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For Jody 


introduction

Affairs aren’t the worst thing that can happen in a marriage but they come darn close. As awful as they are, affairs need not be a death sentence for a couple. With the right attitude, proper tools, and key insights, couples who wish to keep their marriage alive and well after an affair can succeed.

Before the Internet took off and allowed anybody to be in touch with practically anybody, the most authoritative study revealed that about 25 percent of all married men will eventually be unfaithful as will about 15 percent of married women, according to the book Sex in America: A Definitive Survey by Robert T. Michael, et al. Other studies were more pessimistic, and the percentages are higher for nonmarried couples living together. But as the twenty-first century is well under way, statistics must now take into consideration cyber-affairs— something unheard-of fifteen years ago. Many people who would never have a traditional affair that involved sneaking out to meet up with a paramour have discovered that online sex is a compelling alternative. And many who engage in it convince themselves they really aren’t cheating! So the new numbers are fuzzy and varying, but most researchers agree that marriages are more at risk for infidelity than ever before.

But the good news is this: if your husband has had—or is having— an affair, and if both of you deep down want your marriage to survive and heal, you can make that happen. You may be thinking, “I can never get over this . . . I’ll never trust him again . . . Once a cheater always a cheater . . . Our marriage is forever scarred even if we stay together.” But couples who persevere to repair the marriage often discover that those beliefs are founded upon fear, hurt, and anger. Reality can be quite different.

But you also might be wondering, “What if I’m not sure I want him back? Or what if he’s unsure how he feels about working things out?” That is the most common scenario I see in my work as a relationship therapist. Yes, occasionally a couple comes in and the husband is completely distraught over his affair. He’ll do anything—anything— to win back her trust and devotion. But more often what I hear is ambivalence. One or both partners are uncertain what they want to have happen. He may still have feelings for his mistress. The wife may be unsure she can cope with the ups and downs of trying to work things out, or she is convinced that if he had an affair he must not love her and that the whole marriage has been a lie. So they stagger along, taking two steps forward and one or more steps backward, weighing themselves down with anger, guilt, despair, fear, and confusion as to what to do next.

In my clinical experience, more marriages fail (after an infidelity) from a couple’s mismanagement of their attempt to repair and heal the relationship than from the infidelity itself. And that makes sense. The typical couple can barely handle a long day or two in the car with young kids driving to a far-off vacation spot. Why should they instinctively know how to navigate through such a complicated and emotionally painful process as repairing a marriage after infidelity? There are always pitfalls and sand traps awaiting even the most determined couples. The trick is knowing what they are, where to find them, and how to overcome them. That’s what this book is about. In this book you will learn how to:

• Process the terrible news.

• Manage overwhelming emotions.

• Talk with your “wandering” spouse in the most effective ways possible.

• Understand the nature of “love triangles”—how they develop and how they disintegrate.

• Handle possible encounters with the other woman.

• Take constructive—not destructive—action.

• Decide whether or not the marriage can be saved.

• Move forward confidently, no matter what happens.

Plenty of women have affairs. And this book can be useful for anyone whose partner has cheated—whether you are a man or woman, gay or straight. But on average more men than women cheat, so this book approaches the issue as if the woman were the hurt partner. Many unfaithful partners may claim, “Hey, I was hurt too!” No debate from me. Affairs happen for complicated reasons, and many times both spouses have had their share of hurts.

If you read this book with an open mind and an open heart, you may be surprised to find that you can overcome the pain of betrayal and move on confidently with your life.


CHAPTER 1


getting a grip:
handling the
aftershock


When Mike called his wife Jen to say he’d be working late again, he was unaware that she answered her cell phone in the parking lot near his office. “I’ll see you when you get home,” Jen said. Minutes later Mike exited the building with a female coworker and Jen followed them. It didn’t take long for her suspicions to be confirmed. Jen’s mind raced. How long had this been going on? When Mike insisted he bring his laptop on their vacation last month, was that so he could e-mail her? More important, could the marriage be saved? Did she even want to save it? Should she confront them now? Should she tell her off? Jen’s head spun and her heart ached. Too many questions, not enough answers . . .

When a relationship is devastated by betrayal, it’s as if the world turns topsy-turvy—nothing makes sense anymore. What once was genuine now is unreal; what was good now seems bad. Truths were really lies, devotion was manipulation, and promises were empty words. Or were they?

“That’s the problem when you’ve been lied to and betrayed,” a woman said to me in therapy. “I can’t be absolutely sure of anything anymore!”

