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More Praise for NOT “Just Friends”


 

“This terrific book presents many new trailblazing concepts. It is easy to see why Dr. Glass is recognized as an expert. The author, with her thorough knowledge and a light touch, guides the reader through the difficulties in recovering from infidelity. When readers finish this insightful book they will have taken a journey of healing with someone who has their best interests at heart.”

—Rona Subotnik, marriage and family therapist and coauthor of Surviving Infidelity and Infidelity on the Internet

“NOT ‘Just Friends’ includes a step-by-step plan for rebuilding the relationship, a plan, based on my research, that really works! I would highly recommend this book for couples who have been through the trauma of betrayal, for those whose relationship has ended in the aftermath of an affair, and for therapists who counsel such men and women. They will all learn a great deal from this wonderful and well-written book.”

—Jennifer P. Schneider, M.D., Ph.D., author of Back from Betrayal; Sex, Lies, and Forgiveness; and Disclosing Secrets

“This is the book we’ve all been waiting for. NOT ‘Just Friends’ is destined to be the classic for helping couples preserve the love they rode in on. It’s a compelling read. You simply can’t put it down. If we want to help couples get smart about marriage, we also have to help them get smart about infidelity. It’s as though we—marriage educators, therapists, and counselors—are conspiring to pretend that couples in good marriages with lots of communication will be spared. It’s time to wake up, smell the coffee, and understand the formula for prevention. This book is required reading for anyone who wants to strengthen and preserve marriages—their own or anyone else’s.”

—Diane Sollee, founder and director, Coalition for Marriage, Family, & Couples Education, www.smartmarriages.com
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To my husband, Barry, who has been so much more than a friend.
You have fostered my aspirations, creativity, and individuality
as we have matured together throughout the years.



INTRODUCTION
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GOOD PEOPLE in good marriages are having affairs. More times than I can count, I have sat in my office and felt torn apart by the grief, rage, and remorse of the people I counsel as they try to cope with the repercussions of their infidelity or their partner’s betrayal. In two-thirds of the couples I’ve treated in my clinical practice over the past twenty years, either the husband, the wife, or both were unfaithful. Broken promises and shattered expectations have become part of our cultural landscape, and more people who need help in dealing with them appear in my office every day.

Surprisingly, the infidelity that I’m seeing these days is of a new sort. It’s not between people who are intentionally seeking thrills, as is commonly believed. The new infidelity is between people who unwittingly form deep, passionate connections before realizing that they’ve crossed the line from platonic friendship into romantic love. Eighty-two percent of the 210 unfaithful partners I’ve treated have had an affair with someone who was, at first, “just a friend.” Well-intentioned people who had not planned to stray are betraying not only their partners but also their own beliefs and moral values, provoking inner crises as well as marital ones.

This is the essence of the new crisis of infidelity: Friendships, work relationships, and Internet liaisons have become the latest threat to marriages. As these opportunities for intimate relationships increase, the boundary between platonic and romantic feelings blurs and becomes easier to cross.

Today’s workplace has become the new danger zone of romantic attraction and opportunity. More women are having affairs than ever before. Today’s woman is more sexually experienced and more likely to be working in what used to be male-dominated occupations. Many of their affairs begin at work. From 1982 to 1990, 38 percent of unfaithful wives in my clinical practice were involved with someone from work. From 1991 to 2000, the number of women’s work affairs increased to 50 percent. Men also are having most of their affairs with people from their workplace. Among the 350 couples I have treated, approximately 62 percent of unfaithful men met their affair partners at work.

The significant news about these new affairs—and what is different from the affairs of previous generations—is that they originate as peer relationships. People who truly are initially just friends or just friendly colleagues slowly move onto the slippery slope of infidelity. In the new infidelity, secret emotional intimacy is the first warning sign of impending betrayal. Yet, most people don’t recognize it as such or see what they’ve gotten themselves into until they’ve become physically intimate.

Most people mistakenly think it is possible to prevent affairs by being loving and dedicated to one’s partner. I call this the Prevention Myth, because there is no evidence to support it. My experience as a marital therapist and infidelity researcher has shown me that simply being a loving partner does not ensure your marriage against affairs. You also have to exercise awareness of the appropriate boundaries at work and in your friendships. This book will help you learn to observe boundaries or set them up where you need to. It will tell you the warning signals and red flags you need to pay attention to in your own friendships and in your partner’s.

Most people also mistakenly think that infidelity isn’t really infidelity unless there’s sexual contact. Whereas women tend to regard any sexual intimacy as infidelity, men are more likely to deny infidelity unless sexual intercourse has occurred. In the new infidelity, however, affairs do not have to be sexual. Some, such as Internet affairs, are primarily emotional. The most devastating extramarital involvements engage heart, mind, and body. And this is the kind of affair that is becoming more common. Today’s affairs are more frequent and more serious than they used to be because more men are getting emotionally involved and more women are getting sexually involved.

Consider this surprising statistic: At least one or both parties in 50 percent of all couples, married and living together, straight and gay, will break their vows of sexual or emotional exclusivity during the lifetime of the relationship.1 It has been difficult for researchers to arrive at this absolute figure because of the many variations in how research has been conducted, in sample characteristics, and in how extramarital involvements have been defined. After reviewing twenty-five studies, however, I concluded that 25 percent of wives and 44 percent of husbands have had extramarital intercourse.2 This is startling news indeed.

Vast numbers of Americans are preoccupied by an actual or potential betrayal of an intimate relationship. Their anxiety is not confined to a particular class, occupation, or age. Infidelity can occur in any household, not just in situations where partners are promiscuous or rich and powerful. No marriage is immune.

There are, however, steps you can take to keep your relationship or marriage safe. There are also steps you can take to repair your relationship after emotional or sexual infidelity has rocked it. And there are things you can do to help yourself through the trauma of betrayal. And you’ll learn them all in NOT “Just Friends.”

A Word about Where I’m Coming From

I was prompted to write this book first by my natural desire as a therapist to offer help and comfort to more people. Every time my work on infidelity has been featured in the media, I have received an outpouring from desperate people who say that I’ve helped them survive their partner’s betrayal, rebuild their marriage, and get on with their lives. I have also given relationship advice on the Internet, which has connected me to a large number of people mired in the pain of infidelity and looking for a way out. Although I’m gratified to know that I’ve helped many people personally through these venues, I am hoping that I can reach many more through this book.

Second, I wanted to bring a new, fact-based, scientifically and therapeutically responsible approach to the guidance that couples receive. Frankly, there are no generally accepted standards for therapists and counselors who treat infidelity. As a result, people often receive bad advice from professional helpers as well as from well-intentioned friends and family members. Many of our cultural beliefs about the behavior of others come from projections of our own attitudes and personal experiences. Unfortunately, these personal biases also affect the work and recommendations of many counselors. In this book, I draw from research and documented evidence to give you solid predictors about who tends to be unfaithful and why, as well as proven recovery strategies for healing your relationship.

Some of the research on which I draw is my own. Twenty-five years ago, my first research project on infidelity grew out of a challenge to my traditional beliefs. At that time, I, like many others, believed that infidelity could occur only in an unhappy, unloving marriage. Then I learned that an acquaintance, an elderly man who had an exceptionally loving marriage, had been having sexual flings for many decades without his wife’s ever knowing. Until the day he died, his wife believed that she was deeply and exclusively loved. After this revelation that an affair could indeed happen in a loving marriage, I felt compelled to search the psychological literature on relationships to learn more, but found very little that shed light on this seeming contradiction. The lack of research indicated a void that needed to be filled and I wanted to be the one to do it. So I pursued my investigations into extramarital relationships as a doctoral student at Catholic University of America. As you might imagine, that raised a few eyebrows.

What I discovered from the study I conducted forced me to revise many of my own beliefs about infidelity, which naturally had been limited by my own experience as a conservative young woman who had married at the age of nineteen. Over the years, I’ve done several other major studies on infidelity that have formed the foundation of my research-based approach to understanding and treating infidelity. My commitment to this field and method is so strong that I am currently writing a book for professionals, The Trauma of Infidelity: Research and Treatment.

Here’s a brief overview of some of my professional work, so that you’ll see the kind of factual information on which I’m basing this book’s guidance for you and your relationship. Some of my discoveries are counterintuitive and definitely go against the grain of popular opinion.

