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This book is dedicated to you, for having the courage to pick it up in the first place.






INTRODUCTION

[image: ]

“I DON’T EVEN know what to say.”

My first couples therapy session was not off to a great start. It had taken a Herculean effort to get my boyfriend, Xander, to agree to come, and to be honest, I wasn’t exactly excited to be there, either. Neither one of us wanted to acknowledge the problems we were having in our relationship, and the $200 price tag didn’t help. I quickly calculated that every minute I spent stumbling over my words in front of a stranger in her cramped San Francisco office cost four dollars, and I mentally lambasted myself for not figuring out what I wanted to say before the session had started.

I wanted to talk about our sex life. But I couldn’t articulate the details of what was happening in our bedroom yet, because I was fixated on how Xander and I had gotten ourselves into such a bad place.

It had all felt so easy in the beginning. The night we met, we spent six entire hours making out, and I could have spent six more. Once we started having sex, it was a daily event (sometimes multiple times a day). Xander would get turned on by watching me stretch my arms over my head. I would get full-body shivers if he wiggled a single eyebrow at me. The chemistry between the two of us had been so undeniable I took it as a crystal-clear sign from the universe that this was my person.

But just a few short years later, everything was different. I couldn’t tell you the last time we’d made out with even one-tenth the passion of our first night. We weren’t having much sex, and when we did, it felt… vaguely disappointing? I wanted more from Xander, but I couldn’t tell you what, exactly, that meant. I found myself feeling increasingly shy around him, like our physical intimacy had morphed from a sexy secret to a shameful one. I turned everything into a clandestine test. Would he notice me if I stepped out of the shower naked and dripping wet? How long would he go without initiating sex if I didn’t ask for it first? I used to feel like I had won the soulmate lottery, but in especially lonely, quiet moments, I caught myself wondering if there was someone else out there who might be a better fit.

Although it was a deeply painful experience at the time, there’s nothing extraordinary about our story. It’s actually a frighteningly common one. Most couples in long-term relationships will tell you that the spark died a long time ago. We almost expect it to happen. Yet we still feel profoundly confused when it does.

How—and why!—does sex get so damned complicated? Why is sex so difficult to talk about, even with the person you love? Why was it even necessary for you to pick up this book in the first place?


Why People Say Talking About Sex Is Hard


We asked our Instagram community, “What holds you back from talking about sex in your relationship?” These are just a handful of the thousands of responses we received:

“I don’t want to hurt her feelings.”

“I feel stupid, shy, timid, awkward, and clueless. The whole thing feels taboo.”

“Having to admit that I’ve been faking.”

“My partner says we shouldn’t have to talk about it; it should just happen.”

“I worry I’ll be misunderstood.”

“I don’t want her to feel pressure.”

“The fear I make up in my head about his possible responses.”

“Shame.”

“The time never feels right.”

“I worry that I’m letting her down.”

“I don’t want to make it weird.”

“Being truly seen.”

“Not knowing what I want. I only know that I don’t want what my partner currently does.”

“The fear of rejection.”

“I don’t want to seem needy or selfish.”

“I feel embarrassed, even though my partner is begging me to open up.”

“I hate being vulnerable.”

“I feel the need to protect his ego. I don’t want to make him feel inadequate.”

“The fear of being judged.”

“We just don’t.”

Perhaps the better question to start with is, “Why would we ever think talking about sex would be easy?”

Whether from your family, religion, peers, culture, or a delightful combination of the above, you were taught that sex is something to be ashamed about. That there is a specific set of rules you must abide by—with damning consequences if you don’t. That sex is something that happens behind closed bedroom doors and is not to be talked about openly.

If you were lucky, the “sex education” you got took place in a sweaty eighth-grade gymnasium and involved having the bejesus scared out of you about genital warts and teenage pregnancy. No one ever taught you how to politely ask your partner to spank your ass or gently request that they stop rubbing your clitoris like they’re trying to scrub a stain out of their favorite T-shirt. Or what a clitoris even is in the first place.

You almost certainly don’t have any positive role models, or even examples. Despite seeing thousands of sex scenes on TV and in the movies (and probably in porn), I bet you can’t pinpoint a single instance when the characters actually talked about what they were doing in a meaningful way. (No, J.Lo’s instructing Ben Affleck to “gobble gobble” in Gigli doesn’t count.) Instead, sex always seems like something that “just happens.”

It’s not like the things you need to communicate about are easy or straightforward, either. How do you tell your partner that the way they give oral sex makes your stomach turn—in a bad way—but you don’t know what technique you want them to use instead? How are you supposed to know how to tell the person you love the most in this world that you’re so touched out by the pressures of motherhood that you’ll scream if they lay a single fingertip on you?

