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IN A LOT OF WAYS, I’VE BEEN REALLY LUCKY. I’VE had amazing people in my life—many who showed up at just the right time—who have helped me learn about sex, love, relationships, kink, communication, and more. As early as middle school, I was fascinated by sex, poring over the anatomy sections of the encyclopedia and dog-earing the pages where sex scenes happened in the paperbacks I was reading.
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The thing that really blew me away about these communities was how well everyone communicated. It quickly became clear that to do these activities well, and safely, good communication was a must.


Aside from liking the kinky sex and the open relationships, I felt at ease with these people because I knew I could trust them to say what they meant. That was the norm for me for so long that when I was finally out of school and in an office environment, I was utterly baffled by the complete lack of communication skills people demonstrated. People were passive-aggressive and manipulative. People didn’t speak to each other directly but instead complained about coworkers behind their backs. It was unbearable.


After a decade behind a desk, I became a full-time sex educator and I was back among my people—back in spaces where I knew people would speak up about their needs, not just in sexual situations, but in professional and interpersonal situations, too.


In the field of sex, kink, and relationships, I’ve attended numerous conferences, classes, trainings, and seminars, and I’ve read more books than I can possibly count. I’ve had amazing friends and colleagues I’ve learned from and workshopped ideas with. I know that I’ve sponged up ideas from every partner I’ve ever had, every class I’ve taken, and every book I’ve read.


As I’ve worked on this book, the generosity of my friends has blown me away. Everyone has been willing to brainstorm, talk, share their stories, and give me encouragement. One friend even let me stick Post-It notes all over her house. And while I couldn’t have done it without my whole community, I want to give special thanks to my coworking group, my mastermind group, and every friend, teacher, partner, and therapist I’ve ever had. Communication skills can’t be learned or practiced in a vacuum, and everyone I’ve ever known has been essential to getting me where I am today.




INTRODUCTION
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IN MY YEARS AS A SEX EDUCATOR AND COACH, the number one question and concern I hear is about communication (even when the people asking don’t realize it). From not knowing how to bring up vulnerable topics to not having the language for the things they want to try to fearing that talking at all will “ruin the mood.”


I hear these things so much that all of my classes—regardless of topic—include segments on communication, and it’s a big part of all my private coaching sessions, too. Interested in bondage? You’ve got to talk about it. Want to open your relationship? So much talking. Eager to try new kinds of sex? You guessed it—that requires a conversation.


Despite how vital communication is to our sexual health and well-being, most people have no idea how to talk about sex, or even bodies. The combination of a lack of factual information, combined with a shroud of shame, leaves many people paralyzed.


I got a stark lesson in just how uninformed people are about bodies when I was only thirteen years old. My sex-positive mother, who raised me with shame-free and factual information about sex and bodies, passed away, and I moved in with my paternal grandparents. The shame-free information came to a screeching halt.


When I got my period, it was no surprise, because, thankfully, I’d been prepared for that by my mother. So I hopped on my bike, rode to the local drugstore, and got some tampons. Some time later my grandmother saw the tampons and had a fit. While some of her argument had a moralistic tone that I wasn’t ready to refute at that age, her argument also had factual inaccuracies that I was ready to point out. She told me that using tampons would break my hymen.


So I used the tools that were available to me in the pre-Internet age, and I pulled out the encyclopedia, turned to the section with the layered transparency pages that showed genital anatomy, and I taught my grandmother about hymens.


That experience left a mark on me, and I’ve never shaken what it feels like to be shamed for natural things that bodies do, or what it’s like to have to confront inaccurate information with your own hard-won knowledge.


These days talking and writing about sex and bodies is my full-time job. I’ve gotten to a point where it’s not just easy, it’s second nature. But there’s no chance I’ll forget how scary it is for most people. I hear that every day from my students and clients. It’s a guarantee that every time I teach a class someone will ask, “But won’t talking ruin the mood?” My heart breaks for all the people suffering through mediocre sex in silence.