 

• Psychology Today Study (1977).3 This is the study I was inspired to do by the elderly philanderer. It compares the marital satisfaction of people who had affairs early in marriage with those who had them later. At first, I had no idea where I would find subjects for such a study. I ended up calling Bob Athanasiou, one of the authors of a sex questionnaire in Psychology Today, who offered to give me the data on the responses of 20,000 people. When I analyzed the data, I found that infidelity in young marriages either meant dissatisfaction or was a predictor of divorce. In addition, I found some very interesting differences between the sexes that piqued my curiosity: In long-term marriages, unfaithful men were as satisfied as faithful men, but unfaithful women were the most distressed subgroup of all. I speculated at the time that the reason for these differences was that women’s affairs were more emotional and men’s more sexual. Today, however, in the new infidelity, both sexes are citing emotional reasons for their affairs.

• The Airport Sample (1980).4 This dissertation research was designed to explore further the sex differences I had found in the Psychology Today study regarding reasons for having affairs. I handed out 1,000 questionnaires to people at the Baltimore-Washington International Airport and at a downtown office park in Baltimore. Over 300 mailed them back to me anonymously. I discovered that women’s infidelities were about unhappy marriages and falling in love with somebody else, and men’s infidelities were more about the desire for sexual excitement than because of an unhappy marriage. An unexpected finding revealed that the most threatening kind of infidelity combined a deep emotional attachment with sexual intercourse.

• My Clinical Sample (1982–2000). In this recent analysis, the 350 couples I treated alone and in cotherapy with my partner in practice, Dr. Tom Wright, completed the same questionnaires that I used in my dissertation research. These couples exhibit some of the same differences between the sexes in their attitudes toward marriage and infidelity as my previous studies. But it is obvious that in this new crisis of infidelity, an increased number of unfaithful husbands have deep emotional connections to their affair partner.

• Therapist Survey (1992–2001). In this study, I switched focus and surveyed 465 therapists at thirteen conferences regarding their beliefs about the meaning and treatment of infidelity. The results demonstrate that there is very little consensus among couple therapists about why infidelity happens and how people should be treated in its aftermath.

 

You’ll learn other surprising truths about infidelity, too, from my clinical experience with individuals and couples struggling with infidelity, from my own research into extramarital affairs, and from other research I’ve conducted in conjunction with Dr. Wright. I also borrow from the collective wisdom of other respected clinicians and researchers. Throughout the book, I use this research to document the concepts and interventions I am discussing, so that you will be comfortable listening to and accepting the guidance I give for protecting your marriage and for getting through your own wrenching experience of infidelity.

I also recount stories of couples that demonstrate how troublesome triangles develop out of friendship. These show the different reasons people break their commitments to each other and what you can do to ease your own pain and suffering. Perhaps you’ll recognize a life experience similar to your own in these stories and see a communication technique that could work for your marriage. The stories bring to life the bare-bones statistics on infidelity and demonstrate how this distressing sociological reality intrudes into too many marriages. I’ve altered all descriptive details in the case examples to protect the couples and maintain their confidentiality, but the actual interpersonal and individual issues are based on factual accounts. For the sake of brevity, some stories are composites of more than one individual or couple. I hope that their stories of breakdowns and breakthroughs will show you that you are not alone and encourage you in your attempt to recover from infidelity.

The Need for a New Outlook

Just because infidelity is increasingly common doesn’t mean that most people understand it. So much of the advice on television shows and in popular books about how to affair-proof your marriage is misleading. In fact, much of the conventional wisdom about what causes affairs and how to repair relationships is misguided.

An August 2000 column by the late Ann Landers illustrates this point beautifully—and startlingly. A woman wrote that her husband had casually confessed to a one-time affair and said that it was over. He also said he regretted it, that it had happened only once with a woman she didn’t know, and he wanted to come clean and “get it off his conscience.” He pleaded with his wife to forgive him. A few days later she came across several bills covering four years that indicated the affair had been ongoing over that period. The wife writes:

 

    I want to know who the home-wrecker is. I told him the only way to prove his love for me is to tell me her name. He refused. I have asked him every day since, saying the only way I can trust him is to know the whole story. Ann, with our marriage at stake, why won’t he give me this information? I am worried that he cares more about this woman than he cares about me. What should I do?

 

    Ann’s response:

 

    Dear San Diego,

    You should stop pressuring him to name the woman and be relieved that she is a thing of the past. Most men would identify her in order to get off the hot seat, but your husband refuses to do that. He may have some integrity after all. If you find it impossible to get past this, please consider seeking professional help.

 

I would have suggested a quite different response, something like this: “In order for your marriage to heal from the betrayal, your husband has to be willing to answer your questions. Until and unless you find out what you need to know, the affair will remain an open wound in your relationship. So far, the only integrity he is showing is to his affair partner. You have every reason to doubt him.”

Popular thinking about infidelity—and the therapy that deals with it—is clouded by myths. The facts, which my research and clinical experience prove, are much more surprising and thought-provoking than unfounded popular and clinical assumptions. Here are a few truths that you will learn from this book:

 

• Assumption: Affairs happen in unhappy or unloving marriages.

• Fact: Affairs can happen in good marriages. Affairs are less about love and more about sliding across boundaries.

• Assumption: Affairs occur mostly because of sexual attraction.

• Fact: The lure of an affair is how the unfaithful partner is mirrored back through the adoring eyes of the new love. Another appeal is that individuals experience new roles and opportunities for growth in new relationships.

• Assumption: A cheating partner almost always leaves clues, so a naïve spouse must be burying his or her head in the sand.

• Fact: The majority of affairs are never detected. Some individuals can successfully compartmentalize their lives or are such brilliant liars that their partner never finds out.

• Assumption: A person having an affair shows less interest in sex at home.

• Fact: The excitement of an affair can increase passion at home and make sex even more interesting.

• Assumption: The person having an affair isn’t “getting enough” at home.

• Fact: The truth is that the unfaithful partner may not be giving enough. In fact, the spouse who gives too little is at greater risk than the spouse who gives too much because he or she is less invested.

• Assumption: A straying partner finds fault with everything you do.

• Fact: He or she may in fact become Mr. or Mrs. Wonderful in order to escape detection. Most likely, he or she will be alternately critical and devoted.

 

NOT “Just Friends” will give you a more complete understanding of what infidelity really is and how it happens. I will provide you with plenty of substantiated information that will help you make decisions about whether and how your marriage can be saved. The following facts, although counterintuitive, are a good place to start:

 

• You can have an affair without having sex. Sometimes the greatest betrayals happen without touching. Infidelity is any emotional or sexual intimacy that violates trust.

• Because child-centered families create conditions that increase the vulnerability for affairs, the children may ultimately be harmed.

• People are more likely to cheat if their friends and family members have cheated.

• When a woman has an affair, it is more often the result of long-term marital dissatisfaction, and the marriage is harder to repair.

• Most people, including unfaithful partners, think that talking about an affair with the betrayed partner will only create more upset, but that is actually the way to rebuild intimacy. Trying to recover without discussing the betrayal is like waxing a dirty floor.

• The aftermath of an affair can offer partners who are still committed to their marriage an opportunity to strengthen their bond. Exploring vulnerabilities often leads to a more intimate relationship.

• Starting over with a new love does not necessarily lead to a life of eternal bliss. Seventy-five percent of all unfaithful individuals who marry the affair partner end up divorced.

• More than 90 percent of married individuals believe that monogamy is important, but almost half of them admit to having had affairs.

 

Interesting, isn’t it? And not what you’d expect. If you want to maintain your relationship, you need to learn how to prevent affairs and why so many people engage in behavior that goes against their professed values. Even so, knowledge alone is not enough. If you’ve slipped into an affair, or your partner has, you need a map for your journey to recovery. NOT “Just Friends” also gives you the detailed guidance and well-marked routes you need to follow.

Recovering from Betrayal

According to therapists who treat couples, infidelity is the second most difficult relationship problem, surpassed only by domestic violence.5 It takes years for people to come to terms with betrayal. Like comets, affairs leave a long trail behind them. When an infidelity is revealed, it precipitates a crisis for all three people in the extramarital triangle.

The revelation of infidelity is a traumatic event for the betrayed partner. Understanding it as traumatic has important implications for healing. People who have just found out about a partner’s affair may react as if they have been viciously attacked. Where they formerly felt safe, they now feel threatened. In an instant, the betrayed spouse’s assumptions about the world have been shattered. Commonly, betrayed spouses become obsessed with the details of the affair, have trouble eating and sleeping, and feel powerless to control their emotions, especially anxiety and grief, which can be overwhelming.

