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To my students, whose curiosity keeps me on my toes, and to the sex researchers whose wisdom provides the answers.





Introduction Better Sex— What It Is, Why It Matters, and How We Get There

I certainly didn’t grow up dreaming of becoming a professor of sex and sexuality. In hindsight, I believe sex found me. When I finished my PhD in social psychology in 2009, I thought I had a clear path laid out. I was a newly minted psychologist curious about human connection, isolation, and mental health. My dream was to help people struggling with loneliness, a topic taking on new urgency as the internet began replacing meaningful in-person connection. If someone had pulled me aside and told me that fourteen years later, I’d be famous on social media as “Nicole the Sex Professor,” with videos that had amassed over fifty million views, I wouldn’t have believed them.

But when I started my academic career, I didn’t consider sex to be foundational to the sense of self, a meaningful contributor to happiness, or a powerful antidote to the very isolation I wanted to study. Like many people, I thought of sex as simply a fun treat. I bought into the same tropes that dominate today’s sexual discourse—“Save room for dessert!” and “Get lucky!” This tells us how we value sex as a culture: Sex isn’t the main course, and luck has a lot to do with it—whether you have it and whether you enjoy it.

All of which, I would eventually learn, is wrong, wrong, wrong.

In 2014, I was teaching psychology full-time at the University of Washington in Seattle and raising three preschoolers. My husband and I still had sex, but we weren’t exactly setting the curtains on fire. This was due to all the typical reasons that so many couples with young children give: Exhaustion. Feeling “touched out” by the end of the day. And the post-pregnancy changes that had left me feeling like a stranger in my own body. But with everything else I had on my plate, upping our sex game was nowhere on my to-do list.

And then I got an email that changed everything.

My mentor Lois McDermott had taught Psych 210: The Diversity of Human Sexuality at the University of Washington for the previous thirty years. This class covered the biology and psychology of human sexuality, with topics ranging from sexual health and behavior to cultural variations in attitudes toward sex. Students thought of it as the “Sex 101” course.

Lois had broken her leg right before the start of the quarter and an SOS went up in the psychology department for someone to take over. None of my colleagues volunteered. The prevailing wisdom was that it was a thankless assignment—awkward at best, humiliating at worst, and filled with students looking to check an easy box on their core-requirement rubric.

Because I was somewhat new and eager to please, I raised my hand and stepped forward, offering myself as “tribute,” Katniss Everdeen–style, figuring I could earn some brownie points while the department found a permanent replacement. With only days before the start of term, I dived into the course material—and never left. Because the more I learned about sex and the more I realized how much I didn’t know, the more curious I became. I quickly embraced sex’s profound contribution to human connection and mental well-being. I was all in.

Over the years, I realized that what I love is teaching and speaking to large groups, which affords me the chance not only to help people at an individual level but to spark meaningful conversations—those informed by science instead of stigma and acceptance rather than fear—that can help push change at a societal and cultural level as well. Today I routinely attend conferences, devour journal findings, and reach out to the leading researchers in the field for insight. I bring this information back to my students for conversations on topics ranging from gender identity, desire, and orgasm to casual sex, dating, long-term relationships, consensual non-monogamy, kink, and porn. My teachings emphasize a holistic sex-positive philosophy intended to counter shame and stigma, normalize open and frank conversations, and center sex as a pathway to the self-awareness, self-understanding, and self-expression that drives human thriving and happiness.

What I have learned and passed along to my students has changed my life and theirs. And I hope it is about to change yours.

Since I started teaching it, the course has grown to an enrollment of four thousand students annually, making it among the largest public human-sexuality classes in the United States. My students come from a wide range of backgrounds, but what almost all of them have in common is a dearth of knowledge about a foundational aspect of themselves. Like me a decade ago, they come to this material not knowing even the basic benefits of sex.

