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  1. THE TURN-OFFS OF EVERYDAY MARRIED LIFE


  Monogamy is a perfect arrangement for avoiding sex. It can provide more alibis, excuses, distractions, and tensions to keep us from enjoying each other sexually than any other scheme designed by Man.


  Yet monogamy is also the best possible arrangement for enjoying the most exciting and pleasurable sex there is. It provides more opportunities for sexual variety, experimentation, and development than any alternative way that men and women have for making sexual contact with each other.


  This is not a paradox – it is a matter of fundamental choice. We can either use monogamy in service of our sexual guilts and anxieties to turn ourselves off. Or we can use it to turn ourselves on.


  After thirty years of practising sex-therapy counselling, I am convinced that it is not monogamy itself which turns any of us off: we turn ourselves off in monogamy.


  But my experience as a therapist has also convinced me that we have the power to turn ourselves back on and enjoy the absolute best sex there is.


  Stated this way, it sounds very simple. But, of course, it is quite the opposite. It is all too easy to turn ourselves off in monogamy: the habits and routines which deaden us sexually seem to come naturally. In Part 1 of this book we will look into the major ways many of us manage to become bored in monogamy and why we do so – the self-destructive sexual myths we accept uncritically, the dangerous sexual games we play with each other, and the tricks we play on ourselves for avoiding one of the greatest pleasures that life – and monogamy – offers us.


  ‘IT’S NOT ME, BABE’


  Over the years, I feel like I have become a connoisseur of sexual alibis. Practically every day someone tells me that ‘it’s not my fault’ that his or her sex life has become infrequent, dull, and unsatisfying. It is monogamy (or marriage), the person’s partner, ‘nature’, or hundreds of other ‘circumstances beyond my control’ which are to blame. And at first, they seem to be right:


  ‘How can sex stay spontaneous when it’s always the same body, the same smell, the same old routine?’ they ask me. ‘Sexual boredom is built into monogamy.’


  
    Or:
  


  ‘He just doesn’t turn me on any more; I simply no longer feel anything when he touches me.’


  
    Or:
  


  ‘Her body has changed. What can I tell you? She doesn’t look sexy to me any more.’


  
    Or:
  


  ‘It’s nobody’s fault really. It’s just that the “chemistry” is gone. There’s nothing anybody can do about that.’


  
    Or:
  


  ‘I’m too old for sex.’


  
    Or:
  


  ‘I’m either too tired for sex or he is.’


  
    Or:
  


  ‘We haven’t got enough time for sex.’


  
    Or, simply:
  


  ‘It just doesn’t work any more.’


  For all of these people, sex had ‘lost its magic’. When they did have sex, it was only ‘to get it over with’, to keep their partner pacified, or to keep up their ‘weekly average’. They rarely did it simply for pleasure. In fact, they rarely did it at all.


  How could they blame themselves for that?


  Yet these were often the very same people who told me that married sex had to be ‘mature’, not the frivolous, silly stuff which teenagers indulged in. Or they were people who told me that making love when you are married should be full of feeling – preferably an expression of lifelong love... every time. Or they were people who, consciously or unconsciously, thought that wild sex or experimental sex – in fact, anything other than sexual intercourse – was not proper behaviour for Mums and Dads. And very often they were people who had married for the comfort and security it afforded them, yet they felt sexually smothered by too much intimacy. In short, in these and in countless other ways, they had used marriage to turn themselves off – to make playful and exciting sex virtually impossible. And then they had blamed marriage for their sexual apathy.


  When we consider all the sexual guilt and anxiety many of us are burdened with, beginning in childhood, it is little wonder that we find ways to avoid responsibility for sex for the rest of our lives. Sex, we decide, is something which ‘happens to us’, not something which we make happen. This attitude makes its most obvious appearance in young women laden with guilt who will only indulge in sex when they are ‘swept away’, when some ‘sexy devil’ makes them lose their head. ‘It just happened – I couldn’t help it’, they tell themselves (and possibly their mothers) afterwards. In fact, this is the way many young women end up with unwanted pregnancies, or worse, with sexually communicable diseases. To have come prepared for sex with a condom would have made the act too conscious – and hence too guilt-ridden. To be ‘swept away’ by sex makes us not responsible for it. It just happens. Men are not immune to this attitude either: many justify their infidelities as the ‘frenzy of the moment’. ‘I was carried away – I didn’t know what was happening,’ they tell themselves (and possibly their wives) afterwards. When sex ‘just happens’ we do not have to feel guilty or anxious about it. At least not until afterwards, when serious damage may have been done and our guilt is too late.


