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Section One: Opposite Sex

1. I know you’re not supposed to do this, something that a woman is more likely to do than a man, but I read my wife’s diary and my suspicions were confirmed: she’s been having an affair.

2. When we were young, my partner and I had a very varied sex life. We tried lots of things and sex was a big part of our lives. We now seem to be having difficulties, probably age-related. Does it have to be like this?

3. I’ve been married for 36 years and I haven’t been happy for most of them. My husband can be a really lovely man, but, throughout our whole marriage, he’s been physically violent. I’ve heard that physically abusive men stop when they get older. Do you think this will happen? I’m thinking I should leave him.

4. I’ve been married for 25 years. I just don’t want sex any more and I don’t even have many sexual fantasies. I’m worried she’ll find someone else. How do we deal with this?

5. I have just had a dreadful shock. I was on our computer and I wanted to find a site I had been on a few days ago. I went into ‘history’, and there were to my horror loads of porn sites looked at daily for weeks. I can’t believe it.

6. I have been married for 27 years. It’s OK but certainly not great. How do you contemplate what might be another 27 years when you’re not in love, when there are no longer children at home to distract you and there is likely to be illness and possible dependency?

7. My partner has just been diagnosed with early Alzheimer’s. I’m 57 and she’s 56. It’s not fair and I’m terrified. I had so many things I wanted to do with my life and now I won’t be able to.

8. My wife and I have started to talk seriously about getting older and dying and how we imagine it will be. We seem to have very different ideas. For example, I fantasise about a sky burial and she a religious one. What are the things we need to consider and how do we reconcile these differences?

Section Two: Same Sex

1. I’ve been married for 32 years. Our sex life has always been infrequent, even at the start of our relationship. Recently he told me he was bisexual, possibly gay, and has had a couple of relationships with men. What can I do?

2. I’m a woman in my mid-fifties and recently fallen in love with a woman who has up till now been heterosexual. All my friends are warning me off her as they say older heteros often want to try out a lesbian relationship; it’s on their list of ‘things to do before they die’.

3. My partner has recently retired and is depressed. He is ten years older than me and has always been the successful one. I’m still working and he doesn’t seem to do much in the day. I don’t see why he’s so depressed. How can we stop the feelings of resentment we both have for each other?

4. We are a lesbian couple and we have asked a gay couple we know if they would father a child for us. One of the criteria they have stipulated is that we have a civil partnership to show our commitment to being there for the child. I am not keen.

5. I’m in my early fifties and I have been with my partner for 22 years. I still say ‘have’ but I should say ‘had’, as he died last year from bowel cancer. But, now he’s gone, I’m lonely. I’m too old to rejoin the ‘scene’ at my age. It’s not easy being gay when you’re older and on your own.

6. I’ve been part of a lesbian community for years. My ex-partner and I split up after 20 years but we’ve remained very good friends. I’ve recently met someone new and I really like her. I don’t think she understands about remaining friends with former partners because she says it feels like our new relationship is going on in the shadow of the old one. How do I keep both?

Section Three: Singles

1. I’ve been on my own for a while and had a few lovers. The sex hasn’t been great, though. Is that what I should expect at my age? (I’m well into my fifties.)

2. I’ve been single since I was in my mid-forties. I made a conscious choice that I didn’t want to live with anyone. I just can’t get this into some of my close friends’ heads. How do I help them to understand I’m not incomplete or frightened of being sad and lonely when I’m older?

3. My husband and I split up about four years ago. I’m very content with my single status; he’s dated, but nothing serious until recently. He wants to bring her to events like our grandchildren’s birthday parties and he’s planning to take her to his family functions rather than me. I hate it. What can I do?

4. I’m single again and I don’t want to be. I had an affair and my husband left me. My family are all appalled at me and have rallied round him. I feel lonely, hurt and cross. How do I pick myself up?

5. I am a member of a singles group. I have met a really lovely woman and we get on very well; she says I understand her. However, I know I can’t keep up with her intellectually. Am I mad to want to pursue this relationship?

6. My last relationship’s ending was seriously unpleasant and the one before was pretty grim. I felt so rejected and hurt each time that I can’t bear the thought of going through that again. I know it’s limiting my chances of finding a new partner.

7. I’m 57 and I’ve met a new partner. He is everything I’ve been looking for, except he has a job at the other end of the country. I don’t want to give up my life here or him. What can I do?

