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Preface:
 The Passionista on the Shaky Bridge

Warning: This book is not recommended for any woman with a fear of heights.

ALLOW ME to explain.

If you ever happen to find yourself crossing the Capilano River in North Vancouver, Canada, you’ll have two bridges to choose from. The first is definitely not for the faint of heart: A mere five feet wide and 450 feet long, the Capilano Canyon Suspension Bridge is constructed solely of plank and cable and sways perilously in the wind some 250 feet above the turbulent rocky tides—right out of a scene from Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo. Your other choice? A solidly built anchored bridge that rests a mere ten feet above sea level.

In 1974, two well-known psychologists, Arthur Aron and Donald Dutton, used these bridges as the focus of an ingenious experiment—one that sought to explore the mysterious nature of sexual attraction.

The two-part experiment went something like this: On day one, whenever an unaccompanied man ventured across the shaky bridge, he would find himself stopped midway by a beautiful young woman. She would introduce herself as a psychology researcher and then proceed to ask if he would mind participating in a brief survey.

On day two, the identical routine would be conducted by the same woman on the sturdy bridge.

Sounds pretty straightforward, right? But there was a little twist: When each of the men completed the survey, the young woman would hand him her phone number and tell him that he was free to call her later that evening for the results.

Unbeknownst to the subjects, the real study was not the answers the men gave to the survey, but what happened afterward. Aron and Dutton set out to examine which of the men gave the pretty psychologist a call and, more importantly, why. In other words, they were interested in studying not just what happened on the bridge, but how that affected what happened later. Would the excitement and exhilaration of being on the shaky bridge, versus the more mundane experience of being on the solid bridge, promote romantic attraction?

In technical terms, Aron and Dutton were testing a concept called “misattribution,” also known as excitation transfer theory: Could lingering excitement from one situation—say, walking across a shaky bridge versus a stable one—intensify a subsequent emotional state? Or, to put it simply: Does adrenaline make the heart grow fonder?

The answer? Indeed, it does.

Not only did Aron and Dutton find that the men on the shaky bridge were more likely than their stable-bridge counterparts to call the woman later for results of the survey, but they were also far more likely to ask her for a date!

We’ll come back to this experiment a little later when we talk about the roles that excitement and novelty play in stimulating our brain’s natural “sex wiring,” and I’ll outline my “shaky bridge” approach to great sex. (Don’t worry: It doesn’t involve getting it on while bungee jumping—though that probably wouldn’t hurt, accidents notwithstanding.)

Based on my experience working with couples, it’s my wholehearted conviction that beneath the layers of linens that cover our conjugal beds, there lies a shaky bridge, ready and waiting for high-stakes action. Yet most of us spend our sex lives on the stable, sturdy one—often without realizing it. As your friendly neighborhood sex therapist, I’m here to help you take a monumental leap from one bridge to the other.

But before we shake things up, allow me to wax poetic for a moment on The Woman on the Shaky Bridge:

She is Dante’s Beatrice and Gatsby’s Daisy; she is Guinevere, Juliet, Helen, and Eurydice, to name a few.

You get the point. The woman on the shaky bridge is the stuff that dreams are made of, the gold from which love at first sight is wrought. She’s sexy and exciting—the embodiment of desirability, the essence of allurement. She is a sexual muse: a passionista.

But believe it or not, the greatest asset of the Woman on the Shaky Bridge is not her beauty or her body; it’s her brain. It’s her knowledge of sexual psychology and her ability to apply it—it’s knowing which bridge to be on in the first place, having the courage to cross it, and inspiring a guy to meet you in the middle.

My goal in these pages is far more ambitious than to provide you with a collection of hot sex tips and techniques. I want to give you more than just a way of a way of doing; I want to give you a vision: a way of thinking and being.

Regardless of your looks, body, or age; whether you’re single or married; whether you’re approaching date number three or 3,000, I want nothing less than to make you the passionista on the shaky bridge.

Let’s start the journey.







