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CHAPTER ONE INTO CHEATINGLAND


I was sitting in the locker room after a workout, talking about nothing with the guys, when someone I’ll call Adam kicked opened the door to another world. He looked around the room to make sure no one would overhear him and then—in a tone you’d use to tell your friends about a bank heist you’d just pulled off—he said, “I got a new girl.” His spine straightened as if a pulse of electricity had zipped through it.

“We were in the Hilton yesterday. She is crazy! The sex is insane!” He said things had been building for a while. “We’ve been flirting for years, okay, and nothing ever happened until one day it just… happened. We know it’s wrong. But the sex is ridiculous because it’s grimy.” This guy knew he was playing with fire, and he liked that. Breathlessly, he went into detail about their wildest sexcapade. Meanwhile, Adam’s wife was sitting outside, waiting to drive him home.

“The other day my girlfriend parked her car down the street from my house and waited for my wife to leave to go to work.” We were hanging on his every word. “As soon as she saw her drive away, she pulled in. My heart was beating so fast it was crazy.” After Adam finished his story, everyone walked out of the locker room, said hi to his wife, and gave her hugs, as if nothing unusual had been said.

A month later, another friend invited me out to dinner, saying that he had something he wanted to show me. I arrived at the restaurant to find that he had booked a table for three. Then he strolled in beaming with pride because he had a woman on his arm. I had dinner with him and his girlfriend of three months while our wives were at our sons’ evening martial arts class. His girlfriend was also married. They weren’t even considering breaking up their respective homes, but they enjoyed each other and loved the thrill of their clandestine relationship and their intense sex. The action took place in an apartment they’d slip off to after work, a place she referred to as “Cheatingland.” She made it sound like Cheatingland was a clandestine little country with its own customs—sort of Fantasy Island, where wedding vows were forgotten and normally mild-mannered people could morph into sexual beasts.

After those two encounters, I started thinking about how many men I knew who had cheated on their wives. I thought back to all the men who had whispered or crowed about what they’d done and all the men I’d heard about who were running around in the shadows with women they weren’t married to. I realized that there are a lot of men ducking in and out of Cheatingland. It seemed to be pretty common even though it was an extremely dangerous place to visit. The risk of ruining one’s marriage, if not one’s life, was really high—I knew people who’d been caught cheating, and it destroyed their families—so what were the cheaters really looking for that was worth the risk? If it was just about sex, you could hire a prostitute, but these men were not doing that; they were chasing and sleeping with women who weren’t professionals. I began wondering what sort of man would do that. Is there a type of man? Are there certain traits that link men who cheat? How did they keep from getting caught? And what happened when they did get caught?

I thought about the ones I knew. They seemed like a unique breed, many of them egotistical, brash, bold, thrill seeking, and hypersexual, with lots of what millennials call Big Dick Energy. But there were significant differences within the group. Some guys had been crazy when they were single and kept it up when they were married. Some guys seemed like they were trying to make up for lost time after having been not all that successful with women before they were married. Some were in unhappy unions, but plenty of them lived in happy homes. I knew men who loved their wives immensely but were nonetheless willing to leap into bed with someone else and saw no contradiction in that. There’s a Russian roulette aspect to all of it: some men get away with it for years, while others get caught and ruin their lives. Most husbands don’t cheat on their spouses, but lots do, and a lot more men get away with it than wives realize.

But what’s the real reason why men cheat? Is it really about the pursuit of sex or the thrill of the hunt, or is there something missing from their marriages that they are trying to find elsewhere? Or is it some void within themselves? Is sex enough, or do they need a relationship, too? Are they getting revenge on their spouses? Have their wives done something wrong, or are some men simply socialized to be unfaithful despite that wedding band on their finger? Are they trying to prove something to themselves? Searching for a new partner? Do they just want to have more than one woman? Or was there some emotional need they were trying to fulfill? The more I thought about the men I knew, the more I realized I knew almost nothing about this behavior that so many of them were engaging in.