When I trace back through my own history with sex and communication, it makes perfect sense that I landed in that therapist’s office. My version of “the talk” took place in my family’s forest-green minivan after dinner at Grandma’s. I saw my mom glance over at my dad, then peer at me in the rearview mirror. She practically whispered, “If you have any questions about… you know… sex… you can ask us.”

I had a lot of questions. I had just made a bet at the playground with my friend Nick about the number of holes that ladies had “down there.” (I confidently bet two, and lost a dollar to Nick the next day.) I wanted to know if a man had to use his hand to put his penis into a woman, or if it got sucked in there like a strong magnet. I was still picturing sex as a woman lying down on top of a man and taking a nap, and I couldn’t quite understand the appeal.

But even as an awkward twelve-year-old, I knew what my parents were actually saying in that moment was, “Please, for the love of God, do not ask us anything about sex!” I could feel their shame and embarrassment, and I absorbed it into my own body.

Instead, I found something else to give me my sex education: women’s magazines. Poring over the glossy pages, I learned that physical intimacy is what keeps men happy, so I should make sure to seem ready and willing at all times. But not too eager, because that would make me seem like a “slut.” I read that there were certain sexual positions I needed to avoid in order to protect my partner from seeing my dreaded “belly bulge.” I discovered that sneezes are like mini orgasms, so I should sneak a dash of pepper underneath a guy’s nose to intensify his climax. (Side note: this is the worst sex advice I have ever seen. Please do not pepper your partner’s nose during sex—or ever.) I had questions about the tip to put a donut over a man’s penis and sexily nibble it off, but who was I to doubt the wisdom of these magazines? Most important, I learned that sex was not something you ever talked about with your partner. I was just supposed to surprise him with all these creative tricks and techniques.

Needless to say, I suffered my fair share of challenges once I became sexually active. I faked orgasms for ten years because I couldn’t bring myself to talk to a partner about what I liked. I had sex I didn’t really want to have because I felt too awkward to say, “No thanks, Buckaroo.” I found myself on that therapist’s couch, dangerously close to losing the love of my life because I couldn’t tell him what I needed.

Throughout all of it, I felt deeply alone, as if I were the only person struggling to have a great sex life—much less talk about it. That’s what shame does: it isolates us.

Years later, after becoming a psychotherapist myself and working with thousands of people, I finally discovered the real culprit behind the demise of Xander’s and my sex life—and of yours. The loss of the spark isn’t actually about the loss of the spark. It’s about the lack of communication. Decades of work in the sex therapy field taught me that there are plenty of perfectly understandable—and more important, fixable—reasons why sex starts to feel so tricky in a relationship. But we’re all struggling to talk about sex, and this lack of conversation, of even basic acknowledgment, is slowly poisoning our intimacy.

Xander and I have come a long way since our rough start, and we’ll share our story with you throughout the pages of this book. But I’ll give you a preview of what’s to come: I’ve never had a relationship in which I talked about sex as openly, honestly, or frequently as I now do with Xander. I’ve also never had a relationship in which the sex was as deeply intimate and wildly satisfying as it is now. I don’t think those two things are coincidences.

So, that’s what Sex Talks is about: bringing sex out of the shadows, providing you with the step-by-step framework for the most crucial conversations that every couple needs to have, and giving you the courage and inspiration to open your mouth. (For talking!)

In the first section, you’ll get to know yourself better, and we’ll create a User Manual that you’ll eventually share with your partner. In the next section, we’ll cover the five elements of a truly extraordinary sex life: Acknowledgment, Connection, Desire, Pleasure, and Exploration. After testing and refining my communication techniques with thousands of people, I’ve learned that these are the five areas that couples struggle with the most. Then we’ll wrap up with surprising techniques for keeping the spark alive for a lifetime.

You’re going to learn how to politely ask for the ass spanking you’ve always wanted. But you’re also going to discover how to create a kind of intimacy you never even dreamed possible. This book isn’t a bunch of the same old recycled sex tips. No penis donuts here! Instead, Sex Talks is a complete paradigm shift. It gives you the crucial information you were never taught about sex, and it dives deep into some of the most complex and harmful dynamics that plague modern-day couples. You’ll learn how to share your findings with your partner in a gentle yet effective way that increases intimacy and brings the two of you back home to each other. And you’ll discover that the best thing you can do for your sex life doesn’t even involve taking off your clothes.

The Other Half with Xander: Hi!

