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I dedicate this book to my original love pod—my father, Rolf, my mother, Bobbie, and my sister, Laurie. Thank you for starting me out with such a solid foundation. We’ve been doing this a long time and the intimacy continues to grow.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



My family has graciously granted me permission to share their names and stories. All other names and identifying details have been changed to protect privacy. All pronouns used in this book reflect the ones used by the individuals in real life.


In the interest of full transparency, I am a white, cisgender, mostly heterosexual woman of Scandinavian and Eastern European Jewish decent. I am a credentialed coach, certified by the Co-Active Training Institute. I’ve trained extensively in hatha yoga, bhakti yoga, and meditation in a variety of disciplines. Additionally, I trained and practiced tantra with the late Psalm Isadora and have been initiated in a Sri Vidya lineage. I’ve dabbled in Zen Buddhism since I was sixteen years old through my own self-directed study. In the past several years, however, I have formalized that training at Upaya Zen Center, receiving the precepts from Roshi Joan Halifax in a jukai ceremony. Currently, I participate in an ongoing Socially Engaged Buddhist Training with a focus on alleviating suffering before, during, and after death. To that end, I volunteer regularly at a hospice in Los Angeles called Caring House. In my work, I often draw from the various disciplines I’ve studied. It is through the lens of my identity, education, and lived experience as a white woman that I write this book. I offer stories, concepts, and perspectives from cultures other than my own ancestry with humility, respect, and the recognition of my filtered perspective.















I SEE YOU. I GOT YOU. I LOVE YOU.



THERE IS A SPECIFIC MOMENT THAT HAS BECOME INEVITABLE IN THE hundreds of workshops I have facilitated. It happens every time, and it goes like this: Each participant pairs up with someone they don’t know. The nervous excitement is palpable. I ask them to take turns sharing something that is hard for them to admit, something they’ve kept secret from the rest of the world and maybe even themselves. I instruct them how to skillfully listen, support, and witness each other. Apprehension gives way to vulnerability. After their mutual share, they look into each other’s eyes for a good ten minutes without looking away, and finally I have them say to each other I see you. I got you. I love you. This is the moment I am referring to. It’s marked by tears of joy, relief, recognition, and appreciation. Having taken an oath of confidentiality and willingly shed any hint of pretense, it’s as if, communally and individually, we step into a space that feels safe enough to be exactly who and where we are—unapologetically real, raw, and rough. It’s just us, it’s tender, and it’s profound. This is radical intimacy.


Part of what makes these moments so powerful is that they rarely happen in the context of our daily lives. How many times have you brushed off a tense interaction with your partner because you didn’t want to incite the same argument you’ve been having over and over again, maybe even for years? What about when you catch a heart-wrenching glimpse of yourself in the mirror in spite of your efforts to avoid seeing yourself naked? Do you have your own version of escaping into a gallon of ice cream and Netflix instead of experiencing the discomfort of your feelings? Moments like these aren’t troublesome as isolated incidents, but the collection of them in repetition, over time, creates a persistent low-key disorientation. We skim the surface of our lives pretending there isn’t a swirling bog of unresolved energy growing underneath, the neglect of which leads to anxiety, depression, and loss of purpose.


In my many years of supporting individuals and couples as a sex and intimacy coach, I have come to know, firsthand, the ravaging effects of this kind of distraction, deflection, and denial. Maybe you know it too. Has your spouse suddenly announced they are leaving you for someone else after a lifetime together of raising kids and creating a family enterprise? Or maybe you are knee-deep in the aftermath of a divorce wondering how you once loved the person you now despise with every cell of your body. Perhaps you finally settled down with a “good guy,” only to end up in a sexless marriage still fantasizing about sex with the narcissistic hot guy. Maybe after years of being with your partner, you feel more like roommates or siblings than lovers. Or have you always thought you would get married one day but just never found “the one”? If any of this sounds familiar… Welcome. You’ve arrived in the right place.


