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WILD THINGS IN CAPTIVITY

Wild things in captivity

while they keep their own wild purity

won’t breed, they mope, they die.

All men are in captivity,

active with captive activity,

and the best won’t breed, though they don’t know why.

The great cage of our domesticity

kills sex in a man, the simplicity

of desire is distorted and twisted awry.

And so, with bitter perversity,

gritting against the great adversity,

the young ones copulate, hate it, and want to cry.

Sex is a state of grace.

In a cage it can’t take place.

Break the cage then, start in and try.

D. H. Lawrence
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Mating in Captivity at Twenty Years




THE BOOK YOU ARE ABOUT to read, Mating in Captivity, was published in 2006. As I write this preface, on the occasion of this book’s twentieth anniversary, I am struck by how Mating—as I often shorthand it—could be considered the midpoint of my, thus far, forty-year career. This realization has inspired me to share how the book came to be, what it means to me now in the year 2026, and my hopes for how this body of work might be interpreted long after I’m gone as culture, context, and humanity continue to evolve.

This book started as a much shorter article in Psychotherapy Networker magazine, then helmed by Rich Simon, who was one of the first people to encourage me to develop these ideas and put them on paper. He was a mentor, an editor, and a dear friend. Rich listened to me, challenged me, and helped me articulate the paradoxes I was observing in my therapy office:


Why does great sex so often fade for partners who love each other as much as ever?

Why does good intimacy not guarantee good sex?

Why does the transition to parenthood often spell erotic disaster?

Can we want what we already have?

Why is the forbidden so erotic?

When we love, how does it feel?

When we desire, how is it different?

And why is no one talking about this?



Up until this point, I had spent much of my time as a psychotherapist focused on relationships with partners from different backgrounds: interracial, interfaith, and intercultural. These questions about intimacy and desire were embedded deep within the work but rarely rose to the surface. Patients danced around these paradoxes, and often avoided the topic of sex altogether. I found this ironic considering that, by the 1990s, a new sexual dawn had arrived.

Culturally, sex was all around us: on television, in tabloids, on the Internet, in pornography. Socially, people salivated over the opportunity to discuss the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal, or the Pamela Anderson and Tommy Lee sex tape, or the most recent episode of Sex and the City, or the latest gossip about a young heiress named Paris Hilton. On one hand, the widespread use of birth control, condoms, Viagra, and casual sex meant Western society was more sexually free than ever. On the other, AIDS had thwarted the illusion of that freedom with devastating consequences.

It seemed as if people wanted to talk about sex all the time, just not as it pertained to them personally. Patients would shift in seats. Look away. Hold their breath. Many of them, it seemed, were stuck at a confusing crossroad: now that they could explore the vast landscape of their sexuality, they found themselves not wanting to, and they didn’t know why. It dawned on me that for so long people had felt shame for having sex. Now, they felt shame for not having sex. Interestingly, nearly all of these patients reported great satisfaction with their relationship—just not their sex life—which only added to their confusion. This elicited a tremendous curiosity in me. Love and desire, it seemed, came from different sources, and flowed in different directions. They relate, but they also conflict.

As I began to investigate the dilemmas of desire in modern love, I invited my patients to join me. I asked them to speak more directly about the sex they were having, or not having, as well as the sex they wanted to have.

When you open the door in this way, it is interesting to see who walks through:

The woman who shares that emotional intimacy is her bridge to sex and that, without that connection, her body is uninterested.

A different woman who says the opposite: that emotional intimacy is an obstacle. After a long day of taking care of everyone, her biggest turn-on is anonymous sex, free from the burden of responsibility.

The man who finally tells his wife, much to her surprise, that he longs to explore BDSM.

The lesbian couple who watches man-on-man porn, enticed by the low emotion, high intensity sex.

The couple who describes themselves as best friends but laments their sexual dormancy.

And of course: the new mother for whom sex is the last thing on her mind. Will her appetite ever come back? Yes, very likely. But I didn’t need to be a therapist to tell her that this might be a struggle for a while. I, myself, was raising two young boys and facing my own sexual challenges. It wasn’t for a lack of wanting; it was the logistics, the exhaustion, the difficulty of retrieving “the woman” from behind “the mother” after all the chores were done. I can admit that as my interest in this topic grew, it was for both clinical and self-serving reasons.

