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			For Stella.

			I love you with my whole heart.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			There are so many people who have generously and courageously shared their stories with me. Clients, community members, friends, and acquaintances. Every day, I receive stories and messages from people around the globe who, in the sharing of their experiences, seek healing from infidelity. The client stories in this book are composite stories, combinations of many different stories from many different people. All names and underlying characteristics have been changed. I’ve made it a priority to protect and conceal any part of an individual story by making it unrecognizable within the composite whole. Because of this, any likenesses, except for the ones I’ve received explicit permission to reproduce, are coincidental.

			Reading this book may bring up strong emotions, memories, and feelings. Please seek safe and trusted professional help through therapy or counseling to support you as you make this healing journey your own. Take care of yourself in and outside these pages. You, and your story, are precious.

			The elements I’ve shared of my own story are only my experience and my perspective. They reflect my lived experience and my best recollection of events. Though my lived experience involves other people who played a role, I’ve made it a priority to make sure that my accounts of what happened focus on, and speak for, only myself.

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				What Finds You Here

			
			You’re driving away from home down your neighborhood street, your spouse at the wheel, you in the passenger seat. You’re aware but relaxed as you take in the familiar sights around you—trees, houses, cars, joggers, cyclists—as you pass them by. Everything is the way it should be.

			As you approach the intersection up ahead, the stoplight turns yellow, and you expect your spouse to hit the brakes, but instead they hit the gas. They run the red, and as they do, bam—out of nowhere, an oncoming car to the right accelerates through their green light and smashes into you.

			The instant of impact ejects you forcefully from the car, and just like that you’re left lying dazed, shattered, hurt, and gasping for air in the middle of the road. That gut-wrenching crash you didn’t see coming, the shock and lightning speed of it all, is exactly what it feels like when you discover your partner has been unfaithful.

			The car you were driving in is the life you shared. That stoplight? The commitment you had to each other. The car that crashed into you? That’s the infidelity that smashed your relationship like a deadly missile. And you? You’re the unsuspecting passenger on a seemingly normal ride now turned into a living nightmare. All at once, your entire life—your shared memories, your future dreams, your sense of safety—has been thrown from a place of trusting ease. You’ve been blindsided in the most traumatic way.

			You never imagined it would be you. But here you are, gutted and disoriented, trying to make sense of a world that no longer feels as it should. We all know car crashes happen, but we’re still caught unaware when they happen to us. And similarly, while we may logically know that infidelity happens in committed partnerships, we are most certainly never prepared for the catastrophic impact of it happening to us.

			In the aftermath, everything feels surreal. You’re reeling and overwhelmed, in indescribable pain, uncertain if—or how—you can move forward. The world around you keeps turning, but your own has stopped. Maybe you’re reading this with tears in your eyes, or maybe you’re just numb. Maybe the betrayal happened yesterday, or maybe it’s been years, and the pain still lingers like the crumbling, white-hot embers of a long-ago blaze. Maybe you’re trying to salvage the relationship, or maybe it’s already over. No matter your circumstances, this book is for you. It will help guide you step-by-step out of the crisis and into a new and better life for yourself and self for your life.

			In a monogamous, committed relationship, there’s an unspoken (and spoken—vows, anyone?) promise: that your emotional and physical connection belongs to the two of you alone. When that promise is broken, everything changes. Whether the betrayal was brief or ongoing, recent or past, a shallow tryst or a deeply entangled affair, infidelity strikes at the heart of the relationship.

			The revelation of infidelity marks the end of what once was. From the moment the truth comes to light, the original version of your relationship is gone. Whether you choose to rebuild or part ways, both your relationship—and you—are forever changed.

			The Only Way Out Is Through

			It was early on a quiet July morning in 2018. The house was still—my daughter, husband, and visiting in-laws asleep upstairs—as I padded lightly downstairs to start the coffee. In that sleepy haze, I had no idea that my life was about to split into a before and after.

			As I walked toward the kitchen, something caught my eye: One of my husband’s phones was partially hidden, wedged between the couch cushions. A small detail that might have been unremarkable—and yet, it changed the trajectory of my life forever.

