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What readers are saying about Sheet Music . . .

“It’s the most incredible marriage book I’ve ever read! It cleared up so many issues in my mind and gave me a clear look into the mind of my husband. Our marriage is 100 times better than it would have been without this book. Every couple needs to read Sheet Music!”

“At last! A man who actually understands sex from a female point of view. This is no psychobabble or ladies’ magazine sex survey. This is the real deal . . . honest and inspiring.”

“Wow! I was already a fan of Dr. Leman’s straight talk, and this book just added to it. Put the Sheet Music principles into practice, and we’ll see marriages changed . . . families changed!”

“Sheet Music helped me see where I was failing in my marriage to my wife of more than eight years. Now our home—and our bedroom—is a very different and loving place.”

“Our Mothers of Preschoolers group read Sheet Music as a book club selection, and it was the largest turnout we’d ever had. Conversation was lively, and it wasn’t long before everyone there was beaming with newfound excitement for their marriages.”

“Straight to the point about sex, even though it’s written by a Christian. One night I told my husband, ‘This books says men like _____.’ He grinned and said, ‘Mmm-hmm.’ I was stunned; I never knew that. This book will make you laugh and blush. ‘Mr. Happy’ is a lot happier in our house now.”

“This book is awesome! Finally someone has answered all the questions I’ve been embarrassed or afraid to discuss with anyone else. Dr. Leman’s perspective has changed my way of thinking about my relationship with my husband of fifteen years.”

“If you’re in a sexual rut, Sheet Music will dig you out and give you an entirely different perspective on sex. And boy, the fun you’ll have!”

“Hilarious and informative, Sheet Music handles a touchy subject with grace and humor. Even better, it makes so much sense. This book totally changed my attitude toward my husband and our intimate relationship.”

“We’ve been married for twenty-nine years. Sheet Music helped us find the excitement—again!”

“Sheet Music provides excellent material for ‘Sex 101,’ but it also invited my husband and me into a greater level of intimacy after ten years of marriage. We had no idea what we were missing!”

“We received this book as a wedding gift, and it helped start our lives together on the right path. We highly recommend it!”
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To my son-in-law, Dennis O’Reilly, and his lovely bride, my daughter Krissy.

Go ahead and create a symphony! And maybe a few kids as well. . . .
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Note to the Reader

Some of what you’ll read in this book may be too blunt or straightforward for your personal taste. Every person’s view on sex (and his or her background, which informs thought and relational patterns) differs. However, if you’re willing to forge ahead for the sake of the best marriage you can imagine, then this book is for you. It will expand and challenge your thinking about sex. Instead of just a how-to-do-it manual, it’s more of a do-it-yourself look at why to do it and how to do it better.

Sheet Music: Uncovering the Secrets of Sexual Intimacy in Marriage isn’t intended to make you feel guilty for what you have or haven’t done, but rather to help you pinpoint what goes on in your brain and in your relationship with your spouse (or spouse-to-be) so you can have an active, fulfilling sex life.

If you’re currently in premarital counseling, read chapters 1 through 4 and the “For Men Only” and “For Women Only” chapters. But please stop there—and wait to read the rest until after you’re married.



1

A Tale of Two Couples

Jim and Karen were both virgins when they got married twenty-one years ago. Like many young couples, they had fairly unrealistic views of what sex would be like. “Hit and miss” might be a pretty good description of their sex life after the honeymoon; they never really got a handle on things until almost fifteen years into their marriage.

Here’s what happened. Jim was always looking for (and worse, thinking he had found) the “magic bullet.” He tried something new—the way he held Karen, cradled her, or tenderly touched a delicate spot—and he tuned in to her moans, thinking, Okay, this is the key; this will unlock her sexual fury.

While Karen really did enjoy that new touch, she learned to be conservative with her moans because once Jim heard one, he was certain to do the exact same thing for the next fifty to one hundred times they made love. Karen never understood why it took one hundred times of silence to overcome one moan, but that’s the way it was with Jim. He became so predictable that what once made her hotter than an August day now turned her into a glacier. Jim would just get frustrated, thinking (but never verbalizing), I know I’m doing this right. It worked that one time! Why isn’t it working now? I must not be doing it soft enough (or fast enough, or some other variation).

When I first met with Jim, I gave him a simple assignment. “Jim,” I said, “I want you to go home, look at your wife’s closet, then look at yours. Tell me if you notice anything different.”

“I don’t have to go home to do that, Dr. Leman,” he said. “I know our closets by memory.”

“Okay, then. When you look at the shoes, do you notice anything different?”

“Yeah, she has fifty pairs and I have three.”

“Let me guess—business shoes, tennis shoes, and work-in-the-yard shoes.”

“That’s right.”

“Now, if you counted her outfits and then counted yours, what would you find?”

“I’d need a calculator for her outfits, but I could count mine using my ten fingers.”

“What does that tell you?”

“That she likes to buy clothes?”

“Well, yes, but in regard to sex, what does it mean?”

“Well, she doesn’t have many sexy outfits, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

Seeing that subtlety wasn’t Jim’s strength, I decided to lay it out for him more directly. “Jim, what I’m trying to say is that your wife appears to like a little more variety than you do. She doesn’t want to wear the same dress on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. In fact, she may not want to wear the same outfit every other Monday. She wants variety.

“You see, some of us guys treat sex like a football playbook. We know what we’re going to do, how we’re going to do it, and where we’re going to end up. The problem with this is that our wives soon grow bored with the routine. They could chart our movements and predict, within about ten seconds, how long we’re going to spend upstairs before we go downstairs. Your wife wants more than that.”

I saw a lightbulb go on in Jim’s mind. What I was saying was making sense.

“Here’s your job, Jim,” I continued. “Your wife will not be the same woman on Tuesday evening, sexually, that she was on Saturday morning. One night she may be up for adventure or a rushed quickie. She’ll want you just to ‘take her.’ Some mornings she may want slow, languid sex, with you taking a lot of time to convince her that she’s up for it. Your job is to figure out which way the wind is blowing on that particular day.”

It didn’t take much more than that. I didn’t need to send Jim to a “sex surrogate” (nor would I ever do such a thing). He didn’t have to watch some videos. He didn’t need to buy a hundred dollars worth of “marital aids.” In fact, Jim realized, as I wrote in another book, that sex begins in the kitchen—it’s an all-day affair. He adopted a new mind-set and, according to Karen, became a virtuoso of the bedroom.

Now, seven years later, sex permeates virtually everything Jim and Karen do. If you haven’t experienced this, you wouldn’t believe what an amazing marital “glue” good sex can be. Three years ago, Jim was trapped in a job that he hated. His boss was determined to become the most hated man east of the Mississippi. When you’re in your mid-forties, feeling trapped is about the worst feeling there is. Jim could barely force himself to go into the office, but with twins who were in middle school (with college in the not-too-distant future), and two toddlers just getting into grade school, he didn’t have a choice. Now was not the time to make a risky financial change.

