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author’s note



The patients whose lives I discuss in detail have generously given their permission, and I am completely indebted to each of them. Some of the stories you are about to read also come from people I have known in my personal life. Names and identifying details for all have been changed to protect their privacy. To further disguise the actual patients from my practice, every profile presented in the book is a compilation of at least two, usually three, actual people to ensure that the behaviors of each “book patient” cannot be attributed or linked to any single real, living person. The stories in the book are true and accurate. Nothing in this book should be construed as medical advice, and readers who are wrestling with these issues are urged to seek individualized counseling.













introduction





Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.


—JAMES BALDWIN




In American society we tend to draw lines between normal and abnormal, sick and well, “sane” and “insane,” and the addicted versus those with just a few bad habits. In a similar vein we often think there’s a clear division between a “good” spouse and adulterer. I’m here to explain that in reality the differences between these false binaries are not actually so clearly delineated.


Michel Foucault’s The Birth of the Clinic: The Archaeology of Medical Perception documented how the foundations of Western medicine in the nineteenth century were rooted in such distinctions. The new physicians of the 1800s used their medical gaze to create scientific divisions between normal and diseased states that became critical to our understanding of mental and physical illness. But when it comes to matters of the mind, the lines are actually quite blurry. And when it comes to infidelity, most people live in the gray zone.


The great American psychiatrist Harry Stack Sullivan, MD, was fond of saying that even the sickest mentally ill person is much more like us than different. Nowhere is that fragile line between normal and abnormal more evident than with love and sex. With the right drivers, incentives, and opportunities, any of us can become obsessed with another person. After all, isn’t that what falling in love is all about?


Infidelity, defined as a breach in the promise of sexual exclusivity, is the end product of our normal impulses for love and lust gone haywire. Infidelity is a leading cause of divorce in this country. Romantic betrayal can be so devastating that it leads to suicide, homicide, and other crimes of passion. All this, despite the fact that more than 50 percent of “committed” dating people cheat, at least 20 percent of “monogamous” married people cheat, and many of the rest of us supposedly “upstanding citizens” think about it nonstop, although we tend to keep the thoughts to ourselves out of fear of reprisal from our partners and our community. Our adulterous thoughts can sometimes lead us to live in shame, hating ourselves. Although we might tell our partners everything else, our unfaithful thoughts and actions usually remain unspoken. The purpose of this book is to get us thinking about what goes unsaid and to help both adulterers and betrayed spouses alike.


In the pages that follow I quote the scientific literature and explain new discoveries in psychology and neuroscience. I delve into recent findings in genetics that reveal how our genes affect our behavior. I discuss how the new field of epigenetics is demonstrating that not only can our genes affect our behaviors but our behaviors and thoughts can actually change our genes.


My background in treating addiction significantly informs my take on the realities of infidelity. I argue in this book that sex and love are the primordial addictions, meaning our brains evolved to get us addicted to sex and love. These, I argue, are normal addictions. If anything can hook you, it’s lust and romance! After all, the survival of our species depends on it. But in cases of infidelity this irrational exuberance can bring on a truckload of trouble. Understanding our human frailties does not absolve cheaters of responsibility, of course, but it can grant us a new perspective that helps all of us make wiser, more informed choices before we act.


This book is about the role that our brains, our minds (or psychology), and our culture play in infidelity. We’ll learn from biological anthropologists and sociologists who have studied the development of infidelity through the course of human evolution. We’ll hear from psychologists, who explain how modern times are rife with sexual triggers, and from neuroscientists who understand how our brains betray us. All these experts together offer important perspectives to help explain how and why we get in trouble with sex so that we can learn how to better get a handle on desires that lead to destructive behaviors.


In Part I we will explore the science surrounding sex and infidelity with an intimate glimpse into the brain’s reward systems and how they can become hijacked—leading us into destructive behaviors that often include pulling us toward destructive choices, even if we don’t actually enjoy them. In Part II we’ll discuss the different ways people stray, by and large driven by human tendencies toward seeking novelty. In Part III we’ll talk solutions. I’ll offer case studies that provide examples of how couples move past an affair. I’ll discuss guiding principles to help partners discover their true sexual and romantic potential, unhindered by obstacles like ego and insecurity. And I’ll offer practical guidelines to help you avoid—or move out of—the morasses that have ensnared many couples. Although a book about infidelity by nature points out how love and sex can go awry, the take-home message from this book is that passionate love can endure despite our innate tendency to cheat and our built-in drive to destroy the good in our lives.