Introduction:
 The Best Sex He Never Had

GUYS LOVE TO TALK to me about sex. And I don’t just mean in my office; I mean everywhere. I can’t walk down the street without getting stopped: the UPS man, my super, my upstairs neighbor—hell, I know more about what turns on the guy behind the deli counter at my local grocery store than his own wife does.

One guy in particular, named Charlie, always makes me smile. He’s a salesman for a pharmaceutical company, and we share an office suite, so I occasionally run into him at the coffee machine. With George Clooney looks, Charlie has a sex life that most men would envy. Every time I see him, he leans in close and whispers in hushed, enthusiastic tones: “Doc, last night I had the most amazing sex of my life. She was incredible. Can I just tell you—?”

That’s when I have to cut him off and excuse myself. After all, I have a life to live. I have patients, deadlines, a wife, and two sons—if I indulged every guy who wanted to stop and talk to me about sex, I’d never get anything done.

But once I made the decision to write a book about male sexuality, that’s exactly what I did: I stopped and listened to every guy who wanted to talk to me about sex. In fact, I sought them out. Traveling on my book tour, I met men of all stripes. And every time I sat down with a guy for the first time, I always began with the same lead-in: “Tell me about the best sex you ever had.”

And boy did I get an earful. Not only did I hear about the best sex they ever had, but also, more importantly, I heard about the best sex they never had—experiences they always desired and fantasized about but were afraid to share with their partners for fear of offending or seeming weird. I heard the question “am I normal?” so many times that I’m now convinced that when it comes to sex, the only thing normal is that everyone’s different.

To really get to know a guy, you practically have to wake up inside his skin, get inside his head, and know what it feels like to have a penis, with all the fantasies, desires, fears, and anxieties that go along with it. So think of Part I of Passionista as your own personal Freaky Friday—the closest you’ll ever want to come to waking up in a guy’s skin and knowing what truly makes him tick.

Great sex isn’t about techniques or knowing what works; it’s about knowing how and why it works. From the latest findings on the brain-chemistry of desire to the physiology of snuggling to a review of the three different types of erections all men experience, I’ll take you on a guided tour of his body, brain, and mind that will leave no nook or cranny unexplored.

As for Part II, remember when I warned you that this book wasn’t for women with a fear of heights? As I’m sure you know, I wasn’t talking about literal heights. I’m talking about reaching new heights in pleasure, intimacy, and erotic creativity. So, get ready to take a walk out on that shaky bridge and stir things up because in Part II we’ll talk about tactics, techniques, and tips.

But let me be clear: Passionista is not an encyclopedia of sexual positions or a catalog. I’m not out to give you an all-in-one, blow-by-blow (sorry, I couldn’t resist) reference guide, but rather a clear, concise, achievable vision of sexual pleasure, one in which each part forwards the action, and where the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

Sexual pleasure goes beyond techniques and tactics. Our sexual identities—and the expression, gratification, and growth of these identities—is fundamental to our overall health and the success of our intimate relationships. If most of us live in a world where the best sex we ever had is the best sex we never had, then it is of little wonder that sexual problems are among the leading causes of divorce and relationship dissatisfaction.

At heart, Passionista is a natural extension of the feminist philosophy of my first book, She Comes First, one in which I encouraged men to make love with more than just their penises, but with their entire selves.

While a man’s genitals are clearly at the epicenter of his experience of sexual pleasure, they can also serve as an impediment to a more fully embodied sexual experience. The penis is often the focal point of a man’s sexual anxiety, stemming from issues such as size, stamina, and performance: “Am I big enough, am I too big, will I be able to get it up, will I be able to keep it up, what if I get off too soon, what if it takes too long?” And so forth, and so on.

Sex therapists call this condition “spectatoring”—a process in which a person anxiously watches his or her own engagement in the sexual event, rather than being fully immersed in the moment itself. Those most afflicted with this tendency will judge and evaluate their performance, even while it’s happening. Some therapists believe that spectatoring is the primary cause of most sexual issues in men. As anthropologist Lionel Tiger wrote in The Decline of Males, “Intimacy becomes a performance art.”