As my patients and I entered this new realm together, we did so with gusto. I encouraged them to probe the nature of their erotic desire, individually and together, and they did so bravely and exquisitely. They eagerly divulged details they had once felt were off-limits. I created exercises and they gave me feedback. The ones that worked, I still use today. Sessions became infused with a mutually collaborative spirit and I found that, in order to keep up, I needed to educate myself more, and quickly.

I had always been interested in eroticism. Much of my education had come from art, literature, music, theater, and personal experience. But now, I found myself staying up at night to read the clinical greats: Jack Morin, Helen Fisher, Sigmund Freud, Roland Barthes, Ethel Person, Michel Foucault, and more. I sought more supervision from mentors and peers. I conducted informal polls at parties. I asked questions of everyone around me.

These inquiries were about sex, but they were also about politics, society, and progress. The rise of egalitarianism in Western societies was occurring in parallel with the mainstreaming of power play in all its versions. This was showing up in therapy sessions in interesting ways. To better understand my clients interested in BDSM, I went to sex dungeons in multiple U.S. states. I saw what one of my clients meant when he described how, for him, dominance was a feeling of aliveness. And, I understood and respected why his wife was likely never going to see it that way.

Much of this work informed that early article in Psychotherapy Networker, but even after its publication, I continued to relentlessly explore the topic of desire. By the time Tracy Brown—a longtime book editor turned literary agent—called me, I had plenty of material. Tracy, during his daily scan of his local bookstore’s magazine rack, had stumbled across a syndicated version of my article. It was promoted on the magazine’s cover as a feature on “erotic intelligence.” He had been scouting for something and someone he could work with as the first author he would represent. In my article, he saw a spark that could turn into a flame. We worked tirelessly on the proposal, which made its way to the desk of Gail Winston, a visionary editor at HarperCollins who not only bought the proposal but advocated for me at every turn.

I had the confidence to proceed but also the humility, and perhaps insecurity, to know where I lacked experience. I had never written a book. I struggled with the type of linear storytelling necessary to write one. Relief came in the form of Sarah Manges, who sat with me day after day, organizing me and turning ideas into sentences that became paragraphs, and chapters that became this book. We would talk, write, and edit late into the night, sending pages off to Gail, who would masterfully snip and shape. And often, at the crack of dawn, I would Skype my friend Laura Blum, with whom I share four languages, not only to review edits but to flesh out the multicultural lens that is so important in telling these stories accurately.

As I was learning more about Sarah’s and Laura’s craft of writing, they were learning about mine: poring over anonymized transcripts from my sessions and observing why it’s so hard to write linearly about relationships. To write about relationships, one must acknowledge that there are multiple perspectives, cultural contexts, and moments—big and small—that harken back to wounds and messages from other eras. Whenever Sarah or Laura would ask me, “What happened next?” it was common for me to answer, “Well, to explain what happened next, we have to go back to the patient’s childhood” or “We can’t look at what happened next without an understanding of the cultural forces at play.” I was delighted when, years later, Sarah decided to become a therapist herself.

For twenty years, I’ve privately cherished these behind-the-scenes details, even the hard ones. This preface is an opportunity to tell you about those, too. Without it, you wouldn’t know that Mating was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. You wouldn’t know that, as I tried new things as a therapist, I often fumbled and sometimes outright failed. You wouldn’t know about the death of my mother, which happened while working on this book. It would be impossible for you to know how much my publisher did not want this book to be titled Mating in Captivity, and how the late, great Helen Fisher convinced me to fight for it. Only by reading this preface will you know that it took seven years for anyone outside of the clinical world to show interest in Mating. When my first TED Talk went “viral” on the Internet, which was still a newish phenomenon in 2013, Mating finally took off in a way I never could have anticipated.

Maybe you do know that, despite its growing popularity, this book continued to live in whispers for a long time. People quietly passed underlined and dog-eared copies to one another. They read it on the train with a different book jacket covering it. When I finally recorded the audio version, people sent thank-you notes.

Over time, however, the world changed. Our relationships changed. The conversation widened. Mating traveled from bedrooms to classrooms; from therapy offices to book clubs and college dorms. It became a tool for individuals and partners, a reference for clinicians, and a map for those seeking to understand the mysteries of modern love. It became, to my great astonishment, a cultural touchstone now translated into more than thirty languages.