  But sex rarely ‘just happens’ in marriage. In fact, once we commit ourselves to a monogamous relationship – to make love to the same person for the rest of our lives – sex is suddenly something which should happen. And we should make it happen. Climbing into the marriage bed night after night, we find it difficult to make ourselves believe that sex is an ‘accident’, that we are just ‘swept away in the frenzy of the moment’. In marriage over the years, it becomes virtually impossible to avoid making sex a conscious act. And that is both its burden and its potential joy. Because conscious sex can be fraught with anxieties. But conscious sex can also be the best sex there is.


  Sadly, sexual anxieties become magnified for many once marriage begins. Sex is too much there, too conscious a possibility for many of us to manage, and so, instead of dealing with these anxieties, we devise ways to avoid sex in marriage altogether – or at least to avoid exciting sex. Now, instead of sex ‘just happening’, ‘it just does not happen’. We are not responsible for our sexual infrequency or apathy. The ‘chemistry’ is gone; we are not ‘swept away’ any more; we are too ‘busy’ for sex. It is not our fault.


  But it is.


  YOU TURN YOURSELF ON... AND OFF


  We are potentially sexual all of the time. Sex is there ready and waiting for us to express it every moment of the day. We can become aroused by a fleeting fantasy in the laundry room, a passage in a book, a photo in a magazine, a stranger’s thigh accidentally brushing against our own on a commuter train, the brief glimpse of a young woman walking by the window. Yet we routinely – and automatically – turn ourselves off before these stimuli can affect us.


  As Freud stated in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, the repression and suppression of our sexuality is what makes Man civilised. Without these safeguards we would be sexually active helter-skelter with just about everyone – love would vanish, the family would disappear, work would go undone. But most of us, alas, become overcivilised. Heaven forbid that we allow ourselves to become aroused by the accidental brush against that stranger’s thigh or by a sexual fantasy at work. We go through our days in a perpetual state of sexual numbness out of fear of being inappropriately turned on. In recent years, this inhibition has been exacerbated by our response to the spectre of sexual harassment in the work place. To be sure, we cannot tolerate inappropriate sexual behaviour on the train or in the office – mashing, lewd remarks, and obscene gestures are invasive and degrading. But if we do not allow ourselves to tolerate our fantasies, we are fast on the way to deadening all of our sexual feelings. By the time we make contact with our partner again at home, we have been turning ourselves off all day. And that is only the beginning. Because Home is the ultimate turn-off.


  THE UNSEXIEST PLACE IN THE WORLD – HOME


  Compared to home, the rest of the world is a potential orgy. Most of us feel more aroused by our fleeting fantasies about some of our co-workers than we feel when we walk in the door and peck our husband or wife on the cheek. Home is the scene of our greatest anxieties, our major responsibilities, and our most upsetting conflicts. It immediately sets us thinking about bills to be paid and duties to be performed, children to be taken care of and arguments to finish, schedules, routines... just about everything but sex. And on top of it all, home is the place where we are a family, just like we were with Mum and Dad – this fact alone can reactivate all the automatic turn-offs we learned as children in our first families. True, Home is also the source of our greatest solace and comfort, our shelter against the storm of the world’s dangers and madness but, as we will see later, this also contributes to making Home a very unexciting place. No, Home is about the unsexiest place in the world. It is also the place where we have committed ourselves to making love to just one person for the rest of our lives.


  ‘Who can feel sexy while the washing machine is running?’ one woman said to me. ‘Or when you know people are coming for dinner in an hour? Who can respond to a passionate kiss in the kitchen when the kids might walk in? And who can swing from the chandelier and growl like a tiger when the kids are in the next room doing their homework? I’ve given up on sex at home. It’s simply the wrong place for it.’


  Specifically, the ‘wrong place for sex’ is our bedrooms, the most anxiety-laden spot in the house. The bedroom is the place where we have our biggest fights and arguments because it is the only private place where the children will not hear us. It is the place where we negotiate who will get up first and it is the place where we battle over blankets and space, about snoring and night-lights. It is the place where we sleep. And this is the one place where we are allowed to turn on sexually for the first time all day. ‘It’s eleven o’clock, time to turn on.’ But how?


