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Hi everyone, I’m Dr. Marie Murphy.  I’m a relationship coach, and I help 

people who are engaging in anything they think counts as infidelity to deal 

with their feelings, clarify what they want, and make decisions about what 

they’re going to do.  No shame, no blame, no judgments.  When this 

episode comes out, it will be early in the new year, and this is the time of 

year when so many people say, THIS is the year I will get clarity, or THIS is 

the year that I will make change.  And if you’ve been saying that to yourself 

about your infidelity situation, but you don’t really know how you’re going to 

go about making that change, you might want to consider working with me.  

I can help you get out of your own way and begin the process of making 

change a lot more effectively and efficiently than you probably can on your 

own.  One of the things new clients often tell me is, “I wish I’d reached out 

to you sooner,” and if you’ve been thinking about scheduling an 

introductory coaching session with me and you haven’t done it yet, now 

might be a great time to ask yourself what you’re waiting for.  And when 

you are ready to schedule an introductory coaching session with me, you 

can do so through my website, mariemurphyphd.com.  There you can also 

learn about the coaching packages I offer as well as my current pricing on 

the services page.  I offer confidential, compassionate coaching via Zoom, 

which means we can work together no matter where you’re located. 

 

Okay.  Before I get too much further, I must alert you to the fact that I’ve got 

a bit of a cold, and I might sound a little funny, and I might struggle with my 

words a lot.  I’m fairly certain I’ll be just intelligible enough, but please bear 

with me as I continue. 

 

In today’s episode, I want to make some important follow-up points to the 

points I made a few episodes back, in episode 119, which was called 

“Explaining How a Relationship Began.”  In that episode, I talked about how 

you can manage your concerns about what to say to people about your 

relationship that began as an affair, or in the context of an infidelity 
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situation, and how you can begin to think about what you actually want to 

tell people or not tell people about your relationship and how it started. 

 

But there’s something that I didn’t say in that episode because I really 

wanted to emphasize this in its own, stand-alone episode.  And that is, 

people can be mean jerks sometimes.  In general, of course, and, 

specifically, in relation to you, and your relationship that began as an affair.  

 

And of course, saying that people can be mean jerks is putting it in the 

most G-rated language possible.  People can be total fucking assholes!  

And no matter what you choose to tell other people about your relationship 

that started as an affair, no matter how great you feel about how you frame 

it, it is possible that some people will judge you and get mad at you and 

maybe even shun you.  Or cut off contact with you for good.  And I don’t 

want to overstate the likelihood of this, because that just isn’t helpful, and 

my anecdotal observation is people are often a lot more understanding of 

infidelity situations than we think they will be.  But, it is also true that 

sometimes our worst fears are realized, and people in our lives, and 

sometimes people who are very important to us, will respond to our 

relationship that began in the context of infidelity in ways we don’t like at all, 

and this may be a big deal to us. 

 

Before I go any further, I want to make it clear that I’m using some pretty 

simplistic language today as shorthand.  I’m saying that people can be 

“mean jerks” sometimes.  And I’ll talk about other people’s “bad behavior.”  

And I just want to emphasize that this is shorthand.  I am not using this 

terminology in any kind of absolutist or literal way.  “Bad behavior” is not 

terribly specific, and moreover, what counts as bad behavior to one person 

is considered totally appropriate and fine by another.  And I think that’s 

really important to bear in mind, but sometimes it’s also important to be 

economical with our words.   
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One of the things I hear a lot from clients who have adult children, or adult-

ish children, is that they’re afraid that if they leave their marriage, and 

pursue a relationship with their affair partner, their adult children will be 

really angry with them and blame them for breaking up the marriage, and 

doing something bad to their other parent.  And some people are afraid that 

their adult or adult-ish children will be pissed at them for a while, and then 

maybe they’ll get over it, but other people are afraid that their kids will go to 

greater extremes.  Like, perhaps, by cutting off all contact with them.  Or 

limiting their contact with them in significant ways.  Or speaking badly about 

them to anyone or everyone.  Or treating their new partner very poorly.  Or 

taking the side of their other parent, the parent who was “wronged” by your 

bad behavior.  Or something along those lines.  I hear this from my clients 

a lot. 

 

And here’s the thing: this stuff does happen sometimes.  Sometimes 

children who are full grown adults respond very badly, we might say, when 

their parents get divorced, and particularly so if infidelity was a factor.  And 

being on the receiving end of your kids’ bad behavior, if it’s already 

happening, may be very unpleasant, and the possibility of being on the 

receiving end of it may seem terrifying. 