Throughout Sex Talks, I’ll be jumping in to provide my perspective and share some of my experiences, because I’ve been on a journey of my own when it comes to communication and sex.

When Vanessa and I first met in 2007, I thought her career aspirations were pretty cool (who wouldn’t want to tell their guy friends that the girl they’re dating is going to be a sex therapist?). It was fun to engage with Vanessa intellectually about sex therapy as a career path, but the idea of turning the focus inward—looking at my relationship with Vanessa and my own sexuality—felt scary and way too vulnerable for a guy who “had his shit together” and “knew what he was doing in the bedroom” (i.e., the way I wanted to see myself). After all, sex therapy seemed like something only people with “real issues” needed.

And then, a few years later, Vanessa and I were having those very real problems ourselves. I was putting in sixty-plus hours a week at my job. I desperately wanted to be working less, but it felt like the only way to repay the company for the two rapid promotions I had just received was to keep saying yes to more projects. In the meantime, a combination of stress eating and complete lack of physical activity had started to reveal a figure in the mirror I didn’t even recognize. In the little free time I did have, all I wanted to do was sit on the couch and watch TV. To be honest, I didn’t even notice that my sex drive had disappeared until Vanessa started dropping hints that we weren’t having much sex. It felt like a dagger to my heart. Like I was failing “as a man”—a man who was supposed to simultaneously have everything together and not ask for help if he didn’t.

After months and months of burying my head in the sand and trying to convince myself (and Vanessa) that things would somehow improve without actually making any real change in my life, it began to dawn on me that I had a choice to make. I could continue down the path I was on and likely lose the love of my life, or I could admit I didn’t have the answers and ask for some help.

So, I swallowed my pride and started therapy. Slowly but surely, I learned to get more in touch with my body, my needs, and my emotions. To allow myself to sit in the discomfort of my feelings instead of pushing them down. To set and enforce boundaries at work and in my personal life that would decrease stress. Eventually, I walked away from a career in tech that looked perfect on paper but made me feel miserable inside. And ultimately, I joined Vanessa to become the COO of the online sex therapy business she was building.

For the next few years, Vanessa begged me to get more involved with her on social media and in the courses we sold. But I was convinced I had nothing of value to share. That no one would want to hear my untrained opinions on sex and communication. Fortunately, she kept at me and encouraged me to start sharing short anecdotes and experiences from our relationship. And what I slowly came to realize is that I’m actually uniquely qualified to offer a different perspective—that of a regular dude with no psychotherapy training. A guy who has worked through his own issues with gender stereotypes and insecurities, and who has developed emotional, relational, and communication skills that have resulted in a relationship and sex life beyond my wildest dreams. I’m here to show you that you don’t need a graduate degree or a clinical license to have extraordinary communication skills; you just need to have an open mind and a willingness!


What’s in Store for You


Here’s what I want for you during this journey:


	To feel fully seen and understood. Like, “Holy crap, Vanessa, have you been bugging my bedroom? That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking/feeling/experiencing.”

	To let go of any shame you may have felt about your struggles in the bedroom. I want you to know that every person and every couple struggles with sex in one way or another—Xander and myself included!

	To understand your blockages and approach them with more sensitivity and compassion.

	To level up your confidence in an authentic way.

	To laugh. Sex doesn’t need to be so serious all the time! A little laughter goes a long way toward helping us all get more comfortable with our clothes off. (Plus, we’re going to be sharing some ridiculous stories with you!)

	To feel hopeful that you can create an incredible sex life, and excited to get started.



By the end of Sex Talks, you’ll be able to calmly and confidently talk about subjects that previously would have made your cheeks burn with embarrassment. But—spoiler alert!—the benefits go far beyond that. Learning how to talk about sex doesn’t just impact your sex life; it also extends to all your other relationships—romantic, familial, and platonic! You’ll know yourself so much better that you’ll be able to connect with others on a more profound level. You’ll find yourself confidently expressing your needs and making requests, navigating differences and boundaries as if you’d been in therapy for decades. And you’ll believe at your very core that you deserve love, respect, connection, and intimacy.

Xander and I will be there with you every step of the way, cheering you on and helping you realize that you’re much braver and more capable than you even realized! Together as a couple, we’re so enthusiastic about these five Sex Talks because we’ve lived through both the pains of no communication and the pleasures of great communication. We’re immensely proud of you for taking this courageous step of picking up this book in the first place. We know you’re capable of a truly extraordinary sex life, and we’re honored and excited to show you exactly how to get there.