Section Four: New Relationships

1. I met a new man and moved in with him. Early in our relationship I found out that he liked to wear women’s clothes. At that time it was only at home. Since then it has slowly become more important to him and he spends a lot of time dressed as a woman. He is now considering changing his gender as he wants to live as a woman.

2. I’m 58 and I’m having a great time sexually since I came out of a long-term relationship. I’m heavily into cybersex. It suits me fine as I can stay at home, don’t have to be judged physically and can have safe sex with lots of people. The drawback is I’m still on my own when the screen goes off. Is this an addiction and is it bad for me?

3. I’m in a newish relationship and I’m feeling rather anxious about the sex. My partner is much more sexually experienced than me. Sex with my new partner has been all right so far but he keeps asking me what I’m into and I just don’t know what to say. I’ve no idea what you can do. Am I too old for that kind of caper?

4. My new partner wants to have anal sex. This is something I’ve never done. I have always been negative about it, but recently I’ve been wondering maybe I’m not very adventurous? I just wonder if I am missing out. I don’t even really know what happens and how to do it.

5. My marriage split up about nine months ago and I’ve had several lovers. Some I met on the internet and others at clubs. I didn’t think about safe sex; at 53, I thought I was too old. I’ve just been diagnosed with chlamydia and gonorrhoea. I’m distraught.

6. I started a new relationship a few months ago. My partner’s great: we get on well and chat easily. However, there’s a bit of a problem with sex. I know there are things that would make the sex better but there are also some things I just don’t like and I feel embarrassed to raise them with him. How do I discuss this?

Section Five: Blended Families

1. I separated from my wife twelve years ago. We’ve been divorced for seven of those. She’s still smarting and spitting. My daughter told me last week that she was thinking about not inviting me or her mother to her wedding, as she didn’t want the tensions between us to spoil her day.

2. I brought up my children as a single mother. They’ve now left home and I’ve just moved in with another couple as an equal partner in their relationship. We’ve been very good friends for a while and we practise polyamory. My daughters are appalled. Should I give up my life because they disapprove?

3. I have tried every which way to stop feeling so bad about my divorce and my ex-husband. Everyone says I should get help. I’m sure they are right, and in truth I think they are a bit fed up with me. I just don’t know how to go about it.

4. I’m a 53-year-old woman. I lost my mother just under two years ago after a long battle with breast cancer. My father is 77 and he has just announced he plans to get married. How can he do this?

5. I’m a desperate stepmother. I have three children of my own and three step children. I’ve recently remarried a man whose wife died two years ago. I’m trying to do a good job but I’m really struggling. What can I do to be a better mother?

6. I’m no good at this. My wife and I divorced very acrimoniously nine years ago. The children split their time more or less equally between both of us. My wife and I still don’t speak. I hate it when my kids spend time with their mother and her new partner. How do I manage my feelings?

Section Six: Significant Others

1. My son and his wife split up a few months ago. The children are living with their mother. My daughter-in-law is refusing to let me come round as she’s so angry with my son. How do we find a way through this?

2. My father died a few years go and my mother fairly recently. It was a huge strain on me. I now don’t know what to do about my brother and sisters. Should I reinstate the family get togethers or is it OK to let those relationships just drift apart?

3. Life isn’t how I expected it to be. My father-in-law is ill and in hospital. He has lived on his own for years and been totally independent. Now that will no longer be possible. My husband is an only child and he thinks that we should ask him to move in with us.

4. I am 62 and I have four adult children. We downsized. We now have two back living at home and our eldest child wants to come home, too. There’s no room. I feel dreadful that we can’t have them all. What can I do to keep everyone happy? I’m the one that gets upset and feels guilty.

5. When my marriage ended, several of my close friends rallied round my husband so I lost people who’d been dear to me; others I saw frequently. Now I’m in a new relationship and I don’t have as much free time to see them. How do you balance friends and partners?

6. My parents split up many years ago and both married again. All four parents are elderly and frail and need care. I now have to discuss this with my own siblings as well as my stepbrothers and sisters. Am I supposed to look after my step-parents as well?



Introduction

You may be wondering why another book on relationships. Surely there are enough! I probably would have thought that, too, if I hadn’t received so many questions from baby boomers wondering how to manage this next stage of their life and confirming there was little or no specific information out there for them. This book is for all of us, men and women of all sexualities and whether in couples or single: the issues raised affect us all.