 

And what I want to suggest is that it’s important to recognize the legitimacy 

of these kinds of fears, or these forms of discomfort.  You have every right 

to not like it if your kids are mean jerks to you if you pursue a relationship 

that began in the context of you cheating on their other parent.  Or 

something along those lines.  However, that does not necessarily mean 

that you want to make decisions based on these fears. 

 

I recently ended up watching part of the whole Harry and Meghan thing on 

Netflix, and if you don’t know what I’m talking about, you might count 

https://www.mariemurphyphd.com/podcast


Ep # 122: Yes, People Can Be Total Jerks Sometimes 

Your Secret Is Safe With Me a podcast with Dr. Marie Murphy 

yourself lucky, but I’m not going to relieve you of your ignorance by 

explaining who Harry and Meghan are and what the whole Netflix series is 

about, simply because I don’t want to get too many critical details wrong, 

and I probably would.  Anyway, I watched part, or not all of the series, and 

although I had a lot of thoughts about their experiences and the Netflix 

series and all of the commentary ON the Netflix series which I’ve come 

across, the relevant point for today’s purposes is how very poorly Meghan 

was treated not only by the press in the UK, but by the royal family.  And of 

course the royal family’s behavior impacted Harry and their child, too; it 

wasn’t that ONLY Meghan bore the brunt of the bad behavior of others, 

even if she was the primary target of most of it, or maybe it’s more 

appropriate to say all of it.   

 

Anyway, what all of that really illustrated, for me, was the extent to which 

even in this day and age, people can still behave very badly in ways that 

we might expect they wouldn’t anymore. 

 

Now, I do want to point out that my last statement is that it’s both a total 

understatement, AND a statement that’s up for debate.  Some people 

would say that the royals didn’t do anything wrong, and the British press 

didn’t either.  I don’t agree, but I do want to recognize the diversity of 

perspectives on this matter, for reasons I’ll make clear in a moment.  And a 

lot of people would make their critique much more vehement and pointed 

than the one I’m making.  And I say this, because it’s important to 

recognize this in our own lives.     

 

For better or worse, people can and do get very upset about other people’s 

romantic relationships for all kinds of reasons.  People can and do behave 

in ways that many of us would consider very badly towards people on the 

basis of some aspect of who their partner is.  And, even though plenty of 

people think the way the press in the UK treated Meghan was racist and 
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inhumane, and that the way the royals responded to the press’s treatment 

of Meghan was racist and inhumane and/or simply clueless, the fact is, the 

royals did what they did.  Whether anyone likes it or not, some people, or a 

group of people collectively, were real jerks in that situation.  Again, 

remember, I’m using simplistic shorthand here, and again, let’s remember 

that not everyone would agree that royals were real jerks.  But we can still 

stick to our guns and feel that our assessment of their behavior is totally 

justified. 

 

Anyway, the point is, them royals did what they did, Harry and Meghan 

were kind of handed a shit sandwich, and had to make some pretty big 

decisions, as a result.  And, by the way, let’s just for a moment consider 

that even if Harry and Meghan were and are immensely privileged in some 

respects, what they had to deal with could be considered pretty darn 

difficult by many standards.  Extreme privilege they may have, but also 

some pretty extreme problems.  And they couldn’t just deal with the whole 

thing by being reasonable and by appealing to others to just be reasonable, 

too.  And we might consider that tragic, but whether we do or not, they still 

have to deal with their circumstances as they are. 

 

And it is possible that you too could find yourself in a situation where 

people you care about and consider very important people in your life do 

not respond favorably to your relationship that began as an affair.  And no 

matter how reasonable you are, no matter how diplomatically you attempt 

to handle the dynamics at hand, your people may continue to be mean 

jerks.   

 

And that can be a real bummer, to put it mildly.  I want to acknowledge how 

very upsetting and unpleasant it can be when anyone treats us in a manner 

we don’t like, and more specifically, when people we care about treat us in 

ways we consider unkind or disrespectful or downright awful. 
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But here’s the thing.  You don’t get to decide how other people are going to 

treat you.  But you DO get to decide what you’re going to do in response to 

other people’s behavior.  So often, we allow other people’s behavior to get 

the best of us.  We think that other people are holding us hostage with their 

“bad behavior,” but most of the time, we’re holding ourselves hostage.  

