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  CHAPTER 1


  First of All, Sex!


  Some of the most common reasons older polys seek counseling are changes in their sex lives or sexual functioning, lowered libido or desire levels that are mismatched with their partners, self-esteem problems due to no longer feeling sexually attractive, and difficulty finding sexual and relationship partners. While individuals and couples of all ages seek counseling for sexual problems, elders have a more complex relationship to sex, and the sexual issues that cause them distress are often different than those of younger people.


  Many of the poly elders who populate the pages of this book cited sexual variety and sexual frequency as strong motivators for being polyamorous. Clearly, an abundance of sexual experiences is very important to many poly elders. Participants in Fleckenstein and Cox’s study (2015) also valued sex, and particularly sexual frequency. They compared five hundred people over age fifty-five who were currently in more than one sexual relationship to over seven hundred comparable respondents from the 2012 US General Social Survey. They conclude that older adults in polyamorous relationships “reported more frequent sex, more sexual partners, and greater happiness and better health” than comparable monogamous elders (Fleckenstein & Cox, 2015, p. 95). Referencing a 2007 study by Karreker et al. (2011), Fleckenstein and Cox report that “research shows that increased sexual activity is strongly associated with better health outcomes and greater personal happiness. Declining sexual frequency has been shown to be correlated with negative health, increased risk of cardiovascular problems, higher rates of depression, and diminished happiness” (2015, p. 96). Fleckenstein and Cox’s research indicates that the most common causes for age-related declining sexual frequency are lowered desire, decrease in sex hormones, illness, medication side effects, and loss of available partners (2015, p. 96).


  The Changing Nature of Sex for Poly Geezers


  For many older folks, both poly and monogamous, the meaning and definition of sex itself changes. A counseling client named Brad is a seventy-eight-year-old semiretired college professor. He says, “When we were younger, sex was really hot between me and my wife, as well as for me and my girlfriend. Now, sex is more warm and loving and comforting, and while it’s definitely still sexually exciting and sexually satisfying, it’s ‘more warm than hot,’ and that’s fine with me.” Jane, his sixty-seven-year-old partner, an executive at Levi’s, agrees. She says, “Until I was about fifty-five, intercourse and orgasm were the main events for me, and no sexual experience was complete or satisfying without both of those two key elements. I still enjoy intercourse and of course I love orgasms! But now I’m more focused on sexual stimulation, of all kinds, and the pleasure of arousal, as well as the affection and emotional intimacy.”


  Elisabeth Sheff’s (2017) study of aging polyamorous families confirms that most of these elders continue having consistent sexual relationships, but that sex itself is not as central or important to their relationships as it was when they were younger. Sheff says, “Many of them still enjoy sex and maintain ongoing sexual relationships with multiple partners.” However, she notes that some do transition to platonic companionable marriages while continuing to have sexual relationships with outside partners. While many older monogamous couples break up due to lack of sex, poly couples can stay together and outsource the sex. “They allow each other to have sex with others and thus get those needs met without having to break up” (Sheff, 2017).


  In her groundbreaking book The Ultimate Guide to Sex Over 50, Joan Price lists thirty-three ways that sexual activity and physical affection benefit elders, including improved physical health, relaxation, improved sleep, and mood enhancement (2014, pp. 8–9). She declares,



   Yes, the generation that many called the Love Generation is still interested in getting it on. How we do it might look and feel different, but our sexuality is ageless if we want it to be. We are the generation that takes credit for discovering clitoral orgasms, vibrators, and Viagra, and there’s no stopping our thirst for knowledge and pleasure now. (p. xi)




  Price is such a true believer in sustaining the sex lives of elders that she regularly reviews vibrators for older women on her website. She quotes an older widow who remarried as saying, “I showed my new husband my vibrator, telling him, ‘I want to introduce you to my lover of 30 years, Bob: Battery Operated Boyfriend’” (2014, p. 73). She notes that it’s important for older women to have additional sexual outlets such as masturbation and erotica, because 46 percent of women seventy-five and over live alone, and 34 percent of all women seventy-five and older are widows (Price, 2014, p. 78).


  Price and other authors have suggested that elders can be better lovers than they were when they were younger and can have great sex. She explains that most people have had a lot of sexual experience by the time they become seniors, and most have had numerous sexual partners. So they know what they want sexually, are better at communicating their needs, and have become less inhibited sexually. Many are more open to experimenting, because changes such as erectile dysfunction and vaginal dryness and pain make intercourse and other more traditional sexual activities difficult or even impossible. As a result, they are willing to be creative, and are open to new ways of having sex. If necessity is the mother of invention, elders have certainly come up with alternatives to their previous sex lives, often because those activities are no longer as feasible or satisfying.