One Friday Jim got an e-mail from Karen. It was the first thing he saw when he sat down in his office:

Great news! The younger kids are going to be at Grandma’s house tonight and the older boys will be gone at youth group. I made reservations for eight at Palazzi’s [Jim’s favorite restaurant]. If you can come home by six, that’ll give us a good hour and a half to enjoy the hors d’oeuvres–which I plan to be “wearing.” By the way, if you look in your briefcase, you’ll find a Polaroid. Consider it your predinner “menu.” Can’t wait to see you.

Your Karen

You know what Jim said to himself after reading that e-mail? Keep in mind, he was in a dead-end job; financial pressures were mounting. His boss was a jerk who made Jim’s daily existence a living hell. But even so, Jim closed the e-mail and said to himself, “I’m the luckiest man alive.”

Having a great sex life is an exhilarating experience; it can bond a husband and wife in a way that’s unequaled in human experience. Knowing that your bride really does care for you, that your husband desires your body more than anything else, affirms a man and a woman in profound and multiple ways.

Jim and Karen’s kids benefited greatly from this e-mail, by the way. When Jim and Karen finally picked up the younger kids from Grandma’s house, Jim couldn’t wait to see them. Because he was sexually satisfied, he could focus fully on being there for his kids, hearing about their day, and taking the time to tuck them into bed. And don’t think that the kids didn’t notice how affectionate Jim and Karen were that evening. It gave them a sense of security and happiness, making them think, We’re in the best family anyone could be in.

Sexual fulfillment didn’t come overnight for Jim and Karen. But when it came, it changed everything about their home. To tell you the truth, Jim would die for Karen; he’d take a bullet for her without thinking twice. There’s nothing he wouldn’t do for her.

 * * * 

Mark and Brenda faced a sexual challenge of their own. They had been sexually active before marriage, and both admit that the sex was pretty exciting. But, predictably for couples who engage in sexual relations before marriage, sexual relations cooled off not that long after the wedding. Mark didn’t seem as eager as he had been before, and Brenda was far less adventurous.

At first Mark and Brenda thought it was just the kids. They got pregnant early on in their marriage and now had two kids under the age of five. Over time, however, sex became even less frequent, until eventually it was almost an embarrassing afterthought, something the two of them did because they thought, well, they should—at least once a month, anyway.

Mark had a well-paying job and a good boss, but he was under tremendous stress. As a salesman, if Mark performed well, he was rewarded handsomely. If he fell into the bottom third, he’d be fired. He was only as good as last quarter’s numbers.

Mark thought he had an account worth several hundred thousand dollars in the bag; it was just a matter of getting the company to sign. When he went into the purchaser’s office, however, he was shocked to hear, “I’m sorry, Mark, but we’ve decided to go with someone else.”

“You’ve got to be kidding! We’ve been working on this for two months, and last week you said it looked like a go. What do we need to do to earn back your business?”

“It’s too late for that,” the purchaser replied. “We’ve already signed another contract.”

Stunned, Mark walked out to his car in a daze. He instinctively answered his cell phone when it rang but immediately wished he hadn’t.

“Hey, Mark!” his boss yelled through the phone. “I thought I’d take you out to that new Italian restaurant for lunch to celebrate your closing of that Andreeson account.”

Mark wanted to swallow the cell phone right there.

Five hours later, after a lonely and very alcohol-laden lunch, Mark began to reflect on what his life had become. He had earned a six-figure income last year, but his job security was always on the line—as his boss reminded him when he heard the news about the Andreeson account.

How long had it been since he and Brenda had had any fun? Mark remembered the days they couldn’t keep their hands off each other; now they were like two roommates sharing the same bed but not much else. Ever since the kids arrived, they seemed boxed into that (admittedly gorgeous) 3,500-square-foot home. Mark yearned for the days when he and Brenda could make the world disappear for a few hours as they got lost in each other’s embrace.

Deciding to make a change, Mark called Brenda and confessed, “I’ve had a really crummy day. Can we just go out tonight?”

It was an emotional cry from Mark—even more than a physical one—but Brenda didn’t understand. She’d had a rushed day herself. And because she’d lost touch with her husband and wasn’t able to read the emotion in his request, she responded with a curt, “Mark, it’s five o’clock! I can’t get a baby-sitter this late. What are you thinking? You never give me any notice.”

Mark wanted to tell Brenda that he missed her. He longed for her to be the eager woman she used to be, who was willing to cut classes to “fool around” for a little bit. But he had already stuck out his neck once today, and look where that got him! So he went on the defensive.

“Ah, forget it,” he said, and hung up the phone.

Mark stopped at a pub on the way home and shot pool until 11 P.M. He knew he’d catch a lot of flak from Brenda for being out so late, but she didn’t understand the pressure he was under.

Brenda also didn’t understand that Mark masturbated two or three times a week—and every time he did so, he felt his desire for Brenda as a person decline just a little bit more. He was tired of being reluctantly accommodated and never pursued.

For her part, Brenda was too busy with the kids to notice. In fact, she was actually thankful that Mark didn’t pressure her for sex anymore; she was too tired to even think about it. It never occurred to her that Mark was taking matters “into his own hands” and was adept enough at hiding the pornography on the computer that she never found it.

What Brenda didn’t realize was how much this sexual winter was costing them as a couple, and how, if they didn’t turn things around, they’d probably be divorced within another five years.

The kids noticed that Mommy and Daddy were rarely affectionate toward each other and often very impatient. They could sense there was something “under the surface,” a seething discontent. But because it was never brought out into the open, they lived with the fear and lack of security that such an environment creates.

Brenda became more and more focused on her kids, trying to meet her emotional emptiness through her children’s affection. Mark became more interested in work and his computer at home.

Both lived out the sad truth depicted in this anonymous poem.

The Wall

Their wedding picture mocked them from the table,

These two whose minds no longer touched each other.

They lived with such a heavy barricade between them

That neither battering ram of words

Nor artilleries of touch could break it down.

Somewhere, between the oldest child’s first tooth

And the youngest daughter’s graduation,

They lost each other.

Throughout the years each slowly unraveled

That tangled ball of string called self,

And as they tugged at stubborn knots,

Each hid his searching from the other.

Sometimes she cried at night

And begged the whispering darkness to tell her who she was.

He lay beside her, snoring like a hibernating bear,

Unaware of her winter.

Once, after they had made love,

He wanted to tell her how afraid he was of dying,

But, fearing to show his naked soul,

He spoke instead about the beauty of her breasts.

She took a course in modern art,

Trying to find herself in colors splashed upon a canvas,

Complaining to other women about men who are insensitive.

He climbed into a tomb called “The Office,”

Wrapped his mind in a shroud of paper figures,

And buried himself in customers.

Slowly, the wall between them rose,

Cemented by the mortar of indifference.

One day, reaching out to touch each other

They found a barrier they could not penetrate,

And recoiling from the coldness of the stone,

Each retreated from the stranger on the other side.

For when love dies, it is not in a moment of angry battle,

Nor when fiery bodies lose their heat.

It lies panting, exhausted,

Expiring at the bottom of a wall it could not scale.

 * * * 

Two couples. Two stories. One reality. If you think sex isn’t important, you are sadly mistaken. Many people have been wounded by sex and hurt by sexual memories. (We’ll talk about this in a later chapter.) But if you’re married, sex will be one of the most important parts of your life, whether you want it to be that way or not. If you don’t treat sex this way—as a matter of supreme importance—you’re shortchanging yourself, your spouse, and your kids.

