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Foreword 

“Will I ever have sex again?”

Understandably, this question is asked most often by sex addicts in the process of recovery. Layers of other queries lurk behind this primary question: “Will my partner ever respond sexually to me again?” “How will I know what to do to please my partner and myself?” “What is healthy sex, anyway?”

The either/or world of addiction recovery rules out having sex in the early stages, but what happens after that? Addicts still have a desire for sexual relations, and they are now recognizing a need to understand how they can have sex in healthy ways.

Most experts in the field of sex addiction have focused on understanding how it comes to be and how to stop the self-destruction. Alex Katehakis leads a new generation of sex addiction therapists helping recovering people claim a sexuality and intimacy that they’ve likely never had. In this honest and candid book, Erotic Intelligence: Igniting Hot, Healthy Sex While in Recovery from Sex Addiction, she uniquely addresses a multitude of ways to show how enjoying good sex and recovering from sex addiction can coexist.

Throughout the book, Alex explains how recovering addicts can “cut their own grooves” to support healthy behavior changes. She shows them how to build a coupleship that is mutually supportive and coaches them on being playful, sensual, and intimate, thus overturning the very premise on which sex addiction starts.

Alex applies her experience not only as a clinician but also as a supervisor of therapists who have completed the Certified Sex Addiction Therapist training program. Her concise, clear thinking continues to help dozens of professionals become stronger therapists. It is rare to have someone of her creative abilities also write masterfully about one of the biggest challenges in sex addiction recovery. I consider this book a great gift to all recovering addicts and their partners, who will benefit from its instruction, and an impressive, effective resource for those who help them.

Sit back and enjoy the ride toward a life of rewarding intimacy as you get answers to the questions you are asking. Yes, you can have sex again—in the healthy, supportive, sensuous ways you will discover within the pages of Erotic Intelligence.

—Dr. Patrick J. Carnes, author of
Out of the Shadows: Understanding Sexual Addiction 
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Introduction 

Recovering sex addicts are the most courageous people I know. In assisting people through their recovery process, I have seen them recognize themselves as good rather than shameful or bad. I have witnessed them restore their sense of dignity and rightful place in the world. And I applaud them loudly.

Yet recovering sex addicts, their partners, and therapists frequently express the need for a practical guide for restoring their sexual lives. They want a plan for dating after recovery so they can experience lustful sex in the context of creating a joyful life together. And they want to build strong, spiritual, and supportive relationships with their partners.

This is exactly why I wrote Erotic Intelligence—to provide specific steps for sexually sober sex addicts and their partners to achieve these goals.

Who Does This Book Benefit?

If you’re in a committed relationship, Erotic Intelligence explains how to reengage with your partner, get past the addiction awkwardness, and realize a sexual connection like you’ve never had before. You’ll read first-person accounts of men and women in sexual recovery who have shared details of how their lives were damaged by addiction and then revitalized by clinically proven practices. Straight or gay, married or single, throughout this book you’ll benefit from breakthrough thinking about what constitutes healthy sex after recovery from sexual addiction.

If you aren’t in a committed relationship but would like to be in one, read this book as if you were. Imagine the kind of partner you would like to have and the kind of relationship you would like to build. Use the exercises to prepare for meeting the right person. If you are gay or lesbian, understand that all of these principles apply to same-sex relationships. Although certain sexual acts are performed differently depending on gender, you can easily translate the actions and related messages to your gender preference.

If you haven’t already gone through recovery, Erotic Intelligence will show you what’s in store should you commit to getting sexually sober. If you are newly in recovery or have reached a later stage of sexual recovery, I wholeheartedly congratulate you. Your courage to break free of sexually addictive behaviors has brought you to this point, which means you’ll continue developing your sexual health and potential. As you will see, Erotic Intelligence assists you in discovering your own “erotic intelligence” so you can enjoy your unique sexuality through loving, connected—and hot—sex.

