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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my clients—past, present, and future.
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A Couple of Brief Notes

All clients written about in this book represent composite characters and stories of clients I have worked with throughout my time as a therapist, sex educator, and advice columnist. Though the issues and dynamics portrayed in these client stories are very real, the individual people spoken about are not.

Any and all identifying details that may be true to real clients such as names, ages, locations, occupations, situational details, genders, sexualities, and relationship structures have been strategically altered in order to protect the very privileged privacy of my real clients, whose dilemmas and trust I value and respect immensely. If you are seeing yourself reflected in the client stories in this book, it is likely because the particular situations and conundrums I chose to represent are just that common, which is why I used them as examples in the first place.

All personal stories told about my own life and my past and present sexual and/or romantic partners are real but have been similarly altered to protect individual privacy and have been told from my singular perspective.

I hope that all of these stories help normalize sex and sexuality as well as the humanness, dilemmas, and solutions they illustrate.

I also want to take a few moments to make some personal acknowledgments about my identities and privileges as they relate to my work. I am white, cisgender, thin, and able-bodied. I am also a presently well-resourced queer/bisexual woman in a straight-passing relationship. I was raised in an upwardly mobile middle-class family on the East Coast of the United States and am both highly educated and gainfully self-employed. My success in my field and my access to various platforms to safely speak and write about sex are undoubtedly influenced by my racial, body, and class privilege, just to name a few. As a white sex educator and writer, I have benefited by way of white privilege1 from both past and current2 racist reproductive health research practices,3 laws, and acts in this country and beyond. To not acknowledge this harm here would be to perpetuate it.

The information and perspectives I share in this book are heavily informed by my personal positions of privilege, and my perspective on these issues will be limited by these lenses. There is always more to learn about myself and my work as it and the world around me changes and evolves. As a reader, diversifying who you learn about sex and sexuality from is always encouraged. In the resource guide in the back of this book, you’ll find a variety of other sex educators and writers to learn from, though I heavily recommend that you also look beyond what I have to offer.




Introduction

Hey! We’re All Getting Screwed! (by Sex Education)

I talk to people about sex for a living, sometimes one- or two-on-one in my therapy practice, sometimes in smaller groups of 10 to 100 in a college workshop setting, and sometimes to 500 strangers1 in the middle of a modern art museum in Austria.

The first thing I like to do in all of these contexts is ask my audience: What did you learn in high school sex education?

The first response I always get is either dead silence or near-resentful laughter. “Nothing!” is usually shouted out first. Sometimes the period of silence is so long I start with my own example: “Well, I don’t remember getting much sex education myself besides the classic condoms-on-bananas relay races. The unrealistic banana aside, I never did understand why we needed to learn how to race each other on competing teams for our future safer sex lives but hey, I wasn’t making the rules.” Small smatterings of laughter always break the ice and help strangers feel more comfortable talking to you about sex.

More importantly, once the people in the audience know that the sexpert in front of them is also a real human with her own lackluster sex education history, their own examples follow:

“That penis-in-vagina sex is the only ‘real’ way to have sex.”

“I only learned about heterosexual people.”

“STIs.”

“Unwanted pregnancy.”

“Abstinence only.”

“We watched scary birth videos.”

“I didn’t have any sex ed.”

“Our gym teacher was so uncomfortable we mostly talked about the weather.”

Whether I’m teaching on a college campus, at a high school, or to a room full of adults in my local sex toy shop, these responses rarely change. The younger generations might utilize Google and TikTok more, sure, but the state of formal U.S. sex education seemingly hasn’t evolved much. I make sure to congratulate the few younger students who boastfully tell tales of their uber-inclusive and modern Our Whole Lives (O.W.L.) programs2 taught at their Unitarian Universalist youth groups; otherwise, in a country that only requires sex education in 28 states (15 of which are not required to present medically accurate information),3 the responses to “What did you learn in high school sex ed class?” remain (depressingly) evergreen.

It’s not like sex ed has stayed essentially the same because it’s working. As of this writing, 70 percent of U.S. states have requirements to stress abstinence as the only or preferred option for safer sex,4 and yet the United States has one of the highest teen birth rates5 and the highest STI rate of all industrialized countries. European sex education is doing a little better, sure, but sex education in schools is mandatory in only 11 out of 25 European countries,6 and research has reported that sex education teachers are rarely satisfactorily trained and that the classes often overemphasize biological issues, much like the sex ed taught in the States. But rarely do these classes include discussions about the relationship aspects of sex such as communication, consent, and boundaries, nor do they examine the pleasure-based aspects like pleasurable, non-reproductive anatomy such as the clitoris.

The only place that gets a sex ed cookie, in my eyes, is the Netherlands or, as my partner gracefully puts it, “Everyone’s got a sex ed boner for the Dutch!” And for good reason. The Dutch begin “sex education” in kindergarten. However, you’ll never hear a direct reference to sex in sex ed classes until it’s deemed age-appropriate: kindergarteners start with talking about the concept of love and relationships; 8-year-olds learn about self-image and gender stereotypes; 11-year-olds discuss sexual orientation and healthy relationships. Younger students learn basic relational skills like how to ask permission, how to hear no, and how everyone’s bodies and identities are equally valid in the wide world of relationships. They start early with this compulsory relational education, and they do so with wildly productive results. The Netherlands can brag about some of the best outcomes when it comes to teen sexual health: Dutch teens use the birth control pill more often than their U.S. counterparts7 and they have one of the lowest teen pregnancy rates8 in the world. On average, Dutch youth do not have sex at an earlier age9 than those in other European countries or in the United States and, most impactfully, when they do decide to have sex, they report the most “wanted and fun” first sexual experiences.10

While most national funding programs would probably rather hear about the STI and pregnancy stats connected to sex ed, as a pleasure- and consent-focused sex educator, my “sex ed boner for the Dutch” comes from this: the most wanted and fun.

