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If you never write a love letter, if you never speak publicly about 
your sexual opinions, if you never dress up as a naughty French 
maid for Halloween, still there is one way that you might unin-
tentionally express your erotic disposition: become a parent. 

If you find yourself in a parenting role, whether as the actual birth 
mom or dad, or as teacher, sister, uncle, or baby-sitter, your atti-
tudes about sex, fantasy, privacy, and desire will affect a child’s 
early impressions deeper than a tattoo.

The conventional debate about parenting and sex runs along the 
lines of who is in charge of telling your kids “the facts of life.” It’s 
some monumental “chat” that you have at a key moment in the 
child’s life, or it’s something you leave in the hands of your para-
noid school board to dispense in their classrooms. 

It’s discussed as a religious issue and an etiquette issue---- how to 
say just the right thing at just the right moment. You implant, al-
most surgically, the correct values that you want your offspring to 
absorb. 



If you have regrets later, it’s always to question your choice of 
words or timing; the message that was too late , too early, lost in 
the puberty shuffle.

Forget it— all of it. The most essential message is the simplest 
one, and it’s something that begins at pregnancy and continues 
every day of family life. That is the simple acknowledgment that

 (a) that everyone in a family is a sexual being, from the grand-
parents to toddlers, and,

 (b) that the sexual aspect of each member of the family is to be 
respected and appreciated.

When I hear people say, “I can never imagine my parents having 
sex,” I wince. If that’s the way you feel about them, you’re well on 
your way to becoming that very thing you find so unimaginable- 
the parent or elder who can’t admit their sexuality.

Parents also tell me that they have discovered, to their anguish, 
that their kids are masturbating, that their kids have even joyfully 
told them that they have discovered something that makes them 
“tingly” all over. It ties me in knots when I realize that they think 
of their kids’ masturbation as a threat, a danger. Even if the su-
perstition that masturbation is “sick” has died, there are plenty 
who still find it worrying and unnatural. Why are we still in the 
dark ages about this?

The third commandment for family sex education is to have the 
courage to say, “I don’t know” when your kids ask difficult sex 
questions, instead of falling back on religious superstition or leg-
end. They need to know from their family that sexuality is not 



black and white, that sometimes you have to search for answers, 
and that even then it can be frustrating.

My daughter and I were watching TV the other day, and a scene 
came on where a boy tries to kiss a girl, and she protests, pushing 
him away. “They always do that,” Aretha said, “Why does the girl 
always push the kisser away?” 

I knew what the next question was, because she also sees how 
that same darn girl ends up kissing that same boy in the end.

 Now I had my whole little spiel lined up, and I was ready to go 
about how sexist most movies are, and how women are always 
played for virgin fools or whorish demons. But Aretha’s question 
was so deep, deeper than my Hollywood critique. What do I want 
to tell her about being a woman, and what women want from 
sex? I realize that I wanted her to know, right off the bat, that I’m 
still answering that question for myself.

Put the birds and bees aside for a moment. I know that much of 
the anxiety we have about addressing our sexual selves in a fam-
ily is because we are so aware of our incest taboo, our fear of be-
ing inappropriately close or confessional with our family. We are 
often unclear on what the boundaries ought to be, and on why 
parents sometimes cross them. Few things sicken us as much as 
hearing about kids who are abused and molested in their family. 
For many people, the only way the family relationship feels safe 
is for it to be sterile.

But families who carry on traditions of sexual abuse aren’t in-
dulging in the consequences of having a free and honest sexual 
environment— tragically, it’s quite the opposite. Sex between 
caretakers and kids is always a secret, where brutal shame and 



the ugliest manipulation are used to rationalize the adult’s ac-
tions.

For me, it has been essential to question why our incest taboo is 
so powerful and relevant today. When I was young, of course I 
read the standard evolutionary discussion of how families must 
not breed together lest they become genetic misfits. I remember 
reading histories of retarded monarchs of the past who’d suffered 
from too much in-breeding, or hearing the hillbilly jokes about 
why a whole family of cousins had six toes.

But our incest taboo is much stronger than simply a species im-
perative to keep blood relations from having intercourse. We 
don’t excuse it when pregnancy isn’t the result. There’s a more 
universal reason why we protect our children, and it’s illuminat-
ing to think less about how this taboo protects than about why it 
empowers.

From the day we begin caring for the children in our lives, we are 
preparing them to leave. It’s the most difficult thing to face-- a 
grand abandonment of our own devising. We bond with our ba-
bies, they are totally dependent on us for years, and yet the whole 
plan is one day to say, “Good-bye.” 

It seems diabolical sometimes- the timing is never right for both 
sides, and a certain amount of heartbreak is inevitable.

How are kids ever supposed to be free of us, in the best possible 
way, if on top of everything else, we control their sexual lives?