This might, in fact, be a hard book to read. It certainly was a hard book to write, because in our society today we have a difficult time talking about sex. Oh, we joke about sex, degrading it through filthy stories, movies, and magazines, but we never talk about marital sex in the way the Creator designed it. Marital sex—the most important and only appropriate kind, in my view—gets ignored, and couples pay a fearful price when this sad reality happens.

But when you give people permission to talk about sex in a nonthreatening environment, you can’t shut them up! Once they get going, they want to talk about sex because they know that sex is a powerful force in our married lives.

My hope is that this book will expand and challenge your thinking about sex. It’s not just a how-to-do-it manual; the physical mechanics aren’t that difficult. This is more of a do-it-yourself look at why to do it and how to do it better. I want to reawaken in you the shared experience of enjoying this wonderful gift on your journey with your mate. This is not a book that should make you feel guilty, but rather it should expand your thinking and the possibility that you too can have an active, fulfilling sex life with the one you love.

This book may not have all the answers, but it does have a lot of them. I’m not a sexual therapist; I’m a psychologist. While we’ll talk about the physical side of sex, my specialty is with what goes on in your brain and in your relationship. That’s where most marriages need to be healed first.

Besides, the physical aspect will usually take care of itself if the relationship is healthy. If you decide to become sexually adventurous as a couple, you’re not going to do things perfectly, anyway; you’re going to fail, and hopefully, you’ll laugh about it when you do. Nobody’s sex life is such that every experience is a ten. You may have to be satisfied with regular eights or sixes and even an occasional three.

But this book is written for you, as a couple, to help you understand what a unique and wonderful gift you are to each other, as well as the unique and wonderful ways you can express your love in a very physical and pleasurable sense.

From my experience of working with thousands of couples, I’ve become convinced that this wonderful gift of sex makes everything nicer. A couple’s sex life is usually a microcosm of the marriage. Every now and then a couple has a great sex life with a poor marriage, but this is the rarity, something you see only every couple of years. Most often, if the marriage is on the rocks, sex will follow it to the bottom.

Our Deepest Desires

I want to say a word to the men right at the start of this book. I know, I know—you can’t wait until we start getting to the really good parts. But first let me put marital sex into a completely different context. You need to know that every day a woman internally asks her husband, Do you really love me? Do you really care?

How does she measure that love? How does she know she’s truly cared for? It’s usually not in the bedroom. If anything turns off a woman, it’s the feeling that all her husband cares about is sex. If a wife thinks her main role is to be a willing recipient of her husband’s sexual advances, she feels demeaned and disrespected.

Men, if your attitude has become, Well, honey, are you gonna put out tonight or not? you don’t realize how much you’re missing. With that attitude all you’re going to get—at best—is an accommodating wife, but never an eager one. I can give you the best sexual technique in the world, but with that attitude, your sexual life is still going to wind up in the pits.

What warms a woman up is when her husband helps around the house, picks up after himself, helps with the children, makes arrangements for dates, and overall cares for her. If a husband consistently and graciously does this without acting like a martyr, he’s going to find, six times out of ten, that his wife is ready and eager to enjoy an active and fulfilling love life. It will be a natural response to a lifestyle of sincere affection.

Let’s talk about the six in ten. Women, this might surprise you, but even more than your husband wants to have sex with you for his own sexual relief, the truth is, he wants to please you even more than he wants to be pleasured. It might seem like it’s all about him, but what he really wants, emotionally, is to see how much you enjoy the pleasure he can give you. If he fails to do that, for any reason, he’ll end up feeling inadequate, lonely, and unloved. Most of us men want to be our wives’ heroes.

It’s my theory that the little boys we men once were, we still are. We still want to please the primary woman in our life. When we were six, that meant pleasing Mommy; when we’re twenty-six (or thirty-six, or forty-six, or sixty-six), it’s our bride.

When sex dies in a marriage, a man loses something very important to him—the knowledge that he can please his wife physically. And a woman loses the satisfaction that she has a man who is enthralled with her beauty.

Because sex is so intimate to who we are as men and women, it becomes intricately tied up with the smallest element of every marriage. If a couple spent just ten minutes describing their sex life to me, I’d have a pretty good handle on what’s happening in the rest of their marriage. So while I want to help you improve your sexual technique, I also want to remind you that sex is part of a relationship.

Gourmet Sex

Just about anybody can “biologically” perform the act of sexual intercourse, just as any five-year-old can make a peanut-butter sandwich. But if you want a gourmet meal, you need to find a chef.

For example, anybody can cook a fish. You can take the slippery sucker out of the water, not bother to gut it or descale it but just throw it in a pan without any spices or preparation, and it’ll cook. You’ll be able to bite through those scales, pick the innards out of your teeth, but still get some healthy fish to swallow. You’ve cooked a fish.

But it’s going to taste fishy if you do it that way, and good fish does not taste fishy. I know what I’m talking about here. My Swedish-Norwegian uncles were fishermen. Man, did they know how to prepare a fish!

I remember one time as a young kid, my uncle asked me, “Do you like to eat fish, boy?”

“No.”

“You’d like this fish.”

“No, thank you,” I said in my squeaky boy’s voice. “I don’t eat fish. I don’t like fish.”

He smiled a knowing smile, then took out a nice shiny quarter. “Would you try just one bite if I gave you this?”

Back in those days, a quarter could get you a whole lot more than a gumball, so I took the offer. But I didn’t stop at one bite; I ate thirteen of those little suckers. I’d never tasted anything so good in my entire life!

The difference is, my uncle knew what he was doing. He carefully filleted the fish, expertly removing all the bones. Then he put the fish in saltwater, which draws out the blood and other things you don’t want in there. Then he dipped the fish in pancake batter and fried it up just right.

A chef isn’t a “born” cook. He goes to school, studies the art of cooking, masters the use of herbs and flavors and presentation, and then experiments with what works best. A good sexual “chef” does the same thing. A loving husband will soon learn that presentation means everything to a woman. To truly engage a wife’s senses, a husband needs to be aware of how he presents himself for sex. Because men have hair triggers, presentation often gets ignored, and the man is clumsy, awkward, or even offensive in the way he approaches his wife for sexual intimacy.

Trust me, men: How you present your “hunk of burning love” really matters, and it’s something that needs to be put in context. Your wife wants to know you’re a good father, as well as a kind and generous person, every bit as much as she wants to know you can touch all the right places.

Too many married couples settle for second best. The husband is willing to use his wife for biological release, and the wife may be willing to “accommodate” her husband just to avoid his incessant nagging (and, sometimes, outright begging). But that’s not what either of them truly desires. Neither person is fulfilled when sex is desperately asked for and only grudgingly given.

So take the plunge! Joyfully move from “peanut butter and jelly sex” to gourmet intimacy. Don’t settle for less than God has intended. Sex is one of the most amazing things God ever thought up—but sex this good doesn’t come naturally to any one of us. We have to become willing to practice how to be a better lover; we need to spend time thinking of ways to keep sex fresh and fun; we even need to study our spouse to discover just what fulfills them sexually.