This is through no fault of their own; it goes back to well before they were born. In 1981, President Reagan’s administration introduced the Adolescent Family Life Act, which funneled $1.5 billion to programs promoting abstinence. Unsurprisingly, over the next two decades, the states with abstinence-only programs had the highest rates of teen pregnancy and STI transmissions. If you took sex ed in the 1980s or after, chances are that your education was incomplete at best, biased and inaccurate at worst. And plenty of people didn’t get to take it at all. Although in the 2010s the Obama administration began defunding abstinence-only programs, as of this writing, there is no federally mandated sex-education curriculum, so sex-education programs across the United States vary significantly. Currently, thirty-nine states and the District of Columbia require some form of sex education, HIV education, or both. However, even in those states, there remains a large gap between the education students need and what they actually receive. According to the 2018 CDC School Health Profiles,1 less than half of high schools and less than a quarter of middle schools cover all twenty topics the CDC considers essential for comprehensive sex education. These topics include how HIV and other STIs are transmitted and prevented and using communication skills to reduce sexual risks.

Unfortunately, the outlook for sex education only seems to be getting worse. Since the Supreme Court’s June 2022 decision overturning the federal right to abortion, the United States has seen a significant rise in restrictive sex-education bills, legislation that seeks to limit discussions on sexual orientation, gender identity, and contraception and prioritizes abstinence-only instruction. Restrictive bills have become so common that they now outnumber legislation advocating for comprehensive sex education that addresses issues such as LGBTQ+ identities, consent, and healthy relationships. This is why it should come as no surprise that the United States has one of the highest STI and teen-pregnancy rates in the industrialized world.

It is also why most of us know more about the health benefits of caffeine and CBD than about the health benefits of sex. And there are health benefits. Sexual activity can relieve pain,2 and individuals who engage in regular sexual activity have stronger immune systems and fewer ailments, are at less risk for cognitive decline,3 and enjoy greater protection from heart disease.4 Orgasms can even help you live longer! A famous study published in 1997 found that over the course of ten years, men who had low orgasmic frequency were twice as likely to die of any cause than men who had high orgasmic frequency.5

Perhaps most important, though, sex provides a host of psychological and relational benefits in a way that other things that are good for us—like diet and exercise—simply can’t. It’s a relational and emotional experience that can improve our overall mental well-being6 and our relationships.7 Best of all, sex provides a powerful source of pleasure and positive emotions, two things that lead to resilience, self-expansion, and improved life satisfaction.8 The research is clear: Pleasure is priceless.

Yet we are more likely to share our salaries or talk politics than discuss our sex lives. Culturally, we are sex-obsessed, yet we are also incredibly uncomfortable discussing our own sexual activity. We see sex everywhere, but it’s taboo to bring up a nagging insecurity when talking with friends. We live in a seeming paradox.

You may scoff reading this. But when was the last time your medical provider asked you about the quality of your sexual activity?

A large driver of this is shame and embarrassment. I mistakenly thought that, because this generation introduced free bleeding during the London Marathon, embraces YouTube ads for products like Flex Discs that start “Hey, I’m Kara. I love to fuck,” and produces Netflix shows like How to Build a Sex Room and songs entitled “Wet-Ass Pussy,” that our society was now post-sexual shame. At the beginning of each quarter, I poll my students, and I’m always surprised and disheartened by the prevalence of sexual shame in their cohort. Sexual shame also fuels the majority of concerns and questions brought to me by my social media followers. They’re ashamed about everything from their desire to their lack of desire, from the size and shape of their bodies to the size and shape of their genitals, from their fantasies to their kinks. This isn’t even getting into performance issues. I am messaged every day by people concerned about having orgasms too quickly, never having had an orgasm, taking too long to orgasm, and not being able to get their partner to orgasm.

The primary reason people worry about not measuring up has to do with the deluge of suggestions from TV, movies, and porn about how sex should happen. That message is that, after all the banter and seduction, when everyone finally gets down to it, sex should be effortlessly fabulous, everyone will instinctively know how to please everyone else, and there will be instant orgasms all around! Yes, porn can expand our sexual imaginations and in certain contexts be a great tool for intimacy. But porn can also make us feel terrible about our bodies and insecure about the sex we’re having, and it can force us to hold ourselves to wildly unrealistic standards. In extreme situations, when porn is one’s sole coping mechanism for stress, it can exacerbate anxiety and isolation.

Speaking of isolation: Since 2014, our lack of connection has gotten worse. According to a 2022 report from Harvard University, 36 percent of Americans feel “serious loneliness,”9 which is linked to early mortality and issues ranging from depression to anxiety, heart disease, and substance abuse.10 The biggest challenge in battling loneliness is that it self-reinforces. When we’re lonely, we can feel afraid to say what we really want, need, or desire, because admitting we’re missing something in our lives is a brave act of vulnerability, something that is almost impossible to do within the fragility of perceived isolation.