Doesn’t bad sex ruin the mood all on its own? Whether it’s an oops in a kink scene or a sexual encounter gone sideways, I find it hard to believe mustering the courage for a conversation would be worse.


Sometimes I explain this. Sometimes I demonstrate dirty talk. Maybe it’s because I’m a language nerd, but talking about what we’re going to do is one of my biggest turn-ons. When a partner whispers that he’s been thinking how good it feels to have his fingers inside me, my pulse quickens. When a partner tells me she can’t wait to try out a new toy on me, I tingle just thinking about it. Not only is anticipating what’s going to happen part of the fun, but if I don’t want that—or I want something else—I have time to say so.


People come to my office and tell me things they’ve never said out loud before. They tell me their desires, their fetishes, and their fears. They tell me what they’d love to try. And again and again, I tell them they have to talk to their partner. And I give them the tools to do so.


If you’re uncomfortable talking about the kind of touch you like, or discussing safer sex needs, what happens if you need to talk about an unexpected pregnancy or a positive STI result? Getting used to talking and having clear and open communication can be a lifesaver when big issues come up, because you already have a framework for having conversations—even difficult or uncomfortable ones.


And while I know people find talking scary, I’ve seen the breakthroughs my clients have made. I’ve seen people report back from one coaching session to the next that everything has changed—gotten easier—because they have the words they need now. When I teach at conventions, sex shops, and sex-positive venues, my communication class is a mainstay. That class includes some of the exercises you’ll read about in this book.


My favorite thing when I’m working with students or clients is when their eyes go wide with the aha moment that they really can have the sex life of their dreams. It’s my hope that with this book, you can as well.


Stella Harris


Portland, Oregon




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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I SUSPECT YOU’LL USE THIS BOOK, LIKE MOST books of its kind, in two ways. You’ll either skim it or read it cover to cover now, when you’re first picking it up, and then later you’ll use it as a reference when you’re addressing a particular issue or new relationship.


I’m a big book nerd, both personally and professionally, and my home and office are filled with books. I’m not sure I have a single book-free surface. And although I have sticky tabs marking my favorite passages, whenever I pick up a beloved reference, I find something new. Maybe the first time I read the book I wasn’t dealing with jealousy, but now every word in that section leaps off the page like it was written just for me. That tends to be the way of these things. Some tools don’t speak to you until you need them.


The other difference could be whether you read this alone or with a partner. Again, either is fine. Some of the exercises call for self-reflection, and others can be done with a partner, in or out of the bedroom.


With many exercises you could be doing it as a book club for two (or more), where you work through chapters and examples intentionally. But many of the items can also be brought up casually, with no reference to the book. You’ll have to get a feel for what style works for you.


In my classes, I always tell students that now they have me as an excuse. If they need an icebreaker with their partner to try something new, or to bring up a touchy subject, they can say, “So I was in this class . . .” Because sometimes knowing how to start the conversation is the hardest part. That’s probably one of the reasons you’re reading this book. So feel free to use it as your excuse, from mentioning what you’re reading to leaving it on the coffee table. This book is a tool, and I encourage you to use it in any or all of the ways that make sense for you and your situation.


UNDERLYING PHILOSOPHIES


This book is written based on some core philosophies. It assumes that we’re all responsible for ourselves and the way we behave in relationships, and also for our own well-being and needs. Ultimately we’re all responsible for getting our own needs met, from having sex to having orgasms to getting to try that new restaurant that just opened. Would we like our partner(s) to be involved in some or all of those things? Sure. But it’s still our responsibility to ask rather than expect them to read our mind.


And if your partner doesn’t want to go to that restaurant? That’s when you decide if you want to go alone, or with another partner, or with a friend. Or maybe to decide that it wasn’t a need but a want, and one you can do without.


The same is true for sex. You can’t get what you want if you don’t ask for it. So this book will give you ideas of things to ask for, as well as ways to do the asking. But it’s always possible the other person will be unable or unwilling to do what you’ve asked, so then it’s up to you to figure out how to take care of yourself in that situation. And we’ll talk about that, too—about what to do when you hear “no.”


