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Praise for Partners in Passion

“Partners in Passion is the perfect title because Mark and Patricia are just that—passionate about each other and passionate in their commitment to explore human sexuality together. They share how they have created and maintained a deepening erotic connection through their joint explorations of sexuality.”

—Betty A. Dodson, artist, author, and PhD sexologist

“Partners in Passion is not only a sensible, compassionate, readable book; it is the best book I have ever read about the varieties of love and physical/emotional intimacy. The authors explain why basing marriage on the falling-in-love experience is a poor idea. They expose the common cultural myths that wreck so many contemporary relationships. They include sensible health advice minus the scare factor. They successfully synthesize Western and Far Eastern views about passion. This book is a must-read for all people, young and old, of whatever sexual persuasion and culture, who are on relationship adventures seeking fulfilling intimacy and passionate partnership. My clients will benefit hugely from reading it.”

—Alice Kahn Ladas, EdD, coauthor of The G Spot: And Other Discoveries about Human Sexuality and Women and Bioenergetic Analysis

“It’s not every day that I learn something new about sex; the chapter on Tantra is among the best introductions to the topic I’ve ever come across.”

—Ian Kerner, PhD, New York Times bestselling author of She Comes First

“Partners in Passion is bursting with practical suggestions and sage guidance which will help couples become more sexually fulfilled, more intimate, and more fully human.”

—Felice Newman, author of The Whole Lesbian Sex Book: A Passionate Guide for All of Us

“Creating an amazing sex life means more than learning some new tricks for pleasuring a partner. You also need to know how to have an amazing relationship—with yourself, with a partner, and with your sexuality. Partners in Passion is full of tools and ideas to make that happen, no matter what your relationship history or sexual preferences. Patricia Johnson and Mark A. Michaels have done a fantastic job of offering compassionate advice and clear steps to building the kind of relationship that can support and contain the sex life you deserve.”

—Dr. Charlie Glickman, coauthor of The Ultimate Guide to Prostate Pleasure

“Written with emphasis on the kindness, trust, and presence that are required in any healthy relationship, Partners in Passion illustrates delightful depths of insight, providing practical solutions to the very real issues that kill the passion and love in so many partnerships. Every couple needs to read this book!”

—Mikaya Heart, author of The Ultimate Guide to Orgasm for Women

“Partners in Passion is the smartest and most comprehensive book on partner sex and erotic relationships available today. Brava, Mark and Patricia! I love this book.”

—Barbara Carrellas, author of Urban Tantra: Sacred Sex for the Twenty-First Century and Ecstasy Is Necessary

“Patricia and Mark don’t only write about being partners in passion; they are partners in passion. Drawing on their background in Tantra, their own long-term relationship, and the wisdom of other happy couples, Michaels and Johnson know just what it takes to keep things sparkling, sizzling, and sexy. Their book is an absolute must if you are in a relationship or hope to be.”

—Jamye Waxman, sex educator, coauthor of Hot Sex: Over 200 Things You Can Try Tonight!, and author of Getting Off: A Woman’s Guide to Masturbation

“Partners in Passion is an outrageous, courageous, and much NEEDED endeavor. Michaels and Johnson distill the collective erotic wisdom of the ages, rewrite it with their own unique wit and generosity, and offer it back to us as a true gift! Their book raises the erotic consciousness and ushers in a new erotic paradigm for sexual relationships—such that all other erotic instructional manuals are merely supplemental. Read Partners in Passion first!”

—Jennifer Pritchett, founder and owner of The Smitten Kitten

“Partners in Passion comes straight from the heart. Use this book as a gourmet guide to trust, touch, and ongoing adventures of discovery in the vast playing fields of loving relationship.”

—Gina Ogden, PhD, LMFT, and author of Expanding the Practice of Sex Therapy and The Return of Desire

“These two passionate partners have done it again! Partners in Passion: A Guide to Great Sex, Emotional Intimacy and Long-Term Love ought to be the graduate’s gift, the newlywed’s gift, your lover’s holiday surprise, and the birthday present for your best friend’s 50th, too! Not only will you find intelligent, heartfelt information on many ideas and sexual concepts, your eyes will be opened to some of the myths that hold us back from fully finding pleasure and true intimacy. This is a grand blend of neuroscience, the most advanced thinking on relationship and sexuality education and practices—every lover’s library needs one!”

—Suzie Heumann, founder of Tantra.com

“Other than our need and desire to eat, sex is what we crave the most. It’s what drives us. It needs to be fun and varied. Religion, politics, government intrusion, imposed morals, have all tried to suck the fun out of sex. Partners in Passion puts the fun back! It’s a comprehensive and insightful guide for people who take their sex play seriously and are committed to leaving the bedroom with smiles on their faces. Even I can learn a few things from this fascinating book.”

—Larry Flynt

“Speaking as both a certified sex therapist and a sex neuroscientist, I am awed by the magnificence of Partners in Passion, which is truly the most comprehensive, intelligent resource available to everyone interested in forging dynamic, joyful, and sustainable intimate partnerships. The authors thoroughly address the biological, psychological, and social aspects of relationship in a nonjudgmental, wise, and literate manner that instructs and inspires. Their rigor and scholarly attention to detail is impressive. Those seeking to create conscious, loving partnerships will find a compendium of concrete tools and resources in this important book. I will be encouraging clients, students, and colleagues to share this work. Bravo!”