  Turning ourselves on requires relaxedly focusing on our sexual feelings and shutting everything else – all the distractions and anxieties – out. We cannot expect to learn how to do this in a day or a week or even a month. It is a question of refocusing our whole lives until our sexual feelings become one of the most important parts of our lives again.


  Probably the easiest way we can start to convince ourselves that we are in charge of what we feel is by a simple, sensate exercise which demonstrates how much control we have over our sensual responses:


  
    Caress the back of your arm with your hand while focusing on a specific problem which is bothering you – say, money or the children. Or simply do the same in the midst of home distractions – kids screaming, washing machine chugging.


    Now, find yourself a quiet spot where you will not be interrupted and again caress the back of your arm. Close your eyes, relax as much as you can, let your fantasies wander, and focus on your feelings.


    Examine the difference. In the first instance, you probably felt very little; in the second, you probably felt much more. The ‘touch’ was not different, only the way in which you allowed yourself to experience it.

  


  DARING TO FEEL GOOD


  A monogamous relationship truly is the best possible arrangement for enjoying the most exciting sex there is. That is because we must will sex in monogamy – we must consciously decide that sex is what we want to make happen – and so we can consciously experiment and develop with each other in a spirit of both trust and adventure. We are in charge of our sex lives now – not ‘magic’ or ‘chemistry’. We can feel anything we want to.


  And the best way to start is by trying sexual exercises and games together. Over the years, I have adapted Masters and Johnson exercises for those of us who do not have sexual dysfunctions, but who have simply lost their sexual verve and vigour and sense of adventure. As well, along the way I have designed several exercises and games of my own to help us recontact the sexual feelings we have covered up and to rediscover each other’s bodies. The exercises are simple and progressive: they start with taking turns just touching one another and move, by steps, to all kinds of sexual adventures. No matter how far along you feel you are already, I am convinced that it is best to start at the beginning with Touching Exercise I; if nothing else, it helps you get used to the idea of setting aside a special time to consciously experiment with sex – that, in itself, is the biggest hurdle for most of us to overcome.


  Whenever I give an exercise to a couple, someone always groans:


  ‘Sex is supposed to be spontaneous. It will take all the joy out of it to make it an exercise like calisthenics. It sounds too much like work.’


  
    Or:
  


  ‘We’re not children. These sound like children’s games.’


  
    Or:
  


  ‘We don’t have the time.’


  Each of these is, I believe, a resistance to making sex conscious – an act of will. It makes us anxious to confront both our desires and our fears so deliberately. I do not believe for a minute that these exercises make our sex less spontaneous in any basic sense: our sexual responses are always spontaneous; we are only creating relaxed and inviting circumstances in which these spontaneous responses can happen. And yes, these exercises are as playful as children’s games – thank goodness. Their major purposes are to help us overcome the seriousness with which we approach ‘mature’ married sex and to transport us back to our earliest sensual experiences. We are quite capable of having ‘immature’ sex without making it irresponsible sex. And finally, if we do not have the ‘time’ for these exercises, then we have already decided that we do not have the time for sex – that it is our lowest priority. Before you even begin you have to decide together that sex might be at least as important as watching television or going to your aerobic dance class or having dinner with friends; the time is there if sex is important enough to you.


  Yet with all of this said, I still know very well how hard it is to begin trying these exercises: they make us feel self-conscious and silly or, worse, they make us feel as if we must be a ‘case’ if we have to resort to such contrived means to make our sex lives better. I can only assure you that the hardest part is simply beginning – taking a leap of faith, daring to feel good – because from the moment you begin, pleasure begins. The exercises are not meant to be hard work, they are meant to be playful fun. Try them in the same spirit you would try a new kind of food or a new place for a holiday. It is an adventure. And you will begin to feel the results of this adventure very soon: you can recontact sensual feelings and responses that may have lain dormant for years; you can relearn how to relax and take pleasure without the guilt of feeling selfish or self-indulgent; you can begin again to see each other’s bodies as a source of marvellous sensual and sexual pleasure. In short these exercises can help you stop turning yourself off and start turning yourself on again.


  2. ‘I’M IN THE MOOD FOR LOVE... WHY AREN’T YOU?’


  There is a scene in the old Woody Allen classic, Annie Hall which everyone who has seen it seems to remember. The screen is split: on one side Woody Allen is in his psychiatrist’s office; on the other his lover (Diane Keaton) is in her psychiatrist’s office. Both are being asked how often they make love.