As a society, it seems like we can’t stop talking about cheating. It’s a theme in countless movies, TV shows, songs, and novels. Forbidden sex is steamy, seedy, titillating cultural catnip. And it’s not just in the culture: go to any cocktail party, have a few drinks, and get deep into a one-on-one with someone who feels like he can trust you, and odds are he’s got a cheating story to tell, either about a friend, or about their spouse, or about themselves. Most people think cheating is wrong, yet a lot of folks are doing it.

Having an affair fills every day with danger: one wrong move, one wrong word, and a cheater’s life might explode. No one wants to hurt his spouse. No one wants to lose his kids. No one wants to be the reason why his family fell apart. And yet people keep flocking to Cheatingland partly because the combination of lust and risk plugs a relationship into a high-voltage electric outlet. The person you’re not supposed to talk to, not supposed to be alone with, not supposed to be having sex with? That person can be insanely alluring precisely because she’s off-limits. Many people dismiss men who cheat as dogs and women who cheat as whores, but there must be more behind the choice to cheat than a simple lack of character or an animalistic desire for sex.

As my friends’ stories about cheating swirled around in my mind, I wondered if it was possible to get guys to talk to me in depth about what they’d done. At least ten married men I knew had confided that they’d cheated at some point, but this was mostly bragging. Could I get them to go deeper, to go beyond chest-beating stories about hotel conquests and get into honest explorations of their souls and the reasons why they had left home to play? I was a little nervous even to ask—I wanted guys to drop the façade, the bluster, the ego, and tell me things they probably hadn’t told anyone, admit to a serious relationship crime, and explain their actions and motives in detail. Adultery is not against the law, but admitting to it would be more dangerous than copping to many illegal activities. It’s one thing to whisper to a guy that you’re banging a chick behind your wife’s back. It’s quite another to tell a researcher who’s recording your voice that you’ve slept around during your marriage. But I was compelled to know why they had risked so much and what their deeper whys were.

First, I called a few friends who had, in the past, boasted to me about things they’d done. Some were willing to talk further; some were not. I noticed quickly that asking a friend to talk about this topic when he wasn’t ready could mean losing the friendship entirely. Some said, “I told you that to get it off my chest, I didn’t tell you that for you to remember it and bring it up later.” So, I began reaching out to friends of friends—people I didn’t really know. That one degree of separation provided them some feeling of security, but having a friend in common also provided some trust.

The more men I found and spoke to, the more intrigued I became. Guys told me crazy stories, but they also told me about their motivations, their ways of justifying cheating, their ways of hiding it, and what their ideas about masculinity had to do with all of it. What started out as a personal curiosity and a handful of conversations suddenly became a more rigorous investigation: I would call as many men as I could and ask them similar questions. Then I would try to steer them into talking about their hows and their whys.

When men talk to their friends, they keep up their guard. It’s not a time to be vulnerable, but to show how cool and untouchable they are. Men will talk to their friends about their mistresses in ways that make them sound like sexual swashbucklers, without ever approaching the internal void or the existential pain that sent them out seeking a secret partner in the first place. Men’s default position is to avoid diving into their emotions. So I had to probe while at the same time creating a safe space for them to share. I had to make them feel heard and unjudged and get them to trust that even though I would be telling their secrets, I would protect their identities. They wanted to talk about the madcap things that happened in pursuit of extra women—I listened even though there’s not much to gain there in terms of insight about the cheater’s psyche, but sometimes you have to let men tell you their favorite stories and go on a bit about how great they are before they can shift into the self-analysis I needed. So, my interviews took time. Most men weren’t going to talk deeply about themselves without my creating the right conditions first.

After I interviewed some friends of friends, they introduced me to a few more men who’d cheated—everyone knows at least one guy, it seems—and the list grew. I viewed this as a project for exploring the thoughts, feelings, and behavior of men who step out on their wives. I would function as a sort of anthropologist reporting from inside the wildest corner of the proverbial male locker room. I wanted to peer inside the minds and souls of these men without condemning them, because, for one thing, that’s too easy, and, for another, if I did, they wouldn’t open up to me.

