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Praise for Lust in Translation

“[This] thoughtful and myth-busting study of infidelity deserves to be widely translated and read. . . . [Druckerman’s] finely calibrated moral compass is matched by a reporter’s knack for deft, understated description.”

—The Economist

“Colorfully told . . . Entertaining.”

—The New York Times

“Filled with titillating anecdotes.”

—Reuters

“Entertaining and suggestive . . . Druckerman has a talent for crafting sly, taut sentences. . . . Lively and readable.”

—Bookslut.com

“Eye-opening . . . Overall, it’s a light and entertaining read, but still smart and insightful. Like the best office gossip.”

—Colorado Springs Independent

“Druckerman interviews cheaters, sexologists, marriage counselors and ‘relationship entrepreneurs’ from France to China and comes up with a delightful look at different societies.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

“It’s funny, it’s compulsive, it’s surprising, it’s the million soap operas that make up other people’s love lives.”

—The Observer (London)

“This engagingly written, intellectually provocative book is sure to be hotly debated by special-interest groups and individuals who think they know what’s best for everybody else.”

—Booklist

“Deliciously entertaining. In her witty and eye-opening debut, Druckerman takes the reader on a global romp that breezily punctures American sanctimony while dishing up cultural secrets. All the fun of an illicit affair with none of the guilt.”

—Elisabeth Eaves, author of Bare: The Naked Truth About Stripping

“This is a wonderful book—highly readable and filled with provocative insights drawn from the author’s own keenly observed experiences and the scholarly literature. Lust in Translation gives us fascinating glimpses into how different cultures approach the concept of fidelity. Ultimately, Druckerman forces us to acknowledge that, while there may well be an ‘international language of love,’ it seems to have many dialects.”

—Hella Winston, author of Unchosen
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For Simon, for everything,

and for Esther

and Al





Sometimes it’s hard to be a woman

Giving all your love to just one man

You’ll have bad times

And he’ll have good times

Doing things that you don’t understand.

—TAMMY WYNETTE, Stand by Your Man
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lust in translation

THIS IS A book about adultery. If you’re American and you don’t read on, I’ll understand why. Adultery provokes more outrage in America than in almost any other country on record (Ireland and the Philippines are two exceptions). When I mention cheating to Americans, they usually stare at me for a few seconds, trying to sort out whether they’re guilty of anything or wondering if I’m propositioning them. A few launch into rants about the importance of monogamy. Some spontaneously confess at the mere mention of infidelity.

I started seriously thinking about affairs when I was posted to Latin America for the Wall Street Journal. For the first time in my life, married men routinely tried to sleep with me. It wasn’t, unfortunately, that I had suddenly become irresistable; many of my female friends reported similar advances. Even when these “suitors” were otherwise appealing, I found their offers repugnant. What about their obligations to their wives? I also interpreted the come-ons as personal slights. Did I seem so desperate that I’d settle for being the proverbial other woman? At the time, I was single, newly thirty, and in the market for a husband of my own.

During one such encounter, as these sanctimonious thoughts were rushing through my brain, I decided that instead of brushing off the Lothario, I’d discuss the matter with him. This particular man, the director of an Argentine beef company, had just invited me for what was obviously a romantic dinner. When I explained why I was offended by his suggestion that we casually commit adultery, he was perplexed. He said he didn’t know what his wife had to do with it, since this was between us. And far from insulting me, “I am offering you great pleasure,” he explained.

Although I declined his invitation, I reflected on our conversation a lot. I had imagined myself to be a cultivated woman of the world, but these men had tapped into a moralizing streak I hadn’t known was there. Where did it come from? Merely by dint of having grown up in America, was I saddled with some kind of Puritan baggage that would keep me from experiencing great pleasure?

