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INTRODUCTION


[image: image]


TO LOVE, HONOR, AND BETRAY was conceived one night as we sat at a local haunt in our Westchester, New York, suburb. We were sipping Cosmopolitans and talking about marriage and how few really good marriages we know—and wondering if the ones that appear to be “good” in fact are. We remarked on how many of the women we know are dissatisfied, disappointed, and disillusioned. And then we wondered how many of them are just sitting there and tolerating their marriages without any sort of diversion, for lack of a better word. Hesitantly at first, we finally acknowledged that each of us knew at least a half-dozen women who have had an affair, are having an affair, or wish they could. Imagine, we thought, if we could get these women to share with one another, to come forth, and comfort one another instead of hiding behind the public front they present to their communities.


Our conversation picked up speed: If this was happening in our insular suburban community, it must be happening across the country. We didn’t want to get a sampling just from our area. We wanted to take it from coast to coast. We figured we could network through friends and come up with Mrs. A to Mrs. Z, guaranteeing our alphabetic participants not only complete anonymity but also a forum where they could come clean and explain, and as it turned out in most cases, simply to cry. We decided to focus on suburban women, primarily because it is our social orientation, and the place we two urban transplants have called home for nearly two decades. Additionally, there is an illusion about the suburbs that reeks of both isolation and utopia. Perhaps there is more scrutiny of our peers and neighbors in the suburbs, where it’s more difficult to get lost and maintain our privacy within our small communities, as opposed to the sprawling cities where apartment doors shut without access to views over fences. The truth is, the white picket fences surrounding manicured lawns present a false sense of safety and perfection. The fences are far from protective. In fact, the contrary is true: They ultimately can become prisons for the women who live behind them. This goes right to the heart of the suburban stereotype. Women in the suburbs are not spoiled and not isolated. They are not dissimilar in their hearts and minds to their urban counterparts. They are not willing to become Stepford wives.


We networked through friends and family, and the response was astounding. Roughly sixty-five women were interested in participating in the book, although after vetting them, we narrowed the count down to thirty-five, and from those, we arrived at our twenty-six. Although many of the interviewees met us reluctantly at first, by the time the interview was over, there was a palpable sense of relief and catharsis in addition to a strong sense of trust. Ranging in age from thirties to seventies, they are the proverbial “all shapes and sizes.” They are stay-at-home mothers, physicians, lawyers, doctors of philosophy, writers, musicians, artists, and businesswomen. They have many common denominators: They crave passion and intimacy, sex, conversation, and romance. Most have children; a few do not. Most of their marriages started out with promises they intended to keep and dreams they hoped to realize. A number of women admitted that they weren’t so much in love with their husbands when they married as they were hounded by the loud ticking of their biological clocks, and they were afraid to wait any longer for the right man to come along.


Few of these women want to break up their homes, and few have. Even those in the throes of affairs are reluctant to break up their marriages, their homes, and displace their children. It is fair to say that all of them suffer a secret pain of one form or another. Some of that pain is a result of guilt over the affair (whether past or current) or over their desire to have an affair. In most cases, the women love their husbands despite their desires to go outside the marriage for a satisfying relationship. Their pain appears to stem from a dream they had as they walked down the aisle, and the feeling they have now that the dream has little hope of coming true. Ironically, those who merely fantasize about having affairs or lovers as they lie beside their husbands feel equally unfaithful and are perhaps more guilt-ridden than those who are having or have had affairs.


The book is divided into three categories: Women who are “Doing That,” those who have “Been There, Done That,” and those who “Would Like to Do That.” We felt this would not only give a compelling overview of the various phases of infidelity, but it would track the commonality that we instinctively sensed: The equation that leads to infidelity is one in which fatigue, frustration, anger, and ennui add up to a reliance on fantasy—either in the flesh or in the mind—that helps get the women through the night.


This book neither advocates nor condemns adultery. It is not a book about forgiveness, redemption, or how to improve your marital love life. It doesn’t make excuses or give justification for adultery. In other words, it’s not judgmental. It’s real stories from twenty-six married or previously married women whose marriages have not lived up to their expectations—women who wanted a marriage in which the bond transcended a binding paper document.