The long-term consequences of distracting ourselves from the practice of sustained intimacy on many levels aren’t specific to gender, sex, orientation, or relationship status. Everyone at one time or another has asked themselves if this is all there is. Everyone has wondered how to sustain desire, enthusiasm, affection, and respect for our intimate partners over time. And everyone has, at one point in their lives, looked in the mirror and wondered where the person they used to know has gone. Our thunderbolt, 140-character, hyperstimulating, same-day-delivery, mobile-order-half-caff-venti-one-pump-sugar-free-vanilla-coconut-milk-latte kind of world provides an environment inhospitable to intimacy, with others, with ourselves.


We can talk about truth telling, authenticity, badassery, self-love, self-care, and slaying the day. We can apply the law of attraction, love languages, and every hack in the world. We can do all the yoga, workshops, and retreats we can make time for. But without an underpinning of intimacy, our experience lacks the kind of specificity necessary to truly know ourselves through and through. With intimacy as the foundational principle of our existence, we can build a life based on what we truly need, not what we have been told we need, think we need, or think we should need. No matter who you are and who you like to have sex with, my intention is to arm you with a new tool kit and consciousness for cultivating the deeply connected relationships you desire and the life you deserve.


ON NAVIGATING THIS BOOK


The concepts presented in this book build on themselves chapter by chapter. For this reason alone, it is advantageous to work through the material sequentially. If you are like me, you will pick up the book and blade through it, all willy-nilly, looking for snippets of words and pictures that grab your attention. That’s okay! I honor your curiosity. If you are particularly drawn to a certain chapter or section of the book, I offer the following guidance: familiarize yourself with the Radical Intimacy Matrix presented in Chapter 3 as a foundation for navigating the book either in the order it’s presented or randomly. This will give you context as you light a match, illuminating various areas of opportunity for greater intimacy and self-knowledge.


ON SAFETY, SUPPORT, AND SELF-RELIANCE


In reading and embracing the practices in this book, I am inviting you into tender territory, much of which you have successfully resisted for some time. Thoughts, feelings, and even somatic (physical) experiences are likely to arise in which you feel vulnerable. Like the safe space in my workshops, you will want to feel protected in your experience. Any transformational journey is deeply personal. Not everyone in your life will understand and be able to support you. In fact, some are undoubtedly invested in the status quo and will be threatened by your desire to evolve and grow. It might feel lonely at times, but the gift is the relationship you are building with yourself and a new kind of self-reliance. Alternately, you might read this book with a bestie or a circle of friends with whom you journey into the world of Radical Intimacy together in a supportive community.


ON GENDER


When a baby is born, the first question many of us ask is, “Is it a girl or a boy?” From the moment a child enters the world, we are expected to relate to them as a gender, rather than as a person. Everything we perceive about them is through the filter of our ideas about gender. The binary model of gender expression is a key underpinning of our patriarchal social structure. Sexism is the prejudice, stereotyping, or discrimination on the basis of sex. In order for sexism to thrive, it’s required that there be a clearly defined difference between the sexes. As you move through the exploration of the many influences on your sexuality, much of what you are going to be dealing with has to do with gender conformity—how you are supposed to feel and behave as a woman or a man. This is challenging enough for a cisgender person—someone who identifies as a man or woman and was born with genitals that align with that identification. It’s exponentially more confronting for people whose gender identification falls somewhere other than solidly in one or the other of the two binary extremes.


In Western culture, we have long operated under the assumption that if you are born with a vulva, you are a girl and will grow to become a woman. And if you are born with a penis, you are a boy who will become a man. Conventional Western culture’s historical intolerance for nuance and subtlety has never allowed for the possibility that there might be a gray area here. Reorganizing our understanding of gender to allow for more nuance might not obliterate gender tropes and the way we stack our expectations against what we misunderstand to be innate identities, but it would present an array of options for how we inhabit our bodies. Think about it for a moment. Given the opportunity to explore your own gender identity, would you describe yourself as 100 percent feminine or 100 percent masculine? Would letting go of rigid gender roles shift the way you dress, speak, behave? Societal gender chaos is perhaps a risk worth taking for the benefit of a more diverse set of criteria by which we discern and understand who we are and how we relate to each other.