You may be feeling desperate for any advice that will help you get past the pain you are in right now. Please hold fast to the belief that this problem is temporary and at some point in the future you really will have recovered.

At that time your marriage may be thriving, it may still need work, or it may be over. But emotionally you will be in a better place even if your life is not where you’d hoped it would be. People adapt. You won’t always be feeling the way you are right at this moment.

Sudden Impact 

In the days following the revelation of an affair your emotions will run the gamut. In fact, many betrayed spouses suffer symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress disorder. They include:

• Shock and numbness 

• Appetite and sleep disturbances 

• Obsessive preoccupation with the event along with attempts to rid it from your mind 

• Sudden “flashbacks” that may involve witnessing the couple together, recalling the moment your first learned of the affair, or even images you created in your mind of your spouse and his lover together in some sort of romantic or sexual interlude 

• Overreaction to events that should not create such a response (for example, crying or screaming when you drop something) 

• Underreaction to daily events—going through the motions as if in a daze 

• Emotionally reacting to “triggers” that remind you of the affair (driving by the hotel they used, seeing his cell phone bill with her number on it, and so forth) 

• An overriding sense of loss and grief 

In addition, you end up fighting yourself, trying to overcome the contradictions that swarm inside you. For example, you can be emotionally numb and also hypersensitive. You can be easily distracted and yet overvigilant, exhausted but unable to sleep. You will have moments of feeling love for him, followed by hating him. All of those responses make you wonder if you are going crazy. What’s happening is that your mind is trying to make sense of what occurred and it is unable to sort through all of the apparent contradictions of your situation that were just listed. This is normal although very exhausting. There is a powerful method to help your mind get past all the confusion (found in Chapter 4). For now, simply know that you are not crazy.

As the days and weeks wear on, your many emotions will still fluctuate. But on some days one emotion may predominate. If your primary attitude is:

• “My heart is broken”: you are experiencing grief and perhaps the loss of a sense of being lovable.

• “I’m scared”: you are feeling helpless and a loss of control over what is happening.

• “I’m disgusted”: you are feeling anger and contempt and don’t feel so helpless, but you may be overlooking your grief.

• “I don’t know what to do”: you are feeling of loss of power and self-esteem. You have lost some faith in yourself to be able to cope.

• “I feel humiliated”: you have lost a sense of self-worth, or longstanding personal insecurities have been brought to the surface.

• “It’s all my fault”: you have lost sight of why affairs happen and you feel guilty and afraid.

• “I can’t stand it!”: you are operating under the false assumption that you will never recover, and you may have a history of not taking care of your own needs as well as you should.

If I had to sum up in one word what you experience emotionally after your spouse has an affair it is this: grief. You may not have lost the marriage, but the marriage has lost its innocence and you’ve lost your faith in him and your future. That faith will need to be restored if the marriage is to survive or if you are to be able to trust again. However, all grief can be lessened and much grief can pass away. This book is designed to help you find your way through that maze and come out whole on the other side.

Crushed Assumptions 

When you feel reasonably happy and content with your life, you make certain assumptions about yourself, your marriage, and life in general. You feel fairly lovable and worthwhile, your spouse is your trusted friend and lover, and your future seems reasonably secure. And then “it” happens. And for a while anyway nothing is the same as it was.

Assumptions about Yourself 

Before the affair you had an identity. That included not just your role (spouse, mother, profession) but how you viewed yourself. You saw yourself as worth loving, worth having. It takes a strong self-esteem to still view yourself as worthwhile after a spouse has an affair. Many people feel inadequate and “less than.” They compare themselves to the other woman and obsess over how they fell short. If they view the other woman as younger or more attractive, they feel defective and disposable. If they view the other woman as possessing unappealing qualities compared to their own, that doesn’t make them feel any better. One woman said, “If he chose her over me—and I know I have more to offer—there is no possible way to fix that. Maybe there’s something horrible about me that I’m not even aware of.” If the hurt spouse doesn’t know the other woman, she may go to great lengths to find out who that woman is and what she looks like. It can turn into an obsession as she tries to determine “who I’m up against.”

The decision to stay in the marriage and try to work things out can also adversely affect some women’s sense of themselves. “I always told myself that if my husband had an affair I’d leave him. But now that I’m in that situation, I’m not so sure.” These women might regard themselves in a positive light—as devoted spouses willing to at least try to forgive. But they also may regard themselves as foolish or unwilling to stand up for their long-held beliefs. If so, the question “Who am I, really?” looms large. Women who viewed themselves as even-tempered, strong, and fair-minded now watch themselves as in a movie, behaving in ways they never thought possible and out of control of their emotions.