As Mating’s readership grew, so did my clarity of purpose. I received letters every day from readers who did not have access to therapy but had found solace and recognition in Mating. I wanted to find more ways to bring insights from my office into the public square, to democratize the clinical tools of introspection and connection. The letters confirmed that Mating was helping people see themselves in stories not of perfection, but of complexity. There was no turning back. I was determined to keep shining light into the dark corners, challenging the taboos that leave so many lovers feeling isolated and alone. The most common reaction I received to the book was: I didn’t know other people were experiencing this. I was committed to changing that.

Perhaps nowhere is this commitment more evident than on my podcast Where Should We Begin? that I began a decade after the publication of Mating in collaboration with Jesse Baker, a radio and podcast veteran who saw how the types of stories in the book could be brought to life through the intimacy and immediacy of audio. She put out a call for submissions from real-life couples. Hundreds applied. She screened all of them, spending hours on the phone with each and preparing me to meet with them. The result has been unlike anything else: real, anonymous, one-time therapy sessions that allow the listener to be a fly on the wall for raw conversations about intimacy, sexuality, infidelity, betrayal, loss, grief, parenting, friendship, collegial relationships, and more. As I write this, we are approaching two hundred episodes.

Unlike in Mating, none of the participants on my podcast are or will ever be my patients. They understand that they are a part of a public health campaign for relationships. I am beyond grateful to them, especially as humanity ventures into ever more complex relational quandaries. These days, patients do not hesitate to talk about their sex lives. As many now marry (and remarry) at older ages, it has become common for people to enter relationships not only knowing what they like in bed, but their attachment style, astrological compatibility, and what red flags are deal-breakers. That doesn’t mean there are fewer questions. You can barely finish dessert now without discussing whether to be monogamous, monogamish, open, or poly—a major shift since the early 2000s that has opened up conversations around What is a family? What is a couple? And how do we name the circle of care?

In addition to these topics, much of my work in the 2020s has focused on the impacts of dating apps, social media, AI therapy and chatbots, the sexual recession, and growing loneliness in an increasingly contactless world. Each of these has profoundly changed how we connect to one another. Not to mention: a global pandemic with social consequences we won’t fully understand for decades to come. Yet, despite so much change, there is comfort in knowing that love and desire are two forces that persist across generations, in every part of the world, ad infinitum. And, despite hardship and heartbreak, a path forward is possible.

And that path may surprise you.

In the twenty years since Mating was published, I have had the privilege, and sometimes the sadness, of seeing how the stories inside its pages continue to unfold. Among them: Jed and Coral, whom I briefly alluded to earlier in the context of his desire to explore BDSM.

Several years after the book came out, Jed and Coral contacted me because things had reached a new pitch. Jed had decided to end their marriage but couldn’t bear the pain of hurting his wife. When I tried to help him leave, he’d say “I can’t.” When I would try to help him stay, he’d say “I can’t.” One day, as he sat across from me in my office explaining his dilemma yet again, I snapped, “Well, let’s stop talking about it then because you’re never going to leave.”

After two more sessions, we decided together that I would continue to see Coral alone. I knew he was mad about what I had said. More than that, I empathized with his anger. In my twenties, I, too, had a therapist snip my ambivalence tightrope by daring me to leave a relationship. I did the same to Jed. And he did not like it. But I sincerely hoped that his reaction to my words would lead to resolution on his part.

In preparation for this preface, I asked several people originally involved in Mating to meet with me and Mary Alice Miller, a journalist and curator who has also been my co-writer and thought partner for the past seven years. We reached out to Coral, who was glad to meet. It had been a while since our last check-in. I knew from her already that she and Jed had divorced. That it had been very painful but that each of them had remarried soon thereafter and were successfully co-parenting their son.

For nearly two hours, we talked about how the divorce had ended Jed and Coral’s coupledom but led to a harmonious reorganization of their family ecosystem. Jed and his new wife, Emily, had gone on to have a child. And then another. When Emily went into labor on a snowy winter night, Jed’s first call was to Coral, asking if she could watch his and Emily’s toddler. Coral recounted to us how she enthusiastically consented, bundled up, and walked the few blocks over to his apartment. They had remained close, both emotionally and geographically. There was a long pause. “Do you think Jed would be open to speaking with us?” Mary Alice asked. “I’m sure he would,” Coral replied, picking up her phone. “I’ll ask him right now.”

