
4 ST THE NEW YORK TIMES, SUNDAY, DECEMBER 11, 2011

The Gist Men don’t think about sex all day. 
The Source “Sex on the Brain?: An Examina-

tion of Frequency of Sexual Cognitions as a Function
of Gender, Erotophilia, and Social Desirability” by
Terri D. Fisher, Zachary T. Moore, Mary-Jo Pittenger,
The Journal of Sex Research

I
F you believe men think about sex all day long,
you’re wrong. According to a study to be pub-
lished in the January issue of The Journal of Sex
Research, the statistic oft-cited by the sex-ob-

sessed or those critical of the sex-obsessed — that
men think about sex every 7 seconds, more than
8,000 thoughts in a given day — is way off. 

“The story about this paper that’s been report-
ed in the press has been ‘Men think about sex 19
times a day!’” said Terri Fisher, a professor of psy-
chology at Ohio State University at Mansfield, and
the study’s lead author. But that isn’t all that much,
when you consider the study’s participants were
college students, those repositories of raging hor-
mones and unfettered urges. 

“The more interesting finding is that male col-
lege students think just as much about food and
sleep as they do about sex,” Dr. Fisher said.

To determine how much time people devoted to
such thoughts, the researchers asked 283 students
age 18 to 25 to use clickers (golf tally counters),
whenever they contemplated one of life’s three bas-
ic needs. Previous studies on the subject were over-
whelming retroactively self-reported; researchers

asked people after the fact to recollect how often
they thought about sex, a method fraught with error. 

Of course, all kinds of caveats still apply. Did
they worry about clicking too often, or too infre-
quently, and self-adjust accordingly? What kind of
thoughts they were having? Was it, “I’d really like
to sleep with my boss’s new assistant” or “I wonder
whether squirrels mate in the spring?”

Moreover, people lie, even to themselves, about
more than just sex: Did women undercount their
thoughts about food, so as not to appear anorexic on
the one hand or overly gourmand on the other? In
what other ways did personal or societal expecta-
tions affect the participants’ accuracy? 

But the study yielded some interesting insights.
The number of thoughts men have about sex each
day varies from as little as once a day to as much as
388 times daily. Women’s thoughts about sex were in
a range of 1 to 140 times a day. These ranges make
averages particularly unreliable, with the median
number more informative: for men, 19 thoughts
about sex daily; for women, 10. (Women thought
about food and sleep less frequently as well.)

Gender, it turns out, is not the major determi-
nant of how often college students think about sex.
More influential is a person’s self-measured degree
of erotophilia or comfort with sexuality. People who
like sex and feel comfortable with it think about it
more. 

Sadly, when Dr. Fisher tried to do a follow-up
with older Americans, not enough people followed
through with the research. And the response of
women was overwhelming when compared with
that of men. Now, what to make of that? 
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T
HREE years ago, while my
mother was recovering from
major abdominal surgery, I
made a trip to upstate New

York to help my parents. The visit
went surprisingly well. Within 48
hours, my mother was up and about.
In the evenings, my brothers
stopped over to drink beer and eat
whatever my father and I had
cooked up. Things seemed easier
with us than they had been in a long
time.

Usually when my family got to-
gether for a meal, the dinner table
turned into a minefield. My father
and brothers were conservative; my
mother and I were progressive.
Goading was their sport; dodging
was ours. It was a game we had
played for years, but no one seemed
in the mood this time. Even my vola-
tile father was mellow, having
switched from his usual gin to wine.

My childhood home had never
been comfortable for me. Ours was
the only stately colonial on the block
to feature rifles displayed in cases
(or stacked in piles under beds), ani-
mal heads mounted on walls, and
lamp stands made of deer hooves. (It
made you wonder what could hap-
pen if you fell out of favor.) A full-size
carousel horse sat in the middle of
our family room near an authentic
barber’s chair and a large wooden
dog affably extending a tray to hold
your drink. The whole mishmash
added up to the confusion of my
childhood. At 42, I still found it over-
whelming. 

That last night, we clung to a safe
topic: the weather. A worrisome bliz-
zard was heading our way. With one
Great Lake north and another west,
my hometown was always prepared
for an emergency. You didn’t mess
around in these parts; you changed
your travel plans. 

My father and I got up early the
next morning so I could beat the
storm, driving five and a half slip-
pery hours back to Massachusetts
with my reliable travel companion, a
gentle and athletic black standard
poodle.

My father insisted I take a lunch in
a hunting cooler he had packed him-
self. He was never much of gift giver,
at least not to me: a bike on my 12th
birthday, and once a rifle he taught
me to shoot. There had also been a
college education, paid for in full.

My chest filled with cold air and
gratitude. Here was the man who
had given me life, and however diffi-
cult our past, he wasn’t going to be
around forever. I scraped ice off the
windshield, stomped snow off my
boots. “I love you, Dad.”

In the awkward silence that fol-
lowed, I whistled for my dog. We
watched her come bounding toward
us over snowbanks, agile and grace-
ful as she slid through the beams of
the car’s headlights and leapt into
the back seat, settling in for the long
ride.

My father cleared his throat: “I
love you, too.” 