With the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 1963, a previously undefined female epidemic—termed “the problem that had no name”—was finally diagnosed. Now another of women’s unnamed “problems” is out with a lusty twist. Sexual desire among married women is a fact that isn’t going away and often isn’t satisfied within the bonds of marriage. Women want and yearn and feel justified in doing so. Yet despite the openness of our society, where women’s desires are sensationalized in glossy magazine stories, many of the women who confided in us had never confided in either their therapists or their friends. Clearly, for many women, extramarital sex is still the last taboo.


Perhaps some of what is happening in today’s marriages is a sociological accident: As decades have passed since publication of The Feminine Mystique, the suburban marriage often has not one but two weary commuters, both of whom suffer arduous days and, often, an equally taxing commute. Additionally, suburban housewives who spend their days driving kids to school and sports, supervising play dates and waiting on supermarket lines, feel justifiably lonely (and perhaps even resentful) as their commuter husbands have cocktails after work and meetings that run late, rarely make it home on time for supper, and generally come home all but drained. The childless marriage needs nurturing as well, since there are no offspring to use as an excuse to stay together. It’s been said a hundred times before that marriage takes work—a concept that runs in direct conflict with the romantic premise on which most marriages were formed, begging the question, why should it be so arduous to maintain what once felt so effortless?


The idyllic depiction of the suburban marriage, with the Nelsons, the Cleavers, and the Stones (twin beds notwithstanding), is no longer. It’s taken a hit on multiple fronts: The housebound wife and mother needs and wants and feels entitled to the companionship of her husband at the end of her tiresome day, but he’s too tired for conversation, let alone sex. He wants to have dinner, read the paper, and go to bed. The working mother suffers the same dismal evening as her stay-at-home counterpart, coupled with a hard day at the office and a day that starts over again with the kids when she walks in the door at six o’clock and the sitter heads for the hills. By the time dinner, baths, and homework are done, does either husband or wife have anything left? Sadly, in so many cases, no. It would be nice to think there could be solace in lovemaking at the end of a day. In other words, as much as many of these twenty-six women want sex, what they want even more is intimacy, both physical and emotional, culminating in sex where orgasm is a comprehensive statement, not merely a perfunctory release.


Emotional, cerebral, and intellectual foreplay is sorely missing from many marriages. Meanwhile, it’s something that the women in this book have found with a lover who doesn’t carry the same baggage as they and their husbands cart around—where the mortgage, the bills, the kids, and the in-laws don’t come to bed with them. For the most part, the marriages depicted here are, in a word, lonely. Romance and hope have gone out the window. Passion is dulled by exhaustion. The once passionate couple has devolved into Mom and Dad. The stereo in the bedroom has been replaced by the baby monitor, and candles have become a fire hazard. The belle of the ball has become the old ball and chain, and the prince has become less charming. In some cases, he’s turned back into a frog, and even a kiss can’t seem to break the spell; in other cases, the princess no longer wants to kiss the frog because she feels that he has emotionally and intellectually abandoned her. “We don’t talk anymore” is a common plaintive cry. There is a sad but rampant conclusion that not all of us grow together as we and our marriages age—some of us grow apart.


There are other reasons as well, some beyond the realm of the status quo and the expected. Although one woman has a satisfactory sex life and intellectual camaraderie with her husband, she complains that he’s a mechanical and technical lover; although she tolerates him, she craves men who are more imaginative and less inhibited. Another woman took comfort in an affair as a result of her husband’s insidious emotional abuse and subsequent physical abuse. Then there are those women who are deeply and hopelessly in love with other men, who now confess that they married because they wanted children. This phenomenon is particularly telling from a societal and medical point of view, since twenty-five years ago, a woman approaching her thirtieth birthday believed that her biological clock was about to cease ticking. Now, of course, women are having babies in their forties, and artificial insemination allows for conception without live-in partners or husbands. Other women feel their husbands are no longer the same men they appeared to be before financial obligations and/or children usurped romance. Many of the women we interviewed feel they, too, have changed over the course of their marriages. There are women who seek comfort in either fantasies or real-life lovers. They wait for the right moment to leave, and yet as deeply in love as they are with others, they stay because the pull of the familiar, the unraveling of finances, the children are all factors that keep them living cloak-and-dagger lives in which weekends away from their lovers are fraught with emptiness and longing.