ON THE COMPONENTS OF CONSENT


No one is entitled access to your body without your permission. Full stop. Consent should be a no-brainer, but somehow it persists as a very murky subject. I am including some basics about consent to support you in the physical intimacy exercises in this book, as well as in your life beyond. Borrowing from Planned Parenthood, here are the five components of proper consent—FRIES.


1. Freely Given: Consenting is a choice you make without pressure, manipulation, coercion, or the influence of drugs or alcohol.


2. Reversible: Even if consent has previously been given, you are entitled to change your mind with no explanation required. Even if it’s for something you’ve done before. Even if you are both naked in bed. Even if you are in the middle of the sexual act itself.


3. Informed: You can consent to something only if you have the full story. You have not consented if someone says they will use a condom and they don’t or if they neglect to disclose that they have a sexually transmitted disease.


4. Enthusiastic: When it comes to sex, you should do only stuff you want to do, not things that you feel you’re expected to do.


5. Specific: Saying yes to one thing doesn’t mean you say yes to anything else.


Couples often communicate in a kind of shorthand they develop over time. While understandable and appropriate, if you are embarking on this journey with your long-term partner, I urge you to err on the side of caution when trying the exercises presented in this book and to step up your level of sensitivity to your partner’s experience. To be honest, the same applies to physical intimacy with yourself. Check in regularly with yourself and make sure you are comfortable with the pace and intensity of your exploration.


ON TRAUMA AS AN OPPORTUNITY


Trauma comes in many forms. At one end of the spectrum, it can be a single act of violence that is nameable and knowable or many years of sexual abuse or harassment. At the other end, it can be a subtle but persistent manipulation of our inner dialogue and self-esteem. I have treated a client for whom a single comment from a past lover about her body caused such deep trauma that it lived at the root of her compulsive self-harm behavior for decades after. Our suffering is not a competition. One person’s trauma does not diminish another’s. The last thing you need to feel is that your wounds are not valid or deserving of your attention. Your body holds valuable information about opportunities for healing. Follow its clues.


As you journey into the world of Radical Intimacy, you may elicit what looks and feels like a trauma response. Clinically, this is your nervous system reacting as if the threat that caused the original trauma still exists in the present moment. To determine if you are having a trauma response, look for the classic signs of Fight, Flight, Freeze, or Fawn. There are many techniques available through the magic of the Internet that help you to calm your response and regulate your nervous system—breathing techniques, mindfulness exercises, weighted blankets, and more. I’ve included a small tool kit of basic exercises for self-soothing here to use in a pinch. If your disregulation persists, put the book down and seek the support of a trauma-informed therapist to help you process what is triggering your response. Please listen when I tell you that this doesn’t mean you are broken. Nothing needs to be fixed. You simply need more care and healing before you continue on the Radical Intimacy journey.


ON THE TRIP YOU ARE ABOUT TO TAKE


Are you the kind of person who sets your navigation app to your destination and then takes each turn as it comes? Personally, I can relax only if I zoom out and get a snapshot impression of the entire trip before I begin. If this is you too, here is your snapshot of radical intimacy. There are three kinds of intimacy: Emotional, Physical, and Energetic. And there are three levels of intimacy: Self, Other, World. The intersection of these kinds and levels creates nine areas of opportunity to deepen intimacy. For instance, “emotional intimacy with self” is an opportunity to master your emotional life. “Physical intimacy with the world” is an opportunity to explore how your environment penetrates you through the vehicle of your five senses—stop and smell the roses, yes, but how do we taste the wind? You can refer to the diagram provided here to see all nine combinations. I’ll be guiding you through these areas with information, stories from my practice and personal life, as well as exercises that will help you embody the concepts you’ve just learned.


I invite you to dive deep and work your way through each of the chapters, focusing on one at a time, with no concern for how to weave it together into a cohesive system until the end. I urge you to simply be in the experience of each chapter and each exercise and adopt an attitude of noticing, allowing, and accepting. In this way, reading the book and then interacting with the information contained within it becomes your first experience of radical intimacy.