I wanted to know if they were in love with their wives. I wanted to see if they were disappointed by the institution of marriage itself, with its claims of true love being the answer to life’s problems. I wanted to gauge the impact of the toxic expectations of masculinity: the boys-will-be-boys culture that views women as yet more toys to be acquired. I wanted to know if they see manhood as something that must be proven endlessly through repeated feats of masculinity, strength, sexuality, adventure, risk taking, power. Was it that guys were bored with their lives? Were they desperate for a break from adulthood? Did they want to return to a younger version of themselves? Was it their wives’ fault? Could a wife do anything to stop her husband from straying? I asked questions, and more, of men who’d cheated. Their answers surprised me.

Society doesn’t incentivize men to talk about their feelings. But I believe that I was able to get those I interviewed to open up and share their feelings and their stories and get down to the roots of how they feel about cheating. I undertook to change all names and many identifying details, and ultimately decided that I should be anonymous as well. While I have made many changes in details, I believe that I have preserved the essential reality of my informants. Importantly, I am presenting not portraits of specific individuals but the exploration of a landscape, an MRI of the cheating heart in general, in order to give you a better understanding of the phenomenon.

As we talked, the men seemed to open up about their experiences and feelings. Many times we got down to their most honest whys. They talked about themselves, their wives, their past girlfriends, their mothers, their fathers, their insecurities, their vulnerabilities, their anxieties, their doubts, their fears.

A lot of men remarked on what they felt was an unusually personal conversation. “This is like a therapy session,” one said. Another said, “I feel like I’m in a psychiatrist’s chair.” Another: “I owe you two hundred dollars an hour.” Many thanked me for the chance to talk about themselves in an unvarnished way that let them pour out their truths and explore themselves. At least one person said our conversation changed his life—after we hung up, he was overcome with the feeling that he should confess to his wife. (And he did. But we’ll get to his story later.) Man after man said he’d never had a chance to open up about this topic, and many seemed relieved to be able to finally explain themselves. Many said they had admitted more to me than they had ever admitted to themselves.



As I moved through my first thirty to forty interviews, I resolved to talk only to men, because I envisioned this as a study of male behavior. But as my research progressed, I realized that I could probably learn more by also speaking to women who committed adultery. They could help me better understand men who cheat because their thoughts and experiences would add valuable context, allowing me to see how women’s experiences regarding infidelity were similar to men’s and how they were different. So, I began to search out and find women, both straight and lesbian, who had fascinating stories. They would become critical voices within this study. Frankly, the women were more forthcoming as well as more insightful. Most of the women I spoke to found it much easier to access their feelings—their whys. Women revealed that, for them, cheating is far easier to pull off than men would ever imagine, and, sometimes, it plays an important part of self-discovery. Much more about that later.

Some of the most powerful contributors to my study were lesbians, but gay men were a different story. Even though I wanted to include them, it proved tricky. I made an effort to find those voices, and, yes, there are a small number of gay men among my subjects, but most of the gay men I spoke to admitted they slept around but also said they viewed monogamy as elastic. Neither they nor their partners regarded such behavior as cheating. I was told that, for many gay couples, it’s not unusual to accept partners having sex outside their relationship as long as certain ground rules are followed. The rules differ for each couple, but examples include “Don’t fall in love,” “Never have unprotected sex,” “No sleeping with anyone your partner knows,” and “Be home by two in the morning.”

This was extramarital sex, but not cheating as per my definition, for cheating requires secrecy. It’s not condoned within the relationship. Otherwise it’s an open relationship. I didn’t interview people who said they were in open relationships—that’s an entirely different entity. Open relationships are a fascinating reshaping of the traditional boundaries of marriage, but I wanted to explore something else. I wasn’t interested in talking about extramarital affairs that were partner approved. I wanted to know about affairs where everything was at stake.

It was painstaking work to find more and more people who would talk, but over a four-year period I interviewed sixty-one men and twelve women, each for at least an hour. I also spoke to numerous psychologists, sociologists, and sexologists for their insights and context. In the end, less than one-sixth of my subjects were people I knew before I began the study. Most of my interviews were conducted over the phone. I asked each to give me their first name only, as well as the city or region they lived in, their age, race, and general area of employment.