—Nan Wise, PhD candidate in congnitive neuroscience at Rutgers-Newark, and AASECT certified sex therapist

“Partners in Passion by Michaels and Johnson is the most comprehensive compendium on sexuality to date. Erudite yet accessible, this book covers all the bases. Much more than just a guidebook to getting it on, Partners in Passion touches on many fields in sexology, including history, spirituality, anatomy and physiology, cultural constructions, gender differences, psychology, law, politics, art, and anthropology. An excellent book for college students who want a well-rounded text on sexuality, for partners engaging in the enhancement of their sexualities, or for those who are just curious about the messy complexities of human sexuality. This is a book for the whole family.”

—Dr. Winston Wilde, sexologist, sex therapist, marriage therapist, and author of Legacies of Love

“Whatever your relationship might need for staying vibrant is here. A book that you and your partner will keep reading for decades.”

—Joan Price, author of Naked at Our Age

“This book is an absolute must-read for everyone on this earth, as we are all sexual beings, many of us trying to navigate relationships which can be complicated and difficult. I love Patricia and Mark’s gentle guidance on how to improve the communication in your relationship. The frank way they discuss taboo subjects is inspiring and informative. If you wonder where the spark went in your love life, pick up Partners in Passion to find your way back to a loving relationship with yourself and your partner.”

—Jennifer Landa, MD, OB/GYN, hormone specialist, and author of The Sex Drive Solution for Women

“Finally, a smart, sexy, and practical sex and relationship book! Mark and Patricia meld their knowledge of Tantra and alternative sexuality with accessible, practical techniques for building (or rebuilding) passion in long-term relationships. If you’re a long-term monogamous couple looking to increase your connection or you’re thinking about adding kink or openness to your relationship in a way that’s healthy and caring, this book gives you the tools to build the relationship you crave.”

—Jacq Jones, sex educator and owner of Sugar the Shop

“Mark Michaels and Patricia Johnson are the authors of some of my favorite sexuality books, and in Partners in Passion they have taken their unique approach to intimacy to a whole new level. In this book, they offer a truly complete approach to sex, pleasure, emotional intimacy, and relationship building skills. Patricia and Mark have always made their readers feel welcome, safe, and appreciated. Their engaging and respectful style is evident in this book and is sure to help readers get the most from the valuable knowledge they provide in Partners in Passion. While many books give cheap ideas for short-term relationship improvement or a single creative night of sexy fun, Partners in Passion is dedicated to helping readers co-create lasting change in their love lives. From foundational information on anatomy and pleasure to confronting toxic relationship myths, every reader is sure to find important insights to use both right away and for years to come. Partners in Passion also includes several important chapters on advanced sexual practices, such as exploring kink, opening your relationship, and venturing into Tantra and Neo-Tantra. By combining foundational as well as higher level concepts, readers will be able to grow with this book and find content that is likely to meet their relationship right where it is. I look forward to recommending Partners in Passion to my clients!”

—Dr. Ruth Neustifter, author of The Nice Girl’s Guide to Talking Dirty

“At last! The new Holy Grail for how to sustain sexual fire and keep loving passion alive. The authors reveal the truths about ecstatic and joyful sexual expression, debunking common myths and providing understanding about sexual energy flow, while offering refreshing, sound, and sensitive guidance for couples seeking to thrive over time. I love this book.”

—Dr. Patti Britton, cofounder of SexCoachU.com, clinical sexologist, sex coach, and author of The Art of Sex Coaching

“Partners in Passion is a contemporary sexuality book for both the novice and sexually experienced. The authors’ practical and casual manner makes it easy to follow and appreciate the many topics ranging from sexual adventuring, safer sex, and designer relationships, to sexual communication, desire discrepancy, and aging. Reading it is like talking to a big brother or sister about all aspects of sexuality!”

—Sally Valentine, PhD, FAACS, LCSW, AASECT certified supervisor and sex therapist
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FOREWORD

TAMMY NELSON, PhD

I first met Mark Michaels and Patricia Johnson over a decade ago, when I took a private Tantra class with them. I was impressed by their knowledge and commitment to the process and to each other, well before their first book came out. In the intervening years, I have attended some of their public classes and have come to know them personally, and I’ve watched them grow both as teachers and as authors. I was delighted when they invited me to write the foreword to Partners in Passion: A Guide to Great Sex, Emotional Intimacy and Long-Term Love.

I was even more delighted after reading the manuscript. Partners in Passion is a wise, unique, and original book, informed by Michaels and Johnson’s background in Tantra, as well as by their lived experience as married professionals and literary collaborators. It is peppered with useful tips and anecdotes, and with examples of long-term couples in satisfying relationships. Whether you are single and hoping to find a long-term partner, in a new relationship, hoping to make your committed relationship even happier, or seeking to renew your connection, Partners in Passion is essential reading.

As a relationship therapist, sex therapist, and board-certified sexologist, I have been working with couples and their sexual issues for many years. I have written books about sexual desire, about betrayal, and about passion. I have watched couples fall in and out of love and plunge back in for yet another try, braving the turbulent and sometimes dangerous waters of erotic monogamy. Being passionate partners with someone you love can be the hardest thing in life and also the most rewarding.

What makes it so hard? Almost every book, movie, and song we encounter is about love and passion. We all crave that sparkly, bubbling hot, inspired romance that makes our knees weak and never, ever leaves us bored or feeling tired of each other. But is that realistic? We all know that long-term relationships can create frustration, make us feel inadequate, and leave us craving something new or wondering why we can’t trade this partner in for someone better.

Many people do just that. In fact, over half of us divorce, and many of those who stay together find some way to cheat on or betray the other at some point in their committed partnership. We need to change this. We need to find a way to make relationships work.

More couples than ever before are wondering if they can have a different type of relationship, a more intimate and connected partnership. They want more intense sex. They are also seeking a spiritual union that will lead to a more vibrant experience of love.