However, the great news is that if we work on reintegrating and reestablishing connection with our sexuality, which ties into the very essence of who we are, we can gradually invite connection into the rest of our lives as well. We can heal loneliness. It is not a coincidence that Dr. Ruth Westheimer, the OG sex therapist, devoted her last book, The Joy of Connections, to the topic of fighting loneliness. Sex is key. But not just any sex.

Enter better sex.

What actually is better sex? Does better sex require Olympian-level sexual positions? Is it about finding your G-spot or your P-spot or having multiple blended orgasms? What about… squirting? Does it involve kink? Can it happen only in new relationships or with a stranger, when sexual tension runs high and novelty and uncertainty fuel desire?

Better sex might include some of those elements, but are they prerequisites for mind-blowing sex? Absolutely not.

Better sex is connected sex. It can happen in any context, from a casual hookup to a thirty-year marriage. It’s authentic and vulnerable, never performative. It’s fueled by curiosity and a willingness to learn. It relies on honest feedback, communication, and being mentally present. More concretely, it includes a broad range of sexual activities that extend beyond vaginal or anal penetration.

But primarily, better sex is simply real. When we perform sex from a disembodied place, more concerned with how we look than how we feel, it increases our sense of isolation. When we are in tune with and expressing our honest desires and receiving and meeting the desires of a partner, it can transform us.

Though this book does not purport to solve the entire loneliness pandemic, it does offer a critical and effective path to a sexually integrated self. And it’s a path that balances sexual self-acceptance with a tolerance of being a work in progress. A path rooted in the belief that each of us can create and choose the sexual experiences that feel like the best fit. It is confident enough to recognize that sexuality is nuanced and there is no one-size-fits-all approach. And it frees us from the sexual narratives, scripts, and expectations that currently hold us back. The key is building this integrated sexual self through a layered approach.

The question then can be: Where do I even begin?

It can feel overwhelming to contemplate all the sexual areas that you might want to explore. What if you suspect that you missed out on learning the nuances of sexual anatomy or feel helpless when it comes to sexual technique? What if you’re not good at asking for what you need to get turned on, or asking for feedback? What if you’re curious about kink, but have no idea where to start? What then? This is why I created a hierarchy of sexual needs:


McNichols Hierarchy of Sexual Needs
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Sexual needs go far beyond the mere physical. They include psychological, social, emotional, self-expressive, and creative aspects as well. Given their complexity, sexual needs require an organizational structure that encourages growth and progression and provides a safe space for change. In this hierarchy, and in this book, we prioritize learning foundational knowledge such as anatomy before advancing to an exploration of consensual non-monogamy. We meet the needs for physical and emotional safety by mastering the basics of consent and healthy partnered sex before exploring the need for novelty and kink. This book is organized to follow this same progression from the foundational to the aspirational.

In part 1, “Emerge,” we’ll address your physical and psychological need to achieve sexual self-connection and integration. To do this, we explore the anatomy of pleasure. Forget what you might have seen in porn. We’re going to look at how your sexual anatomy really looks and functions and provide the latest research on the techniques and positions that lead to pleasure and orgasm IRL. We will also look at the exciting interplay between the mind and sex. (Yes, the brain is the master sex organ, running the show.) And we’ll learn that in order to enjoy better sex, you need first to mentally carve out what I refer to as your “erotic space” by hacking into your pleasure cycle and clearing out inaccurate beliefs, thoughts, and myths that are getting in your way.

In part 2, “Engage,” we build on the foundation of your sexual self by exploring your social and emotional sexual needs—which you have, whether you are single, with a casual partner, or in a twenty-year relationship. No matter your relationship status, having better sex requires you to master your sexual-communication skills while embracing a holistic definition of consent that protects you physically and emotionally. For those in long-term relationships, we explore cultivating eroticism and maintaining desire for the duration.