I have found that the most complete healing happens gradually, in stages. Because betrayal is so traumatic and recovery takes time, I use an interpersonal trauma recovery plan that parallels the ones recommended for victims of natural disasters, war, accidents, and violence. My clients are living evidence of its effectiveness in their individual healing and in the number of marriages saved with this approach.

Today more couples are willing to try to work through their difficulties in a sustained way. They want to make their marriages “even better than before.” They want their suffering to mean something. They want their pain to lead them to insights and new behaviors that will strengthen them as individuals and as a couple. But most people need help learning how to change the bitterness of betrayal into fertile ground for growth. They need constructive ways to confront and understand what has happened to them and how, on a practical level, to repair the ruptures that are breaking their hearts and ruining their relationship.

One of the difficulties of recovering from the trauma of infidelity is that the unfaithful partner must become the healer. It’s natural for the unfaithful partner to want to avoid the pained expression on the face of the person he or she has injured, especially when the betrayed partner insists on hearing the excruciating details. But it’s important for the unfaithful partner to move toward that pain, offer comfort, and be open to answering any questions. The process of recovery is like steering a ship through a storm. Knowing where you are heading can keep you and your relationship from getting totally lost even when you find yourselves off course.

It is possible to emerge from betrayal with your marriage stronger. This book will show you how. You will also learn how to steer clear of such dangerous waters in the future—if you both genuinely want to heal and are ready to do the serious work of repair.

Prevention Manual and Survival Guide

Many couples are conflicted about outside relationships that are viewed by one partner as too close and by the other as just friends. NOT “Just Friends” is for any man or woman in a committed relationship who interacts with interesting, attractive people. Love alone does not protect you or your partner from temptation. It’s not always easy to recognize the thresholds that mark the passage from platonic friend to extramarital affair partner. This book can be a valuable resource for protecting any couple, straight or gay. It will be of interest to anyone who wants to know more about the complex dynamics of how people form and maintain committed relationships. It will help you better understand yourself and your partner.

NOT “Just Friends” does not focus specifically on individuals who intentionally pursue the excitement of extramarital sex. Philandering can be a sign of either entitlement or addiction. The unfaithful partner who engages in sexual affairs with almost no emotional attachment usually operates undetected unless something catastrophic happens that exposes the extramarital liaisons. In any case, I want you to know that recovering from multiple affairs follows the same pathway as that followed by people recovering from a single affair. If the involved partners are genuinely remorseful and committed to remaining faithful in the future, this book can help them too.

NOT “Just Friends” speaks directly to the betrayed partner, the involved partner, and the affair partner at every stage of infidelity. Each individual in this painful situation will find insight and guidance as we chart the course of affairs from their beginning to their end. Here is a summary of how an affair unfolds:

In the beginning, there is a cup of coffee, a working lunch, a check-up call on the cell phone—all of these contacts are innocent enough and add vitality and interest to our days. But when secrecy and lies become methods of furthering the relationship, it has become an emotional affair. When the affair is discovered, the involved partner is torn between two competing allegiances, and the betrayed partner develops the alarming mental and physical symptoms of obsession and flashbacks. Both partners are frightened, fragile, and confused. On their own, they may not know how to cope.

If both decide to stay and work on the relationship, first on the agenda has to be how to reestablish safety and foster goodwill. They may be conflicted about how much to discuss the affair because it’s hard to know how much to say and when. It’s also hard to know how to remain supportive when a partner is hysterical or depressed and how to live through daily obligations without doing further damage to themselves and each other. NOT “Just Friends” will help guide you through these rocky stages of your recovery.

Rebuilding trust is the cornerstone of the recovery process. Telling the full story and exploring the individual, relational, and social factors that made your marriage vulnerable to an affair is vital for healing and recovery. If you can see through each other’s eyes and empathize with each other’s pain, then you can be guided in how to co-construct your stories to help you understand the meaning of what has happened. But you need to do this in a healing environment with mutual empathy and understanding. An atmosphere of interrogation and defensiveness will derail your recovery. The technique in NOT “Just Friends” will keep you on track in this middle stage too.

After conscious, patient work, you can become strong enough to deal with the hundreds of difficult questions that keep coming up: Will my partner ever forgive me? How can I ever trust my partner again? How do we handle the Other Man or the Other Woman who keeps calling on the phone? Should I share my love letters? What shall we tell the children? How should we handle the moments of pain that continue to intrude months and years after these events are over? NOT “Just Friends” addresses all these problems and helps you figure out when it is appropriate to stop being so upset and move on. It also addresses whether to stay and try to work it out and how to know whether your marriage is a lost cause.

It’s hard to believe that a marriage can be better after an affair, but it’s true—if you learn how to handle the nightmarish days after discovery, the traumatic reactions of the betrayed spouse, the revelation of details when the story is told, and the period of construction when the marriage is rebuilt, brick by brick. Even if you choose not to continue your marriage, you still have to recover from the trauma you’ve been through. The road to recovery can be a stimulus for growth whether you travel it with your partner or you make your way alone. It’s a difficult road, but it is passable and well traveled for all its difficulties, and it’s important to know that it is there for you and anyone who wants to follow it.

Walls and Windows

Throughout this book, I use the image of “walls and windows” to symbolize the levels of emotional intimacy within the marriage and within the affair. Many of my clients have told me that understanding where the symbolic walls and windows are in their relationship has helped them enormously in explaining the dynamics of their relationship and in articulating their feelings of alienation and jealousy. You can have intimacy in your relationship only when you are honest and open about the significant things in your life. When you withhold information and keep secrets, you create walls that act as barriers to the free flow of thoughts and feelings that invigorate your relationship. But when you open up to each other, the window between you allows you to know each other in unfiltered, intimate ways.

In a love affair, the unfaithful partner has built a wall to shut out the marriage partner and has opened a window to let in the affair partner. To reestablish a marriage that is intimate and trusting after an affair, the walls and windows must be reconstructed to conform to the safety code and keep the structure of the marriage sound so that it can withstand the test of time. You install a picture window between you and your marriage partner and construct a solid or opaque wall to block out contact with the affair partner. This arrangement of walls and windows nurtures your marriage and protects it from outside elements and interference.

To be healthy, every relationship needs this safety code: the appropriate placement of walls and windows. Just as the sharing that parents have with children should not surpass or replace confidences within the marriage, the boundaries in a platonic friendship should be solid. Identifying the position of walls and windows can help you discover whether a dangerous alliance has replaced a relationship that began as “just friends.”

In the Afterword, you’ll find a quick reference for recovering couples who want to do everything they can to safeguard their relationship against further betrayal. That section of the book is a summary of the successful strategies that make it possible for you to step back from the edge, reestablish boundaries, and commit once more to your primary relationship. It can also help couples who have not experienced infidelity and want to do everything they can to prevent it from happening in the first place.

Best Friends

The ultimate goal in committed relationships is to think of your marital partner as your best friend. Nonetheless, rich friendships outside the marriage are also important for a full life, and it is sad when those friendships have to be forsaken after boundaries that protect the marriage have been violated. This is another reason I wanted to write NOT “Just Friends”: to give you ways to set appropriate boundaries that will preserve your friendships as well as your committed relationship.

My own life has afforded me the opportunity to nurture and enjoy deep friendships while respecting the sanctity of my marriage. For twenty-five years I have maintained an affectionate and stimulating professional partnership with Dr. Tom Wright, my cotherapist and research partner. Tom and I do not discuss personal matters about our marriages, and we are very much aware of avoiding compromising situations. My marriage to my high school sweetheart, Barry, has lasted over forty years and we regard ourselves as best friends.

Good friendships and a loving marriage: This is what is possible when you value and preserve the differences between them. You can learn how to keep your commitment strong and your friendships safe, so that you will stay in the safety zone and remain “just friends.” Otherwise, you can easily cross into the danger zone where infidelity begins, when you are not “just friends” anymore. If this has already happened to you or your partner, however, please keep reading.




PART I
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The Slippery Slope

In the new crisis of infidelity, platonic friendships and workplace relationships are turning into emotional affairs, usually gradually, often without premeditation. Parties cross boundaries of emotional intimacy, sharing intimate information with a friend that is usually appropriately the exclusive territory of a husband or wife. When emotional boundaries are overstepped, the partner has taken the first step onto the slippery slope leading to emotional and eventually sexual infidelity. Even if the infidelity is “only” emotional, it often leads to a double life of deception and sexuality, threatening once secure marriages.

If you recognize that your friendship or your partner’s friendship may be in the danger zone of too much emotional intimacy, use this awareness to address concerns about your marriage. The quiz on the next page will help you see where you stand.