SOME NOTES ON LANGUAGE


You’ll read the word partner in this book a lot. It’s already appeared in this chapter several times. When I use the word partner, I mean whoever is in front of you in that moment. It can mean a hookup you’ll spend an hour with, and it could mean someone you’ve committed to spending your life with. It’s referring to whomever you’re having sex, kink, and conversations with.


The word negotiation will also come up in every chapter, if not every page. For some people the term brings up frightful memories of asking for a raise or buying a house. For others, they think of a lose-lose compromise. When I say negotiation, I mean a very particular kind of communication used to reach agreements around sex and kink. In sex and kink negotiation, everyone’s needs, desires, and limits are taken into account, and the only activities that will be engaged in are the ones everyone feels good about.


Kink refers to a whole range of activities, from spanking to bondage to more advanced fetishes. The term is very versatile and tends to stand in for any activity (usually sexual) that’s considered unconventional or outside the mainstream.


I also use the word play liberally. It’s commonly used in both kink and sex-positive communities to describe the activities two—or more—people are going to engage in. Play could be a threesome, or it could be a spanking. It’s a way of defining the set period of time when these activities are being engaged in.


This book also strives to be as gender neutral and sexuality neutral as possible. Unlike some popular books on relationships, I don’t believe the genders are all that different. Yes, the way people are socialized is hugely influenced by our presentations. But I don’t think treating your partner like an alien, or like an animal to be tamed, is a healthy or productive stance to take.




“A study at Rosalind Franklin University of Medicine and Science, led by Lise Eliot, has found that the hippocampus is the same size in both men and women. The team’s discovery came from a meta-analysis of more than 6,000 structural MRI scans, which showed that there was ‘no significant difference in hippocampal size between men and women.’ The discovery also counters many popular explanations of the differences between men and women. ‘Sex differences in the brain are irresistible to those looking to explain stereotypic differences between men and women,’ said Eliot. ‘And they often make a big splash. But as we explore multiple data sets and are able to coalesce very large samples of males and females, we find these differences often disappear or are trivial.’ ”


—FROM A WIRED ARTICLE BY EMILY REYNOLDS1





The problems of socialization in a sex-negative society are why this book also talks about figuring out, and owning, your own shit. Have you been socialized as a caretaker? (I certainly have.) That’s something you need to learn about yourself so you can figure out how to balance those impulses with your own self-care. Not to mention avoid stifling another person by providing care they haven’t asked for and don’t want.


Have you been socialized to believe your needs come first, or that doing the dishes is never your responsibility? That’s something to look at, too.


You can negotiate any kind of relationship you want to have. Maybe you fetishize 1950s households, and playing those roles is part of your dynamic. That’s fine with me. As long as everything that means to you has been explicitly stated and agreed upon by everyone involved. Because where we get in trouble is when we make assumptions. And many of those assumptions are drilled into us from day one, often based on our perceived genders.


So do the homework of turning those assumptions on their heads, or at least interrogating them so you can keep what’s useful to you and discard the rest. Perhaps the only guarantee I can make is that figuring out and owning all of your biases and assumptions will improve your communication and your relationships.


[image: Image]


Some writing and advice on relationships would have you waiting for “your other half.” As much as I love the Aristophanes myth, I don’t buy the story. And I think it’s harmful. We’re all whole and fully realized people on our own. And maintaining our own identities, and our own independence, is essential for showing up in a healthy way to our relationships.
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Whether well meaning or not, sometimes people use tools meant to help with communication or relationships as a way to manipulate others. The way it usually goes is that someone points to the tools or philosophies in the book to tell someone else they’re “doing it wrong” or to bring all communication to a halt until it’s spoken in the form the book suggests —like the buzzer going off in Jeopardy! if you don’t answer in the form of a question.


Using the tools in this way utterly misses the point. It’s turning them into weapons, and that isn’t fair to their creators, or to your partner(s). So use the tools in this book (and others) to improve your communication skills, not to control the behavior of others.


