BEFORE AND AFTER THE AFFAIR

here’s a joke that goes: What's the

difference between a psvchoticand a

neurotic? A psvchoticbelieves2+2=>5;a

neurotic says, “2+ 2 =4, butIjust can’t
stand it!™

When it comes to affairs, people kmow the right
answer but can’t stand facing it.

They ask: Is it an affair if we're just good friends?
How about if vou're thinking about someone else
while yvou're making love to your partner? Is
seeing a prostitute an affair?
What if vou see the same
prostitute regularly and begin
to care about her? Is emotional
attachment without sex an
affair? Is sex without
attachment an affair?

I say vestoall of these, If it
feels like an affair, itusually is.

If vou're involved with
another partner in a secretive
intimate way, if it's something
vouwish vour partner
wouldn't do to vou, if it's
something vou wouldn't want
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commitment and safety more than having an
affair. The fallout is extensive. Couples who have
affairs kmow theyv're playing with fire — that’s one
of the things that makes it so exciting. Thev also
know that infidelity or attachment to the wrong
person won't solve problems of boredom, poor
self-esteen or a mid-life crisis.

So other than saying this is neurotic, why do so
many people risk so much for so little? Why would
you jeopardize vour reputation, vour relationship,
the stability of your family, vour health (picking
up HIV or a sexually transmitted disease, passing
it to vour partner) for some furtive moments of
passion or idealized romantic attraction?

Not all affairs are “accidental” Some are
plammed. There are chat rooms and websites for
those “married, but looking.” Couples trv to justify
affairs by claiming “thev make me feel better about
myself” or “I can have the best of both worlds —1
can be married, have the good wife and home and
the lover on the side.” These couples may be legally
married but not in reality. When vour vows are

broken and vou've decided to cheat, voucheat
evervone that cares about vou — including
vourself,

Chuck, a 35-vear-old construction worker, called
me in a panic after confirming his worst fears. One
night before bed, he saw his wife's cell phone on the
nightstand, and couldn’t resist checking her call
list.

Jessica, 33, had been spending more time at the
gym(to get rid of the residual “baby weight” she
claimed), more late nights out with “the girls” and
more reasons to come to bed late after he was
asleep. She rarely initiated sex, but he attributed
that to the hormonal changes of post-pregnancy.
When Chuck asked if something was wrong, she'd
deny it.

MNow, as he frantically scrolled down her list, his
hands trembled and his heart raced as he searched
for what he praved he wouldn't find ... the name
was Keith. Wasn’t that her newest associate at
work? The evidence was all there —hours of calls
at all times of the day and night. Could Jessica be
having an affair? Chuck felt fear, anger and
disgust. Now what? What should he say when she
denies the affair or claims that Keith is “just a good
friend?”

And what did Jessica have to say about her
behavior? In our first session, she told me that she
wasn't looking for an affair — “it just happened.”
She said she still “loves™ Chuck, but isn’t “in love”
with him. Since the baby was born, she feels less
“gexual” and like a “feeding diapering machine.”

“Keith makes her feel beautiful, attractive and
wanted as a woman.™

How did all of this begin? I asked. “We just
started going out to lunch together to discuss
projects. We're both on the same team at worls.
He’'s an amazing listener and he really cares about
me. He compliments me and does all the things that
Chuck used to do when we first met. [ just don't
want to hurt Chucl. He's a great dad to our son and
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an excellent provider.”

“What will vou donow?” [ asked.

“T told Keith that I'm going to trv to work things
out with Chuck and see a therapist for twoto three
months, that we have to cut things off untilI'm
sure the marriage can't be saved, and only speak to
each other in an emergency.” Unless Jessica was
willing to male a clean break from Keith, therapy
would probably fail. She hadn 't really let go of him.
He was just on stand-by.

Affairs are enormonsly complicated. Thev're not
only svmptoms of problems, they create problems:
insecurity, fear of abandonment, social exposure,
erosion of intimacy, family fragmentation and
more. Affairs set up deceitfill triangles, suspicion
and paranoia that have fueled a new industry of
spv-ware for partners to “catch” the other in the
act. The relationship that has been the cornerstone
of vour intimacy has become a lie.

So why don’t people stay clear of these things?
@uite simply, affairs are addicting. They can make
vou feel yvounger, wanted, excited and alive, Affairs
actually cause the body to release an opiatelilie
substance of attraction that makes yvou feel
intoxicated —almost superhuman. You're swept
up in “euphoric recall” where the positive
qualities of the new lover are exaggerated and the
attributes of the current partner are devalued. If
vou think of an affair in this way, it's easier to
understand why it’s so hard to guit. But like other
addictions, voumust develop the skills and support
network to quit.

What are the steps to rebuild trust?

You have to get honest with vourself and vour
committed partner. You must stop all (ves all)
contact with the other person. Mo exceptions! You
must bring vour lifetime partner back as vour
confident. You must do whatever it takes to rebuild
trust(this isn't easy and usually takes expert help).
For some people, this may mean changing jobs to
no longer have contact with the other person. As
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with other addictive-like behaviors, vou can expect
urges (thoughts of the other), cravings (phvsical
and psvchological symptoms of sleeplessness, loss
of appetite or increazed hunger, depression, efc.),
and lapses (where vou vield to cravings after
promising to end it). When this happens, voumust
come clean with vour partner (and vourself, of
course). Recovery from affairs is not a one time
“apology.” It's not a sprint, it's a marathon. You'll
be tested and retested. Actions, not promises,
count.

The ending of the story about Jessica and Chuck
is fortunately a verv positive one. Jessica wasn't
aware that she had postpartum depression and
responded well to antidepressant medications and
therapy. Chuck is learning how to see his wife as
loving mother of his child and sensual woman.
Both of them are looking more honestly at
themeselves and at their relationship.

Sowhat happens to couples who marry the
person theyv cheated with? Do vou think their lust
last=? How can vou ever trust the one who was
vour “partner in erime?”

Let’s face it, all things change. The new car smell
doesn’t last forever. There are no shortcuts to
long-lasting love. I recently asked mvy mom about
the secret to her 60-yvear marriage to my father. (He
still brings her roses for no particular ocecasion.
They alwayvs hold hands when they walk down the
street.)

“Vour dad is mv best friend,” she answered, “and
that'showItreathim.” It's as simpleas 2+ 2=4

This content is to be considered informational and
is not intended as a substitute for professional,
medical, or psyvchological advice, diagnosis or
treatment. Please consult vour own medical doctor or
therapist before adhering to any information or
recommendations. The letters reprinted here are from
real people, but, in order to protect their privacy, some
information that might identify the writers has been
omitted or changed. Case material used in Dr.
Scantling ‘s columns are composites and not infended
to represent any actual couple or individual,

Dr. Sandra Scantling is a licensed clinical
psvchologist, advanced proctice registered nurse and
certified sex therapist. She practices in Farmington.
You may email her at AskDrScantling@aol.com. Her
website is www.drsandy.com. Her archived columns
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