A Little About Me


As a psychiatrist, I am disinclined to talk about myself. Yet before I discuss my patients, I think it’s only fair to share a little about how I began working with infidelity. As a young doctor I was thrust into treating philanderers because of my dual interests in the scientific study of sex and my specialization in addiction medicine. (Philanderer, by the way, is a term that in common parlance is used to refer to men only. But I’ll use it in this book to refer to women too, particularly as philander in its Latin derivation implies “lover of men.”) Yet long before my professional journey, like many people, my very first experience with infidelity was what I witnessed as a child. This book is not at all about my life, but without a doubt, my own experiences have shaped how I now understand my patients and their families.


My dad co-owned a small meat company in Philadelphia, supplying all the ingredients for Philly’s famous steak sandwiches to local restaurants and the food stands along the Atlantic City Boardwalk. As the company salesman, my dad was rarely home, presumably because he was working so hard. My mother was a devoted wife, kind and joyful, and like many white, Jewish, middle-class mothers in the 1960s, she dedicated her entire being to homemaking and childcare. My mother’s normal maternal worries were made much worse by the deteriorating mental health of my second-oldest sister, Merle, who slowly devolved from a bright, happy child into a hallucinating schizophrenic person.


During the next decade my wonderful sister’s terrible illness plagued her. Merle sought refuge in her room until she could tolerate the hallucinations no longer, and she jumped from her window, three stories above to the concrete pavement. The fall didn’t kill her (although the illness ultimately did), and my beloved sister lived out her life with severe physical and mental limitations. My mother was beside herself with grief and despair. I retreated to my studies and decided to become a psychiatrist to help families like mine. My oldest sister ultimately became a psychologist. Meanwhile my father spent more nights away and, I suspect, sought relief from other women.


I share all this to explain that infidelity exists in a context—in a couple and in a family with its own particular array of hopes and disappointments, triumphs and tragedies. Affairs, new sex, and budding romance can be as much of an escape as drugs and alcohol, and denying affair(s) often reigns supreme. Many families hang onto myths to protect themselves from the truth. In my own family we believed that Dad spent many nights sleeping on the side of the highway. My goal for including this personal information is simply to convey that I both understand how complicated and contextual infidelity is and appreciate how, if my own father could stray, many other decent men and women could easily do the same. As I learned firsthand, infidelity can hit a family like a cluster bomb, perpetually kept a secret and rattling generations to come. On a visceral level many spouses and their children find it impossible to believe, forget, forgive, or reconcile.


Treating philandering spouses became one of my specialties largely by accident. After medical school, medical internship, and a psychiatry residency, during my fellowship at the Cornell Medical Center/New York Presbyterian Hospital, I specialized in sexual disorders and chemical addiction. I studied the early use of Viagra to treat impotence and worked in the field of alcohol, opiate, and cocaine addiction. Early on I was recommended to a public figure who’d had relentless struggles with infidelity. He and his supporters figured that I, an expert in sexual problems (like impotence) and chemical addiction (like alcoholism), could be the one to treat his sex addiction and discreetly and effectively extricate him from his personal and public morass.


In the aftermath of a salacious exposé, he came to my office battered and bruised, mocked and humiliated, and in great pain and anguish. His status and family (whom he loved) might never be the same. I treated him well enough and helped him restore his life. But I knew that if I was going to treat more people with sexual compulsivity, I needed more information and experience. So I went to train with the preeminent sex addiction psychologist, Patrick Carnes, PhD.


Largely derided by academics and my fellow psychiatrists, Dr. Carnes was the first psychologist to popularize the term sex addiction and quickly became one of my closest colleagues. Around the same time the American Psychiatric Association acknowledged that behaviors such as gambling and, possibly, compulsive internet use could be addictive. Although sex addiction is (still) not accepted as a diagnosis, the new terminology of “behavioral addictions” has enabled psychiatrists to think more expansively about the addictive potential of behaviors involving food and sex. The more I studied with Dr. Carnes, the more I realized that he was onto something potentially lifesaving for my patients. Some years later I was pleased to develop and coedit the first academic book about sexual compulsivity and other behavioral addictions.