In part 3, “Evolve,” we learn how to become self-actualized as sexual beings by addressing our creative and self-expressive sexual needs. This section pushes you to challenge stale cultural narratives about what people, sex, and relationships ought to look like by digging into topics such as kink, consensual non-monogamy, and sexual identity and how all of these can fuel well-being through connected sex. The section isn’t equating being evolved with being kinky, consensually nonmonogamous, or a consumer of ethical porn. It is asserting, however, that to be a sexually evolved person today, you need to understand these ideas and process how small parts of each might relate to some element of your sexuality, no matter how straight, vanilla, and monogamous you may or may not be.

The structure of this book is designed to guide you through each of these stages so that ultimately you feel a total sense of connection to your sexual body, your sexual mind, your sexual emotional life, and your sexual curiosities. I promise that by the end, you will feel more comfortable, less ambivalent, more intentional, more confident, and more optimistic not only about the full array of your own sexual needs but also about your ability to seek out and actively create more connected sexual experiences.

My own sexual journey since I became Nicole the Sex Professor has been transformative. However, to manage your expectations, and much to the massive disappointment of my students, I have not become a dominatrix; I don’t deliver my class lectures and then go home to my tied-to-the-bed husband. I don’t spend my weekends having orgies or threesomes. I don’t have an OnlyFans account, nor do I star in any porn. I don’t have a leather fetish (not in connection to sex, though I might have one for shoes). I would describe my sex life as vibrant and fulfilling, but (again, sorry!) I don’t have sex every day.

Before you start sighing with disappointment, here’s what I do have. I possess a thorough understanding of anatomy, pleasure, and orgasm that makes me feel less self-conscious about my body, more comfortable initiating new things in the bedroom, and better able to have honest, open conversations with my husband. I may not identify as kinky, but thanks to the literature and a dominatrix who visits my class each quarter, I know how to leverage the implicit dynamics of erotic power play to bring some heat. I’ve been in a very happy monogamous marriage for over twenty years, but after devouring journal articles and hearing from the numerous consensual nonmonogamous (CNM) guests who have spoken in my class, I truly believe CNM is a great choice for many. I’m also clearer on how to meet the challenges of monogamy (or any relationship structure) and how to define the dynamics in my own marriage in a way that works for me. I’m not a porn director, but I know how to use ethical porn and erotica to spice things up and add perhaps the most critical ingredient for great sex in any long-term relationship: novelty. I am cisgender and identify as straight, but I’ve come to understand that those labels can’t provide a comprehensive description of gender expression or sexual orientation for anyone, including myself.

This is just some of what I hope you can achieve on your own journey to better sex. No matter who you are, whether you’re partnered or single, queer or straight, kinky or vanilla, monogamous or open, and no matter what you’re into or who you want to do it with or in what context you want to do it in—this book will do for you what becoming a sex professor has done for me. I promise that what comes next will empower you, inform you, challenge you, and open your mind. As a result, you’ll come away feeling more integrated, more evolved, more connected, and, hopefully, less lonely. You’ll be having better sex.

Class dismissed.





Part I Emerge





Chapter One How Do I Create Connection with My Body? The Anatomy of Pleasure

In one of her more popular sets, the comedian Janeane Garofalo says something to the effect of “We all want to think we’re great in bed and have great taste—and we can’t all be right.” This joke hits a nerve that I witness on a daily basis. What I have found over the past decade of teaching is that no human act provokes more insecurity, shame, or doubt than sex, especially with a new partner. We all want to be irresistible fantastic lovers! And the idea that we might not be strikes fear in our hearts. Certainly, some people compensate for that with a lot of bravado, but strip that away and you expose the same insecurities. What if I can’t make my partner orgasm? What if I take too long? What if I come too quickly? What if my fantasies and turn-ons are just too weird? What if my penis is too small? What if I can’t get wet? The list is infinite and exhausting!

What compounds this innate insecurity is a dominant narrative in entertainment that if you are with the right partner, hot sex and mind-blowing orgasms are effortless and intuitive. People expect their bodies to easily turn on and quickly respond to the touch of a partner with earth-shattering waves of pleasure. This is, at the very least, a fantasy fed to us by entertainment and the media. Case in point: On spicy Netflix shows, there seems to be an industry standard for how long it will take a female character to cry out in ecstasy from penetrative sex in the missionary position with a new partner. Typically, it’s twenty to thirty seconds.