			If you had told me then that I was about to discover the kind of betrayal that would bring my marriage to its knees, I wouldn’t have believed you. Not me. Not us. We had an entire life stretching out ahead of us. But that morning, in that moment, as I reached for his phone, time slowed. My breath caught. But I knew I had to look. There had been too many odd behaviors for too long, the fierce guarding of his phones being just one of them. With just a few taps on the screen, there it was, staring me in the face: undeniable proof of my worst fear.

			Opening that phone was like opening a Pandora’s box. There was no easing into it, no gentle lead-up. Just the merciless rising of the subject line to meet my eyes: an email from Airbnb that read, “Confirmed! Your stay in a romantic, riverfront house.”

			For that night.

			My mind couldn’t keep up with what my eyes were seeing. I stared at the email, its colorful picture, its dates and details, willing it all to mean something else.

			He said he’s working overnight tonight.

			Maybe he made this reservation for someone else.

			This can’t be right.

			My brain raced to rewrite the narrative, desperate to protect me from the truth I already knew in my bones.

			What I found that morning turned out to be just the tiniest tip of a massive, dark iceberg, the kind that’s so immeasurably vast it takes down an ocean liner without warning. But in that moment, standing face-to-face with one of the most shattering truths any partner can uncover, a paralyzing reality took hold: No matter what else I’d discover, the marriage I thought I knew was already gone.

			At that time, I’d been a therapist for seven years. I’d walked others through grief, loss, heartbreak, and even betrayal. But when it happened to me, I was flatlined, done in by how completely unprepared I truly was. The question crashed over me like a riptide I couldn’t surface from, holding me under with the weight of everything I didn’t yet know: How do I survive this?

			Because the truth is, no amount of training could have ever braced me for the physical and emotional tsunami that tore through my system. My mind, my body—every part of me—was thrown into chaos and disarray as my life unraveled in a merciless storm of confusion and pain.

			I didn’t have answers then. Only the raw shock shared by so many betrayed partners who feel trapped in the nightmare of their own lives, silently bleeding out, unsure of where to turn or what to do.

			And so I dug deep to find the way—minute by minute, pain by pain, failure by failure, through changes I never asked for and would have never chosen. Everything in this book is the hard-won wisdom I had to piece together myself, not just to survive the wreckage of the betrayal, but to ultimately rise above and thrive because of it.

			Do I wish this level of pain and trauma on anyone? I truly wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. And yet, paradoxically, learning how to heal this pain reshaped me. It carved out a version of me that is more attuned, stronger, and wiser than I would have ever imagined I could be. I’ve witnessed the same transformation in so many of my clients over the years; those who, like me, faced the heartbreak of infidelity and found their way through and beyond it even better.

			That’s why I wrote this book: to help make that transformation possible for you, too.

			You may not see it clearly right now, but it’s possible that the life you’re stepping into, even with all the destruction and heartache, is the one you were always meant to live. The road ahead may be difficult, but it is yours. And the only way out of what feels unbearable…is through.

			It can feel nearly impossible to fully process what’s happened. The routines, the obligations, the fear of the unknown, can all make it too overwhelming to even know where to begin. You may simply be trying to keep going, trying to put one foot in front of the other. Mercilessly, the demands of daily life continue. You still show up for work. You answer texts from friends who have no idea what’s happening inside of you. You parent your children and feed the dog. You do…all the things. And yet, behind it all, you’re trying to comprehend a reality that’s incomprehensible.

			The world spins on, expecting you to somehow keep pace—while privately, it feels like your own world has come to a full stop.

			But you’re holding this book for a reason. You want something to change. And you know it has to if you’re going to set yourself free of the suffering, silence, and anguish that’s no longer sustainable. You believe there’s a better life waiting on the other side of this. You just need help finding the path.

			In those early days, I raged against the reality that had been handed to me. It was cruelly unfair. I didn’t want it. I didn’t choose it. But now, years later, I can’t imagine who I would be without the crisis that changed everything. Because even if it was unfair, even if I didn’t want it or choose it, it forged something new in me—and it can in you, too.

			The Gift You Never Asked For

			Before the betrayal, I truly believed I was living a conscious life. I’d built that life with care and intention, and I deeply appreciated everything I’d done and everything I had. But that’s “Version 1,” and nothing awakens you into “Version 2” quite like needing to find a way through the life-shattering heartbreak and betrayal of infidelity.