Obviously, if you are physically being held hostage, that’s a whole different 

story, but in case it wasn’t already clear, let me make it so: literal hostage 

situations are not what I am talking about here.  I’m talking about us 

believing that we are at the mercy of other people treating us in ways that 

we don’t like. 

 

So often we think that if someone who occupies a particular role in our 

lives, or someone we have a particular relationship with, behaves in a 

certain way, then we don’t really have too many options.  For example, 

sometimes people tell me that if family members are hostile towards a 

relationship that began as an affair, they can either have their relationship, 

or they can have their family, and that means they HAVE to choose their 

family because they CAN’T possibly run afoul of their parents or their kids 

or their siblings, or whatever. 

 

This kind of concern may just be the crux of the matter.  Or at least, it’s one 

of the very important things that we want to be aware of.  Often, we are 

deathly afraid of being rejected by our group.  And our group could be our 

family, but it doesn’t have to be our literal family, even though that’s the 

example I’m talking about today.  If we feel that our safety or security or our 

very existence is predicated upon belonging in a certain group, we may do 

just about anything to retain our membership in that group, even if that 

includes tolerating behavior from others that we really don’t like, and/or 

compromising things that are really important to us.   
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Now, you may want to protest upon hearing this and say, well, it’s not really 

about my whole family, or it’s not really about membership in any group.  

It’s just about my relationship with a few key individuals.  And that’s a fair 

distinction, but the same basic themes may apply.  We may think that our 

life is going to fall apart if we don’t have certain kind of relationship with our 

kid our sibling or our parent or our whatever.       

 

Either way, you always have the option to compromise what’s important to 

you, or to put up with behavior from other people that you don’t really like.  

And there’s nothing fundamentally wrong with choosing to make these 

kinds of compromises.  The problem, though, is that we so often make 

these kinds of compromises based on fear, and a lack of understanding of 

our own power.  And that’s when we end up feeling really shitty about the 

choices we make, OR, we don’t really make choices at all, because we 

don’t believe we HAVE any choices.  So we just stay stuck in indecision. 

 

But we always have choices.  Sometimes they may come with 

consequences we consider monumental, but that doesn’t mean we don’t 

have choices. 

 

For example, it might have been rather unthinkable for Meghan and Harry 

to leave the royal family, or make the sort of break with the royal family that 

they did.  There was probably a time when doing that just didn’t seem like 

an option to them.  And who knows, maybe they said exactly that 

somewhere in the Netflix series!  Like I said, I didn’t watch the whole thing.  

I think it’s fair to say that apparently, they got to the point where staying put 

in their royal life was just as unthinkable if not MORE unthinkable than 

leaving. 
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And if your family throws a royal fit about your relationship that began as an 

affair, distancing yourself from your family in any way, or setting new 

boundaries with your family may seem pretty unthinkable to you.  Of 

course, you may not be the one setting the boundaries: you could be 

effectively thrown out of your family, or your group.  It could be a pretty 

extreme situation.   

 

Here’s the question for you to consider: what’s at stake for you?  What’s at 

stake if your family, or specific members of your family, are total jerks to 

you because of your relationship that started off as an affair? 

 

You get to answer that question for yourself.  But I’ll suggest a few 

possibilities, starting with the romantic relationship you’re in.  It may be 

pretty darn important to you, and it is legitimate to value that!  Even if other 

people don’t like it!  It may also be pretty darn important to you to live in a 

way that is faithful to yourself.  A lot of us find intrinsic value in getting clear 

on what’s important to us, and making decisions accordingly.  You don’t 

HAVE to value that, of course, but you might value that!  Maybe a lot!  And 

similarly, you may also value finding the courage to do what’s right for you, 

even if it’s scary and uncomfortable in a lot of ways.  Finally, you may also 

find it empowering to say no to other people’s bullshit.  Even if you love 

someone very much, perhaps especially if you love someone very much, it 

can be a profound act of self-love to say, you know what?  I’m just not 

willing to tolerate behavior of that sort.  Let’s say your kids are very upset 

with you for cheating on your former partner, who was and is their other 

parent.  You might respect their right to be mad.  You might want to respect 

their right to be mad.  But that doesn’t mean you have to put up with them 

being mean jerks to you, or to your new partner. 