I hope you’ll find some of the tools and exercises in this book helpful. But keep in mind that you can choose what’s useful to you and leave the rest.


 


1 Emily Reynolds, “There Probably Is No Such Thing as ‘Male’ and ‘Female’ Brain,” Wired UK, October 30, 2015. http://www.wired.co.uk/article/male-female-brain-difference-not-significant








	1


	[image: Image]


	What Are We Aiming For?








HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS AND GOOD COMMUNICATION




“The best measure of the health of any relationship is the quality of the communication in it. Every single thing that we can’t or won’t talk about, openly and without fear or shame, is a crack in the relationship’s foundation.”


—FRANKLIN VEAUX AND EVE RICKERT, MORE THAN TWO





WE ALL WANT TO FEEL HEARD AND UNDERSTOOD. With partners, with friends, with coworkers, communication is essential to human interaction. But just because we’ve all been practicing it since we uttered our first words doesn’t mean we’ve learned how to communicate effectively.


Especially when it comes to a romantic or sexual relationship, good communication is essential. Most people would agree with that, but when you dig down into details and applications, it gets a little trickier.


So what does good communication in a relationship mean? It means when you speak you feel heard. It means each person in the relationship has empathy for their partner, and everyone has both their own and the other person—or people’s—well-being in mind. It means feeling safe bringing up your feelings, fears, wants, and desires. Knowing that when you speak up you won’t be criticized, judged, or shamed. That you have a safe space to share what’s going on with you, and that you’ll truly be listened to and understood.


Talking, confiding, sharing—it all builds trust.


Think about your earliest friendships, when you were a kid. Sharing secrets was one of the biggest signs of close friendship. We’d whisper or pass notes, and these confidences were shared with only our closest friends. Hopefully our communication styles have grown a bit since those days, but the essentials are the same: we feel the closest to the people we feel most comfortable sharing with.


And to be fair, maybe some of it hasn’t changed that much. Where once we passed notes in the halls, now we might exchange text messages. Instead of whispering to someone under the covers with flashlights lighting your face, we have postsex pillow talk. But one thing remains the same—these are the ways we experience intimacy.


Think about how you felt the first time someone leaned over and whispered, “Can I tell you a secret?” Do you remember the rush of excitement? The feeling you got because someone trusted you that much? And not only that, but how eager you were to hear what they were going to tell you?


Our secrets may have changed, but we can recapture those feelings in our adult lives, too. That exchange of vulnerability. Giving another person the chance to reject or accept us, and thrilling when the new information we’ve shared brings us closer. You can play with sharing secrets as a way to build intimacy with the section coming up.


Sharing our secrets, or any vulnerable information, means handing another person a way to hurt us, and when they don’t use the information against us, that brings us closer. So when we’re learning to talk to our partners, we also need to learn how to listen. We need to figure out how to hear what’s being said fully, before we let our minds start racing with how that information affects us. We need to listen without planning how we’re going to respond. And we need to listen with kindness and empathy. It’s the only way to build strong and lasting relationships.


Read on for ways to practice not only communicating your needs, but valuable listening skills, too.


RELATIONSHIP BOUNDARIES




“The idea of choice in relationships is key in any relationship structure. Monogamy is considered automatic and the ‘normal’ way of being in a relationship. But I believe all relationships would benefit from actively choosing to be with one another within whatever relationship structure works for those particular partners.”


—RENA MCDANIEL, PRACTICAL AUDACITY





Whether you choose to be monogamous or in some variety of open relationship, it’s important to discuss the specifics of what that means to you. Many hurt feelings, and sometimes even breakups, happen because a relationship boundary was crossed that one party didn’t even know existed.


Like with sex, we consider what we think about relationships to be obvious, and so we don’t always voice our assumptions about what being in a relationship means. Sometimes we haven’t even been explicit about being in a relationship.