One question remained as the women cried and searched their souls and feared the uncertainty of their futures, both with their lovers and their husbands. Why are these bright, dynamic, loving women still in marriages that leave them feeling empty and longing for more? Why and when did dreams and romance and desire vanish? Above all, why can’t they leave or, the flip side, why do they stay? The answers were simple and straightforward: either because of the children, or because the devil they know is better than the devil they don’t. For some, the reason to stay is financial: They have become materially comfortable, and they fear that their lifestyles will be compromised if they leave. Many stay because they’re still holding on to the hope that things could get better.


One of the most compelling (and revealing) moments was when the following question was posed to women who are currently having affairs: “If you walked in the door tonight and the hallway was lit with votive candles leading you on a romantic path to the kitchen where a pot of stew simmered on the stove . . . and the table was set with candles and a bottle of wine . . . and there was your husband, waiting for you . . . and he said, ‘You need to tell me what you want and I’ll listen. You need to teach me how to make love to you—I love you and I don’t want to lose you’ . . . What would you do? Would you stay with your lover?” After the question was posed, each woman cried and, without hesitation, said she would want to stay with her husband and make it work. In other words, the vast majority of the interviewees still want the fairy tale.


This is nothing new. We can trace marital infidelity back through the centuries, through fiction and nonfiction—Bathsheba, Madame Bovary, Hester Prynne, Ingrid Bergman, Guinevere, Francesca Johnson. The women we present are neither celebrities nor fictional protagonists; they are all quite real and no different from the rest of us.


In no way do we pretend to have achieved expert status on the subject of adultery. We are reporters with neither sociological nor psychological expertise. We are not citing statistics or data. Our only credentials are that we are women who are or have been married. Each of these women struck a nerve within us. We cried with some of them, some astonished us, some made us angry on their behalf. We wished we could help them extricate themselves from marriages that are clearly, from the outsider’s point of view, long over.


We hope this intimate book will bring comfort to women who find themselves in similar situations to our twenty-six participants, who are neither saints nor sinners. We hope it will affirm to both men and women that marriage should be, and can be, more than a writ, a notarized piece of paper that binds us.


We wonder if husbands who read this book will suspect whether their wife is, or could be, one of the twenty-six. We wonder if it will give them pause—or if they’ll put the newspapers in front of their faces and assume that their wives couldn’t possibly have a secret life.






Doing That
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Taking Chances
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There is a great deal of rationalization, and a laundry list of justifications, running through this group of women. There is also confusion, which appears to stem from a guilt that they strive to suppress on what might be a minute-to-minute basis—with the exception of one woman, who compares her infidelity to a man’s and says she hasn’t the slightest twinge after she sleeps with another man and then crawls into bed beside her husband later that night. However, it appeared to be either their denial of guilt, or their resistance to guilt, that has propelled them through their affairs. They seek a fantasy that departs from what is too often a painful and seemingly insoluble reality.


What so many don’t seem to address are the repercussions, should the affair be revealed. They choose not to ponder what might happen should their affairs come to an end, and they are forced to face the fact that their marriage is still as lonely and unfulfilling. Is the affair somewhat like putting a Band-Aid on an injury that requires surgery?


The affairs, although clearly feeding the women’s unrequited desires, their need for conversation, passion, and intimacy, are not providing solutions, and they are putting the women at risk of complications—namely, destroying their own lives, the lives of their children, extended families, and even friendships. It was astounding to learn that many of the women lived in such fear of discovery that they had confided in neither a close friend nor even their therapist.


The natural question is why not tell your husband how you feel? Why not tell him that you long for conversation, for greater intimacy, for more time with him? But the question is overly simplistic. It is a vicious cycle: If the women had the sort of relationship with their husbands where issues could be aired, and cards put plainly on the table, the marriages would be, if not good, at least ones that were open enough for the husband and wife either to work together to sustain the marriage or end it amicably with the realization that it is simply not meant to be. These women felt that they not only tried to get through to their husbands but were still trying, despite their current affairs.