In the United States, we’re still reeling from a booming #MeToo movement,11 weeding our collective pop culture garden of powerful (mostly famous) sexual harassers, predatory politicians, and (sometimes serial) rapists. As this upheaval trickles down, I hear clients, students, and peers struggle to understand how this translates to our casual Tinder dates, our porn preferences, our perhaps questionably consensual past sexual experiences, and even our Netflix queues. Meanwhile, our sex educational programming continues to hinge on the message: “Be afraid . . . be very afraid.”

In fact, fear continues to be the primary motivator for most sex education efforts in this country: We are taught to fear STIs and unwanted pregnancy, we inherit stigma about our masturbation habits and our sex toy collections, and we’re taught to judge each other and ourselves for having too much sex, not enough sex, or the wrong kinds of sex. We’re afraid to take too long to climax or climax too quickly, to buy lube, to talk to our friends and even our therapists about our kinks, to say no to our partners, and to say yes to ourselves.

Meanwhile, media depictions of sex and relationships, with their focus on all that can go poorly, have been teaching us the same fear-based attitudes toward sex. But they’ve been teaching us to fear the wrong things. Rather than teach us to fear a system that teaches men to equate hearing no with a threat to their self-worth, or a system that speaks of sex as something women “give up,” men “score,” and queer, trans, and LGBTQQIA+ people, apparently, just don’t have,12 we are being taught to fear what makes sex so appealing in the first place—pleasure.

What if, instead of being taught to fear sex, we were taught the relational skills necessary to navigate our most pleasurable—or, our most wanted and fun—sexual experiences? This is what I hope to do in my workshops, in my client sessions, in my lectures, and here in this book.

After I ask my audience what they’ve learned about sex in high school sex ed, I always then ask: “Where have you learned about sexual pleasure?”

“Friends.”

“Word of mouth.”

“Experimentation.”

And then, typically a long pause.

And then, from the back of the room, a brave-yet-sheepish “Porn?”

“Yes!” I tell the audience, perhaps too enthusiastically in an attempt to quickly minimize any shame felt by the person who’s called such X-rated content into the room—and because they’re totally right. Research has shown that by age 18, over 90 percent of boys and over 60 percent of girls13 have watched porn online. Twenty-three percent of U.S. youth ages 10–15 have intentionally sought out porn.14 Fourteen percent of youth in Europe have done the same, starting as early as nine years old.15 In contrast, the reported age of “virginity loss”16 in U.S. teens is 17 years old17 across the gender spectrum. This means that in both the U.S. and Europe at least, most young people are watching porn before they are having sex.

Thanks in no small part to our smartphones, porn is more accessible than ever. Now, I’m not personally anti-porn. I watch porn, I don’t think all porn is bad, nor do I think it’s single-handedly contributing to the violent degradation of women everywhere (but that’s a different book entirely). If you look in the back of this book you’ll even find a section in the resource guide devoted to my top porn recommendations. But I do think that, like all media, porn is a genre that requires viewers to have the maturity and critical thinking capabilities necessary to absorb what we are watching, register it as fantasy, make decisions about how/if the porn we’re watching is congruent with our beliefs and ethics, and filter it as entertainment that is separate from our personal reality. I do not believe that a 10-year-old has the ability to do this. Especially in the context of our aforementioned sex education system, and extra especially when we imagine what types of porn a 10-year-old might find with a simple, unrefined Google search about sex.

Porn, especially in isolation, is not comprehensive sex education. But our deficit in actual, honest, pleasure-based, consent-focused, and accurate sex education18 can make it seem like a suitable replacement. Every single young person interviewed in one Boston University study19 reported that they were learning how to have sex by watching pornography. Specifically, what sex positions to use, how to pleasure their partner, or how to engage in particular sex acts (e.g., oral, anal, etc.)—topics that center on pleasure rather than reproduction and, as it happens, are very conspicuously left out of sex education. More informally, LGBTQQIA+ clients, workshop attendees, and personal friends have frequently told me that they turned to porn for sex education after even more progressive sex ed curricula left them unable to answer the most basic question: “How do LGBTQQIA+ people have sex?” It’s not that youth are seeking out porn because it’s the most appealing, approachable, or accurate source of sexual information; it is simply more readily available—and, perhaps more importantly, less hollow and less centered on scare tactics than their parents, peers, and teachers. Porn is oftentimes the only resource that doesn’t send the message “sex feels bad” or “sex is bad” but sends the message (sure, sometimes dramatically) “sex feels good!” Young people are trying to learn from porn what the rest of us are failing to teach them about: sexual pleasure.

Especially if porn isn’t part of your personal sexual repertoire (and extra especially if you’re quite anti-porn) maybe you’re wondering why the heck I’m spending so much time talking about it here in this book about sexual pleasure. Porn, and specifically mainstream porn, may be a great (or sometimes the only) place to learn about what sexual pleasure can look like, but it is typically a mediocre and often confusing place to learn about how to actually experience sexual pleasure for yourself. When we think about how sexual pleasure occurs in mainstream porn, we might encounter a handsomely tipped (wink wink) pizza delivery guy, somehow seamless shower sex (that shit is much harder in real life than it looks!), and easily and quickly synchronized orgasms (despite the fact that nearly 80 percent of people with vulvas require direct and consistent clitoral stimulation in order to climax).20

What we don’t get to see in mainstream porn is conversation, snack breaks, boundary negotiations, STI disclosures, fumbling with condoms, hurt feelings, physical variety, giving direction to partners about how to touch you, laughing when someone accidentally smacks you in the jaw with their knee while you’re going down on them, or otherwise perfectly human experiences of sex. With all of these real components missing, the essential sex educational pieces absent from porn include: consent, self-knowing, self-discovery, and how, actually, realistically, to find and experience our most authentically pleasurable sex lives.