The book in your hands is, of course, not a textbook, but it does bring the principles I’ve learned in science to the human experiences of sex and love. Today we know so much about compulsivity, infidelity, and the science of the brain. By understanding this science, you can begin to understand yourself, your spouse, and your predicament, granting you important tools for managing desires and behaviors so you are not stuck operating at the whim of your emotions and your impulses.


Caveat Emptor


This book contains no easy path to guaranteed happiness; instead, it offers many reasonable paths away from self-destruction. I’m not about to tell you that you can have your cake and eat it too or convince you that your marriage can benefit from affairs that are based on disrespect, lying, and cheating. That’s hogwash. What you won’t find in the following pages are ten easy steps to marital bliss and sexual nirvana.


What you will find, however, are clear explanations of the science of how your mind works and how and why affairs develop. I will explain how you, your spouse, and even your relationship with one another can survive and even thrive following a secret affair. My patients usually become even stronger as individuals and couples after the discovery of an affair, and I’ll tell you how to make that happen. The father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, wrote that he could treat neurotic misery, but he couldn’t save people from normal unhappiness. Borrowing from Freud, my job is to rid people not of the normal hiccups and hurdles of relationships but rather of the needless pain and self-torture of cheating.


How do cheaters hurt themselves? The goal of addressing infidelity is not just to promote honesty between spouses but to help us all live lives in accordance with our own ideals. The worst damage that adulterers cause by their infidelity is not only disloyalty to their partner but also betraying themselves through breaking faith with their own hopes and dreams about establishing a trusting, enduring, and loving relationship with someone to whom they’ve pledged their love.


Whether you’ve been unfaithful or have discovered the unfaithfulness of your partner, the goal is to help you avoid impulsively and unknowingly destroying your life, your love, and your family. This book is designed to make you an informed owner of your mind and a conscious participant in your sexuality and your relationship as well as to give you the greatest satisfaction through wonderful sex and genuine, sustainable love.


I will present dozens of real-life cases drawn from the stories revealed in my treatment office by people who, other than being unfaithful, are usually good and decent citizens, as well as stories offered by spouses who were betrayed despite being loving and dedicated partners. The details have been anonymized, and the experiences of two or more actual patients have been merged into each single case study to prevent identification and protect patient privacy. All the stories presented are real and not at all exaggerated, and each of the patients discussed in detail generously gave me their permission to use their stories.


Cheating is an equal-opportunity enterprise, affecting people of all socioeconomic groups, races, religions, sexual orientations, and marital arrangements. In this book I use familiar gender names and pronouns (man and woman, he and she), but this content applies equally to different genders as well as to people of various sexual orientations. Although I often use the terms “spouse” and “marriage,” readers may fill in their own descriptors for themselves, their partners, and their own particular version of a long-term, committed, romantic relationship. This book even applies to relationships without the prerequisite of monogamy because, as I’ll explain in Chapter 1, infidelity has less to do with sex per se and more to do with acts of deception. Therefore, this book is not a diatribe for monogamy. I believe that, with honesty and integrity, people can be happy whether monogamous, nonmonogamous, polyamorous, or even asexual. This book is simply a means to overcome our tendency to deceive and destroy the love in our lives.


Now, let’s get to it.













part one


biology and the basics


Most of us think about love, devotion, and sexual desire as a function of our development, parental teaching, background, and early learning. Or even as a function of something strange and hidden, something we can’t—and maybe don’t even want to—figure out. Scientists, however, have a different view of love, devotion, and sexual desire. They think these emotions largely come from our biology—that evolution created our desires, which are uniquely expressed in different individuals because of other biological and psychological factors. In this section we will explore this argument and try use the science to make some sense of our own bubbling cauldron of feelings around issues of infidelity.















chapter 1



The basics of a cheating heart


We tend to cheat in a haze of delusion, believing that it will bring us real love, help us have better sex, lift our spirits, and boost our sagging self-esteem. Very often, however, cheating ends up wrecking multiple relationships and actually eroding our confidence and sense of self.