In my working life as a consultant and coach for Experience Matters as well as an agony aunt and relationship coach for Woman’s Weekly, Saga and various radio stations, I’ve been struck by the variety of issues that affect people of our age and how important it is that we feel good in our relationships whether they are with lovers, family, friends or colleagues.

A belief that many of us hold is ‘all you need is love’ and then everything just falls into place. I wish it were as simple as that. From my experience, both personally and professionally, it takes a lot of hard work to maintain a relationship and to feel that you’re growing and developing within it. However, it’s true that, if our personal relationships are going well and we feel satisfied and self-confident, the rest of life seems more manageable.

Since the early 1900s, the number of people over 65 in the UK has grown tenfold, along with a realistic expectation of a good life. Baby boomers are the first generation not predisposed to putting on their carpet slippers when they reach the age of 50 and sitting at home with a mug of cocoa waiting for life to pass them by. We have every chance of making it to 90.

We’re also the pioneers in developing ways to handle sex and relationships well, however old we might be. We were the ones, after all, who put sex on the map in the sixties!

The area of relationships is of interest to all men and women, whether single or in a couple, gay or straight. Recent research into the sex lives of baby boomers by both the University of Chicago in 2006 and Parship.co.uk in 2007 revealed that we’re continuing to reap the benefit of the sexual revolution which began almost fifty years ago. We were the first generation to take the contraceptive pill, challenge marriage, campaign for women’s and gay rights, and continue to want to be considered sexual for as long as we want.

It’s clear that being 50 does not mean you give up on sex and love. However, it does bring with it different challenges for those facing the next generation. Happily, men are increasingly more willing to discuss issues of the heart. Relate, the counselling, sex therapy and relationship education service, recently reported that there has been a 40 per cent increase in the number of their male clients admitting they’re no longer interested in sex and seeking advice because of the problems this is causing in their relationships.

It’s easy when you get to 50 or 60 to be seduced by the media into believing that your days of heady sex and fun are over. As Joel Block points out in his book, Sex over 50, sex may change as we get older but that’s the good news! How many of us stumbled our way through our youth not sure what we were doing, feeling too shy to ask and assuming we should somehow know? Most, I expect. But here we are still healthy and, in spite of the odd creaky joint, not only still fit enough to enjoy good sex but confident enough, too, to ask for what we want. Women become more assertive as they age, less in need of reassurance from their partners and more able, therefore, to get their needs met. Men, by contrast, become more able to nurture and more comfortable with intimacy. Whether we’re in the same relationship or a new one, these attributes will enable both men and women to enjoy sex to the full.

For all though, that we’re children of the sixties there are still many questions about sex we are too shy to ask. This book is emphatically not a sex manual so you won’t find any advice on techniques (although the Resource List does tell you where you can find that information). What it does contain, however, is many of the answers to things you may have wondered about, while also I hope helping to dispel concerns you might have had but which you’ve been too embarrassed to articulate in public.

We’re not on the scrap-heap at 50. Rather, most of us are keen to maintain our vitality and energy and want to take an active part in all aspects of our life, both in our personal relationships and in wider society. We may, due to the inevitable changes in our bodies, need to do this in a different way but with no less enthusiasm.

By this stage of our lives, we should have learnt a lot. For many, their love life will not have run as smoothly as they might have hoped and they will not be in the relationships they may have fantasised about when they were younger. The challenge is often greater if you’re lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender. Many of the issues are, of course, similar but often aren’t discussed alongside those of heterosexuals. Figures released by the Office of National Statistics (ONS) in 2008 revealed that the trend in long-term marriages ending in divorce shows no sign of abating and that the greatest percentage increase in failed marriages turns out to be in those of over thirty years’ standing.

The consequence is that there are now more and more single individuals in their fifties and sixties either looking for a relationship or learning to be single again. There are an estimated 15 million singles now living in Britain (source: ONS 2006) of which just over half (a staggering 7.65 million men and women) are looking for a long-term relationship.

You may be in a long-term relationship needing the spark put back into it after years of child-rearing; you may be having to work out how to go it alone after a divorce or bereavement; you may be trying to find the strength needed to come out of an abusive relationship; you may even be coming to terms with a change in your own or your partner’s sex preference or gender. Many of us feel we have to face up to our changed circumstances alone, trying to work out how to negotiate a path through the minefield because of the myth that, by this age and stage, we should know it all. But it’s just not true.