    
Quiz: Has Your Friendship Become an Emotional Affair?I


Directions: Circle Yes or No to the left of each statement.







	 Yes

	No

	1.

	Do you confide more to your friend than to your partner about how your day went?




	 Yes

	No

	2.

	Do you discuss negative feelings or intimate details about your marriage with your friend but not with your partner?




	 Yes

	No

	3.

	Are you open with your partner about the extent of your involvement with your friend?




	 Yes

	No

	4.

	Would you feel comfortable if your partner heard your conversation with your friend?




	 Yes

	No

	5.

	Would you feel comfortable if your partner saw a videotape of your meetings?




	 Yes

	No

	6.

	Are you aware of sexual tensions in this friendship?




	 Yes

	No

	7.

	Do you and your friend touch differently when you’re alone than in front of others?




	 Yes

	No

	8.

	Are you in love with your friend?





 

Scoring Key:

You get one point each for yes to questions 1, 2, 6, 7, 8, and one point each for no to 3, 4, 5.

If you scored near 0, this is just a friendship.

If you scored 3 or more, you may not be “just friends.”

    If you scored 7–8, you are definitely involved in an emotional affair.

    I This quiz by Shirley P. Glass was first printed in USA Today (June 20, 1988) in an article by Karen Peterson, “When platonic relationships get too close for comfort,” p. 6D.
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I’M TELLING YOU, WE’RE JUST FRIENDS

You know you’re in trouble when
the word “just” appears before the word “friends.”

—IRA GLASS1

TWO SIMPLE WORDS: “just friends.” We all think we know what that phrase means. We picture two people whose relationship operates within the sanctioned bounds of genuine but limited caring. Friends are comfortable and safe.

The problem is that for more and more people these words are taking on a dangerous connotation. When you express concern about a relationship that seems too close, you are probably not convinced if your partner attempts to reassure you by saying, “I’m telling you, we’re just friends.” It sounds more like a denial than an affirmation.

Your wariness is well-founded. Many individuals who think of themselves as just friends are becoming lovers. Men and women today have the opportunity to meet as equals, develop collegial relationships and mutual interests, and escalate those relationships into love affairs. Therapists and researchers are observing a significant increase in infidelity by married women.2 Every era has its defining stories, and one of ours may be a new crisis of infidelity.

In the past, the more common type of extramarital involvement was the married man who had casual sex with single women who were not his equal in status or income. There have always been a fairly substantial group of men and a smaller number of women looking for “a little bit on the side.” They kept these liaisons separate from their committed relationships, and their escapades usually had no effect on a marriage unless they were discovered.

The same progress and freedom that allow men and women to be business partners, serve together in organizations, and form friendships based on their appreciation of each other as human beings bring with them extra obligations. To both preserve our special friendships and keep our vows, we must be more aware than ever before of appropriate boundaries between friends. As I tell my clients, the grass looks greener on the other side of the fence only because we don’t have to mow it. Fences allow us to focus on cultivating the good things growing in our own garden and allow others the privacy to do the same. Solid boundaries discourage trespassing.

When you’re about to cross the line that separates the richness of friendship from the dangers of something much more intense and destructive, the most obvious red flag is that feeling of attraction that warns you to pull back.


Being Attracted Means You’re Still Breathing

Attraction is one of the most dependable constants of our lives. We meet good-looking, dynamic, smart people at work, at class reunions, in restaurants, and on the Internet. As electrically charged beings, we continually respond to the positive charges of others. It doesn’t matter whether we are happily married. In the moment of attraction, we are fully alive to the possibilities of potential intimacy.

What is it that allows some individuals to resist the temptation of attraction while others give in to it? The answer lies in the complex interweaving of opportunity, vulnerability, commitment, and values. As psychiatrist Frank Pittman says, “Being in love doesn’t protect people from lust.”3 Certainly, the circumstances have to be favorable. You have to meet someone who attracts you when you have the opportunity and the inclination to pursue it. It’s worth noting, however, that many people who don’t have time for marriage still manage to find time for an affair.

Women who have affairs often consciously detach from their marriages before getting involved. In contrast, men more often withdraw from their marriages as a consequence of extramarital involvement. For both men and women, not thinking about alternatives is a sign of dedication to their marriage partner. Dedicated couples are as protective of their relationship as couples who’ve just fallen in love. They are cocooned in their own world, blind to the temptations around them, and oblivious of everyone else. Other people are perceived as a threat to their commitment and their relationship.4 Their friendships have reinforced walls that preserve their commitments.


Being Jealous Could Mean That You’re Tuned In

Even in dedicated couples, however, one partner may be oblivious to the subtle manipulations of someone who is attracted to him or her. It’s not unusual for a concerned partner to be the first to notice that someone else is trying to slip through the marital wall. You may have felt, on some level, that someone is making a play for your partner, while your partner may deny that such a dynamic exists. Often, concerned spouses will express their uneasiness by saying that their partner “talks about this friend all the time” or, conversely, that it’s pretty mysterious that he or she no longer mentions the friend’s name. The involved partner may strenuously squash any suggestion of impropriety in an offended tone and even denigrate the concerned spouse as foolish or crazy for bringing up the possibility.

I have often worked with couples where one partner expressed discomfort about a friendship that felt a little too friendly in the absence of any tangible evidence that there was a problem. Warren and Wendy were one such couple, who were in therapy to address other relationship problems. Their progress had frozen, though, and it felt to me as if one of them had a hidden agenda that they wouldn’t address. Warren began to remark on certain changes in Wendy’s behavior that made him think she was becoming involved with someone else: “All of a sudden, she’s wearing new makeup and sexy underwear. She’s lost weight, and she’s gone back to running after work, like she did when we were first married.” He complained that she talked constantly on her cell phone with the door closed when she was home. She claimed she was talking to colleagues and clients about a big confidential project.

Whenever he brought up his uneasiness, his wife made him feel small-minded and overly jealous. “I go back and forth reassuring myself that she won’t cheat on me,” he said. In the face of her disdain, he dropped his concern, saying that she had never done such a thing before and had always been a good wife: “She’s an honest, moral person who would never lie to me.” Months later, they were back in my office trying to deal with the affair she had been having.

Wendy had accused Warren of being jealous. There is a big difference between irrational jealousy and rational jealousy. For the irrationally jealous person, things are not what they seem. Normal interactions seem to be strategic moves in the game of seduction; every moment contains the threat of loss. The emotionally jealous person sees only shades of green, not the nuanced hues that color a normal view of life. For example, a husband gets upset when his wife lunches with a male client, or a wife objects to her husband’s driving their attractive neighbor to the community association meetings. It doesn’t take long for the suspicions of irrationally jealous spouses to be dismissed by everyone. Even when they are correct, no one takes them seriously because of their long-time misperceptions and cries of wolf.


Men and women are jealous over different things. Research shows that men get more upset about their wives’ having sex with other men, and women get more upset about their husbands’ being involved in an emotionally satisfying relationship with another woman.5



On the other hand, rational jealousy should be taken seriously. Sometimes jealousy is not a sign of paranoia but a healthy reaction to valid suspicions. When a not normally jealous spouse suddenly starts getting suspicious, the jealousy is apt to be based on a threat that is real. For instance, Paul and Pam had seen a therapist about her jealousy over letters he was receiving at his office from a former flame, Margaret. Their therapist told them that Pam was suffering from a case of pathological jealousy. But in our couple therapy, I advised Paul to tell Margaret to begin writing him at the house, where he could share their correspondence with Pam. Margaret was enraged that her private communications were being curtailed. The letters that came to the house had a different tone and no longer began with the salutation “My dearest Paul.” When it was time for Margaret’s birthday, Pam suggested that they send her a birthday card with both signatures on it. Paul was impressed that Pam’s hunches about Margaret’s intentions had been right on the mark, and her “pathological jealousy” was cured as soon as the walls came down between her and Paul.

Vigilance can be a prudent response that helps the concerned spouse gather more information before deciding how to cope with the situation. It also serves to forewarn a wavering spouse who is teetering on the edge of overstepping proper boundaries and breaking a commitment to the marriage.


Approaching the Slippery Slope

Throughout the book, we will follow one couple in particular, before, during, and after the husband’s affair. Their life together represents a common pattern of infidelity and its aftermath.


To Have and to Hold…

When Rachel and Ralph got married, they believed that they were equally committed to their promises to remain faithful. Infidelity was not consistent with their values or their loyalty to and love for each other. Besides, they had both witnessed how families could be shattered by extramarital involvements. They wanted to build a family that was safe, secure, and loving.