I didn’t know much about affairs at the time, but it struck me that the way people in different cultures cheat—or don’t cheat—reveals a lot about them. It certainly seemed to say something about me. Corruption was an open secret in Argentina, and its perpetrators among the country’s elites were shameless. Politicians with modest salaries lived in fancy homes in the center of town. Magazines ran pictures of a former president’s daughter on a shopping spree in Miami. The graft contributed to the collapse of the country’s currency while I was there. While Argentines grumbled about corruption, many of them also seemed to understand it, and even to feel that they might do the same if given the chance. Cheating on their wives looked like part of the same package: Fidelity is a nice idea, but only fools don’t grab all they can.

I was intrigued, and wanted to know more about the rules of infidelity around the world. But as I started poking around, I saw that there was no easy way to discover them in America or anyplace else. Aside from some one-liners saying the French are blasé about cheating (they aren’t) or reports from anthropologists studying remote tribesmen (those thongs! who wouldn’t stray?), there was very little research on the subject. Even less had been written about cheating among any of the world’s middle classes. It wasn’t even clear whether Americans’ extreme antipathy to infidelity made them cheat any less than people in more permissive countries do.

The only way to find out how people around the world cheat was to go and ask them. So I did. I visited two dozen cities in ten countries. Along the way I read advice columns, personal ads, and newspaper accounts of affairs in many languages, and interviewed leading historians, psychologists, and sexologists. Wherever there was academic research on affairs, I combed through that, too.

And, of course, I interviewed scores of adulterers and their mates. To make my sample manageable, and somewhat comparable to American readers, I mostly spoke to middle-class urbanites. To my amazement, although I was a stranger showing up with a voice recorder and a promise to change their names (I did, along with some identifying details), people around the world told me their sexual secrets. By the time I left town, I was usually turning people away. Most interviewees expected to get something out of it. Britons, used to their competitive tabloid press, asked for cash payments (I refused). A psychologist in Moscow stretched our lunch to nearly three hours, long after he’d run out of things to say, so he could keep refilling his plate at an all-you-can-eat Uzbek buffet. Before we left, he pulled two crumpled bags from his pocket and stuffed them with cookies.

Many people spoke to me as favors to friends. Some foreign women wanted a girlfriend to confide in, and a Chinese man clearly hoped the interview was a date. A married banker in London, who’d been meeting women through the Internet, wanted to boast about his conquests to someone but didn’t think even his close friends would understand. Several Frenchmen, who had never told anyone about their affairs, said they really just wanted to practice their English.

America was different. Nearly all the people I interviewed said they hoped that by telling their stories they’d help someone else. Americans of every walk of life and political persuasion said this—from a television producer in New Jersey to a computer salesman in Plano, Texas. A housewife in Atlanta couldn’t understand that this book is neither self-help nor fiction. She wasn’t sure what other kinds of books there are, and she wondered whether in any case I planned to include a list of useful phone numbers and Web sites. Outside of America no one said anything remotely like this. It didn’t occur to them that talking about their affairs might be an act of public service.

People asked me a lot of questions, too, especially “Which country cheats the most?” and “Why did you choose this topic?” For the first question, I refer you to chapter 2. For the second—well, it’s personal. I was intrigued by the rules of infidelity that I had glimpsed while living in different countries, and I wanted to understand America’s own complicated, and often contradictory, ideas about cheating. And after nearly six years at the Journal, I aspired to write about something that had nothing to do with money (adultery turned out to be the wrong choice for this).

Once I focused on infidelity, it suddenly seemed to be the subject of every movie I saw and every novel I picked up. It struck me that if you take away extramarital sex, the canon of Western literature would be practically empty. Infidelity doesn’t just weigh on American minds. All the people I spoke to, no matter which country they came from, had strong opinions about it. Everywhere I went, they pulled me into corners to describe their philandering bosses, friends, and parents. (Some of these stories are in the book.) I suddenly felt that, bubbling just below the placid, monogamous surface of daily life, there is another universe where lots of cheating goes on. The only person who didn’t get excited about adultery was my ninety-year-old grandmother, who was raised in genteel South Carolina. When her friends asked her what I was writing about, she’d just say, “It’s a book about love.”