Many of us also have to help adult children and elderly parents come to terms with the changes in their lives and their relationships. An unprecedented number of people in their eighties and nineties will need care and support from adult children who may well be going through significant life changes themselves. This group of 50+ men and women don’t want to give up on romance and passion and dedicate the rest of their lives to simple pastimes, looking after their grandchildren and sometimes even supporting their children financially, rewarding though this can be.

Doing it differently from previous generations brings with it inevitable challenges. This book is based on questions asked of me by readers, listeners and clients and I hope it will offer you the opportunity to solve your own dilemmas through the experience of others. The more we understand one another, the better our communication. We often have difficulties relating to people because we can’t put ourselves in their shoes. By reading about a variety of situations and answering some questions about yourself, you’ll be better placed to find solutions and more able to support your friends and family with their problems.

This book offers the 50+ answers to many of the questions that concern them but are rarely voiced. We are a generation who, in spite of flower power and free sex, carry many of our parents’ inhibitions with us and find ourselves caught between two approaches for dealing with life. At times, we feel inhibited and guilty about airing our feelings; at others, we want to share our thoughts and experiences with anyone who will listen.

For more and more people, being 50 is literally to be middle-aged with years still ahead to enjoy fulfilling relationships with friends, partners, lovers and children. It’s also a time when many will have to face the prospect of losing elderly parents, becoming the new older generation in the process.

I’ve divided the book into a number of different sections. That doesn’t mean, of course, that certain types of problem only affect some people: problems tend not to be segregated by gender or sexuality. So don’t limit yourself to just one section in the belief that your ‘category’ is unique. You’d be surprised at the area of overlap in lives apparently totally dissimilar from your own.

In the end, and whatever your situation, this book is for you.



Section One

Opposite Sex


Q1 I know you’re not supposed to do this, something that a woman is more likely to do than a man, but I read my wife’s diary and my suspicions were confirmed: she’s been having an affair for a while now with the husband of one of our friends. I don’t know what to do. I still love her and we get on well. I feel so betrayed and don’t see how I can ever sit down to supper with the other guy again even if she and I work it out. I’ve now told her I know. She says she loves me, too, and didn’t want to hurt me. I feel anxious and so low I would really appreciate some advice on what to do.



You must be feeling really bad. Discovering that your partner has been unfaithful is one of the most painful experiences anyone can go through. Infidelity creates intense emotional pain. I expect you’re experiencing a number of different emotions: disbelief, anger, hurt and betrayal. Infidelity shakes the marriage foundations to the core and leaves you wondering whether it can weather the storm.

Before we go on to look at how you might cope, the alternative outcomes and the ways in which you could respond, let’s take a moment to think about the diary. First, and you might say it’s because I’m a woman, I don’t think women look for clues any more than men do if they have suspicions that their partner is having an affair. (For anyone in a similar position, it would be better to discuss this with your wife rather than searching for evidence behind her back.)

An affair is often indicative of the fact that talking about your feelings and relating to each other have gone out of the window. So although I understand you felt you had no choice, reading someone’s diary is an infringement of their privacy. You need to stop now even if you are in a heightened anxious state. It’s common for many of us when we’re hurt to blame ourselves for the problem. I wonder if it’s less painful to blame yourself for being a ‘spy’ rather than focus on the issue in hand? I think you should put the matter of the diary aside, both in your own head and when you’re discussing with your wife what’s happened. From what you say, you wouldn’t have snooped if you weren’t suspicious.

There’s very little research on the frequency of infidelity and the reason people have affairs. People rarely answer honestly, sometimes exaggerating and other times denying anything in case they’re caught out. There is, though, one useful piece of relatively recent research. In the data collected from the National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles, ‘Sexual Behaviour in Britain: partnerships, practices and HIV risk behaviours’ (The Lancet, December 2001), it states that 14.6 per cent of men and 9 per cent of women had overlapping sexual relationships that year. The survey also revealed that, in spite of the liberalisation of sexual behaviour, most people saw affairs as not acceptable.

There is, however, a wealth of information gained by therapists on how to survive infidelity and some excellent books on the subject of how to move forward (see Bibliography, especially Gottman, John 1999 and Kirshenbaum, Mira 2008 and Resource List).

