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Introduction 




Most of us think everyone else has a better sex life. 

We may be doctors or patients, stay-at-home moms or utilizers of daycare, firefighters or librarians. Whether we’ve been married for decades or are single moms, moms for days or for decades, most of us think everyone else is enjoying a more erotic, pleasurable, intimate—you fill in the blank—sex life. 

If we’re moms, we’re convinced of it. 

We imagine that our best friend, our sister, the nurse down the block, the lady at the supermarket checkout, and our partner’s last girlfriend know no woe when it comes to libido. 

In the absence of information, we buy into the myths. We believe that most women climax during conventional intercourse. 

They don’t. 

We believe that most married couples make love three times a week. 

Not true. 

We believe that sex drive should come back when you stop breast-feeding. 

It doesn’t. 

We believe that our partners obsess about our bodies as much as we do. 

Thank goodness, they don’t. 

We believe that sexuality is instinctual, and that if the thrill is gone, it won’t come back. 

It most certainly can. 

Along with our mistaken beliefs about everyone else’s sex life, we assume that we are powerless to change our sexual relationship. We are often afraid that the only solutions will involve a sex therapist with a secret treasure chest in the back office, filled with studded black leather collars, French maid costumes, plastic purple things that require batteries, and videos you can’t find at Blockbuster. 




Most likely, you remember when sex was great: before kids. You may even look forward again to great sex, in the very distant future. As far as the present goes, though, chances are that you’ve given up. You are convinced that restoring passion to your sex life means becoming Scandinavian, igniting an affair, or learning Houdini-like contortions. I hope to change your mind. 

You can have a good sex life and raise children. You may believe that you’re simply too tired or too busy for sex, but even exhausted moms can have energy tucked away for sex. I will show you how. And if you think you’re too shy to improve your sexual relationship, I’ll give you a cure for self-consciousness. 

How can I help? What makes me someone you should trust? I can tell you this: I never intended to be a doctor who specializes in sex. In fact, I’m still hoping my mother doesn’t find out. But in the years I’ve been practicing psychotherapy, and in the years I’ve been a mom, I’ve come to understand how easily passion withers, how guilty and alone so many women feel about their sexual indifference, and how quickly emotional disconnection can follow sexual disconnection in a marriage. I’ve also learned that ignoring the problem—tempting as that is—doesn’t make it go away. 

As a psychiatrist, I focus on treating women with reproductive-related problems, such as postpartum depression, panic disorder in pregnancy, and PMS (premenstrual syndrome). Considering where 
    babies come from, I have more than my share of patients who recently have had sex, and many more who plan to have, or at least enjoy, sex once the kids leave for college. 

I hear my postpartum patients wish they’d never have to have sex again. I hear women feeling guilty, certain their husbands got cheated in the karma lottery when they got stuck with them, instead of all those other women who climax at the mere thought of intercourse. I hear how love and romance fade into the background of carpools, laundry, and bake sales. I hear about how years of Doing It the same way gets old. I hear about kids who barge into the parental bedroom, and kids who drain all energy, sexual and otherwise. I hear about husbands who don’t ever help with the housework but expect sex on demand. I hear about the intricacies of sexual life as a single parent. I hear about how teenagers never go to sleep, and how teenagers who cannot hear the alarm clock when it’s time to get up for school have an uncanny radar for the hushed sounds behind closed doors that just might indicate parental romance. 

I also hear about the imagined great sex life of others: the sister who went on a second honeymoon to the Caribbean and claimed she had sex 24-7, the friend who went to New Orleans with her husband for a weekend without the kids and never left the hotel, the neighbor who accidentally on purpose keeps her window open so that everyone knows what a stud her husband is. 

But I hear all this only when I ask. 

It puzzled me at first that moms would talk about sex only when pressed, even in therapy. Why were moms holding back? The light-bulb went off when a patient told me that I couldn’t understand her sexual problem with her husband because my own sex life was, undoubtedly, fantastic. Patients’ idealization is nothing new to a therapist, but this one seemed especially poignant. A patient who understood that as a fellow mom, I know as well she does the truth 
    behind the Hallmark version of motherhood, simply couldn’t imagine that I knew this dark little secret of motherhood, too. She believed that compared to others, her bedroom was uniquely awkward, tense and boring. 