A Note About Inclusivity

In writing Sex Talks, we both had the intention to be as inclusive as possible. This book is meant for individuals and couples of all orientations, identities, and relationship structures, not to mention skin colors, body shapes and sizes, ability levels, socioeconomic statuses, and more. We’ve included stories from a diverse array of people, and we have tried to avoid gendered pronouns as much as possible. We sometimes speak to specific dynamics that can occur in relationships between cisgender (or cis) men and women, and we’ve called out those moments.

When we say “sex” we mean it in the broadest sense of the word: anything that you do with your bodies that brings you pleasure. “Sex” is whatever it means and looks like in your life. Too often, “sex” and “intercourse” are used interchangeably, which is heteronormative and unhelpful even for male-female pairings. (We’ll get into that in Conversation 4.)

Inclusivity is one of our core values—both as individuals and as a business. We firmly believe that everyone is deserving of hot sex and deep love. We know that our attempts at inclusivity will never, ever be perfect, so we are always striving to learn more and do better.

We also want to acknowledge the immense number of privileges we experience, and the filter they create in the way we see the world. We’re both cis, able, financially secure, multiethnic people who are often mistaken for white. Xander is hetero and Vanessa is hetero-ish. There are so many aspects of the human experience that we will never be able to understand, despite our best intentions and efforts.

While our goal is to create and share tools that will work for as many people as possible, we know that a lot of our tips won’t work for everyone. Some ideas may be downright impossible for a fair number of people. Our wish is that you find at least one nugget of wisdom in this book that helps you have the sex life you deserve!
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CHAPTER 1 [image: ] DESTROYING THE FUCKING FAIRY TALE


“DO YOU THINK there’s any hope for us?” Francesca’s voice breaks as she struggles to get the words out. “I love him so much. I can’t imagine life without him. But I also can’t continue like this.”

Francesca is one of my oldest and best friends, and her husband, Jake, is a real gem of a human being, too. They’re both warm, generous, intelligent, and regularly bring me to the brink of peeing in my pants from laughing so hard. Their love story is classic. They were set up by a mutual friend (“in a land before dating apps,” Francesca likes to say), and their marathon blind date at a tiny Italian trattoria only came to an end when the staff politely kicked them out. Francesca and Jake gracefully slid past every milestone: becoming exclusive, getting engaged and then married, and having two beautiful and mischievous children.

Things seemed perfect from the outside, but if you looked closely, you could see signs of cracking in the façade. Francesca had a certain way she liked to do things around the house and would get over-the-top irritated at Jake for messing up the pantry organization or folding the towels “like a heathen.” Jake tended to withdraw, retreating to the basement to watch his beloved Packers and losing himself in long hours at his law firm. The raucous date nights they had once cherished became increasingly infrequent, especially once they became parents.

Francesca and Jake’s sex life had grown more complicated, too. At the beginning of their relationship, Francesca and I would spend entire brunches dissecting every last detail of their wildly passionate bedroom escapades. But over time, Francesca’s bragging turned into venting. She disclosed that she rarely initiated sex; even though she considered herself a feminist, she still had the nagging feeling that it should be up to the guy to make it happen. Unbeknownst to Jake, Francesca had been faking orgasms with increasing frequency over the years. Her performance had become half-hearted, and she was growing resentful of him for rolling off her right after having his own climax. (“Sometimes I don’t even bother to fake an orgasm,” she tells me, “but he still seems to think that once he’s done, we’re done.”)

Separately, Jake confided in me that Francesca sometimes seemed disinterested and distant during sex, and he would lose his erection in those moments. He’d catch himself feeling anxious the next time they started taking their clothes off, wondering if he was going to be able to stay hard.

Their frequency had dropped to maybe a fourth of what it was at the beginning of their relationship, and their satisfaction was at an all-time low.

A Category 5 stress hurricane pushed everything to the surface. In a single week, their daughter broke her leg during gymnastics practice, their roof sprung a massive leak, and Jake got passed over for a promotion he’d been gunning for. The tension was palpable for days, and by Friday night, Francesca and Jake were looking forward to the moment they could finally relax. After the kids were asleep, they poured glasses of wine, crawled into bed, and turned on a movie. Francesca was just starting to drift off to sleep when Jake started rubbing her back. She tensed up immediately; she knew what his “massage” meant—but couldn’t Jake see that his timing was ridiculously bad? Francesca whined, “J, I’m exhausted.” Jake rolled over onto his side of the bed, letting out a dramatic sigh. His obvious disappointment set Francesca off in a way she had never before experienced.

“How could you be thinking of sex at a time like this?” Francesca snarled at him.