In population research by Michael Wiederman, 80 percent of men and women who had engaged in extramarital intercourse said that it was almost always or always wrong.6



Ralph and Rachel thought that infidelity occurred in line with the cultural stereotype of men making advances to less powerful but sexually attractive women. They believed it happened to unhappily married men or women who didn’t really love their mates. To Ralph and Rachel, people who had affairs were inconsiderate and self-indulgent more than anything else. They assumed that affairs never happened unless something in the marriage went wrong. They considered their relationship to be a loving partnership between equals. They naturally assumed that because they were so well matched neither of them would succumb to the attractions of others. Their fundamental commitment and compatibility did not change as they became increasingly preoccupied with daily responsibilities for their two young children.

They could not have guessed that the conditions of their lives would lead Ralph slowly to drift into an affair. He wasn’t even aware that he was violating his own principles, except perhaps toward the very end. Like the frog that finds itself in a pan of cool water heating slowly on the stove, Ralph was so comfortable at first that it didn’t occur to him to jump out. By the time he perceived that he had a problem, the water was boiling hot and it was too late to escape. Despite his avowed disapproval of extramarital sex, Ralph gradually became involved with Lara, a work colleague whom he considered just a friend.


Step 1: Platonic Friendship/Secure Marriage

As a married couple, Rachel and Ralph were surrounded by a protective wall and looked out onto the outside world through the same window. They had no real secrets from each other. They openly shared their enthusiasms about their friendships with other people because they knew they had nothing to hide. For many years, they succeeded in maintaining appropriate boundaries around their marriage. They followed sensible guidelines for preserving their unity. These are the precautions they took:

 

• They didn’t discuss relationship problems with anyone who could be a potential alternative to their spouse. They knew that when you complain about your partner or listen to someone else’s sad story, you establish intimacy and signal that you just might be too interested and available. Sharing your relationship dissatisfactions with a third party opens a window and begins to create a bond that often crosses the first threshold into an affair.

• On those occasions when they did need to talk to someone about their marriage, they made sure that the person was a friend of the marriage. They were right in assuming that an inclination to work out problems and to see the upside can be adversely affected by someone else’s negative bias.

• When one of them had a friend who wanted to talk about personal problems, they were careful about boundaries. There were times when one or the other wanted to rescue a friend in trouble, but they didn’t try to do it alone. When either of them got too involved, they knew they had to take off the Superman cape and include their partner in their helping gestures. Confidential investments in another person’s calamities are a well-trodden path toward becoming too emotionally involved.

 

When Ralph first started working with Lara, they didn’t talk about their marriages, except in general, positive terms. This “friendly” wall prevented them from sharing intimate details about all aspects of their lives. As friends, they had small windows into each other’s lives, but they didn’t get overly personal.

For quite a while, Ralph and Lara were delighted to be such compatible coworkers. They helped each other out; they laughed; they shared the same basic philosophy of life. They bonded over the television show The Sopranos. Every Monday morning they would avidly debrief on the previous night’s episode. Talking about the characters and their predicaments gave them a way to get to know each other well. Ralph couldn’t help contrasting Lara’s enthusiasm with his wife’s hatred of the program. Where Lara saw humor and deep feeling, Rachel saw violence and the objectification of women.


Step 2: Intimate Friendship/Insecure Marriage

Things began to heat up when Ralph began to fudge on the marriage-saving precautions he and Rachel had always followed. Over time, he began to share more of himself with Lara than with his wife. Part of the reason was simply that Rachel and Ralph had less time together than they used to. When they met, Rachel was a nurse in a pediatric intensive care unit. After they married and had children, they decided it would be best for their family if Rachel worked on the weekend, when Ralph was home. That way she could stay involved with the profession she loved and be available for the children during the week. Because Ralph had more income-earning potential, it made sense to free him to climb the corporate ladder. This arrangement kept Ralph and Rachel so busy with the children that they didn’t have much couple time. They spent even less time together when they found out that their seven-year-old had a learning disability, and Rachel had to spend additional hours with him in the evening on reading and homework. Ralph found himself hungry for the stimulating conversations he could have with Lara.

Ralph and Lara went from being glad to see each other, to wishing they didn’t have to deal with other people, to sneaking time alone. And when they were alone, they began to reveal more and more of themselves. Ralph would say, “I’ve never told anyone this before.” Lara would sometimes cry when she told Ralph about her unhappy marriage and painful childhood memories. When they talked about their desires and aspirations, it felt as if they had never been so close to the heart of their own lives. They allowed their liking for each other to become a major fascination. The problem wasn’t that they were attracted, but that they began to act on their feelings as if they had no other primary commitments.

At this point, the window between them was expanding, while the window between them and their spouses was shrinking. Ralph and Lara were sharing more, whereas Ralph and Rachel were sharing less, unaware that the quality of their conversations was deteriorating. Most of their time was spent hashing out the details of family administration and crafting problem-solving strategies concerning their children. There was only a faint trace of the rich exchange of ideas and feelings that had brought them together in the first place.

By now Ralph was spending a lot of time thinking about Lara. And Rachel, who had been hearing about Lara’s superlative qualities, also found herself thinking about her. If we could eavesdrop on their private thoughts, this is what we might hear:

 

       RALPH: I’m so glad I can wake up and go to work and Lara will be there. When we have lunch together today, I’m going to tell her about the PBS special I saw last night and how I’m feeling inspired to get on the treadmill and work out more. I can really share things with her and be myself. She understands me. Sometimes, with Rachel, things are more difficult. We talk at cross-purposes more than we used to. I feel like we never have any fun together anymore.

       RACHEL: Ralph sure lights up when he talks about Lara. It’s better than that time when he was so miserable at work. Now, he seems to have more energy and more enthusiasm for work and life in general. Honestly, I may have a pinprick of worry about Lara, but when I stop and think about it, I have nothing to base it on. Things are good between us. Things are fine—I think. We’ve just been kind of busy and haven’t been able to spend much time together. But we still love each other and that’s what really counts.

 

It’s obvious that Rachel is of two minds here. Several months earlier, she had met Lara at a company get-together. She had been uneasy when Lara seemed a little too familiar toward Ralph, referring to a joke only she and Ralph knew and putting her hand on his arm. When Rachel mentioned her discomfort to Ralph, he brushed her off and told her she was imagining things. His defensiveness made Rachel feel shut out.


Walls and Windows

In many cases, the transition from friendship to affair is barely perceptible—to both participants and observers. The boundaries shift slowly. Having a clear, easy way to see where the boundaries are at any given moment can bring both friendship and marriage into sharp focus. One way to determine whether a particular friendship is threatening is to ask Where are the walls and where are the windows? This is a useful metaphor for clarifying boundary issues in extramarital triangles.7

In a committed relationship, a couple constructs a wall that shields them from any outside forces that have the power to split them. They look at the world outside their relationship through a shared window of openness and honesty. The couple is a unit, and they have a united front to deal with children, in-laws, and friends. An affair erodes their carefully constructed security system. It erects an interior wall of secrecy between the marriage partners, at the same time that it opens a window of intimacy between the affair partners. The couple is no longer a unit. The affair partner is on the inside, and the marital partner is on the outside.

Asking yourself about the placement of walls and windows can help you determine when an outside relationship has moved beyond friendship into an extramarital relationship. When a friend knows more about your marriage than a spouse knows about your friendship, you have already reversed the healthy position of walls and windows.


Opportunity Is Everywhere

Let’s take a look at how people commonly work and socialize. We’ll see how easy it is for close, affectionate relationships between men and women to evolve into extramarital affairs. In the past, men and women occupied different spheres: Men worked outside the home and women ran the household and raised children. The rules that governed social and economic behavior inhibited personal freedom. Married men and women were not often exposed to the opportunity for relationships with the opposite sex based on mutual interest and a preference for each other’s company.

Today, there are coed dorms, coed workout facilities, open membership in country clubs and civic organizations, sex-blind admission to graduate school, equal access to the armed forces and the professions—all of these changes and others allow individuals to mix freely where once they were segregated and restricted. Women and men live, study, and work together and, not surprisingly, find pleasure in the freedom to come and go as they please.

There are significant differences between men’s and women’s responses to opportunity. Men desire extramarital sex and often regret lack of opportunity, whereas most women do not understand why a happily married person would want sex with anyone but their spouse.8 Men tend to be more alert than women to opportunities for extramarital involvement, and they have more chances because of the availability and interest of single women.