Well, sorry to burst your Hollywood bubble, but sex does not work that way. It is a skill that requires practice and experimentation to master—like all skills. I can hear protests along the lines of But what about Domingo, the guy I hooked up with when I was studying abroad in Brazil, who did that thing with his tongue? I’m not claiming sexual unicorns don’t exist. Just as some people have innate gifts that make them better suited for a career in, say, dance or football, some people might have great instincts in this department. (We all suspect this is true of Pete Davidson.) But most of us are not professional athletes or porn stars. We must humble ourselves at the start of the learning curve and admit that we don’t know what we don’t know.


Angela

I have a group of female colleagues on campus I regularly go out with to blow off steam and bond over our various work/life imbalances. A few years ago, one of them invited a newer colleague, Angela, to join us. She was recently divorced from her husband of twenty years and finding her first forays into online dating disappointing, and my friends were hoping that I, the resident sex expert, might have some suggestions.

Even on that first night out with her, we could tell that, as a beautiful Black woman in her forties, she was getting plenty of swipes. But she shared that she wasn’t loving where they led. As she put it, “I got married to my ex young and had our daughter almost right away. Then we were both so focused on our careers, we kind of became more roommates than lovers. So now I’m excited to get out and have some fun. I want to find out what I’ve been missing. I want to be sexually adventurous. But the reality is that after some nice conversation and a good meal, most of the sex I’m having with my dates is, well… meh.”

“Describe meh,” I said to Angela, curious for details to guide our discussion.

“Well, first of all, foreplay is typically quick. I don’t always feel like I’m even getting all the way turned on. Then we jump right to the sex, and I can’t tell if they’re expecting something I don’t know about. It feels like these guys have a script for what they think I’m going to like, and then it’s just plug and play.” She laughed. “Forgive the metaphor—I’m in the computer science department. Anyway, I knew it would take a long time to find someone I might want to share my life with again, but I thought at least in the meantime I’d be having some hot sex. News flash: I am not.”

After we ordered another round of margaritas, my friends looked to me to give Angela some guidance.

I took a deep breath. “Okay, Angela,” I said, “it sounds like there are a lot of layers here. I’m hearing a need for better sexual communication and a willingness on your end to give feedback and ask for what you want in the moment during sex. But…” I paused for a moment, taking in Angela, who looked both eager for answers and a bit nervous. “None of that is going to be possible until you do your homework.”

“You mean masturbate?” she asked.

“Well, yes. But with a goal of not only pleasuring yourself but reconnecting to yourself. Do you have a vibrator?”

“Some friends gave me one for my thirtieth birthday, but my husband had issues with it—I think he felt threatened, which is absurd. But it wasn’t worth the tension, and I tossed it in a drawer somewhere.”

“That’s no problem. The world of self-pleasure has expanded so much in the past few years. There are toys for your clitoris, toys for your G-spot, toys for your butt, toys you operate remotely—you name it.”

“Nicole, slow down. I am not entirely sure what the G-spot is or if I even have one!”

“Not to worry,” I said. “Come by my office and we’ll get into all the latest findings. There is a lot of fun stuff to learn.”

Here’s the reality of sex and pleasure that most people try to deny: We are not born knowing which sensations and which types of sexual activities we will one day enjoy, just as we’re not born knowing which foods we’ll like and what kinds of entertainment we’ll prefer. We learn about our sexual likes and dislikes the same way we learn about what pleases us in other areas of life—through experimentation. And those preferences can change over the course of your life. Receiving oral sex might do nothing for you in your twenties—and blow your mind in your forties. You may love certain techniques and sexual positions when you’re younger and different ones as you age. Turn-ons and pleasure zones evolve throughout your entire lifetime.

For Angela’s dates to expect all bodies to enjoy the same types of touch, the same rhythm of movement, the same sequence of activities is just as unrealistic as expecting everyone to love the same restaurant, even if it’s a popular one. There is nothing on this earth that is universally loved. Not even chocolate.

Yet we are all taught to believe otherwise, partly due to the erroneous idea that sexual pleasure exists only in a biological realm. We think that how people experience sexual pleasure, turn-ons, fantasies, and kinks should vary about as much as kidney function. The truth is that bodies are beautifully diverse. What feels good to one person might do nothing for the next. One person’s hottest sexual fantasy might be another person’s worst nightmare—literally.