We met with Jed on an early August morning, fifteen years after my last conversation with him. I was delighted to see him. He looked like an older, happier version of the man I once treated. (I didn’t ask him how I looked.) To my surprise, he brought with him a list of things I had said fifteen years earlier—and a new perspective on what those things meant. He remembered vividly my declaration: “The day you decide you have a right to be happy is the day you’ll finally make a move.” Those words had erupted in conflict between him and me. Now, he told me, those were the very words that had mobilized him to leave. “I was angry with you for years. But for years since, I haven’t been angry or upset,” he said. “I’ve been grateful.”

I told him that, for a long time, I’ve been citing what I knew via Coral as an example of what a beautiful divorce can be. Their story, anonymized of course, had helped many people. He credited Coral and her generosity of spirit as the reason for their post-marriage success. He knew that his refusal to have more kids with her had thwarted her dreams. He acknowledged that it likely stung that he went on to have more kids, especially because Coral and her new husband did not.

The time we had booked had come to an end, but we decided to go over, which had also happened during our time with Coral. In both conversations, it was clear why these two had loved each other in the first place. And it was clear why that love had turned into deep friendship.

“Sex is what made me have to learn to relate to people,” Jed said, quoting himself from our earliest sessions, before detailing the careful balancing act he and Emily navigate between parenthood, polyamory, and their sexual adventures together and apart.

“I relate to people, and then sometimes I want to have sex with them” is my memory of Coral’s stance in those early sessions. She and husband number two are blissfully monogamous.

In our respective conversations, Jed and Coral each expressed confidence, ease, and wisdom about the most intimate aspects of their lives, including the sexual incompatibility that led to their divorce. It was beautiful, tender, generous. I always felt confident that I had done a good job as Coral’s therapist but, for the past fifteen years, when asked if I’ve ever failed at therapy, I would often think of Jed. Nothing had softened that feeling: not that Jed’s story had been shared in these pages and been helpful to so many people, nor Coral’s confirmation that things were now good between them.

Closure for me only came in the eighty-seventh minute of the one hour we had scheduled with Jed: when I heard him reveal that the very thing that had been so hard between us was the thing that helped him after all.

“I think it’s real that it’s an imperfect story,” Jed said, referring to his and Coral’s journey together.

“Therapy can be an imperfect story, too,” I replied.

“You don’t learn from perfect stories,” he said.

I agreed.








Introduction to the 2017 Edition




THE STORY OF SEX IN committed modern couples often tells of a dwindling desire and includes a long list of sexual alibis, which claim to explain the inescapable death of eros. Recently, it seems, everyone from the morning news to The New York Times has weighed in on the topic. They warn us that too many couples are having infrequent sex even when the partners profess to love each other. Today’s twosomes are too busy, too stressed, too involved in child rearing, and too tired for sex. And if all this isn’t enough to dull their senses, then it’s the antidepressants meant to alleviate the stress that set off the final unraveling. This is indeed an ironic development for the baby boomers who some thirty years ago ushered in a new age of sexual liberation. Now that these men and women and the generations who have followed can have as much sex as they want, they seem to have lost their desire for it.

Though I have no quarrel with the accuracy of these reports in the media—our lives are surely more stressful than they should be—it seems to me that in focusing almost exclusively on the frequency and quantity of sexual relations, they address only the most superficial reasons for the malaise so many couples are feeling. I think there’s more to the story.

Psychologists, sex therapists, and social observers have long grappled with the Gordian knot of how to reconcile sexuality and domesticity. We’re offered prolific advice on how to shop in the spice market to add additional flavors to committed sex. Languishing desire, we’re coached, is a scheduling problem that can be fixed with better prioritizing and organizational skills; or it is a communication problem that can be ameliorated by verbally expressing precisely what we want sexually.

I’m less inclined toward a statistical approach to sex—whether you’re still having it, how often, how long it lasts, who comes first, and how many orgasms you have. Instead, I want to address the questions that don’t have easy answers. This book speaks about eroticism and the poetics of sex, the nature of erotic desire and its attendant dilemmas. When you love someone, how does it feel? And when you desire someone, how is it different? Does good intimacy always lead to good sex? Why is it that the transition to parenthood so often spells erotic disaster? Why is the forbidden so erotic? Is it possible to want what we already have?