  Many counseling clients have mentioned three other reasons that I have not seen cited in the literature. Elders can have better sex because their children are grown and gone from home, giving them more time and more privacy for sex. And they no longer need to use birth control or worry about unwanted pregnancies. Thirdly, many are retired or working part time so they have more time and energy for sex. Several older poly women have stated emphatically that these factors help them feel much freer and more uninhibited about sex, and more open to sexual exploration and a desire to pursue better sex.


  The first case study underlines these reasons that some women’s sex lives improve as they age. It also provides some fascinating ideas on how poly relationships become easier to arrange and sustain as elders than while juggling full-time jobs and raising kids.


  Case Study #1: Elise


  Elise had a few counseling sessions with me in 2015. At that time, she was a sixty-year-old registered nurse working in a nursing home. In one of our sessions she discussed her wonderful sexual relationships with both her husband and her lover. She explained,



   When I had two kids at home, we could only have sex after they were in bed asleep, and by then I was totally exhausted. And this was in the 1980s, so my husband and I were fairly closeted about having other lovers, because we were concerned about possibly losing custody of our kids. We didn’t want the kids to have to keep our secret, so we would sneak my husband’s lovers into the house after the kids were asleep, or I would go to my boyfriend’s place once I was sure they were asleep, since he didn’t have kids. I also was apparently much more fertile than the average woman, and I got pregnant twice even though I had an IUD. So now that the kids are grown and gone, we’ve taken over both of the kids’ bedrooms as love nests for hot trysts with our lovers. I feel so free because I no longer have to muffle my orgasmic moans to avoid waking the kids in the next room. And I’m past menopause of course, so I no longer have that little fear of pregnancy always in the back of my mind during sex. And I’m not too tired for sex like I was when I had to get up at 6:00 to get the kids ready for school and then work all day at my job and then rush home to make dinner and get the kids to bed. Sex in old age is great!




  Elise was still working full time, but for her, being an “empty nester” created the ideal conditions for good sex. She no longer had to wait until after the kids were asleep to have dates, she had more energy—and more privacy—for sex, and menopause had freed her from worrying about pregnancy. Other clients said that it was not until after retirement that they finally felt rested enough and had the leisure time to truly enjoy sex.


  While some poly geezers reported a revival in their sex lives as they got older, many elders experience changes in their sexual functioning, in libido, and many other problems that interfere with their sexual pleasure and satisfaction. The next two sections of this chapter discuss a few of these challenges, and the creative solutions poly elders have devised.


  The Challenges of Sex for Poly Geezers


  Decreased libido is one of the most common sexual problems experienced by many older people of all genders and sexual orientations. Sometimes, low libido is due to factors having nothing to do with sex. The usual suspects include medical problems that cause pain and other symptoms that interfere with their mobility or their enjoyment of sex. Symptoms like back pain, hip pain or other joint pain, acid reflux or other gastrointestinal symptoms, respiratory problems such as shortness of breath or emphysema, fatigue, or headaches are generally not conducive to jumping into bed and having wild sex. Often, elders find that their favorite sexual activities, or their preferred sexual positions, cause their pain or other symptoms to flare up, undermining sexual desire or willingness to try having sex.


  An older person who has had a heart attack or has other heart problems like atrial fibrillation or episodes of angina may be concerned that having sex could worsen their cardiac symptoms. In addition, the stress and exhaustion of caregiving responsibilities for an elderly parent or a disabled spouse or partner can certainly dampen sexual desire. Older people are often mourning a recent death of a parent, sibling, lover, or friend, and the sadness and grief can kill sexual desire for an extended period.


  And many poly elders struggle to accept the changes in their appearance due to aging. The boomer generation was known for cringe-worthy slogans like “Don’t trust anyone over thirty” and rock lyrics like “I hope I die before I get old!” And Western cultures are so obsessed with youth and beauty that many people feel sexually unattractive as soon as they start having gray hair (or in some cases no hair), wrinkles, and saggy derrieres. For most elders, feeling sexually desirable is a prerequisite to being able to feel sexual desire or to make or respond to sexual overtures. Joshua’s experience is somewhat typical of how our body image can adversely affect an elder’s belief in their sexual desirability and cause their libido to plummet.