Three months later, he was dead. 
It happened while he was chop-

ping down a tree 40 miles north of
my family’s home. The coroner said

it was instantaneous: his aorta ex-
ploded. A female jogger had found
him; she had actually been trespass-
ing on a large plot of trailed hunting
land my father had bought sometime
in the 1970s, the place on earth he
loved most. 

He would have been furious at the
jogger’s intrusion, but at the time his
body was slumped over the three-
wheel all-terrain vehicle he used for
navigating around the vast acreage
of his wooded kingdom. Though I
didn’t know it at the time, this piece
of land was about to become the fo-
cus of my disinheritance. 

No one in my family saw it com-
ing. When it came time to deal with
the will, they panicked and pretend-
ed it was missing. This was an effort,
they said, to protect me. But it turns
out you can’t keep a daughter from
reading her father’s will. The truth
came out weeks later when I got the
family lawyer to e-mail me a copy. 

My father had put my mother’s

name on the deed to the house and
made her the beneficiary of his in-
vestments, leaving the rest of his es-
tate to my three older brothers. It
was an act accomplished in a single
sentence: “I leave no bequest to my
daughter for reasons known to her.”
He had even managed to happen
upon legal phrasing similar to words
Joan Crawford had used to disinherit
her daughter Christina, author of the
later tell-all autobiography, “Mom-
mie Dearest.”

My first response was to laugh:
my macho Italian-American father
emulating a Hollywood diva. I was in
shock, a temporary state. I braced
myself for the pain and humiliation I
had spent a lifetime trying to outrun.
I could feel it out there — unavoid-
able, crippling, headed in my di-
rection. My second response was to
cry. For weeks. 

I felt devastated every time I
thought of being disinherited. It was
like a baseball bat to the back of the
neck — jarring, violent, disorienting.
For relief, I turned to my friends, to
my therapist, and to Google.

It turned out that disinherited peo-
ple, including those being punished
with greatly reduced inheritances,
were everywhere — in the news, in
historical documents, literature, oth-
er people’s families — a whole silent
population of the suffering and dis-
avowed. There were Cordelia and
Jane Eyre, of course, but also real-
life characters. How had I landed in
such an easy sisterhood with Jane
Fonda, Jamie Lee Curtis, Tori Spell-
ing, Paris Hilton? It was beyond me;
I’d never even been blond. I learned
that only in America do parents rou-
tinely disinherit their children. The
act itself — personally, morally, le-
gally and culturally — is practically
unimaginable in most of the world. 

Whenever I tell my disinheritance
story, people invariably gasp. They
say it’s unthinkable that my father
walked into a lawyer’s office with
premeditated malice and carried out
his intent to remove me as his
daughter upon his death. The gasps
always surprise me. It’s hard to hold
onto how outrageous and psycholog-
ically violent the act of disinheriting
a child is. And yet if our laws support
it, why are we shocked when it hap-
pens to someone we know?

Now that a few years have passed,
I have come to see my disinherit-
ance in a different light. Although
my father surely intended a personal
rebuke and financial banishment, his
act has proven, for me, to be an odd
kind of gift nonetheless. Even if I will
never quite know his reasons — the
very ones he claimed I should know
— the experience has brought me a
measure of clarity about who I am
and where I came from. Through
books, research, and other people’s
stories, I set out to solve my mys-
tery. In the process, I got the oppor-
tunity to take a long look at myself,
my father, my family, the laws and
our society.

Why had he done it? I suspect in
part I was the wrong kind of off-
spring for him. The only female, and
the family outsider, I had moved

away from my hometown and their
idea of who I should be. I found the
love of my life, a woman, and mar-
ried her. I didn’t share many of my
family’s beliefs or hobbies, and was
never the type to hold back an opin-
ion. 

In fact, 20 years earlier, my father
and I had had a stormy back and
forth of letters about whom we were
to each other, a frank exchange that
was without precedent. But we had
long since moved beyond that strife,
hadn’t we? I felt we had — I had.
The older you get, the more you un-
derstand that we are, most of us, just
struggling to be better versions of
ourselves. You forgive. You try to fo-
cus on what’s important — love,
maybe.

In the wake of my disinheritance, I
couldn’t entirely dismiss my father.
He was a second-generation son of
Italian factory workers who had la-
bored to become a physician. Well-
respected among his patients, he
had spent 35 years delivering babies
and performing “menstrual extrac-
tions” (my family’s euphemism for
abortions).

Once in the 1980s when a group of
antiabortion protestors set up camp
outside his office, my father went on
the local news and declared that he
was offering women health care,
plain and simple. He dared anyone
to try to stop him from delivering gy-
necologic services to his patients —
a risky move for sure, but brave.

I often think about our final morn-
ing together. How I stood there, try-
ing to see his face in the dark. We
hugged goodbye in that place of my
birth, the city where my mother and
father had been born, married,
raised children, and run my father’s
practice; where my brothers had
roamed freely, a place I had tried
many times to leave behind but nev-
er could, not completely.

The last time I saw my father, I
was driving away, a familiar land-
scape of snow whizzing past my win-
dow, filling my rearview mirror. I
was already making plans to return,
to pick up where my father and I had
left off, to see how far “I love you”
would take us. 

I felt hope rising: it was going to
be different next time, better.
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After being disinherited, 
a daughter gains an

unintended gift: clarity.

Mary Beth Caschetta lives in western
Massachusetts and on Cape Cod. She
is working on a book about disinher-
itance. 
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