While we laugh about men anxiously comparing penis size, it turns out that we women make comparisons, too. Trained since about fifth grade to notice who’s prettier, smarter, thinner, or more popular, as adults we women often have deep imagined sexual shortcomings, too. We think our bedroom credentials are so woefully inadequate that we’re hopeless. By comparison to the “in-crowd,” we feel deficient. 

There is great news here: You aren’t the only one. Even better news: You can have great sex again, even as a great mom. It isn’t one or the other. Indeed, you must address the sexual blahs. Great sex is an important aspect of a happy relationship, and happy parents are the cornerstones of happy families. 




The solutions I’ve discovered in the years I’ve practiced medicine are simple steps that real-world moms can do. But not so fast. Before tackling the Ten Steps to Nurturing Passion, I want you to get clear about the things standing in the way. Think of it this way: When you take your car to the shop for a tune-up, your mechanic runs some tests to see how the engine is running, even if you think you already know what needs attention. Likewise, a careful and honest exploration of the sexual issues in your life will get you headed in the right direction. Why bother? Why not jump ahead to the solutions? Most important, the proper self-diagnosis almost always makes you feel better about yourself. If you have emotional or sexual issues, it’s reassuring to know that your problems are commonplace. It’s ever so heartening to know that others have overcome similar challenges. What a relief 
    to discover that no one is to blame, that neither you nor your husband belongs to the Hall of Shame. How encouraging it is to know that Personally and Hopelessly Defective is the wrong diagnosis. 

It’s not your fault. It’s not his fault. 

While there are many things that a mother can do to enhance her sexuality, the prerequisite is to stop feeling guilty. Blaming yourself, feeling inadequate, feeling sorry for the poor, unfortunate husband who got stuck with you gets in the way of making changes. Blaming him also puts up roadblocks. Guilt and anger make poor bedfellows. Great sex starts with good self-esteem and mutual regard. 

It isn’t your fault that you’re tired all the time. It isn’t his fault that he wants to make love even when you’re tired. It isn’t your child’s fault that her sleeping patterns are wreaking havoc on your sexual relationship. It isn’t your husband’s fault that he doesn’t know how to touch you in ways that are more enjoyable. It isn’t your fault that you haven’t ever told him how you wish to be touched. It isn’t your fault that society tries to tell you that everyone else in the world has mind-blowing sex night after night. 

For a society with nearly naked women on billboards, Victoria’s Secret at every mall, and MTV videos that would cause our grandmothers to roll over in their graves, we’re actually terribly inhibited sexually when it comes to face-to-face conversation about sexuality with a sexual partner. Think of how many couples see R-rated movies together, with explicit images of sexuality, but never, ever talk about their own sexual relationship. We’re frozen by our sense of inadequacy, afraid that speaking up will only point out the ways we fail to measure up. Your male partner likely has the same worry, and perhaps you are afraid to speak up for fear that he’ll feel criticized or emasculated. 

Throughout this book, I’ll be encouraging you to find your voice sexually. I understand that this seems impossible, but I also know 
    that you can do it. I know that if it were easy for you, you’d have done so ages ago. I promise to help, to give you specific tools and specific words to use. 

I believe that if you want a better sexual relationship, so does your partner. I also believe that books that make extravagant promises about quick fixes and cosmic orgasms aren’t for you. In fact, these outrageous myths (“Earth-shattering climaxes in ten seconds a day”) actually make you feel worse. It’s like picking up a book that tells you how to be the perfect mother: It only makes you feel more deficient to be told that you ought to be able to charm your two-year-old out of a temper tantrum, or that perfect moms don’t ever raise their voices at their teenagers. 

I believe that any woman can experience an orgasm, if she’s comfortable with what it takes to get there. I do believe that any woman can learn to talk more openly about her body and her sexual needs with her husband. I believe that boring sex can be made interesting. I don’t believe in perfect sex, any more than I believe in perfect mothers. 



I do believe in good-enough mothers and great sex. 

This book will tell you about the realities, about what sex in other people’s bedrooms is really like. It will help you see yourself more realistically, and take courage from the fact that you are not alone in the sexual rut of motherhood. It will give you practical words to use with your partner. It will give you simple ideas that can enhance the romance and intimacy of sexuality, without pushing you beyond the limits of your own comfort. 

The Ten Steps to Nurturing Passion While Raising Kids are much like those you would use to develop any new skill or revisit a neglected one. If you used to knit but no longer do, if you always meant to learn a new language but haven’t gotten around to it, if you think you might take up tae kwon do one of these days when you 
    find the time, you know what it’s going to take. You have to make the decision, commit the necessary time and space, get the right tools, persevere, and tolerate the first few awkward attempts. 