Now, I’m not saying that your typical guy “spectates” to the point of sexual disorder, but it’s been my observation that most men suffer from it to a varying extent. In the same way a woman may lose an orgasm by fretting over how she looks during sex—whether she’s wet enough, thin enough, too slow to climax, too loud, not loud enough—men’s ability to experience sexual pleasure is similarly impaired by a self-conscious feeling of being watched, especially when the spectator turns out to be their harshest critic: themselves.

Male sexual anxiety is on the rise. This has much to do with the proliferation of porn, especially given its easy access through the Internet and its emergence into mainstream pop culture. With sex books on the market, like the Vivid Girls’ How to Have a XXX Sex Life and Porn Star Secrets of Sex, one of the greatest things you can do for a guy is reassure him that he doesn’t have to make love like a porn star to satisfy you. Now, more than ever, women need to take an active role in this mission to liberate men from their own oppressively high, unrealistic standards. That’s because, in addition to porn, the pharmaceutical industry is targeting younger and younger men with erectile stimulants, such as Viagra, Levitra, and Cialis, and bombarding them with marketing messages that reinforce a penis-focused, intercourse-based vision of sex that preys on performance anxieties and breeds spectatoring.

As an article in the New York Times noted, “Many men take Viagra to offset the pressure they feel to perform perfectly in a hypersexualized age.” Soon it won’t just be a condom in a hopeful teenager’s wallet; it’ll be a condom and little blue pill. (Whenever I lecture at a university, I’m always amazed and disheartened by the show of hands when I ask how many guys in the audience pop Viagra on a regular basis recreationally. It’s not because they need it, they boast proudly, but because it gives them a better hard-on. And isn’t that what women want?!)

But as any woman will attest, just because a guy has a hard-on doesn’t mean he knows what to do with it. And with the “rise” of Viagra, it looks like “hard times” ahead for the female orgasm—unless you set him straight and show him how to put the focus on his erection to bed.

Even though this is a book about pleasuring men, your pleasure remains a fundamental right and an essential part of sex. That’s one of the main tenets of being a passionista. As best-selling author and zoologist Desmond Morris has written in his homage to the female body, The Naked Woman, “Every woman has a beautiful body—beautiful because it is the brilliant end-point of millions of years of evolution. It is loaded with amazing adjustments and subtle refinements that make it the most remarkable organism on the planet.” Your pleasure is vital to his pleasure. It’s not about what you do to him; it’s about what you do with him.

The sex you give is only as good as the sex you get. In that sense, Passionista is as much about your enjoyment of sex as it is about his.

Feminists of the 1960s and 1970s fought hard to reclaim a woman’s right to sexual pleasure and make feminism synonymous with sexual freedom and equality. Many of today’s women were born into the spirit of sexual entitlement and have never known it any other way. Their struggle is not for the right to be sexual, but rather how to use it. Today’s woman has choices, but what she does with them is another matter.

Meanwhile, today’s man is waiting for answers. Faced with independent, sexually liberated women, masculinity is in a state of flux and up for grabs, as it were, which is why the double-punch of porn and Viagra is so persuasive—and dangerous. Says Dr. Derek C. Polonsky, a clinical psychiatrist and sex therapist at Harvard Medical School, “The script that many men follow is one that is tailor-made for increasing anxiety and isolation. . . . it is often based on the unrealistic portrayal of sexuality in movies, where there is a seamless progression through intensifying states of sexual arousal and breathless nonverbal passion, usually with the male directing the pace and at all times knowing exactly what will please his partner.” But the good news is that now, more than ever, sex-scripts (the ways in which we make love) are ripe for revision, and that’s why women must seize the opportunity to turn attitude into action. It’s your turn to lead.

In the very first episode of Sex and the City, Carrie ruminates on whether, in an age when women often enjoy the same income, power, and success as men, can they also enjoy having sex like men? While my knee-jerk response is yes, of course, on second thought, I believe that today’s woman can do better. Rather than having sex like a man, she can teach her man how to have sex like a woman: how to make sex more sensual, more intimate, more open and connected, and, ultimately, more pleasure focused for both.