Self-blame is also common. On the surface a betrayed wife might thoroughly blame her husband for his affair, but inwardly she worries that she may be at fault. Somehow she neglected her husband in some way or made a horrible mistake in judgment by marrying him in the first place. (Part of that thinking comes from the fact that women more than men tend to take more responsibility for how others feel and act. When a marriage is faltering, it is more often the wife who tries harder to keep things afloat.) The self-blaming is intensified when the husband justifies his affair by pointing out his wife’s personal or sexual inadequacies. The wife might argue back and accuse him of making excuses but still be unable to let go of the idea that had she acted differently in the marriage his affair might have been avoided. This can lead to intense guilt and feelings of inadequacy—especially if children are involved and the marriage may not survive.

Assumptions about Your Husband 

He may not have been perfect but you never thought he would cheat on you. Unless you already saw him as selfish, abusive, or a philanderer, you probably held him in some sort of positive regard. Now that he’s betrayed you, you wonder what else about him you have no clue about. When he told you he loved you, was he ever being honest? Maybe you regard him as a “good” father. Now you see that a divorce is a possibility. How will that affect the children? You wonder, Didn’t he care about that? Did he even think about that?

Evelyn learned of her husband’s cheating when she noticed lesions on her genitals. Her gynecologist diagnosed an STD. “I felt totally humiliated,” she said. “When my doctor told me I should be tested for other sexually transmitted diseases I wanted to crawl under a rock.” Later, Evelyn realized that her husband put her health at risk. “What kind of man would do that? I thought he at least cared enough about me to protect me.”

Evelyn felt disgusted by her husband’s affair. But when she sorted through old photographs of the two of them happy together, she felt more confused than ever. “If he was a good man before, can he still be a good man? Did he just make a terrible mistake or does this tell me something fundamental about his character? I just don’t know.”

As a partial protection against pain, people often develop black-and-white thinking after a crisis. The husband’s actions are forgivable—or they aren’t. He’s still a good person—or he’s completely untrustworthy. Such thinking keeps people out of the gray areas of life where there is much more confusion and uncertainty. But since life and human actions are rarely so cut-and-dried, black-and-white thinking is not an effective way to look at things over the long term.

Assumptions about Life and Your Future 

Typically, the effort to learn “why” the affair happened is a frustrating and complicated process for couples. (That will be discussed at length in the next chapter.) The upshot for you when you’ve been betrayed is that you may not know for sure why your husband strayed. His answers seem too vague (“It just happened”), incomplete (“I didn’t think it through”), or just not good enough (“I realized I wasn’t happy”). Because you have no clear understanding of why the affair took place, you have a hard time seeing a future that is safe and predictable. And if divorce is likely, then your future can seem scary since lifestyle changes will almost certainly occur.

You may also find yourself at odds with your past assumptions about life. You may have thought that if you tried to live a decent life, you could avoid many painful experiences. You may have regarded some other wives as less devoted to their husbands than you were, and yet your husband cheated on you while their husbands did not cheat on them. And if you seek counsel and are told to find a way to forgive, you may come away feeling not at all understood. (Even when you wish to find forgiveness, it’s always helpful for someone who is listening to you to let you know that your feelings of rage and betrayal make sense. Hasty advice to “Make your marriage work” may be well-intended but often misses the mark. Similarly, advice from friends to “Get rid of him!” may also fail to help you feel understood.)

This eruption of mixed emotions and confusion about how to think eventually lessens in intensity. But it is most apparent during the initial phase of coping with infidelity.

The Phases of Recovery 

Whether you and your spouse remain together or not, you can expect to go through three phases as you cope with the impact of the affair: 

1. The roller coaster phase 

2. The subdued phase 

3. The rebuilding phase 

These phases can vary in duration and intensity and they tend to overlap. However, one phase usually predominates at any given time. Don’t judge how you are doing compared with others you know who’ve had to cope with an affair. Some people are extremely emotional, others almost paralyzed, and others seem to manage their feelings with fewer emotional peaks and valleys. There are too many factors at work as to why you are reacting the way you are. You possess a different personality and a different background than others. Your coping skills can be different.