  Joshua’s Story


  I met Joshua at a poly discussion group in 2016, and he agreed to be interviewed for this book. At the time, he was a sixty-six-year-old retired florist in a poly triad with his wife Mira and their other partner Mary. He told me that body image issues related to his aging body were affecting his sex drive and his self-esteem.



   I came across a photo of myself when I was young, frolicking on the beach in a tight Speedo bathing suit, with washboard abs and a full head of blond hair. Then I looked in the mirror and saw a bald guy with a paunch and wrinkles, and that was really a buzz kill. My wife and my girlfriend both tell me they really desire me, and they enjoy our sex life. But I find myself avoiding sex, because I just don’t feel like I’m sexy anymore.


  I had prostate cancer surgery and the adhesions and cutting some of those nerves makes it more difficult for me to have an orgasm now and causes some pain when I do orgasm. I got some great help from a physical therapist with exercises to help break down the adhesions and strengthen the pelvic floor, and that’s really helping me get my confidence—and my sex drive—back.


  Luckily, my wife and girlfriend each have another lover to satisfy them sexually, so they don’t pressure me about sex. They back off and let me get in the mood for sex and allow me to make the overtures on days when I’m feeling better about myself.




  Maintaining healthy self-esteem about their sexual desirability is particularly difficult for elders who have had some type of surgery or medical problem that may cause them to feel disfigured in some way.


  In our next example, Ginny’s experience illustrates our society’s emphasis on women’s breasts as central to women’s sexual attractiveness. Losing her breasts made her doubt that her partner would continue to desire her, and that it might ruin their sexual relationship. Luckily, polyamory allowed for a creative solution!


  Ginny’s Story


  I met Ginny through a queer women’s writing group in 2012. At that time, she was a seventy-year-old retired nursing supervisor. She told me,



   After I had a double mastectomy, I was convinced that my partner Alice would reject me sexually, because she had always loved my breasts and spent a lot of time playing with them and sucking on them during sex. Her other girlfriend Page still has breasts, plus she is ten years younger so I always thought she was a lot more attractive than me anyway. I got very depressed thinking that without breasts, I am no longer a “real” woman and that my sexuality had somehow been neutered, so of course she would like having sex with Page more and not want to have sex with me anymore.


  We talked about it, and Alice acknowledged that sex would be different now, and that she really would miss my breasts, but she still loved having sex with me. She assured me that our sex life would still be wonderful, and we should try new things sexually, since we would be losing one part of our sexual repertoire. At first, I cried during sex because it was such a big loss for me, since I had always gotten very sexually aroused when she stimulated my breasts. But we did get creative and pretty soon things seemed fine. And because I knew she could still have the full menu of sexual activities with Page, I was grateful to Page, so Alice wasn’t being deprived of a sexual activity she really loved. I actually started experiencing compersion for the first time!




  Ginny and Alice were able to continue having a satisfying sexual relationship even after Ginny’s mastectomy, by trying new sexual activities to make up for losing part of their usual sexual experience. The polyamorous nature of their relationship allowed Alice to be happy with the sexual relationship she could still have with Ginny, while also having a sexual relationship with Page that included what she called “breast sex.”


  For some elders, medical conditions or injuries may limit their mobility or cause them to walk with a limp or need a cane or a wheelchair, and this may make them feel they are no longer desirable. Many older people have never had to cope with illness or disability before in their lives. As a result, they are vulnerable to outdated, prejudiced attitudes about sex and disability, and find it difficult to see themselves as sexual beings entitled to a robust sex life despite their disability.


  People who have lived with disabilities or chronic health conditions all their lives have a lot to teach poly elders who are suddenly coping with disabilities and illness. Disabled people of all ages have long spoken out against society erroneously seeing them as “sexless” or labeling them as sexually undesirable, and they have made great strides in changing public perceptions as well as claiming and creating full, satisfying sex lives. Hopefully, poly geezers can benefit from the decades of hard work by disability rights advocates and can take that campaign further to remind the world that elders are also sexually desirable and have a right to great sex.


  For poly elders, this insecurity about sexual attractiveness can be amplified if a partner has another partner who is somewhat younger. They may feel threatened by the other partner who they may see as sexier or having more sexual energy or prowess due to their youth. And many older poly women fear that their male partner may secretly be longing for a younger woman and may decide to replace them with the “newer, younger model.”