 People who have sex with their kids, whatever form that takes, 
are doing more than just something others find repulsive or 



pathological— they are handicapping their charges in the cruelest 
way.

Sexual intimacy is the most difficult thing of all to break free 
from. We look at longtime couples who say how hard it is to get 
over a divorce- how, after so many years together, they find it dif-
ficult to see themselves as individuals, or to connect with some-
one new, or to feel like there’s a future.

How much more difficult is it when the parent you’re trying to 
“break up” with has in some way made themselves your lover? 
The power inequality is so insurmountable, it’s grotesque. For in-
cest survivors, it is psychologically overwhelming to get a “di-
vorce” from this kind of parent, and to find their own independ-
ent sex life.

Once you see that the parent’s challenge is to make independence 
for the young people in their lives possible and successful, then 
you can see that the ideal is not to keep all sexual discussion or 
understanding out of a family, but rather to realize independent 
and unique sexual lives inside the family. 

It means understanding that sexual abuse of children is foremost 
about control, whether the parent acts as a lover or a gatekeeper. 
Locking up your daughters is not usually seen on the same level 
as molesting them, but each intimidation has its own crippling 
consequences.

Want to see young people having responsible, healthy sex lives? 
Have a responsible, healthy sex life yourself - and let it be ac-
knowledged by your family and friends. I’m not talking about do-
ing a strip-tease at the dinner table, I mean in the most basic 



sense. Stop lying. Show evidence of your own sexual health, rap-
port, and integrity.

I see many parents who go to tremendous lengths to convince 
their children that they don’t have a sexual bone in their bodies. 
(It reminds me of closeted homosexuals who go out on staged 
dates with members of the opposite sex, to create a false impres-
sion.) They won’t be affectionate with their lovers; they won’t 
admire something that strikes them as sexy, or find humor in erot-
ically vulnerable situations. When they have health concerns that 
affect their sex lives, they are utterly silent on the subject. They ei-
ther don’t have any books or pictures in the house about sex, or 
they hide them (in places that ultimately will not remain hidden 
from busybody eight-year-olds). If they are caught by their kids 
while making out or making love, instead of saying, “Close the 
door, sweetie, we want to be alone,” they invent some ridiculous 
fib about what they are up to.

If your worst nightmare is that your kid may ask you, “Why can’t 
I watch?” just tell them the truth— that your private life is not an 
entertainment program for their behalf. 

The same thing goes for them; they get to have privacy too. So 
many adults are hysterically equating “closed doors” with “sex-
ual misbehavior;”;they miss the point that sometimes we all want 
to be alone, have personal time to play or dream, connecting with 
our own thoughts.

There are good parenting reasons for being honest with your kids 
about sex. But the benefits to your own life are also immediately 
obvious, even if they don’t immediately sound so noble. Parents 
who aren’t furtively hiding or lying about their sex life are spared 
the hypocritical humiliations that their children will eventually 



unearth. They are blessed with the mental health that comes with 
an honest appreciation of their sensuality, the respect that comes 
with living your life without vicariously appropriating your chil-
dren’s lives.

Usually, when we hear about a parent with a “sexy” reputation, 
it’s the worst sort of gossip— the irresponsible mother who drops 
the kids off at a stranger’s apartment so she can have an affair, or 
the father who’s more interested in conception than any other 
stage of nurturing. It reflects the guilt we feel as parents about 
“Why don’t I ever get to have any fun?” versus our obligation to 
put our kids’ needs above our own.

The natural sacrifices we make for the next generation are not im-
possibly at odds with having an intellectual life, an erotic life, or a 
community life— that doesn’t entirely revolve around our off-
spring. There’s a big difference between going out on a date, or 
having an evening to enjoy a book, or a friend all to yourself— 
and child neglect. 

If you neglect your creative spirit, your children will reflect that 
right back at you with a lack of respect and empathy for your 
concerns. In other words, yes, you can give it all up for them, but 
get ready for a complete lack of gratitude— and after they’re on 
their own, an emptiness that’s even worse than the resentment 
that preceded it.

Lots of parents agree that they should have a private life, a sex 
life— they just have no bloody idea where to begin. Especially for 
young couples, it begins with pregnancy, where all of a sudden 
the “baby-carrier” becomes part time-bomb, part disability case. 
You start getting warnings from baby-care books, and maybe 
even from your doctor, that certain kinds of sex are going to be 



impossible, dangerous, or just vaguely inappropriate. Of course, 
they rarely spell these things out; it’s that “sex” itself is threaten-
ing. When I first had my baby, I got the usual warning about not 
making love for six weeks after childbirth... but being close with 
my lover, physically, was one of the first things I wanted to do 
when I got out of that cold, creepy hospital room.