Your goal involves progressing through to healthy sex, then intimate sex, then erotic sex, and eventually sex as a spiritual act. Exciting, healthy sex comes from being relational, which means connecting deeply with yourself and your partner through your own recovery process. By developing an intimate connection to a significant other, highly erotic and spiritual sex can be yours. It stems from honest conversations about difficult topics that grow and strengthen your relationship. In this atmosphere, both you and your partner will feel safe to experience erotic sex. More than that, it will support your sobriety as well as your personal growth and development.

Reclaim What’s Lost 

I’m known as a leader in a new generation of clinicians who help recovering people reclaim what has been lost. I bring experience not only as a clinician but also as a supervisor of therapists who have completed the Certified Sex Addiction Therapist training program. After fourteen years as a therapist assisting men and women in sexual addiction recovery, I’ve learned to address their burning questions with success, as you’ll discover throughout this book. Some key questions are:

• What do I do now that I’m sexually sober?

• Do my sexual fantasies have a place in my relationship?

• Does healthy sex mean boring sex?

• How can sex ever be exciting again?

• Will I ever be able to masturbate again?

• How do I talk to my partner about what I like sexually?

• How do I restore my sexuality as self-care, self-love, and connection to another versus a self-destructive act?

My experience has shown that you’ll resolve these questions and feel the power of your sexuality when you understand how to develop more awareness—and more honesty—in your relationship. Achieving and sustaining sexual potential also means staying current with what’s true about your changing body, sexuality, and sexual interests. From there, you become committed to sharing those changes with your partner.

Commitment and Confidence 

Understand that hot, healthy sex grows from a mutual commitment to your recovery. Your committed relationship empowers you to stay the course and maintain a strong focus when forming new behaviors. Toward that end, this book helps you learn to create a spiritual, transcendent experience—and create it in a healthy way. It’s intended for you and your partner to release the pain of the negative story that sex addicts and their partners carry into early recovery. How? By following the guidelines inside these pages, you’ll hone your own erotic intelligence and write a new story for your healthy sex life. As an even deeper, more significant benefit, you’ll build confidence in your ability to achieve the intimacy you crave.

Confidence comes from being clear about who you are and what you want. You can express confidence even when it provokes fear or anxiety. And it develops, too, when you listen rather than react to your partner’s feedback.

This book is not meant to give you license to act out sexually; rather, it’s intended to lead you toward sexual healing. Therefore, as you read, if you feel like you’re getting activated in ways that are uncomfortable or will trigger old behaviors, stop and take time to talk about what’s going on with your partner, sponsor, or therapist.

Doing this will help you gain confidence because it leads to being clear about who you are and what you want. Realize that you can express confidence even when it provokes fear or anxiety. It develops, too, when you listen rather than react to your partner’s feedback.

Know that both your relationship and confidence will evolve. As this book provides the steps to climb up the mountain, your commitment, skill, and joy become your truest rewards—ones to celebrate on your journey to the top.

Write Down Feelings, Thoughts, and Ideas 

As you move through Erotic Intelligence, I suggest you keep a journal, notebook, or computer file in which you can write down any feelings, thoughts, and ideas you have as you complete the exercises. You’ll find expressing them will move them from close inside you to a place of greater objectivity. Reflecting on your feelings in writing also helps you consider your choices more clearly while allowing you to set goals and move forward.

Let Erotic Intelligence illuminate your path to reclaiming your sexuality and the joy that goes with it. Enjoy the journey!

—Alexandra Katehakis


CHAPTER
1 

The Dance of
 Intimacy and Sexuality 

You count, I don’t. I count, you don’t.

Neither one of us count. I count, and
 I’ll try to make room for you.

—Virginia Satir (1916–1988)

At forty-three years old, Jay had never been in a long-term, committed sexual relationship. In fact, that’s what brought him into recovery; he was scared that he would end up a lonely old man. After a solid year of working a program in Sex Addicts Anonymous (SAA), he was ready to find a serious relationship.

