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To Jordan, Brett, and Eva






INTRODUCTION


“Things don’t have to last forever to matter.”

—Mare of Easttown



There is life after betrayal.

“I came home from a business trip and realized he was gone,” said Alexandra, one of my clients. “Not gone as in he’s at the supermarket, or our favorite coffee shop, but gone as in…he packed up and left. I first noticed the espresso maker was missing, then the ottoman that matched the chair sitting sadly alone in the living room. I ran into the bedroom and saw a note on my computer screen. The note had fifteen words that said, ‘I’m with Olivia now. I didn’t mean for it to happen, but it did. Sorry.’ After ten years together, I got fifteen words!”

Even for someone as wronged as Alexandra, there is life after the heart-sinking moment of shock she had when she read those fifteen words—followed by confusion, rage, questions, sadness, anxiety, humiliation, and the end to the life dreams she and her ex had once shared with so much love.

If you are dealing with the aftermath of a painful and life-altering breakup—made worse by the emotional turmoil when trust has been breached and vows have been broken—you are not alone. You may already know that nearly 50 percent of all marriages in the US end in separation or divorce. Not all are caused by infidelity, of course, but that’s up there as one of the primary causes (or perhaps as the nail in the coffin of unhappiness). The figures are sobering. An estimated 41 percent of first marriages, 60 percent of second marriages, and 73 percent of third marriages in the US end in divorce.1 In fact, there is a divorce in this country every forty-two seconds—the time it likely took you to read this paragraph! And these statistics don’t include all the couples living together without being married.

Yet there is no reason for you to suffer when you can take steps toward a healing that you might not yet think to be possible.

I’ve been a therapist for more than twenty-three years, and I’ve counseled hundreds of individuals and couples during and after breakups. During our sessions together, my clients often ask the same questions about their own behavior and that of their exes. The one thing I’ve said to each of them is that at some point the dust will settle and they’ll be able to look back at their relationship objectively to identify issues and patterns, enabling them to move forward to all the possibilities a new and empowered future will bring.

I also tell them how important it is to have some kind of help on their journey toward healing. That is why I’ve created this workbook. Time and again I’ve heard a variation of the following story from clients:


“I grew up in the suburbs, and when I got married twenty years ago there was no place for me to talk to anyone except with my friends—and they were often as confused by life as I was. I would have really been helped by expert, concrete suggestions when I knew divorce was the only solution to my marriage, which had become stifling and unhappy.

“Even more important, it would have been a huge help, after I found out my partner had cheated and my heart was broken and I was a wreck, to have been given an opening to a place where I could heal without feeling like I was burdening my friends and loved ones with my troubles. To have found a companion that would not only have reassured me about everything that had happened but would also have given me strategies and tools to help me get over my breakup.”



Consider this workbook to be the companion you can turn to after betrayal. Whether what happened to you was sexual infidelity (your partner was physically intimate with another person), emotional infidelity (your partner became emotionally connected and dependent upon another person, often without physical intimacy), financial infidelity (you discover that your partner has been secretly dealing with money issues), or a combination of these three, this book will help you heal in a similar manner to therapy sessions by letting you express how you feel in a safe way. In private. Whenever you need to. For your eyes only.

You’ll be given the space you need to express your emotions. You might be holding it together during the day so you can be productive at work or calm and steady in front of the children or with other family members, but within these pages you can have all the cathartic meltdowns you need. It’s okay to be furious. It’s okay to vent. It’s also okay to have a pity party because what happened to you was truly painful!

Much as psychologist Elizabeth Kubler-Ross described five different reactions for dealing with dying, there are reactions you can expect when dealing with the upheaval caused by infidelity and the end of a relationship:

SHOCK. When you’re blindsided and in chaos, with emotions riding high and flying all over the place, shock is to be expected. When you finally land, everything that’s happening can hit you very hard.

DENIAL. You can’t believe this is happening to you.

ANGER. Once the dust settles, rage arrives. Who wouldn’t be enraged that trust has been violated in such a humiliating way?

DIVISION OF PROPERTY. This can create another sense of loss as you divvy up who gets what. Your financial circumstances might now be different, and you might be suffering from having to move out of the home you loved to a smaller place, away from your friends, with a longer commute and no nearby grocery stores. And even if your financial circumstances aren’t changed, your emotional circumstances certainly are.

DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY. Most people feel some level of situational depression when their marriage ends, and they are sad and grieving about what has happened. You might expect to have some level of anxiety about your own situation.

ACCEPTANCE. As time goes on, you can see much more clearly—you’re coping, you’re striving, you’re acknowledging the positives about your new situation, and you’re also able to look with a clearer sense of what happened, which can inform your future.

SELF-KNOWLEDGE. Part of the healing process is looking back at who you were then and being better able to know who you are now—to see how you’ve changed and how empowered you’ve become.

HOPE. In this final stage, you have processed your losses and are ready to move on. Now it’s about creating the life you want—on your terms.



You’ll notice that these reactions aren’t numbered. That’s because they are different for everyone and are nonlinear, meaning that they don’t necessarily follow a certain order. (If they did, healing would be a bit easier to predict!) While the first reaction to infidelity is usually shock, for some there is very little denial—instead, there’s a sad but welcome relief that their suspicions have been confirmed.

Others get angry and depressed, then feel better and accept what happened, begin to get their lives in order, and make plans for the future—until they are triggered by something and go right back to anger and depression. Finding out details you wish you hadn’t known, weeks and months later—that perhaps the infidelity was not just with one person but many, or that there were secret bank accounts—makes your feelings change in response.

I’ve had clients who’ve been stuck in unhappiness for fifteen years, defining themselves solely as the wronged partner, and they’ve needed intervention from professional counseling before they could feel better. But I’ve also counseled people such as Adam, who said, “I have to admit we both wanted out, and now that it’s happened, I realize I kind of went through my divorce emotionally while we were still married! We had both checked out before she cheated. And the day she moved out was such a relief that the first thing I did was put all my clothes where hers had been in the closet. That was my way of taking a deep breath and telling myself that this is the first day of the rest of my life.”

I want to reassure you that there’s no right or wrong way for you to feel.


HOW THIS WORKBOOK WILL HELP YOU

This book is a starting point for your new life. As you move through these pages over time, you’ll create progressive responses enabling you to identify your own unique emotional patterns and issues you weren’t aware of before, enabling you to not only manage them now but to recognize them in the future. Each chapter builds upon the previous one, offering exercises and strategies to take you through the processes of mourning for what you’ve lost, examining your behavior and needs, and clarifying what you want in the future.

I do want you to realize that when talking or thinking about difficult topics, people almost always avoid what’s hard. If there are specific questions that might unwittingly push your buttons or shut you down, make you flustered or even angry, then pass them by for now—but be sure to come back to them at some point. The questions that upset you the most might provide the answers that will actually help you the most—because they’re about issues you have avoided confronting.

During therapy sessions, I’ll often ask a tough question and then tell my clients not to answer it that day but to put it in their back pocket, and we’ll see what happens during our next session. This can begin the process of understanding. What is it about the question that feels hard? Sometimes they don’t even have to answer to know what’s at the heart of the problem. This sets the stage for them to start dealing with issues that may have been untouchable or that they weren’t yet ready to confront.

After all, the only one who can push past your defense mechanisms is you. And this workbook is here to help you do that. You’ll be able to do these things:


	Stop judging yourself or beating yourself up for past mistakes.

	Put a stop to the painful triggers that take you back to the past.

	Accept that it takes two people to make a relationship work—or not work—even if you were the wronged party and the victim of betrayal.

	Rebuild your confidence. This is especially important, as one of the questions I’m always asked is “When will I feel better?” I wish I could say that there is one irrefutable answer to this question, but there isn’t. Every person and every situation is different, so there’s no specific timeline for getting over infidelity—and your timeline is the only one that matters.

	What I can say is that one day you will wake up and no longer have that dread in the pit of your stomach. Perhaps there will be an aha moment when you think, “I’m looking forward to what lies ahead instead of just trying to get through the day.” Or the changes in how you feel have been so small and incremental that you don’t realize they’ve happened—until suddenly you do!

	Most of all, what I hope you get out of this workbook is the firm belief that there is life after infidelity—and that you can be hopeful about it. I’m going to show you that you don’t need to take the good memories away, even though it can be difficult to remember how much you and your ex were once in love.