We all share a fundamental need for security, which propels us toward committed relationships in the first place; but we have an equally strong need for adventure and excitement. Modern romance promises that it’s possible to meet these two distinct sets of needs in one place. Still, I’m not convinced. Today, we turn to one person to provide what an entire village once did: a sense of grounding, meaning, and continuity. At the same time, we expect our committed relationships to be romantic as well as emotionally and sexually fulfilling. Is it any wonder that so many relationships crumble under the weight of it all? It’s hard to generate excitement, anticipation, and lust with the same person you look to for comfort and stability, but it’s not impossible. I invite you to think about ways you might introduce risk to safety, mystery to the familiar, and novelty to the enduring.

On the way, we will address how the modern ideology of love sometimes collides with the forces of desire. Love flourishes in an atmosphere of closeness, mutuality, and equality. We seek to know our beloved, to keep him near, to contract the distance between us. We care about those we love, worry about them, and feel responsible for them. For some of us, love and desire are inseparable. But for many others, emotional intimacy inhibits erotic expression. The caring, protective elements that foster love often block the unself-consciousness that fuels erotic pleasure.

My belief, reinforced by twenty years of practice, is that in the course of establishing security, many couples confuse love with merging. This mix-up is a bad omen for sex. To sustain an élan toward the other, there must be a synapse to cross. Eroticism requires separateness. In other words, eroticism thrives in the space between the self and the other. In order to commune with the one we love, we must be able to tolerate this void and its pall of uncertainties.

With this paradox to chew on, consider another: desire is often accompanied by feelings that would seem to cramp love’s style. Aggression, jealousy, and discord come to mind, for starters. I will explore the cultural pressures that shape domesticated sex, making it fair, equal, and safe, but also producing many bored couples. I’d like to suggest that we might have more exciting, playful, even frivolous sex if we were less constrained by our cultural penchant for democracy in the bedroom.

To buttress this notion, I take the reader on a detour into social history. We’ll see that contemporary couples invest more in love than ever before; yet, in a cruel twist of fate it is this very model of love and marriage that is behind the exponential rise in the divorce rate. Here it behooves us to question whether traditional marital structures can ever meet the modern mandate, especially when “till death do us part” entails a life span double that of past centuries.

The magic elixir that’s meant to make this possible is intimacy. We’ll get to the bottom of this by looking through various lenses, but here it’s worth pointing out that the stereotype of women as entirely romantic and men as sexual conquistadors should have been dispelled a long time ago. The same goes for any ideas that cast women as longing for love, essentially faithful, and domestically inclined, and men as biologically non-monogamous and fearful of intimacy. As a result of social and economic changes that have occurred in recent western history, traditional gender lines have been circumvented, and these qualities are now seen in both men and women. While stereotypes can hold considerable truth, they fall short of capturing the complexities of contemporary relationships. I seek a more androgynous approach to love.

As a couples therapist, I have inverted the usual therapeutic priorities. In my field we are taught to inquire about the state of the union first and then ask how this is manifested in the bedroom. Seen this way, the sexual relationship is a metaphor for the overall relationship. The underlying assumption is that if we can improve the relationship, the sex will follow. But in my experience, this is often not the case.

Traditionally, the therapeutic culture has favored the spoken word over the expressiveness of the body. Yet sexuality and emotional intimacy are two separate languages. I would like to restore the body to its rightful prominent place in discussions about couples and eroticism. The body often contains emotional truths that words can too easily gloss over. The very dynamics that are a source of conflict in a relationship—particularly those pertaining to power, control, dependency, and vulnerability—often become desirable when experienced through the body and eroticized. Sex becomes both a way to illuminate conflicts and confusion around intimacy and desire and a way to begin to heal these destructive splits. Each partner’s body, imprinted as it is with the individual’s history and the culture’s admonitions, becomes a text to be read by all of us together.

In keeping with the theme of reading, this is as good a time as any to explain some terms you’ll encounter in this book. For clarity, I will use the word “marriage” to refer to long-term emotional commitments, not just to a legal status. And I sometimes like to move freely between male and female pronouns without necessarily heaping judgment on either gender.