I collected this information to make sure I had a broad cross section of people from a variety of regions, races, and social classes. My volunteers are a diverse group: white, Black, Hispanic, and Middle Eastern. They range in age from the early twenties to the midsixties, with most falling between thirty and fifty years old. They include real estate developers, sales reps, truckers, teachers, body shop managers, stand-up comics, attorneys, nurses, software consultants, restaurateurs, and more. They’re from Atlanta, Baltimore, Boston, Detroit, Houston, Indianapolis, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, New York, San Antonio, and beyond. Some had one long affair, some had several short affairs, some are currently in affairs, and some got caught or quit the cheating life on their own.

I could not find many of my interview subjects again even if I wanted to. For many, anonymity was important to giving them the freedom to be brutally honest. I asked them if they had cheated, how many people they had been with, why they had done it, who had influenced them, how they pulled it off and what they did to get away with it, whether they had been caught and what they’d done after getting found out, whether it was all worth it, if they felt guilty, and much, much more. Everyone wants to tell his or her secrets; you just need to give people the space to do it safely, including that they wouldn’t feel judged.

As I worked through my research, several subjects pushed me to reshape my definition of cheating in one critical way. When I began my study, I defined adultery as having sex that was kept a secret from your spouse. I wanted to talk to people who needed it so badly that they snuck out the proverbial back door, broke their vows, risked divorce, and then returned home. But as I met more and more women who had cheated, many of them said they were involved in clandestine affairs that felt wrong morally—but these relationships were not sexual or physical in any way. Sometimes they called these “emotional affairs.” It’s telling that very few men acknowledged being involved in this kind of extramarital relationship.

At first, I wasn’t going to include these stories because I was stuck in the perspective that cheating required a physical component. But as I listened to story after story of emotional affairs—deep, secret connections with someone outside your marriage, where there are feelings, flirting, and the intensity of a furtive relationship even though there’s no sex—I realized that quite often there is no substantive difference between emotional affairs and consummated ones. People, especially women, who engage in emotional affairs regard them as a marital violation and refer to them as cheating. They are taking the same risks, experiencing the same sense of danger, and getting most of the same returns as people in sexual affairs: the thrill of being in an illicit situation, the psychological exhaustion from pursuing the relationship while keeping their spouse in the dark, and the accompanying guilt that induces.

After hearing many stories of emotional affairs, I realized I had to redefine cheating to decenter sex and instead see it as a secret relationship that is not necessarily sexual yet is still sexually charged. You don’t have to sleep with someone to be cheating. You can devastate your partner even without touching someone else. For many people with a partner who was unfaithful, finding out that he was in an emotional affair can be even more painful because it’s not just meaningless sex, it’s a genuine connection. One woman said to me, “I’ve been cheated on, and I’ve forgiven a partner for cheating on me. If it was purely physical, I’m, like, ‘Okay, I’m not going to forget this, don’t make a fool out of me, but I can move past that.’ But emotional infidelity is a lot worse. You’re sharing really heavy romantic words and ideas, and it has elements of love and romance. That right there, oh, man, that there can crush you.”



It’s easy to pass judgment on a two-timer. He’s violating his vow to the most central person in his life. He’s risking hurting his spouse immensely. He’s jeopardizing the future of their family. And for what? Selfish pleasure? Isn’t adulthood supposed to be about sublimating the imperative to constantly please yourself and instead act as if you’re part of something bigger than you? Aren’t you supposed to put what’s best for your spouse and your children ahead of your own needs? The desire to condemn cheaters is understandable because adultery isn’t a victimless crime. People have lost the unit that shaped their childhood or their adulthood because of an affair, and that can have a devastating impact. Some men have used affairs to demean or control women.