Bon voyage, happy trails, vaya con Dios, dear reader. May you enjoy a richly rewarding, deeply moving, life-changing journey home to yourself.




















PART ONE



THE CASE FOR INTIMACY















CHAPTER 1



MORE THAN SEX


SURELY, YOU’VE READ IT IN A NOVEL OR SEEN IT IN THE MOVIES, OR maybe it lives solely in your fantasy life. Maybe you’ve actually experienced a moment of mind-blowing, soul-stirring, earth-shattering intimacy. Your partner looks deeply in your eyes, takes your head in their hands, and kisses you like they are caressing your very soul with their mouth. Your whole nervous system unwinds with a felt sense of comfort, like coming home. Your body melts; your insecurities fall away; your inhibitions vanish. As your flesh hungers to blur the lines of separation, a tidal wave of desire crashes through you—desire to consume each other, desire to feel yourself, desire to merge with the universe in an explosion of effervescent stardust and love juice. There’s no room for thought in this madness, no need for interpretation or meaning. This communion exists beyond the masks we wear, the personalities we inhabit, the stories we tell. It’s pure, it’s primal, and it’s delicious.


If you ask everyone you know what intimacy means to them, half will describe this scene or something like it. The other half will tell you about a road trip or a spa day with their bestie, rife with deep conversation and confessions of tightly held secrets. They’ll describe the experience of being seen for who they really are—warts and all—and being loved and accepted anyway. In mutuality, this honest sharing of selves offers validation and acceptance, while cultivating trust and self-esteem. When we see ourselves in others, it gives context to and normalizes our own experience. In this sense, intimacy is the antidote to shame, the belief that we are so bad or broken that we are unworthy of love and belonging—two things that are essential to our general well-being, if not survival. As nourishing as intimacy is, it remains one of the most confounding of all human experiences. We long for, look for, and even chase it. We also fear, resist, and run from it. Most of us can point to an idea or occurrence of what we would call intimacy in our lives, but few of us truly grasp its full expression. What exactly are we craving, and why does it make us so anxious? Intimacy is risky. It can feel like we are putting ourselves out there to be evaluated and judged, which, depending on your tolerance for vulnerability, can be exciting or excruciating. Here’s the thing… our limited understanding of intimacy has the achievement of it dependent on someone or something outside of ourselves. In actuality, the nature of intimacy is vast and readily accessible to each and every one of us individually.


How intimate are you with yourself? Ponder that for a moment. When was the last time you sat still for a few minutes, put down all the devices, and just listened to the sound of your own breath? Do you have a working knowledge of your internal organs and where they are located in your body? Do you bring your full awareness to the experience of eating your food and drinking your water, or are you distracted by your busy mind trying to figure out the details of your life? Let’s go even deeper. Are you intimate with your emotional landscape and which skills you use to navigate the (sometimes) stormy skies? What feelings arise when you look at the sunset, and where do you feel that in your body? And when was the last time you looked at your own genitals in the mirror with love and appreciation? All these are facets of intimacy. The fact is, we can meet each other only to the extent that we can meet ourselves. The rules of the game remain the same whether there is another person involved or we are flying solo. Some things look really good and some things not so much. We can’t be selectively intimate and experience only the pleasant parts; it doesn’t work that way. You’re either in or you’re out. Intimacy takes courage, and, when approached skillfully, the rewards are worth it. And, as my client Sarah will tell you, the alternative can be devastating.


Sarah hardly recognizes herself. Her puffy eyes stare back at her in the bathroom mirror as she processes the inevitability of where she finds herself. After seventeen years of marriage and two kids—now teenagers—her husband has disclosed that he is leaving the marriage to be with the woman he has secretly been having an affair with for three months. Sarah had no idea. She didn’t recognize any clues that her husband’s time and presence were somehow unaccounted for. She is shocked yet somehow not entirely surprised. In the past ten years, their sex life had become essentially nonexistent, and their relationship began to feel more like that of siblings or roommates. Somewhere in the trenches of living life, she’s lost her sense of self. She feels unseen, unappreciated, and misunderstood, not only by her husband but by her own self. Gazing at her reflection, she wonders where her formerly vibrant self has gone when she wasn’t paying attention.