So too with overcoming the sexual blahs. First, you have to establish priorities that support the values of sexuality, self-care, and self-regard. I will steer you toward making better choices for yourself. I will teach you to quiet the inner voice that constantly murmurs “You can’t.” Next, you will need to acquire new skills. I’ll facilitate your journey, as you cultivate your sensual mind, attention, confidence, and knowledge. Finally, I’ll ask you to set these skills in motion, expanding just beyond the too-comfortable zone. 

The major human sex organ is above the neck. That’s a blessing and a curse. Sexual boredom, inertia, fatigue, fear, alienation, and negative cultural scripts are in the mind. It usually isn’t anything physiologically related to motherhood. Because the obstacles to great sex are often mental, the good news is that you can infuse your sexuality with excitement, spirit, energy, confidence, connection, and self-affirmation. Indeed, this book is about making small changes with substantial benefits. It’s about everyday women enhancing their sex lives. It’s about ordinary mothers overcoming ordinary sexual problems. 

I’ll suggest that what goes on in your mind, what goes on in your romantic relationship, what goes on in your daily life affects your sexuality as a mother. Loving mothers pay attention to their sex lives. Families are more threatened by sexual blahs than by parents who sneak off for a weekend alone. I’ll encourage you to keep an open mind. After all, you already have all that you need to enjoy an honest, loving, safe, mature, pleasurable, and emotionally gratifying sexual relationship. 






The 


Diagnosis 






The Four Obstacles to 


GREAT 
SEX for 
MOMS 




Motherhood and sex have a lot in common. When they’re great, they’re really great. When they’re monotonous, or downright disagreeable, you can be sure that most people are not going to admit it. Culturally, when it comes to sex and motherhood, we amplify the good while pretending the bad doesn’t exist. This conspiracy of silence adds insult to injury: If it’s so good for others, it’s awfully tempting to blame oneself for one’s troubles. But here’s the truth: It’s not so great for everyone else. If you’re struggling with sexuality and motherhood, take comfort in knowing that many share your plight. There are plenty of obstacles to great sex and many understandable reasons that mothers put off nurturing sexuality. 

The next few chapters will help you substitute a more accurate and forgiving diagnosis than “hopeless” or “helpless.” Expect to recognize elements of inertia and denial in your own self-assessment. They’re that prevalent. Motherhood is a never-ending hundred-yard dash, and minimizing and overlooking unmet challenges is inevitable. But as inviting as a little what-you-don’t-admit-can’t-hurt-you can be, it’s time to reassess priorities and to rebalance. 

While most mothers experience bouts of running on empty, some face the very serious challenge of excessive maternal sacrifice. These mothers are so massively exhausted that unless they slay the demon of giving too much, sex will remain a chore. Be sure to read this chapter if you struggle with perfectionism. 

Sexual issues actually may be relationship issues in disguise. If you are having significant marital problems, of course you will have sexual issues. It will not be useful to isolate sexual disinterest as the problem when the accurate diagnosis is a troubled marriage. Use this chapter to help you discern whether sexual disconnection is actually due to marital disconnection. 

Finally, a word of caution. Consider whether something other than the emotional challenges of raising kids is ruining your sex life. The obstacles described here and the Ten Steps to Nurturing Passion are directed at the reader who used to find sex enjoyable before kids. If lovemaking has never been remotely pleasurable, you may need a different approach. Alternatively, if you have had a very sudden or complete drop in all sexual thoughts, fantasies, or interest, you may have a physiological cause, such as hormone imbalance or medication side effects. Be sure to consider a physical component. Sexual dysfunction and physiological causes of low libido are described in Step Ten and Appendix B. A careful medical history and physical examination by your personal physician is an excellent place to start before tackling the emotional solutions described in this book. 






The First Obstacle: Reality 

Having Great Sex as a Mom Is Challenging 


“Almost no attention has been paid . . . to the sexual needs, desires or experiences of women once they make the transition to motherhood.” 

—Judith C. Daniluk, Women’s Sexuality Across the Lifespan 







	Phases of family life have a predictable impact on mothers’ sexuality. 

	You must not surrender to the forces that conspire to ruin your sex life. 

	Great sex is worth the effort. 