Affairs can happen in any relationship: opposite sex, same sex, married couples and co-habitees, anyone in fact, in a committed long-term relationship where being monogamous is part of the contract made between the two people involved.

I’m defining an affair when one or all of the following apply:


	The person who is having the affair has a strong sexual attraction to someone who isn’t their partner.

	Their relationship with the other person is kept secret.

	They feel emotionally connected and closer to this person than they do to their partner.



Interestingly, a new type of affair has arisen with the increased use of the internet and chat rooms. Studies have shown that more and more people are using these sites and not telling their partners; and, without meeting their ‘lovers’ in person, they’re conducting intimate relationships.

So why do affairs happen? There are, of course, as many reasons as there are people but we can make loose categorisations. Usually, there’s a problem in the relationship which is being resolved externally rather than internally within the marriage. There are those who have an affair to expose the fact that something is wrong and unconsciously leave evidence around; there are those who want to leave a relationship and use the affair as their escape route; there are those where boredom and lack of passion in their full-time relationship makes them seek an affair in order to feel alive again; and there are those who see an affair as a way of maintaining their marriages by getting those needs that aren’t fulfilled within the marriage met elsewhere.

John Gottman in his book, The Seven Principles for Making Marriages Work (1999), says that most affairs aren’t about sex but about ‘seeking friendship, understanding, respect, attention, caring and concern – the kind of things that marriage is supposed to offer’. We often forget the importance of this when we’re focused on managing our busy lives: looking after children, holding down jobs, dealing with elderly parents and so on.

Clearly, I have no idea why your wife had an affair but you say in your question that you get on well. So my hunch is that it started because it met some of her emotional needs that are not being met in the marriage. I expect a lot of her needs are met, though, which is why you had thought everything was all right. In these circumstances, very often the person having the affair is using their lover as a ‘painkiller’, enabling them to stay with their partner. By having both husband and lover, her life is complete.

I don’t want it to sound as though I’m excusing her. Breaking a contract in any relationship is not acceptable. I’m just trying to explain what might have been happening. Also, painful as it is, she has chosen someone who is also in a marriage so the likelihood of him leaving his partner and setting up home with your wife is much reduced. I know a number of women who, rather than going to marital counselling (the sensible route, to my mind) have managed unfulfilling relationships by finding external support in the shape of an affair.

You ask what you should do. Sadly, there isn’t one definitive answer and you alone have to make the decision. I’m going to pose a few questions, for you to think about. Some may make you raise your eyebrows and ask ‘Why should I do anything?’ The answer is that it takes two to make a good relationship when things go awry and both of you will need to change your behaviour even though it’s your wife who has broken the trust.


	What would it be like if I never raise the issue again?

	
What am I hoping to gain from raising it?

	Do I want to remain married to her?

	How would I like our relationship to be?

	What have I done that has led us to this place?

	What am I going to do differently to improve the relationship?

	What do I need from my wife in order to feel able to begin to repair things?

	What do I need her to do immediately?



Having answered these questions, you should know the direction in which you want to go. As I’ve said in other answers, it’s often very hard to sort these things out on your own. Counselling really can help. Find someone who’ll help you mend your relationship, if that’s your and your partner’s goal. Go to someone who’s a registered marital couple counsellor and who is used to working with infidelity. Please take a look at the Resource List.

There are, however, things you can do and things that you can think about on your own and as a couple. First, remember that, although it might feel like your marriage is over, it almost certainly isn’t. Marriages can recover from affairs and go from strength to strength. Although there’s no blueprint for this, there are a number of steps you can take. You may well find yourself going back to some of these steps several times and taking them in a different order. That’s fine: you need to do what’s best for the two of you.


	
Agree with your wife that you both want to repair your marriage. This will take time but it needs to be a joint goal.

	If you and your wife are going to get through this, she has to agree that she’ll stop seeing the other man with immediate effect. It’s impossible to rebuild mutual trust while her lover is still in her life. This may well be very hard for her but it has to happen. If she wants to see him to end it, she needs to tell you when she’s doing so. One meeting is enough and she must tell you when it’s done. No long endings. You mention how hard it would be ever to have a meal together again with this man and his wife. Why would you want to? You certainly don’t have to.

	You may well need to find out why she had an affair. You don’t have to agree with her reasoning but let her explain. If you want to ask questions, that is your right but think about why you’re asking them. Is it to help move things forward or to have more reason to be hurt and angry?