“Because I can’t even remember the last time we had sex!” Jake huffed back.

The fight still had Francesca rattled on our walk the next morning. “I don’t really know what to do,” Francesca says. “I mean, he’s right. I can’t remember the last time we had sex, either.” She takes a deep breath, and her voice goes soft and quiet. “It shouldn’t be this hard, should it?”

“Should we really get into it?” I ask. “Or did you just want to vent?”

“I need you in full-blown sex therapist mode,” she responds, rubbing at the bags under her eyes. “Help me fix this, please.”

Understanding Why Sex Gets So Complicated

What’s the first step for Francesca, for me, and for you? Understanding that the fairy-tale version of sex (and relationships) we all have in our heads is just that—a fairy tale. I like to call it the Fucking Fairy Tale. Just like TV and the movies lead us to believe that we’ll have a meet-cute with our one true love, overcome some mild adversity, then live happily ever after, we’re also fed an overly simplified version of what our sex life with said true love will be like. Hollywood sex always unfolds spontaneously and effortlessly, zero communication required. The chemistry is so intense you can practically feel it through the screen. Couples always orgasm in the same instant, from three pumps of Missionary-position intercourse, and everyone seems wildly satisfied. When I ask people to describe their ideal sex life, the most common word I hear is “natural.” We crave that feeling of effortlessness we’ve witnessed on the screen countless times.

Except that’s not how it unfolds in our own relationships. And that leaves us feeling confused, scared, and even angry. Francesca tells me, “I guess I’m naïve, but I didn’t realize how much work relationships and sex take. Our connection was so strong at first that I assumed it would always be solid. When the spark fades, you almost resent the fact that you have to work at it, because in the movies it all looks so easy.”

I know from personal experience that this transition from fairy tale to train wreck can be incredibly scary, so I run Francesca through the specific reasons we find ourselves here in the first place. Because it happens to the best of us, and it’s not entirely your fault.

Blame Your Brain

Let’s start with one of the most straightforward reasons chemistry with your partner feels so much stronger at the beginning of a relationship: literal chemistry. In your early months together, the neurotransmitters in your brain go buck wild. The serotonin levels there are similar to those in someone who has obsessive-compulsive disorder, and the dopamine levels mimic being high on cocaine. It’s that intense!

But this stage can last for only one to three years, max. At that point, your previously surging high-octane transmitters—serotonin, dopamine, and norepinephrine—get replaced with oxytocin and vasopressin, which are designed to help us relax and bond. We shift into creating deeper attachment to our partner and forging a strong, secure, lasting foundation.

Brain chemistry isn’t the entire picture, but it’s useful to know that your brain is physically incapable of maintaining that same level of lust over the long term. If, like Francesca, you find yourself feeling sad and scared that it seems so much harder to be attracted to and turned on by your partner, stop judging yourself. Losing desire is actually more “natural” than feeling it constantly.

The Stress Shutdown

As soon as I mention the word “stress,” Francesca rolls her eyes. “I know, I’m too stressed. But that’s just life.” Like most of us, Francesca has gotten used to juggling never-ending responsibilities and ever-increasing pressure. It has become her default mode of functioning—so much so that in the rare moments when she’s not busy, she finds herself feeling anxious.

Most people don’t realize that stress is the number one sex drive killer. When you’re stressed, your body thinks that it’s under attack. It goes into fight-or-flight mode, deciding whether to stay and duke it out or get the hell out of there. During those moments, your system releases a hormone called cortisol, which shuts down unnecessary functions so you can focus all your energy on protecting yourself. Libido is one of the first things to go.

Think about our ancestors—if a caveman was being chased by a woolly mammoth, why would he also need to have an erection at the same time? If anything, a raging boner flapping around between his thighs is just going to slow him down! Cortisol is helpful if you are in danger in the moment, but when your body is constantly in that state of high tension, it basically ensures that your sex drive never kicks back into gear.

When Two Become Three, or Four, or Five

When you have children, your focus changes. Francesca and Jake used to live in their own little world together, and while their children have been a happy addition, they’ve also dramatically changed the balance of things. Francesca and Jake aren’t each other’s primary focus anymore, and their list of responsibilities has exploded. As Francesca puts it, “Jake started to feel like yet another item on the long list of people or things that need ‘doing.’ ” Francesca also lovingly calls her kids “the greatest cockblocks of all time.” The kids are always around, they manage to sneak into Francesca and Jake’s bed most nights, and Francesca is usually nervous about them overhearing sex or barging in at the worst possible moment. Even when Francesca and Jake are alone, Francesca finds herself struggling to relax. She tells me, “It’s like when you start working from home, sometimes it’s hard to separate your work time and your leisure time… except with being a parent you never get to log off. There really is no place in my home that I don’t feel like a parent. At least with work, your boss doesn’t wake you up in the middle of the night because they had another nightmare about monsters!”