We have all heard that successful long-term relationships take work. What exactly is the “work” of a relationship? Some say it is communication. That’s a great start, but communication is only the beginning of the hard work of getting through everyday life when both partners have jobs, are managing children and a home, and are trying to stay healthy. With all of these demands, how can anyone stay interested in what their partner says, make time for great sex, and still watch their favorite television shows together on a Sunday night?

Communication is not simply waiting patiently for the other person to stop talking so you can have a turn. It is also not merely verbalizing your own thoughts. Communication is a true form of connection, a deeper intimacy, a knowing, a listening, and a presence that most of us have never experienced. Many of us are so quick to assume we know what our partners are saying, before it is halfway out of their mouths, that we never hear them at all. Being heard and being seen for who we are is the deepest need we have as humans. Having partners who can truly hear us is an experience so profoundly healing that other problems in our lives simply slip away and become trivial in comparison. So what if your partner doesn’t take out the garbage, if she or he is present, listening, and willing to try to understand your deepest desires and needs?

In Partners in Passion, Michaels and Johnson explore this important key to healthy relating in great depth. They communicate to the reader what it means to really listen and be present, but in ways that may not be obvious. If you spend any time with them in person, you can see how connected and kind they are, how they empathize with each other, how their language of love is shared and validated. Writing just one book together is a Herculean task; the fact that they’ve written four is a testament to the depth of their connection. This book is not only about their lived experience as Tantra teachers; it offers a broader perspective on a new way of communicating and engaging. They are present for each other at these deeper levels, embodying a sensual and sexual connection that many couples strive for but have difficulty accomplishing. Partners in Passion will provide you with practical tools for creating a relationship that is rich, collaborative, and erotically engaged.

Therapists often look at sex from a clinical perspective. They are usually concerned with what isn’t working, with sexual “pathology” or dysfunction. Clinicians usually try to determine what is broken and then work on how to fix it. Because they are teachers, Michaels and Johnson offer a different perspective: focusing on what works as the key to creating a more vibrant love life. They present sex in an open-minded, practical, and positive way. They strive to be inclusive of all orientations, identities, and relationship styles—traditional monogamy, polyamory, open partnerships, and even swinging. They present them all with empathy and sensitivity, without making us feel like we’ve missed the boat if we haven’t had six sexual partners and an orgy in the past week. There is no judgment in this book, and it is just this absence of judgment that is crucial if relationships are to be collaborative and validating.

The authors’ training and background bring a solid authenticity to their writing. They avoid stereotypes and clichés and endeavor to meet readers where they are, so people in more traditional relationships will not be left feeling “square” or alone. At the same time, those looking to expand their sexuality and explore the edges of their fantasy life together will find safe direction and a validating place to start.

The sexual focus here is on pleasure—how to give it and receive it—and how to have a satisfying relationship. The idea that sex should be a shared adventure, one in which each partner can remain open and curious to the other, adds lightness and a feeling of playfulness to the book. Where Tantric practices are included, they are purely experiential, practical, and undogmatic, with no demand to overthink the experience or strive to make something happen. In today’s society, where hard work is revered, working hard at our relationships can seem overwhelming. And when things go awry, the feelings of failure can lead many into a spiral of shame and negative thoughts that create the opposite of what we really desire: lightness, joy, and mutual fulfillment.

Partners in Passion also has one of the most helpful and comprehensive resource guides of any book on relationships and sexuality available today. If you are curious about any number of sexual subjects, from online erotica to Tantric workshops to retreat centers to sexuality education, you can find it in this book. If you are thinking of opening your relationship and want to know how to go about it, or you want to know more about what the Tantric position Yab Yum entails, you will find it here.

This book is an ambitious project, and Partners in Passion delivers what it promises. One might expect such an encyclopedic volume to be superficial in its coverage, but this book is both deeply sensitive and filled with useful advice. In addition to providing a wealth of information, it gives couples an array of tools for deepening their connection. The focus of a relationship should be on what we may give to the other, what may bring the other pleasure, how we may deeply know the other, and what each may find erotic. These ideas are in direct opposition to the way most of us are conditioned to think about relationships. Conventional wisdom tells us to look at a romantic partner as someone who should meet our needs, give us what we want, and feed us, emotionally, sexually, and spiritually. This narcissistic view of relationships is doomed to fail, because no one can ever truly give us all that we desire, and any partner, no matter how perfect, will eventually disappoint us.

As Patricia and Mark put it: “Instead of striving to get one’s needs met, mutually focusing on each other’s fulfillment is the key to having better sex. Cultivating this attitude provides the basis for nurturing a long-term relationship that is fulfilling and enduringly erotic.” This refreshing attitude is not only important for our personal relationships but perhaps for the world as a whole.

Michaels and Johnson write what they know because they are living what they write. I respect their love for each other and admire their vibrancy and determination to effect change in the world by creating happy, erotic, and committed long-term relationships. Great sex and a real, vibrant, and empathetic connection may just be the way to do that.

Tammy Nelson, PhD

Author of Getting the Sex You Want and The New Monogamy

www.drtammynelson.com

PREFACE

The tools it takes to have a vibrant, fulfilling, and expansive sex life are the same ones that can be used to create a satisfying long-term relationship. There are countless how-to sex manuals on the market. This is not one of those books. Merely finding the right moves or homing in on that perfect spot will not create a great sexual relationship. We seek to provide you with a foundation for an enduring and mutually satisfying erotic partnership. Our vision is holistic, and our intention is to give you the skills for creating a great sex life together, regardless of which tricks and techniques you care to use. Once you have refined these skills, we suspect those how-to books will prove to be a lot more useful.