But in order to find out why people stray, I had to put aside judgment. One man who had a string of girlfriends while his wife was at home with their three kids asked me, “Do I sound like a monster?” I told him, “No, you sound like you.” Admittedly, he did sound monstrous for fooling around while she was drowning in responsibility and diapers, but I had to give him the freedom to answer my questions the honest way he wanted, no matter how ugly it was, because without that I couldn’t uncover his true self and his real reasons for cheating. Once we established that, we could get down to ideas that might help people understand better why and how cheaters cheat.

I’m not saying that we all need to learn to accept cheating. Every situation is different, and every person will respond in his or her own way. Some people will uncover an affair and flee the marriage. Others, despite their hurt, will find a way to reshape the relationship and forgive. Either way, I hope this book can help people think through and comprehend the real reasons why a cheater makes certain choices and what to do with that knowledge.

Many couples survive the revelation of an affair. I will talk about how they did that and what cheaters need to do to save their marriages. For now, just know that I was able to get people to tell me truths that they’re not willing or able to tell their partners, so if you’re trying to understand infidelity in your own life, hopefully you can use this book to bridge the gap between what someone is able to communicate and what the rest of the truth may be. This book can help you see the underlying feelings cheaters have had, so that you can understand what it was that led them astray. Whether you choose to end things or move forward as a couple is up to you, but with more perspective, you may approach your decision with greater clarity.



How many Americans are cheating? It’s hard to really know because a lot of people get away with a lot of cheating. In fact, it’s possible that most infidelity is never discovered. Many men told me they never got caught. The old adage that the wife always knows is definitely not true. And women find it even easier to evade detection. But large surveys conducted over the last few decades have concluded that, in the United States, about 20 percent to 25 percent of men have cheated on their wives, while approximately 15 percent to 20 percent of women have cheated on their husbands. Several researchers have found that in about half of all marriages, one partner will cheat at some point, and in roughly one in five marriages, one partner is cheating right now. According to some recent studies, increasing numbers of married women are cheating, and if you include emotional affairs, some researchers say women today are seeking intimacy outside of their marriage about as much as men.

Modern technology only makes it easier to commit adultery by connecting strangers through social media sites such as Instagram and Facebook or websites created specifically to facilitate affairs, including Ashley Madison and AdultFriendFinder. There are more ways to meet someone who’s not in your everyday social network than ever before, and that expands the number of opportunities for cheating infinitely.

Cheatingland is like a grown-up’s amusement park where you can get lost on the erotic rides, find an ego boost, indulge in unapologetic debauchery, forget about the outside world, and step outside your real life for a little while. In contrast, Marriageland, on the other hand, is like the parking lot outside the circus. It’s mundane, like feeling tired from the long day and having to struggle to find your car amidst a sea of other vehicles in the train station parking lot. It’s tedious, like navigating through bumper-to-bumper traffic to get to the freeway. But it’s also joyous, as when everyone is laughing and singing songs together at the top of their lungs on the drive home, creating bonding moments that will stay with all of you forever. For most of us, Marriageland is what makes life worth living. It provides the stability, the balance, and the support that help you get through the days, it carries you through the tough times, it helps bring fun to the smallest moments. But despite the immense danger of losing your place in Marriageland, some people still find themselves lured toward Cheatingland. This book will help you understand why.

The next chapter looks at how husbands can cheat while still loving their wives and examines some of the core influences behind cheating. Chapter 3 unveils the five major categories of affairs and weighs the differences between them. Chapter 4 dives into the women of my study and their perspectives. Chapter 5 explores the typical cheater personality. Chapter 6 is about the many tricks and tactics that unfaithful spouses use to get away with it. Chapter 7 shines a light on the dark side of cheating—what happens when things go horribly wrong. Chapter 8 examines the reasons why some men quit cheating. And chapter 9 goes into what options cheaters have if they get caught.

In my talks with male adulterers, I heard a lot of things that men would never tell their wives. Chris from Chicago said at the end of our interview: “I guess women would be very frightened if they heard the conversation we just had. My wife would probably faint and have a heart attack if she heard, but the thing she wouldn’t understand is what’s really in my heart.”