  ‘Hardly ever,’ Woody answers. ‘Maybe three times a week.’


  ‘Constantly,’ Diane answers. ‘I’d say three times a week.’


  It is no accident people remember this scene: it strikes home. In just about every monogamous relationship there is some sexual imbalance: one partner wants to make love more frequently than the other. And both complain that they are rarely in the mood for sex at the same time.


  ‘That’s why marriage can never work,’ one recently separated man said to me. ‘It’s preposterous to think that two people will want to make love at the same time with any regularity. It’s about as likely as dealing the same poker hand twice on one night – the odds are simply against it. And all those times when one of you is in the mood and the other isn’t, you’re just stuck – you can’t make love to anybody else.’


  ‘Wasn’t there anything else you and your wife did at the same time regularly?’ I asked him. ‘Not even have dinner together?’


  ‘Having sex and having dinner are hardly the same,’ the man replied. ‘You don’t have to be in the right mood to have dinner.’


  ‘Sure you do,’ I said. ‘But you have no problem getting your stomach in the right “mood” when the food arrives at six o’clock every night. And I think the same can be true of sex – you can get yourself in the mood by the time the main course arrives – if you are willing to.’


  ‘Easier said than done,’ the man said.


  Indeed it is.


  THE PRINCESS AND THE PILL


  A great many men and women wait for the ‘perfect mood’ to strike before they engage in sex, the same way that a romantic poet waits for the perfect inspiration before he begins to write.


  ‘Sex is not a mere physical thing, like an itch or going to the bathroom,’ one woman, Gwynne G., said to me. ‘It’s a totally magical feeling that just comes over me. I can’t plan it. And if Jack tries to create the mood – you know, candlelight and champagne – I usually get totally turned off. He’s just so deliberate and obvious about it. I can’t help myself.’


  Here once more is our old friend ‘I can’t help myself. It is the catchall phrase which allows us to avoid sex as much as possible without ever having to take any responsibility for it. And believe me, people who wait for the perfect ‘inspiration’ to have sex rarely have sex at all. Like Gwynne, they often will not even allow themselves to be gotten into the mood; their partners’ attempts are ‘too deliberate and obvious’. In other words, it makes sex too conscious.


  Unfortunately, Gwynne was married to a man who insisted that he needed sex on a regular basis. Jack told me that if he did not have sex at least once a week, he became terribly anxious and grumpy.


  In short, Jack gave every indication of being somewhat of a sexual compulsive, a man ‘addicted’ to sexual activity, but averse to genuine intimacy.


  ‘If I go too long without sex, I can’t sleep,’ he said. ‘It’s like a vitamin pill I need to take regularly or I just go bananas. But if I say anything like that to Gwynne, she gets furious. She says that she doesn’t want to be a vitamin pill, she wants to be a princess. We’re just badly matched, I’m afraid.’


  True, Jack and Gwynne seemed badly sexually matched – at least by the time they came to see me. But as I quickly realised, they had not always been that way. Over the years they had polarised one another. Yes, Gwynne had always wanted to be ‘in the mood’ before she had sex, but at the beginning of her relationship with Jack she had been ‘inspired’ two and three times a week. Likewise, Jack had always had a steady need for sex but it had been perfectly satisfied at the beginning. Yet as time went on, Gwynne began to see Jack’s ‘need’ as a drag on her; she felt blackmailed by his threats of glum moods, so she retreated more and more into her position of ‘waiting for the magical moment when I would be turned on’. And Jack began to feel more and more rejected: no matter how hard he tried to create the ‘magic’ for his wife, she was rarely interested any more. And the more rejected Jack felt, the greater his need became. Jack and Gwynne were stuck. The space between them had become wider. They had pushed one another to extremes.


  Like many women – and men too – Gwynne resented simply being ‘used’ to fulfil her husband’s needs. She felt it cheapened her, cheapened their relationship, and cheapened sex itself. Another woman I know says her husband always refers to sex as his ‘Geritol’, and another said her husband calls sex his ‘itch’.


  Living with a sexual compulsive can be exceedingly lonely and dehumanising. Nothing can make a woman or a man feel more like a sexual object – a ‘receptacle’ or ‘tool’ for sexual relief.