Say you’ve been hanging out with someone for a while. You go on dates, you have sex, maybe you’ve even met some of each other’s friends. These things often progress organically, such that a “let’s talk about us” conversation never happens. In this scenario, it would be easy for one person to think that was a capital-R relationship, while the other person has another word for what they’re doing, or maybe no word at all.


Say the person who thinks it’s a relationship also thinks that relationships are always sexually exclusive, while the other person either doesn’t think this is a relationship, or even if it is, they are used to open relationships. They might have sex with someone else, truly believing there’s no reason not to. But when the person they’ve been spending time with finds out, they could be crushed.


Things like this can happen without anyone acting maliciously. But even without cruel intentions, feelings can get hurt.


This is why it’s always best to be absolutely explicit about any expectations you might have. If you’ve reached a point with someone where you expect them to be monogamous, that needs to be explicitly communicated. Not only that, but you need to define what monogamy means to you. You might be rolling your eyes at me right now, saying surely this one is obvious to everyone.


Not so fast.


What about going out for drinks with a coworker of the gender you’re attracted to, just the two of you?


What about a quick kiss on the lips as a greeting with a close friend? Or with a former partner?


What about talking about your sex life with friends? Or with strangers on the Internet?


What about watching porn, reading erotica, or masturbating?


Each of these are examples I’ve heard that led to fights because one person thought the activity was clearly innocuous, while the other thought it was a breach of their monogamy.


And these are just a handful of examples. I’m sure you can think of a lot more. And, in fact, I encourage you to.


As an exercise, sit down and think about what being in a relationship means to you. What do you consider fidelity, or loyalty? What emotional or sexual boundaries do you expect to maintain in a partnership?


Also, it can be helpful to think about which of those are absolutes that you need in place for your own well-being, and which could be negotiable. Sometimes you won’t know this until it comes up, but it’s useful to know where there’s room for healthy compromise.


Here are a few things you can think about:


[image: Image] Flirting


[image: Image] Hugging


[image: Image] Kissing


[image: Image] Cuddling


[image: Image] Holding hands


[image: Image] Seeing someone naked in person (strip club, sex club, etc.)


[image: Image] Seeing people naked online (webcams, etc.)


[image: Image] Exchanging pictures online/by text


[image: Image] Sharing fantasies or dirty talk online


[image: Image] Seeing certain TV shows or movies with someone else


[image: Image] Going to special restaurants, parks, or other significant locations


[image: Image] Having a crush on someone else


[image: Image] Falling in love with someone else


[image: Image] Sleeping in the same bed with someone else (platonically)


[image: Image] Sex with someone else, when out of town


[image: Image] Going to sexy or kinky parties


Once you’ve gone through these ideas and added your own, compare lists with your partner. And make sure to drill down to specifics as much as possible. You can’t think of everything that might come up, but having an open dialogue about these issues is really helpful.


Make sure this doesn’t become about policing someone’s behavior, but instead talking about each of your comfort levels with the different activities.


CROSSED BOUNDARIES


No matter how much talking you do, there’s always a chance that a boundary will be crossed at some point. If that happens, have a conversation about why it happened. Was the boundary unclear or unknown? Was someone acting out because they don’t think the boundary is fair? Only by figuring out why it happened can you address the real problem.


If an apology needs to be made, read on to learn how to apologize effectively.


HEALTHY BOUNDARIES VS. CONTROL


Talk of boundaries can get complicated, fast. Especially in open relationship circles, there are a lot of differing ideas about how to express boundaries in a relationship. Some people who practice open relationships are very couple-centric, or hierarchical. For these folks, it’s very common to have explicit rules about what can and can’t happen with other people, sometimes with a great degree of detail.


For other people, like relationship anarchists, these boundaries sound like coercion or unhealthy levels of control and are considered unfair both to the partner and to the additional people that person might engage with.


The minutiae of these distinctions are beyond the scope of this book, but it is valuable to take a look at some of the broader issues around establishing boundaries so you can make an informed decision when you’re considering your own boundaries.