			After the affair discovery, I went through a year of painful and tumultuous marital uncertainty that ended with me being served divorce papers by the state marshal at the corner gas station. Humbling indeed. I then cohabitated with my estranged spouse as the world shut down in a global pandemic, all while entangled in a high-conflict divorce that my lawyer categorized as “top 5 percent bad.” What was happening? Once I moved out on my own, I kept running my therapy practice, raising my daughter, and trying to figure out how to do life anew. And somewhere in the process of all the chaos, I was becoming someone new—someone far more awake to myself than I had ever been before.

			It’s as if my former self had to die slowly and painfully, a thousand different times, a thousand different ways. But every moment of anguish, uncertainty, and letting go—of beliefs, expectations, and identities I once clung to—became, in time, an unexpected gift. As unfair and painful as the journey was, it gave me something invaluable: a deeper consciousness and a truer version of myself.

			There’s what happens to you, and then there’s what you choose to do with what happens to you. You didn’t choose this betrayal, you couldn’t stop it, and you can’t change it. But you do get to choose what happens next, and you do get to change the story of how your life goes after it.

			Enduring infidelity can make you feel powerless, like your life has been stripped from you without your awareness or choice. But in truth, you hold the power to turn your pain into a greater purpose. Moving from victim to victor isn’t easy, and it isn’t meant to be. It’s the process itself that holds the rewards, and that gradually reveals the secrets to a life of freedom. The process of unlearning, undoing, losing, and grieving, into renewal, embodied recovery, and empowered thriving, is the path. And it’s a gift that only you can give yourself.

			Because the unthinkable has happened to you, too, you now stand at the edge of something powerful. You have the potential to become your own healer, a change-maker in your own life from the inside out. When you take this opportunity, you will grow into a version of you that is more whole, more attuned, and more fully alive. You’ll show up more deeply for yourself, for your children if you have them, for your friendships and loved ones, and for the world around you. Simply put: Your choice to evolve beyond infidelity will have ripple effects into the world.

			This particular challenge may certainly not be what you asked for. But the transformation you choose to take from it can bring you, thankfully, beyond what you would have asked for—in all of the best possible ways.

			Gathering Your Gifts As You Go

			This book will guide you step-by-step through the wreckage of betrayal and into a meaningful, life-affirming recovery that’s entirely your own. As you move forward, you’ll begin to rebuild not just your life, but importantly, your sense of self. What begins in survival will grow into something much greater: an extraordinary life that feels more grounded, more intentional, and more authentic to you than ever before.

			You’re not reading this book to get through this. You’re reading this book to grow through this.

			Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs helps us frame this journey by showing us how we unleash our capacity for growth each time we meet and stabilize around each foundational layer of needs. This is how we will rise from a place where we’re meeting our most basic survival needs, to ultimately reach a place of deep fulfillment and personal meaning.

			
				Hierarchy of Human Needs
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			Infidelity shakes the very foundation of that hierarchy. It’s not just emotional—it’s biological, psychological, and existential. When it feels like the floor has been ripped out from under you, your nervous system, your sense of safety, and your identity are deeply fractured. That’s why you begin healing at the ground level, restoring your stability first.

			From there, you climb. You’ll learn how to soothe yourself when you feel overwhelmed, and how to sort through your thoughts and feelings when you feel confused. As you move upward, you’ll reconnect with your wants, needs, and values, and you’ll listen more clearly to your inner voice as a guide. You’ll become more intentional. You’ll begin to think, feel, and respond in new ways that are no longer grounded in fear or uncertainty, but in clarity and self-compassion instead.

			Each stage of this healing journey offers you its own unique but vitally intertwined tools and perspectives. The net result? You’ll develop into a person with surprising strength and wisdom. You’ll meet the version of yourself who’s learned a thing or two; the kind of person with a wisdom and grace you may have once only admired in others. And little by little, you’ll transcend into a hard-earned and deeply authentic version of yourself—a version that is more aware, more empathetic, more self-trusting, and more whole.

			What’s beautiful is that the gifts of this journey don’t just appear at the end. They’re built into the process itself. With each choice you make to heal, you’ll begin to feel the inherent rewards. The learning, the practice, the repetition, the ritual of it all is a reward. Your work becomes a self-reinforcing nourishment at every stage. As you slowly shift out of survival mode and begin to feel the first sparks of hope beyond infidelity, and eventually shift into the space where you’re thriving anew, you’ll come to discover a powerful truth: that your reflection, effort, and growth are, in and of themselves, deeply rewarding.