One of the biggest reasons people’s physiological responses to sexual touch differs is that all humans vary slightly in the size, shape, and positioning of their anatomy. For example, take the clitoris. Clitoris size can vary from one individual to another by more than 100 percent.1 Small and large clitorises are equally capable of pleasure, however, the former may require more work to find and stimulate through different sexual positions than the latter. Clitorises also differ in their distance from the vaginal opening, which, fascinatingly, predicts the ability to orgasm from penetrative sex alone, without any help from a finger or toy. There’s evidence that the cutoff for this magic distance is 2.5 centimeters, about the distance from the tip of your thumb to your first thumb knuckle.2 That length matters because the closer the clitoris is to the vaginal opening, the more likely it is to be stimulated by the base of a penis during thrusting. Another important anatomical feature that varies greatly is the thickness of the urethrovaginal space, the area between the urethra and the anterior wall of the vagina. The thicker that space is, the more likely a woman is to experience orgasm from vaginal stimulation alone.3

Pleasure diversity exists between people, but it also sometimes varies in the same person month to month, depending on mood or circumstances or energy levels. That wild sex position that felt great last week may not be what you’re up for after you’ve done a strenuous workout. Sometimes it’s as simple as slight fluctuations in hormones. For example, during the luteal phase of the menstrual cycle, the cervix tends to be closed and lower in the pelvis. This can occasionally make penetrative sex uncomfortable in certain positions, such as doggy-style or with the receptive partner on top, where penetration tends to be deeper and the chance of bumping up against the cervix is higher.

The second and perhaps more critical reason for pleasure diversity is the fact that pleasure and pain are highly contextual and open to interpretation. In our brains, sensations tend to register as good when we expect them to feel good. And we expect them to feel good when we’ve come to associate those particular sensations, sights, or smells with pleasure based on past experiences. For example, being restrained during sex or being spanked might ignite the thrill and anticipation of erotic power play for some, while for others it might feel scary or simply awkward. For some people, being dominated is relaxing—a chance to relinquish control and delight in sweet surrender. For others, being dominated feels no different than being told what to do by a random tyrant. This is all entirely rooted in individual variations in personal expectations, histories, and attitudes.

This explains why there is so much variation in what people enjoy and get pleasure from sexually. It also highlights how critical it is to understand that we are not born knowing what feels good and what turns us on or what feels good and turns on others. We need to be taught. We must become comfortable exploring our bodies and embrace the opportunity to learn. And we must be open to experiment and not feel deflated if we try something that doesn’t work for us or our partners.

In that vein, I’ll suggest to you what I suggested to Angela: Before you even start to think about engaging with anyone else, you must first connect to your own wonderfully unique body. Only after you appreciate the myriad different ways that your body experiences pleasure can you communicate your wants, desires, and needs to a partner. Let’s begin with a detailed look at human sexual anatomy and then turn to the techniques, tools, and types of touch that can help you own your pleasure. We’ll begin with female pleasure because that causes the greatest insecurity for both vulva owners and their partners.



Female Pleasure

A giant disclaimer: I’ve called this section Female Pleasure, but please know that the owners of these female-labeled parts may identify as any gender. There are thousands of trans men with female genitals, and this exploration of anatomy and pleasure applies equally to them. But the term people with vaginas is a mouthful, so until our language catches up with our society, I’ll use the word female here.

And while we’re on the topic of language, although the word vagina is part of our vernacular today, that is a recent—and long overdue—phenomenon. Most women born before the aughts did not grow up saying vagina. It was considered an ugly and gross word, an idea fueled by a medical community that at one point in history declared that vaginas were filled with harmful bacteria. (Surprise—they are not.) And while we have moved on, thanks to radical vagina warriors like the playwright V, formerly Eve Ensler, I still see the residual shame in women who were raised to use cute euphemisms for their body parts and hide their periods at all costs. Many women may not have even heard the word vagina outside of a science class until they were in their twenties or even their thirties.

This turned out to be true for Angela. She arrived in my office for our first conversation on female anatomy and pleasure, and after we took a seat on my comfy couch, I asked if she had ever looked at herself with a mirror.

“Sure, yes, a couple of times in college.”