In a British survey, 40 percent of unfaithful men had an affair with an unmarried woman.9



Of course, opportunity is partly in the eye of the beholder. A happily married woman seems to have a “filter” that screens out other potential partners.10 She just doesn’t see them; for her, they don’t exist. This is a perfect illustration of the general principle that interest creates opportunity; conversely, lack of interest creates blindness to opportunity. When a man does make a move, she may even discount it and say, “He didn’t mean it. He was just joking.”


[image: image]

Unfaithful spouse’s acquaintanceship with affair partner



The overwhelming majority of unfaithful individuals in my clinical practice were not out seeking opportunity. Eighty-two percent of those who had affairs started out being social acquaintances, neighbors, or workplace colleagues with their future affair partners. They never imagined that their friends and coworkers would become co-conspirators in secret love trysts.


Danger Zone: Men and Women at Work!

Work can be hazardous to the health of your relationship. The statistics are alarming; in fact, 46 percent of the unfaithful wives and 62 percent of the unfaithful husbands in my clinical practice had an affair with someone whom they met through their work.11

Today’s workplace is the most fertile breeding ground for affairs. The observed increase in women’s infidelity is because more women are in the workplace and more women are in professions that were previously dominated by men.12 Annette Lawson found that wives in traditionally male professions, such as law and corporate management, exhibited more permissive marital attitudes and behaviors than husbands in traditional female professions, such as teaching and nursing.


During the past decade, workplace affairs among unfaithful wives in my clinical sample increased dramatically. From 1982 to 1990, 38 percent of unfaithful wives had work affairs. By contrast, from 1991 to 2000, 50 percent of unfaithful wives had work affairs.



Very few activities are more captivating than working hard together to achieve common goals. Inspired by teamwork and shared accomplishments, office romances often begin when the pressure of a work deadline triggers an adrenaline rush that can be misinterpreted as sexual arousal. The tension and excitement of working closely together for long hours on demanding projects can charge the sexual chemistry between two people. Ordering out for Chinese food, loosening your tie, and strategizing victory into the wee hours of the night becomes, intentionally or not, a form of seduction.

My research and the research of others point to opportunity as a primary factor in the occurrence of extramarital involvements.13 Attractions are a fact of life when men and women work side by side at the office, where shared coffee breaks and lunches are commonplace, and where daily interactions around business projects are the norm. We are so used to this camaraderie that we hardly notice how habit-forming it can become. But to get another perspective, imagine what you would think if your best friend called your spouse every night on the way home just to talk or if your spouse went with your next-door neighbor to share a latte at the neighborhood Starbucks every morning. You would undoubtedly worry and wonder.

One researcher, Fred Humphrey, calls this phenomenon the “cup of coffee” syndrome.14 Two people who are married to others begin to meet for coffee breaks. They look forward to the chance to relax and talk. Pretty soon, they are meeting regularly, and the talk becomes increasingly intimate as they share more details of their personal lives. Soon, they can’t live without their cups of coffee. Who knew coffee was so potent? Apparently, however, empathic communication can be even more addictive than caffeine.


In my clinical sample, men who had workplace affairs were married longer when they had their first extramarital sex than men who had affairs in other settings. Fifty-six percent of men involved in workplace affairs had their first extramarital sexual experience after nine years of marriage. Twenty-seven percent of men in nonworkplace affairs reported that their first extramarital sexual encounter occurred after nine years of marriage.



Clearly, extramarital involvement is facilitated by careers that offer greater autonomy and freedom from constraint.15 Some individuals have more opportunity than others for such meetings. People who are home-bound, such as housewives with young children, don’t have much personal freedom during the day. Attorneys, on the other hand, have a moderate amount. And traveling salesmen and airline pilots are comparatively free from constraint. (Some airlines now insist that flight attendants change crews with every flight rather than travel with the same group of people several days in a row.) At the high end of opportunity, some professions require out-of-town meetings and conferences where men and women travel together overnight. Finding yourself in a hotel, away from home with plenty to eat and drink and no curfew makes it easy to advance a collegial relationship to a deeper level.

Happily married women often ignore or resist the signs that a man might be interested in more than friendship or a professional relationship. Anna, a young teacher, became confused when Mark, whom she considered her mentor, began to show an interest in her that was more than professional. Mark, a married man in his early forties, was one of the most experienced teachers at this very challenging school and had been her most dependable friend. She had relied on him as a source of sound advice when students became disruptive.

Anna had assumed that because Mark was a sympathetic colleague, she could be honest with him about things that were bothering her. They enjoyed laughing about classroom antics and talking seriously about the books they assigned their students. Anna told me, “He reminded me of my dad, and I assumed he related to me so well because he had daughters of his own. But then he called and asked me to lunch. I went because I was lonely and figured he was safe.” His attention was flattering. She didn’t think anything bad could happen because she loved her husband, and Mark was a family man who adored his children and was content with his marriage.

During the course of the lunch, he asked Anna if her e-mail was private or if her husband read her messages. That was a big red flag. When he made an offhand remark to the effect that he didn’t think Anna’s husband was supportive enough, she became anxious. Now she says, “He’s started sending me two or three e-mail messages a day. It feels weird and, I have to admit, intriguing.” She has begun to compare Mark’s maturity and understanding with her husband’s lack of sophistication.

Notice that this man has been perfectly honest about his apparently happy family life. Even so, he is drawn to a young colleague who puts him on a pedestal. Although affairs among coworkers are the most common, they do not necessarily mean the partners are in unhappy marriages. James Wiggins and Doris Lederer discovered that involved coworkers generally considered themselves to be happily married and highly compatible with their spouses.16 At the same time, collegial relationships provided the opportunity to share common interests and mutual admiration on a level that is rare in a long-term marriage.

By and large, people who get involved with coworkers don’t set out to turn their friendships into romances. Colleagues and coworkers who drift into affairs are blind to the red flags that mark their passageway. They are so energized by the unreserved acceptance and the support for each other’s ideas, skills, and goals that they don’t notice how their relationship is changing. The constant proximity and emotional bonding combine to create a powerful aphrodisiac. They are oblivious to the potential chaos and agony that will befall their families if the infidelity is exposed.


In my clinical sample, 55 percent of husbands and 50 percent of wives who had affairs at the work setting had not had a previous affair.




In Your Own Backyard

Although the majority of emotional affairs happen between coworkers, romance between social friends and neighbors is also common. Among couples I have treated, friends or neighbors were partners in the cases of 16 percent of unfaithful husbands and 29 percent of unfaithful wives. When we understand how thin the line is between friends and lovers, this is not surprising. The ingredients for romantic attachment are already present in a friendship. You like each other, share a history, and are good at talking about your feelings.

Despite the obvious similarities, there are clear differences between friendships and emotional affairs. Emotional affairs are characterized by secrecy, emotional intimacy, and sexual chemistry. These three elements can combine into a potent brew that intensifies the attraction that already exists. If the relationship is an open book, it is probably a friendship. When attempts are made to hide feelings or interactions, the friendship is becoming something else. When there is more companionship, intellectual sharing, and understanding in the friendship than in the marriage, that’s also a warning signal. Sexual chemistry, an undercurrent of arousal and desire, is only enflamed by admissions that a sexual attraction exists but won’t be acted on.

It is easier to hide an affair in modern settings where men and women are free to hang out together in public. When you see a man and a woman out in public together, you can’t be sure if they are just friends or not. They may be listening attentively to each other, laughing, and speaking in common references. Friends and lovers can be hard to tell apart. Of course, their committed partners can probably tell the difference in an instant by picking up on clues that are invisible to others. But that doesn’t obscure the fact that either a friend or a lover can bring you chicken soup when you have a cold, call you late at night with good news, or invite you to lunch.

Men and women tend to view friendship differently. For women, friendship is being vulnerable, open, self-disclosing, and emotionally supportive. For men, friendship is doing things together, side by side. When women treat men friends like their women friends, the emotional intimacy that is natural for a woman can send her male friend a signal she didn’t intend. Because husbands tend to save their emotional intimacy for their wives, when they do let themselves become open and vulnerable to another woman it is much more likely to jeopardize the marriage.17 From the woman’s point of view, emotional bonding doesn’t become serious until it becomes sexual. Although a man can prove his true friendship for a woman by not pressing for a sexual relationship, the fact is that it is the responsibility of both to put the brakes on.