Some of you might be asking, “But Doc, is it worth the effort?” Is it worth the effort?! If you could see into the future and experience just a taste of what a fulfilling sex life can do for your marriage, my guess is that you’d be willing to invest a whole lot more time than you’re investing now. You’d be begging me to tell you more.

In addition to gourmet sex, there’s what I like to call “designer” sex.

Designer Sex

“Do all men think about sex all the time?” a woman asked me in obvious exasperation after I’d talked about the differences between men and women.

“Well, not all the time,” I said, noting the relief cover her face until I added, “sometimes we think about food and sex. Occasionally we think about killing deer and breaking ninety on the golf course, but pretty much our minds go back to sex.”

“Aren’t there any men who are holy and have pure minds?” she went on.

See, that’s the problem right there: She’s assuming that when I say most men think about sex a large percentage of the time, I mean we’re thinking dirty thoughts. Some people of faith think God and sex have about as much in common as football and ice dancing. Just because a man thinks about sex a lot doesn’t mean he’s thinking impure thoughts. If he’s imagining what another woman (besides his wife) looks like naked, or how good she’d be in bed, then yes, he’s polluting his mind. But if he’s imagining how good it would feel to rub massage oil all over his wife later that night while on his way to giving her a body-to-body massage, he’s being as pure as an inner-city mission worker serving a bowl of soup to the homeless.

Who is the giver of all good gifts? God. Sex is a gift from God and a commandment from God. When God tells us to be “fruitful and multiply,” he’s not talking about apples and cloning. He’s talking about having sexual intercourse and giving birth to babies.

Author Stephen Schwambach writes:

Anybody who has ever experienced great lovemaking instinctively knows the truth: Sex is too good to have just happened. It didn’t evolve as the result of some cosmic accident. Something this exquisite had to have been lovingly, brilliantly, creatively designed.

If an atheist ever comes up to you and demands proof that there is a God, all you have to answer is one word: “Sex.” Give him a day to think about it. If at the end of that day he remains unconvinced, then he has just revealed far more about his sex life—or the lack thereof—than he ever intended!

God created sex. Doesn’t that tell you a lot about who God really is? Among other things, it tells you that He is ingenious.1

“Designer sex” is sex as the Creator intended it; sex that uses his manual as a guide. Observant Jews and Christians both believe that sex as God designed it is sex only within marriage.

Why do you think God reserves sex for marriage? I believe that one of the reasons (which gets very little attention, unfortunately) is that good sex is not easy and it’s very personal. Think about it: A man is given the daunting task of trying to read how to set his bride’s sails in changing winds. Sometimes she wants to run free and loose; other times she wants to tack back and forth, keeping things in check. If the husband is going to be the captain of her heart, he has to learn how to read the winds, and that takes a lot of time and a lot of experience with the same woman. Experience with other women will lead him astray more than help him, because every woman is unique in her desire and pleasure.

Think about it this way: If you’ve had sex with nine women, put nine watches on your arm—five on one arm and four on the other. Now let me ask you, what time is it? It becomes so complicated trying to average the nine watches that you’re much better off having just one watch, even if that timepiece is off by a couple minutes.

In the same way, the wife is also charged with understanding her husband so well that she intuitively knows when her husband needs her to initiate sex or when he needs her to allow herself to be vanquished in a holy and profound way. She should actually study her husband’s spoken and unspoken sexual needs and desires as vigorously as she did any textbook before a major test in high school or college. After all, this isn’t just an academic exercise. This is her marriage!

Designer sex is about more than familiarity, however. It’s also about respect. I’ve heard a lot of women say some very hurtful and disrespectful things about men in general and their husbands in particular: “He’s always ready for sex with whomever or whatever.” “He thinks through his fly.” A woman minimizes a man when she says that all he cares about is sex; she betrays her ignorance about the complexity of a man’s soul and the interconnectedness of our spirituality and physical being. What she doesn’t realize is that sex represents many different things to a man. A number of them are emotional and spiritual, having nothing to do with the physical. I’m your average Joe who doesn’t have eight buddies to talk about life with, like most women do. All I’ve got is my wife, and if she’s too busy with the kids and I repeatedly get sent into the dugout, I tell myself, She doesn’t care. She doesn’t know what I’m up against.

Sometimes we men do act like little boys. I’m not saying that’s good or admirable, but that’s the way we are. You’re married to a real man, not an ideal stoic—and if he is denied sexual fulfillment, it will affect him in more ways than a woman could possibly understand.

One of the most loving and holy things you can do in marriage is to provide a sexually fulfilling pursuit of your husband or wife. Therefore, without apology, this is going to be the most explicit book I’ve ever written (which is why, I have to confess, it has been harder to write than any other). I want to teach you how to be an extravagant lover. I want your spouse to go to sleep with a smile on his or her face thinking, I’ve got to be the happiest guy/girl in the world!

But before you read on, let me give you a few warnings.

Warning!

I’m not ashamed to say that sex is one of my favorite subjects. There is little I don’t like about sex between a married husband and wife. Whenever someone asks me, “Dr. Leman, what’s the best position for sex?” I always respond, “Any position is good if it gets the job done!”

Notice I didn’t say that any sexual experience is good, because I believe that any sexual experience outside of marriage is ultimately destructive. If you are not married (or not going through premarital counseling—more on this in a moment), then this book is not for you. The advice I’m giving about exploring creativity in sexuality is meant for committed couples, not for those who are living together or sleeping together outside of marriage.

If you are having sex before marriage, you are ultimately threatening your own happiness and marital satisfaction. The research couldn’t be clearer:

1. A national study of over 1,800 married couples indicated that the probability of getting a divorce was twice as high for couples who had cohabited prior to marriage compared to those couples who had not. In addition, cohabitation prior to marriage related to lower levels of subsequent marital interaction and higher levels of marital disagreement and instability.2

2. A study of 3,884 Canadian women indicated that women who had cohabited before marriage were 50 percent more likely to get a divorce than women who had not cohabited before marriage. Of the cohabiting women, 35 percent could be expected to divorce within fifteen years of marriage compared to only 19 percent among those who had not cohabited prior to marriage.3

3. A study of 4,300 Swedish women ages twenty to forty-four indicated that those who had cohabited before marriage had divorce rates that were 80 percent higher than women who had not cohabited before marriage.4

4. A study using a nationally representative sample of 1,235 women ages twenty to thirty-seven indicated that married women who had cohabited prior to marriage were 3.3 times more likely to have sex with someone other than their husband than married women who had not cohabited prior to marriage. Single women who cohabited were 1.7 times more likely to have a secondary sex partner than single women who did not live with their partners.5

So then, if you are living with someone outside of marriage, I suggest you move out and start over. The two of you may still make it work, but if you can’t make it work outside of marriage without being sexually active, odds are that the marriage will soon fall apart anyway.

Now some of you are thinking, This Dr. Leman guy is nuts—a holdover from the Victorian era! Not so. Before you close this book and go on with life, let me remind you that today’s average marriage lasts just seven years. This is a pathetic shadow of what marriage used to be. Obviously, what we’re doing today in our society—sex on the first or second date—isn’t working for us. It may help singles cope with sexual frustration in the short run, but it destroys meaningful marriages in the long run.