We can’t say much about infidelity before defining it. Sexual infidelity is commonly understood to be a breach in the expectation of sexual exclusivity and can be as slight as a kiss or as significant as intercourse. Experts and researchers usually define infidelity as major sexual transgression, requiring a minimum of genital contact. Emotional infidelity, as we’ll discuss in Chapter 5, implies an intense emotional bond with a fair amount of sexual tension and desire. Often the most powerful affairs are those that are both emotional and sexual. Studies have repeatedly shown that heterosexual women perceive emotional infidelity to be nearly as threatening to their relationships as physical affairs. Heterosexual men, meanwhile, tend to worry more about sexual betrayals. Gay men and lesbians tend to find sexual and emotional affairs equally distressing, but studies say they are generally less distressed by infidelity than heterosexuals are overall.


Historically speaking, same-gender couples have shown more tolerance for infidelity and tended to recognize a difference between having a sexual tryst and breaking the trust of a committed relationship. Now that same-sex couples are able to legally marry, however, I have witnessed traditional values supplant the more relaxed attitude that my lesbian and gay patients once had about sex outside their primary relationships. In other words, I’ve noticed in my practice that the gay and lesbian married couples are acting more like straight married couples, with relatively less tolerance of extramarital sex. When surveyed, today’s same-gender couples cite a cheating partner as one of the greatest threats to their union.


My patients struggling with infidelity come from a variety of social circumstances and situations—they have different sexual orientations, are at different ages, and come from many religious, racial, and socioeconomic backgrounds. They are millennials who engage in cybersex and have come of age with internet porn, first-date sex, and friends with benefits. They are women and men in the midst of midlife crises who fear dwindling opportunities in sex as well as in life in general. They also include the elderly, who are living longer and healthier than ever, confronting changes in their bodies and their desires but enjoying the benefits of drugs and treatments that can enhance their sex lives. I have seen religious people who cheat and people who say they cheat despite the fact that they are happy with their spouses. (In surveys over a third of cheating women and over half of cheating men reported that they were perfectly content with their long-term relationships and cheated despite their satisfaction.)


So who can cheat? Anyone! Anytime! Anyplace!


The Three Determinants of Cheating


Over the course of more than two decades in practice I’ve found three main factors that determine adulterous behavior. They are your:




• brain—the neurological structures and chemistry that evolution gave you


• psychology—the mind that you’ve developed through formative experiences that imprint certain ways of thinking about the world, your place in it, and how you think about your sexual/romantic self


• culture—the environment around you, with its varying messages about sex, love, and adultery that inform both your opinions about and opportunities for infidelity




Based on studies that we will discuss in the next two chapters, I estimate that nearly 50 percent of what differentiates cheaters from noncheaters has to do with biological differences in their brain chemicals. This means that more than half of what pushes a man or woman to take the plunge to cheat has to do with both one’s environment and one’s psychology.


The most significant environmental cause is the fact that we can cheat. The easier it is to do, the more likely we will do it. Cheating is not confined to sleazy people. Under the right circumstances it is very easy to turn lustful thoughts into desperate actions.


As we know from studies of chemical addictions, there are several environmental factors that make bad behaviors more doable. Professionals refer to these as the three A’s. If a bad behavior is affordable, accessible, and anonymous, we are more likely to do it. Throughout our discussion here I will repeat and expand on the three A’s and how they shape infidelity.


When it comes to the psychology of cheaters, the biggest factor driving them to stray is the feeling that they’re entitled or deserve to cheat. Research and clinical experience have identified certain personality traits to be associated with this feeling:




1. Narcissism—feeling self-entitled and putting one’s needs first


2. Lacking empathy—not being able to put oneself in another’s shoes


3. Grandiosity—overestimating one’s abilities, especially one’s sexual prowess, and needing validation for one’s abilities as a lover


4. Being impulsive—making important decisions, with major consequences, on the fly


5. Being a novelty or thrill seeker—we will devote two chapters to cheaters seeking novel experiences


6. Having an avoidant attachment style—fearing commitment


7. Being self-destructive or masochistic—a hard-to-grasp psychological concept that I will discuss in detail in the next chapter





What Surveys Tell Us


Infidelity is often cited as the major cause of divorces in the United States, blamed for untold numbers of suicides (particularly among men), and understood to be the root of much unhappiness. But for those who want to stay married after a relationship transgression, it’s helpful to know that there is a silver lining to the statistics. Your relationship does not need to end if you can figure out how to communicate and collaborate after the discovery of infidelity.