Differences between countries came out in the ways that people describe affairs. As in American slang, where we have someone “on the side,” directional phrases are big in the rest of the world as well. Swedes and Russians both “sneak to the left,” Israelis “eat on the side” (I’m told this is a particularly crude way of putting it), and Japanese “go off the path.” The Irish “play offsides,” a sporting term, while Englishmen “play away.” For the Dutch, cheating is a journey in which the culprit “goes strange” or, more curiously, “pinches the cat in the dark.” The destination is even vaguer for the French, who prefer “aller voir ailleurs”—literally “to go see elsewhere.”

Some expressions downplay the seriousness of an affair. It’s hard to get too upset about a “wonderful interval,” the Indonesian expression for an affair that doesn’t threaten either party’s marriage. Japanese “sex friends” sound like singing cartoon characters. Not all euphemisms for cheating are so benign. During China’s brutal Cultural Revolution in the 1970s, a person accused of having “lifestyle problems” could expect to lose his job and be publicly humiliated.

Other expressions are more literal. A philanderer in South Africa is a “running man,” suggesting both the athleticism required for all his assignations and the fact that he’s being pursued by his wife. (When caught, he might claim that the other woman was merely “passing here.”) A Chinese man attempting to keep both his wife and his lover happy is trying to “stand in two boats at the same time,” though if he’s Taiwanese he might be excused as “a big white turnip with a colorful core.” If your wife cheats on you in Tel Aviv, the neighbors might shrug and say, “A tied-up mare eats, too.”

The most colorful expressions are reserved for the cheater’s hapless spouse. Poles “make a balloon” out of their spouses, and a Chinese husband “wears a green hat.” English and several other languages call the betrayed husband a “cuckold”—after the cuckoo bird who lays her eggs in other birds’ nests. At least eight languages, including Romanian and Arabic, say the cuckold “wears horns.” (In France you signal this by wiggling your index fingers on either side of your head.) This comes from the old custom of castrating a rooster and then—perhaps to signal that it’s no longer virile—grafting the spike from the back of its leg onto its head, where it would grow into a horn. Go figure. Americans know the “horns” expression, but these days they prefer the moralistic “betrayed spouse,” which leaves no doubt that there’s both a crime and a victim.

The world is a big place. I went to countries where I had friends, knew the local language, or sensed I’d find good stories. I left out important countries. I apologize to the Indians and the Brazilians; I’m coming for you next. Although I spoke to experts and compared my observations with statistics, my own sample of adulterers isn’t scientific. It’s quirky, personal, and sometimes accidental. After several interviews fell through in Hong Kong, I was so desperate that I approached a man who was sitting with an attractive, much younger woman at a Starbucks. They weren’t having an affair, but they were so intrigued by my project that they introduced me to their friends and acquaintances, some of whose stories appear in chapter 10.

This book doesn’t ask whether we’re genetically programmed to cheat or whether cheating has evolutionary benefits. I assume that people everywhere have roughly the same mix of biological urges. I want to know how people in different cultures channel those urges.

For my purposes, a cheater is someone who is supposed to be in a monogamous relationship but who’s having secret sex with someone else. Blow jobs count. In fact, practically anything they don’t want their partner to find out about—from a mere make-out session to a full-on romp—merits discussion. Cheaters needn’t actually be married, particularly in European countries where marriage is increasingly unpopular but where people are still pairing up, having babies, and planning to be faithful. In America, where cohabitants cheat more and have lower status than married people, I sought out couples who had actually tied the knot. Stop reading here if you’re hoping this is a book about swingers. Their sex is extramarital, but it isn’t secret.

I don’t get hung up on words like “cheating” and “unfaithful.” Please don’t either. In a book-length work on adultery, there are only so many ways to phrase it. After a few chapters, you’ll be glad I didn’t say “extradyadic pairings” or use the chaste Finnish expression “parallel relationships.”