When their husbands responded to their grievances, the wives felt the response was perfunctory and dismissive. They were left feeling undesirable, hurt, and emotionally unsafe. The irony is that nothing is more unsafe than an affair, a state of being they don’t always realize when they embark on the affair, but come to realize as it picks up speed. There is also a sense that the precarious nature of the affair is an aphrodisiac of sorts. Meeting the lover at a hotel, whether for a night or a weekend, is tantamount to taking an illegal drug that gives you an incredible high.


The bottom line is, being married and lonely is isolating and sad. That wasn’t part of the deal. Women and men marry to alleviate loneliness. When a woman finds herself in what is meant to be a permanent union with a man who, for whatever reason, leaves her cold, a kind of desperation can occur. It is a panic that she feels may be assuaged by feeding her desires, both sexually and emotionally. Once the sustenance of the affair begins, however, is she truly able to distinguish between lust and reality?


For certain, there is no physical stereotype for the woman who is having an affair. She is not dressed provocatively, wearing tight clothes and a lot of makeup, and she’s not necessarily stunning in a movie-star sort of way. She looks like “the rest of us.” She looks like a mother, a wife, a friend, and speaks like a woman whose heart is breaking in two.






MRS. A
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Mrs. A is a fifty-one-year-old woman with two daughters aged twenty and twenty-three. An advertising agent, she lives just outside Seattle and has been married for twenty-five years. Even though the girls are out of the house—one in college and the other in nursing school—she doesn’t want to leave her husband and break up their home. She looks forward to the day when she and her husband will walk their daughters down the aisle and have grandchildren coming to visit. She once thought that when the girls were more independent, she and her husband, Charlie, would travel together and have quiet, romantic evenings alone at home. But as the girls took off, so did Charlie. His hours are longer. He isn’t there—not in body, mind, or spirit. The sexual and emotional intimacy she has with her lover is what she would really like to have with her husband.


It all started last summer. The third-floor bathroom leaked for years until we concluded that we couldn’t put off construction. It had to be renovated and updated. I shopped around for a contractor, asking neighbors, the electrician, and the plumber, and came up with several names, none of whom called back except for one. His name was Ronnie. He promised to show up the following week, and of course, he didn’t. I called him back and left my number again, and he called back after another week and left a message on the tape, and finally, we connected. He was pleasant enough on the phone but very laid-back and made no excuse for why he hadn’t shown other than that he was busy with a “really big job.” “Whatever,” I said, sounding like a fifteen-year-old, but I was aggravated and didn’t have time to hear how hard he was working. Another one, I thought, since all my husband did was complain about business and clients. The next day Ronnie showed up. To tell you the truth, I didn’t think much of him at first. He was young—thirty-eight to my then fifty. For some reason, I had pictured him as silver-haired and older. He was wearing painter’s pants and a sleeveless T-shirt, and although he was muscular and taut, he didn’t impress me too much. I had a pile of work to go through that day, so I showed Ronnie the bathroom, showed him the leak in the ceiling downstairs, and left him on his own. I was quite stressed, since my summer intern had bailed out. I work for an ad agency, and angry clients were harassing me and haranguing me over work that the intern had left undone.


That day he started, in July, it was hot hot hot. I was in my office all morning and then realized it would be nice if I paid some attention to him—to ask him if he’d like a cold drink or a sandwich or something. He looked grateful when I brought him a small bowl of fruit and a bottle of Evian. He said that most people never offered him anything. For a moment, I thought he looked at me longer than he needed to, but then I thought I was being ridiculous. How could I think that this guy, who was a dozen years younger than I, was being even remotely seductive.