Where was her focus? On running a household, volunteering at school, being on the board of directors of a nonprofit, supporting her husband’s big career, regular workouts to stave off hereditary type 2 diabetes and the ravages of aging, and mothering her children in a way that only she could do. Like with so many couples, there never seemed a good time to have an uncomfortable conversation. Sarah and Jack’s responsibilities were stacked so high and their resources stretched so thin, they could hardly afford the disruption of looking at the parts of their life that weren’t working. They lacked the structure and energy to excavate all the relational microtraumas of unmet needs, missed opportunities for connection, dashed expectations, and shifting identities. Instead, they held it together the best they could on the surface with a good measure of what I call the trifecta of anti-intimacy: denial, deflection, and distraction. Perhaps intuitively they sensed that once they had all the artifacts unearthed to examine in broad daylight, they would be facing the inevitable and overwhelming work of repair and restoration. Jack was compelled instead to start fresh with someone new, leaving Sarah to do the postmortem on her own.


Culturally, we are masters of distraction. Our ethos of busy-to-the-point-of-depletion is one way we avoid the emotional undercurrent and blunted consciousness of our existence. If we don’t have time to look at our inner world or the larger context, it doesn’t exist, right? Wrong. And then there’s technology. So much of our relating is experienced through our electronic devices. The recent pandemic has taken online interaction to an extreme, where it promises to stay for some time, as we establish and learn how to navigate a new normal. Though there are many benefits to a digitally connected life, heavy mobile device use gets in the way of intimacy both directly and indirectly. Several studies show we receive an average of nearly 50 daily push notifications and check our mobile devices more than 250 times a day. A survey conducted by RootMetrics found that 23 percent of us reach for our phones within sixty seconds of waking, with another 34 percent waiting five to ten minutes. Brace yourself: one study by Harris Interactive shows 20 percent of people ages eighteen to thirty-four admit to checking their phones during sex. Ironically, in all of this connectivity, a vague sense of isolation and alienation inevitably creeps in. By collectively opting to go down the rabbit hole of technology-to-the-point-of-distraction, we decrease sensitivity to the nuance of gesture and expression. We numb to the subtle communication that happens in the spaces between words. Our attention span shortens with the manifestation of what neuroscience now calls “screen fatigue.” We consume headlines rather than books, watch videos rather than read, get our news on TikTok, get same-day delivery of just about anything. We have grown easily impatient, distracted, and bored. You know those filters we apply to our posted photos to make them feel dreamy and flawless? They are a metaphor for the lens through which we see our lives. In short, our sense of the world, the people in it, and ourselves is distorted, which is problematic because by definition, seeing clearly what is in front of us is an essential aspect of intimacy. I’ve had my own firsthand experience with the triple threat of denial, deflection, and distraction. I survived my own ten-year sexless marriage when I was in my twenties.


I met Vic the year after I graduated from the University of Pennsylvania. I was back home in New York treating my childhood best friend to a beer and live music for her birthday. The minute I saw Vic walk through the door with a guitar slung over his shoulder, I recognized him. I had never seen him before, but I felt like I’d looked in those eyes for a thousand years. I can’t say it was love at first sight—I hardly believe in such notions—but I felt instantly connected to this man in some distinct and indescribable way. Unlike anyone I’d ever been involved with, he was a musician living for his art. He had the energy of a rock star and the lifestyle of a starving artist. He was charming, funny, affectionate, and resourceful. Two and a half years later, we were married at a restaurant on the banks of the Hudson River.


By the time the alarm on my biological clock was clanging nearly a decade later, we had been living in Los Angeles for five years. The band we had formed, with me as lead singer, had had considerable local success, but no record contract. We had just bought a house in the Hollywood Hills with the help of my parents for a down payment. I booked a trip to Hawaii for our seventh wedding anniversary. We had never been on a trip of this kind. We had spent the past decade committing every resource to the success of the band—first Vic’s band when we lived in New York and then our band when we moved to Los Angeles—the rehearsal space, the equipment, the recordings, the custom-made silver leather outfits… the list goes on. There was never anything left for such a vacation.