Maybe we ought to try it a new way.

After unmarried people, the second group I want to warn away from this book consists of those people who are uncomfortable talking about sex in a forthright manner. I have talked about sex in front of some adults who practically attempted to crawl under the floor when I had participants start to list slang words for the male genitalia. (You wouldn’t believe how silent it got when I followed up with, “And now, what about the female genitalia?”)

I’ll be honest with you: Probably everybody will be offended by at least one thing I say in this book. If you don’t like one particular point, that’s okay. You paid for this book if you didn’t get it out of the library, so rip out the page, throw it away, and focus on the rest. It won’t bug me—but I owe it to you to be straightforward and provocative.

Some people hear the word sex and think, All right! It’s about time. Give it to me straight, Leman, and don’t hold back on any of the details! These folks are like my best friend Moonhead, who likes to remind me, “Leman, it’s not good sex if you don’t need to take a shower afterwards.” They would be offended only if I dabbled in clichés to avoid sounding provocative.

Other people can barely mouth the word sex and keep a straight face. I understand this. Few things are more private and more personal than sexual activity between a husband and a wife. These people think it is impossible to even mention the basics of sexual anatomy and activity without getting into bad taste or immorality.

I want to warn you up front: I’m going to be very explicit and frank in this book. If specific descriptions of sexual acts offend you or you find discussions of sexual creativity within marriage to be distasteful, please know that it isn’t my intention to cause an offense. The church is filled with many people from many different backgrounds, and we need all of them. However, I encourage you to cherish your spouse enough to risk opening the door to exploring new ways to increase your sexual intimacy. Although some statements in this book may make you uncomfortable, keep reading with an open mind—take the challenge to think creatively about this important aspect of your marriage.

Finally, allow me, as a psychologist, to give a word of warning to premarital couples who will be using this book. I recommend that you save the second half for the honeymoon. You will find it helpful to read the chapters up through the one dealing with your first night together, because that information will serve you well on your honeymoon. You’ll also benefit from the chapters entitled “For Men Only” and “For Women Only.” But please stop there until after you’re married. Reading together explicit descriptions of sexual activities when you cannot morally engage in those activities is a temptation you don’t need to bring into your life at this point. Trust me on this one: Couples rarely suffer from a lack of information as much as they suffer from a lack of innocence in the marital bed. You can make up for a lack of information after you’re married; the lack of innocence will mark your relationship for life. Give each other the best wedding gift and the best honeymoon available: pure bodies, pure love, and pure intentions. Once you understand the basics you’ll have plenty to hold you until after the wedding, at which point you can feast to your heart’s delight—with God’s blessing and good pleasure! So bring the book along for the honeymoon—but be willing to wait until then.

If you’re still reading, welcome aboard! I can’t wait to get going.
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A Crowded Bed

Your marriage bed is one of the most crowded places on the face of the earth. It is teeming with people, some of whom you’ve never met, but they’re all there—all affecting your sexual intimacy, looking over your shoulder, and shaping the quality of your sexual pleasure.

Don’t look behind the pillow, but be aware that your parents are lurking right underneath it! And if you think that’s bad, you also better get used to your in-laws, who are hiding under your spouse’s pillow!

At the foot of the bed? Oh, that’s your and your spouse’s siblings. Underneath the bed? Don’t even get me started on that!

What am I talking about?

You come into marriage with more baggage than you know. This baggage has formed into what I call your “rulebook”—unconscious but

very influential beliefs you hold about how things should be done (especially in bed). A big part of my counseling practice is devoted to helping people understand their rulebook, because a person’s rulebook governs everything about his or her life, especially sexuality.

“But Dr. Leman,” you might say, “I didn’t know I had a rulebook!”

Few of us do, but all of us get furious when a rule from our rulebook is broken. A husband will ultimately pay for the mistakes of his father-in-law, just as a wife will pay dearly for the mistakes of her mother-in-law. You’re not getting married to a person without a past. You’re going to bed with a person who has been indelibly imprinted by his order of birth, her parents’ style of child rearing, and his early childhood experiences. She may be naked when she comes to bed, but the last thing she is is alone.

Since I deal extensively with rulebooks in another book, The New Birth Order Book: Why You Are the Way You Are, in this book I’m going to limit myself to talking about how rulebooks affect us in bed.

Your Sexual Rulebook

Cheryl wants to be surprised by sex; she wants spontaneity, creativity, and variety. She is most offended by boredom, and she wants her husband to always keep her guessing about what’s next. One of Cheryl’s favorite sexual memories is when her husband brought home a bottle of baby oil and a tarp to put over the bedsheets. The two spouses slid all over each other and created quite a mess, but it was spontaneous, created a lot of laughs, and Cheryl had the time of her life.

Melissa hates to be shocked. She wants to know what’s going to happen at least twenty-four hours ahead of time. If she and her husband are going to be naked at the same time, there must be a towel beneath both of them before either partner exchanges any bodily fluids, lest those same bodily fluids actually touch the sheet. Both partners must be properly showered and all teeth must be brushed within thirty minutes of beginning sex. The thought of making a huge mess or a huge noise would turn her off instead of turn her on. If Melissa’s husband brought home a bottle of baby oil, she’d say, “And just what do you think you’re going to do with that? It’ll take me half a day just to clean up the mess! Have you ever tried to wipe that stuff up?”

Why the difference?

Ted wants his wife to be the sexual aggressor. He loves it when she pushes him over and jumps on top; it’s the most thrilling thing he’s ever known to watch his wife actively take part in the sexual act and actually work to find the position where she receives the most stimulation. And when she’s expressive about how good she’s feeling, Ted can barely contain his excitement.

Andy has to be in control at all times; he takes any initiative from his wife as a challenge to his own masculinity. He decides what they do, when they do it, and how they do it, no arguments allowed.

Why are two men so very different?

One of the great pitfalls in writing a book like this is that no two men and no two women are alike. Men can be just as different from other men as genders can be different from each other. While we can make generalizations, every stereotype will be proven false by somebody, which is why individual communication is so crucial in a marriage. I can give you advice about what most men like, but that very advice might really turn your husband off. There really is no substitute for a married couple reading this book together and discussing the chapters as they go along.

What accounts for this great variety in styles of lovemaking? Nine times out of ten, it has to do with a person’s rulebook. Cheryl’s rulebook says, “Sex is more enjoyable when it’s fun and spontaneous; life is too short to do anything the same way twice.” Melissa’s rulebook says, “Sex needs to be governed by strict standards, lest it get out of hand.” Jim’s rulebook says, “Sex is most meaningful when my wife pursues me and shows she wants me,” while Andy’s rulebook says, “Sex is okay only when I’m in charge.”

These rulebooks are shaped by our response to our childhood experiences, our upbringing, and our birth order. Rulebooks within families will usually have some similarities, but they will also have marked differences. Ultimately, your rulebook is a very individual thing, and it governs virtually everything you do.

The thing about rulebooks is that they are often unconscious. Melissa probably can’t explain why she just has to have a towel under her any more than Andy could articulate why he’d go crazy if his wife tried to take control. But these unconscious rules govern every act of sex they’ve ever been a part of.