The truth is, at the time he worked here, my ego was in the dumps. My husband, who worked incredibly long hours, was rarely home. He’s a medical malpractice lawyer. If I pinpointed when he increased his hours and workload, it was when the girls went off to college. Strange coincidence. Naturally, I felt that he simply didn’t want to be one-on-one with me. The only physical contact I had with my husband was when he came home at night and crept into the bed: There was a body next to me, but it had been over a year since we had sex. I would say things to him sometimes, but he said it was all just “bad timing.” He’d get angry and defensive. My female ego was wounded. One night when we were getting ready to go out, I purposefully stood in front of him in thong underwear and a lacy bra, and even that didn’t get me anywhere. He made me feel so unattractive. Part of me wondered whether he was impotent, and part of me wondered whether he was gay, and another part of me wondered if he was having an affair. I figured if he was having an affair, he’d be smart enough to still have sex with me, at least as some sort of ruse. If he was gay, I thought I’d sense it . . . women can usually sense that sort of thing. And if he was impotent, well, he wasn’t telling, and at that point I was afraid to test the waters, so to speak. Whatever it was, I was no longer the object of his passions. He made me feel old and foolish for even wanting sex. It was so depressing to lie in bed and listen to him snore or have him hardly acknowledge me and put down his magazine and then shut out the light. I’d go downstairs and sleep on the couch just because it pained me to sleep beside this man who had once been such a passion of mine (and I of his) and now nothing.


We had our first child just a couple of years after we married, but honestly, the passion died long before that. Truly, I think passion died on our wedding night, when I became Mrs. A. When we were living together, our sex life was great. It was like once we got married, he treated me as The Wife. I knew then that he had a lot of issues, but I figured we could work them through together. Unfortunately, if I brought up issues between us—like lack of sex and conversation and intimacy in general—he went nuts. So I kept quiet, gave him his dinner, and often cried myself to sleep.


Ronnie was in the house just about every day for a month. Much to my dismay, I started to look forward to seeing him. As the days went by, Ronnie and I chatted from time to time. He’d tell me about his wife (she was ten years older than he) and about his three-year-old daughter. He never complained about his wife, and he loved his little girl. Funny, that was when I started to find him attractive. The muscles didn’t do it for me as much as what appeared to be a caring and a sensitivity when he spoke—and speaking while he was hammering and leaning over a sawhorse didn’t hurt. The combination was riveting.


One day I was heading out to the store, and I asked him if he wanted anything. Coffee? Soda? Nothing, he said, and he looked up at me. “Do you ever get bored?” he asked. “Are you happy?” I felt uncomfortable. I took a deep breath and said that yes, I was bored sometimes, and no, I wasn’t entirely happy. I asked him why he had asked, and he said because sometimes he would be pulling out tiles and lifting out concrete and wondering what the hell he was doing with his life. He said that when he was a kid, he had wanted to be a doctor, but he dropped out of college midway because he didn’t have the money for the tuition, and he started doing construction. The money in construction was so good that he kept putting off college until he turned around at age thirty and realized this was his life and he’d blown it. That was when he met his wife—five years later, she got pregnant and they got married and now he was thirty-eight and just felt like he was going nowhere. He said he was getting too old for this kind of work. That his shoulders and his back ached at night and he was tired of being referred to as “the guy.” Is “the guy” going to show up today? Is “the guy” almost finished? Ronnie made me think, and for the first time in what seemed like forever, a quiver went through me that I allowed myself to feel.


I still couldn’t imagine that Ronnie found me in the least bit attractive. I figured he was talking to me like a mother figure. That was how my husband viewed me, for sure. This is crazy, I thought. He’s thirty-eight and I’m fifty. There’s a stigma to fifty. Even more, I figured his wife was probably a knockout, since he was so great-looking. I pictured this well-put-together sex kitten—he was so youthful and muscular that I couldn’t imagine him being with an older woman unless she was drop-dead gorgeous. As it turned out, his wife wasn’t gorgeous. She picked him up a few days later when his truck was giving him problems. She was far from gorgeous. But she was awfully sweet and nice, and it was just another aspect of Ronnie that I liked—somehow she indicated an even greater depth to him. He finished the bathroom, and a month later, Ronnie was out of my life.


Until the toilet overflowed.


I called the plumber, who blamed the whole thing on Ronnie’s tile work, so I called Ronnie, who said the plumber hadn’t centered the drain. The two of them showed up at the same time on a Thursday morning and had it out in the bathroom while I stood there. Finally, Ronnie said, “Look, I’m not going to argue with you anymore. I’ll reset the toilet, and I’ll repair the tile, because the bottom line is that Trish here is the one who’s paying the price. So if you won’t fix it, I will.”