Well, shit. So, here you are, having gotten no pleasure education from formal sex education and a warped version of pleasure education from mainstream porn. We’re not bad, broken, deficient, or “bad at sex”; we’ve just been left in the dark about how to access pleasure, how to remove barriers to that pleasure, and how to navigate actual, consensual, pleasurable sex with our partners.

This collective frustration pops up very frequently in the form of questions and dilemmas from clients, sex column readers, and workshop attendees: “How do I tell my partner what I want?”; “How do I know what I want, sexually?”; “How do I practice consent without being awkward as hell?”; “Is it normal that I like X, don’t want Y, or fantasize about Z?”; “I want to feel good but I don’t know how to do it.”; “What do we do if we don’t like the same things?”; “How do I tell my partners ‘yes’, ‘no’, or ‘maybe’?”; “Am I weird?”; “Am I broken?”; “Why can’t I figure this out?”; “Can you help me?”

In this book, I’ll do my darndest to answer all of the above questions and then some, but the short answer to the last question is: yes. Helping you with your sex life is exactly what I’m about to do.

Hot and Unbothered hopes to inspire you and your partner(s) to talk about, think about, and have authentically pleasurable sex without the shame, secrecy, self-doubt, and misinformation that has perhaps clouded your view of what’s possible in your intimate relationships. To do this, Hot and Unbothered will guide you through the arc of how I design and teach my workshops about sex, sexuality, consent, and pleasure so that you can bring this sexual freedom-finding format into your own lives with ease.

In Part 1, we’ll deconstruct the model of sex that’s been handed to us. We’ll take a good, hard look at our existing sexual resources and contexts, and the messages we’ve gotten from them, so that we can normalize how most of us are caught in the same, lackluster sex educational soup, one that has failed us in many ways. We’ll question this traditional model that has encouraged us to see “good sex” as a box to fit into rather than as a custom container we can build to suit us as individuals. We’ll also examine how this unhelpful framing of sex has convinced us that we are not worthy or capable of the sexual pleasure that is truly possible in our lives.

With the fresh perspective gained from unburdening ourselves of these stale ideas, we then begin deconstruction in earnest. In Part 2, we remove the common barriers contained in the factory model of good sex discussed in Part 1 so that we can start fresh in designing a sex life custom fit to our genuine pleasure. We will deconstruct the Classic Mood (Chapter 3), design our Authentic Mood (Chapter 3), identify our own limiting Pleasure Pessimism (Chapter 4), and begin reconstruction with Chapter 5, “Reshaping Negative Narratives.”

In Part 3, our path to real pleasure has been cleared and the fun begins as we answer questions like: Who are we, really, as sexual individuals? What do we want? What do we like? What have we yet to discover? How do we want to go about exploring? Part 3 dives into these questions with “How to Discover What You Want” (Chapter 6), “How to Ask for What You Want” (Chapter 7), and “Setting Your Sexual Boundaries” (Chapter 8). Part 3 shows that whether with yourself, a casual encounter, or a long-term partner, your pleasure absolutely matters and is well within your reach.

Finally, for added pleasure security, Part 4 addresses common stumbling blocks, troubleshooting moments, and potential backslides with “How to Hear No Like a Pro” (Chapter 9), “How to Repair a Boundary Mistake” (Chapter 10), and “How to Navigate Desire Discrepancies” (Chapter 11) so that you can be sure that all of your new discoveries are as sustainable as possible even after the book’s last page turns.

Hot and Unbothered intends to fill the gap left behind by traditional sex educational models and casual peer-based sex education by giving you explicit permission to talk about, think about, and have authentically pleasurable sex without the shame and secrecy that has powered our deepest understandings of sex for centuries. I believe that the more casually we can talk about sex, the less shame we breed. I believe that the more we know about sex toys, kinks, orgasms, communication, our bodies, our partners’ bodies, and what makes us and them squirm, the better and healthier sex and relationships we’ll all have. I believe that learning how to laugh during sex will make us all more willing to take the risks that make great sex great. I believe that learning how to say an enthusiastic “Yes!” to the kinds of sex we want will make the nos that much easier and the yeses that much more valuable.

If there’s anything my combined educational and personal experiences, my clients, my readers, and my peers have taught me, it’s that giving ourselves explicit permission to feel good can change us, putting real effort into making others feel good is a gift well within our reach to give, and genuine pleasure can absolutely overturn our own and our culture’s strained relationship with sex and consent. In the spirit of a future filled with consensual pleasure, read this book and apply its contents to your sex life only with explicit permission from yourself and only if and when it feels authentically good to you to do so. Because if it’s not wanted, fun, and pleasurable, then what’s the frickin’ point?
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We’re going to keep it short and sweet here in Part I. In the following two chapters, you’ll learn that real sex is the best sex and you’ll begin to discover what the real in real sex means to you. Part I encourages you to discard the constraining, media-promoted ideas of what makes a person “good at sex,” squash your own sexual imposter syndrome, and begin to clearly articulate your vision of your most authentically pleasurable sex life. Part I says good sex isn’t something happening somewhere outside of your real life; rather, downright excellent sex is already set up to happen here, in your real life, now.
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Chapter 1

On Good (Sexual) Relations

You are normal; it is the world around you that is broken.1

—Emily Nagoski, Come as You Are

My bed frame collapsed underneath us right around the time Lincoln started voraciously kissing my neck. “Sex so good we broke the bed frame!” someone might’ve reported to friends at brunch the next day. But here, on our first date, the broken bed frame was a welcome interruption, a jarring not-so-far-to-fall thud that let me pause just long enough to recognize my feeling of relief followed by my realization that, hey, I could just end this lackluster sexual experience right now.