In the preface, I spoke of the Passionista on the Shaky Bridge as a poetic ideal. But in reality, our sex lives are often far from perfect; they’re rife with subtext, miscommunication, and ambiguity, as well as unspoken wants and guilty desires. That’s why I keep a framed photo of the Capilano Canyon Suspension Bridge on my desk—not only to show my patients, but also to remind myself, as a man and as a husband, that I have to be willing to venture across that bridge too if I want to find the exciting woman at its center. It’s all about meeting each other halfway and taking the journey together, one in which we never stop growing.

 

Pop Quiz

Feel free to read Passionista in whatever manner you find comfortable. However, if you’re inclined to skip Part I and go straight to the techniques in Part II, then I ask you first to consider a few simple questions.

•  What’s the best sex toy money can’t buy?

•  What are the three types of erections all men experience?

•  Is your guy faking it? That’s right—faking it. How do you know for sure?

•  How can a properly administered pelvic massage actually help to lengthen your partner’s penis?

•  If, as the poet Ogden Nash wrote, “Candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker,” what are the brain’s natural sex-stimulants, and how do you get them flowing?

•  What’s the difference between orgasm and ejaculation, and are the two inextricably linked?

•  Do you know the difference between a “local” orgasm and a “global” one and how to stimulate the latter?

 

If you’re unsure about any of these important questions, then, in the spirit of She Comes First, think about postponing your immediate gratification and read Passionista from start to finish.

 

Postscript

When I got back to New York from my national tour, I had almost forgotten about Charlie (the George Clooney “womanizer”). So, when I ran into him at the coffee machine and, on cue, he said, “Doc, last night I had the most amazing sex. She was incredible. Can I just tell you . . . ,” I said yes and dragged him into my office to get the 411.

The first thing I learned about Charlie’s sex life was that all the various women he’d gone on and on about were, in fact, one woman: his wife of nine years and the mother of their two children, with a third on the way.

Charlie never stopped being in love with his wife, and the sex, to this day, remains fantastic.

Want to know his secret?

I’ll tell you.

But first . . .







Dear Ian

Dear Ian,

Doesn’t being a sex therapist take some of the awe and joy out of sex for you? After all, sex is more than just mechanics and positions (Insert A into B and twist until secure)—it’s an expression of love. And isn’t love ultimately mysterious and unknowable?

—Latitia, twenty-eight, advertising production manager

WHAT A GREAT QUESTION to help me frame my preliminary thoughts on male sexuality. The more I learn about the nature of love and its expression through sexual intimacy, the more I am in awe of it. But sometimes I think we use the concept “love is a mystery” to avoid responsibility for the hard work true intimacy entails. We live in a culture in dire need of sexual education.

The number two reason for divorce in this country, after financial conflict, is sexual dissatisfaction, and a crucial part of the problem is lack of communication and poor information. When it comes to talking about sex with a partner, breaking the ice is like breaking an iceberg, and all of us know what happened to the Titanic.

To give you a sense of my clinical philosophy, let me briefly explain how I approach a new patient or couple. Sex therapy generally follows a model called P-LI-SS-IT, which stands for permission, limited information, specific suggestions, and intensive therapy. First, a patient needs permission to confront an issue openly and safely with a therapist or counselor. Second, they need accurate information—ranging from physiological facts to psychological reactions—to tackle their problems. Next, they need specific suggestions to get them back on the road to sexual health. In some circumstances, they may also need intensive therapy, though most of the time the first three steps will do the trick.