Before you establish any boundaries, think about why you want them and how they’ll affect your relationship. We often set rules (and call them boundaries) to help manage our own fears or insecurities. In these cases, it can be helpful to work on our own feelings and responses rather than trying to control our surroundings and relationships. Because ultimately, not everything can be controlled, and we’ll have to confront those feelings eventually.


Boundaries are about taking care of ourselves. Every time you feel uncomfortable or upset, it’s a chance to learn something about yourself, and perhaps to learn about a boundary you need to set.


If you’re dating someone who likes to be spontaneous and make last-minute plans, and you’re someone who likes to know your whole week’s schedule in advance, that can be a problem. Perhaps this person says to you, “Maybe we can get together on Friday?” And you agree and put Friday in your calendar. Then Friday rolls around and you don’t hear from them. You text, only to find out that they ended up going on a weekend trip. They thought the plans were tentative; you didn’t. If this upsets you, you might need to set a boundary about scheduling. Maybe you tell people you’re involved with that you plan a week in advance, and if they want to see you, they need to plan in advance, too.


That won’t work for some people, and that’s okay. We always have to filter for folks who are a good fit for us. Doesn’t mean the spontaneous person or the schedule-oriented person is wrong—they just might not be right for each other. But maybe scheduling a date night is no big deal for the spontaneous partner and they’re happy to do it in order to see you. Then that person knows what you need, and that clarity can set people at ease. And you can feel calm about your schedule rather than resentful as you wait by your phone for them to call.


Saying what kind of notice you need for scheduling a date is ultimately about you. But things tip over into being controlling when you’re making rules about what a partner can do or how they can use their time. If instead of saying you needed notice for dates, you said, “You can’t take that weekend trip with your friends because I’ll be lonely without you,” that isn’t a boundary anymore, that’s exerting control. Controlling behavior often works to isolate people from their friends and family, and is one of the red flags to look out for in an abusive relationship.




“Controlling behavior can start small, such as dictating someone’s schedule or whereabouts, but can morph into abusive dynamics when the power imbalance increases. Some of the signs of this include the use of manipulation, coercion, threats, or verbal or physical harm to enforce the power imbalance. Every member of a relationship must have the right to give feedback, seek compromise, set personal boundaries, and express thoughts and feelings safely. One of the reasons we seek to exert control is as a way of managing anxiety, insecurity, fear, or loss. When we can identify those underlying feelings or needs we can be more effective in communicating boundaries, wants and needs with our partners. This can prevent us from using other tactics that can cause harm to our partner and the relationship as a whole. Someone’s love for you, or commitment to you, does not preclude them from engaging in abusive behaviors to get their needs met. Likewise, your love for them does not mean you must accept these patterns to get your needs met. If you’re worried you’re experiencing these dynamics and feeling unable to safely shift it on your own, it’s important to get help from a trained professional.”


—ANGIE GUNN, LCSW CST





Most of all, trust your gut. And if something doesn’t feel right, run it by a friend, family member, or therapist. The desire to please a partner can be very compelling, so make sure you check in with yourself on a regular basis to see how you’re feeling about your relationship.


If you need more information about how to recognize abusive relationships, check out RAINN (https://www.rainn.org) and the Domestic Violence Taskforce (http://www.4vawa.org/get-help/).


EXPECTATIONS


One of the quickest ways we get into trouble is by expecting our partners to read our minds. The problem is, we don’t always know we’re doing it. It’s natural to assume other people feel the same way we do about things. You’ve heard the adage “the problem with common sense is that it’s not common”?


That happens to us in relationships, too. Whether it’s how you think sex should go (“I perform oral sex on you and then you perform oral sex on me”) or sharing household chores (“I cooked, so you do the dishes”), just because something seems perfectly clear to you doesn’t mean the other person is on the same page.


Sometimes it’s hard to figure out our expectations in the abstract. One surefire way to figure out when an expectation isn’t being met? When you’re feeling upset or frustrated. When that happens, it’s important to think about why it happened. Were you expecting to hear from your partner and they never called? Did you think if you gave them a massage, they’d offer you one in return?