“Sorry,” I apologized on behalf of Ikea. Lincoln gallantly and very nakedly crouched down on all fours to try to figure out what exactly had cracked underneath us. “You don’t need to do that,” I insisted, staring at the hair on Lincoln’s ass, noticing how truly naked we both were now that we were just here in my room, doing something so nonsexual as trying to fix a bed frame. “Should we just call it?” I asked, the broken mattress slats being the conspicuous cherry on top of our failed sexual sundae, which had also included one scoop of bad kissing and two scoops of completely absent chemistry.

“Sure,” Lincoln responded with a look of relief so clear I knew I wasn’t the only one here who was just not feeling it.

“Okay, cool. I had fun at dinner, though. I’m sorry we didn’t really connect otherwise.” I genuinely meant it. We had been acquaintances first with a lot of shared professional interests and some social overlap. We both really liked trying new local restaurants, and he was nice and just sarcastic enough to keep me engaged. The gnocchi, at least, had been stellar.

The problem with being a sex columnist and sex educator is that, when it comes to dating, your imagined reputation precedes you. And it’s painfully obvious when it has. For example, when a first date like Lincoln randomly picks up my entire body to awkwardly hold me against the wall of my apartment to make out with me in a way that screams, “This is totally out of my wheelhouse but I saw it in a porn once!” Or when a college hook-up of mine, Charlie, made a split-second decision to pour half a bottle of water onto my head when I was giving him a blow job—why, sir?—in a seemingly desperate attempt to stand out from the imagined crowd of creative and brave lovers I had, in his mind, surely had before him. Another date, Kate, had gleaned from my social media that I knew a thing or two about kinky sex, and she spent so much time trying to embody a dirty-talking, bossy persona that clearly didn’t turn her on or suit her, I thought maybe I had unknowingly become audience to a one-woman, erotic spoken-word piece.

Though I suppose I could be flattered at all of these sexual stops being pulled out on my behalf, it’s hard to feel anything but embarrassed and disconnected when someone is having sex with you based on an image of sex they have in their minds rather than the actual sexual interaction they are having with you—the unique human being in front of them.

Yes, it’s entirely true that I have multiple boxes of sex toys in my home, walls covered in quirky, erotic art, and a whole lot to say about things like vibrators, rope bondage, anal sex, threesomes, and non-monogamy. I am also a regular human being. I get nervous on dates, I have terrible “game,” I make mistakes, I’ve been heartbroken more than twice, and I am not as easy to hoist up against a wall for a steamy make-out as I might appear. Most importantly, just like you, I am not sexually one-size-fits-all. I don’t want to be impressed with the skills my partners think they’re bringing me, I want to be involved in the sex we are creating together—freaky, waterlogged, bed-breaking, or otherwise.

To be clear, I did not experience my consent as violated during these awkward sexual moments.2 And though Lincoln and I didn’t date again, we kept in touch as friends. I did go on to date and have plenty of good and great sex with the other two heroes of these rough-starting stories, after we made some adjustments (more on how to make adjustments in Chapters 7 and 8). To me, these attempts at sexually performing felt like exactly that: a disconnected sexual performance, misguided by the sex education and sexual examples we get of what makes for good sex.

In the United States (and likely in some other parts of the world, I am sure), we’ve got a real confused relationship to our bodies, sex, and relationships—especially when it comes to the topic of feeling pleasure in any or all three. We are a country founded on puritanical morals, nonconsent, violence, capitalism, and merit-based competition.3 And in our sex education (both formally in school and informally through family, friends, and media), these roots show.

Shame-based puritanical ideologies want to keep pleasure and the complexities of sexuality out of reach and out of the conversation4 (think abstinence-only sex education, dropping your voice to a whisper when mentioning something sexual, using your browser’s incognito mode when watching porn). Capitalism knows simultaneously that: 1) sex sells (think: every advertisement you’ve ever seen, from cars to hamburgers), and 2) they can’t effectively sell you what you think you already have (you’ll never be good enough, worthy enough, sexy enough until you have XYZ or look like blah, blah, blah).

From these various avenues, we inherit a big ol’ contradictory mess of sex education:


	Have consensual sex but don’t talk about sex.

	If you don’t have X amount of sex, you’re a loser.

	If you have X amount of sex, you’re a slut.

	No one will have sex with you unless . . .

	Sex is always dangerous—you’re either always perpetrating violence (typically messaged to men) or need to always protect yourself from it (typically messaged to women and LGBTQQIA+ folks).

	Sex is no big deal—relax and just go with it!

	No sex before marriage.

	Virgins are dorks. And college-aged virgins?? Even bigger dorks.

	Give her an orgasm (but don’t ask her how).

	Make your partner feel special (but don’t fake your pleasure).

	Your desire is too low.

	Your desire is too high.