The plumber left, and Ronnie was my knight in shining armor. He had another job that day and couldn’t come back until three. I was going out that night with my girlfriends for our once-a-month gathering at a local restaurant. It was six-thirty, and Ronnie was still there when I went to get dressed for the evening. Unlike other days, when I wore sweatpants and a torn-up tank top, I was dressed decently. Tight jeans. Nice tank top. Hair blown out. A little makeup. I went in to say that I was leaving and to lock up and I’d see him in the morning. He said I looked nice and asked where I was headed, and I told him that I was going over to the Barn on Route 17. He knew the place. He said he’d been there a couple of times because it was close to Lowe’s, where he bought his supplies. I was being flip when I asked, “Why don’t you stop by and have a beer?” He said he just might, as though it were a threat, and I figured he was either being polite or kidding. Honestly, I didn’t take him seriously. Tight jeans or not, I was still feeling every bit fifty and undesirable. Just as he and I were having this exchange, my cell phone rang. It was Charlie, my husband, to say that he wouldn’t be home until at least eleven. He said that he had a dinner meeting with clients, but who knew? And who cared? Ronnie asked if Charlie always got home late, and I said that he did. And then Ronnie said that if I were his wife, he wouldn’t work so late at night. I felt myself blush. That quiver was coming back over me again. I think I nearly danced into my car, and then I felt so foolish. How could anyone find me attractive?


I met the girls and we had dinner, and as always, our group dwindled down by nine-thirty and then it was just my friend Hannah and me. I kept checking the door. I felt like such an idiot, thinking that he might show. And then, as Hannah and I told the bartender that we’d take a check, there was Ronnie.


Of course, I pretended to be totally surprised—and I was. I introduced him to Hannah and explained that Ronnie had been working in my house for the last month or so. He looked wonderful. His hair was shampooed and curled over the back of his collared shirt, and he wore dark jeans and sneakers. He sat next to me and ordered a beer and seemed very comfortable. And then Hannah started asking him a million questions, some about work and some about himself. After two beers, Ronnie went to the bathroom, and Hannah, who is usually ready to leave by ten-thirty at the latest, was going strong. Of course, she wanted to know “What gives?” She said he was really cute, and I acted innocent, like I would never give that guy the time of day. Then Hannah whispered in a stage voice, “He wants you.” I told her she was crazy. But she asked if I noticed how he was looking at me. I told her that he had fixed the bathroom and that was it. I decided to ignore her.


Ronnie came back from the bathroom, and Hannah asked where he lived. His answer made her eyebrows shoot up. His home was a good thirty minutes from the Barn. She pressed him and asked if he always went to bars thirty minutes from his house. Honestly, she was like the district attorney! But Ronnie was smooth and not at all defensive. He said he had to go to Lowe’s, and that was nearby. Then Hannah commented that he was pretty clean for someone who came from work, given the kind of work he does, and he said that was because his gym was nearby as well and he had worked out and then cleaned up. Hannah was like Dick Tracy, and Ronnie fielded her questions like a true gentleman, with no innuendo or indication that he was there for any other reason than coincidence.


Hannah backed down, and Ronnie bought another round. I started drinking lots of water and eating bar nuts to counteract the alcohol. I looked at my watch. It was nearly eleven. For once, my husband would be home before me. Anyway, Ronnie started talking about his thwarted dreams about medical school, and he showed a picture of his daughter, and he was just all-around entertaining and engaging. It was not planned, but at the same time, we both had to use the bathroom. We walked to the back of the restaurant, and both bathrooms were occupied. Weird, since the restaurant was nearly empty. Anyway, that was when he kissed me. He said he’d wanted to do that all night. I hadn’t been kissed like that in years, let alone kissed. By the time I got out of the bathroom, he was back at the bar talking to Hannah. And then Hannah said she had to go. “Call me tomorrow,” she said to me with a twinkle in her eye. About ten minutes later, Ronnie paid his check (Hannah had already paid ours), and we left.