			Our life beyond infidelity is one in which we’ve gained so much; not because of the betrayal itself, but because of the profound personal transformation that we chose to make possible through it. This is the hidden gift of infidelity.

			How to Use This Book

			Make no mistake—betrayal has changed you. But only you get to decide if it changes you for the better. As you begin to uncover and integrate your unique inner gifts, you’ll recover and discover your truest, most authentic self. Along the way, you’ll encounter insights you didn’t even know you didn’t know, and lessons that were never in your awareness. All of it—no matter how surprising or painful—has the potential to bring you into a life that feels lighter, freer, and more fully yours. Make this your journey.

			Importantly, this book isn’t focused on the details of infidelity itself. You won’t find deep dives into the psychology of, or analysis about, what causes affairs. That’s because this book is about something far more vital right now: you. Your healing, your growth, and your future. Don’t get me wrong—understanding and insight about infidelity has its place and can be helpful to healing. But as I sit and write this book, I know that too much has already been taken from you. You are here to reclaim, rebuild, and rise. You are here to discover your gifts, and they are there—waiting for you.

			Throughout this book you’ll find questions for reflection, exercises, and suggestions. Please use them in whatever way works and feels best for you. Be gentle and patient with yourself. Healing isn’t linear, and growth takes time, repetition, and rest. Return to any part of this book whenever you need it along the way. That is part of learning. Do what feels right in the moment, and trust that what you need will meet you when you’re ready for it.

			Take what resonates and set aside the rest for later. Everyone’s journey is different, and no two responses to betrayal will ever be the same. That’s how it should be, because we’re each on a journey as unique as we are. Your only task is to know yourself more deeply because of what’s happened. And only you get to define what that looks and feels like.

			This book isn’t everything, because nothing is. There’s so much more to learn, and I encourage you to keep exploring beyond these pages. You may want to go deeper into some of the ideas introduced here on your own. The more something resonates, the more valuable it can be. Expand your knowledge of it, reflect on it, revisit it, and incorporate it into your life the way you understand it to be most helpful.

			Healing takes time, and sometimes that can feel too slow, uncomfortable, or even unclear. That’s okay. Hang in there. You’re adjusting to a lot right now, and the amount of adjusting infidelity requires of a person is usually more than anyone can fully grasp at once. As your world begins to shift over time, so, too, will your understanding. What doesn’t make sense today may suddenly click months or even years from now. I can’t tell you how many times, during my own recovery, I rejected a truth I just wasn’t ready to hear—nope, not me, doesn’t apply, don’t know what that is—only to find much later that it was most certainly true, or was an essential piece I needed to understand for myself.

			Healing unfolds like a nesting doll: each layer revealing another as you encounter and fully realize the layer before it.

			And please remember this, too: You’re not meant to be healing all the time. It’s tempting to want to fast-track your recovery, to push through the pain as quickly as possible. But healing isn’t a sprint; it’s a marathon. Pushing, rushing, or forcing will only leave you exhausted and with gaps. You need to rest. You need moments of lightness and distance. Stepping away from the work isn’t slacking—it’s just as important as the work itself. In fact, I would argue it’s an essential part of the work.

			Just like your brain needs sleep to consolidate memories and your mind finds clarity in the shower or on a walk, your growth also depends on taking space, on going through the motions of life. Sometimes the most important thing you can do is zone out, sleep, bake a cake, play a game, walk the dog, laugh with a friend, or shop for a new pair of shoes. Healing isn’t only found in books, therapy, or moments of practice. It’s also in the ordinary, beautiful things that remind you that you’re still alive and still uniquely you.

			So let this be a journey of ebb and flow. A game of leapfrog, where effort and rest take turns propelling you forward. Trust that even in the pauses, you are healing. Even in the stillness, you are growing.

			A Note on Semantics

			Throughout this book, I’ll often use the word “married” to describe the type of partnership impacted by infidelity, and the label of “spouse” to refer to the person who was unfaithful. That’s simply because many of you reading this have experienced betrayal within the context of a committed, monogamous marriage. I will also use the words “partner” or “partnership” interchangeably.