	Express your anger, hurt and disappointment: she needs to know how you feel. Say what you need to say now. I know this will be hard but the less resentment you bottle up, the easier it will be to move on. I worked with a client whose husband had an affair and, although she said she wanted to move on, she found herself unable to finish any sentence without referring to it. She came to see me when she realised she was the one creating the wedge between them and that she needed help to forgive, which can be very hard.

	Talk about what’s lacking in your relationship from both your points of view. She may feel that you’d stopped talking to her or that you were tired when you got home and not interested in hearing about her day. Or perhaps you never got home till late so she went out with other people. Similarly, either you may have felt that she had little interest in you which is why you concentrated on your work or you tried to show her you cared by working hard to provide for your family.

	You need to feel that she is truly sorry for what she has done and she needs to take responsibility for her behaviour. There were other ways to deal with difficulties than by cheating on you. You have to be convinced that you can forgive her over time.

	Agree what you need in the short term. This might include her letting you know her movements – what she’s doing and with whom. It’s reasonable for you to want to know but do so sensitively, otherwise she may feel you’re policing her life.

	Discuss how you’d like your life together to be. Find ways in which you can connect with each other. Think of things you could do. Re-start activities you used to enjoy doing together.

	Introduce some physical intimacy. One of the blocks that often occur when you rekindle this part of your relationship is the concern that your sexual practices and proficiency will be compared with your rival’s. This is a normal response. The important thing here is that you and your wife talk about it. You may want to start just by cuddling and touching each other. For some, it takes a long while for this part of their relationship to be healed; for others, it’s the first area tackled although the sense of trust may well take a while to return.

	
 Don’t imagine that this will be resolved in one conversation. It will take time, maybe months. You’ll find yourselves going back to different stages on numerous occasions before you’re finally on an equal footing once more.



Perhaps you think that your marriage will never be the same as a result of your wife’s affair and, in some ways, that’s true. But, equally, that doesn’t mean it can’t be good again. Once through this really horrible patch, you may well have a stronger relationship, both physically and emotionally. I do hope so.


Q2 When we were young, my partner and I had a very varied sex life. We tried lots of things and sex was a big part of our lives. We then went through a quieter phase when we had our family but we always imagined our earlier sex life would resume once the children were grown. We seem to be having physical difficulties, probably age-related. Does it have to be like this? Have you any advice?



Of course you can have good sex at any age. The only thing that stops us is when we believe we can’t. Our brains are amazingly powerful organs and we need to have them working for us not against! As baby boomers, we’ve redefined middle age and are refusing to get old in the way our parents did. And yet, it’s too easy to think of ourselves as too old or with too many problems to enjoy sex. While you cling to this belief, you won’t do anything positive to overcome your difficulties and, therefore, it will become a self-fulfilling prophecy that you’re too old for sex! If it’s any comfort, you are by no means alone.

I’m going to answer this question more from a physiological than a psychological point of view, focusing on the things that can happen to our bodies as we get older and how we can manage them. You don’t give your gender but you do raise issues that afflict men and women. This answer should be read in conjunction with this section Question 4 and Section 3 Question 1 where I talk about sex at 50+ and its emotional and psychological implications.

The ageing process affects our whole body so it’s bound to have an impact on our sexual organs and practices. It isn’t surprising that we know little about this stage of our lives as most sex education focuses on the young, puberty and early sexual relationships as well as on pregnancy and post-natal sexual experiences. Until recently, very little research in this area has concentrated on the older person. Many of us seem to have regressed to how we were as teenagers and become almost monosyllabic on the subject!

I was talking with a group of post-menopausal women recently and they all said they’d been avid readers of books about sex when they were young women and during their pregnancies and that they’d also bought books to educate their children about sex and puberty. However, only a couple had books on the menopause and only one had a book about sex for the older person. I expect that would be true for most groups of older women and men. It’s as though we want to bury our heads in the sand.

Little wonder we have problems in this area! We don’t seem to have caught up with the changes that have occurred in society or to our bodies. Unlike our parents’ generation, there are many single, divorced and widowed men and women looking for a relationship, while those in long-term relationships are looking forward to thirty more years together and don’t want it to be devoid of sex.