This book is the upshot of an ongoing conversation that began over fifteen years ago. We met in January 1999, when Patricia attended Mark’s first public lecture on Tantra. Neither one of us was seeking or expecting to be in a long-term partnership, though there was a strong attraction from the start. We exchanged emails over the next couple of weeks and eventually met for lunch, at Patricia’s invitation. During that first meeting, we decided to explore the sexual aspects of Tantra together, without having so much as held hands. By putting our interest in sex on the table from the start and being clear that it was very important to both of us, we bypassed a lot of the game playing and manipulation that is so common in the dating scene.

A few years into our relationship, we began writing a book on Tantra but abandoned the project, choosing to use the material for an online course instead. A year or two after this first try, we started working on a book based on a series of seminal lectures on Tantra that our teacher, Dr. Jonn Mumford, had given in the 1970s. We added some of our own research and ideas, and updated the content somewhat, so The Essence of Tantric Sexuality is in many respects a three-person collaboration. Our second and third books, Tantra for Erotic Empowerment (an expanded version of that online course) and Great Sex Made Simple, are more fully ours. This book both builds on and departs from our first three.

We were eager to write Partners in Passion because we want to reach people who wouldn’t dream of buying a Tantra book. Our writing and thinking are informed by our background and training in the tradition. While we are convinced that thinking about relationships in a way that is informed by Tantric principles can be valuable for any couple, this is only one stream among many that we’ve brought together here. This book sums up what we have lived, read, observed, and discussed over many years, and we hope our ideas will resonate with you.

Our collaborative process has evolved over the course of writing four books together, though the general contours have been consistent. We bring different personal histories, talents, and skill sets to our writing, so we thought it would be helpful to share a little on our backgrounds, how we work together, and our authorial voice.

Mark has written and translated plays (from French and Italian into English), has a law degree, and did graduate work in American Studies. In grad school, his coursework and research were focused on Native American Studies (which doesn’t show up in this book), American popular culture, and human sexuality and reproduction (which do). He was strongly influenced by his exposure to feminist and queer theory. Patricia has approached our work from a more intuitive and less academic perspective, drawing on her career as a musician and performing artist.

This difference in background has also manifested itself in the division of labor. (This is a reflection not of gender but of our different talents and life experiences.) Patricia usually does a great deal of the preliminary work: transcribing our conversations about various subjects, outlining, and providing notes on the topics we want to address. Mark’s background means he does the literary grunt work, writing the first draft based on the material we develop together and the initial notes Patricia produces. After the first draft is completed, we seek outside input, do multiple readings of the manuscript both separately and aloud together, and propose and incorporate revisions when necessary.

Patricia sometimes says she sees herself as a muse, and she does play that role during the writing of the first draft. (In addition, she tolerates a lot of pacing and procrastination.) But muse is far too self-deprecating and is neither fair nor accurate. This book is an expression of who we are, individually and as a couple. Our authorial “we” may be a literary device, but it is also an honest expression of ourselves and how we create together.

The process of writing a book is intense, demanding, and emotionally charged; cowriting a book with your life partner, especially one about sex and relationships, is indescribably intimate. It requires fearlessness, flexibility, and a determination to keep the ego in check. We like to think of our life, our teaching, and our body of work in various media as testaments to the power of the collaborative relationship model we advocate. We hope this book will give you an embodied as well as an intellectual understanding of what is possible when you collaborate. We also hope it will inspire you to have productive and continuing conversations, just as we look forward to continuing the one we started more than fifteen years ago.

CHAPTER

1

NEW RELATIONSHIP ENERGY

Do you remember how it felt when you were first falling in love? Or maybe you don’t have to remember because you’re lucky enough to be in that heightened state right now. Either way, the experience is intense, delicious, magical, something to be enjoyed to the fullest. All your physical and mental juices are flowing, and the experience is literally intoxicating. In new relationships sex tends to be exhilarating, and most new couples are eager to make love as often as possible. Nights may be long—with bouts of lovemaking interspersed with deep conversation and no concern about feeling sleep deprived. Those who are in this elevated and almost manic state are sometimes described as being in the throes of new relationship energy (NRE).

NRE can be a very heady and enjoyable state, and there’s no reason to deny yourself the intensity and pleasure that accompanies it. As long as you remain mindful of the fact that it is temporary and something of an illusion, you’ll be able to revel in it without being consumed by it. Similarly, remembering that the intensity will not last will make it much easier to transition from being in a new relationship to being in a longer-term one.

During this stage, the novelty of discovering a new partner, exploring and enjoying that partner’s body, can create its own momentum. The same intensity is sometimes felt in casual sexual encounters. Novelty can be very alluring and can function as a powerful aphrodisiac.

NRE usually propels people for six months or so, but for some its effects can last as long as two years. As Helen Fisher has argued in The Anatomy of Love, NRE is (for the most part) a neurochemical phenomenon. It is very easy to make all kinds of promises and fantasize about having a life together when you are in this altered state of consciousness. Ironically, this is actually the worst time to decide whether this is the person you want to be with for the long term. Knowing that NRE is influencing (and possibly impairing) your judgment during this early stage can provide you some protection against being overwhelmed and making less than optimal decisions or promises that you’ll end up regretting.

The emotions you feel during this period may seem like love, but they are probably better described as infatuation. Six months is not long enough to develop a real relationship and get to know another person. More often than not, your ideas about your beloved during this period are based on limited knowledge, projections, and fantasy. As infatuation fades and you start to gain a deeper knowledge of this other, you may realize that the person who captivated you is not the paragon of virtue that you imagined. It’s easy to feel misled and deceived when this happens, but in most cases the deception is self-deception, and the disappointment is rooted in the other’s inability to live up to your fantasy.