Often, it’s easier to talk with a friend than with a spouse. Friends can be less judgmental, more accepting, and not as likely to overreact because they don’t have the same vulnerabilities or expectations from the relationship as long-term partners. In the movie When Harry Met Sally, Billy Crystal and Meg Ryan were “just friends” who gave advice freely and welcomed each other’s opinions. When Harry told Sally that she wore slacks too often and would look better in skirts, she responded to his observation seriously, almost gratefully. If he had offered this opinion after their relationship had become sexual and when he was more than a friend, he would probably have hurt her feelings. I can imagine her responding defensively and saying, “Oh, I see! Are you trying to tell me you don’t like the way I look? I guess you’re not attracted to me anymore.”

One couple I counseled illustrates how comfortable it can be to open up to a friend who doesn’t have to live with our troublesome behaviors or moods. Daryl was afraid he was going to be laid off at work. There had been rumors of layoffs and downsizing, and he’d always had a problem meeting deadlines. He discovered a sympathetic listener in the neighbor next door. He was reluctant to burden his wife, Debbie, who had been preoccupied and depressed because her best friend had just been diagnosed with an advanced stage of ovarian cancer. But besides not wanting to cause his wife further anxiety, he didn’t want to hear her words of advice.

Eventually, Debbie discovered how often Daryl was talking to their neighbor and hiding it from her. When she confronted him, he said, “What are you so upset about? We’re just friends.” And when she confronted the neighbor, her neighbor said, “You have no right to be upset. He needed somebody to talk to, and what he told me was between him and me. It had nothing to do with you.”

This friendship had already crossed the threshold of emotional intimacy. Daryl was not telling Debbie how often he was confiding in his neighbor. He was sharing feelings with her that he was not sharing with Debbie, feelings that were increasingly expressed with physical affection: touches on the hand and shoulder. If the neighbor had been interested only in friendship, she would have encouraged Daryl to share his feelings with his wife rather than encouraging secrets between them. Her defensiveness was a red flag too. At first, Daryl couldn’t understand Debbie’s hurt and outrage because he had not had sex with his friendly neighbor. Eventually, though, he understood that his emotional intimacy with another woman was a violation of his commitment to his wife.

Not all friendships are so dangerous or pose a threat to the marriage. You can have friends who are friends of the marriage. They are not in competition with the marriage. They characteristically reinforce the value of marriage in general and their friends’ committed relationships in particular. They react to marital complaints with problem-solving approaches that support continuing commitment. Anyone who can be considered an attractive alternative to the marriage partner, however, is a threat unless he or she is a friend of the marriage. Single people on the prowl or married people who openly complain about their current relationship are least likely to be friends of the marriage. They represent the highest risk. Potential affair partners often signal their availability or readiness to engage beyond the normal boundaries.


Almost every unfaithful spouse among my clinical couples was involved with someone who was either unmarried or was already detaching from an unhappy relationship.




Old Flames Burn Hottest

If friendships and collegial relationships can become overheated, former lovers are positively flammable. When they meet again after years apart, they are quick to ignite. They look into each other’s eyes and see themselves as they once were: younger, more beautiful, and full of life. Their passion quickly takes root in them again. They know each other, and being together feels like coming home.

People who reconnect and then fall in love again talk about the intensity of their bond and often feel their love is unique. In fact, if their reconnection results in marriage or a committed exclusive relationship, these unions are highly successful. Nancy Kalish has discovered in her study of rekindled romances that 72 percent of these reconnecting partners stay together. If they were first loves who were torn apart by situational factors, their stay-together rate is 78 percent.18

When former loves meet, especially those who never consummated their relationships, they have to exert themselves consciously to control their feelings and not pursue the relationship. They cannot meet just once, reminisce casually about old times, and not ignite former feelings. Simply believing that their love for their current partner will stop them is not enough.

Linda learned this lesson, with some loving help from her husband, Richard.19 They had been married for nine years and had two children. One Saturday afternoon, Linda and Richard took their kids to the local yogurt store. It gradually dawned on Linda that the familiar-looking face of the man in line was her old boyfriend, David. He looked “absolutely gorgeous” with his white hair and nose job.

“It was like everything stopped. I was trying to be nonchalant. But my heart was going ka-boom, ka-boom.” After introductions, they chatted and discovered how much they had in common. Linda was a clinical psychologist and David was a psychoanalyst. On the way home, Linda couldn’t stop thinking about him.

The next morning, David started leaving messages on Linda’s office phone, which she didn’t answer. He said he couldn’t stop thinking about her. A few days later, he left another message, saying that she probably had her own life, but he couldn’t get her out of his mind. Linda found herself becoming preoccupied with him. When he called again and asked her to lunch, she realized how badly she wanted to go.

Linda told Richard that David had invited her to lunch, and she asked him if he minded. She realized that she couldn’t look Richard in the eyes because she was so thrilled about seeing David again. At that point, she decided to confess to Richard how fixated she was with David. “Richard was amazing,” she said. “When I confessed how obsessed I was, he took me in his arms and held me, and he said, ‘Honey, I’m so sorry I can’t do that for you anymore.’ That’s all he said.” Linda immediately called David and told him never to call her again. Sharing her feelings with her husband was the best thing Linda could have done.

When we share our hidden feelings about another person with our spouse, the intensity and fascination of that secret are greatly diminished. We let reality into fantasy. When Linda opened a window with her husband, she was able to close an old one with her former boyfriend.


The Intimacy of the Internet

It’s easy to understand the power of mutual attraction with interesting new acquaintances or exciting old flames. Our senses move us toward those who are good-looking, funny, smart, or otherwise fascinating. In the privacy of our own thoughts, we are led into a mental betrayal of our partner every day through the seductive realities of a gentle voice, engaging smile, or adoring eyes.

Incredibly, we can now betray our partner through the Internet without receiving any of these physical cues. We can fall in love, or into lust, without ever seeing or touching the object of our desire. Emotional affairs can bloom in any home that has a computer. Researcher Debbie Layton-Tholl found that 27 percent of the respondents in her on-line infidelity study met their affair partners on the Internet.20

Internet infidelity is the epitome of extramarital emotional involvement because it meets all three criteria that discriminate between a platonic friendship and an emotional affair. Emotional intimacy quickly develops on the Internet because freedom from distractions and lack of social constraints promote a form of free association that allows you to say anything that comes to mind. The wall of secrecy that soon surrounds these intimate Internet communications leads to lying, which feeds the obsession with these covert activities. Sexual chemistry is fueled by titillating exchanges about sexual fantasies and practical barriers to physical contact. Although some on-line affairs do result in face-to-face assignations, most do not. Yet actual sexual contact is not a requirement for betrayal.

Here’s the scene: It’s getting late. A woman walks into the computer room to say goodnight to her spouse, who is ordinarily involved in a hobby-centered chat room, but notices he seems breathless and mesmerized, so she approaches quietly. He hears her, though, and hits the close button. A second before the screen goes blank, she sees a flash of a sexually provocative image, and the words “I can’t wait to meet you.” She can’t believe her eyes. She goes numb and feels as if she’s going to pass out. “Are you looking at pornography?” she stammers. “Of course not,” comes the indignant reply. But suddenly she’s not so sure. Now that she thinks about it, her partner has been wedded to the computer lately, and this isn’t the first time the screen has gone dead when she’s walked in unexpectedly. More than that, her partner has seemed a little, well, strange and distant. There hasn’t been much warmth or much conversation.

This is an upsetting scenario, but it is not unusual. Cyberspace is full of detours onto very dangerous ground. Anyone can turn on a computer and meet people who are eager to share personal information and sexual banter on-line. To the uninitiated or the uninterested, it may seem puzzling that words and images on a computer screen can be so powerful that they disrupt a person’s real life, causing some to lose their committed relationships and even their jobs.

But such on-screen love affairs on the Internet are a new, real threat. Thousands of people go home every night and can hardly wait to turn on with their on-line connection. They sit rapt and enthralled by secret relationships that are most fully realized in their imagination. If you’ve never had this experience, you might wonder how it could happen. Why would you ignore the real live person you live with in favor of an unknown and unseen screen presence you cannot even touch?

From my personal experience as a participant in a message board for breast cancer survivors, I know how absorbing and intimate on-line relationships can be. We provide each other invaluable medical information, compassion, support for scary setbacks, and a cheering squad for good test results. We feel a terrible, lingering loss if someone we have never met in person dies. Again and again someone on the board says, “Nobody understands me like you all do. I just can’t share these kinds of feelings with my friends and family.” An advantage of our on-line relationships is that we can choose a convenient time to post or respond. Our on-line sisters never say, “Not now. I’m busy.”