	Your desire is too high about the wrong things, or types of sex, or sex acts, or partners, and it’s too low about the right things, or types of sex, or sex acts, or partners.

	Fix yourself.

	You’re inadequate.

	You’re too much.

	10 Sex Tips That’ll Make His Toes Curl.

	Give the Best Blow Job of His Life.

	What Women Really Want!

	Are You a Sex Addict?

	Seven Secrets Hidden in the Trap Door of Your G-Spot That Will Open Up into an Even More Secret Sex Disco But Only If You Do These Three Specific Moves and Also Know the Password.



These multiple, conflicting messages come to us in a slow, eroding drip over time—in our classrooms, relationships, work commutes, magazines, social media feeds, friendships, families, movies—culminating in an internalized thesis statement that boils down to:


	You are not supposed to want or desire sex (especially the kind of sex that really, really turns you on).

	You need to be the best at having the most and goodest sex possible.

	In other words: you must win at sex, but no, not like that.



What Makes for Good Sex

After over a decade of doing this work, I firmly believe that everybody who is interested in having sex wants to be good at it. Or, at the very least, they want to have sex that is good rather than sex that is not. Meaning, we are motivated to experience good sex and, as can be seen by the above list, we are likely often confused about how, exactly, to get there.

Dirty talking, tossing a partner against a wall in a passionate fervor, taking control, delivering orgasms, writhing around in (overblown and sometimes downright-faked) ecstasy, pretzeling yourself into a million different shapes and calling them “creative positions that’ll blow her mind”—these are common pieces of seemingly pleasure-forward “good at sex” advice. But this advice won’t get you far if the person you’re having sex with just isn’t into those things.

Advice like this sets us up to view sexual pleasure, our experience of it, and our success as sexual partners as an individual project—a solo skill set to master, applying a one-size-fits-all style to every sexual encounter. (Think: Lincoln sees hot porn dude toss hot porn lady against a wall; Lincoln decides to attempt this move on our first date.) But good sex is not that (sorry, Lincoln)—it is a living, breathing collaborative project that shifts and changes based on variables like who you’re sleeping with, where, when, how you feel that day, and what you hope to get out of sex that night, as well as your partner’s particular turn-ons and turn-offs, just to name a few. This means good sex is much less about what you’re doing, and much more about who you’re doing it with. And, because your kindergarten teacher was right and each of us is indeed special and unique, this means having good sex requires a more complex, multifaceted approach than the titillating magazine headlines might have us believe.

I don’t know how to teach you to contort your body into a bunch of wild, muscle-pulling positions, but I can tell you how to have good—might I even venture, great—sex:


	Take stock: Who are you interested in having or currently having sex with?

	Ask them: What, for you, makes for great sex?

	Tell them: What, for you, makes for great sex.

	Listen to what they have to say before, during, and after sex.

	Make adjustments.

	Enjoy your great sex.



Though this is the truth, it’s the stripped-down version of the truth. Of course, in our real lives, nothing about sex and pleasure is that simple. Shame, stigma, unhelpful self-talk about our sexuality and desires, lack of access to inclusive sex education, scarce resources, competing advice about the same topic—these are just a few of the many barriers we need to work through as we reach toward our authentic sexual pleasure. Oh, and don’t forget, we’re also expected to do all of this perfectly and within a very limited scope of body type, sexuality, gender, and desire. This super narrow model of being “good at sex” says, “You can’t do this, as you are, with what you have, now.”

I say, “Of course you can.”

Good sex isn’t encapsulated by how you give a blow job, your sex toy collection, your sexual resume, or what your body looks like. Good sex is actually highly subjective in the technical and material department. What I did to have mind-blowing sex with one partner may very well translate to so-so sex with the next. The only real way for anyone to know how to have good sex with anyone else is to communicate with that person about sex: to inquire about what makes sex good for them, to share what makes sex good for you, and to set the stage for said communication to happen in a safe, honest, and productive way. All of this is to say that objectively good sex is actually not defined by the technical or material; it’s entirely relational.

There’s a thin line between communicating well and relating well, and both are pillars of my go-to advice about how to have good sex. Don’t know what your partner wants in bed? Ask. Want something new or different out of your sex life? Say so. Feel totally nerve-wracked about the process of doing that? Talk about that with your partner first.5 Communication just makes for better, more fulfilling sex,6 period. And the more comfortable we are in our sexual relationship (however brief or long-term the sexual relationship may be), the easier and more frequently the sexual communication will flow.

Good, partnered sex is first and foremost a relational act. Therefore, the act of having consensual and mutually pleasurable sex (the simplest definition of “good sex,” in my mind)—whether for one, one hundred, or one thousand nights—requires us to have good relational (and no, not just sexual) skills.

Some relational/communication skills that might make you good at sex:


	Curiosity about your partner

	Asking questions (see Chapter 7)

	Asking permission and practicing consent (see Chapter 7)

	Soliciting and receiving feedback productively (see Chapter 8)

	Reading the room

	Active listening (see Chapter 9)

	Attention to body language and nonverbal cues

	Open-mindedness

	Resistance to snap judgments (of yourself or your partner)

	Awareness of nonverbal body language like open posture, attentive eye contact, and physical proximity

	Willingness to make and repair mistakes (see Chapter 10)

	Empathy

	Resilience (see Chapter 9)

	Consideration of others

	Effective communication (oh, we will get way into this, don’t worry—see Chapters 6–11)

	Conflict resolution

	Self-awareness

	Setting healthy boundaries (see Chapters 8 and 10)

	Sharing (space, your thoughts, the vibrator)

	Bravery to show up as your full self

	Comfort in your vulnerability

	Social justice frameworks such as anti-racism, anti-sexism, and anti-transphobia, just to name a few

	Making requests or direct asks (see Chapter 7)

	Adaptability



Some technical skills that can help you be good at sex (but cannot make you good at sex on their own, in isolation):


	Knowledge of sexual anatomy, sex toys, erogenous zones, positions, and sexual activities (see the resource guide!)