Relationship researcher John Gottman found that 67 percent of couples report that their marital satisfaction plummeted after having kids.1 But, like most parents, Francesca and Jake are also exhausted, too busy and overwhelmed to even put much thought into repairing their relationship. Francesca tells me, “It’s easier to let things slide than to address them. I’m just so tired that a difficult conversation is the last thing I want to do… until I realize I’m in survival mode and unsure how to move forward with someone who’s a roommate with whom I’m raising kids.”

The Pain of Rejection

At the beginning of a relationship, it feels easy to say yes to everything. You agree to all date-night ideas, even the ones that feel a little out of your comfort zone. You take your partner up on most of their invitations to have sex. It feels like you have all this good energy and momentum propelling you forward.

That all comes to a screeching halt when the word “no” enters your relationship vocabulary. I want to be perfectly clear in saying that you are always allowed to say no—to anything, for whatever reason.

Rejection is a normal and healthy part of every relationship, but the problem is that none of us are prepared for it. Hearing the word “no” from our partner, especially when it comes to sex, typically brings up enormous amounts of shame. I have memories seared into my brain of Xander turning me down for sex, and the feelings of embarrassment and even humiliation that overcame me in those moments. Rejection feels so terrible that most of us will go to great lengths to avoid it. If your partner turns you down, your instinct is likely to stop initiating. But if no one is initiating, what do you think is going to happen to your sex life?

Performance Issues

Our bodies aren’t machines, and they don’t always do what we want them to do. It’s normal to experience a dry vulva, a soft penis, or an orgasm that’s too fast or takes too long. (And stress can make all these issues so much worse, too.) But performance issues definitely aren’t part of the Fucking Fairy Tale, so that leaves us feeling like it’s yet another thing we can’t talk about openly.

Great Sexpectations: Sexual Perfectionism

The Fucking Fairy Tale expectations of sex affect us on a relationship level, but also on an individual one. In the Hollywood version of sex, everyone knows what they’re doing, and they look sexy doing it. No one ever has to ask for directions on how to perform varsity-level oral sex. No one ever has a pimple on their butt cheek or bits of toilet paper stuck in their labia. No one’s ever thinking about their grocery list while being ravaged by their partner. It leaves us feeling like we have to be just as polished in the bedroom—a phenomenon I call Sexual Perfectionism. It’s the desire to control every aspect of an interaction so that you seem flawless to your partner and to yourself.

If you can’t talk about sex in your relationship, Sexual Perfectionism takes a dangerously strong hold on you. As we walk our dogs on the beach, Xander tells me about how this happened for him early in our relationship: “I didn’t feel comfortable talking about sex, so the stakes felt so much higher. I felt like I had to be perfect at sex so that there would never be anything for you to say about it. But no one ever taught me what it means to be ‘good at sex,’ so I turned to movies and porn.”

Sexual Perfectionism leaves no room for the intricacies of being human, and it tells us that physical intimacy needs to fit an exacting set of standards. Here are some of the ways my clients have described their expectations of sex:


	“I should be able to get turned on spontaneously and easily.”

	“I should have a hot body that looks incredible in every position.”

	“I should be confident, wild, and uninhibited.”

	“Every time I try something new, it should happen exactly as I planned.”

	
“We need to have simultaneous orgasms every time.”

	“I should satisfy my partner and be the best they’ve ever had.”



(Pro tip: Anytime you hear yourself saying the word “should,” you’re probably veering into perfectionism territory. I had a great professor in grad school who used to tell me, “Vanessa, stop shoulding all over yourself.”)

For Francesca, perfectionism takes the form of being too afraid to initiate. She had tried to be more assertive with a previous partner, but he laughed at her and called her awkward. So, she’s extremely hesitant to initiate sex with Jake. In addition to her fears of not being sexy enough with her technique, she worries about how rejected she’d feel if Jake said he wasn’t in the mood. “I’m already self-conscious enough about my mom belly. If he said no to me, I would take it so personally. Like it would be confirmation that he’s not attracted to me anymore, and he wishes I had my old body back.”