I’ve adapted the P-LI-SS-IT model to accommodate my own working version, which I call the “See Me, Feel Me, Touch Me, Heal Me” approach to counseling. (Yes, I listened to The Who a lot growing up.) For counseling to succeed, a patient must, first and foremost, be seen. This is important when you consider how many people are leading lives of quiet desperation when it comes to personal relationships. Next, that individual must be felt. Their emotional turmoil must be communicated effectively and experienced by their partner. The third, and touchy, part takes the form of sex and intimacy assignments that are done at home and then discussed in subsequent sessions. All of this must occur before a person can even begin the process of healing. So, to answer my reader’s question, love is indeed mysterious. Sexual ignorance, however, is not. It’s a function of laziness, prejudice, and fear. The more we learn about sex, the more there is to appreciate, understand, and savor.

Hey, just because we hit an iceberg doesn’t mean we have to go down with the ship!  







PART ONE

The Male Body 







1

Beneath His Armor: Inside the Male Body

OKAY, PASSIONISTAS, picture this: A guy gets up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom and slowly winds his way through a dark room cluttered with furniture. One hand is out in front of him as he gropes for the bathroom door and light switch, but what do you think the other hand is doing?

Protecting his genitals.

Sounds obvious, right? Men protect their privates. And why shouldn’t we? After all, nobody wants the family jewels getting chipped.

But what if I told you that this idea of self-protection goes far beyond a simple reflex and is, rather, the key to fathoming the inner recesses and dark corners of male sexuality?

Allow me to elaborate. Men’s genitals grow outward. From an early age on, boys intuitively protect them. But over time, this instinctive desire to protect manifests itself as a permanent sense of inwardness, a physical “pulling in” that ultimately extends to the entire pelvic area. (If you don’t believe me, the next time you’re on a dance floor, take a look at the guys around you. They’re all arms and legs, as if they’re doing the “Dance of the Missing Middle.”)

Over the years, I’ve talked to countless physical therapists, chiropractors, as well as dance and yoga instructors, all of whom concur that the adult male pelvis is frequently in a state of tension. All of these professionals, in one way or another, work with guys to help them “open up”—sometimes to help manage back pain, sometimes in the course of facilitating recovery from an injury, and other times just to get them through that first dance at their wedding reception without looking like Frankenstein.

One of my goals in this book is to help you open up your guy’s pelvis, so he can experience sex in a way that’s less inhibited and more sensual and exciting.

But this sense of pulling in is more than just physical. Men are shrouded in layers of “protection”—physical, emotional, psychological—that find a nexus in the pelvis, but permeate throughout the body and mind. In this sense, every man is a knight in shining—or not-so-shining—armor.

Now I know what you’re thinking: Hold on a minute. Protection? Please! I’m the one that could use some protecting—every time he pushes my head down and expects me to open wide and say, “Ahhhh.”

But that’s exactly what I’m talking about. For most men, sex begins and ends with the penis and rarely extends beyond it. From a fear of having his testicles rough-housed to sensitivity around the perineum (the area between the testicles and anus that is rife with nerve endings and shields the male G-spot) to a nobody-touches-me-down-there attitude about his butt, the male experience of sex is one that’s controlled, circumscribed, and the living embodiment of uptight.

Some of these protections are physiological and involuntary—like the “cremaster reflex,” which is triggered when you touch his inner thigh. The testicles literally pull up and in. But many are largely psychological in nature.

The journey to, and through, manhood is very much a journey of learning to stay in control. As R. Louis Schultz, M.D., wrote in his seminal book, forgive the pun, Out in the Open: The Complete Male Pelvis:

To live in society, we all require a degree of control. Too much control, however, and we can become automatons. Control is always being right. Control is not letting your feelings influence your life. Control is not letting the joy of life be a goal. Control is not expressing your feelings. Control is being neutral or neuter. Control is not being sensual. Control is lessening the enjoyment of sex. Control is not being aware or responsive to the feelings of others, since you are not aware of your own feelings. Control is always being on an even emotional plane.

 

I quoted this passage at length because, even though Dr. Schultz’s astute observations are based on his experiences as a physician and deep tissue massage expert, I’ve too often heard in counseling these exact complaints from women about men: “He’s disconnected from his feelings;” “He won’t let go; he keeps everything inside;” “We have sex, but we don’t make love;” “He won’t talk about sex; he walks away the minute I bring up the conversation;” and so
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