There’s a form of hypochondria called “medical students’ disease” in which students learning about an illness become convinced that they have it themselves. “The mere knowledge of the location of the appendix transforms the most harmless sensations in that region into symptoms of serious menace,” one scientist explains.

Researching adultery is a bit like that. Spend all day reading about extramarital affairs and when your husband is an hour late from “soccer practice” or doesn’t answer his cell phone on a “business trip,” your mind lurches. Poor guy. Try proving you’re not having an affair. It’s much easier to rule out appendicitis.

My husband worried about me, too, perhaps with good reason. Hanging out with cheaters is a bit like hanging out with smokers; pretty soon you start itching for a cigarette. I did get some offers. But that blasted American guilt, which you’ll hear a lot about, kept getting in the way.


ONE
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welcome to america

THERE ARE A FEW things to know about April’s affair. It ended nearly two years ago. It was the only time she was unfaithful during her twenty-year marriage. She changed departments at work and no longer supervises her former boyfriend. She claims it wasn’t a love affair: it was a year and a half of raunchy e-mails (things like “I can’t wait to see what’s up your skirt”) and clandestine meetings in parking lots and hotel rooms. It happened during a low point in her marriage, after April and her husband, Kevin, had lost most of their savings in the stock market and in a failed business venture. By the time Kevin found out about the affair, it was already over.

But two years later the subject of April’s infidelity still dominates her marriage. Kevin, sixty-two, simply can’t recover from it. He’s convinced there were other affairs, too, and that April, forty-eight, might still be cheating.

It’s hard to imagine when she’d have the chance. As punishment for her affair, Kevin has put April in a kind of suburban purdah. She leaves the house only for work or to go someplace with him. She no longer sees friends or invites her sister’s kids for sleepovers. If she’s a few minutes late coming home from work, Kevin leaves increasingly hostile messages on her cell phone. Even when she’s home right on schedule, Kevin insists that she name everyone she spoke to that day. He searches her purse, checks her cell-phone bills, and randomly presses the redial button on their home phone to see who she’s been calling. Several times she’s discovered a voice-activated tape recorder in her car, meant to catch her if she calls someone on her way to or from work.

“I’m a whole different person than I used to be. I’m scared of talking to anybody. Kevin will say I’m fucking around,” April says. She’s gained 60 pounds since Kevin discovered her affair and her cholesterol is 277, well into the high-risk zone for heart disease. But when she wants to use the workout machines they keep in a spare room, she says Kevin becomes suspicious, saying, “You know the last time you lost weight . . .” Mostly she lies on the couch.

When they’re together, which is most of the time, Kevin and April have agonizing “cry talks” about the affair. Kevin has retraced all the details of April’s assignations with her lover. He learns more about affairs by reading self-help books and attending a weekly recovery group. “There should be total honesty in relationships, no secrets,” he says. Recently he drove to Nashville for a weekend seminar on affairs and came home convinced that infidelity runs in families and that—despite her denials—April’s own parents must have cheated, too. The fact that April’s affair was with a black man (Kevin and April are white) made it much worse for him.

I meet Kevin and April for lunch at a barbecue restaurant, near their home in a bedroom community just outside Memphis. Although half the residents of the surrounding county are black, their town is almost entirely white. Cars driving the tree-lined streets have bumper stickers like SCRAPBOOKER ON BOARD and MIRACLES HAPPEN. Residents earn more than twice as much as the average Tennessean. April has soft, freckled features and long, strawberry blond hair. Kevin has a round face and the voice of a radio announcer. Just a few minutes after I sit down, April is staring into her pulled-pork platter and weeping, while Kevin goes through the familiar catalog of her offenses.

Apparently I’ve hit them during a good period. “Neither of us cries as much as we used to, because of the antidepressants,” Kevin says. They still flirt with divorce. But I get the impression that the affair has given their marriage, which was troubled before the affair, a reason for being. When they talk about certain episodes, it sounds like they’re reminiscing.