  But, on the other hand, it would be a silly distortion to imagine that sex was not a continuing natural need, both physical and emotional. Life without some regularity of sex and physical communication – especially married life – can be very dismal. At the most basic level, we are all still little children who need to be stroked or we will become despondent. ‘Need’ does not have to be a dirty dehumanising word; it describes the sexuality of all of us, even if we are loath to admit it. As I said to Gwynne, ‘Stop worrying about Jack’s sexual needs and start trying to feel your own.’


  Still, seeing sex as simply another of our animal needs on a par with food, drink, and going to the bathroom can make it very unappetising. Men, especially, who view sex this way tend to reduce it to a mechanical – and purely genital – act totally devoid of feeling and personal contact. They tend to want to ‘get down to business’. Touching and affection are simply means to an end – ‘priming the pump’, so to speak – so that the ‘need’ can be taken care of. These husbands may be dutiful ‘Hard Workers’ who methodically go about getting their wives ‘ready’, but their wives do not need to be psychologists to sense that something is missing – that getting to orgasm is the sole purpose of all this warming up.


  ‘I always try to do at least fifteen minutes of foreplay,’ Jack told me earnestly. ‘It’s not like I pounce on her.’


  ‘“Foreplay” is the most unsexy word I know,’ I answered. ‘It’s a dead giveaway that it’s just something you have to get out of the way before you get down to what you’re really after.’


  Jack was not focused on the process of lovemaking, on all the pleasures which merely touching and being touched could afford both of them: no, he only was focused on the end. Little wonder that Gwynne was constantly waiting for the perfect mood, and blaming him that it never arrived.


  Time and again, I see women who complain of ‘end-oriented’ husbands.


  ‘He knows all the right buttons to push,’ one woman said to me. ‘He’s got it down to a science. Five minutes on my breasts, then – bingo! – he dives for my clitoris and puts in ten minutes there before he climbs on top of me. I feel like a pinball machine.’


  This woman went on to say that she usually did get turned on and have an orgasm, ‘but there was something so one, two, three about it that began to wear on me. After a while I was spending more time fantasising about having a romantic lover and less time in bed having mechanical orgasms with my husband.’


  All the women I see, no matter how uninhibited they have become sexually, still crave touching and affection for its own sake – not just as a warm-up. At the risk of being labelled sexist, I have to report this fundamental difference in male and female sexuality which I see again and again: women, no matter how readily orgasmic they are, are less likely than men to become purely end-oriented. No doubt it all starts in childhood; studies show that young girls generally receive much more physical affection than young boys and so the pattern – and the differences – begin. By the time these boys and girls reach adulthood, the makings of a male/female sexual mismatch is often there. Like Gwynne and Jack, they can become polarised: one, yearning for affection, endlessly waits for a ‘magic moment’; the other, needing to ‘get down to business’, constantly lives with his own frustration.


  The first ‘assignment’ I gave Gwynne and Jack was a simple paradoxical exercise designed to depolarise them. I asked them to make a deal with one another:


  
    For one month, Gwynne was to allow Jack to ask for sex as often as once a day. And when he asked, Gwynne had to respond by physically initiating sex.

  


  At first Gwynne resisted, but finally she said, ‘I’ll do it, but I’m not promising I’ll like it – or him.’


  ‘That’s okay,’ I said. ‘Don’t enjoy it any more than you want to.’


  As so often happens, Jack asked to make love every day for the first week, once every other day the second week, and by the third and fourth week he was content with twice a week. Typically, Gwynne had assumed that he would want ‘it’ all the time; but he had only wanted sex all the time when it seemed that he could not have it at all. Furthermore, Gwynne timidly admitted that by about the third week she found that she enjoyed their sex ‘a little more’ than she had expected, that once they got started she ‘somehow got into the mood’. I had hoped for this response. Many men and women have told me that it is the ‘getting started’ which is their problem; once things ‘get rolling’ they have no trouble responding.


  Once they were able to stop seeing one another in extremes – ‘Me as a sex maniac and her as a nun,’ as Jack put it – Gwynne and Jack were ready to take the next step towards a mutually enjoyable sex life. My next assignment for them was Touching Exercise No. 1 – to have sex that did not lead to orgasm at all.


  Touching Exercise No. 1


  
    Take turns touching and being touched.


    Decide who will be the toucher first and who will be the touchee.