Ronnie walked me to my car, and as I was about to open my car door, he kissed me again, leaning against me this time as I leaned against the car. He said that he wanted to see me. I said I was married, and he said, “So am I.” He said he’d see me in the morning. I can’t remember ever being so nervous. On the one hand, I was worried about what my husband would say once I got home. I just didn’t know where any of this was heading.


The next morning I offered Ronnie coffee, and we sat in the kitchen and talked for a bit, and then he looked at me and said, “So?” I felt like a schoolgirl. I asked him if he did this sort of thing with all the women he knew around town. He could have joked or teased me, but he said no in a serious tone. He was awfully sincere, but I figured he was the world’s best bullshit artist. He took my hand and walked me over to a spot in the kitchen that was away from the window, and he kissed me and ran his hands all over my body, and I just melted. We walked up the stairs to my bedroom, and although I felt a twinge that I was about to have sex with another man in the “marital bed,” I remember thinking that the marital bed hadn’t been marital in so long that it didn’t really matter. He took off his boots and his shirt, and I saw a tattoo on his back and another on the lower part of his stomach. His muscles were rippling. His stomach was so tight. Then he took off my shirt and laid me back on the bed and stood up beside me and took off his sweatpants, and it occurred to me that I hadn’t had sex in so long that I wondered if I would even remember what to do. When he made love to me, it was amazing. He was an incredible lover, and the best part was that he kept kissing me. My husband had never kissed me like that when he made love to me. I thought of the movie Pretty Woman, when Julia Roberts said that she wouldn’t kiss Richard Gere because kissing was too intimate. I thought, Yes, kissing is the most intimate.


I asked Hannah to meet me that night, and when I came into the restaurant, she said I looked great. She said I looked ten years younger. She kept staring at me: “You slept with him, didn’t you?” I just smiled. She said, “It’s incredible what sex can do for the skin. It beats a face-lift, I swear.”


The strange thing about this affair with Ronnie is that I am not in love with him, nor is he in love with me. I’ve never had sex with a man I didn’t feel I was in love with—a man with whom I didn’t have a “real” relationship that was “going somewhere.” Even in college, when everyone was fairly promiscuous and free, I always had to be in love. There were only two boys when I was in college, one in high school, and then, after college, just two other men before I married my husband. Having an affair was not on my horizon. It wasn’t guilt that stopped me, or a heightened sense of morality, it was simply that in order for me to have sex with someone, I always had to be in love with him.


Sometimes I fantasize about Ronnie and wonder what it would be like to be with him on a more permanent basis. I wonder if he would make love to me the way he does now if we, say, lived together. I have a bit of a hang-up about the age difference, though. He doesn’t know how old I am, and I’m afraid to tell him. I once told him the year I was born because he asked, and I lied and now can’t remember what year I told him! I don’t know why I feel this way, but I think it stems from the fact that when I turned fifty, my marriage was so stale and loveless, and I felt so old and washed up. My husband makes me feel old because he doesn’t want me. Sometimes I get the urge to tell him about Ronnie just to wake him up—to let him know that someone desires me and I can make love to someone with a passion. The thing is, I would prefer to have this with my husband, although there is such self-consciousness between us. Having sex with my husband now would be worse than having sex with a stranger.


Ronnie and I really don’t talk very much. He comes over a day or two a week, and we have sex. Great sex. He usually gets here at noon, during his lunch hour, or before he begins the day. Sometimes I feel bad when he leaves, because it’s not the kind of relationship I really want. I would prefer to have an affair that was of the heart as well as the mind. I can’t tell whether or not he really likes me or whether it’s all just sexual, and that’s a little tough for me to reconcile. He fills a need in me, but there are others that are still longing to be filled. I would like to have it all. I’d like to be with my husband, a husband, in the same way that I am when I’m with Ronnie and we get lost in each other. Instead, my husband comes home at night and tosses his briefcase on the table and sits down to dinner and reads the newspaper or Sports Illustrated and complains about work. Then he puts on pajamas and gets into bed and says good night, and that’s that. I doubt we will ever recapture what we had when we were dating and living together before we were married. I think it’s a lost cause. I don’t know exactly what I’m going to do, and I try not to think about the future, because it’s too painful. I just look forward to the next time Ronnie comes by and makes me feel, for an hour or so, that I am desirable and desirous and passionate and alive. That was once my dream for me and Charlie.