	Knowing how and where to research sex educational questions you might have

	The resources to get and maintain sexual health screenings, treatments, and preventable measures



Some things that do not determine how good you are at sex (especially in the absence of any of the above):


	What your body looks like or how it functions

	The size, shape, or functionality of your genitalia

	Medications and supplements sold to you that promise instant results

	The lingerie you have on

	The music you have playing

	The number of candles you have lit

	Your sex drive

	Your age

	Your sexuality

	Your gender

	What you do for work (i.e., if you work as a sex educator, sex worker, or sex therapist)

	The number of partners you’ve had

	The number of times you’ve had sex or been sexual

	The amount of porn you have consumed

	What kind of position pretzel you can bend into

	Whether or not your ex thought you were good at sex

	The number of orgasms you or a partner have had

	How long you last

	How hard you can go

	How much your sex life mimics media-made sex lives or what your friends tell you they’re up to between the sheets



The good news about relational skills is that we all know how to do at least some of them well and we can all learn how to improve the rest (if only just a little). Which means that we are all—yes, ALL—capable of having good, if not totally mind-blowing, sex. Here. In our real lives. No bedside bottles of water required.





Your Brief Guide to Consent

(and Why It Makes You Better at Sex)

If some of this chapter’s relational skills for good sex are sounding a lot like the components of sexual consent practices, well, you’d be right. Though we’ll dive much deeper into consent practices in Chapters 9 and 10, this couldn’t be the start of a guide about authentic sexual pleasure without at least a mini 101 on active sexual consent, especially because sexual consent 100 percent includes good relational skills, and vice versa. Consent is absolutely a multifaceted, developable skill that doesn’t just make for ethical and legal sex,7 but also for good, great, excellent, and even amazing sex. Here’s how:


	Check in with yourself. What do you want? What do you not want? What do you desire? Knowing your sexual self before sexually engaging with others can make you a clearer communicator, a more confident lover, and a genuine sexual partner.

	Check in with your partner. What do they want? What do they not want? What do they desire? Nobody said you have to come in with all of the answers about what makes your partner sexually tick and, in fact, assuming that you have them all might very well make for quite bad sex. It’s always better (and, honestly, more efficient) to have a roadmap to someone’s pleasure.

	Ask your partner for their explicit permission before any and all sexual interaction (physical, verbal, over text, etc.) and wait for a verbal response. Not only is this the basis of sexual consent, but creating an opportunity for your partner to state their boundaries creates safety, trust, self-empowerment, and relaxation—all key physiological components8 to sexual pleasure for most people.

	Cross-check verbal responses with physical cues. Attuning to someone’s body language during sex is a skill that can be practiced over time in and outside of sexual scenarios. If someone is saying, “Yes, I’m into this” while they are simultaneously looking away, physically shrinking themselves, shutting down, or otherwise physically saying, “No” or “I’m unsure,” that’s a great time to stop, check in, reflect on what you’re seeing, and make sure green means go. It’s very important to note that this does not work in the reverse. If someone is verbally telling you no and you believe you are seeing or “getting the vibe” of yes, that’s predatory, pre-assaulting behavior. Don’t do that.

	Make sure consent is ongoingly obtainable and that all sexual activities remain optional. Many of us have heard the educational phrase “consent can be revoked at any time,” and know that if given once, it doesn’t apply to all sexual interactions thereafter. In order to make this so, drugs and alcohol should be avoided if and when they may make it impossible for any involved party to ongoingly obtain consent or opt out of the sexual interaction. With or without substances involved, if you can’t understand someone’s yes/no/maybe or freely say yes/no/maybe, ongoing consent is no longer possible. Being able to make adjustments, change your mind, feel your pleasure, and update your consent status moment to moment is a foundational piece of good sex.

	Talk consent to me. Check in about what’s going on during sex, as you’re doing it. This doesn’t have to be like “Please sign here before we do X” for every single act. Rather, telling someone what you want, asking them what they want, and getting live feedback can be organic, genuine, and super hot.

	Accept feedback and correct course. The consent process doesn’t end when the sex does. Ask your partner how it went. Tell them how it went for you. Talk about the sex you had as you’re sweaty and spooning right after sex and also talk about the sex you had days or weeks ago (if the relationship type allows) to make sure everything is settling okay with less adrenaline and more space. If something went awry, know that there are several available ways to correct course including changing behaviors, editing sex acts, making small adjustments, or, in some cases, engaging in an accountability or restorative justice process.9,10 (We’ll talk more about making mistakes and repair in Chapter 10.)









The Good Sex Dilemma

With all of these messages pushing us in one way and pulling us in another, it’s easy to get caught up in the tug-of-war of what I like to call the Good Sex Dilemma—the place where we feel caught between what we actually want out of sex (what would truly make it uniquely good for us) and what we’ve been told makes for good sex. The Good Sex Dilemma is a confusing, contradictory place where many of us stand and wonder, how do I get where I want to go from here? One of my clients who found himself caught in this place is Evan.