I realized that by “sex” the authorities meant vaginal intercourse. 
They were concerned that the opening from my vagina to my 
uterus would still be dilated, and more risky to an infection from 
my lover’s penis. All this supposes that there is no other sex be-
sides vaginal intercourse, that you can’t see your os yourself with 
a speculum to see how you’re healing, and for hat matter, that a 
man can’t wear a condom or be gentle. Not to mention that I had 
a cesarean, so my vagina was completely untraumatized to begin 
with. Guess what? I didn’t follow their stupid rule! Of course I 
was sore and exhausted and cranky; but being made love to with 
the greatest affection, when I wanted to, was one of the things 
that kept me going.

Parents of babies and young children feel that their sex life is sto-
len from them because their spontaneity is sacrificed; the kind of 
pattern they have of seducing each other is completely knocked 
off the shelf, or it’s only rebuilt with the most careful stacking of 
schedules, baby-sitters, and a week without catching yet another 
one of your kid’s many illnesses. Many people feel that they 
know what all the right steps are to have time alone together, but 
that parenthood ruins it for them.

I know more than one couple who have told me that they “pre-
tend” to have sex dates--- they agree to this charade for the sake 
of their therapists, or to appease the friends they’ve complained 
to in the past. 



My friend Chris told me that he and his wife are paying $80 a 
week to go to a therapist, but then they lie to them about having 
weekly sex dates. In fact , he’s having sex on the phone and Inter-
net with pros— and who knows what she’s doing. It does prove a 
point to me, though; you do end up having a sex life, a private life 
of one sort or another. It’s just a question whether your spouse is 
part of it, or even privy to it.

What takes a symbolic beating, post-baby, isn’t our sex drive so 
much as our romantic idealism. Frankly, it’s appropriate to revise 
our expectations, and it needs to happen long before a new mem-
ber of the family arrives like a tornado. 

If you like your partner, if you are attracted to them, then you 
need to spend enough time together that you express yourself in a 
number of ways— that’s what keeps your interest alive and your 
connection close. If your only collaboration is in the same vein 
every day, day after day, then you’re going to burn out, whether 
it’s arguing over dirty diapers or doing crossword puzzles.

You also have to face jealousy head on— your own baby will 
show you soon enough what it’s all about, even if you’re still in 
denial. With kids, your mission is to show them that there’s 
enough love to go around, that when you go away you will come 
back, and that they need to respect your privacy as well as their 
own. 

You see just how natural jealousy is from the way an infant will 
howl, or a toddler will throw a fit— but you also see how “natu-
ral” it is to gain reason and wisdom about separating yourself 
from those we love, with love.



Where our partners are concerned, it’s just as good advice to re-
spect their independent interests, their time to be alone, their 
right to masturbate and fantasize as they wish. Whatever your 
opinions of open or monogamous marriage, you should be wary 
of making erotic fidelity the be-all and end-all of genuine loyalty. I 
know this goes against all the old-fashioned marriage oaths, but 
how can I help from pointing out that it’s those old-fashioned de-
lusions that so often get us into trouble?

A lot of couples think that they’re keeping their spark alive with 
jealousy; but ultimately it’s a killer. It’s not about lust or love, it’s 
about control and possession. I have a loyalty to my partner that 
is about what’s important to us, and what makes us feel cared for 
and defended; wearing a pretty little leash has nothing to do with 
it.

I don’t believe you can purge jealousy from your soul, but you do 
have to put it in its place. I get jealous as easily as I feel any of my 
babyish feelings, and I recognize them for that. Sometimes I’ll ask 
my lover for reassurance, but often I’ll tease him or make fun of 
myself. I’ll shout my most paranoid fantasy, because just saying it 
out loud makes me laugh at its absurdity: “You’re leaving me for 
the Girl Scout Cookie Delivery Bitch!” Being a jealous vixen is 
very cathartic as long as you de-claw before the performance be-
gins.

We don’t tell our children that we will never love other children 
besides them--but we do tell them that they will always have our 
love. We don’t have a report card going on their lovability---they 
are always in our embrace. We want so much to tell them the 
truth, and simultaneously to protect them from its harshness. We 
want to cherish them forever, but we want them to make wonder-
ful lives of their own.



There’s a compassion and an acceptance of contradiction in our 
love for our offspring that would be just as beneficial for our lov-
ers and dearest friends. When I have raised my standards of what 
I need to be a good nurturer- whether it is patience, acceptance, 
sensual affection, or imagination-- then I have raised my own 
quality of life, my passion for everything. Many people have been 
proud to say that being a parent made them a better person; but 
because of our ill-understood taboos, parents have been afraid to 
say that their maturity as nurturers made them better lovers as 
well. Sometimes you do what’s the best for the kids, then you re-
alize it was the best thing you could have done for yourself.
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