This book is here to tell you what that is.






CHAPTER TWO IT’S NOT HIS WIFE’S FAULT HE’S CHEATING


After wives find out their husbands are cheating on them, some look in the mirror and ask themselves what they could have done differently. Jill said that when she discovered her spouse was having an affair, she immediately blamed herself.

“I turned my anger inward,” she said. “I said that if my husband cheated on me, that means I am a failure as a wife. I thought, This is happening because I’m not doing certain things good enough. I thought it was a symptom of me doing something wrong rather than him having a problem or both of us needing to make adjustments in our marriage. I thought I should seek counseling or just accept that my expectations of this person are unrealistic, and I need to adjust my expectations and not let this eat me alive.

“I was certain that there was something wrong with me as a wife and that, if I cleaned the house better, cooked dinner better, our marriage would be better. I was a stay-at-home mom during that time, and I thought that if I fulfilled that role better, then I could ‘fix’ him and make him happy and fix the marriage. I thought I should have never yelled about this or that or all this stuff. I should have been able to know what he was feeling and what he needed even when he wasn’t telling me.”

Like Jill, many women blame themselves for their husbands’ cheating. But a wide cross section of the men I interviewed made it a point to emphasize that their betrayals were not their wives’ fault. Most said it wasn’t a response to their wives at all. It was about the men themselves.

Many men who cheat said they’re happy at home. In fact, almost all of the participants I spoke to professed to be in love with their wives and had no desire to leave or hurt them. Peter, from Denver, said, “When I was with other women, I still loved my wife. She’s a bedrock part of my life. She’s my heart, she’s my center. I feel warm when I lay eyes on her. I see her in the morning lying beside me, and I think she’s so beautiful, she’s so lovely. We have a nice relationship, which, you know, isn’t perfect—there’s bumps in our road—but I’ll take it. No relationship is perfect, but I want to be married to her forever. But I also enjoy being with other women. It makes me feel macho and badass and powerful. It’s not about turning away from my wife, it’s a way of pumping myself up.”

Men usually don’t love their affair partners, they love having an affair: the rush, the drama, the ego boost, the stolen moments, the sense of getting away with something, the supercharged sex. They want many things, but they don’t want to hurt or reject their wives. For many men, the impulse to cheat comes from some motivation buried inside of them, which means that, in most cases, a husband’s cheating cannot be blamed on his wife.

It may seem strange that men can deceive their wives and yet still love them, but that’s exactly how many men see it. Women may ask, “How can a man lie to his wife, betray her, sneak around behind her back, put his marriage at risk, and also love her? Is that how a loving partner behaves?” But in many a cheater’s mind, fooling around with someone else is not a rejection of his wife, it’s a desire to add another element to his life. We see that in how philanderers tend to look for different qualities from each relationship. At home in Marriageland, they long for love and stability, but in the fun house of Cheatingland, they’re hunting for adrenaline, excitement, attention, and danger.

“All of my affairs were fairly emotionless,” admitted Jeff from Portland, Oregon. “I could put each part of my life in a box in my mind and not have them overlap. This person is for love, and this person is for sex, and there’s no confusion over who is who.” But what many men want is to have two women in their lives with whom they have distinctly different relationships. Each one serves a separate purpose. A man wants a wife who helps build a happy, close-knit family, who helps him to be seen as someone who has a loving unit that is a valued part of their community, thus making him look good. She helps him forge his legacy. When men cheat, they want to have another woman in their lives who pumps up their ego, helping them feel attractive, sexy, and powerful. They want to be both the proud patriarch with an unforgettable lady at their side and the sexual animal they felt like when they were younger. These are two distinct areas that cannot be inhabited easily by the same woman.

Men know that Cheatingland is a place you go to get away, unwind, and have a totally different experience than in your normal life. But it’s value and power come from being temporary. Plus, Cheatingland is fun because the risk is high (he’s full of adrenaline because he’s doing something that our culture generally regards as wrong), but the emotional investment is low (his affair partner can’t really hurt his feelings). Most of the male subjects I interviewed said they were not invested emotionally in their affair, so it wasn’t the end of the world if they got dumped in Cheatingland. Not like, say, losing your spouse and possibly your kids, too.

