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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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