To get a better understanding about e-lovers, let’s look at it from the on-line partner’s point of view. In-person relationships are labor-intensive; they take time and, sooner or later, either partner can become disillusioned. You have to hammer out a way to accommodate your two different tastes and living styles, try to mesh two different sets of personal goals, and endure both the boredom and the irritation of actually living in the same space. You take a daily “toothpaste test”; that is, you share the same tube of toothpaste and argue about missing caps and which end to squeeze. You argue about kids and mortgages.

In cyberspace you don’t have to do any of that. You can inhabit any persona you choose to create. You can experiment with new roles—sensitive, sexy, or wise. You see each other in the best possible light. Sympathetic correspondence ripens very quickly into intimate connection. Within a few exchanges, you are confiding to each other in the same way you would open yourself to your private diary. You come to feel as if the other person is your soul mate; you find yourself “saying” things you’ve never said to anyone else before. You can see into each other’s hearts and empathize with each other’s disappointments and wishes. Some people feel good because they are truly needed; others are relieved that their e-friend is not needy and is willing to cater to their needs. Either way, it’s whatever your heart desires. You find yourself speaking with a passion and a longing that you haven’t experienced since you were fourteen years old, if ever.

And then there’s the sex. The two of you have created a secret garden where the sexual chemistry is intensified by titillating exchanges and flights of sexual fancy. The romantic idealization allows you to be anyone you want to be and to project perfect qualities onto your e-lover. Sharing sexual experiences and sexual fantasies in virtual space can be more arousing and more intimate than actually having sexual intercourse with your mate. And, as we shall see, virtual sex leads some of these newly formed couples to meet and consummate their desire in real time.

At any point, of course, this on-line reverie can be rudely interrupted if the real-world partner becomes suspicious and uncovers the private playground. When detective work unearths evidence of a sexually charged, emotionally intimate relationship, the on-line partner usually protests that the effects on the marriage have been negligible. There hasn’t been any actual physical contact; therefore, there hasn’t been any betrayal—so the argument goes.

But it doesn’t feel that way to the betrayed partner. People who discover their partner’s on-line emotional and sexual affairs are devastated. Their basic assumptions of honesty and trust have been shattered; the couple’s commitment to exclusivity has been broken. As far as the betrayed partner is concerned, there’s little difference between adultery on the computer and adultery at a seedy motel on the interstate. The trauma is the same and recovery from it is just as slow. And there is an additional encumbrance: firm household rules must now be established for the use of the computer, which should be used only in a common family area, among other restrictions.

There are many parallels between in-person affairs and Internet affairs. Often, they both start innocently enough. In fact, the first steps are usually deceptively simple. Who would believe that the simple exchange of friendly e-mails could result in divorce and the consequent disruption in the lives of children? Most people never step back to consider the implications of what they are doing. They don’t realize that they can use the same precautions that protect committed relationships from in-person affairs to protect them from Internet affairs.


Quiz: Is Your On-line Friendship Too Friendly?

    What are the warning signs that you (or your partner) are on the slippery slope to an on-line affair? Take this on-line relationship quiz and see.21

       Directions: Circle Yes or No to the left of each statement.

 



	Yes

	No

	1. Do you find yourself coming to bed later at night because you are chatting on-line?




	Yes

	No

	2. Do you ever exit a screen because you do not want a family member to see what you are reading or writing to a chat room member?




	Yes

	No

	3. Have you ever lied to your spouse about your personal Internet activities?




	Yes

	No

	4. Would you feel uncomfortable sharing your Internet correspondence with your spouse?




	Yes

	No

	5. Have you ever set up a separate e-mail account or credit card to carry on a personal correspondence with an individual on-line?




	Yes

	No

	6. Has your Internet correspondence had a negative effect on your work or household tasks?




	Yes

	No

	7. Have you ever lied in response to a question from your spouse about your e-mail correspondence?




	Yes

	No

	8. Have you ever exchanged photos of yourself with a secret e-mail correspondent?




	Yes

	No

	9. Since beginning a secret e-mail correspondence, have you experienced either a loss or an unusual increase in sexual desire with your spouse?




	Yes

	No

	10. Have you made arrangements to talk secretly on the phone with your e-mail correspondent?




	Yes

	No

	11. Have you made arrangements to meet with your secret e-mail correspondent?





 

 

Scoring Key:

Two or more yes answers to questions 1, 2, 3, 4 indicate a potential Internet romance is developing. It is time to either share your on-line correspondence with your mate or break off the correspondence and begin to examine how to improve your marriage.

A yes answer to any of questions 5, 6, 7 indicates you are crossing the boundary from an Internet friendship to an Internet romance. Acknowledge this relationship for what it is about to become and take action to preserve and enhance your marriage.

A yes answer to question 8 or 9 indicates you have begun a fantasy romantic relationship with your on-line correspondent. Even if it never moves to a physical stage, this relationship has great potential to damage or destroy your marriage.

A yes answer to question 10 or 11 indicates that you have taken positive action toward initiating an extramarital affair. Consider the impact this will have on your marriage and your children and take steps to sort this out with a professional.


The Prevention Myth

Often after an affair comes to light, outside observers will speculate unfairly and ignorantly that the betrayed wife must have been reluctant or inadequate in the bedroom, or that the husband of an unfaithful wife was spending too much time at work, and this explains the affair. Just as uninformed gossips often blame inadequacies or weaknesses in the betrayed partner, women are more prone than men to blame themselves for their partner’s infidelity. They think if only they had been more desirable (loving, available, competent, sexy, slender…), the affair would never have happened.

This is what I call the Prevention Myth, which states that a loving partner and a good marriage will prevent affairs. This misconception is not supported by any research, even though it is commonly cited as fact on television shows and in popular books about how to affair-proof your marriage. Any advice based on this bad assumption and simplification of a complex issue is misleading. The fact is, sometimes an affair can be understood by exploring deficiencies in the marriage, but often it cannot. If you don’t examine all the factors that contribute to an affair, you cannot know. Sometimes the explanation is as simple as attraction, opportunity, and failure to follow precautions. Sometimes it is more complex than that.


Avoiding Fatal Attractions

Most of us would not want to live in a world where we didn’t feel some magnetic attraction to other people. But it does make sense to develop a personal strategy for protecting yourself and your relationships from the fallout of acting on such impulses. People who know how to safeguard a long-term relationship may not be able to say exactly how they do it, but you can be sure that they follow, consciously or unconsciously, these basic guidelines:

 

• Know that attraction is normal. But just because you feel it doesn’t mean you have to act on it. Being attracted to someone else doesn’t mean that you’ve chosen to be with the wrong person. One of the measures of true commitment is that you don’t allow yourself to be pulled away from your priorities by distractions.

In the movie Six Days Seven Nights, the heroine, played by Anne Heche, breaks off her engagement after a week of being stranded with Harrison Ford on a tropical island where they have faced all kinds of dangers. She believes that if her fiancé had been the right person for her, she would never have been attracted to someone else. What a ridiculous assumption! What woman in her right mind wouldn’t feel an attraction to a heroic figure like Harrison Ford?

• Don’t let yourself fantasize about what it would be like to be with that other person. Affairs begin in the mind. The prelude usually involves imagining yourself alone… satisfying the curiosity… savoring the closeness… anticipating the excitement.

• Don’t flirt. To look is human, but flirting signals that you are available. You’ve sent out an invitation of receptivity and are ready to see who says yes.

• Avoid risky situations. After a skiing accident, former president Clinton never went skiing again. He should have shown similar caution when Monica Lewinsky flirted with him.

 

In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to tell the difference between an emotional affair and a platonic friendship. You will see how emotional affairs intensify when they cross the threshold of sexual intimacy, and how leading a double life requires a balancing act that eventually begins to take its toll.
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CROSSING INTO A DOUBLE LIFE

We didn’t plan it.
After a year of getting closer and closer, it happened.
We fell into each other’s arms, and there we were—kissing.

ALMOST EVERY newly married couple expects their relationship to be monogamous. They begin their lives together never imagining that one or both of them would come to consider infidelity acceptable.1 They probably don’t know, however, that pledging themselves to exclusivity will not protect them from thinking, feeling, and doing things they don’t want anyone to know about. Even if, during the course of their marriage, they are unfaithful, they may continue to profess monogamy as a value (particularly for their spouse). While they are involved in their affair, they will carry on two different lives: one in public and the other in private. Depending on how careful they are, these two streams will run in parallel channels but will not mix.
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