His first step toward preparing for an intimate relationship was finding ways to be kind to himself, to nurture himself. Jay started taking regular yoga classes, cleaned up and remodeled his house, spent time with other recovering people on the weekends, and created a social life he enjoyed. He had learned through his relationships in the program that he could be a good friend, loyal and trustworthy. He realized that his relationships with others and his family had meaning to him, that he “counted” to others. He felt more creative both at work and at home, even designing a beautiful backyard garden.

Jay was learning to “dance” intimately with himself and, in the process, preparing to be in a relationship with another. At this point, having a partner to “dance” with would be a strong addition to fulfilling his life. More important, it would represent a critical shift away from believing he needed someone to (presumably) make him feel good, share a social life, or clean up his house.

What Is Intimacy?

As a therapist working with clients recovering from sexually addictive behaviors, I’ve noticed how scared people are to approach having sex again after treatment. Often they have lost touch with themselves. Clearly, one of the most difficult things for people in recovery from sex addiction is discovering what intimacy really means.

If you’re in that situation, Erotic Intelligence will guide you through reorienting your sexuality toward a richer, fulfilling experience with yourself and especially with a partner. It’s meant to help you learn to “dance”—whether it’s going with the flow in a relationship or exploring your own sexuality as a single person or both.

Throughout this book, the term “intimacy” refers to your ability to be close and have a deep, honest rapport with another person. The term “sexuality” refers to your capacity for sexual feelings. More than that, the concepts provide the foundation on which you’ll build, explore, and develop a healthy, erotic sex life.

The prospect of having an intimate relationship and healthy sex life may seem inviting to you, or it may seem daunting. Either is okay. Know that you have the courage to change because you’ve made it this far, proving you have resilience and staying power. Your journey also requires knowing that the dance of intimacy and sexuality changes music often. As soon as you find the rhythm within a relationship, you might need to adapt and shift. That’s why you have this book in hand!

Four Cornerstones of Intimacy 

People toss around the word “intimacy” euphemistically to mean sex, but it goes beyond experiencing the results of the sexual act. Rather, it’s knowing who you are in relationship to another person as you grow and change together. Your commitment to living with intimacy allows you to confidently learn how to create deeper relationships.

Understanding the “Four Cornerstones of Intimacy” can help you conceptualize what it means to be truly intimate. They are:

Cornerstone No. 1: Self-knowledge

All relationships start with knowing and accepting yourself. What do you like and dislike? When do you become anxious or frightened? Where are your growth edges? When you are out of your comfort zone, do you want to play it safe? When you are out of your comfort zone, how can you create an environment that allows change? Knowing the answers about yourself—and accepting them as your truth— enables you to do the same for another. Self-knowledge is crucial, given that sober addicts often talk about losing themselves to their primary relationship.

Self-acceptance means that you know who you are and are comfortable with that knowledge at this stage of recovery. It means that you are able to take input from those closest to you and decide what is in your best interest. This is not about making unilateral decisions or being selfish, but about making intelligent choices. The challenge of self-acceptance means you know who you are and take a stand for what’s true for you in order to create change, even when it’s uncomfortable. An example of this is setting appropriate personal boundaries. You can think of your boundaries as your own personal limits. You define those limits to your partner by saying “yes” or “no” in such a way that protects and maintains your integrity. Once you know what you need, you and your partner will be free to grow and change into more solid adults.

Cornerstone No. 2: Comfort and Connection

Sex addicts often find and create families out of a need for comfort and connection. People who come from difficult family backgrounds commonly have a desire for normalcy. Yet setting up a family is easy, but maintaining, nurturing, and attending to a family require diligence and discipline—two traits sex addicts don’t typically possess. However, by building connections to yourself and others, you can develop the capacity to comfort your anxieties and connect to your partner without reacting to his or her feelings.