Often it turns out we had an expectation we never articulated. These examples have easy fixes: tell your partner what you want. It could be, “I’m going to have a stressful day, so can we have a phone call in the evening?” Or “My back is killing me, would you like to exchange massages?” It’s important that we give our partners a chance to meet our needs before getting upset that they haven’t magically done it.


If this is new for you, it might be tricky at first, but try to articulate as many of your expectations as possible to your partner. That way they can agree to meet those expectations, or they can negotiate something different. But you’re not stuck with emotional land mines when unspoken expectations aren’t being met.


In the example of someone not calling, say you practiced the ask, that you were having a bad day and would like to talk. Your partner could say, “Actually, I have a meeting that’s running late and then I need to get to the airport. Could you hang out with a friend tonight and I’ll call you in the morning?” That way you have a heads-up that they can’t meet your exact request, and you have a chance to make a backup plan to get your needs met.


To avoid hurt feelings and miscommunications, it’s a great idea to sit down and figure out what all of your assumptions and expectations are. You can do this alone first, and then have a conversation with your partner about it. For starters, see if you can make a list of absolutely everything you expect.


When you’re making your list, here are some things to think about:


[image: Image] Hygiene


[image: Image] Household chores


[image: Image] Communication frequency (daily, etc.)


[image: Image] Reciprocity of sex acts


[image: Image] Talking about feelings


[image: Image] Saving a TV show that you started together for a time when you’re together


[image: Image] Friday or Saturday as a reserved date night


[image: Image] Checking in on stressful/big days


[image: Image] Sharing big life news


[image: Image] Expectations around holidays or birthdays


Holidays and birthdays are one of the areas we most often expect mind reading. Many people think being in a capital-R relationship means holidays together are obvious, but as we’re learning, nothing is obvious. Instead, make sure you’re explicit about expectations when it comes to these events.


Do you want a present from your partner/lover for your birthday? Say so! Maybe it sounds strange to you to ask for a present, but not everyone is on the same page around this kind of thing.


Think about the love languages, a book and online quiz that help distill and discuss what kind of behaviors, activities, and words make us feel most cared for. For some people giving/receiving gifts is huge. For others, it’s all about quality time together. So it would be totally reasonable for one person in a couple to expect a birthday present while the other person took a day off work or planned a special day together. Neither person is in the wrong—they just had mismatched expectations.


That’s why it’s important to talk about everything, even the things we think are obvious. Because what’s obvious to us isn’t always obvious to other people.


For me, it’s important to get a wrapped present on my birthday from my intimate partner(s). It’s not about the monetary value of the gift; it’s about someone taking the time to acknowledge my birthday in that way. To me it speaks of thoughtfulness.


So when I was partnered to someone who said they weren’t good at gift giving, we worked out an explicit agreement. I made it clear that a wrapped present on the day of my birthday was important to me, but to make things easier on them I’d send a wish list (with direct links to items) well in advance.


Sure, it took away some of the aspects of gift giving that I enjoy—having evidence that the person knows what kind of things I like—but it was a better compromise than letting them get overwhelmed with the task while I was disappointed with the results.


SHARED GOALS


Whether it’s domestic/nesting projects like a garden or a new paint job, or working toward running a marathon together, having a shared goal is a great way to build camaraderie and intimacy in a relationship.


Building and maintaining a sexual connection that meets everyone’s needs is also a shared goal that can be a priority in a relationship. Prioritizing that connection can mean setting aside a certain amount of time for intimacy, or committing to trying and learning new hobbies or new ways to connect.


Treating it like an exciting, ongoing exploration is a wonderful way to prevent sexuality from getting stagnant, and to make enough space for experimentation with which you can find new things you enjoy. And this is another area where the journey is (at least) half the fun. We don’t want to set goals that are difficult to meet. Instead, we want to make the process the goal.