Understanding Your Sexual Rulebook

Parental influences

To begin discovering these unwritten and often unconscious rules, ask yourself a few questions:

• What gets me most upset in bed?

• What, in general, most fulfills me sexually?

• What makes me lose all interest in sex?

• What generates the most interest in sex?

• What sexual request or act creates the most fear in me?

Now step back and ask yourself why this might be so. Why does the thought of oral sex disgust me, when so many others find it exciting? Why does having the light on make me feel cold sexually, when it arouses others? Why do I need my spouse to be the one who always initiates sexual intimacy?

Part of the answer might be how you were brought up to think about sex. Some people, particularly from very religious households, were taught that sex is something best never spoken of. “Yes, sex is necessary to populate the world, but let’s pretend that it doesn’t even exist the rest of the time!” If a person grows up in this environment, he or she may never feel fully free to let go and enjoy the sexual experience for its own sake.

Here’s why you want to ask yourself these questions and bring the “hidden influence” out into the open: Once you understand the influence, you can decide whether it’s a healthy or unhealthy one. You can choose to keep it or, if it’s hindering your marriage, get rid of it.

So ask yourself these questions. Were your parents affectionate? Did you have the kind of mom who always slapped her husband’s hands away when he tried to flirt with her? Was your dad uncommonly cold toward you and your mom? Did he use his hand only to hurt and never to caress? Most importantly, has this style of parenting warped your view of sexual expression?

Maybe you had the opposite problem and your parents turned you off by being libertines. Perhaps as a young girl you found some pornography in your dad’s bedroom, and the sight of those pictures disgusted you, making you say, “I’m never going to do anything like that.” Even worse, you might have been abused, making it all but impossible for you to trust another man. Every touch feels like a violation, even though you know your husband loves you.

Sadly, many husbands don’t even know their wives were sexually abused. I can’t tell you how many times in my private practice I’ve been the first one to find out—the first person the abused woman ever shared her misery with. It amazes me that a guy who has been married for ten or even fifteen years doesn’t know how much hurt is in his wife’s past; he thinks she’s frigid, not realizing she’s been paralyzed by hurt and shame—and he ends up paying for it.

The irony is, an abused woman often runs to marriage specifically as an excuse to say no to sex. She knows her husband isn’t going to use and abuse her, so she gladly accepts the offer of marriage, thinking that once she’s in the safe confines of matrimony, she can kiss sex good-bye. The sad fact in all this is that the man who really loves a woman like this is the one who winds up getting stiffed. (We’ll talk more about this in a moment, but if you have abuse in your past, I recommend reading Dr. Dan Allender’s The Wounded Heart, which I think is the best book out there on this subject. Another book every woman needs to read is Intimate Issues by Linda Dillow.)

Whatever the case, know this: You have been profoundly shaped, particularly by your opposite-sex parent. If a woman’s father abuses her—sexually or otherwise—she’s going to have a very difficult time opening up sexually to her husband, even though she may have been sexually promiscuous with many boyfriends. If, on the other hand, she had a very healthy relationship with her father, she is likely going to have less trouble achieving orgasm, and she will tend to have far fewer inhibitions in bed. Fully giving herself to her husband will feel natural and safe.

A man who lived with a domineering and controlling mother may dislike a sexually aggressive wife. A man who found gentle love with his mom, and who was taught to respect her, generally won’t have too much trouble becoming sexually intimate with his wife.

Birth order

Your rulebook is also a product of your birth order. If you were in my office, I’d begin asking you questions about your siblings. If you’re like Andy, the man who needs to be in control, I’d be willing to wager that you’re a firstborn or only-born child. If you think sex and fun should go together most of the time, I’m guessing you’re a lastborn child. If you often accommodate your spouse but rarely if ever initiate sex, it wouldn’t surprise me at all if you’re a middle-born son or daughter.

I deal with birth order extensively in The New Birth Order Book, so I’ll just summarize here. Lastborns grow up with a tremendous, unflagging sense of entitlement. Because they are often coddled and babied—not just by Mom and Dad, but also often by older siblings—lastborns usually grow up to be “people persons.” They are charming, frequently very funny, and often blatant show-offs, loving to be the life of the party. They can also be manipulative, however. Lastborns tend to love surprises, and they are far more open to risks than their older siblings.

In bed, this often results in a desire for surprise, spontaneity, and fun. Lastborns will generally be fairly affectionate but will like to be coddled and taken care of. You better show lastborn spouses a good bit of attention!

Middleborn children are more of a mystery. We don’t have time to go into why this is so, but middleborns are the hardest to define, because middle children can go in any number of directions (most often, that direction is directly opposite of the child that is just above them). In general, however, middles like peace at all costs. They are the negotiators, the mediators, and the compromisers. They aren’t usually as assertive as firstborn children, but they also require less “care and feeding” than a lastborn child. They will be more secretive and often unselfish to a fault. You may have a hard time getting a middle child to actually tell you what he or she would like in bed.

Firstborns (as well as only children) are the class presidents, the high achievers, the ones who like to be in control and who are convinced that they know the way everything should be done. They are known for being capable and dependable, but they are also perfectionists who are exacting and exhaustingly logical. Their desire for control can lead some to be power mongers and others to be pleasers. If you have sex with the former, you’ll feel like you have to jump through hoops to get everything just right—as he or she defines it. If you are married to the latter, this spouse will go out of his or her way to make sure you feel good—but the approach may soon feel mechanical and forced.

There are all kinds of exceptions, but in general, you can learn a good deal about yourself and your spouse by considering your birth order—and how that order of birth has shaped your expectations and your sexual rulebook.

Early memories

The last determiner of your rulebook that we will talk about consists of your early childhood memories.6 Those early events (when you were in third grade or younger) helped shape your expectations about life and about the way things should be done. You learned either that the world is a safe place . . . or a dangerous place. You developed the assumption that people will either treat you with kindness . . . or betray you and threaten you. Because of what was done to you, you have learned to make any number of assumptions that you now take for granted, and you view your spouse through the lens of these memories.

Here’s a case in point: A father promises his young daughter that he will take her out for ice cream after he gets back from the hardware store. The daughter waits by the door for two hours. Eventually Dad does come home, but he smells like alcohol and his speech is slurred. Of course, he forgets all about his promise to take her out for ice cream.

Twenty years later, her husband promises to take her out for dinner. He is legitimately delayed when he gets a flat tire on the way home. When he does finally show up forty-five minutes late, his wife reads him the riot act. He can’t understand why she is so upset because he doesn’t realize she’s not just yelling at him—she’s yelling at her drunken father.

The key is to recognize your tendencies based on your past history and gain a better understanding of these unspoken assumptions. Until you know what they are, you won’t be able to edit them.

Editing Your Rulebook

As a speaker who is on the road more weekends than not, I’ve gone through my share of luggage, and then some. I used to have one suitcase with literally dozens of luggage tags. You see, the airlines ask you to write your name and address on this thin piece of cardboard, which you attach to your bag with an elastic string. The problem is, the tag is so thin and fragile that it usually lasts just two or three flights before it gets torn off. I never removed the torn-off parts; instead, I just attached a new tag. So after a couple years, I must have had fifty or more little pieces of paper tied to the handle—which made the piece of luggage look really ratty and beat-up.