Although infidelity may be the event that causes a traumatic rupture to the relationship and can throw an unsuspecting partner into despair, it is not the act of infidelity per se that destroys the couple. Rather, relationships end when couples fail to communicate openly, when they struggle with ambivalence about their relationship and lack the commitment to make their marriage work, and when they are unable to bridge the gap after discovering that they have “grown apart.” These are the issues that prevent repair and reconciliation after the discovery of affairs, and acknowledging these particular issues is the first step toward resolving them.


There are many statistics about cheating. Here are a few highlights. In 2015 the polling site YouGov surveyed about a thousand Americans and reported that 20 percent of men and 19 percent of women admitted to cheating on their partner. YouGov also reported that roughly 25 percent of individuals (22 percent of men and 27 percent of women) said they have taken back a partner after discovering infidelity. According to a survey of sixty-four thousand individuals, heterosexual men are more likely to be upset by sexual infidelity than heterosexual women (54 percent vs. 35 percent), and women are more likely to be upset by emotional infidelity (65 percent vs. 46 percent). However, gay men and lesbian women were equally likely to be upset by infidelity (32 vs. 34 percent). Among heterosexuals, European men and women are more likely to cheat than Americans. And frequent-flyer business travelers are more likely to cheat than those who don’t travel for work. In fact, given that summertime is the peak season for travel, it also becomes a time for new lovers, with the summer months being the peak periods for cheating. Infidelity is not socially sanctioned: 90 percent of adults view sexual infidelity as immoral, and 65 percent view it as unforgivable.


In the past, although male philandering was more acceptable, unfaithful women risked being cruelly ostracized. Economically, psychologically, and socially disadvantaged, women had fewer opportunities to cheat, and even fewer spoke freely about their transgressions. Literature tells stories of women shamed by the scarlet letter (“A” for adulteress), like Hester Prynne, Anna Karenina, and Madame Bovary. But the statistics show that the times are changing.


Since the mid-1970s the General Social Survey of the National Opinion Research Center’s (NORC) Center for the Study of Politics and Society has been monitoring attitudes towards sexual behaviors (including infidelity) among a representative sample of nearly thirty-seven thousand Americans. In the late eighties the survey began tracking adulterous behaviors as well. According to their most recent, as-yet-unpublished findings, which may contain the most scientifically reliable infidelity data in the world, the number of married men who have ever cheated has remained stable at around 20 percent from 1993 through 2016. Among women of all ages, however, there is a definite upward trend, from 10 percent of women cheating in 1993 to 15.4 percent today—a rise of roughly 50 percent over the past twenty-four years.


The economic and social emancipation of women, providing more opportunities to cheat in the workplace along with less stigma, are likely reasons for that percentage spike. In general, women have more than leveled the playing field of breaking marital bonds. Years ago it was most often women who were blindsided when their husbands asked for a divorce. Today women initiate divorce roughly 70 percent of the time, with college-educated women initiating an estimated 90 percent of divorces. Interesting to note is the fact that despite increased rates of adultery, the General Social Survey actually shows higher disapproval of infidelity today than in the 1970s.


Some researchers report observing a rapid escalation of infidelity among twentysomethings in particular. They have predicted that, with the explosion in internet and cell phone use, cheating rates would skyrocket among younger adults, with rates of adultery among young adult women rising to the level of young adult men. In 2015 other researchers (reporting data that conflicted with the General Social Survey findings) found that women cheated nearly as much as men and reported that infidelity is generally on the rise among both men and women as well as among the young, the middle aged, and seniors. For people over sixty cheating has increased since 1991 by at least 10 percent among women and 14 percent among men.


Statistics and studies are important. However, what I trust most is what I hear from my patients in the privacy of my office, where people tell me things they would never repeat with a researcher. I treat men and women for a variety of problems, not just for cheating or addiction. Regardless of what brings them for treatment, roughly a third of my female patients tell me they have been unfaithful in a relationship. Among my male patients, the surprising reality is that the vast majority has cheated by the age of sixty.


Perhaps I see such high rates of infidelity among patients because I treat a fair number of college-educated people overall. Research confirms that college-educated women, along with those making more than $75,000 a year (particularly women who earn more than their husbands), are more likely to cheat than less educated and less well-off women. I also tend to see people who have loose religious affiliations, although they may go to church, and research confirms that people with weaker connections to their church or religious institutions cheat more. The age demographic among my patients likely has an impact as well. I treat a fair number of middle-aged patients, between the ages of forty and sixty, which is precisely the age range when men and women are most likely to cheat. But I think that the main reason my patients reveal such high levels of infidelity is because they are being honest.