Paradoxically, addicts might turn away from comfort and connection to seek sexual novelty and intensity, which seriously disrupts the family in the process. Then, if the sexual object gets too close, they may run again. Addicts often bounce from family life, where they tolerate minimal connection, rebound to their addictive behaviors, and then bounce back home. One man in my therapy group stated, “In my addiction, I wanted intimacy everywhere but in my house.”

Sex addicts who are single typically avoid connection altogether. Although they are seeking comfort and connection, they often report fears that being with one person will limit their options in life. Their inability to hold on to their individuality can have them acting in a reactionary way to another’s needs, which may make them feel like they want to run away. Overcoming these fears, in part, involves listening to their partner’s response rather than reacting to it.

Cornerstone No. 3: Responsibility with Discernment

Responsibility within intimacy requires discernment, which means being assertive, speaking up for yourself, taking responsibility for your actions, and telling the truth, even though it may be difficult for your partner to hear. To avoid conflict, most sex addicts find themselves accommodating their partners, meaning they adapt to what their partners want. They then “act out” their unexpressed feelings sexually as a way to feel a sense of power and control. Deciding to avoid conflict becomes easier than dealing with interpersonal conflicts.

In recovery, you become assertive as you face conflict head-on. Specifically, you discern the difference between saying things that are mean and hurtful and stating the truth about your preferences. An old adage states that addicts would rather ask for forgiveness than permission. But consider this: In a healthy relationship, people don’t avoid conflict. They show responsibility by being direct and assertive about what they want and need. They choose to be accountable for their feelings and whereabouts.

As a recovering addict, you might use another adage that advocates you “stay on your side of the street.” That requires taking responsibility for your part in your interactions in healthy ways on the way to reaching your goals.

Cornerstone No. 4: Empathy with Emotion

Empathy is your ability to recognize, feel, or experience another person’s thoughts and moods. Reading your partner’s thoughts and moods accurately is essential to building intimacy. Sex addicts often find it difficult to have empathy for their partner’s feelings. They don’t accurately listen to their partner and can get defensive when their partner expresses hurt, anger, or upset. Why? Because they may feel shame in the face of another’s pain and make inaccurate assumptions about themselves and the other person. So in recovery, your challenge is to listen accurately by focusing on what your partner is saying about his or her feelings without defense or judgment.

There are two types of empathy: emotional empathy and cognitive empathy. Emotional empathy involves a bodily based feeling in our hearts or guts in relation to another. We can read the experience of another as if we had it ourselves. For example, if we see someone stub a toe, we wince. If our partners delight in eating their favorite ice cream, we delight in their joy. If our children cry because they fought with their friends, we feel sad along with them.

The second type of empathy, cognitive empathy, arises out of how we think we are supposed to respond. Cognitive empathy does not have a bodily based feeling to it. Rather, it’s an idea born out of what we know to be socially polite, kind, and thoughtful. For example, if you see your dentist after learning that his grandmother died the previous week, you would say something like, “I’m so sorry to hear about your grandmother’s death.” You convey this because you genuinely like your dentist and imagine him feeling sad. Therefore, you offer your condolences even though you may not feel sad yourself.

Four Cornerstones of Intimacy 

Make a commitment to use these Four Cornerstones of Intimacy as your guide.

• Self-knowledge: You take a stand for what’s really true for you, even when it’s uncomfortable, in order to create change. You know who you are, and you allow space and respect for your partner to do the same.

• Comfort and connection: You develop the capacity to comfort your anxieties and connect without being in reaction to your partner’s feelings.

• Responsibility with discernment: You are assertive, speak up for yourself, take responsibility for your actions, contribute to all interactions, and tell the truth even though it may be difficult for your partner to hear.

• Empathy with emotion: You use your emotional ability to recognize and feel another person’s thoughts and moods.

The Need for Empathy in Your Relationships 

Showing empathy in your relationships helps you be comfortable with another and even helps you anticipate someone else’s needs. Can you empathize with how your partner feels? Can you understand and validate how those feelings affect him or her without making them about you and having a shame reaction?