So, if someone is ejaculating sooner than they’d like, they shouldn’t frame it as “I want to last ten minutes before ejaculation.” That’s a goal that can lead to frustration and failure and might be unrealistic for their body. Instead, they could frame it like this: “Together we’re going to find new ways to experience pleasure that don’t involve penile penetration, so that how long it takes to ejaculate doesn’t feel like a limit to the length of intimacy.”


If you’ve never had an orgasm, don’t say, “I’ll have an orgasm by the end of the year.” Instead try, “I’m going to find new ways to relax and feel present in my body, and new ways to experience arousal and pleasure both alone and with my partner.” Not only are these goals where the process of meeting them is the point, but if they take the pressure off meeting a certain outcome, that outcome might come along for the ride, too.


Just like training for a marathon, you need to celebrate your wins along the way. Have steps or milestones identified in advance, so that you can feel good about making progress, rather than just looking toward a goal that seems miles—or years—away.


Need some suggestions for shared goals?


[image: Image] Plan one sexual and one nonsexual adventure together.


[image: Image] Learn a new sexual technique either from books, videos, or in-person classes.


[image: Image] Have a lengthy sexual and intimate experience that never involves genital touch.


[image: Image] Share three new fantasies with your partner.


[image: Image] Have regular date nights (even if sometimes they’re Netflix and popcorn).


[image: Image] Engage in more nonsexual touch.


[image: Image] Try changing up your usual roles.


[image: Image] Find a new toy or lube to try together.


Once the ideas start flying, you’re likely to come up with plenty of your own ideas. Just keep them positive and realistic, and make sure to celebrate along the way.


DELIBERATE CHOICES


One of the precedents you want to set is making deliberate choices about what’s best for you (and the relationship) rather than following any false timelines. Relationship books and the Internet are full of advice about everything from when to have sex to when to move in together to when to get married. Not only does this harmfully assume there’s only one trajectory for a relationship, but it also assumes there’s a one-size-fits-all approach. But nothing could be further from the truth.


Trying to meet outside expectations, whether from friends, family, or the culture at large, is a surefire way to end up with regrets. We can play along with what other people want from us for so long.


Establishing open communication early on means you can talk about what’s right for each of you rather than falling into preworn paths on the relationship escalator.2


This can start as early as when you’re chatting with someone on dating apps. Whether you want to ask someone out during the first text volley or chat for a few weeks before meeting, you get to decide what’s right for you. Your choices will weed out some people, but that’s what you want. You can also explicitly let the other person know what works for you, either saying, “Hey, it’s hard for me to get to know someone by text, why don’t we just meet up for coffee?” or “It takes me a little while to feel safe before meeting, so I’d like to text for a while to get to know each other.” Whichever path you choose, you’re staying true to yourself and not pushing outside your comfort zone based on a prescribed timeline.


Doing this also sets the precedent that you stand up for the timelines and communication styles that work for you. So the next time you let someone know what you need, they’ll understand that’s part of how you take care of yourself.


LESSONS FROM NONMONOGAMY


Whatever relationship structure is right for you, there are lessons to be learned by the way other people do things. It can be helpful to pick up books about relationship structures you might not want to engage in yourself, just to see if there are any principles you can apply to your own life. While nonmonogamy certainly isn’t for everyone, there are some features of that relationship style that can be helpful no matter what kind of relationship you want to have.


One of the principles of nonmonogamy is that you can’t get all your needs met by one person. And while with nonmonogamy the answer is often sex with or dating multiple people, the principle stands for other activities as well.


Hoping for one person to meet all your needs for support, comfort, and entertainment is unrealistic. Sometimes, there are times when processing with your partner isn’t the right choice, so having a strong network of friends you can talk to is essential. But all too often people can fall into a happy relationship bubble, especially early on in the romance, and can end up neglecting their other connections. When that happens and then you hit a rough patch, you may realize you don’t have as many people to reach out to as you once did.


It’s also important to have your own hobbies and interests. Whatever those activities are, it’s healthy to have some time doing your own thing, apart from your partner. Not only is this independence an important reminder to yourself that you stand on your own two feet, but if you never did anything separately, what would you talk about?
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