The Roller Coaster Phase 

This phase typically lasts for one to six months although the intensity and frequency of the emotional ups and downs tends (thankfully) to settle down over time. The initial four to eight weeks can be the most intense. Then emotions often run wild. The marriage is in crisis—much like an area devastated by a tornado is in crisis—and emotions swirl for those involved. It is an exhausting phase because just when you think the situation is calmer and more manageable the tornado whips up again. Here couples may argue intensely, the betrayed spouse asks question after question—never completely satisfied that she has the entire story. They don’t know how to act around each other. Should he show affection? Give her space? Leave? What if he doesn’t show her attention and she wants it? Marge and Bob were married for ten years when Bob had a four-month affair. The affair ended and Bob wanted his marriage to work. In bed at night he’d reach over to Marge to offer comfort. She’d jerk her body away, her way of saying “Don’t you dare touch me!” Bob held back for a few nights and then tried again. Marge had none of it. Eventually he stopped altogether; he feared alienating her even further. In our session, Marge expressed how annoyed she was that Bob stopped trying to hold her at night.

“But you kept pushing me away!” Bob protested.

Marge answered, “Just because I push you away twelve times in a row doesn’t mean I don’t want you to try a thirteenth time.”

Phil came to my office shortly after his affair was exposed. His wife Terry was disgusted with him. Her fury seemed to know no bounds. Phil had dark circles under his eyes from sleepless nights. His wife would awaken him, barraging him with more questions, demanding answers. When he responded “I don’t know” or “I don’t remember” his wife became even more irate. He sat across from me, unable anymore to fight back the tears. “I can’t convince her . . . I don’t know what to do . . . I don’t want to lose her.”

The roller coaster phase is tough on both partners. The hurt spouse may have little sympathy for her wandering husband but that doesn’t change the fact that this phase can be torturous for him, too. As the phase progresses it becomes clearer that the spouse who is more invested in preserving the marriage actually has less power. The spouse who is most unsure or who is leaning more toward exiting the marriage has more control over what happens: progress proceeds at the pace of the slowest individual.

In a marriage where both partners want the marriage to work, the power balance still shifts—sometimes hourly. One might get fed up and claim the marriage is over, sending the other into an emotional tailspin. Then the other finally agrees and says, “If that’s what you want, that’s what we’ll do,” making the “fed-up” spouse suddenly anxious and uncertain, protesting, “Wait, let’s not make any rash decisions.” Even when each spouse is dedicated to making the marriage work after an affair, there can be doubts. Does he (or she) really mean it? Is he trying hard enough? Is she only doing this for the kids? To keep her lifestyle? To add to the confusion, friends and relatives (and even therapists) can offer advice or make comments that only make you doubt yourself, your partner, or your decision to end the marriage or salvage it.

The Subdued Phase 

When this phase is in full operation, emotions are nearly spent. The couple is exhausted. Anger, guilt, mistrust, or despair may still simmer below the surface but there is little energy or desire to contend with those emotions in an up-front manner. During the roller coaster phase, there are brief moments when calmness takes over but they usually don’t last long. However, during the subdued phase a couple can go for weeks on end without much arguing. Typically the hurt spouse makes an occasional verbal jab but for the most part there is little fight left in either partner.

This phase is key. Couples can take advantage of their diminished arguing and begin the process of enjoying each other once again. But often in the early days of this phase, the battle-weary couple begins to wonder if they will ever be truly happy together. Of course they can be, but at that time they’re not so sure. Their skepticism can become a self-fulfilling prophecy if they are not careful. A common attitude of an unfaithful husband during this phase is “I’ve paid my dues” and he has little patience for more questions, uncalled-for accusations, or cold shoulders from his wife. For her part, she may resent that she is now supposed to put the past behind her. A little understanding on each person’s part can go a long way to making this phase easier to manage.

At this phase, the couple looks back at all they have been through. If all they see is wreckage, it may be hard for them to envision a bright future together. So it is important to sort through the emotional rubble and find those nuggets of gold—their positive memories, shared challenges they’ve successfully met, the reasons they married in the first place. This phase is the springboard for the final phase of coping.

The Rebuilding Phase 

Rebuilding starts the moment you and your husband decide to commit to the marriage after his affair was revealed. However, it is hard to rebuild in earnest during the first two phases when you are stampeded by emotions and thoroughly exhausted. The primary goals of this phase are rebuilding trust and goodwill. This is accomplished by looking at areas of the relationship that are weak and improving them, or by each of you examining personal weaknesses and striving to improve them.

A mistake some couples make at this stage is to enjoy the fact that they are clearly over the major hurdles and decide to leave well enough alone. They may be afraid to keep tinkering with the marriage, fearing it might lead to more complications. Taking a “breather” now and then is fine. Abandoning efforts to make more improvements is a mistake. Of course, even with improvements there is no way to absolutely affair-proof any marriage no matter how appealing that ideal sounds. A healthy marriage is based upon trust, respect, and love. And with that comes freedom. When partners are free to make decisions and act certain ways, some people will make the wrong decision. While a strong marriage is not immune to infidelity, a weak marriage is much more at risk for adultery.