My story is different from Francesca’s, but I can relate. I spent years chasing my individual version of the Fucking Fairy Tale. I wanted to be perfectly sexy and confident, seducing my partner with every look and touch. I fixated on my partner’s experience and ignored my own, trying to give them the impression that we were “clicking” during sex. I faked pleasure, faked orgasm, faked pretty much everything. All in the service of Sexual Perfectionism.

But my performance wasn’t good for anyone, and I doubt yours is, either. Sexual Perfectionism leads to sex that is high on awkwardness and pressure, and low on enjoyment and intimacy. It even chips away at your sex drive: Why would you crave such an anxiety-inducing experience?

But perhaps the worst side effect of Sexual Perfectionism is that it leaves you stuck. You’re unsatisfied with your non-fairy-tale sex life, bored of repeating the exact same routine, but you’re also too self-conscious to suggest or start something different. We all want to see ourselves as someone who is “great at sex,” so we stick with what we know out of the fear that if we try something new, it won’t go perfectly. The devil you know is better than the devil you don’t, right?

But in this book, I’m asking you—and your partner—to step outside your comfort zone, be vulnerable, and take some risks, so we’ve got to work together to overcome your Sexual Perfectionism.

The Other Half with Xander: Normalizing the Imperfections

Most people assume Vanessa and I have the perfect sex life. Like we’re always horny, constantly trying new things, and having earth-shattering orgasms every time. Sometimes everything comes together and we have truly exceptional sex, but oftentimes it’s far from ideal.

In fact, here’s what sex looked like for Vanessa and me just last week. I initiated by casually mumbling, “Wanna do it?” (Note to self: You gotta stop saying this!) Vanessa gave me the side-eye in response, so it was pretty clear she would have appreciated a more enthusiastic invitation. Once we got started, my erection wasn’t as rock hard as it can sometimes be, and I found myself worrying at times about losing it. Vanessa wasn’t particularly wet when we started having intercourse, and I got distracted wondering if I should grab the lube from the nightstand. We had an awkward dirty talk situation when I didn’t quite catch something Vanessa said and responded with a loud “What?!” Overall, there were moments when things felt really good, and moments when things felt a little flat or off. My orgasm was all right, but I’ve definitely had better. We got some bodily fluids on the sheets that had just been washed. And afterward, Vanessa wanted to get up and do something together, but I was tired and wanted to stay in bed for a few minutes to collect myself.

Despite all that, both Vanessa and I still enjoyed the experience, because our expectations of sex aren’t sky high. Neither of us needs or wants unwavering perfection in each and every moment. Of course, if either one of us is having a negative or unpleasurable experience, we take action and either change things up ourselves or make a request of each other. But if we’re just experiencing minor ups and downs, we let it be, and we definitely don’t dwell on it afterward. Just giving ourselves that permission allows us to better enjoy the experience.

This is what sex in the real world looks like. It’s not effortless. It’s not spontaneous. It involves zero mind reading. It’s awkward, messy, and, quite frankly, kinda bizarre. We all fart. We queef. Sometimes we even bump heads when we switch positions. And that’s all okay! Seriously.

Plus, if we did have “perfect” sex every time, that would become “normal” and there wouldn’t be any exceptional times to appreciate!

Releasing the Pressure

After Francesca and I talk about the Fucking Fairy Tale and Sexual Perfectionism, she asks me, “So, am I just supposed to resign myself to a lifetime of boring sex? Or no sex at all? On the one hand, I feel like I have zero energy for it right now. But I hate myself for that, and it feels awful to think of just throwing in the towel on our sex life.”

“I’m telling you that it’s not going to be perfect, not that it’s going to be terrible!” I respond. “We have to tear down all the bullshit expectations you’ve been taught to have when it comes to sex. Then we build you back up again with a healthier outlook and approach. Sex can be passionate, pleasurable, and satisfying. But it’s going to look different from the Fucking Fairy Tale.”

Francesca nods.

“Okay, let’s figure out how we’re going to do this.”

Sexual perfectionism is very personal, so the approach that works best for one person isn’t going to work for another. See my favorite techniques below and choose the ones that pique your curiosity. Start with one tip at a time and come back when you feel ready for another. Repetition is the key to dismantling Sexual Perfectionism, so this is going to be a lifelong journey for most of us.

Feel Your Feels

Francesca caught my attention when she said “I hate myself for that,” so I started there.

“I know you’re feeling a whole lot of feelings about what’s going on with you and Jake right now. You’re confused, sad, upset, hopeless, anxious, and so much more. And I’ve heard you beat yourself up for having those emotions. So, not only are you dealing with the feelings themselves, which are challenging enough, but you’re also heaping on your feelings about your feelings. That’s just too much.”