If you’re a mother, at some time in your life—maybe many times—you haven’t had the energy for making love. If you’re a mother, chances are good that you have a pretty full plate, one that just doesn’t seem to have room for sex. Making matters worse, you probably have much less interest than your husband, 1 who simply doesn’t ever seem too tired. Sex may have become a burden, or you may have found yourself participating with your mind on other things. You may still make love as often as you did before the kids, but not with the enjoyment you once had. If you’re making love out of guilt or a sense of obligation, you may rather just get it over with, not really valuing your own pleasure and counting the minutes until he’s “done.” 

     


Perhaps from time to time, you wistfully remember those magical days when you used to crave sex, days when once wasn’t enough. You may remember thinking that the stereotype about women never wanting sex once they get married would never apply to you. You may remember a time when you were the one who started things rolling. 

You may be wondering if something is physically wrong. Do you need hormones? Did something get damaged during childbirth? You may blame menopause, even if you’re in your thirties. You may wonder if something you’re taking is killing your libido, or if there isn’t something you could take to get it back. Many of my patients wish something were wrong physically, because then they’d feel less guilty! 



Am I the Only One? 

Having great sex as a mom is a challenge shared by millions of women. For most, the damaging effects of child rearing are far less physical than emotional. Moms don’t usually talk much with girl-friends about the actual details of sex, and almost never about sexual pleasure. That means that although you may have laughed together about how you wished your obstetrician would give you the medical equivalent of a note for the principal excusing you from sex, you almost certainly don’t talk about the quality of your sex lives. I bet that you don’t know whether your best friend has orgasms or how often she makes love with her husband. I bet she doesn’t know whether your husband is the best lover you’ve ever been with or the worst. I bet you don’t know whether she thinks oral sex is fantastic or vulgar. Sharing the specifics of your sex life may simply be taboo, or it may feel like a betrayal of the intimacy you share with your husband. 

If you have talked, chances are that you found that your best friend also noticed that passion waned somewhere along the path of motherhood. If you have talked together, you may have wondered whether it happens to every woman, and you may have questioned whether things will ever be like they used to be. 

If you know you’re not the only one, you’re right. Sexual mismatches between husbands and wives, or between single mothers and their partners, are very common. And while it is common for healthy women and men alike to make love well into their grandparent and great-grandparent years, it’s also common for mothers actively raising children to have less interest in sex than their partners do. 






	One third of women between the ages of 18 and 59 report a lack of sexual desire. 

	Low sexual desire is the most common reason individuals seek treatment for sexual problems. 







“Once the Kids Are . . .” 

You can complete this sentence countless ways. Once the kids are sleeping through the night, I’ll want to make love again. Once the kids are in school, I won’t be too tired for sex. Once the kids go to camp, our sex life will flourish again. Once the kids start high school, we’ll have Saturday nights to ourselves again. Once the kids go to college, things will be just like they used to be. Unfortunately, there isn’t a stage of active motherhood that doesn’t have the potential to annihilate your sex life. Twenty years is a long time to give up an enjoyable sex life, and, unfortunately, many 
    marriages are threatened by sexual incompatibility. Even if you’re sure that your marriage isn’t at risk, it’s a high price to pay for the pleasure of having children. Fortunately, you can make small but meaningful changes that will bring the spark back, and you don’t have to—and shouldn’t—keep putting your sexual pleasure on the back burner. 

First, let’s look at reality. Reviewing the concrete obstacles specific to the stages of raising kids is an important aspect of making an accurate self-assessment. 



Mothers of Infants 
For many mothers, the first encounter with low sex drive follows childbirth. The obstetrician typically blesses resumption of intercourse at four to six weeks after delivery, a time that virtually always seems like forever to dads and ridiculously soon for moms. Babies are exhausting, and sleepless night after sleepless night drains all energy, sexual or otherwise. Other factors that contribute to low sex drive after childbirth include soreness (especially if there are lacerations or stitches), recovery from surgery (cesarean section), anemia (which can be determined by a simple blood test), and hormone changes (especially if you’re breast-feeding). 

Even when the physical healing is underway, libido is usually quite low for up to a year after childbirth because physical energy is so scarce. Most new mothers feel like they operate on autopilot, never getting ahead of the mountain of chores. Even easy babies are hard at times and can wear you out when they are teething, colicky, or over-tired. Even when the father handles some of the night feedings, the ultimate responsibility is usually the mother’s, especially during the early months. 