I myself, as my name gives away, am of the female persuasion. Less obvious, perhaps, is that I’m a cultural hybrid. I live on many shores, and I want to bring an informed cultural view—or multicultural view—to the topic of this book. I grew up in Belgium, studied in Israel, and finished my training in the United States. Shuttling between various cultures for more than thirty years, I have formed the perspective of someone who is comfortable watching from the sidelines. This vantage point has provided me with multiple perspectives for my observations on how we develop sexually, how we connect to one another, how we narrate love, and how we engage in the pleasures of the body.

I’ve transferred my personal experience to my professional work as a clinician, teacher, and consultant working in cross-cultural psychology. Having focused on cultural transition, I’ve specifically worked with three populations: refugee families and international families (the two groups that move most these days, albeit for very different reasons) and intercultural couples (which include interracial and interfaith pairings). For intercultural couples, the cultural shifts do not stem from a geographic move, but instead take place in their own living rooms. What really piqued my interest was how this merging of cultures influenced gender relations and child-rearing practices. I pondered the many meanings of marriage, and how its role and its place in the larger family system varies in different national contexts. Is it a private act of two individuals or a communal affair between two families? In my sessions with couples, I tried to discern the cultural nuances behind the discussion of commitment, intimacy, pleasure, orgasm, and the body. Love may be universal, but its constructions in each culture are defined, both literally and figuratively, in different languages. I was particularly sensitive to the conversations about child and adolescent sexuality because it is in messages to children that societies most reveals their values, goals, incentives, prohibitions.

I speak eight languages. Some I learned at home, some at school, a few during my travels, and one or two through love. In my practice, I am called on to use my multicultural proficiency as well as my skill as a polyglot. My patients are straight and gay (I don’t work with the transgender population at this time), married, committed, single, and remarried. They are young, old, and in between. They cover a wide spectrum of cultures, race, and class. Their individual stories highlight the cultural and psychological forces that shape how we love and how we desire.

One of my most formative personal experiences underlying this book may seem circuitous, but I must reveal it to you, as it sheds a light on the deeper motivations that fuel my passion. My parents were survivors of Nazi concentration camps. For a number of years, they stood face-to-face with death every day. My mother and father were the sole survivors of their respective families. They came out of this experience wanting to charge at life with a vengeance and to make the most of each day. They both felt that they had been granted a unique gift: living life again. My parents were unusual, I think. They didn’t just want to survive; they wanted to revive. They possessed a thirst for life, thrived on exuberant experiences, and loved to have a good time. They cultivated pleasure. I know absolutely nothing about their sexual life except that they had two children, my brother and me. But by the way they lived, I sensed that they had a deep understanding of eroticism. Though I doubt that they ever used this word, they embodied its mystical meaning as a quality of aliveness, a pathway to freedom—not just the narrow definition of sex that modernity has assigned to it. It is this expanded understanding that I bring to bear on my discussion of eroticism in this book.

There is yet another powerful influence that has helped shape this project. My husband is the director of the International Trauma Studies Program at Columbia University. His work is devoted to assisting refugees, children of war, and victims of torture as they seek to overcome the massive trauma they’ve experienced. By restoring their sense of creativity and their capacity for play and pleasure, these survivors are ultimately helped to reconnect with life and the hope that fuels it. My husband deals with pain; I deal with pleasure. They are intimately acquainted.

The individuals I write about do not appear in the acknowledgments, though I owe them a great deal. Their stories are authentic and almost verbatim, but their identities are masked. Throughout this project, I’ve shared excerpts with them in the spirit of collaboration. Many of my ideas were developed through my work, and not the other way around. My ideas also draw on the wealth of careful considerations made by many professionals and authors who have previously tackled the ambiguities of love and desire.