Francesca laughs. “Tell me about it.”

“I want to help you break this cycle by giving yourself permission to feel whatever it is that you’re feeling. Whenever you notice yourself having a thought or emotion about your sex life, tell yourself, ‘Okay, I’m anxious, or frustrated, or sad, and that’s all right. I don’t need to criticize myself about it, too.’ The best way to navigate your feelings is to simply notice them and leave them be. What we resist, persists! When we accept our own emotions and experiences, they actually dissipate much faster. That’s the foundation of emotional intelligence. You think you can try that?”

“Sure,” she says. “Sounds better than how I’m currently handling things. I’ll just pretend you’re there with me in the moment telling me, ‘Ches, it’s okay to feel your feels.’ ”

Play Out the Tape

Here’s a sobering question to ask yourself: What will your sex life look like if you continue taking a perfectionistic approach to sex? This may sound dramatic, but how will you feel if you’re on your deathbed, looking back at a lifetime of refusing to try new techniques, being lost in self-critical thoughts, and never experiencing true intimacy with your partner?

Examine Your Expectations

Make a list of exactly what you think you’re supposed to do in the bedroom. Then take a good, hard look at it, and ask yourself if those expectations are reasonable. Would you tell your best friend that they needed to live up to those same guidelines? Sometimes taking an objective look at the expectations you have of yourself helps you realize how ridiculously high you’ve set your standards.

I did this exercise with my client Taron, a queer cis male still in the honeymoon stage with a new partner. Taron was suffering from horrible performance anxiety around his erection. He wrote on his list, “Get a boner as soon as I initiate.” I asked him, “So, you think you should get hard with zero stimulation? You should just get an erection the instant you think to ask your partner, ‘Hey, Babe, want to head up to the bedroom?’ Neither you nor your partner should need to touch, kiss, lick, or stimulate your penis in any way?” His face blanched. “Damn,” he said, “When you put it that way, it sounds ridiculous.”

Identify the True Villain

If you’re a perfectionist, your brain likely spews controlling and insulting thoughts at you all day long. These judgments can be so frequent and intense that you assume you’re the one thinking them. But you’re actually hearing the voice of your inner critic, which is just one very small part of you. If you name that villain, or even come up with a full character for them, you can distance yourself from those harsh thoughts. When you hear your inner critic jabbering away at you, talk back to them.

Francesca loved this particular tool and decided to name her inner critic Barb. The next time she caught Barb telling her she couldn’t possibly initiate sex, she said to herself, “Okay, Barb, I know you’re worried about looking like an idiot. But Jake hasn’t ever laughed at me, and he’s always telling me he wants to feel desired by me.” When she noticed negative thoughts during sex, she thought, “Listen, Barb, I know you’ve got a thing against my stomach pooch hanging over when I’m on top, but I’m done letting you dictate my sex life.”

Make a Plan

My client Petra wanted to try Cowgirl position, but she was too intimidated. She said she didn’t know how to do it properly, and she was scared that her boyfriend Wesley would make fun of her if she didn’t move her hips “in the right way.”

Wesley was there in the session, so I turned to him.

“Do you want to try Cowgirl?” I asked.

“Yes, ma’am!” he responded, a big smile on his face.

“Do you solemnly swear that you will not laugh at Petra, even if she messes up Cowgirl in the worst possible way?”

“Absolutely!”

Sometimes it really can be as simple as that. Bring your fears out into the light of day and make a game plan for addressing the worst-case scenario.

Open Up to Your Partner

Even though we’re not yet in the section of the book where you’re having structured conversations with your partner, it’s still a good time to think about how you might eventually talk to your partner about your fears. Can you tell your partner about the Fucking Fairy Tale version of sex that you’re trying to dismantle? The Sexual Perfectionism you’re battling? Can you open up about the specific fears or anxieties you have? And can you create a safe space for them to share their own struggles with you? Because I can practically guarantee you that you’re not alone.

If you allow it to happen, this can be a major bonding experience for the two of you. This is what true intimacy is—letting our partner see our internal world, even when it’s not a pretty picture. Not keeping our guard up, like we do with strangers.


JUST THE TIP(S):


	Fuck the Fucking Fairy Tale. Sex in the real world looks nothing like it does on TV, in the movies, or in porn.

	Sexual Perfectionism is destroying your sex life. It’s putting unnecessary pressure on you and your partner, ruining your sex drive, and preventing you from getting unstuck.

	You’re never going to feel like you know exactly what you’re doing or have it all together. Awkwardness is the price of admission for a smoking-hot sex life.
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