“Remember the day I beat your picture to shreds?” Kevin says to April. “I went upstairs, I was sitting in the middle of the floor, I took a picture of her, and then I just started beating on it.”

April’s confused. Is Kevin talking about the time he shredded their wedding photos? Those are all gone, save for one that happened to be at Kevin’s father’s house.

No, Kevin means the time he beat a photograph of her with a recorder (the musical instrument) that happened to be within reach. “I just sat up there screaming my guts out. You know, ‘I hate you, you miserable bitch, damn you,’ and just screaming and yelling and beating it up.”

It’s the same spot, in the second-floor room where Kevin keeps his model airplanes, where he once sat for hours with his handgun to his head while April begged him to put it down.

April and Kevin might seem a bit extreme, but in many ways their experience is typically American. Two years of trauma after an infidelity is common. And, like many other Americans, April has trouble believing that she’s now an “adulteress.” She grew up in the church and thinks of herself as a “plain Jane.” “I don’t think it was me. I think it was almost like a different person,” she says. “I’ve never thought of myself as being the type of person to have an affair.”
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SINCE THE 1970S, Americans have become more tolerant on practically every social issue to do with sex. We’re more accepting of homosexuality, of unmarried people living together, of divorce, and of having sex and babies out of wedlock. Most Americans now have sex by the time they’re seventeen but don’t marry until they’re about twenty-six, leaving a roughly nine-year stretch when they’re sexually active but single.

So it’s curious that on the topic of extramarital sex Americans have become stricter. In 1973, 70 percent of Americans said affairs were “always wrong.” In 2004 roughly 82 percent said so, and most of the rest said affairs were “almost always wrong.” In a Gallup Poll in 2006, Americans said that in moral terms, adultery was worse than both polygamy and human cloning.

Americans are divided on many topics, but on adultery we are strangely united. Kevin and April are Republicans who live in the Bible Belt. But when they talk about affairs they sound just like social progressives from New York City—perhaps plus the gun. Even Americans who don’t practice any religion have a knee-jerk fervor about infidelity.

“I just don’t think you can do it without feeling guilty. You’re hurting everyone, including yourself,” says one typical liberal, a thirty-two-year-old woman who works for a fashion designer in New York, lives in a downtown loft, and surrounds herself with like-minded friends. “You’re dishonest, and when you’re dishonest, it creates [more] dishonesty. No matter how clever you think you are, it eats away at you.”

American adulterers regularly tell me, as April does, that they’re not the sort of people who would cheat. It’s hard to fault them for this small lapse of logic. Given how strongly Americans oppose extramarital sex, cheaters aren’t just ordinary people who’ve erred; they’re sinners removed from the rest of us. It’s one thing to fall in love with a coworker; it’s quite another to be labeled an infidel.

There are specific contexts—the occasional sports team or law firm—where infidelity is tolerated or even encouraged. Liberals seem more likely to joke about cheating and to question whether monogamy works. But the stigma on infidelity is so powerful that it’s hard to be blasé for long, especially when someone in your own life cheats.

At a bistro near his home on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, a businessman confesses to me that he’s been faithful to his wife through more than twenty years of marriage. Having sex with someone else sounds appealing, but it also makes him visibly anxious. Among his circle of high-achieving friends, infidelity is so rare that “if it is there, it’s an exception, it’s an anomaly, it’s a semi-crisis.” There’s the possibility of risking his double-income marriage and the equally fearsome problem of “What would my children think of me?”

The few people he knows who have affairs have lots of affairs. They flaunt their exaggerated sexual appetites, which in his view seem to run alongside glaring personality disorders. “You have to find people like that, people somehow out of the order of things. It’s not about sex; it’s about eccentricity or comedy,” he says. Cheating also suggests an unseemly link to America’s underclasses, who lack the resources or the discipline to create order in their lives. Joining either sort of company would be socially damaging. “I’m not sure I would want to be thought of as a person who has affairs. It does nothing for your status,” he says.