Cheatingland is a space where both parties in an affair are presenting the best versions of themselves to each other. Randy, a married man in Maryland who’s in a long-term side relationship, said, “It’s an idealized situation. She’s always perfumed. She’s always wearing sexy underwear. She’s always got energy for sex, and she’s always open to it. She’s always attentive to my needs. You’re not cutting a fart in front of each other. It’s an oasis.” People get to see an idealized slice of their affair partner’s personality, as opposed to being present for their spouse’s every mood. Cheaters generally don’t have to deal with their partner’s flaws, they don’t get turned down sexually, they usually don’t get into the fights that are a common part of living together for decades. In Cheatingland, there are no real responsibilities and no baggage. It’s an escape from your life.

Molly said, “In an affair, you don’t get the warts and the perspective that you have when you’re in a relationship that has ups and downs and good days and bad days and the stressors of families and real-life obligations. In the affair, you’re in a bubble. And in a bubble, little else exists. It works for us, but we’re not fooled by the fact that it’s not reality. That’s part of what makes it work.”

In Marriageland, however, people’s flaws are on full display; they’re part of the package. Men and women vow to love each for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, and marriage will be full of these and other ups and downs. In Marriageland, people see each other at their best and their worst. They see each other happy and frazzled and angry and silly and every other emotion on the spectrum. Two partners may share the uplifting joys and crushing pains of raising children and the roller coaster of being an adult. All of this can make it a struggle to keep a relationship fresh and fun and to keep your sex life going. Those challenges can help bond a couple. Randy from Maryland said he loves sleeping around but is resolute about not leaving his wife. He said:

“My girlfriend and I had a utopian relationship where there wasn’t the day-to-day bullshit. But part of the reason why I stuck with my wife is that she’s seen me at my worst, and she’s still with me. And I’ve seen her at her worst, and I still love her. It’s real love when someone’s seen your dirty drawers, and they still love you. It makes me feel really safe in our marriage that we don’t have to maintain a fantasy for each other. She loves me as I really am, and I love her.”

Still, in marriage sometimes, people can end up feeling forgotten and unseen and in need of some extra attention. Brett from Seattle, who’s been cheating on his wife with several women, said, “Cheating almost felt like a way for me to take a little bit of control back in my own life. I was making a decision so far outside of anything that she would approve of or have any real say over. I think that was a big part of it. I just needed to do something I wanted to do, something for myself, and that is to give myself the gift of amazing, heart-pounding sex.”

For many people, that is at the crux of the matter. In Cheatingland, the sex is bountiful and incendiary. Spousal sex cannot compete with cheating sex, almost every man said. Sex is one of the greatest gifts in the world, and when you make it forbidden and add a strong element of risk, you get an intoxicating rush. “It’s electric,” said Scott from Dallas. Adding yet another element of debauchery, Scott keeps a list of exactly how many women he’s slept with because he’s in competition with his friends. “You know you’re not supposed to be there, you’re not supposed to be with this person, but you are,” he explained. “The wrongness of it all, plus the feeling of getting away with something, plus the thrill of getting something extra—all of that just adds up to an explosion.”

Scott wasn’t the only man to feel this way. Eddie, a thirtysomething engineer, said, “I’m an adrenaline junkie. If it’s not scaring me, I’m not doing it. I’m that kind of guy that will jump off a bridge with bungee cords. And going behind closed doors with someone outside your marriage when nobody knows what you’re doing, that’s a huge adrenaline rush.”

Ethan from Michigan: “I think the risk is what makes it enticing—as if you’re dodging a bullet all the time. The risk is what keeps the adrenaline and the passion of it going.” The more wicked the sex, the more the heart races and the mind focuses and the act engulfs you. Unfaithful men said repeatedly that the sinful, immoral, transgressive nature of cheating sex gave it a turbo boost that loving sex at home can’t match.