I know how hard it can be to envision happiness again, especially when your breakup first happens. But many times there is a much better life waiting for you, with or without a new partner. A life that you will be living on your terms, charging toward new possibilities and opportunities instead of living in the betrayal every day.



Nothing can change what has happened to you in the past. When pain is unendurable, you think it will never go away, but eventually it lessens. Ask any woman who gave birth without an epidural. The pain was horrific, but as soon as the baby was born, that pain became just a memory. If it didn’t, no one would ever have a second child!

You are going to be able to say much more than, “I survived infidelity.” You’re going to be able to say, “I now know how to enhance my life. I am stronger, smarter, more self-assured, and more open to whatever gets thrown my way.”

You’re also going to shift your thinking and rid yourself of any sense of failure. Your relationship might have ended in a way you never expected, but you didn’t fail. This is what happened with Alexandra. When her anger subsided, she was able to look back on her marriage, not as it was when her husband’s infidelity ended it, but from her new status as a woman who has transitioned into who she wants to be, doing what she wants to do now.

“You know what?” she said to me. “We were married for ten years, and nine of them were really good, and the last one totally sucked. But the truth is that not every relationship is meant to be forever. Of course, I hoped that my marriage would have lasted till death do us part, but even though it ended, this doesn’t mean it was a mistake. I have amazing children and amazing friends who love me, and right now I’ve learned some pretty fantastic lessons about myself and how to love myself even more. Finally I know what I truly want and deserve.”

Change will come, and you will feel better. You will no longer define yourself by the infidelity.

Now that you’re ready to take action, let’s get going.


	1 “Divorce Statistics: Over 115 Studies, Facts and Rates for 2022,” Wilkinson & Finkbeiner, https://www.wf-lawyers.com/divorce-statistics-and-facts.
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CHAPTER 1 THE INITIAL SHOCK OF BETRAYAL


“If you marry a man who cheats on his wife, you’ll be married to a man who cheats on his wife.”

— Ann Landers




WHAT IS INFIDELITY?

According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, infidelity is “the act or fact of having a romantic or sexual relationship with someone other than one’s husband, wife, or partner.”

Even if your relationship has been rocky for some time, finding out that your partner has betrayed you is devastating. Infidelity is a betrayal. Most secrets your partner kept from you are damaging, although some—such as getting a mistress pregnant—are worse than others. But it’s always better to know the truth than not to know—because then you can deal with your current reality. (If, on the other hand, you decide to stay together after infidelity, for whatever reason—not breaking up the family, not wanting to be alone—this is not the book for you!) And in many cases, infidelity is only one of the reasons for a once-loving relationship to end.



WHY ARE PEOPLE UNFAITHFUL?

This is a question my clients ask all the time. There are as many reasons why people are unfaithful as there are fish in the sea. Or rather, the reasons aren’t really reasons; they’re rationalizations.

Ask a man about being unfaithful, and then ask a woman. Sometimes you’ll get very different answers. In my experience, I’ve found that men are seeking answers to the questions “Do I still have it?” and “Can I still attract a younger woman as I get older?” In other words, cheating for men is sometimes about needing an ego stroke or a boost to their morale. Other reasons I’ve heard from men are that they seek sexual variety, their partnership isn’t satisfying, or their wives are no longer interested in sex.

For women, I’ve found that it’s more about missing the emotional connection with their partner. Sex is a part of it, to be sure, but just as important or even more so is how close they felt to their partner, and how they assumed their partner had their back—but then found out otherwise.

I often wonder if so many people are unfaithful nowadays because it’s literally so much easier to do so than it was before social media and burner phones. A person might be mindlessly flirting with someone via text, but when they get an encouraging response, they reply. And the moment they press send, there’s no way to undo the potential damage.

Sometimes, though, people are unfaithful because they actually want to get caught. They don’t know how to say “I want out” or “We really have a problem here.” This isn’t a passive-aggressive move. Rather, it is one of the most destructive ways to get the attention of a partner and make them face the issues they’ve been avoiding.



THE THREE KINDS OF INFIDELITY

The three different kind of infidelity I see in my private practice are sexual, emotional, and financial. Sometimes two or even all three kinds of infidelity play a part in ending a relationship.


SEXUAL INFIDELITY

The most clear-cut kind of infidelity is when your partner is physically intimate with someone else.