Americans gain status by radiating an aura of monogamy. It signals that they’re good parents, honest employees, or trustworthy merchants and that they share the values of other decent folks. A doctor’s wife in Miami tells me that, strictly speaking, she wouldn’t mind if her husband had sex with someone else. She’d be grateful to forego her weekly conjugal duties. But she’d be devastated by what cheating would say about her husband. She and all their friends know him as someone who’s steadfastly and happily monogamous. If he cheated, it would seem as if he’d been fooling everyone and that they didn’t really know him.

American tales of adultery are usually couched in moralizing and end up—after a brief temptation—back in a monogamous safe zone. A woman named Betsy writing in More, a leading magazine for women over forty, discovers that she has a crush on her osteopath and immediately feels guilty for imagining what anyone besides her husband would look like naked. Then she discovers that her girlfriends have crushes, too. A photographer friend even had a onetime romp with her pool boy. But the friend “regretted it. It went from being an adorable little fantasy to something you’ve taken too far. You’ve lost control. Not that anyone found out, but I really, really shocked myself,” the friend says.

Adultery is just too ethically outsize for Betsy even to fantasize about. When she imagines running away with the osteopath, “I sometimes placed the kids, both his and mine, in the car, just to make sure they were safe.” At her next appointment, each confesses the other is cute, but they quickly agree that “all of this was in no way a good idea.” She redeems the whole unconsummated episode by saying it improved her mood and brought her out of a work slump. “You go back to your life safe, untainted, maybe a little guilty, but still a good person,” she concludes.

Professional advice columns and online forums where people ask their peers for guidance draw from the same script. In one such forum, a divorcée says she’s dating a wonderful man, but on a night out with girlfriends another man bought her a drink. “At the end of the night, when I was very drunk, I believe I kissed him. I think it was a peck. Not even sure. I barely remember it. And now I am devastated and sickened with what I have done. This is just not me, and I know I’ll never ever, ever, do it again! Should I tell my boyfriend? How do I get over this? I feel like now I don’t deserve him. Thank you so much for any advice you have to offer.”
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I MIGHT HAVE thought this was the natural way to look at infidelity, had I not known that educated, middle-class people in other countries handle affairs quite differently. Many consider our methods bizarre. They’re baffled by our panicky confrontations, our knee-jerk threats of divorce, our faith in the redemptive power of marriage counseling, and even our assumption that honesty is the highest value of coupledom. They’re especially amused by the Jekyll-and-Hyde performance that Americans have perfected in which an adulterer is reborn as an adultery guru who publishes his memoirs and teaches others how to “survive” affairs. It’s not just the aftermath of affairs that’s different. Outside America, people have their own ideas about whom to have an affair with, how obliged the parties are to each other, and even how the whole thing should end.

Infidelity may seem like a secret, lawless realm, in which people make private decisions about how to behave. In fact, even extramarital affairs have rules. We learn the rules through, among other sources, stories and gossip about how affairs play out. These shared narratives define what is “normal” in each place and shape our expectations about what should happen to a couple in the course of a long marriage. Of course, no one’s life follows the rules exactly. And some people deviate from them on purpose. The point is that everyone in a society knows what the rules are and where their own behavior stands in relation to the rules.

“When people tell me a little bit of their story, I don’t need to know the rest,” says Peggy Vaughan, a Californian who runs a telephone consulting service for people who’ve discovered that their spouses are cheating. “I don’t want to hear the blow-by-blow, because whatever the specifics are, the emotional experience is so predictable. I could tell them what they’re going to say next.”

One part of the American script says that a cheating husband is supposed to tell his mistress that he’s unhappy with his wife. This means he’s not a lousy two-timer but rather a sensitive soul who is understandably searching for the love and affection he deserves. In China, however, I discover that married men routinely praise their wives to their mistresses, to prove they respect women and to set boundaries for the affair.