When you look at people’s lives like I do, you find that many people are the same way. Their “trips” throughout life have left marks—and not always positive ones. They’ve been beaten up and are weighed down by their past travels, and over time, they really start to look ratty.

The problem comes in retracing those travels when you only have snippets of information! I’ve always marveled at electricians, who can open up an electronic device and sort through about fifty different colors of wire. Me? I see red and black, and that’s about it. Red means positive, black means negative, and anything else is over my head!

But wading through a person’s past is sort of like trying to find an electrical short in the midst of hundreds of wires: Where did that fear come from? What left that scar? What created that expectation?

So many people’s lives have many broken relationships that have left behind psychological scar tissue. Sometimes surgeons have to go in and remove scar tissue because it builds up so much, and in a way, psychologists need to do the same thing. If your cache of scar tissue is particularly deep, you’ll need to talk to a professional—but even so, I think this section will help point you in the right direction and get you started asking the right questions.

The good news is, you can edit your rulebook. The bad news is, doing so can be difficult and can take a great deal of time. As I just stated, if you’ve experienced severe trauma—sexual abuse, for instance—you’re going to need a professional therapist to help you overcome these early memories and tragic negative parental influence. But many of you can make improvements through making small choices.

First, once you understand your rulebook, remind yourself that just because something feels comfortable to you doesn’t make that the standard. A spontaneous man needs to learn that his wife may feel threatened by his spontaneity. Conversely, a controlling woman needs to understand that her lack of spontaneity may be boring her husband right into the arms of another woman. The way you look at sex is the way you look at sex—but that doesn’t make it the right way, or the only way to look at sex. I’m not saying there aren’t any moral absolutes; I certainly believe there are. But I am saying that what we feel about sex within the context of marriage can be a very individual thing.

Here’s a secret we’ll discuss more thoroughly later in the book, but it’s relevant to bring up here: Good lovers learn to know their lover better than they know themselves. You’ve got to stop viewing sex through your perception alone and start viewing it through your spouse’s eyes. If you can do that—understanding your spouse’s rulebook in the process—just about everything else we discuss in this book will fall into place. Great marital sex is about learning to love someone else the way he or she wants to be loved.

Second, decide that you no longer want to let a parent’s shortcomings affect your marital sex life. Think about your inclinations and those areas in the bedroom where you know you fall short, and ask yourself, Is this what I truly want to give my spouse? Or does he (or she) deserve more? You then consciously begin practicing the very trait you hope to acquire. The woman who needs the towel under her should try to experience a quickie in the kitchen, just for once. The man who thinks he needs to be in control should let his wife take over one time. When you do this, you will certainly discover that the world doesn’t stop turning because you “broke a rule.” Your mom will not call you up from the grave and lecture you, “Why didn’t you get out a towel?” Your childhood pastor will not suddenly appear in your kitchen wanting to know why the two of you tried that sexual position. In fact, you may even find that breaking the rule led to one of the most enjoyable sexual encounters you’ve had in a long time!

This is something you have to initiate. Your spouse can’t rewrite your rulebook; you have to do that. You must be the one who discovers it, evaluates it, and then makes a plan to change it. Be honest but firm with yourself: I know this makes me feel uncomfortable. But even more than my comfort, I value Phil’s happiness, so just this once I’m going to see if I can make myself get a little more adventurous.

Finally, you’ve got to put away the past. The only way I know how to help someone do that is to reconnect with the power of God in their life. If we ask for forgiveness, God will remove the stain of our sin and forgive us, leaving us psychologically fresh and new.

This is a spiritual reality I’ve seen happen time and time again. As much as some of my colleagues like to belittle Christianity and religious faith in general, I have found it to be the most powerful method of dealing with past hurts, sins, and psychological scar tissue. Don’t get me wrong: I’m not a Christian because Christianity works. I’m a Christian because I believe Christianity is true—but the fact that it also works very well has served my clients and me greatly.

If you really want to start anew, you need to align yourself with God’s principles. That means, first, if you’re living together but not married, you need to find separate living arrangements. Start to date again, but keep sex out of your relationship.

As much as this is the moral thing to do, it’s also the right thing to do, psychologically speaking. By now, just about everyone has heard the phrase “recycled virgins”—people who were once sexually promiscuous (sexually active, for our politically correct friends) but who have now made the choice to abstain until marriage. This is a very healthy model for those who have lost their initial virginity to follow. For their own sake, these couples need to see God making a change in their lives in order to build a stronger foundation for their marriage. They need to experience not just God’s forgiveness, but also the power he provides to help us resist temptation.

Why is this so important? Let me put it this way: Your marriage’s chances of survival are based on you and your spouse’s level of self-control. I once counseled a young couple to stop having sex until after they got married, and the young man casually replied, “I don’t know if I can make it for three or four months without having sex. If Sheila and I stop having sex, I might be tempted to look for it elsewhere.”

Without blinking, I turned to the young woman and said, “If he can’t keep his hands off you or any other woman for three months because he lacks the discipline, what possible hope is there after you get married and he’s off on business five days a week while you’re at home surrounded by little kids?”

The things God asks us to do as single men and women are the very things that build in us the character qualities we need as husbands and wives. If we short-circuit the process, we cheat ourselves, and we enter marriage inadequately prepared for a happy, long-lasting relationship. The more couples I talk to, the more convinced I become that God knew what he was talking about when he prescribed no sex before marriage, and lots of great sex after marriage.

Beyond all this, there really is a tremendous cleansing power in knowing that God has forgiven you for what you’ve done. Having said this, I also need to gently remind you that while God removes the stain, he doesn’t always remove the consequences. The reality, for many of you, is that even though you’ve been forgiven, you must become like the alcoholic whose credo is “one day at a time.” You’ve damaged your soul by giving your body to many lovers, and that means you’ll need some emotional, spiritual, and relational therapy.

Like everything in life, you’ll need to build on some small successes. If you have flashbacks of former sexual partners, you’ll need to learn on a case-by-case basis how to turn your attention back to your spouse (more on this in a moment). You garner strength when you learn to say no when you want to say yes. The more you do this, the stronger you become, and the more self-control you gain.

A disciplined life is a joyful life, because when you internalize boundaries you protect yourself from the very things that will bring the most pain into your life and marriage and sexual bed. Imagine being wrapped up in passion with your spouse, and suddenly someone else comes to mind, marring what had been a very special session of lovemaking.

That’s the shame of it all. A sexual track record tends to follow us. Some people have so much baggage tattered to their psychological and sexual self, so many little name tags that have never been completely torn off, that it gets very difficult not to compare this man or woman you deeply love and respect to some hot little number you wrestled with many a night years ago.

Since this has, unfortunately, become so prevalent in our society, let’s talk more about dealing with your sexual past.

Your Sexual Past: Fighting Flashbacks

I wish I could say that if you’ve been sexually active, don’t worry—you can be just like a virgin again. But if I said that, I’d be lying. God will forgive you, your spouse can accept you. But it’s far healthier to be realistic if you’ve had previous sexual experience. A recycled virgin still brings more baggage to the marriage bed than a true virgin. There’s a reason God tells us to save sex until marriage, and there are consequences if we step over that line.