Evan is a hipsterish type in his mid-twenties. He’s got a progressive liberal arts education and has a social organizing career in his near future. Evan is my “typical client.” Meaning, he came into my office with an intermediate understanding of consent-forward sex, cares earnestly about the genuine pleasure of his sexual partners, and has spent a considerable amount of pre-therapy time unpacking toxic masculinity and what it means for him to operate as a cisgender, straight man in any given social or sexual interaction.

And yet, he has not been spared the lurking confusion that can come from the onslaught of mixed messages delivered to him by formal and informal sex education about what might make him good at sex. Though he originally started therapy with me to “process some past sexual interactions,” the Good Sex Dilemma has emerged as the distillation of his sexual discomfort.

For various reasons—emerging from general life circumstance, healing from heartbreak, questioning his own sexual value—sex has taken a backseat in Evan’s life for the last two years. During this sex break, Evan decided to attend therapy to explore some of these issues and what might be blocking him from sex, which, he’s recently admitted, he’s starting to actively avoid.

Now, six months in, after we’ve talked weekly about his relationship to porn, his sex education from school and family and friends when he was younger, and a full history of his past sexual relationships, a new potential partner, Taylor, has just entered the picture and Evan is about to put his in-session insights to real life work.

Evan, at the top of our 6:30 pm session: Well, I’m pretty sure I’m going to have sex tonight. I’m going over to her house right after this.

Me: Alright. How do you think it’s going to go?

Evan: I’m feeling pretty good about it, feeling pretty good about it . . .

Me: Seems like a long way to come for someone who just told me they feel “a pit of darkness open in the bottom of their stomach when faced with sex.”

Evan, laughing at his own dramatic phrasing being quoted back to him: I just want to be good at it—the sex, that is.

Me: Sure, I think that’s a very reasonable thing to want.

Evan: But I just get so caught up in worrying about the other person, like, the person I’m having sex with. I worry about how they’re feeling and what they’re thinking and what they’re feeling and if things are feeling good for them. On top of that, I worry about myself and how I look and how I feel and if things are feeling good to me. I feel like all of that distracts me from the sex part and then I’m not good at it.

Me: Okay, let me just make sure I’m following you correctly. So you think that being aware of and invested in your own and your sexual partner’s experience of the sex you’re having together makes you . . . bad . . . at sex?

Evan, having a little chuckle at the reframe: Okay, you got me.

Though I wish sex therapy could be wrapped in the neatly tied bow of a snappy reframe, it rarely ever is. But it is a good start. It can be a lot of work to untangle and reprogram deeply infiltrated messaging about sex and sexuality and what makes us “good” at it. In our previous sessions, Evan has been a really active client and has often talked openly and honestly and reflectively about sex, sexuality, masculinity, racism, and heteronormativity. And still, here we are, catching automatic thoughts and associations that have linked good sex to a specific set of knowledge and skills so often that they are still here, dictating Evan’s lived, sexual life and sexual self-confidence.

We continue Evan’s session with conversation about what beliefs he holds about what might make him good at sex:


	Knowing everything about sex when he walks in the door

	Being able to perform this knowledge flawlessly on anyone’s body at any time

	Being unwaveringly confident in his abilities and body

	Emulating what he’s seen in mainstream porn, where bulky, directive white men are generally the ideal (an ideal not reflected by Evan’s body)



Then, we compare these beliefs to what kind of sex he actually wants to have:


	open

	honest

	pleasurable

	consent-forward

	gender-affirming

	feminist

	adaptable to the moment

	authentic to who he is



It becomes clear very quickly that the good-sex parameters that have been handed to him do not fit the lived experience of sex he’d like to create. Instead, his ideal lived experience of sex will be best created with communication, consent, and self- and other-awareness—during his date with Taylor.

Good sex cannot be created before Evan interacts with Taylor but rather will be co-created as he interacts with her. Of course, doing a live improv show can feel much scarier than a scripted show you’ve rehearsed a million times. This is why, as certainty-loving humans, we gravitate toward articles like “50 Tricks to Break His Sex Brain”—they make us feel rehearsed, prepared, and ironed out, like we know what the hell we are doing. But we don’t. If we want to have truly good sex we’ve got to first acknowledge that we really don’t know how to have sex with a person until we’re navigating sex with that person. The best we can do is be open and excited to take the risk of finding out. This is where good relational skills come in. Good relational skills are sexually relevant skills that you can hone by yourself, then pull from your tool kit as needed while you build your custom-made sexual interactions with your partner, in real time. For Evan, the relational skills we highlighted for him to carry to that night’s sex date included:


	Comfort in his own vulnerability of feeling rusty at sex and self-conscious about his body

	Asking Taylor questions about her boundaries, desires, and limits, with the help of a Yes/No/Maybe List (see Chapter 6) that he shared with her over text before they met up

	The willingness to make mistakes and see this first sexual encounter as a getting-to-know-you starting place for their (hopefully) future and ever-improving sex dates

	Transparency about his hopes for their sex date, which included a lot of communication before, during, and after sex, as well as a time to learn about each other and feel sexual pleasure while they’re at it



Of course, Evan is not the only client I have battling the Good Sex Dilemma. Annie is in her mid-thirties and suffering from vaginismus, and thinks she can’t possibly have good sex until she “fixes herself.” Joy and Julia are a married couple in their 50s who have fallen into a sexual rut after years of unsuccessfully attempting to recreate the sex life of their 20s, patterns that just don’t fit who they are as a couple and what they want out of sex today. Kira (who we’ll see in Chapter 8) has spent years thinking she needs to enjoy and have reliable orgasms from standard, vanilla sex with her husband when all the while, it turns out, kinky sex is really what turns her crank. Lyla’s boyfriend wants to explore receiving anal sex but Lyla is frozen in fear because she doesn’t single-handedly know every little thing about anal sex and thinks she needs to before she and her boyfriend explore together. And Suzie believes that in order to have good sex with the men she dates, she needs to have a showy, theatrical climax every time, whether or not she’s actually feeling that much pleasure.