			That said—and this is important—Beyond Infidelity is for anyone who has been betrayed in a committed relationship, regardless of legal status, gender identity, or relationship structure. If you were in a partnership where mutually understood boundaries were secretly broken, this book is for you. Whoever you are, wherever you are coming from, if trust was violated, your pain is valid. Infidelity is a relationship betrayal that doesn’t discriminate. It’s not just a marital issue. It’s a deeply human experience.

			For me, the crisis of infidelity became one of my life’s most unexpected gifts. And with your own courageous work, I know the same will become true for you.

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				When It All Breaks

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Understanding What You’re Going Through

			
			All endings are also beginnings; we just don’t know it at the time.

			—Mitch Albom

			Lindsay sat curled up on my couch, her face gaunt and exhausted, her body folded in on itself. Her legs were tucked underneath her and her arms were wrapped tightly around her stomach, as if trying to hold herself together. She explained what had been happening lately.

			“Every night at dinner, as soon as I sit down with my husband and daughter, I end up running to the bathroom. Just looking at the food makes me sick…And the moment I realize we’re all sitting at the table together, I start crying. I don’t want to, but I can’t stop. So I have to get up and leave. And then I’m hit with a horrible stomachache.”

			Just two weeks earlier, Lindsay had discovered that her husband, Franco, had been having an affair for the past year—with a local mom she once considered a good friend. The betrayal was twofold, and it cut deep. Since then, dinnertime, which was once her favorite part of the day with her family, had become a minefield of pain. Most nights, Lindsay ended up on the bathroom floor, sobbing silently while their toddler called out from her highchair, “Where’d Mama go?”

			With tears pooling again in her eyes and a mounting pile of used tissues at her side, Lindsay looked at me and asked, “Is this really happening? What do I even do now?”

			Her heartbreak was raw—and familiar. I had been in that very place myself, once the client sitting on my therapist’s couch twice a week, wrecked by disbelief and unable to make sense of what was happening. Now, years later, as I sat across from Lindsay, I gently offered the truth I had needed to hear back then: “There is nothing wrong with you. Your reaction isn’t too much. It’s entirely appropriate for what happened to you.”

			Of course she couldn’t sit at the dinner table without breaking down. That moment—family dinner—once filled with love, laughter, and connection, had become an excruciating reminder of what was lost. It made sense that something so ordinary now felt unbearable. In the wake of betrayal, it’s often the simplest routines that flood us with grief. And here’s what else is profoundly true: Having an outsized reaction to outsized circumstances, having an over-the-top response to an over-the-top situation—that’s normal.

			As Lindsay and I continued working together, she slowly began to shift from confusion, shame, and self-blame into greater awareness and understanding. She was still in pain, but she now understood that her body’s intense reactions weren’t signs of weakness, and that she was not as “crazy” as she felt she was—these were symptoms of trauma. This simple understanding made way for more compassion and less judgment, which paved the way for her progress.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever been this aware of what’s going on inside me,” she said after four months of work together. She’d been learning to notice the connection between her emotional state and her body, and using simple techniques, like the ones you’ll find in the following chapters, to tend to herself in real time.

			When Lindsay first arrived, her constant emotional and physical dysregulation—a common and normal experience for a betrayed partner—also made communication between Franco and her nearly impossible.

			“I was totally volatile,” she acknowledged. “We couldn’t even talk about the next day’s schedule without me breaking down or verbally attacking him. Franco was at the end of his rope. And honestly, I was, too. But neither of us knew what to do.”

			Now, even though their future was still uncertain, things were different.

			“This is the hardest thing I’ve ever faced. And I hope it always will be,” she told me one day. “But I’m learning how to take care of myself. I can actually communicate most days without breaking down. That feels huge.”

			In those earliest days after betrayal, your work isn’t to fix everything or rush into decisions. It’s to understand what’s happening to you, inside and out. Like Lindsay, you may be feeling disoriented, reactive, emotionally flooded. That doesn’t mean you’re broken. It means your body and heart are reacting exactly as they should to a profound and disorienting relationship trauma.

			In this early phase, I want you to gently unpack what you’re experiencing, so you can understand it better and help yourself through it. Together, we’ll explore your symptoms, understand where they’re coming from, and begin learning how you can give yourself the support you need.