There’s no doubt that, as we age, we get tired more easily and we become prone to illnesses that need medication – drugs for high blood pressure, for example, or for high cholesterol. A combination of these factors will have an effect on our sex drive. When we’re exhausted, we’re less likely to summon up the energy for sex; and medication can adversely affect our libido.

Two hormones have a direct effect on our sexual desire and performance – oestrogen and testosterone – and, as we get older, we produce less of each. For women, the changes start at perimenopause, often in their late forties and continue into menopause, which occurs on average between 51 and 55. At this time, there’s a decrease in the levels of oestrogen and progesterone produced but usually there is not much change in the level of testosterone. (This male hormone is also present in women but not often talked about.) The change in the production of these hormones is very significant for a woman.

The effect of oestrogen levels dropping is that it:


	Reduces the growth of new cells in the vagina causing the walls to thin and become less elastic. This is known as vaginal atrophy and can cause irritation and tearing, and loss of firmness in the vaginal lips leading to discomfort in lovemaking.

	Causes the vaginal walls to become less lubricated which leads to dryness and soreness when having intercourse.

	Reduces the flow of blood through the arteries making the vagina and surrounding tissue less engorged, which can lead to a reduction in sensitivity.

	Causes nerve-endings to become less sensitive with the result that it can take longer to become aroused or have an orgasm.

	
 Causes a burning discomfort, soreness and redness of the vulva that can make intercourse very painful.



The effect of progesterone levels dropping is that it:


	Changes the menstrual cycle in conjunction with the reduction in oestrogen levels until menstruation ceases altogether.

	Results in the uterine wall no longer thickening each month as ovulation ceases.



Although the testosterone levels don’t alter much, some women report an increase in their sex drive as the proportion of the different hormones changes. A number of symptoms may occur. All of these can be reduced and many cleared up completely. I’m going to give you some basic management information here; more can be found from the Resource List and Bibliography.

1. Vaginal dryness


	Talk to your GP about this. It can easily be solved and no one needs to suffer. Sometimes, your GP will prescribe oestrogen vaginal pessaries or a cream.

	Water-based lubricants such as K-Y jelly can be bought over the counter and these often do the trick. If you feel embarrassed going to a shop and asking for something like this, you can buy it by post or via the internet.

	Another solution is more sex! This helps regulate oestrogen levels and increases production of the hormone.

	
	 Make sure you keep well hydrated and avoid drinks such as coffee and alcohol and foods such as melon and watercress that act as diuretics and dehydrate you.



2.	Vaginal atrophy


	All of the above are useful.

	Try masturbating using a penis-shaped vibrator or dildo to help your vagina to get back into shape.

	Do Kegel exercises, also known as pelvic floor exercises, to strengthen the pelvic floor muscles.



3.	Loss of libido


	Have your oestrogen levels checked by your GP.

	Think about your life and whether you’re stressed, anxious or over-tired. If you are, get some counselling help.

	Examine your beliefs about sex as an older person and, if stuck, find someone to talk to.

	Discuss this with your GP as testosterone replacement therapy may be appropriate for you.



4.	Difficulty with orgasm


	Talk to a therapist who can help you to uncover what’s inhibiting you; it often has an emotional basis.

	Pain at orgasm can be helped by hormone treatment.

	
	 Incontinence at orgasm sometimes occurs in older women. Check that your bladder muscles are functioning well; if not, they can be repaired.



5. Vulvodynia:


	If you’re suffering from soreness of the vulva, consult your GP who will refer you to a genito-urinary specialist as it may be caused by a virus or an inflammation due to irritants e.g. shampoo and soap. There is no need for you to be in pain.



Now let’s turn to men. The effect of testosterone dropping is twofold:


	It reduces sex drive.

	It affects the quality of erection and erectile endurance.



In men, the reduction in testosterone has less impact on their sexuality than the hormonal changes do in women. Most men can maintain a reasonable level of sexual functioning well into their old age. But, psychologically, for many men the symptoms of ageing can have a huge effect and this then can impact on their sexual practice.

Most men of 50+ will have some deterioration in their arteries which can start as early as their twenties! This can cause blockage of blood to the penis, which can lead to erectile dysfunction. A drop in testosterone is sometimes the cause but this is uncommon. For those of you interested in finding out more, please take a look at the Resource List, www.ipm.org.uk and the other medical sites.

1. Erectile dysfunction


	
Psychological – counselling is a very helpful way to get to the underlying problem; either consult your GP or a counsellor specialising in sexual therapy.