So love in the first six months is often frenzied, a kind of hallucination. Because everything is so heightened, it’s a very exciting time, and it can be filled with drama, especially if you’re afraid that the object of your affections and desire does not reciprocate. While this intense emotion may prove to be a foundation for a calmer, more balanced relationship over time, the drama that gets associated with new love, and especially with unrequited love, is not likely to be sustainable in a long-term partnership, even a passionate one, and we suspect that few people would want it to be.








NEW RELATIONSHIP ENERGY FEELS LIKE…
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Here are some descriptions of NRE from our friends on Facebook:

The exhilarating ambush of endorphins that results from a new emotional connection. Or just a new physical connection.

A rush up the spine for me and mine.

Let the self-revelation begin. Can’t go anywhere REAL without it.

Like a kid in a candy store.

Maddening, delightful, dizzying, overwhelming. For me it’s euphoria mingled with anxiousness before relaxing into contentment. And blushing. Lots of blushing.

It’s like one of those puke rides at the Parish fair that leaves you feeling dizzy and a little queasy.









Modern popular culture, in the United States and in many other countries, conditions people to believe that new is better, that excitement, intensity, and fervor are equivalent to depth of feeling. In fact, intensity and depth are two radically different things. When you are in the throes of NRE, your feelings, though real, can’t have the depth that they would have with someone you know well. There’s a difference between falling in love and loving. You may be smitten by someone, or may have experienced “love at first sight.” This isn’t love; it’s chemistry, though it’s often the case that what triggers your response—whether it’s vocal quality, a particular scent, a way of moving, hair, eye color, bone structure, or anything else—is deeply rooted in your biology and past attachments. This kind of deep sense of connection is important, but it is by no means a guarantee that you are truly well matched. The qualities that are revealed over time are the ones that are more significant in terms of long-term relationship satisfaction.

Some people feel disappointed or disillusioned as NRE starts to dissipate. This can lead to a breakup, especially among those who conflate love and infatuation or crave the intensity that NRE engenders. For others, the change is less dramatic, and the transition from infatuation or what psychologists call limerence to enduring love feels natural or even seamless. We will examine how this transition is frequently viewed as tragic in Chapter 12: Going the Distance, but for now, it’s sufficient to note that the end of infatuation is the first major turning point in any partnership.








AFTER INFATUATION
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Karen and Oliver have been together for just over four years, making them the shortest-term couple we’ll be quoting. They are currently engaged, and Karen has a clear memory of making the transition from NRE to being in a partnered relationship. She has important things to say about the role of humor, the need to be flexible as one adapts, and the meaning of marriage.

After I moved to New York, our relationship began to develop into what it is today. Everything that attracted me to Oliver became everything that would frustrate, challenge, drive me crazy and, occasionally make me want to end the whole darn thing! So how did we go from initial infatuation with all those great qualities, to some utter frustration, to what is now appreciation, continued curiosity and love of all his wonderful qualities as well as all of his very human foibles?

One aspect that helped us grow was the sense of humor we both bring to the table. True, whenever I get really challenged, whether it’s by his love of choice, his tendency to plan in his head rather than delegate, or the ways he’s just like me (hey—only one of us can be lazy today, no fair!) my sense of humor might not be as readily available as his. Luckily, even through some of the really tough spots that first year or two, we both always seemed to come back, ready to forgive and forget and even laugh about the “fight” we had just had. I’m not perfect, I absolutely hold on to gripes or annoyances longer than I “should.” And I fess up and can’t help but laugh at my own foibles, as well as his.

I really love and appreciate Oliver for: his honesty about who he is in the moment, his willingness to accept his own and my changes, his desire to keep learning and exploring the world, his dedication to the people in his life, the way he has responsibly dealt with loss, his never-give-up attitude, and his remarkable openness and acceptance of all people.

After four years together, we have decided to get married. In truth, we very nearly already are. And we possibly could continue to grow and move forward on our own without marriage. Oliver and I have chosen to be each other’s family. Without marriage, that remains our own, personal choice, beautiful, but kept tight within a bubble of our own small world. While I have had many “chosen” family members in my life—family friends whose importance grew beyond the simple title of friend—I feel that this marriage means that we have not only “chosen” each other but that we are on a road to create something new and potentially even larger. By joining ourselves in union, we also succeed in linking our families—my parents and his daughter, my cousins and his, even his ex-wife—who somehow become joined in a greater web, a bigger circle of people and influences, and with that comes greater potential, greater power to offer good in the world.

While the energy of our relationship may no longer be so-called new relationship energy, I feel that there will always be the new energy of each experience, and part of the joy in that is experiencing the journey we go on together.

Oliver was in an open relationship, with a live-in partner and other lovers, both male and female, when he met Karen at a party. He describes that first meeting as electrifying, with a strong attraction when their eyes first met; however, she was not interested in open relationships, and lived in San Francisco, while he lived in New York. Despite these hurdles, he pursued her and invited her to dinner on his next trip to the Bay Area.

On my trip back a month later I hadn’t heard from her. Asking around through friends from the party, I got her info and sent her an invite for that dinner date I had wanted. She answered, but the easy flow and intensity had been replaced with guarded apprehension.

When we finally met up a couple days later, as soon as Karen opened the door to greet me, I could read on her face what the obstacle was. She was sure I was just a player looking to hook up. I saw myself through her eyes and realized, yeah, I’m a stranger, and she has no reason to think my motives for wanting to meet again are anything other than self-serving.

We went to dinner and as the hours passed we talked. I learned of her family, her thoughts, and what she wanted to explore next in life. The heat and intensity of our first meeting wasn’t there, but a warm and sharing person of a different nature was. That was the start of a pattern that would become the bedrock of our relating.