We often minimize our dalliances, even to ourselves. We ignore the make-out session with the old flame at the high school reunion. We don’t count the affair as cheating if the adulterous relationship turns into a second marriage. We say it didn’t count because we were drunk. We say strip clubs and naked women grinding on our genitals till we orgasm didn’t count because we were just blowing off steam with the guys. Or we say things like the now-famous words of our philandering former president who allegedly received oral sex (but did not have vaginal intercourse) and defended himself with the lawyerly, “I did not have sexual relations with that woman!”


My Men’s Group


“As much as I hate to admit it,” says one of the men in my group, “every married man, if he can get away with it, will cheat on his wife every time.” Once a week, for several years now, six men—a banker, a stock broker, three doctors, and a real estate salesperson—settle themselves into the soft chairs and black leather couch in my Manhattan office for group therapy, gathering to share stories of compulsive infidelity.


Bob is a banker who wears the typical business-casual uniform: a light-blue blazer and khaki pants. On his first day in the group he told us, “After twelve years of marriage I got bored. I found some unusual things that turned me on. Mostly things my wife wouldn’t want to do, or anyway, things I didn’t want from her. Dangerous stuff, scary, exciting… things that are a little out-of-the-ordinary. One day my wife saw the emails.”


The guys in the group nodded their recognition and encouragement. Pete explained his story this way: “After a terrible marriage I finally found my soulmate, Jessica. She’s everything I’ve ever wanted. Then one night, two years after we’d married, don’t ask me why, I went on Craigslist and arranged a casual encounter (read: sex) with a random woman. Jessica saw the emails. She freaked. Jess just can’t get them out of her head.”


Jared is a short, charismatic, curly-haired gay physician who loves his husband, with whom he shares a romantic dream house in rural New Jersey, yet he finds it far too easy to arrange sexual trysts outside his marriage. He says that he could find a sex partner almost anywhere within an hour, adding that he has seduced more than one straight man in his day. He chimed into the discussion with, “Okay, I guess I’m the token gay guy here. But my story is pretty much the same. I’m married to a wonderful, handsome, loving man. But I have a habit—call it a compulsion—of visiting truck stops and upscale department store bathrooms to jerk off with other guys. I always feel like shit when it’s over.” He looked down and then faced the group. “I need to be a better person. For Stephen. For me.”


Charlie told the group that although he has never been even remotely irrational in his business decisions, he’s spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on college-aged women whom he’s met through SeekingArrangements.com. Sometimes two college students at a time would meet Charlie in a hotel room. Twice he feared they would blackmail him, and once he spent an additional $100,000 to $200,000 to get rid of them. Within a few weeks after he’d paid them off, Charlie started a new batch of “arrangements.” To him, this internet-enabled “sex on the side” seemed like a perfect complement to his outwardly respectable life—until his wife discovered the texts, emails, and phone messages. Then “there was hell to pay.”


Roger, a big, handsome guy, spoke up next. “Look, who are we kidding? I was born this way! From the first fucking grade, I crawled on my knees—on my knees!—and peeked up my teacher’s skirt.” He closed his eyes and breathed her in. “And oh my God, what a view!” Roger turned to me. “Dr. Rosenberg, isn’t this normal? I mean, we are men! We have urges!”


At the time I offered my reassurance: “There’s nothing abnormal about what anyone in this room desires. Most men and women have thought about all of it, at one moment or another. The difference is—and what brought you to this room—that you guys were actually willing to do it!”


Um, Guys? Women Have Urges Too


Although the guys in my men’s group might chalk up their transgressions to men being men, the reality is that women have the same desires. And just like men, their urges lead them to stray. Traditionally, women have been understood to crave more romantic fantasies—less aroused by images of naked genitals and more turned on by feelings of being swept off their feet. Research once showed that women who reported not being happy in a relationship were more likely to cheat, while men cheat mostly for the sexual thrill. More recently, however, we’ve learned that women enjoying new social and cultural freedoms are also excited by visual cues, including porn.