	Arteries – Viagra® and other drugs are effective in helping to achieve an erection. There are also other treatments your doctor might suggest including injections, penile pellets and vacuum devices. Rings placed around the base of a man’s penis will slow the flow of blood from the erect penile tissue, thus maintaining the erection for longer.

	Diabetes – improving control of the diabetes as well as the use of Viagra® and other drugs such as Uprima and Caverject help a large number of men. Your doctor will recommend the appropriate drugs.

	Alcohol and smoking – too much can reduce the ability to have an erection, so drink and smoke less!



2.	Premature ejaculation


	One of the pluses about getting older is that this is less common – however, exercises taught by a therapist and practised with a partner can be effective.



3.	Inability to climax


	The average time to reach orgasm for a 50+ man is longer than for a 20-year-old and this just needs to be accepted.

	Fantasies and sex aids can help to reduce the time it takes to achieve an orgasm.

	
	 Talk to your partner so both of you are aware of the problem, as this will stop it escalating. Think of different ways to be stimulated, some of which can be outside your partner’s vagina especially if they’re suffering from dryness.

	Check with your GP that any medications you may be taking are not affecting your ability to get an erection. These can often be easily changed.



4. Soreness and pain


	The skin in the penis becomes thinner and more easily damaged as you get older and therefore can become sore. Use lubrication.



5. Less semen and less powerful ejaculations


	This is just a fact and nothing to worry about.



These conditions – as with those that affect women – can all be treated and managed. We often apportion blame when things aren’t right. It’s really important to realise that none of these are your fault or the fault of your partner. I think one of the problems is that we often start from the wrong place when we’re thinking about sex. When we fantasise or muse about our past, we tend to idealise our past selves as either sexy and virile or stunning and sensual! This is really not very useful as it can only lead to disappointment now and may well never have been the case. What you need to do is take stock and reassess who you are, what gives you pleasure and how you can achieve it.

I recently read an article by a young woman who got me thinking. She was comparing the pleasures of having sex with a 25-year-old and someone of 50+. She said that her choice would be an older man as they are patient, have a quiet confidence and are in no hurry. The whole encounter, she concluded, can be sensual and full of his sexual experience with little pressure and performance ego to cope with.

Its not just women who fancy older men. I have a female client who is 54 and has a male 28-year-old lover. Older women have always figured in younger men’s fantasies. The secret, if this is what you want, is to keep yourself fit and in good shape. You may not be a Mrs Robinson but you certainly can be alluring! Of course, most of us have no desire to bed a younger person but we do need to feel good about ourselves. This is the way we’ll have satisfying sex with our partners, whatever their age, something which we all have the right to look forward to in our more mature years.


Q3 I’m 58. I’ve been married for 36 years and I haven’t been happy for most of them. My husband can be a really lovely man – everyone likes him – but, throughout our whole marriage, he’s been physically violent. It goes in waves so for a while it’s fine and then something triggers it off again. He’s always sorry afterwards and promises it won’t happen again although he often says I provoked him. I’ve heard that physically abusive men stop when they get older. Do you think this will happen? Now our two children have gone to university, I’m thinking I should leave him. But I’ve never lived on my own so, whenever I think about being on my own, I feel sick to my core, and I’ve no idea where I’d go. I probably wouldn’t meet anyone else; I don’t think anyone else would have me. I feel as though I’ve had the stuffing knocked out of me. What should I do?



I’m so sorry. Being in an abusive relationship is seriously unpleasant and painful but, as you say, very difficult to walk away from. I think you know I can’t tell you what to do. What I can do, though, is explore with you some of the issues involved and, I hope, point you in the right direction so you can get help and begin to make choices that aren’t based on fear of the unknown.

I think it’s really important that we spend a little time looking at the nature of an abusive relationship. If, as with many victims, you haven’t talked about it to anyone else and have endured it because you thought you had to, you’ll know little of the research that has been done in this area. It’s easy – and, believe me, you’re not alone – to make light of the situation and just shrug and say that’s how it is. This is totally understandable because, without going into denial, the pain is too hard to bear.

The government defines domestic violence as, ‘Any incident of threatening behaviour, violence or abuse (psychological, physical, sexual, financial or emotional) between adults who are or who have been intimate partners or family members, regardless of gender or sexuality.’
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