“But I mean, have you really, truly explored down there? Can you picture it easily in your head? When you’re being intimate, either with a partner or by yourself, can you visualize it so well that you can picture exactly which part of you is getting the attention to the point where you can describe it to someone without even looking?”

“Well, at that level of detail, honestly, no. I mean, I’m game, it’s just that I sort of assumed that a few times with a mirror in my twenties was all it took.”

“Okay, then consider that your first homework assignment from me. Because until you know your anatomy like the back of your hand, pleasure is going to be hard to come by.”4

“Got it,” she said. “Mission accepted.”

“Excellent,” I replied. I pulled up my lecture slides on my laptop. “Now, let me give you the tour of what you’ll be seeing.”

“When I examine my vagina…”

“Well, actually, no.”

The irony of our current age of the vagina? What women refer to in casual conversation as the vagina is primarily the external female genitalia, aka the vulva. (Vive la vulvalution!) People mistakenly call this whole area the vagina, but the vagina is just the internal canal.

The vulva includes the mons, the outer labia majora, the inner labia minora, the vestibule, and the clitoris. Contrary to the homogenization we see in porn, healthy, beautiful vulvas, like beautiful breasts, come in a variety of shapes, proportions, and colors. Dark skin, light skin, long labia, short labia—every combination under the sun exists.
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The mons and the labia majora have fat and hair to provide protective cushioning and buffering during intercourse and help keep unwanted things out of the vestibule—the opening of the vagina. The labia majora develop from the same embryonic structures as the scrotum. But don’t let the labia majora’s powers of defense convince you that that’s all they’re destined for—they are also major pleasure centers! So, yes, the common sex advice about testicles—“Don’t forget the cousins!”—applies to both male and female anatomy. Stroking, caressing, and gently pressing against those outer areas helps stimulate their many nerve endings and is a great way to increase blood flow there, especially right when things are heating up. So is caressing the inner thighs—and the whole body. I am a huge proponent of intimate massage in these areas to calm stress, come into the moment, and begin to focus truly on the sensations in your body.

“Right,” Angela said after I told her all this. “But in my experience, too many people assume it’s about the clit, the whole clit, and nothing but the clit.”

“A common mistake,” I replied.

Too often at the beginning of intimacy, people make the mistake of “gunning for the clit.” The clitoris (which we are about to cover) is deserving of her main-character energy, but, as I told Angela, let’s remember that all great shows include fabulous supporting actors.

“Do elaborate on the cast, Nicole,” said Angela, laughing.

Between the labia majora are the labia minora, which are thin and hairless and dense with nerve endings, meaning that they are highly sensitive to erotic touch, become engorged with blood during sexual arousal, and contribute significantly to sexual pleasure. They are anatomically analogous to the shaft of the penis—that is, they develop from the same embryonic tissue—so they are just as sexually responsive. Often there is an area directly to the left or right of the clitoris on the labia minora that’s a hot spot of pleasure. Sometimes this hot spot can move from day to day or week to week (again, pleasure diversity!), depending on the inner structures of the clitoris underneath. The point is, from a pleasure perspective, it’s useful to explore that whole area with different types of sensations and touch, something I’ll discuss in detail later in this chapter.

This sensitivity is also important to consider in the context of genital plastic surgery. The increasing prevalence of porn has created new “beauty standards” for women, especially young women. Since the aughts, there has been an exponential rise in the number of young women undergoing labiaplasty to shorten the inner labia and make them even with the outer labia, a surgery so popular the New York Post dubbed it the “designer vagina.” According to research, the primary driver for the tens of thousands of people who undergo this surgery every year is appearance. They want their genitals to look “neat” and “tidy.”5 But patients often aren’t told that this surgery cuts away erectile tissue that contributes to sexual pleasure. Many lose significant sensation.