People everywhere may have the same menu of emotions. But cultural scripts teach us which emotions to invoke on a particular occasion. A married Japanese woman was confused when I asked her if she felt guilty about having a lover. I had to repeat the question several times. Feeling guilty hadn’t occurred to her, since she was meeting her obligations to her family. A Frenchman was taken aback when I asked whether he had gone into therapy to sort out his double life. In fact, he had dropped out of therapy soon after meeting the woman who became his mistress, since he was finally happy.

There are some universals, of course. Even in countries where people supposedly tolerate cheating, almost everyone is heartbroken to discover an infidelity. But other details vary a lot. I always got a rise out of people outside America by telling them about “the talk,” a dating rule in urban America that says a relationship isn’t sexually monogamous until both parties explicitly say it is. Foreigners are astonished to learn that Americans keep up their online personal ads well into a courtship, until both parties decide to make the leap to monogamy. “Don’t assume you’re exclusive until you talk about it,” warns a columnist on the dating Web site match.com. When you bring up the subject, “present your desire in an amiable way that shows you’re open to a discussion about it.”

Indeed, few other cultures even have American-style “dating,” that period of comparison shopping when it’s all right to juggle several budding relationships at once. In America the period of polyamorous courtship tends to last longer than it does elsewhere. And although people in other countries observe relationship milestones, they don’t tend to discuss them explicitly. French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy writes that while he was standing in line at a Washington, D.C., airport, he overheard a young couple discussing whether they were still just dating or what the new parameters of their “relationship” were. He observes “this very un-French way of turning the date itself, and later the relationship as such, into a separate entity, living its own life alongside the two lovers.”

Even after “the talk,” quite a lot of cheating goes on among American daters (far more than in marriage). Each party assesses scores of candidates over the course of a decade and sometimes two. When at last a man and woman settle on each other and decide to marry, it’s as if they’ve crossed the finish line. The rules of fidelity are different on the other side. Although we accept some cheating during the ruthless days of courtship, we expect übermonogamy from our new spouses. Women think, “‘If he truly loved me, he couldn’t even get an erection looking at another body, another breast.’ If a man notices another woman in a restaurant, [his wife goes] nuts,” says Diane Sollee, who runs a pro-marriage organization in Washington, D.C. “We’ve gotten so romantic in America. We think any violation of the romantic code is grounds for divorce.”

With so much vigilance and guilt, how do married Americans ever manage to cheat? The answer is that there’s more than one set of rules. The official rules say cheating is absolutely wrong. It’s the kind of thing that people tell pollsters. But when people cheat, they’re usually following another set of rules: the unofficial ones. In effect, as the sociologist James Farrer points out, each culture agrees on a shared set of stories about when it’s okay to be unfaithful.

In America, a fulfilling marriage isn’t just an ideal. It’s seen as an entitlement. A hedge fund manager in New Jersey who was planning to leave his sweet but boring second wife to be with his girlfriend gave me his best puppy dog look and explained, “I need to be happy.” The pursuit of happiness, or true love, is one of the most salient stories that Americans use to justify affairs and overcome their moral qualms about cheating.

Being unfaithful requires more than just the right set of stories. It also requires the opportunity to enact these stories. Are men and women allowed to be friends and thus spend time alone? Are husbands and wives expected to spend their leisure time together? Is it easy to get a baby-sitter? How large are homes? When I’m in Moscow, a family psychologist tells me that many Russians live in two-room apartments, with the parents and children in one room, and a set of grandparents in the other. “You can imagine how parents make love. . . . An affair for such a family may be a better choice than constantly fighting with the grandparents,” he says.

Therapists in America describe a different problem—the fact that the discovery of an affair becomes the focus of a marriage for years on end. They say that this extended adultery seizure—during which everything else in life recedes into the background—is a typical phase.

There are people who never pull out of this phase. Twenty-five years ago, Neil got a phone
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