LUST FOR THE
LONG HAUL

THE ROAD TO LONG-TERM PASSION STARTS WITH A SURPRISE:
INTIMACY REQUIRES SOUL-SEARCHING, NOT ROMANCING. LOVE IS
AN EXISTENTIAL CHALLENGE, AND THE REWARD IS A SEX LIFE THAT
GROWS RICHER (AND RAUNCHIER) WITH TIME.
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WHEN MY HUSBAND

AND I STARTED

DATING, WE QUICKLY

BECAME ONE OF
THOSE OBNOXIOUS
COUPLES WHO
COULDN'T KEEP
THEIR HANDS OFF
EACH OTHER.

We kissed every time we stopped at a crosswalk—in New York,
that’s alot. At Starbucks we were so grotesque—staringinto each
other’s eyes, stroking each other’s arms—that when the branch
removed its tables and converted to carryout, we wondered if we
were the reason. Once, during a protracted public goodbye, a
group of teenagers actually screeched at us to get a room.

We did more than that. We got married. Like most couplesin the
throes of passion, we were smug, convinced thatall the clichés about
things slowing down described partners who weren’t meant to be
together in the first place. But slowly, things did cool off. We still
loved one another, still held hands. But the crosswalk kissingand
the subway platform clinches faded away. Instead oflong weekend
mornings in bed, we started getting up early and going to the gym.

Icouldn’t help (a) noticing, and (b) torturing myself about
what it meant. You’d have to be hiding under a rock for the last
- decade not to know that half of all marriages now end in divorce,
and that sexual difficulties are one of the leading complaints of
unhappy couples. Was this how it begins?

It’s some consolation that many other Americans face the same
question. In the benchmark survey of desire, roughly one-third
ofalladults reported having some kind of sexual problem during
the previous year. Some pundits blame gender politics, job stress
and cultural changes. Others, more cynical, point to the monot-
ony of marriage. But these plausible (and socially acceptable)
explanations obscure a more disquieting truth. Sex, and more
importantly, intimacy, are grown-up skills, and most of us,
metaphorically speaking, are still in junior high. We're still cling-
ing to the idea of romance, when real intimacy requires some-
thingalotmore difficult: pushing past your own limits to become
amore fully developed human being.

Conventional wisdom holds that an intimate couple thinks
pretty much the same way about most things. You connect seam-
lessly—especially in bed. Butaccordingto the radical ideas of the
marital and sex therapist David Schnarch, we’ve got it all back-
ward. “Sex is inherently based on intimacy. The problem is that
most people have a very misguided idea of what intimacy means,”
he says. “There’s thisidea that your partner is going to make you

feel good and validate you.” It’s our cultural template
for “true” love. Think Tom Cruise in Jerry McGuire
declaringhislove for Renée Zellweger: “You complete
me,” he says, with trembling lip.

Exceptthat no one has a marriage like that. What’s
more, says Schnarch, no one should. Sure, the you-com-
plete-me stuff works fine in the beginning. It’s even fun.
Like twopeople cinched together for athree-legged race,
thereissatisfaction in getting the groove of operating side-
by-side with perfect fluidity. But when you try to keep
those tethers on indefinitely, reality intrudes. Two peo-
ple aren’t going to agree on every move. And they’ll get
tired of always accommodating the other—by keeping qui-
et,by movingthe same way, by proppingthe other one up.

Sooner orlater, alot of these three-legged marriages
wind up ingridlock: Each partner is increasingly frus-
trated by the other’s apparent unwillingness to get on
the same page—and each becomes increasingly annoyed
and worried aboutit. It’s in this juncture, where the con-
flictbetween real intimacy and wishful thinking rears
its head, that many of us notice the sex ain’twhat it used to be. But
while we fear that this is the beginning of the end, Schnarch says
it’s often when things finally start to go right. It means marriage
isbeginning the relentless process of doing whatit’s supposed to
do, nudging us away from the Renée-Tom model of partnership
and forcing us to figure out who we are as individuals.

Real intimacy is frightening. It requires a kind of openness,
honesty and self-respect that most of us aren’t used to. But
Schnarch’s 30 years of counseling couples has convinced him that
it’s worth it. A truly intimate connection between adults is less
volatile, because couples aren’t ticked off about what their part-
ner is or isn’t doing to prop them up. It’s more solid, because it’s
based on reality. “Ultimately, you get through gridlock and get to
aplace of more honest self-disclosure, where the focus is on being
known, rather than being validated,” he says. Best of all, the sex
often becomes more relaxed, creative and connected. Literally
and figuratively, no one’s hiding in the dark anymore.
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LEARNING THE LANGUAGE OF SEX

WHEN COUPLES DO try to address their sexual problems, they
often focus on mechanics: Viagra, lingerie, trying out new posi-
tions. Butsex—even terrible sex—isn’t engineering, says Schnarch,
It’salanguage, and its contentis everything else happeningin the
marriage. The woman who doesn’t say a word but barely opens
herknees for her husband is actually speaking volumes. Ditto the
man who is so intent upon pleasing his unpleasable wife that he
frequently loses his erection. “Even the way couples avoid hav-
ingsexis awindow into who they are together,” he says.

Often, sexual disconnect has asimilar refrain: I can’t show you
who I really am. People’s mistaken ideas about intimacy have
made them overly relianton a partner for their own sense of self.
You demand that your partner approve of you, and you begin to
count on him or her to reassure you that you're normal and that
your feelings are valid. This makes it difficult to be completely
open orhonestwith each other anymore. One orboth of you begins
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