Within the first few weeks of getting to know Vic, he had said to me, “One day, I am going to have a daughter named Rachel. If that’s a deal breaker, you should walk away now.” At twenty-two years old, I found it minorly interesting that a twenty-five-year-old man already had a relationship with his future daughter. It was irrelevant to me, but I liked the name, and motherhood was part of my long-range vision. Nearly ten years later, I found myself booking a pilgrimage to Kona to conceive Rachel.


The Big Island was breathtaking. I read voraciously about Hawaiian cultural history and spirituality. We drove around the youngest of the Hawaiian Islands looking to tap into the mana of the land, the lava, the wildlife, and the history. We were on a mission to channel that energy into the creation of our child. We had about eight days to make this happen. After about four days of stalling, Vic turned and said to me, “If you want to get pregnant, you’re actually going to have to fuck me,” thereby summing up the dirty little secret about our marriage.


For what was essentially the duration of our ten years together, I was completely shut down, sexually. It must have been good at the beginning, or we wouldn’t have been drawn to each other, but by the time we were living together and engaged to be married, there was a noticeable issue. On the eve of our wedding, he was deeply conflicted about the state of our sex life and considering his options. I barely remember the conversation we had about it, but we did go ahead with the wedding and I believe I must have agreed to sleep with him more often. It wasn’t his fault. He was a good and generous lover. It wasn’t that I had never been sexual; I had freely explored my sexuality in high school and college. I had been masturbating since I was three, for crying out loud. I loved sex! Whatever was going on with me was specific to my marriage or my health. I had a beautiful man, whom I genuinely loved, dying to make love to me, and it made my skin crawl to even think about it. I was convinced something was wrong with me.


Soon after our wedding, I urged my gynecologist to run a blood panel to determine my obvious hormonal imbalance. She gently, but pointedly, told me that I was a healthy young woman and it had been her overwhelming experience that when a woman is shut down in her marriage, it is because of a dynamic in the relationship. I was adamantly opposed to this possible scenario and awaited the test results with bated breath. In fact, her suspicion was confirmed. My blood work was perfect. There was no easy cure for my lack of libido, no magic pill that would provide an easy solution. I was racked with guilt. I felt broken, ashamed, and betrayed by my body. Add to that a growing pattern of request, rejection, and resentment with my husband, and I was paralyzed inside the cycle, unable to acknowledge or address the issue or my husband’s pain. I pretended it wasn’t really happening, that everything was fine: denial. When Vic did bring it up, I found a way to make him wrong: deflection. And I immersed myself in my work, our dogs, and eventually my obsession with getting pregnant: distraction. The fact that I was trying to get pregnant with a man I resisted having sex with for a decade is some sort of triple axel of evasive coping mechanisms. Well, we did actually conceive Rachel on that island during the one time we managed to consummate our intention, and we would never have sex again.


I had an easy pregnancy and enjoyed every minute of it. Rachel was born without incident. She was healthy and adorable. The first several weeks postpartum were a whirlwind. I had a lot of feelings! Highest highs and lowest lows. In many ways I was rocking it, but emotionally I was struggling. The oddest thing in the mix… since the moment I gave birth, I was hornier than I’d ever been. I hadn’t been turned on like that since before I met Vic. I was sure something had happened physically or hormonally in the laboring process that resulted in my insatiable craving for sex. By the time my six-week checkup came around and the doctor cleared me for takeoff, I was climbing out of my skin with desire. Relieved to feel that way after so many years, I rushed home to satisfy my hunger with my husband, who I imagined would be astonished and thrilled. As I walked through the door, he came to greet me.


“How did it go?” he asked eagerly, knowing where I’d been.