The purpose of this chapter was to help you realize that the emotional upheaval you’re experiencing is normal and that healing from the pain of infidelity involves walking through three stages. Part of the first stage is examining why the affair happened in the first place, which is what the next chapter is all about.


CHAPTER 2


what happened 
and why:
sorting through
the chaos in
your mind


Imagine you answer your phone and the person on the other end informs you that a mutual friend died very suddenly and unexpectedly. Your first reaction would be shock and disbelief. “This can’t be!” It won’t seem real that your friend is actually gone. Then you’d immediately inquire, “What happened?” You’re not simply being curious. You are in such a state of shock that your brain seeks out information—data that will answer your questions—so that you can eventually come to emotional terms with what happened. In other words, finding out “why” something so earth-shattering happened helps you accept the fact that it actually did happen. The more traumatic or life-altering the event, the more you will obsess about it, replaying it over and over in your mind. As debilitating (and torturous) as that can be, it’s really your mind’s way of helping you integrate the terrible news into your life. As long as it remains unreal, you will not be able to proceed with the task of grieving and moving forward.

Unfortunately, the search for answers—which is necessary to help you cope—can become an obstacle to healing and another source of pain. Since your husband cheated on you, he’s also been secretive and probably even blatantly lied (the most common response after being accused of infidelity is to deny it). So how do you know for sure that his explanations for why he cheated are in fact true? Is he lying again? Is he insightful enough to even know why he did what he did? Such doubts can keep your head spinning and your heart aching.

Chances are you’ve already had many tense discussions with your husband about his affair, and chances are they have not gone as well as you’d like. Before you have more troublesome conversations, it can be helpful for you to understand what affairs are really all about and why they happen in the first place.

The Definition of Infidelity

Infidelity is a violation of an agreement between partners to remain sexually and/or emotionally exclusive. The agreement is a covenant. A covenant is a profound agreement based upon devotion and love. But as with so many definitions there are gray areas. Sure, sometimes it’s a no-brainer. If he had sex with her, he cheated. But what if he developed “feelings” for her but never acted on it? What if he was flirting online with a woman from another country whom he never met and had no intention of meeting? Is viewing pornography a form of unfaithfulness? A very jealous and possessive person may accuse a spouse of infidelity for simply being friendly toward another person (usually of the opposite sex). A highly defensive person may deny that a clear act of infidelity was in fact a violation. (A husband told me once: “It wasn’t cheating. I only had sex with the woman four times.”) But in the majority of cases the unfaithful partner knows he did something wrong. He may not completely agree with his wife about just how bad it was, but he knows he isn’t innocent.

Types of Affairs 

Affairs fall into one of three categories:

1. Sexual gratification only 

2. Emotional gratification only 

3. Sexual and emotional gratification 

Any type can be emotionally devastating to the betrayed spouse. Not surprisingly, men and women often respond differently depending upon the type of affair their spouse has. A man may have an easier time coping when his wife has an emotional affair than if her affair involved sex. A woman may have a hard time coping if her husband developed feelings for his mistress. There is statistical evidence that shows men are more likely to have an affair just for sex (although they can be quite emotionally involved, too) whereas a woman is more likely to have an affair if she is falling in love with the other man.

While coping with your husband’s unfaithfulness can be gut-wrenching, the sex-only affair may be a bit less complicated than the other two to overcome (unless the husband is a philanderer or sex addict). An emotional-only affair is more complex and usually requires more work if your marriage is to heal. A long-standing affair that involves strong sexual and emotional components carries with it the greatest threat to your marriage since it is harder for your husband to end it and perhaps harder for you to contend with it.

The Sexual-Gratification Affair 

This can range from a one-night stand to liaisons that last for months or years. This also includes cybersex. For some men, a one-night stand represents a weak moment. They do not regard themselves as the type of man who would cheat and may have had no intention of cheating. (“I had a few drinks . . . it just happened.”) That in no way excuses their behavior. But a husband who finds his actions reprehensible and is sincerely remorseful is very likely to do all he can to repair his marriage. The prognosis is much better.
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“In the tumultuous process of healing from infidelity,
Paul is your gifted guide from anger, agony, and
acrimony to truch, trust, and transformation.”

—KRYSTA KAVENAUGH, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF OF MARRIAGE MAGAZINE
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