    Nude in your bedroom with the door locked and the light on (and the phone off the hook), let your partner touch you all over – except on the breasts and genitals. Do not allow yourself to touch your partner back. You have only one responsibility: to communicate to your partner if anything he or she does is unpleasant. This keeps you in charge and your partner knowing that he or she is only giving you pleasure.


    Try to communicate nonverbally. For example, put your hand over your partner’s hand – move your partner’s hand away if something does not feel good or if you are ticklish in a particular area.


    Close your eyes: you are now free to focus on your sensations, not on your partner. You do not have to interpret the expression on his or her face or to wonder what he or she is feeling. This is for you.


    Try not to expect anything: just feel what you feel. The first time you try this exercise, you may feel anxious, your mind may wander, you may even feel nothing at all and start wondering why you are not getting turned on. Try to ignore these thoughts and feelings and to keep coming back to just your sensations.


    Do not feel obligated to give your partner positive feedback – to say ‘that feels good’ or to moan. If these responses come spontaneously, fine and good. If not, do not distract yourself from your sensations with them.


    Let the experience go on for a minimum of fifteen minutes and a maximum of forty-five. Do not look at the clock: you have one in your head. The touchee decides when the experience is over. Do not try to interpret when your partner has ‘had enough’ or if he or she is bored. Again, the experience is for you. You do not have to give your partner equal time. The toucher may indeed feel bored or awkward or even hurt and rejected if he or she does not get enough feedback or if you become so relaxed you fall asleep. But the toucher should try to ignore these feelings and get on with the pleasure of giving pleasure. And to remember that later on in the evening it’s his or her turn to be the touchee.


    Finally, do not cheat and use the touching exercise as foreplay to intercourse. Just experience the arousal itself. You can go one evening without orgasm – it won’t make you ill. You can enjoy the appetiser without having to eat the whole meal.

  


  The main idea of this exercise was, of course, to allow Jack to become acquainted in a leisurely fashion with his own sensual feelings – feelings which he had previously only experienced in service to his ultimate goal, orgasm. He was forced to lie back and passively feel these sensations for their own sake; he could relax with them. Also, when Jack took his turn touching Gwynne, he learned to take the ‘fore’ out of ‘foreplay’. It was purposely not leading anywhere, so he was able to discover the pleasure of touching her for its own sake. And of watching her take pleasure in it too.


  But this exercise – and those touching exercises which followed – were not only for Jack’s benefit. By touching and being touched regularly, Gwynne was able to come to terms with her own sexual needs. She had them too. All those years when she had spent most of her time ‘waiting for the magical moment’, she had been thwarting her own needs – not just Jack’s. And once she ‘got started’, the mood was there.


  ‘I’d been waiting for the right mood,’ Gwynne said happily at our last session, ‘but the fact is the mood was waiting for me.’


  ‘HEY, THAT WAS TERRIFIC – WHY DON’T WE DO THIS MORE OFTEN?’


  ‘Getting started’ is the biggest hurdle in most monogamous relationships, the largest single cause of that scourge of married life, sexual infrequency. Once a couple has made the decision to have sex that evening (or morning or afternoon) and the act is begun – one button unbuttoned, one zipper unzipped – nothing much can stop it. But somehow most of us simply do not get started – at least not anywhere near as frequently as we want to. And if we don’t start, nothing follows. As King Lear said, ‘Nothing will come of nothing’.


  ‘It’s sheer madness,’ one man said to me. ‘I know that once we begin I’m going to love it. It’s like jumping into the pool: getting off the diving board is the hard part. Once I’m in, splashing around, I have a ball. But somehow there is always some reason why my wife and I never just begin.’


  And a woman who had come with her husband to see me because they made love infrequently said this: ‘It’s strange, but whenever we do make love, we always look at each other afterwards and say, “Hey, that was terrific. Why don’t we do this more often?”’


  Why don’t they?


  I suspect that the main reason most of us do not ‘jump right in’ is that initiating sex has to be a conscious decision in marriage – it cannot be a ‘sudden inspiration’ every time, week-in and week-out, not forever after. And along with this conscious decision come all the anxieties we have about sex. These anxieties cannot be ‘swept away’, along with us, in the thrill of the moment. The fact is, we usually are not feeling all that sexy at the moment we make the decision to have sex – we are simply planning on feeling sexy. But without sexy feelings to ease the way, we have to coldly confront the basic implication of our decision: we actively want the pleasure of sex.