You will look through an accurate empathic lens when you:

• Know who you are and take a stand for what’s true for you

• Comfort your anxieties

• Stay connected to your partner without overreacting

• Take responsibility for your feelings.

In active addiction, sex addicts are often self-centered and not oriented to others’ needs. That’s why they rarely take into consideration their addiction’s impact on the needs and feelings of other people. Yet in early recovery, you discovered that having compassion for yourself was important. Now, developing empathy for another is a key component for intimacy.

Going through disclosure with your partner—meaning you’ve been rigorously honest in your communications about your history in the presence of a professional—is essential in recovery. It’s also a major step toward regaining your integrity and living without secrets or lies. In fact, what you went through in early recovery gave you a head start on empathy after making restitution to your partner.

If you haven’t made a full disclosure to your partner, do it before going any further. It’s crucial to ask for professional help from a qualified sex addiction therapist when going through the disclosure process. Doing so will rebuild trust in your relationship and foster everyone’s safety and well-being. Alternatively, if you do not have a partner, write a letter to someone you’ve harmed with your behavior. Write it from the vantage point of the effect you had on that person, not a groveling “so sorry” approach. Doing this will help you to take responsibility for the choices you’ve made and practice having empathy for those you may have harmed.

Where Attachment Comes From

Developing intimacy-building skills resulting in attachments to others starts in infancy through bonding between a child and parent/ caregiver. Attachment done well results in that baby growing to regulate emotions and manage behaviors; done poorly, it’s the basis of disconnection and a likely predictor for forming sexually addictive behaviors.

What bonding is necessary for nurturing a secure personality? For infants and children to bond with significant adults, they need eye contact, facial expressions, gestures, tone of voice, and touching, all of which are associated with powerful feelings like empathy and acceptance.1 This bonding creates the neural circuitry for how the child will learn to connect with people, tasks, and emotions. Similarly, the imprint of sexual awareness on the infant is influenced by interactions among the infant, mother, and father. Later in life, this can affect the adult’s attitudes toward sex.2 The early attachment period sets up a child’s ability to respond to and integrate all environmental stimuli. Through the primary caregiver’s loving touch and responsiveness, a child learns to feel secure and experiences his or her body as a safe place to be. If there’s excessive stress in the environment, it inhibits the child’s brain from developing properly, hindering physical growth and the capacity to connect.

Eye contact, touch, empathy, and bonding help a child’s heart, limbic system, and nervous system adapt to people and circumstances. This is one reason why the concept of “attachment” parenting has grown in the last twenty years and why learning self-regulation has emerged as a main task in childhood.

What Is Self-Regulation?

As children develop, they learn to self-regulate, which means they have the ability to be aware of, control, and monitor emotional reactions, impulses, and behavior. More specific, self-regulation is the ability to repair emotional distress, usually through taking control and renegotiating the environment. A child who can self-regulate is motivated to respond to life and willing to change what doesn’t work. Typically, the self-regulation skills for a sex addict were impaired during childhood. Learning these skills later in life can empower them to be adaptable and respond in more positive ways.

Usually, sex addicts have limited ability to self-regulate their behavioral patterns. The most common source of such disruption is being emotionally disconnected from their families of origin for a long time. Thus, going through recovery involves learning new ways to cope with the world and change old behaviors. Those who go through recovery are relieved to feel unfrozen in time and be intimately present in meaningful relationships. The result? They grow up as a whole human being and stop acting out adolescent sexual behaviors.

How We Cope with the World 

Depending on how we are wired for attachment in infancy, we develop different ways of coping with the world around us and relating to adults. Here are four general ways people learn to cope:

1. Unhealthy passive coping skills include escape, avoidance, chronic sexual fantasies, isolation, and withdrawal from others. Unhealthy passive coping can engender helplessness, hopelessness, obsession, anxiety, and/or depression. This unhealthy, non-relational set of skills is referred to as auto-regulation.