 MRS. B


[image: image]


Mrs. B is a fifty-year-old interior decorator from Buckhead, an affluent suburb of Atlanta. She has been married for eighteen years, has two teenage daughters, and her husband is an architect. She is a self-described cheater who recently got caught. She and her husband have led an opulent lifestyle, and their marriage has been strained for most of their years together. Now in the process of an acrimonious divorce, Mrs. B doesn’t regret this most recent affair. She is in love with her boyfriend, and although she doesn’t know whether she wants to marry or live with him, she does know she couldn’t have stayed in her marriage. She says the affairs were a question of emotional and spiritual survival. With this most recent affair, in which she fell in love, she chose herself above all else—even her children.


I had my first affair six months after I was married. It lasted about two months. You see, I got pregnant two months after I was married, and my husband reacted very badly. I wanted the I Love Lucy episode when Ricky was so thrilled to hear that Lucy was carrying his child, or the lines from that Paul Anka song about the woman who was having his baby and how it was an affirmation of how much she loved him. Well, it was a total shock to me when my husband reacted with “How could you do this to me? What the hell have you done? You tricked me!” I fell apart. I was thirty-one and my husband was thirty-three, so it wasn’t like we were children. We had a huge blowup, and one night this good friend and neighbor of mine came over to bum a cigarette, and the next thing I knew, we were having an affair that lasted five months into my pregnancy. He was the one who backed away. He questioned what he was doing, having an affair with not only a married woman but one who was having a baby. I thought I was in love with him, but looking back, I have no idea if I was. I think I just needed someone so badly at that time in my life. And I wasn’t in love with my husband. I highly doubt any woman has an affair if she’s dead in love with her husband. The truth is, I wasn’t in love with him when we got married. On my wedding day, I turned to my sister and said, “Boy, did I just make a mistake.”


Looking back, it’s all so transparent. I’d invested time in my relationship with my husband—four years. Once I turned thirty, I heard the clock ticking and started to get nervous about having babies. The bottom line was, I wanted babies. I also have a streak in me that says I have to win, and marriage was the prize. Ironically, we cheated on each other the entire time we dated. I continued two affairs that started before I was married and went four years into my marriage—both men lived overseas, so I would sleep with them maybe two or three times a year, when they were stateside.


Anyway, I had the baby, and we moved to the suburbs. There was a period of about ten years when I was faithful, and during that time we had another child. My husband was a great father. I seem to recall that our relationship improved as well, and most important, we loved our babies. Moving to the suburbs presented the perfect picture. Then time goes by and you start projects, and he starts projects, and you have kids and careers and you build a house and tend the garden, and one day you look up when you think that everything is all complete, and you realize you don’t know who he is, and he doesn’t know who you are. I don’t think I know anyone who’s happily married.


My ten-year hiatus without having an affair ended. I started having serious flirtations with clients. I guess before that, I felt that I was just so gross—the kids were young, and I didn’t have time for makeup and all that. I mean, who would have even wanted to have an affair with me? I was exhausted, getting up at five and going to work and coming home and being Mommy. It wasn’t until I was about forty-two that I started to take care of myself again, and I noticed that men liked me again. I even flew to Paris to be with one of my clients. My husband and I were having sex with each other, but that was the point when I started to dislike him so intensely that I had a difficult time sleeping with him. I would think, Oh God, let me pretend I’m asleep. It got to the point where I couldn’t stand the way he ate, the way he breathed. We rarely spoke. He worked weekends, and I felt more like his maid than his wife. You go through a few years like that, and a pretty good hate comes through. He was also constantly belittling me. I was much higher on the corporate ladder than he ever was, and I still am, but he never acknowledged that. He hated me. He felt that I wanted him to succeed professionally only for a positive reflection on me. Sometimes I wonder if he was right, although I thought I encouraged him for his sake.
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