It’s four plus years later now. In that time members of my romantic circle ebbed and flowed. Many, including my original partner, moved on organically into friendships. Karen joined and found her own place both within the circle and in New York, growing our relationship into what we have currently created.

As things stand now it is us, and no others, as lovers. We are in many ways in a much more conventional and traditional place as primarily monogamous, living together, and recently engaged. We carry the knowledge of shifting relationships, personality dynamics, and openness to explore within us and throughout our relationship. Many of our friends turn to us for advice and guidance knowing that we have not only built an enviable coupling but have firsthand experience on the changing nature of caring for people while discovering ourselves.









The next turning point in many relationships takes place when people move in together or get married. This sometimes occurs more or less simultaneously with the transition from infatuation to enduring love, but the issues and challenges this change presents are somewhat different. That said, these challenges do relate to the shift that takes place when people stop dating each other, having separate lives, and getting together when it’s mutually desirable and convenient to do so. As Esther Perel observed in Mating in Captivity, there is a tension between the domestic and the erotic. It would be foolhardy to pretend that this tension is not real. The person you are dating is a lot more mysterious than the person with whom you wake up every morning, whose odors, illnesses, and changes in mood become a part of your everyday existence.

Some may think this is a pessimistic view of love and long-term relationships, but we prefer to see it as a realistic and empowering one. Recognizing these biological facts makes it possible to act in ways that will strengthen your bond and keep your erotic connection vibrant as you transition from infatuated to enduring love or from dating each other to being a couple. Even if you’re a long-term couple, we encourage you to keep on dating each other.

Whether you are brand-new lovers or you have been together for years, it’s crucial to become skilled at relating both in and out of bed. As time goes on, you may have to become more active in choosing to remain sexually engaged. While this may take effort at times, your knowledge of each other, your shared base of experience, and the goodwill you’ve built by repeatedly demonstrating your dedication to having a great erotic life are likely to enrich both your relationship and your lovemaking. If you’re in a new relationship, this book should help you manage the transitions gracefully, and if you’ve been together for a while, you should discover ways to reconnect and rekindle your passion for each other.

CHAPTER

2

GOOD RELATIONSHIPS: THE TEN BIG MYTHS

New relationships can be intense and all-consuming and may often include the desire for a kind of total merger with one’s beloved. By contrast, long-term relationships require people to maintain intimacy as well as separateness, comfort as well as passion. These aspects of a partnership can often feel like antitheses. The key to having a vibrant relationship lies in finding a balance and embracing all aspects of these apparent polarities. This is particularly true in the realm of sex, and in the coming chapters we’ll share an array of tools for doing just that.

Good sex is closely tied to the general health of a long-term relationship. Misguided beliefs about the nature of sex, love, and what it takes to have an enduring relationship are deeply embedded in Western culture. These cultural myths affect us, whether we believe in them or not, because they are so persistent and pervasive. They frequently send us mixed messages, create unrealistic expectations, and lead us to reduce living human beings to stereotypes.

For this reason, it is valuable to examine some of these myths and the burden they place on all of us when we’re interacting with real people. By recognizing the way these myths affect us, both consciously and unconsciously, we can reframe them, discard them, or at the very least minimize their power over us.

This is the first step toward making relationships richer, more rewarding, and more genuine. It will help keep sex fresh and ensure that it stays pleasurable for as long as you are together.

MYTH #1: YOU NEED TO FIND A SOUL MATE

In contemporary society, there is a very common superstition that finding one’s soul mate (sometimes called a “twin flame”) is the key to having a true pair-bond, and that in the absence of this “other half,” no intimate relationship will be fully satisfying. Two very damaging concepts are implicit in this belief: first, that there is a single, ideal partner out there in the world for every individual, and second, that people are incomplete until they find their “other half.”

This belief in the soul mate is so pervasive that there are hundreds of books on the market with “soul mate” in the title. The notion was perhaps most succinctly expressed in the emotional tagline from the 1996 film Jerry Maguire, “You complete me,” which was also the title of a hit song by Keyshia Cole in 2008. This is clearly a concept with enduring popular appeal.








THE MYTH OF THE MISSING OTHER HALF
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The origins of this myth are very old, dating back at least to ancient Greece. In The Symposium, Plato has Aristophanes tell a story in which humans originally had four arms and legs and two faces until Zeus severed them, thus forcing people to spend their lives looking for their missing other half. This vision of human incompleteness gained even greater currency in the twentieth century, as the idea that romantic love should be the foundation of enduring relationships became the cultural standard.









Some matches are indeed better than others. People who are not well matched on multiple levels are not likely to have satisfying relationships. Despite the fact that Internet dating services often promote their ability to help subscribers find their soul mates, the real secret behind Internet dating is the use of algorithms to identify compatible qualities more accurately, weeding out the poor matches.

The pursuit of a perfect or ideal mate is misguided. The idea that a twin flame exists somewhere may have a certain allure, but it is a prescription for relationship dissatisfaction, because it is based on a fantasy. In reality, there are multitudes of potentially good partners out there, for anyone. You need to have enough in common—values, interests, sexuality—for a relationship to have potential, but there will inevitably be differences. It is important to bear this in mind for the long term, no matter how well matched you may be. The idea that you have to be in total harmony all the time is just as toxic as the idea that you need to find a perfect match.