2. Unhealthy active coping skills can run the gamut from using substances like drugs and alcohol to engaging in process addictions such as sexual addiction. These behaviors include, but are not limited to, excessive masturbation, viewing pornography, patronizing strip clubs and sexual massage parlors, frequenting sex clubs, hiring prostitutes, cruising restrooms, voyeurism, exhibitionism, and the like. The relationship is with the substance or the experience.

3. Healthy passive coping skills include solitary activities such as journaling, reading, meditation, and contemplation. Physical activities such as skiing, swimming, and hiking as well as high levels of creative expression such as composing music, writing, making art, and solving mathematical equations render a flow state in the brain. This healthy set of auto-regulatory skills is a form of self-regulation. These activities can be done alone or include other people.

4. Active coping skills include engaging or acting upon the environment, such as seeking support or solace from others and getting help to generate possible solutions. Active coping, another form of self-regulation, seeks control of the situation using productive methods to build resilience. Examples include going to 12-step meetings, asking your partner for a hug, reaching out to people in the program, forming friendships, and/or seeking comfort from friends and family. Getting comfort and support from relationships or other people is called interactive regulation.

Role of Attachment and Autonomy Growing Up

Successful infant attachment and continued bonding lead to establishing emotional pathways in the brain and body for intimacy. They form the basis of heartfelt qualities people feel when engaged with their partners. Children who have developed healthy personalities are comfortable striking out on their own, taking risks, experiencing the logical consequences, and soothing themselves. The more they explore, achieve, and succeed, the more secure and assured they tend to feel. The result? They grow up to be autonomous adults who are competent in their interactions and confident in their decisions. They are able to soothe their own anxieties.

Attachment feeds autonomy, therefore autonomous people seek the connection and comfort of attachment in their relationships. They represent the yin and yang of life, meaning the equal and opposite values of control and nurturing, power and virtue. They experience the human bonding process to grow into independence, capable of negotiating people and tasks.

Yet people don’t live independently; they seek heart-to-heart relationships to know themselves at deep levels, thus developing the biochemistry for intimacy. Fortunately, those who didn’t experience intimacy in a strong way can learn to ignite it by going through the steps outlined in the pages that follow.

Fostering Autonomy Within a Relationship

Autonomy within a relationship means being committed to making choices that foster togetherness while also discerning what’s in one’s own best interest. This process is called differentiation, which is the ability to maintain your separateness and identity while in close connection with others. It’s also the balance between individuality and being together without depending on the other’s approval or acceptance to function. Together, they are relaxed, not driven by fear of abandonment or, alternatively, by fear of being smothered and dependent.

Differentiated people can tolerate the shifting rhythms of closeness and distance without being threatened. They are flexible, meaning they have the ability not to overreact to a partner’s upset. They can operate autonomously even though their partners may want them to do things their way.

Differentiated people can also tolerate the tension inherent in every relationship. In contrast, addicts have to learn to soothe themselves so they can live with the tension and anxiety that accompanies loving their partners deeply. Paradoxically, they also have to reach out to people such as a sponsor or other group members in a program and ask for soothing from their partner when they need it. Turning to others for comfort is how we learn to soothe ourselves.

But let’s be clear here on priorities. A person’s first level of being intimate is with oneself. To be intimate—to love yourself and eventually another person—requires growing up. Growing up can be painful because it means grieving the loss of your sexually addictive behaviors. You have to be willing to give up your old ways to secure commitment with another. This means that you take a leap of faith and trust that your commitment will bring you more pleasure, in a different way, than your sexually compulsive behaviors did.

That’s when the real work of intimacy begins.

Know that the relationship game is about you making you okay. Get real—no one is in your life to save your day. Your partner can love and support you. However, whatever goes wrong is up to you to fix. For example, you have to first identify and then change your fundamental responses that don’t work in relationships, then you have to get uncomfortable. That’s a radical change from what addicts typically do. They don’t repair old disconnecting patterns; they replace their partners, and then they reenact their patterns again in new relationships.
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