A friend who had told me about a serious affair some years ago is now having unbelievable sex with another woman. “We know that it’s wrong,” he said. “Everything about it is wrong. But I’m telling you, the sex is absurd. It’s risk-your-life good, which is good because I am definitely risking my life for this. She knows my wife, I know her husband, they’ve both been to our house. He would kill me, and then my wife would revive me so that she could kill me. It’s not that my wife’s sex isn’t good—it is—but with this girl, it’s great because I’m not supposed to be doing it.”

Sam, an attorney from New Orleans, has had many affairs. “There’s something about breaking the rules and doing things you know you shouldn’t be doing,” he observed. “There’s definitely a draw to that. It’s a thrill-seeking adrenaline thing, like you’re in an episode of Mission: Impossible, and you’re just trying to figure out how to get to the next day.” People in an illicit relationship may look at the electricity of their encounters and think they have some special connection, but in most cases, the spark comes from the secretive nature of their trysts. If, let’s say, they left their respective spouses and married each other, the sex no doubt would quickly lose that zing. But as long as there’s something taboo about them being together, their tie will have that charged feeling that marriage cannot match. Men love their affairs for totally different reasons than they love their marriages. Many cheaters want both because they’re fundamentally different experiences.

Paul, a Texas restaurateur who’s had a long string of affairs, spoke of a scene from a movie where a wife went to work at strip club so she could learn new ways to turn on her husband, who had a thing for strippers. On her first night there, she asked a veteran stripper for advice. The veteran stripper said something like “Well, the first thing, honey, is you’re his wife. So it’s never going to work.”

“I was, like, ‘Damn, that’s cold!’ ” Paul said. “But it’s real, and that’s what you get from screwing around: something totally different from what you get from your wife, and that’s because screwing around is what I call holiday behavior. ’Cause when you’re alone with her, you’re on holiday. You forget about your everyday lifestyle and just live in that moment, and there’s no inhibitions and no restrictions. Because of that, me and my side girl had crazy, crazy, incredible sex. In the back of my mind, I said I would love to have this at home. But no matter how much fun the holiday was, I never, never played with the idea of this woman taking the place of my wife. That was never a thought in my mind. I did think, I would love to have sex like this with my wife, but you know you can’t have that kinda freedom with your wife.”

Rarely does the mistress eventually become the cheater’s wife, perhaps because of the “Madonna-whore” complex. Some men see women as either saintly or sexual, as either wives to be respected and put on a pedestal (which may mean no sex or vanilla sex) or as sex partners who are not respectable. When someone has that mindset, a mistress could never take the place of a wife. Eric from California, married for fifteen years, said he had another woman in his life because he wanted two different relationships at once. “I do things with this woman that I’ve never done with my wife and that I probably don’t want to do with my wife,” he said. “I don’t mean to get too explicit, but she swallows, okay? My wife doesn’t. And that’s okay. I don’t want to kiss this girl after she swallows all that shit, you know? With my wife, I want all that passionate kissing because I love her. If we ever do have sex, I hold my wife. I make sure we cuddle because I love her. With my other woman, after we finish, I don’t hold her. It’s more, like, ‘Okay, all right, we’re done, let’s sit up and get our drink on, or whatever.’ ”

Ethan from Michigan said, “I love my wife. When we got married, I could not see myself marrying anyone else. She was the girl that, even though you’re not ready, you just can’t let this one get by—one of those type of things. So, I fell in love with her, man, and about a year later, on the road, I met a girl, and we screwed around for a couple of years. It wasn’t that I wasn’t getting what I wanted at home, it was just being greedy. It was just wanting that extra attention and needing the thrill of being a predator, you know what I mean? Me being a predator and women being the prey. That’s where I got the excitement out of it. And my wife’s a good church girl—she grew up in the church, and she was raised to be a certain way—but, let’s just say, in the bedroom, when we were dating and fooling around, she was a bad girl. But after she became my wife, when I brought up certain things I wanted to do, it would be ‘Ehhhh, that’s kinda wild, that’s kinda nasty,’ or whatever.
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