For starters, you may have flashbacks. Sexual memories are a natural phenomenon if you’ve had other lovers in your life. Unfortunately, these flashbacks can interfere with a healthy marital sex life. I’ve had several patients confide that flashbacks were a significant problem, particularly those who had a strict upbringing and who didn’t live up to it. For women, the guilt can feel almost overwhelming at times. They’re making love to their husband when suddenly ex-boyfriend Richard comes to mind. Since sex is such an emotional experience for women, a flashback robs them of the meaning and the moment.

Men, on the other hand, tend to compare the physical reactions, and their flashbacks are more likely based on comparison. What if a former girlfriend knew how to touch you in a particularly satisfying way? And what if your wife is worried that she’ll never be able to compete? And when she asks you about it, she can tell that, so far, she hasn’t come close to pleasing you like that other woman used to? The pain of such a realization cuts very deeply. Men who have previous sexual experiences may also have a hard time valuing the emotional connection of married sex since they’re focused more specifically on physical pleasure.

It’s not easy, but you’ve got to start anew, and that means letting your spouse start anew as well. Remember what we talked about in the previous section: Once you’ve asked for forgiveness, God has forgiven you. I realize it’s easy to have that understanding but not always quite so easy to accept it emotionally. If I knew how to keep the thoughts away, I wouldn’t be a psychologist; I’d be a magician! The things we want to repress and not think about are usually the things that pop up in our minds during the most inappropriate times.

Here’s a little trick: As soon as you get that memory, start talking to your husband, saying how much you love him, how much you want to please him, what he means to you, or how aroused you feel. If the latter isn’t true, take his hands and help him please you so that all of your conscious thoughts and words are focused on him instead of thinking of another.

In other words, your assignment is to relearn how to have the best sex possible with your spouse. Whenever any memories intrude on your current sex life, try to make your present sex life that much more satisfying. You get rid of the old by focusing on the new. This is a conscious choice: I’m not going to dwell on that memory; instead, I’m going to daydream about how to make my spouse cry out with pleasure.

How well this works will depend in part on how much damage has been done. You can get away with not brushing your teeth once in a while, but if you neglect your teeth for months or years on end, you’re going to get gum disease. If, at the first onset of that disease, you suddenly decide to become the best flosser in the neighborhood and start brushing your teeth after every meal, you may be able to prevent further infection, but you’re still going to have to recover from the previous damage.

It’s like a smoker who quits. As a former smoker myself, I know I’m much healthier now that I haven’t lit up in over thirty-five years. But while I’m much healthier for quitting, I’d still be better off if I had never smoked a single cigarette in the first place.

To Share or Not to Share?

When dealing with a couple’s sexual past, the first question that usually comes up in the counseling room is, “How much of our past should we share?”

My answer is, “As little as possible.”

Your spouse deserves to know whether he or she is marrying a virgin; he or she also has a right to know whether you’ve slept with just one boyfriend or girlfriend, or whether your promiscuity put you in bed with multiple partners. Your spouse has a right to know this because it may affect whether or not he or she decides to marry you—and rightly so.

But going into specifics causes far more problems than it solves. Generally speaking, don’t share past sexual secrets. All this does is raise insecurity; suddenly the conversation switches from “I want to know everything about you” to something much, much uglier: “What do you mean you did it three times in one night?” “I thought the hot tub idea was ours!” Listen, if God wanted us to understand what everyone was thinking, he would have given us glass foreheads. It is a gift to your spouse to let some memories die in the past and remain only with you.

A far healthier approach is to simply confess, “Listen, honey, there are some things in my past that I just wish weren’t there” and leave it at that. Sharing any details (“We didn’t have intercourse, but we did get a little carried away one night and . . .”) is just flat-out asking for trouble. Simply confess, “You’re not marrying a virgin. I truly wish you were, but you’re not.”

If a partner presses, use me as an excuse: “A counselor I know suggests that the healthiest thing is for both of us to realize that we are marrying imperfect people with imperfect pasts. Let’s start from the ground up and build the best marriage possible, knowing that from this point on, sex is something that will be shared exclusively with each other—and I want to give you the best sex life possible.”

Then I recommend that you spend considerable time talking about how wonderful it’s going to be when you’re finally married. Below is a letter a young woman wrote to her fiancé just six weeks before they got married. He had sexual experience but she didn’t, and she sensed he was nervous about whether she would be sexually responsive in marriage, especially since she was usually the one putting her foot down about going too far.

What’s so wonderful about this letter is the way the young woman helps her husband-to-be wait for sexual intimacy while she builds expectation for their marriage bed:

Dear husband-to-be,

Happy anniversary! Do you realize we met exactly two years ago today? I have to confess that I never believed I could meet a man with whom I feel so completely comfortable as I do with you. For years I struggled with the thought that someday I would have to be married because that’s the thing to do. I’ve never told anybody this, but I never could really understand why anybody would even want to have sex with a guy—until I met you. Now it’s all I can do to keep my hands off your body!

You have brought out and reawakened every feminine quality that I had buried in the depth of my heart. You have made me want to be the woman I’ve become today. When you look at me with that impish grin, you make my heart smile and flutter. I practically melt from loving you and wanting you so much.

Six weeks from today, I’ll be your wife. In this day and age, where everybody has to “find themselves,” I can’t wait to be a part of you. The thought of being your wife makes me excited and proud. What makes it even extra special is that you’ve really worked hard at keeping us pure. I don’t think I’ve ever really told you this, but it’s very hard for me not to want to touch you all over. I’ll admit it: sometimes I find myself daydreaming about being totally naked, wrapped up in your arms, and we are all over each other.

Just think, we’ve only got six more weeks of waiting and that dream will come true! Just so you know, I don’t plan to hold anything back, so I hope you’re ready!

But I do thank you from the bottom of my heart for being so disciplined and loving me the way you love me so we can start off our marriage with as positive and healthy a start as possible. I can’t tell you how much your love means to me, and how you’ve changed my entire outlook on life. I never could imagine wanting to give myself to a man the way I want to give myself to you (you ought to be smiling right now as you read this note). I love you totally.

Yours forever,

Anne

What a wonderful letter and a great example of how a woman can tell a future husband who is getting a little impatient how eager she is to explore the delights of sexual intimacy, while also reinforcing how important it is to wait.

Some of you married readers may have realized that, because of your rulebook or your sexual past, you’ve withheld a part of yourself from your spouse. You haven’t given your body to your spouse the way this woman is promising to give herself to her future husband. Maybe you’ve been accommodating but not eager. You know you’re not putting in the time and energy your husband or wife deserves. You’ve let your sexual intimacy wane, and frankly, you’ve taken your spouse’s commitment and fidelity for granted.

May I suggest you write a similar letter? Decide what you’ve been holding back, ask your spouse’s forgiveness, and then tell him or her what you hope to do. Don’t let your past dictate your future. Your Creator wants you to have a thrilling and fulfilling sex life. With his forgiveness and a little work on your end to face your past squarely, you can change your rulebook. You can become the type of lover you want to be and you know your spouse deserves.

What are you waiting for?
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