Every day in my work I am confronted with the detailed realities that hide behind statistics. I see people who are such good friends that they cannot sustain being lovers. I see lovers who hold so tenaciously to the idea that sex must be spontaneous that they never have it at all. I see couples who view seduction as too much work, something they shouldn’t have to do now that they’re committed. I see others who believe that intimacy means knowing everything about each other. They abdicate any sense of separateness, then are left wondering where the mystery has gone. I see wives who would rather carry the label “low sexual desire” for the rest of their lives than suffer explaining to their husbands that foreplay needs to be more than a prelude to the real thing. I see people so desperate to beat back a feeling of deadness in their partnerships that they’re willing to risk everything for a few moments of forbidden excitement with someone else. I see couples whose sex lives are rekindled by an affair, and others for whom an affair effectively ends what little connection remained. I see older men who feel betrayed by their newly unresponsive penises, who rush for Viagra to soften the anxiety of the hard facts; I see their wives made uncomfortable by the sudden challenge to their own passivity. I see new parents whose erotic energy has been sapped by caring for an infant—so consumed by their child that they don’t remember to close the bedroom door once in a while. I see the man who looks at porn online not because he doesn’t find his wife attractive but because her lack of enthusiasm leaves him feeling that there’s something wrong with him for wanting sex. I see people so ashamed of their sexuality that they spare the one they love the ordeal. I see people who know they are loved, but who long to be desired. They all come to see me because they yearn for erotic vitality. Sometimes they come sheepishly; sometimes they arrive desperate, dejected, enraged. They don’t just miss sex, the act; they miss the feeling of connection, playfulness, and renewal that sex allows them. I invite you to join me in my conversations with these questers as we work toward opening up and coming a step closer to transcendence.

For those who aspire to accelerate their heartbeat periodically, I give them the score: excitement is interwoven with uncertainty, and with our willingness to embrace the unknown rather than to shield ourselves from it. But this very tension leaves us feeling vulnerable. I caution my patients that there is no such thing as “safe sex.”

I should point out, however, that not all lovers seek passion, or even, at one time, basked in it. Some relationships originate in feelings of warmth, tenderness, and nurturance, and the partners choose to remain in these calmer waters. They prefer a love that is built on patience more than on passion. To them, finding serenity in a lasting bond is what counts. There is no one way, and there is no right way.

Mating in Captivity aspires to engage you in an honest, enlightened, and provocative discussion. It encourages you to question yourself, to speak the unspoken, and to be unafraid to challenge sexual and emotional correctness. By flinging the doors open on erotic life and domesticity, I invite you to put the X back in sex.
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From Adventure to Captivity

Why the Quest for Security Saps Erotic Vitality

The original primordial fire of eroticism is sexuality; it raises the red flame of eroticism, which in turn raises and feeds another flame, tremulous and blue. It is the flame of love and eroticism. The double flame of life.

–Octavio Paz, The Double Flame

PARTIES IN NEW YORK CITY are like anthropological field trips—you never know whom you’ll meet or what you’ll find. Recently I was milling around a self-consciously hip event, and, as is typical in this city of high achievers, before being asked my name I was asked what I do. I answered, “I’m a therapist, and I’m writing a book.” The handsome young man standing next to me was also working on a book. “What are you writing about?” I asked him. “Physics,” he answered. Politely, I mustered the next question, “What kind of physics?” I can’t remember what his answer was, because the conversation about physics ended abruptly when someone asked me, “And you? What’s your book about?” “Couples and eroticism,” I answered.

Never was my Q rating as high—at parties, in cabs, at the nail salon, on airplanes, with teenagers, with my husband, you name it—as when I began writing a book about sex. I realize that there are certain topics that chase people away and others that act like magnets. People talk to me. Of course, that doesn’t mean they tell me the truth. If there’s one topic that invites concealment, it’s this one.

“What about couples and eroticism?” someone asks.

“I’m writing about the nature of sexual desire,” I reply. “I want to know if it’s possible to keep desire alive in a long-term relationship, to avoid its usual wear.”

“You don’t necessarily need love for sex, but you need sex in love,” says a man who’s been standing on the sidelines, still undecided about which conversation to join.

“You focus mainly on married couples? Straight couples?” another asks. Read: is this book also about me? I reassure him, “I’m looking at myriad couples. Straight, gay, young, old, committed, and undecided.”

I tell them I want to know how, or if, we can hold on to a sense of aliveness and excitement in our relationships. Is there something inherent in commitment that deadens desire? Can we ever maintain security without succumbing to monotony? I wonder if we can preserve a sense of the poetic, of what Octavio Paz calls the double flame of love and eroticism.

I’ve had this conversation many times, and the comments I heard at this party were hardly novel.

“Can’t be done.”

“Well, that’s the whole problem of monogamy, isn’t it?”

“That’s why I don’t commit. It has nothing to do with fear. I just hate boring sex.”

“Desire over time? What about desire for one night?”

“Relationships evolve. Passion turns into something else.”

“I gave up on passion when I had kids.”

“Look, there are
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