  Simply admitting this to ourselves calls up an array of sexual fears and guilts which we do not have to confront when sex is more ‘inspirational’. Many carry around the seemingly eternal guilt that sex is ‘dirty’ and ‘bad’ and that somehow you will be punished for enjoying it, a notion which has been reinforced in our minds by the ‘punishment’ AIDS has unleashed upon the world. But then you have to face this antisexual demon head-on every time you make the conscious decision to leap off the diving board and into the sack. But chances are you will change your mind before you jump.


  Thus, when we think of initiating sex – or when our partner hints at it – we may decide, say, that it is too late in the evening to get started: we’re too tired; we’re afraid we’ll get too little sleep. Or perhaps we decide it is too early to get started: why go through all the bother of getting undressed and into bed when we will only have to get dressed again later? (Never mind that we think nothing of undressing and dressing for a game of tennis or a midday shower.) Or perhaps we schedule ourselves out of sexual opportunities with social engagements or work demands: we cannot have sex tonight because we ‘have to’ go to the theatre or finish a report. We even manage to avoid sex because of television: we ‘have to’ catch the late news before we go to bed and then it is ‘too late’ for sex. In one Midwestern town which voluntarily gave up television for a month, the most notable result was that sexual frequency increased dramatically. It was not so much that without TV there was ‘nothing else to do’; rather, without TV, the last alibi for avoiding sex was removed.


  THE SEXUAL SEESAW AND OTHER DANGEROUS GAMES


  But ‘getting started’ is only half the problem in most marriages. ‘Who starts’ is the other half. The question of which partner initiates sex opens a Pandora’s box of resentments, recriminations, and sexual power plays.


  Brenda and Louis V., a Midwestern couple in their early forties, came to New York on their vacation for two weeks of intensive therapy. After fifteen years of marriage, their sex life had come to a full stop. Briefly, this is how they described what had happened: for their first fourteen years together, Louis had always been the one to initiate sex and nine times out of ten, Brenda had willingly acceded. But one evening, after a party at which Brenda had taken a few unaccustomed drinks, she reached over under the bedcovers and began to caress her husband’s belly and thighs.


  ‘He just pushed my hand away,’ Brenda said, still recalling the incident with obvious pain and resentment. ‘He told me I was drunk and he did not want to make love to me if I was going to act like that.’


  ‘I don’t know why we have to keep going over this one night all the time,’ Louis cut in. ‘I’ve told you that I simply wasn’t in the mood. And, damn it, you didn’t seem like yourself that night. It would have been like making love to someone else.’


  ‘Do you mean it wasn’t like Brenda to touch you first?’ I asked.


  ‘That is only part of it,’ Louis insisted. ‘The whole way she was acting – giggling and everything – wasn’t like her.’


  For Louis, a giggling, sexually aggressive wife was not a wife at all: she was a hussy. And one does not make love to a hussy in the marriage bed. He was stuck with the classic male confusion: women are either ‘saints’ or ‘whores’ and no man wants a whore as his wife and the mother of his children. For some men, this confusion leads to rarely having sex with their wives at all – sex is reserved for ‘whores’, not ‘saints’. For other men like Louis, as long as their wives acted like saints, they would make love to them; but the minute the wives gave signs of being ‘whores’ – the minute they playfully initiated sex – the men turned themselves off. Louis insisted that she was ‘someone else’; otherwise, he would have to think that he had married a hussy.


  But Brenda was angry, and the anger stayed with her. She realised that after all those years this had been the very first time she had initiated sex with her husband – and he had refused her. It was not her inhibitions alone which had kept her sexuality locked in – her husband wanted it locked in. Worse, he had made her feel guilty and ashamed of herself. He had made her feel cheap. Without fully realising why she was doing it, Brenda began to pay him back. The next time Louis initiated sex, she begged off, saying that she was not in the mood. This was not merely spite; she really did not feel sexual. She refused the next time too, and the next. Louis, humiliated, stopped initiating sex altogether. They had not made love in a year.


  Brenda and Louis offer an example of that most dangerous of marital games, the ‘Sexual Seesaw’. In this game, it is not merely ‘bad timing’ when one wants sex and the other does not. On the Sexual Seesaw, one partner does not want sex because the other does. Scores are being settled, sexual slights are being paid back: one sexual refusal deserves another, and up and down we go, never – or rarely – wanting sex at the same time. This game can last a week or a month or, with short periods of harmony in between, it can last an entire marriage. For Brenda and Louis, one up-and-down and the seesaw – and their sex life – came to a halt.