Couples need to state their expectations about sexual infidelity early on in their relationship. I’ve counseled people who were distraught after finding out that the person they were dating was still seeing and sleeping with others, but they admitted they hadn’t yet had the “Are we exclusive?” conversation. While it might be uncomfortable to realize this, a person can’t truly be considered unfaithful if the couple hasn’t yet agreed to be monogamous. When couples assume they are monogamous without having had that conversation, one person is often going to be disappointed and heartbroken.

CASE STUDY: WHEN BUSINESS TRIPS AREN’T JUST FOR BUSINESS


Business trips are often the perfect cover for betrayal. While waiting for her husband at the bar of a fancy hotel in Chicago, Angelica sat down near an older man wearing an expensive suit and a thick gold wedding ring and ordered a Diet Coke. “Are you working?” the man asked her. She looked very confused, and the man excused himself and hurried away. “What was that about?” she asked the bartender. The bartender explained that “working girls” usually ordered only a Diet Coke or a club soda so they didn’t have to pay for an alcoholic drink, as one of their soon-to-be customers would put it on their tab instead. “Wow, am I naïve!” Angelica said, and they laughed. But she didn’t really find it funny at all.



In a journal or on a piece of paper, write down your responses to the following prompts.

Did your partner commit sexual infidelity? Yes [image: ] No [image: ]

What were the circumstances?



EMOTIONAL INFIDELITY

It’s not uncommon to be attracted to other people. We’ve all lusted after movie stars or had fantasies about that super-buff trainer in the gym. Who didn’t have a crush on someone as a teen, or in the decades beyond? Being attracted to someone is a fact of life and can bring fun and joy into your heart, whether it’s you crushing on someone, or someone crushing on you or your partner.

In other words, when you meet or see someone who you find attractive, it’s totally okay to run with some fantasies in your own head. Those are your private thoughts. You’re not acting on them. You’re giving yourself permission to be human—and this is not emotional infidelity. It’s what you do with that attraction that counts.

Emotional infidelity happens when your partner become emotionally attached to and confides in someone other than you. Or when they act upon a fantasy in deeds short of having a sexual relationship. Often emotional infidelity isn’t planned, especially for those who don’t want to have an affair but are feeling vulnerable and are looking for something that’s lacking in their current relationship. Because there’s no sex involved, they think it isn’t really a betrayal. But it is!

This often happens in the workplace, where colleagues need to talk to each other about their daily business. Over time, what had been a benign and professional relationship can deepen into shared confidences and even sexting. (This is where the tired cliché of “My wife/husband doesn’t understand me” can pop up.) Sending a colleague texts about work issues or wishing their kids luck in a soccer tournament is to be expected. Sending them flirtatious text messages is not.

Proving emotional infidelity is different and subtler than proving sexual infidelity. Sometimes it can be hard to understand the difference between a friendship with someone—a work colleague, for example, who’s very chatty and perhaps shares a bit too much about themself but isn’t invested in anything profound with your ex—and a deep, ongoing, in-person or text/phone relationship that involves sharing intimate details. Or there can be a kind of dreamy look or change in your partner’s voice when talking about that person. A case of sexual infidelity initially based on lust can become emotional infidelity as well if a strong attachment evolves.

CASE STUDY: HOW EMOTIONAL INFIDELITY CAN START


Here’s one example. Andreas had been married to Sonya for twelve years, and all he wanted from his wife was to be heard. He felt she’d stopped listening to him, because she had an all-too-common habit of


















FINANCIAL INFIDELITY


















FINDING OUT YOUR PARTNER WAS UNFAITHFUL








	Intensified breathing, or finding it hard to breathe at all

	Crying or weeping

	Dizziness or fainting

	Hand-wringing

	Increased heart rate, with your chest feeling tight

	Hot or cold flashes or sweating

	Insomnia

	Losing track of time

	Weak muscles, buckling legs, trembling

	Nightmares

	Pacing

	Stomach clenching, or a persistent urge to use the bathroom

	Tingling in the tips of fingers or toes, or in the scalp

	Yelling

	Zoning out







COMMON WAYS PEOPLE DISCOVER INFIDELITY
















WHAT SIGNS DID YOU SEE?
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