Since you’re reading this book, you may already have found a partner who is a good match for you, or perhaps you are in a new relationship and want to develop the skills for having a more fulfilling long-term partnership. To ensure that things continue to function smoothly in the long run and to keep your sex life vibrant, focus on the areas where you fit together well and develop the flexibility to accept and perhaps even appreciate those areas where you differ. This applies both in and out of the bedroom.
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TIP: Explore Your Commonalities and Differences

Make two lists: one of qualities and tastes that you share, and another of ways in which you differ. Try to be as specific as possible in identifying how the similarities and differences enrich your relationship and sex life. To provide a concrete example from our own lives: we bring a number of different strengths to our writing. For one, Patricia’s background as an opera singer has given her the ability to be very disciplined and consistent in work habits. Mark is more prone to procrastinating, waiting until inspiration strikes, and working extremely hard as deadlines loom. Over the years, we have found that these very different approaches to working have been an asset. We have influenced each other, but we both retain the same general makeup. The combination of these two qualities has had a synergistic effect, enabling us to write four books together.
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MYTH #2: THEY LIVED HAPPILY EVER AFTER

This myth (and it really does have mythic origins) is very closely related to the concept of the soul mate. Both predate the belief that romantic love is the foundation on which long-term relationships should be built. Both are archetypes that exist in similar forms in many different cultures and that appeal to deep-seated human yearnings. And both have increased their grip on the contemporary psyche, in part because they have been amplified and modified in popular culture.

As you are most likely aware, the expression “and they lived happily ever after” originated in fairy tales. Contemporary Americans are most familiar with the Disney versions of the tales, which gloss over many of the darker, more violent aspects of these stories to make them palatable for mass consumption. Similarly, the modern, Disneyfied renditions tend to create the impression that happily ever after refers to romantic love. In reality, these tales followed two primary formulas. One involves restoration. Sleeping Beauty is perhaps the best-known example; The Ramayana is another, more ancient version from a different culture. In this form of tale, a person of noble background is brought low, forced to suffer, and is then restored to his or her proper station. The other form of tale involves the rise of someone from poverty to wealth, often through marriage to a noble. Cinderella is a prime example, though in many of the earliest “rise tales” the hero is male.1

Thus, in its original form, happily ever after seems to have little to do with love or emotional connection between the hero and heroine. Instead, these are stories about wealth and class, about suffering and reward, or in the case of The Ramayana, about purity and doing one’s duty (and Sita and Rama don’t exactly live happily ever after).2 Modern adaptations of these tales—the film Pretty Woman, for example—often rely on the “rise” formula and celebrate the change in station, but they differ from the originals by emphasizing the personal qualities and lovable traits of the prince. There was a prince but no Prince Charming in the original fairy tales; the appellation is a nineteenth-century invention.3 Similarly, in all likelihood, we twenty-first-century Americans understand happily ever after in a way that differs vastly from what our ancestors understood a couple of centuries ago.

The old understanding was not relationship-based; it was about one’s station, and “they lived happily ever after” was a formulaic recitation that was followed by “The End.” In contemporary culture, the meaning of the phrase has morphed and has taken on an altogether different air of finality. Because we value romantic love in a way that our ancestors did not, we are likely to think of it as the source of happiness. This is a kind of subtle entrainment that can impair our ability to realize that relationships are dynamic and subject to change. The idea, as so crudely yet memorably dramatized in Pretty Woman, is that once you meet your Prince Charming, everything will work out wonderfully, even if there are a couple of initial bumps in the road.

Although it is modern, this mythology is so deeply ingrained in our culture that, like Christianity, it influences virtually everyone, no matter how sophisticated you are and how much you’ve struggled to free yourself from limiting ideas. It is likely that a great deal of relationship disappointment has its roots in “happily ever after.” It can lead to unrealistic expectations, an unending quest for the perfect partner, and the mistaken belief that a mere rough patch is a catastrophe. The truth is that even the happiest and most harmonious partnerships can sometimes be difficult.

Relationships change and evolve, and that is something to celebrate. When it comes to Prince or Princess Charming, forget about the quest. Find aspects of that ideal, mythical being in your current partner, and focus on them. Don’t compare yourselves or your relationship to other people, especially to characters that never existed.

MYTH #3: YOU SHOULD WORK ON YOUR RELATIONSHIP

America was founded in large part on Puritan values, and the “Puritan work ethic” is often seen as a cornerstone of our society. While there is certainly nothing wrong with hard work, the tendency to overvalue it can lead to a grim and joyless worldview that treats playfulness as childish frivolity. Maintaining a playful attitude is one of the keys to having great sex and an effective way to keep your relationship happy and well balanced.

This emphasis on the need for work directly conflicts with the happily ever after mythology we just discussed. Many people seem to believe in both ideas, despite the contradictions. Love is effortless, and involves prancing off, hand in hand, through a field of flowers, forever and ever. At the same time, you must buckle down and make it work. Neither of these beliefs is particularly healthy, and entertaining both of them at once can only lead to unhappiness.

Too often, the idea of work enters people’s minds at a time when the relationship is already in trouble. People say things like, “We need to take some time to work on our relationship.” Sitting back and waiting until things are bad, and then deciding to go to work, is not a very effective way to get through difficult times. It is better to nurture your connection on a daily basis. If you can do this, you are far less likely to be overwhelmed during rough patches.

Sustained effort and attentiveness to your partner are important if a relationship is to thrive, but effort and work are not synonymous. Relationships are not jobs and should not be drudgery, so we encourage people to change their language. One way of reframing the idea of work is to think about your relationship in the language of business or art. If you apply the term joint venture (or even better, joint adventure) to your partnership, you are likely to get a good return on your investment.

We also like the term collaboration, though it has its roots in “labor,” which is synonymous with work. Despite this etymology, collaboration is usually used in the context of creative and artistic undertakings. Approaching your life and your love as a creative process will help you discover more joy and pleasure in all of your interactions.

Both of these linguistic modifications have the added benefit of implying mutuality and sharing. Changing terms may seem like a small thing, but words matter. In fact, they matter a lot.