			The more you understand, the more grounded and empowered you’ll become. This is the foundation for something deeper—the powerful transformation of post-traumatic growth. Post-traumatic growth is the transformation that becomes possible when you choose to face your pain, tend to it, and grow from it.

			Let’s take a deep breath and explore together what you’re likely feeling in these early stages, why you’re feeling it, and how to care for yourself through it. This foundational understanding and practice is how you will start spinning the threads of your suffering into a tapestry of strength.

			Immediate Grief and Loss

			“It would be easier if you had died!” I screamed at my husband—and I meant it. I had only recently discovered his affair, and I felt utterly trapped in my own personal hell, searching desperately for an exit that didn’t exist.

			That kind of statement shocks even the person saying it. But the breathtaking grief that comes from discovering infidelity by your spouse who is still very much alive creates unbearable dissonance—a dissonance that might close if your grief was from death itself instead of the waking death of betrayal. Let me be clear—this is not comparative suffering, or a competition of heartbreak with anyone who has lost a spouse. Rather, it’s a bewildering and disorienting grief all its own. Your partner is still standing in front of you, but they’ve instantly become a stranger, the perpetrator of immeasurable pain and deception, and the very person responsible for your harm and anguish.

			When someone betrays you, they haven’t just lied or cheated; they’ve used the most sacred parts of your relationship—your time, affection, trust, and possibly your money—to destroy your life with someone else. It feels so devastating that your mind leaps to an impossible thought: Death would have been easier.

			The author Glennon Doyle captures this feeling with piercing clarity in her memoir Love Warrior, where her husband, Craig Melton, confesses in therapy that he’s been cheating for their entire marriage. In that instant, Glennon mentally drifts into a scene from The Princess Bride and sees the sword fight between Inigo Montoya and Westley. Inigo’s startled expression when he realizes Westley is just as skilled as he becomes emblematic of her own shocking, out-of-body realization about what she’s really facing with Craig. Glennon thinks, Well, he might kill me, but at least this duel is going to be interesting.

			That’s the kind of mental shift betrayal forces on you. One minute you’re talking to the person you’ve built a life with. The next, you’re confronting an enemy who has destroyed your reality. Glennon leaves the therapy office saying, “To me, there is no ‘you’ anymore. Whoever the hell you are—you’ve destroyed our family, and I will never forgive you.”

			This confronting level of grief is confusing, surreal, excruciating, partially because it’s mixed with trauma, which we’ll explore in depth in the next section. The infidelity strips your partner from existence cognitively, while they remain present physically, mercilessly breathing, blinking, and probably feeling even more alive because of what they did. It’s a maddening loss unlike any other.

			To add layers to the pain, you’re not just grieving your spouse; you’re grieving everything tethered to them—your sense of self in relation to them, your shared history, the life you thought you had, the future you imagined, your routines, your home, your family structure, your memories, and your traditions. Suddenly, you don’t know what was real, what is real, or what will be real again.

			This kind of loss is not just emotional. It’s neurological. It’s existential. The betrayal itself, plus the deception required to carry it out, produces a flood of compounded grief that leaves you spinning with more questions than answers. For my client Lindsay, the questions felt endless, as they do for all betrayed spouses, including me.

			“For me, this is still all brand new,” Lindsay said to me as she explained Franco’s growing impatience with her need to know the truth. “But to him, it’s not.”

			“He’s known what was happening this whole time,” I said gently. “You’re just trying to play catch-up. Your life was blown apart as if by a grenade, and now you’re bleeding out. Having answers feels like a balm to your wound, in a way, because if you just know what you’re dealing with, you can help yourself answer the question of whether you can survive it.”

			In this stage, answers feel like the only thing that might fill the bottomless hole blown through your heart and your life by someone you loved who is still there but long gone.

			As Theodore Roosevelt once said, “Absence and death are the same—only in death there is no suffering.”

			You’re Not Broken. You’re Grieving.

			Understanding grief helps give language and structure to what often feels like pure torture. When you can name what you’re feeling, even when it’s excruciating, you begin to build a bridge toward understanding and self-compassion.

			Decades ago, the psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross introduced the five stages of grief. Originally applied to terminal illness and death, these stages now help us understand many forms of profound loss, including betrayal. The stages of grief are denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. More recently, grief experts have added a sixth stage: meaning-making—the process of drawing purpose or insight from your pain.