This brings us to the sexual apex and the queen of female sexual pleasure—the almighty clitoris. The clitoris is packed with over ten thousand nerve endings, and its sole purpose is sexual pleasure. To demonstrate just how central the clitoris is to female pleasure and orgasm, consider that only 4 to 18 percent of women report being able to orgasm during partnered sex without the clitoris being directly stimulated with a toy, a finger, or a tongue. When it comes to female pleasure, the clitoris reigns supreme.6

Despite its huge importance, though, the clitoris has been long neglected in the annals of medicine. In fact, the full anatomy of the clitoris wasn’t even mapped until 2005, when Helen O’Connell, former director of the Royal Australasian College of Surgeons and of the Urological Society of Australia and New Zealand, used MRI technology to reveal the complete internal and external structures.7 Further, a 2018 study demonstrated that doctors often fail to adequately examine the vulva and clitoris, leading them to overlook medical conditions8 such as clitoral adhesions (when the hood of the clitoris adheres to the glans). These adhesions, which affect approximately one in four women, cause pain and decrease pleasure.9

I explained to Angela that a large part of the power and magic of the clitoris is beneath the surface. There are the external, visible structures, the glans and hood, which people may be familiar with. But the clitoris has internal structures as well, and these are critical to female pleasure. These internal structures include vestibular bulbs and the crura, which extend approximately five to nine centimeters down around the vaginal opening, forming a wishbone structure. This integration of the clitoris and the vagina has some fascinating implications when it comes to female sexual pleasure and the infamous G-spot.

The G-spot—an area inside the vagina that is believed by some to trigger intense orgasms—has a surprisingly controversial history. Beginning in the 1970s, sex educator and author Shere Hite conducted research that cast doubt on the existence of an anatomically distinct “spot.”10 She framed the idea as a sexist legacy of Freud’s baseless claim that vaginal orgasms were more “mature” than clitoral orgasms.

[image: An illustration of clitoris and surrounding structures, with labels pointing out the glans clitoris, crura, urethral opening, vestibular bulbs, and vaginal introitus.]
The idea that vaginal orgasms are more mature than clitoral orgasms is understandably viewed as demeaning, especially considering that only 56 percent to 63 percent of women believe they have a G-spot. And though some research subjects describe it as a distinct area three inches inside the vagina on the upper wall with a walnut-like texture, imaging studies have produced contradictory findings. Some researchers report evidence of the G-spot; others don’t identify any nerve-ending cluster in that area.11

Researchers have also failed to find evidence of the G-spot in identical-twin studies, which are considered the gold standard for determining whether a trait is biologically determined. If the trait is genetic, both identical twins, who share 100 percent of their DNA, should have it. But in twin studies, if one identical twin reported having a G-spot, her twin sister was no more likely to have one than anyone else.12

What’s found to be




Female-Pleasure Myth Number 1: The Clitoris and the G-Spot Are Separate Ecstasy Zones






Female-Pleasure Myth Number 2: If You’re Not Wet, You Aren’t Turned On












[image: A table compares the compatibility and recommendations of water-based, silicone-based, and coconut oil lubricants for various uses.]
* Oil-based lubricants are safe only on non-motorized toys, such as dildos Description 1






Female-Pleasure Myth Number 3: Female Ejaculation Isn’t Real



























Equal-Opportunity Pleasure: Anal Play




	1. Never insert anything into the anus that isn’t attached to (a) a person or (b) a base. Unlike the vagina, which is naturally closed off by the cervix, the anus connects to the colon and lower intestine, which can easily suck up anything that isn’t secured. And, yes, I’m intentionally using the term suck up because it literally has a vacuum effect. Don’t be that person who ends up in the ER.

	2. Always use lube. The anus doesn’t lubricate naturally, which makes tearing more likely. This is not only painful but increases the chance of transmitting or contracting an STI.

	3. Lean into the communication skills we’ll cover in part 2. Keep checking with your partner about what feels good and what causes discomfort. Go slowly. And don’t pressure your partner to continue if they truly aren’t into it.

	4. You don’t have to go all the way. People of all genders report that light touching and “shallowing,” which is penetration by just the tip of a finger, can be more pleasurable and feel less intimidating than deeper anal penetration.

	5. Experiment with different sensations! A penis, a finger, a butt plug, a vibrator, a prostate massager—all offer different sensations and experiences.






Male Pleasure



[image: An illustration of the male external genitalia, wil labels pointing out the glans, corona, shaft, frenulum, corpus spongiosum, corpus cavernosa, and scrotum.]


Male-Pleasure Myth Number 1: Bigger Is Better





Male-Pleasure Myth Number 2: Men Should Last for Hours




Male-Pleasure Myth Number 3: Real Men Get Hard Again and Again and Again







Other Pleasure Zones




The A-Spot





The U-Spot




The K-Spot
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