Changing terms changes the way you think, and changing the way you think can enhance your erotic life together. The more playful you can be about your sex life, the more happiness and enjoyment you will find. If you can reimagine your relationship as a joint adventure, try imagining your sexual encounters (and adventures) as opportunities to play together. This will help you avoid one of the pitfalls that couples commonly face: difficulty talking about sex. People often think that addressing their sex lives requires a big conversation. It’s far better to talk about sex a lot, and in as light-hearted a way as possible. Sex can be quite silly, after all, so make talking about it a priority, and retain a sense of humor. This is not to say there will never be times when you have to be more serious. Every light and humorous sexual conversation you have is a way of creating goodwill, of investing in each other, and if you make that investment, the more difficult conversations won’t drain your resources.
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TIP: Talk about Sex

Include the subject of sex in three or more conversations a week. Keep it light and general at first. If talking about sex is new to you, you can make the conversation playful and less personal by repeating slang and clinical words for sexual body parts and activities. Take turns saying each word at least four times. Try to top each other with ridiculous sexual terminology. Pussy, pussy, pussy, pussy! Schlong, schlong, schlong, schlong! Wank, wank, wank, wank! You’re likely to be laughing before long. This can lay the groundwork for talking about sex in general terms: “I’ve heard that some apes resolve conflict by having sex. Can you imagine what life would be like if that were how humans acted?” As you get more comfortable, you can move into talking about what you enjoy about sex: “I never feel as relaxed as I do after an orgasm,” or “When you take me into your mouth, I feel like my entire body is enveloped. It’s wonderful.”
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MYTH #4: MEN ARE FROM MARS; WOMEN ARE FROM VENUS

This phrase is no doubt familiar to most. It is the title of a perennial best seller by John Gray that was first published in 1993 and remains popular over twenty years later. Gray’s thesis was undoubtedly influenced by “different voice feminism,” especially the work of psychologist Carol Gilligan and linguist Deborah Tannen. Gray’s book was a phenomenon; it made Gray a sought-after speaker and generated numerous sequels and spin-off products.

Gray took the scholarly research, which itself errs on the side of gender essentialism, to an extreme and thereby reinvented it as stereotype. We’re not the first to observe that people of all genders are from Earth. Beyond that, men and women have more in common with each other than with any other creature on the planet. To make blanket generalizations is not helpful except on the most superficial level. Gray’s model builds on older myths—the concepts of “opposite sexes” and “the battle of the sexes”—and reconfigures them in therapeutic terms. Despite this reframing, the model is still an adversarial one, and adversarial models are not optimal for nurturing harmonious relationships or fueling sexual passion (except in very small doses). Having the sense that you’re on opposing teams will only foster conflict.

The myth that men are from Mars and women are from Venus emphasizes what makes us different instead of what we have in common and also neglects the many individual variations that exist among human beings—how we are shaped by culture, class, ethnicity, and family background, to name a few. It is far more valuable to develop an intimate understanding of your partner’s style—in all forms of communication, whether verbal or nonverbal.

There is a common belief that men want sex and women want love, but sometimes men need to feel heard emotionally before they can be sexual. Similarly, certain men may value cuddling and other forms of physical intimacy more than they value sex. We think it is essential to point out that this stereotype is a modern invention. In the pre-Modern period, men were believed to be naturally chaste but subject to seduction by wanton, lust-driven women, an equally stereotypical belief that persists mostly below the conscious level in contemporary Western culture. The best approach is to understand your own ways of being, your own styles of communicating, and your own sexualities, as individuals and as a couple.

Some of these may fit the stereotypes, and others almost certainly will not. Remember that none of these things are static. Although we all may have certain patterns that remain with us for most of our lifetimes, we also change, grow, and respond differently depending on a multitude of factors. If you’re stuck in the belief that men want to fuck and women want to cuddle, or that men want to dominate and women want to communicate, you’re not treating your partner as a living human being. The more carefully you can tune in and recognize when your partner wants to cuddle and then fuck, fuck and then cuddle, or fuck, get dressed, and go out, the more fun you both will have. This is true even if your partner needs to talk and doesn’t want to fuck at all. So forget the other planets; just pay attention to what’s happening here on Earth.

MYTH #5: RELATIONSHIPS AND SEX ARE ABOUT GETTING YOUR NEEDS MET

There’s a popular belief that getting your needs met is the key to relationship satisfaction. All people have needs, and it’s human nature to try to ensure that these needs are met. Nevertheless, we believe that focusing too intently on your own needs while buying into the myth that your partner is obligated to fulfill them imposes an impossible burden on a relationship.

This focus on “needs” is common to the point of being pervasive in our society. Many approaches to improving relationships treat getting your needs met as paramount, frequently without exploring what the phrase really means. This has been a subject of debate among psychologists for decades, and there are a number of different ways of defining and categorizing human needs.

The best known of these is Abraham Maslow’s model, which he called the “hierarchy of needs.” It is pyramidal in structure. Maslow posited that our most basic needs are physiological. The next level up in the hierarchy is safety, followed by love and belonging (including sex), then esteem, and self-actualization.4 Maslow’s theory has been both expanded upon and criticized, but it remains very useful for thinking about life and how to find fulfillment and meaning in a modern, individualistic society.

At the same time, it seems to us that Maslow’s model conflates actual needs with wants and desires. Everyone needs food, shelter, air, and both physical and emotional interaction with others. (Physical contact is crucial for infants, and complete isolation generally leads to mental illness in adults.) However, beyond these biologically determined requirements, things are considerably more complicated, and the influence of culture and other factors is far stronger. For example, most people also feel a desire to have sex (which can
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