			Acceptance and meaning-making generally aren’t available yet at the early moments of a huge loss or shock, because those stages require activation of a different part of the brain from the one that’s working for you right now in the immediate aftermath of trauma. But make no mistake, they’re a huge part of your post-traumatic growth, and you will get there.

			Grief is not a straight line. It’s a swirling, looping, sometimes frenetic dance between all these stages, sometimes within the span of minutes. You might lash out in anger, then collapse in tears. You might deny what happened, then try to explain it away, then fall into hopelessness. This is all normal. This is grief.

			Here’s a brief breakdown of what you’re cycling through and what it sounds like:

			
					
					Denial: “This can’t be happening.” You may feel numb, detached, or unable to process reality.

				

					
					Anger: “How could they do this to me?” Rage toward your partner, yourself, or even the universe is common, and protective.

				

					
					Bargaining: “Maybe if I’d worked less, this wouldn’t have happened.” You may try to rewrite the past or search for explanations to undo your pain.

				

					
					Depression: “What’s the point of anything now?” This stage often feels like a heavy fog, a feeling of being enveloped by hopelessness, isolation, deep sorrow.

				

					
					Acceptance: “This happened. I don’t like it, but I will survive it.” Not resignation, but an acknowledgment and nonresistance that allows you to move forward.

				

					
					Meaning-Making: “Maybe this will push me to finally prioritize myself.” These thoughts may be fleeting or entirely absent at first, and that’s okay.

				

			

			

			

			Take a moment to reflect on what you’re feeling. You’ll find prompts in this section to help you name your thoughts, connect them to your emotions and physical sensations, and build greater awareness of your inner experience. This attunement is the foundation for your healing. It gives you the ability to recognize and tend to your pain instead of being ruled by it.

			Complete the following:

			When I am in denial, it sounds like this (quote your own thoughts):

			

			For example: “This can’t be happening.”

			It feels like this (name your emotional and physical feelings):

			

			For example: I feel disconnected, numb.

			When I am in anger, it sounds like this:

			

			For example: “How the (expletive) could they have done this to me?”

			It feels like this:

			

			For example: A surge of energy. I could scream or hit something.

			When I am bargaining, it sounds like this:

			

			For example: Maybe if I hadn’t worked so much, then this wouldn’t have happened.

			It feels like this:

			

			For example: A pang of heartache in my chest.

			When I am in depression, it sounds like this:

			

			For example: What’s the point of anything? I just want to disappear.”

			It feels like this:

			

			For example: A heavy blanket falling over me.

			When I am in moments of acceptance, it sounds like this:

			

			For example: This happened. I’m going to be okay.

			It feels like this:

			

			For example: A peaceful neutrality. A release.

			

			

			At this early phase, any meaning-making thoughts, if they do occur at all, are likely to be accompanied by a “maybe,” such as “maybe it will be for the best that I’m finally forced to prioritize myself,” and they might also be linked arm in arm with anger. You’re not sure yet, and you’re feeling self-protective while just trying to offer yourself a brief possibility of hope. There’s no rush, but if you have these thoughts and feelings, put them down, too.

			If your relationship has ended, you may also be grieving the “lasts”: the last holiday together, the last time you were intimate, the last vacation, the last ordinary Tuesday night together with your favorite show. Moments you didn’t know at that time would be the last. That kind of retrospective loss is deeply disorienting—and can be truly heartbreaking to face. Recognize and honor the complexity of all that you feel, as you feel it. It is all okay, and it’s all important. Let it be there.

			There’s No “Right” Way to Grieve

			Terrence was a client who was particularly hard on himself for making what he called “all the betrayed spouse mistakes.” After discovering his wife’s affair, he lashed out constantly, directly or passive-aggressively. Every time she mentioned the kids, money, or chores, he’d erupt with a sarcastic jab about how hypocritical it was for her to care about any of that now when she hadn’t cared about it while having an affair. Eventually, Terrence’s wife left.

			“I couldn’t stop,” he said, wracked with regret. “I weaponized everything. I pushed her away. If I’d handled it differently, we might have had the chance to work things out.”

			Terrence was caught between two powerful forces: the self-protective rage of a person who has been deeply hurt, and the bargaining of a person who wishes they could have felt or handled it differently. He thought that if he had grieved “better,” he could have saved the relationship.