Researchers from the Kinsey Institute and the Center for Sexual Health Promotion at Indiana University in 2011 studied more than a thousand people, half of whom were married and all of whom indicated they were in monogamous relationships. The men in the study were an average age of thirty-three years old, while the average age of the women was twenty-eight. Compared with 19 percent of women, 23 percent of men cheated. The researchers found no statistically significant differences in the reporting of cheating between men and women; however, their reasons for cheating differed. The women studied were more likely to cheat if they felt dissatisfied in their relationships and sought an emotional connection in their affair. Men were more likely to cheat for the sheer excitement of it.


Since 2011 experts continue to report that younger women are cheating in numbers similar to men. Although today’s women are more likely to cheat than their mothers were, the reasons for their cheating have stayed the same: first, to seek a connection they feel is lacking in their relationship, and second and perhaps more than ever before, to remedy sexual boredom.


Laura, a forty-two-year-old mother of two with a master’s degree in fine arts that she wasn’t using and who spent enormous amounts of time on social media, fit the profile reflected by current statistics suggesting that computer-savvy women with advanced degrees are more likely to cheat. Ten years into her marriage Laura was feeling lonely, unfulfilled, unappreciated, and suffered from low self-esteem when she found love with the man who operated the elevator in their building.


As often happens, Laura’s idealization of her once-beloved husband turned into devaluation and even vilification. “He’s a pig,” Laura told me. “He doesn’t wash. He sleeps on the floor.” This description was hard to reconcile with the fact that he was a respected doctor who was loved by his patients. But I’ve learned that over time many married couples wind up viewing their spouses with what I jokingly refer to as “shit-tinted glasses.” It never ceases to amaze me the way a former true love can suddenly come to be seen as a total heel, but it happens over and over again.


By contrast, Laura found the “elevator man” to be handsome, muscular, well kept, courteous, and chivalrous. He smelled good and listened empathically to her concerns. During his workday they exchanged stolen kisses in the elevator. During his days off they retreated to his favorite bar and made love in the back room.


“Why don’t you just leave your husband, Laura?” I asked. But she had seen vicious divorces among her friends and worried about her young children. Plus, her husband had fallen apart when she had left once before. Laura decided that for her the right move was to tough it out for at least a couple more years.


Life Circumstances That Lead to Cheating


As we will discuss throughout the book, studies tell us there are associations between cheating and life situations. There is conflicting data about the impact of age, with some surveys claiming forty-nine to be the peak age of male cheating, other studies claiming thirty-nine years of age for both men and women, and some claiming twenty-five to thirty-five years of age as the peak female cheating years. Personally, I think the risk is more dependent on commonsense factors like how long a couple has been married, where they are in their careers and with raising children, what their health and hormonal levels are like at various ages, and what is happening to them and among their peers in their community at any particular phase in their life cycle.


One of the more fascinating contributions to understanding sex comes from emerging studies in neuroscience. Many marriage and relationship experts don’t understand the biology very well but nonetheless apply the results from a few rat studies to humans and, as a result, exaggerate the findings. Other experts, meanwhile, do the opposite: they ignore the studies and call them “uninteresting” because the neuroscience is beyond their understanding. Some people seem to find the idea that chemicals determine your behavior to be creepy and hate the notion that their motivations can be understood by a set of predictable chemical reactions occurring in the brain. But the new neuroscience of sex and monogamy is fascinating. It’s worth understanding, and, I promise, I’ll make it easy to follow.


Our Sexual Brains: A Preview


“Anatomy is destiny,” wrote Sigmund Freud in his 1912 paper on the nature of romantic love. Freud was a strong believer that gender determined our thoughts and desires. Now, more than a hundred years later, scientists have found evidence of the actual biological mechanisms that contribute to our sexual desires.


We will discuss these findings in the next two chapters. You will learn that we are born with genetic factors that cause chemical changes and influence our sexual thoughts and behaviors. A second and maybe even more interesting piece of new information is that not only do your genes influence your behavior, but also your behaviors and thoughts can actually change your genes and your brain.


We have feedback loops—interconnections between biology, psychology, and culture—and when we experience a certain successful pattern of behavior for getting sex, it can forge a pathway in our brain, creating a channel we travel over and over. These paths become deeply ingrained in our gray matter (where our brain cells, or neurons, reside) and act as favored patterns for our actions. Memories become physiologically locked in our minds through chemical reactions. Like a path in an overgrown forest, how we think about, seek out, and ultimately find sex creates a biological imprint in our brains, and it becomes difficult to venture off the established way that has brought us so much pleasure.