Breast-feeding kills libido, a particular irony since many husbands 
    find that seeing their wives nurturing a baby in this way is very arousing. Some of it’s a chemical problem. When functioning as usual, the ovaries make a small amount of testosterone, which contributes to sex drive (and helps explain one of the differences between the male and female libido). Breast-feeding suppresses the ovarian production of testosterone, and what little interest might have been there is reduced even further. 

But the negative impact breast-feeding has on sex drive isn’t just chemical. Many women describe feeling completely businesslike about their bodies. As Cindy said, “Once you whip your breast out in the grocery store line to soothe a screaming baby, it loses all sensual significance.” Others feel that the physical depletion of breast-feeding is so overwhelming that it literally drains all their other physical aspects. One mother said, “I love nursing, but after a day of it, my body wants some time for itself.” Other nursing moms feel that the act of nursing is so enjoyable that they just don’t have the same need to be touched affectionately. 

Postpartum depression, a condition experienced by one in three mothers, further depletes sexual interest. Along with crying spells, low self-esteem, anxiety attacks, and sleeplessness even when the baby sleeps, low libido is a symptom of depression. Making matters worse, most of the antidepressants prescribed for postpartum depression (those that increase serotonin; e.g., Prozac, Zoloft, Paxil, Luvox, Effexor, Celexa, Anafranil) have low libido and inability to climax as common side effects. 2 




	Two thirds of women report decreased sexual frequency after kids are born. 

	By four months postpartum, one fifth of new parents have not resumed lovemaking. 

	At six months after the birth of a first child, two thirds of women report sexual problems. 







Mothers of Toddlers and Preschoolers 
During the first year after childbirth, many couples believe that once they get some sleep, things will get back to normal. It is often a rude surprise to discover that maternal demands during the toddler and preschool years are such that sexual energy remains low. From doing laundry to cajoling a two-year-old out of a temper tantrum, a mother’s seemingly endless list of tasks can wear down her libido. In fact, some mothers feel most drained during the preschool years. At least babies nap often and are easier to keep safe than a two-year-old who climbs furniture, goes for the electric outlets, and tries to eat the dog food. Like mothers of babies, women with young children feel someone at their bodies all day long. It’s natural and understandable to want some space, privacy, and recovery time. Sleep is not predictable yet, as anything from an ear infection to nightmares can interrupt lovemaking and prevent a couple from having time that they can count on for themselves. 

Another sexual stressor during this phase is lengthy or difficult bedtime rituals, and certain methods of getting children of this age to go to sleep. After giving a bath (which may have included forced hair washing), picking out pajamas, getting a bedtime snack, locating the special blanket or mandatory stuffed animal that got stuck 
    behind the couch, reading “just one more” story, and rubbing a child’s back, many mothers either fall asleep as their preschoolers do or crawl bleary-eyed into their own beds. 

Although postpartum depression is increasingly recognized, it turns out that there is another big secret about motherhood and depression: The period of highest risk for clinical depression among mothers is during the toddler years. This is an especially vulnerable time for stay-at-home mothers, but none is immune. Review the symptoms of depression in Step Ten (on page 209), and stop putting off getting help for yourself if this is a problem you’re experiencing. 






	Almost 1 in 10 couples are not sexually active by their child’s first birthday. 

	At one year postpartum, couples who have resumed lovemaking usually have sex once per week. 







Mothers of Elementary-Age Children 
Although the kids are in school all day, many mothers are disappointed to find that they still don’t have the libido they once had. But why not? First, many women take advantage of this new freedom to take on new projects or resume employment. Going back to college or graduate school, heading up the school parent-teacher organization, increasing from part-time to full-time work, or changing from an in-home nanny to a day care center quickly fills up the schedule. Suddenly things seem more, rather than less, hectic. Children’s lives are often busier, too. Kids don’t drive themselves to play dates, dance classes, piano lessons, soccer practice, Boy Scouts, religious school, and basketball clubs. Many mothers have to load the younger kids in the car, too, each time any child has an activity. 
    If your husband hasn’t spent an afternoon getting a couple of children organized and ready to go at a moment’s notice, then killed a half hour with a bored sibling or two waiting in the car during a flute lesson, run into the gas station for milk on the way home, and rushed right in to get dinner and homework started, he might not understand why you feel so exhausted at the end of the day. 