			“You were dysregulated,” I told him. “Lashing out was a survival strategy. It was your way of staying vigilant in a relationship that had become dangerous to you. Suppressing that reaction wouldn’t have been healthy, especially early on. Yes, it is common for unfaithful spouses to fear they’ll never live down what they’ve done, and it’s easy to point to that as the reason Kelly left. But this didn’t fall apart just because of how you responded. It didn’t have the chance to get past that crisis phase because it was already too far gone and too broken.”

			Tears filled Terrence’s eyes. “I did feel like we were dead on arrival.”

			“That’s right,” I said. “She had already left emotionally. Your marriage couldn’t be salvaged because it never had the chance to catch up. And you felt it.”

			One thing is true about grief: It demands to be felt. The worst thing you can do is try to control or suppress it. The best thing you can do is give it the room to move through you. That might look like taking a long, brisk walk, journaling, screaming in your car, or crying as you hurl rocks into a lake. Whatever helps you feel helps you heal.

			The revelation of infidelity launches your brain into survival mode. Your reaction to the threat, and to the loss, is one of overwhelming emotion like rage, sobs, numbness, despair…And then you might unfairly top it off with shame for how you’re reacting, believing that you should somehow be better. You may feel like you’ve lost your mind; and in many ways, you have. But this is what the crisis of betrayal looks like.

			Once Terrence understood that his grief reactions were not only normal, but also necessary, his self-blame began to soften. And I want the same for you.

			Find your way to self-compassion for how you’ve responded to this devastation. After all, you didn’t get to choose this, and you don’t choose your automatic reaction to it, either. Sometimes, too, an unfaithful spouse compounds this judgment by pointing to your reaction as part of the problem. As in, See how you’re reacting? This is why our marriage doesn’t work.

			But let me be entirely clear: Until a person has experienced the blow of betrayal firsthand, they have no idea what it does to you.

			This is your time to release those stories about how you “should” feel or what you “should have” done.

			Grieving Your Own Way

			My grief lived in long nighttime walks by the Long Island Sound. The dark didn’t scare me anymore. Swallow me whole, please, I’d think. I’d stare into the stars, enveloped in sadness and uncertainty, and listen to the waves crash, hoping they held the answers I felt I’d never find.

			Later, after selling my family home, I moved to a beach cottage around the corner. Living alone for the first time, I paced the shore constantly, scouring the sand for sea glass. I ached for my daughter when she was with her father; I longed for her return. I mourned the loss of our family unit; one I’d felt I’d had so briefly before it was already gone, taken from me without awareness or permission.

			Back and forth I walked, feeling as if my shattered heart was rattling around in my cavernous, empty chest, as I obsessively searched for any bit of sea glass. It was a metaphor I hadn’t meant to make; one of quiet hope to find the colorful beauty of something once broken, but that over time and with the churning turns of the tide had become something new, something smoothed into unique colors and shapes, and returned more beautiful. Treasure created by trauma.

			My pacing and searching were grief in motion. Chelsea Handler once said this about the necessity of facing grief head-on: “Dealing with your grief is like running a three-year-old boy around in the backyard…Run it around, and run it around, so that it gets so tired that it leaves your body in quicker succession than all the other stuff that can delay your grief…You want to exhaust that pain.”

			Avoiding your feelings doesn’t make them go away. It traps them. But when you let your feelings move freely, when you cry, rage, walk, write, scream, you allow them to transform. You’re grieving as a verb—an active process that brings your emotions in contact with the truth of your reality.

			When you can name what you’re feeling and recognize it in your body, you shift into a place of agency because you begin to care for yourself differently. You stop trying to fix or distract from your pain. Instead, you learn to meet it head-on, with grace. You learn to show up for yourself, with yourself.

			Allowing your grief is the only right way to grieve.

			Grief and Attachment

			Grief, at its core, is an expression of love. The magnitude of your grief reflects how much you valued and cared about the life you created and shared with the people in it. I grieved so hard that I thought I was broken. What a relief it was to learn that I grieved so hard because of what was intact—my attachment.

			If you feel broken by your grief, it’s not because something is wrong with you. It’s because something is right. You’ve loved deeply. You’ve invested
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