And then in that moment—the moment I imagined I would be tearing my clothes off and throwing my naked body at him—I stood there unable to respond. Not just with words, but with desire. I took one look at him and shut down. It was as if someone pulled the plug and drained every ounce of desire right out of me. I was crushed. Stunned, too, actually. There I was, standing in the undeniable truth. There was nothing wrong with me. My body burned with desire: to feel my lover’s skin on my skin as our limbs tangled in the attempt to consume each other, to writhe in the ecstasy of taking him into my body, feeling him inside me, filling me up, drilling me until we both exploded, and then collapsing in the afterglow. Those six weeks had shown me that I could feel that again. Just not for my husband. I was horrified. Reality was hitting me right in the face. There was nowhere to hide. I found myself a wonderful therapist, and after ten years of not being able to love Vic the way he deserved to be loved, I left him. Our daughter was four months old.


A couple of years in therapy helped me understand a great deal about myself, my marriage, my childhood, and the symbiotic nature of all of it—standard therapy stuff. I grew to understand how I was repeating a certain dynamic with my mother in the way I was relating to my husband. I now sum it up decades later by saying in choosing Vic, I married my mother. That’s true to some extent for everyone; our childhood informs the ways in which we conduct our romantic partnerships. We are taught early on what it looks like to give and receive love. Without even being aware of it, we show up to adult relationships with a set of perceptions, feelings, and expectations. I was preloaded with an operating system that required a certain set of conditions for me to give and receive love in a way that felt native to me. Vic filled that role. Vic was the polar opposite of my mother in terms of personality, but he gave and received love in a way that felt incredibly familiar. It’s part of the reason we remain close even beyond coparenting our, now adult, daughter. We feel like brother and sister.


What was missing for me, where therapy fell short, was that I gained no understanding of how my emotional relationship with Vic affected my physical relationship with him. I was still left wondering how a healthy, educated, self-aware young woman who loved her husband had inexplicably lost her sex drive. That I had no one to turn to, no one who could help me understand what I was experiencing, set me on a lifelong path and purpose of exploring and discovering the true nature of sexuality. It’s only now that I am able to look back and see the micro and the macro of Vic’s and my relationship, in and out of bed, and recognize the dynamics that I have since become so familiar with. If I knew then what I know now, would we have had a different outcome? Who knows—but one thing is certain: skillful navigation of our sexual relationship would have spared us both a decade of suffering inside what was otherwise a loving and respectful partnership.


With Sarah’s situation as well as my own, it’s easy to look at sex as the reason for the end of the marriage. Most couples who deal with issues in the bedroom try to fix the sex, not realizing that it’s merely a symptom of a more fundamental issue, never really solving the problem and, in the process, compounding the relational rupture. What lies beneath the surface could be a million different things and is specific to the individuals and the relationship they’ve built. Each couple has a different and unique set of challenges. The thing that’s universal is a need for intimate connection with themselves and then with each other.


The importance of intimacy doesn’t exist solely in the context of relationship. In fact, the practice of radical intimacy starts with us. We are available to connect with others only to the extent that we can connect to ourselves. This goes for lovers, friends, relatives, colleagues, and even the barista at the local coffeehouse. In order to share the most tender parts of ourselves, we have to know what it is we are sharing. And to fully see someone else, we have to be able to recognize our own experience in theirs. For all the times you ever wondered if this is all there is, if you’ve longed for something that you can’t quite name or grab hold of, it’s ultimately intimacy with yourself that you are craving. Most of us have not learned to be with ourselves fully, either by example, by osmosis, or by school of some kind. In fact, we’ve been conditioned to place authority outside ourselves in the form of the media, the advertising industry, religion, and family culture. It’s no wonder we lose our sense of self as we get more and more entrenched in the complexities of life over time. We become increasingly distracted from our own inner knowing. With intimacy as the foundational principle of our existence, we can build a life based on what we truly need—not what we think we need, have been told we need, or think we should need. This kind of sovereignty is liberating, and it feels like coming home to yourself.




