Mothers of Teenagers 
Privacy is the big issue when you have teenagers, many of whom view a closed bedroom door as an open invitation. The same child who insists that her bedroom is her private domain won’t hesitate to barge right in when she wants or needs something from you. In addition, the sleep cycles of teens usually interfere with parental privacy. Teens typically go to sleep around the same time you do, and you can be sure that they can stay up later than you can on weekends and holidays. Many parents hesitate to make love for fear that their kids will hear them or interrupt by banging on the locked door. 

Sometimes teens are intruding because they’re in the normal self-absorption of adolescence. It simply doesn’t occur to them that you have or want a life of your own, sexual or otherwise. Other adolescents are struggling with issues of their own emerging sexuality, and it’s not a coincidence that every time you lock your door, a kid suddenly materializes from nowhere. They don’t want to think about you Doing It, and they make sure you cannot! This is especially common for single mothers, whose teenagers may have mixed feelings about the idea of a new man in Mom’s life, including jealousy, anxiety, fear of being loved less, or ongoing wishes that you and their father would get back together. 



Mixed Phases 
Of course, if you have more than one child, your children may be in different phases. Some nights, the younger child wakes up minutes after the older one falls back to sleep. Other families describe weeks of illness circulating through the family. Just when you can stop the midnight dose for Tylenol for the child who brought home strep throat, it’s your turn, and then your husband’s turn to be ill. Who has the energy for sex? Blended families may have his teen, her school-age kids, and their baby, or other configurations of widely spaced developmental stages. Such families also may have the added stress mentioned previously, of kids who subconsciously don’t want you to have a new sex life. 



Overcoming Inertia 

If you rarely have the energy for making love, you may be so bogged down that you can’t imagine trying to tackle the entire problem. If sex is too much on a specific evening, the prospect of addressing the larger problem may seem overwhelming. I wish there were a shortcut, the sexual equivalent of beautiful abs in just minutes a day. Of course, you already know there isn’t any such quick fix. It will take effort and attention. I acknowledge that this is tough. Why should you put forth the effort? Why try? Because great sex energizes rather than depletes you. Remember that sex, like motherhood, is really great when it’s great. In a great sexual relationship after children, sex: 




	communicates love and affection. 

	soothes, comforts, and relaxes. 




    
	bridges gaps when inevitable relationship conflict flares. 

	affirms one’s value. 

	relieves stress outside and inside of marriage. 

	is playful. 

	enhances and is enhanced by emotional closeness. 

	reminds you that you’re “more than a mommy.” 

	delineates what is unique in marriage. It is what makes a couple more than best friends, more than business colleagues in an economic partnership, more than coparents. 





Affirmation 
“. . . sexual intimacy is something most couples will work at and refine throughout their married life . . . wonderful things can happen.” 



—Stephen E. Lamb and Douglas E. Brinley, Between Husband and Wife 

     
    

1Here and throughout this book, substitute whatever word fits for you: partner, boyfriend, lover. 

2If you are suffering from postpartum depression, it is necessary to address this issue first. Don’t isolate the sexual symptom and don’t dismiss postpartum depression as “just baby blues.” For more information, see Karen Kleinman and Valerie Davis Raskin, This Isn’t What I Expected: Overcoming Postpartum Depression (New York: Bantam, 1994). 







The Second Obstacle: Denial 

Ignoring Boring Sex Is Tempting 


“Our biggest problem as human beings is not knowing that we don’t know.” 

—Virginia Satir 







	If you think that something isn’t right sexually, trust your instincts. You’re probably right. 

	If your husband thinks that something isn’t right sexually, believe him. He’s probably right. 

	It takes two people to create sexual difficulties in a relationship. Be very skeptical of being labeled the “dysfunctional one.” 

	Denial enables small sexual problems to grow. Overcoming denial is the first step in reestablishing intimacy. 







Perhaps you understand how Dana feels: 


“At night, when my husband starts to touch me in that way that I know means he wants sex, I cringe inside. I really love him, but I could live without sex for at least a year, maybe a decade. After I’ve spent my days chasing two preschoolers, used nap time to pay bills, sat through excruciating reruns of Barney and The Big Comfy Couch, failed at keeping my two-year-old from changing outfits fourteen times before lunch, cleaned up after my four-year-old drew on the bathroom wallpaper, and almost cried when Lizzie took her boots and mittens 

    off just when I finally got them on Jack, the last thing on my mind is sex. Truthfully, when my husband puts his hands on me, I feel like it’s just one more person who wants something from me. 

“It seems like I always blame the kids, but the truth is, I’m just as tired on the days I go into the office. Whether it’s work or home, sometimes I think the whole world has a problem that I’m supposed to fix. 