  Critical to whether we get onto the Sexual Seesaw is the way we respond to sexual refusal: if our partner refuses us two nights in a row, do we see that as a personal sexual rejection? Three nights? Four? Is a week of our partner’s ‘headaches’ enough to make us feel humiliated and angry – even if we know that our partner has been under pressure at work or in a generally depressed mood? Once we feel truly humiliated by a refusal, we usually respond by either stopping initiating sex – not risking another humiliation – or by paying back our partner by refusing him or her the next time he or she initiates sex. With that, the seesaw has begun.


  Like a children’s fight, it can escalate. Refusing sex becomes a power play: ‘If you say “No”, so can I.’ The smallest unintentional sexual slight can seesaw its way up to total sexual war, particularly if one or both partners are sexually insecure. In the case of one unfortunate couple I saw, the wife actually did suffer from frequent migraine headaches – headaches so painful that making love during one could only exacerbate the pain and certainly be no pleasure. But her husband, who had always been unsure of himself sexually, ultimately saw these headaches as excuses – a sign that she did not find him sexually attractive any more. His wife, trying to make things up to him, initiated sex with him when she was feeling well, but finally it was too late for him: he was stuck in his humiliation and defensiveness. He saw her sexual overtures as ‘patronising’ and would not respond; then she became angry and refused to respond to him next time. From a week of real headaches, they had seesawed themselves to a sexual stalemate.


  It takes a certain amount of sexual security as well as generosity of spirit not to end up in one of these unhappy sexual cycles. A man who is easily humiliated on his job will all too easily see a sexual slight in his wife’s reluctance to have sex one night, whatever her stated reason; and a woman who is convinced she is losing her attractiveness because of some added weight will interpret a week without sex as a sign that her husband has lost all sexual interest in her. From humiliation it is just one step to anger; and from anger the next step is all too frequently a payback.


  When couples come to see me, often my first task is to point out how the cycle got started and to make the very simple observation that sometimes our partners really are not in the mood for sex, that every sexual refusal does not have to be seen as a sexual rejection. A partner who is under duress at work, who is tired or depressed, will probably not be in the mood for sex for a while and this has nothing whatsoever to do with us. Somehow, we are more willing to see a room-mate’s or friend’s bad mood as just that – their problem, something which will pass. But when it comes to our sexual partners, we see a bad mood as our personal rejection: if he does not want to make love tonight, that means he is tired of me, cold, sexually bored; surely, it is the beginning of the end. It could not possibly be because he simply is not in the mood for sex tonight. I see countless men and women who never initiate sex with their partners any more because they cannot risk a refusal – it is always seen as total rejection. And all it took was one refusal to confirm this for them.


  INITIATION RIGHTS


  But let us get back to Louis and Brenda. Their seesaw began with an incident considerably more loaded than just a passing mood: it crystallised an unspoken imbalance in their entire fifteen-year relationship. When Louis pushed Brenda’s hand away, he was very clearly saying to her, ‘That is against the rules. Only I initiate sex between us. You have no initiation rights.’


  As we saw before, Brenda’s transgression of this unspoken rule instantly turned her from a proper wife into a ‘wanton woman’. It also instantly turned sex into a demand upon Louis: by reaching over to him under the covers, she was demanding that he perform sexually – at least that is the way he saw it – and he was overcome with anxiety. What if he was not up to the job? (And, of course, feeling so anxious he probably wasn’t.) By always being the one to initiate sex, Louis had always been in control and by being in control, he never had to experience sex as a demand. But that night, he was threatened to the core.


  That same night, Brenda had a revelation: she had never had sex with her husband simply because she wanted it. She had always waited for him to initiate it. Perhaps she had hinted at her desire with a look or gesture or a dab of perfume, but never before had she taken direct action to get what she wanted. It took a couple of drinks to finally get her to do this and when she did, she was rebuffed. She got Louis’s message loud and clear: ‘Stay in your place! I’m the one who decides when we have sex.’ And that message uncovered a resentment Brenda had been carrying around inside her for fifteen years: it wasn’t fair. It took several sessions before Brenda was able to articulate this.


  ‘It’s not like I’m one of these modern women who wants her own career and separate vacations and all that,’ Brenda said. ‘But I have feelings too – sexual feelings
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