  This can be especially anxiety-provoking for some women whose male partners enjoy pornography on the internet, which is plastered with an abundance of very young naked women with impossibly shaped bodies. Most men recognize pornography as a fun and sexually arousing fantasy, and most understand that porn movies are not a reflection of how women behave sexually in the real world. However, many women mistakenly see their partners’ use of pornography as an indication that their partner does not desire them sexually and that they are no longer sexually attractive due to their age and their changing bodies. In our next case study, Danilo’s partners expressed discomfort with his use of pornography, prompting him to seek out counseling.


  Case Study #2: Danilo


  Danilo had several counseling sessions with me in 2013 because each of his two girlfriends had raised concerns about his use of pornography for masturbation, and one of his partners was worried that he might be a porn addict. At the time of our sessions, he was a seventy-five-year-old retired flight attendant. He explained,



   I was single for five years after my wife died, and I started watching internet porn since I didn’t have a partner, and it was my only sexual outlet. Before that, my only experience with pornography was finding my father’s stash of Playboy magazines when I was a teenager in the 1960s. Now I have the amazing good fortune to have two wonderful long-term lovers. I wanted to be transparent, as us poly folks are wont to do, so I disclosed to both of them that I still enjoy watching porn once in a while, just for variety and a quickie masturbation session when I’m alone. It’s no substitute for the lovely sex I have with my partners, and the porn movies are laughable and pathetically dumb. But it’s a fast and easy stress reliever, and a nice orgasm helps me fall asleep on the nights that I’m sleeping alone.




  Some men do develop an addiction to porn, using it daily for hours, and they often have great difficulty controlling their use. In some cases, it affects their ability to enjoy sex with their partners and connect with them emotionally. However, in counseling sessions with Danilo, it became clear that his porn habit was occasional and harmless. He loved having sex with both of his partners and was able to be fully present with them during sex. Internet porn is ubiquitous and many men, whether poly or monogamous, enjoy using it for variety and arousal. A few older male clients have told me that they sometimes use pornography for masturbation when they have a night alone because their wife or girlfriend is having a date with another partner. A few other clients who identify as “solo poly” have reported that they enjoy internet porn when they were having a “dry spell” after a breakup when they didn’t have any partners, or when a partner was out of town on a long trip with another partner. And while pornography is utilized much more widely by men, some women also enjoy porn. One older poly female client told me that menopause caused her libido to plummet, and that she sometimes looked at internet porn just before having sex with her partners, in order to help her feel more sexually aroused, to enjoy sex more completely, and reach orgasm more easily.


  Many older people also find it challenging to adapt to the changes in their sexual functioning. For many older men, erections become more difficult to attain and sustain, as well as needing more stimulation to reach orgasm, and this can cause anxiety and depression. Drugs like Viagra have changed the sexual landscape considerably for older men, enabling them to have more reliable erections. However, many men find that as they age, and as they use these drugs for a longer period of years, the drugs may start to lose their effectiveness, and the men find it more difficult to get and maintain an erection.


  Older poly men may face an additional problem, in that as men age, their “refractory period” for getting an erection usually gets longer. This just means that if an older man has sex today with one partner, he may not be able to get an erection tomorrow or the next day with another partner, as there is a longer refractory period needed between the time he has one erection and orgasm and when he will be able to get a reliable erection again.


  Other older poly male clients have reported having difficulty reaching orgasm as they age. In some cases this has caused conflict with female partners, when the male partner is able to have orgasms more easily with one partner than with other partners. Typically, it is easier for the man to have orgasms with a new partner due to the novelty and enhanced sexual arousal that usually accompanies a new relationship. This can leave a spouse or other partners feeling inadequate or sexually undesirable, and can be a blow to their self-esteem, because they have been unable to help their partner reliably reach orgasm during sex. Older poly women are often very sexually experienced and pride themselves on being skilled, attentive, and loving sexual partners. In counseling sessions, I have often had to reassure female partners that this is not in any way related to their desirability or their sexual dexterity or repertoire. It is correlated only with the excitement of having a new sexual partner, and the singular focus on sex that usually accompanies a new relationship.


  To add to these challenges, many blood pressure medications, heart medications, ulcer drugs, cholesterol-lowering statin drugs, antihistamines, and other medications, all of which are frequently prescribed to older men, can also make it nearly impossible to get or maintain an erection. And some antidepressants
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