“I know he’s upset that I say no so often when he wants to have sex. Part of me thinks he just won’t grow up, that he’s trying to pretend that he’s still twenty. I want to say, ‘Well, duh? What did you think it was going to be like having two little kids? Like, get real, welcome to Parenthood 101.’ Another part of me thinks that he must be the unluckiest guy on the planet, because maybe there is something wrong with me. Is it normal for sex to be right up there with writing quarterly reports? Won’t this get better when the kids are older?” 

—Dana, mother of Lizzie, two, and Jack, four 






When mothers ask me “what’s normal” about sex after children, usually they mean, “How often is everyone else doing it?” If I could get away with writing about sexuality without answering the “how often” question, I surely would! It’s a classic catch-22 question: There isn’t an answer that is going to be remotely reassuring. Women ask “How often?” for a few reasons. One is that they have a husband who is pressuring them to make love more often, and they’re struggling with a sense of shame or failure. Another is that they are looking for support to feel more comfortable saying “not tonight.” Occasionally, a woman asking the question is worried that her husband isn’t sufficiently attracted to her. In all cases, the question indicates that something isn’t right sexually. 

If sex is enjoyable, interesting, and reflective of a couple’s emotional intimacy, frequency isn’t a very big issue. A couple with a strong physical connection isn’t thinking comparatively. Anyone who feels that they have enough—whether it’s material possessions or spiritual and emotional resources—isn’t looking around to see what everyone else has. 

Frequency is about as meaningful as penis size. Because I know that couples who make love every day can have an atrocious lack of intimacy, just as couples who make love once or twice a month can have a fantastic sexual relationship, my framework for sexuality emphasizes quality rather than quantity. In my system, great sex is characterized by communication, courage, caring, and connection. Pleasure naturally follows. 

If either member of the couple is spending much time wondering about other people’s sex lives, something is wrong. Often, as is true for Dana and her husband, both partners know that things have changed. They’re both hoping it’s nothing serious that time won’t fix. Dana minimizes the problem by telling herself, “It just comes with the territory.” She’s moving toward recognizing the seriousness of the sexual disconnection, and as she does, she looks for an explanation: Is it the kids? The job? Is her husband oversexed? She’s right not to blame herself. Unfortunately, insisting that there must be a single malfunction in need of a simple fix is itself a fancy form of denial. 



Beyond “Dysfunction” 

In this book, I will de-emphasize the concept of “sexual dysfunction.” This term has some usefulness, especially in gathering statistics that let the public know that sexual unhappiness, despite cultural myths to the contrary, is epidemic in America. I welcome any term that helps a woman understand that she (or her partner) isn’t the only one. But I have some serious concerns about the term “sexual dysfunction,” and you won’t see it used much in this book. 1 If you can define “sexual dysfunction,” you ought to be able to define “sexual function,” but, aside from making babies, few of us would agree about what that is. Is it simply a matter of plumbing and electrical impulses working? Definitely not! Do you have to have cosmic orgasms night after night to have normal sexual functioning? No again. 

The biggest problem with the term “sexual dysfunction” is that it points a finger at one member of the couple. I’ll use terms such as “sexual difficulties” and “sexual issues” throughout this book, because sexuality is a relational issue, and good sex is a couple issue, not an individual issue. I see too many women who don’t have much sex drive and who have labeled themselves or have been labeled as “dysfunctional.” This label implies that low sex drive is a disease or defect within the individual woman. Labeling one member is really a form of denial, one that misses the big picture. Chances are that a sexually disinterested woman has a partner who is neglecting her, taking her for granted, criticizing her, rushing her in bed, dominating her, or in some way contributing to the problem. 

“Dysfunction” implies that a sexual organ isn’t working, and I believe that sexual issues for mothers are rarely problems of the pelvis. 

Defining “good” sexual functioning strikes me as being a lot like defining happiness: If you have it, you know it. If you don’t have it, no one can tell you that you do. If your instinct tells you that you have a sexual issue in your life, believe yourself. If your husband is 

    telling you that he has a sexual issue, believe him, and understand that if he has an issue, so do you. 



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/0743212657-001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0743212657-002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0743212657-Cover.jpg
GREAT
SEX for

MOMS

Ten Steps to Nurturing
Passion While Raising Kies

VALERIE DAVIS RASKIN, M.D.
A Fireside Bool