CHAPTER 2



GETTING TO THE ROOT


BABY STEPS ARE GOOD. THEY ARE A NECESSARY METHOD OF MOVING from one set of conditions to another. For example, if we want to create wealth from a modest financial portfolio, it’s easy to see that we need to break that giant leap into a series of incremental steps in order to eventually reach our goal. In the realm of personal growth or transformation, taking baby steps allows the nervous system to regulate itself as we form new neuropathways and develop new skills. Imagine working toward eliminating your road rage on your commute home. Staging your transformation into a Zen motorist, you might begin by resisting the urge to express your anger by yelling and instead simply observe the nature of your anger. The next step might be articulating your emotions as they arise by speaking about yourself in the third person (a common mindfulness technique): “This is Zoë getting angry that the driver in the blue Tesla didn’t use their turn signal. This is Zoë assuming the Tesla driver is selfish, privileged, and doesn’t care about others. This is Zoë making assumptions about other people she doesn’t know.” Once you master that, perhaps you take on the shift of assuming the best of everyone on the road with you, knowing each of them is dealing with their own struggles and distractions. Eventually, by taking baby steps, you find you are unphased by anything and anyone on the road. Good job, Sensei.


The problem with baby steps is they often become the easy way out of making any kind of significant and sustainable change. How often have you seen someone excuse behavior that is counter to their goal, like eating bacon after a heart attack, and shrugging as they say, “Baby steps, right?” Or what about when you crave more me-time in your overwhelming life, and you manage to convince your partner to watch the kids for a couple of hours one day so you can take a yoga class. Sure, that’s a baby step worth taking, but it doesn’t create significant and sustainable change. We need adult steps for that, maybe even radical ones.


I use the word radical not because I have been living in California so long that I’ve assumed the local surfer vernacular. Brah, I’m not some benny trinuh shred like Slater when I’m just a hodad. I choose radical because it captures the spirit of what the journey of sustained intimacy is all about.


Radical was first an adjective, borrowed in the fourteenth century from the Latin radicalis, which is from radix, meaning “root.” The earliest uses of radical are all about literal roots, hinging on the meaning “of, relating to, or proceeding from a root.”


In the life of a plant, a radical is the embryonic root inside the seed. It is the very first thing to emerge from the seedpod and into the ground. A seedling sucks up water through the radical and sends it out to the leaves so they can start photosynthesizing—using sunlight to create food from water and soil. The radical is literally groundbreaking in creating a system of nourishment for the whole plant, an obvious metaphor for the opportunity for humans to break through the seedpod of intimacy to provide a system that nourishes their whole existence.


Radical also means fundamental. The fact that we need oxygen in order to sustain life makes the availability of fresh, clean air a radical human need. It’s not optional; it’s fundamental to our existence. In architecture, a building is supported by the foundation on which it rests. We make sure to select materials that will perform their job well. When doing this, we pay close attention to the properties and true nature of these materials, so that they won’t crumble under the weight of the structure we are building. If we apply this principle to the constructing of ourselves and our lives, we achieve the same level of integrity if we work from an understanding of the essence of things like the work we do, the food we eat, where we live, with whom we surround ourselves, and, yes, intimacy.


Another definition of radical is progressive or extreme, especially when it comes to transformation. Visionaries know well that it’s easier to restore pieces of the status quo after stretching too far than it is to expand further after settling for moderate and ultimately inadequate change. A perfect example of this is the French Revolution in the late eighteenth century when the citizens of France razed and redesigned the entire sociopolitical sitch in a protracted struggle of epic proportions. It was radical revolutionaries who can be credited with the success of the endeavor.


Here’s a little history lesson; pull up a chair. In the late 1700s, France was struggling economically partly because King Louis XVI and his predecessor had spent extravagantly on the American Revolution, leaving the government nearly bankrupt. The peasants were desperate, having endured decades of drought, meager harvests, and rampant cattle disease. The existing feudal system meant there were three classes, or “estates.” The First Estate consisted of the clergy. The Second Estate was the royals, who didn’t pay taxes and had other special privileges, like carrying swords and hunting. The Third Estate was everyone else, which in the years leading up to the war meant 98 percent working-class peasantry and 2 percent aristocracy. The people of the Third Estate were the only ones who weren’t exempt from paying land tax, and they got little in return for the exorbitant amount they paid, and they were pissed.
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