All of these clients share the Good Sex Dilemma in common with the unifying threads of their internalized, unspoken beliefs about good sex: I need to be perfect before I can have good sex. I need to know everything before I can have good sex. I need to have had good sex before I can have good sex again. I need to figure this out by myself or, at least, not with my sex partner.

Conveniently, these problems also share the same solution: talk about your shared sex life, with the person or people you are sharing it with. It is well-researched that communication about sex (coupled with the perceived safety in the relationship) is a primary predictor for a subjectively satisfying sex life.11 Specifically, open communication12 about each partner’s likes, dislikes, preferences, and desires translates directly to having a sex life that includes the things that you like and excludes the things you don’t. Because we are all constantly evolving sexual creatures, good sexual communication also includes making sure that we are continually updating ourselves and the people we have sex with on the evolution of our likes, dislikes, preferences, and desires. Basically, if you want to have good sex, you have to know how to talk about good sex (i.e., have an understanding of terms and pleasurable anatomy, the comfort to discuss these things, a way to describe your desires, etc.) and actually talk about what good sex means to you.

Very well-known vulnerability and shame researcher Brené Brown clearly links shame and silence together13 as co-conspirators in repressing our emotions, self-expression, and connection to others. It is not a far jump from there to look at the ways sexual shame and lack of communication14 hinder us from having the sex life of our dreams. Your unhelpful personal beliefs about sex, fueled and reinforced by confusing sex ed messages, are preserved by your automatic thoughts15 about sex, sexuality, and yourself as a sexual person as well as by your silence about sex and desire (more about transforming unhelpful automatic thoughts in Chapter 5). Something that’s amazing about being a sex therapist is witnessing firsthand the near-instant transformation that can happen for clients just by speaking their sexual fears, automatic thoughts, and limiting beliefs about sex out loud. And if you can then manage to speak these things out loud to your partner(s)? That’s good-sex magic.

Partnered sex is not a solo project. You bring things to it, of course! But you are not the only person in the room. You are together, with someone (or someones, as the case may be), in a sexual space and all parties involved are thinking, feeling, trying, failing, braving, enjoying, and processing all kinds of things alongside you.

This means you don’t have to be flawlessly prepared, you don’t have to know everything, you don’t have to pull out all of the stops, and the highly subjective success of your sexual interaction doesn’t all rest on your shoulders or . . . other body parts. Instead, you can ask questions, introduce something you’ve historically liked, teach your partner(s) about your body, Google something you don’t understand yet, make a mistake and grow from it—the possibilities are endless when we defocus on being “good at sex” as a title to achieve and refocus on good sex as a relational connection, no matter how many strings are or are not attached.

Don’t misunderstand me; saying “Good sex is relational” does not require you to be in a relationship or to be emotionally entangled. All you have to do is care about having sex that is good, consensual, and pleasurable to all parties involved (as you should!) and the rest will follow. The orgasms and the positions and the handcuffs and the lingerie will come (if you want it to). This can happen in a casual sex moment by asking your new sex mate:


	How do you want me to touch you?

	Does that feel good?

	What do you want next?



Moving toward relationally good sex can happen in your casual or serious relationship by asking questions over coffee or text or dinner like:


	How’s our sex life been for you lately?

	I’ve been thinking a lot about [insert fantasy or new thing you’d like to try]. What do you think?

	I’ve really been loving XYZ about our sexual connection these days.



This can happen by reading your sexual partner(s)’ body language and asking:


	You seem [to love when I . . . / uncomfortable when I . . . / disengaged when . . . / really into it when . . .]. Do you want [more/less/something different]?

	Do you want to take a break?

	How are you feeling?



And all of this can be positively reinforced by responding to your partner(s)’ answers


	with curiosity rather than judgment.

	knowing that your partner is sharing something about themselves rather than a criticism about you.

	without self-defense or sex-shaming.

	with observable actions that reflect their requests for adjustments (with your consent, of course).16



Though Lincoln and I just didn’t have the chemistry to justify working on our very brief sex life, Charlie and I, as well as Kate and I, absolutely utilized the above questions, communication skills, empathy, body language, checking in, open-mindedness, and curiosity to hone our shared sex craft. By utilizing good relational skills, we were able to move past the water bottles and the faux-kinkiness to develop, improve, and collaborate on our sexual interactions moving forward. It took some guess-and-test, it took some (literal) feeling out, and it didn’t always look like a flawless X-rated scene, but it did make for sexual connections that were genuine rather than performative, authentic rather than canned, and co-written by us rather than dictated by a magazine’s Top Tips.

When I saw Evan at our next session, he was glowing. He told me all about how much the Yes/No/Maybe List had helped him and Taylor break the ice over communicating about sexual desires and boundaries and how the entire dynamic between them seamlessly shifted from a solo good-at-sex mission to shared, authentic sexual cooperation. And because of this, for Evan as an individual, and for Taylor and Evan as new sexual partners, there was all of this available space for a fresh cycle of sexual relating to unfurl, an exciting prospect to say the least.

At the end of that night’s session, Evan ended his therapy hour in the way I wish all of them might. “Wow,” he said, looking down at his hands and then up at my face with a smile, “it feels so freeing to not feel the pressure to be
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