend an invitation before the
other partner enters. The inverted breathing pattern should still be
maintained even as the teasing heightens!

Step 4

Explore more. When one partner is ready for a deeper kiss, his or her
mouth will fall open. There should be no forced tongue action. The
kissing pace should vary, moving from slow to urgent, hard (but not
too hard) to soft. The tongue should be used lightly to explore each
partner's mouth. Each partner should feel free to run their tongue over
the other partner’s lips, or perhaps trace around the inside of their
lover’s lips and tongue with their own tongue.

Step 5

Go for rescue breaths. With lips touching loosely and the breathing
pattern still inverted and in rhythm, both partners should now begin
mouth-to-mouth breathing. Because the lips are touching loosely,
a little outside air is incorporated into the exchange of air that the
partners are providing for each other. There should be a perceptible
warm current from the breath that emanates from each partner and
they continue exchanging breaths.

For some it takes time to get used to this practice and you may
feel as if you are suffocating. If that occurs—to avoid feeling suffo-
cated—simply slow the process and move apart slightly so that extra
air may come in through the side of your mouth. In time you will adjust
to the process and you may slowly move closer again.

Step 6
Exchange air and energy. Once the mouth-to-mouth breathing is
in effect, both partners should try to imagine that they are not only
exchanging breaths, but also providing energy for each other. With
each exhale, the giving partner is mixing his or her energy with his or
her breath and giving that energy-air combo to his or her partner. With
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each inhale, the receiving partner accepts the gift, receiving his or her
energy and combining it with his or her own. It's a reciprocal process
of giving deeply and receiving graciously.

Step 7

Rock, aspirate, and penetrate. Along with the breathing the male
may begin rocking and rubbing his genitals with his partner's to
increase arousal. The female partner may be inspired to fall into the
pattern and rock along with her partner. When the female partner is
ready, she may reach down and bring her partner inside of her. Inter-
course occurs gently and slowly as the inverted and shared breath-
ing continues to climax.
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AFTERWORD

ou may have noticed, this book isn't like other books on
Y sex. It doesn’t present sex outside the context of a relation-
ship and the focus hasn't been simply to arouse. Rather we have
encouraged you to explore dimensions of sexuality that many
couples miss completely: the emotional part of getting naked
together—in a very focused manner. It is our hope that the expe-
rience will not only strengthen your sexual intimacy, but your
overall relationship intimacy as well.

If we had to summarize our goal briefly it would be some-
thing like: It doesn’t matter what you have below the belt if there’s
nothing in your heart to connect it to.

In other words, any sex act can be obnoxious, boring, or
downright regretful unless it occurs with someone who turns
you on. And in a committed relationship, nothing will dampen a
sexual conncection faster than the burden of ineffective problem
solving. Heavy and demoralizing are the weight of unresolved

differences.
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We've addressed this dilemma in a unique manner. Just as
combining mind/body elements to solve health issues is the way
to go, we have combined relationship issues with sexuality to
provide a more powerful remedy than pinpointing either one
individually.

We've presented a concept—a new approach that, as far as
we know, is original. It features customized sexual experiences
to clarify, integrate, and assist in resolving relationship issues that
occur outside the bedroom. Our suggestions are just that. Use
them, or create your own. We realize that when it comes to sex,
different strokes for different folks applies.

Lastly, and you probably get this, so consider it a reminder:
Learning about sex and intimacy and keeping both in sync is a
lifelong task. Even with years of experience all of us still make
mistakes on occasion. Don't give up. The journey is more than

worth the stumbles.
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