Jake’s story: The mechanisms of sexual memory


Forty-five-year-old Jake came to see me because he was in crisis about his infidelity. Some five years earlier the mere thought of cheating on his wife had been abhorrent to him. On occasion he would wake in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, jolted awake by a nightmare in which he’d had sex with a woman other than his wife. His older brother had been a philanderer, and Jake wanted never to be like him. Jake hung onto his fidelity as a badge of honor and dreaded the day when he might be tempted to stray.


Jake suffered from anxiety and narcissism. Although Jake and his wife had sex regularly, he said his wife showed him little affection. When Jake longed for the tender touch of a woman, he went for massages at a local spa. Unlike many men in his neighborhood in Queens—said to be the epicenter of New York City’s sex trafficking business—Jake never dreamt of asking for a “happy ending,” the euphemism for ending a massage by masturbating a man to orgasm. The tender touch and nurturing of a woman was all he desired, something like the comforting touch of his mother when he was a child.


Jake loved the massages and felt resigned to a loveless marriage. The trouble started when he suffered a serious personal loss. I’ve seen over and over again how men often self-medicate their emotional pain with sexual infidelity. In fact, more men in my practice have begun cheating soon after the death of a parent than following any other major life event. Jake was no exception. Literally on the day his mother lay dying in the hospital, he arranged for a sexual massage. Although he knew that most of the Asian women who worked at these spas were working under the thumb of intimidation, no concern for their circumstances entered his mind. Nothing could sway his determination. As soon as he was on the massage table he placed the masseuse’s hand on his penis. Surprised, she asked him, “What do you need?” “You… I need you,” Jake replied, and they locked eyes. For a $40 tip, his masseuse became his lover.


Memories are simply persistent chemical reactions that maintain changes in the synapses—the connections between neurons—in the brain. When we have an important experience, new proteins are made at the synapses. In particular, a protein called PKMzeta triggers the strengthening of a synapse and, boom, a memory is born and sustained over time. When a sexual or fear-associated memory is formed, the brain becomes flooded with high levels of neurotransmitters—serotonin, dopamine, and epinephrine—that act like fertilizer to increase the activation of the neurons. This activation increases the power of the memory. Memories that are associated with emotion are stored in a part of the brain called the amygdala, a tiny, nut-sized area that acts like a fortress to keep those important memories strong and secure.


Unfortunately, Jake’s new sexual memory was now secure in the vault, powered by a combination of desire and shame. He hated himself for his indiscretions, yet his longing and sadness kept him coming back. This set the stage for the beginning of the end of his intimacy with his wife. His infidelity made him feel more alone, ashamed, and angry. He now had major internal conflicts about his unfaithfulness that he couldn’t share with his wife. He felt entitled to the sweet, sexual massages and justified them in his own mind by his wife’s coldness. His emotions impaired his judgment when dealing with her. He was furious one minute, solicitous the next. He never confessed, but after a few tortuous years Jake called out his wife on her coldness, demanding that they have love in their lives. Now it was too late to fix it. Jake’s wife shut down completely. Soon thereafter the couple divorced.


After that, Jake self-medicated his loneliness and loss by bedding as many women as he could. He started and broke off relationships as the spirit moved him, with little consideration for the feelings of the women he was using. When he finally realized that he wanted a committed relationship—which would prove impossible unless he started behaving differently—he sought treatment. Jake had been using women to validate himself and improve his low self-esteem. We discussed how similar this was to his experiences in the massage parlors. I soon worked out a treatment plan:




1. medication to decrease the anxiety that drove him to soothe himself with sex


2. meditation to quiet and focus his mind


3. group therapy with like-minded men to help him problem solve and feel less alone


4. rules for conduct in relationships




















chapter 2



Desire: The engine of the affair


Long-term relationships are usually predicated on some degree of initial sexual chemistry: the body parts move well together; a partner’s scent or touch sends shivers. Their looks excite us from afar and drive us wild up close. The feel and fit electrify beyond words. We feel desire. Ultimately the important determinants of relationship longevity, as both research and my clinical experience confirm, include shared values, mutual respect, and, most importantly, developing a stable partnership free of needless drama and conflict. But without some chemistry, in the beginning at least, a romantic relationship is unlikely to ever blossom into a long-term relationship.
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