 

And yes, it may hurt to see less of people we care about, if that ends up 

happening!  It’s not that setting boundaries and being brave relieves us of 
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discomfort.  It’s not that being true to what’s important to us means that we 

don’t feel the ache of other consequences of our decisions – such as, 

perhaps, being distanced from family members.  It’s just that this may hurt 

less, on the whole, than compromising what’s most important to us.  And it 

may hurt in a way that ultimately feels more “clean.” 

 

When we’re facing decisions that seem to have very high stakes, it can be 

helpful to step back and consider the broader implications of our choices, 

and what our choices contribute to, and represent.  Quite simply, we might 

ask ourselves if we want to contribute to a world in which people can live 

out their love lives in the ways that are truest to them, even if they don’t 

conform to other people’s ideas of what’s “appropriate.”  Do we want to live 

in a world in which we conform to other people’s expectations, because we 

can’t see any viable alternatives?  Sometimes, when we want something 

for ourselves and for the world, we have to blaze the trail to make it 

possible – and blazing a trail may not be glamorous or easy work.  To put 

that in more concrete terms, if you wouldn’t want someone you care about 

to be shunned by their families for having an affair, and forming a long-

term, above-board relationship with their affair partner, you might want to 

be willing to stand up for your own relationship that started as an affair, 

even if people you care about it don’t like it. 

 

So often we think that creating a more tolerant world means tolerating 

others.  And I think it certainly includes that.  But I think it also includes, at 

times, being willing to stick to what we believe is truly right for us, even if 

others are intolerant of that.  Sometimes we have to be willing to be the 

person that other people don’t want to tolerate, in order to eventually create 

more tolerance.  And that can be mighty uncomfortable, but it just might be 

worth it to you.  You might WANT to show others that it’s possible to 

navigate an infidelity situation without the world coming to an end.  You 

might want to show others that it’s possible to love your family fiercely, 

even if your actions have shifted the configuration of your family.  You 
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might want to show other people that it’s possible to survive other people’s 

bad behavior, and that we don’t have to live in fear of what other people are 

going to think of us, or how they will respond to us.  And this might be really 

important to you.  This might be a trail that you want to blaze.  It doesn’t 

have to be, but it might be.   

 

If it’s more important to you to get through life without ruffling any feathers, 

or risking the disapproval of – or expulsion from – your family or any other 

group that is important to you, that is okay by me.  I will not judge you for 

making that choice.  As always, though, my exhortation is that you make 

that choice as consciously as possible.  And if you are having trouble 

making this kind of choice, if you are having trouble deciding what you want 

to do about your affair relationship for fear of your family’s disapproval, let’s 

talk it out.  Working with me will at least give you the chance to see where 

you have power, and where you have real choices.  And from there, you 

can make a choice you feel good about – rather than making relationship 

decisions based on fear. 

 

I do want to reiterate what I said earlier and emphasize that sometimes we 

fear the disapproval of others, and it never comes.  I want to make it clear 

that when we take a leadership role in our families or in our groups, and set 

the tone for how we want to be treated, and how we want others to regard 

our relationship that began as an affair, other people often surprise us with 

their behavior in a good way.  Humans are capable of all kinds of 

understanding and compassion and forgiveness and acceptance and love, 

in addition to being capable of being total jerks.  It’s entirely possible that 

people will surprise you with their good behavior, so to speak.  Your worst 

fears may not be realized.  And that is one of the reasons why it is so 

incredibly important to learn how to relate to your fears in a manner that 

does not doom you to making decisions that are governed by fear.   
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But even if all of your worst fears are realized, and people you care about 

are total jerks to you because you’ve chosen to pursue a relationship that 

began in the context of infidelity, this does not have to be the undoing of 

you.  Yes, it may be painful to be on the receiving end of other people’s bad 

behavior.  It may be painful to be excommunicated from your group, if that 

happens.  Or just distanced from your group.  Of course.  But that doesn’t 

have to do you in.  Even if worse comes to worst, you can learn how to 

thrive in spite of and because of other people’s bad behavior.  Sometimes 

being true to ourselves is so important that we decide we’re willing to learn 

how to live with whatever costs are associated with doing that.  And 

although Meghan and Harry were the examples I chose to mention in 

relation to this theme today, far less privileged folks have done this time 

and time again, in relation to how they live out their romantic and sexual 

and familial lives, even if they didn’t get Netflix series made about them. 

 

You may have already experienced this yourself, but if you haven’t, 

consider the struggles that interracial couples have had to go through, just 

to live their lives.  Consider what same-sex couples have had to, just to be 

together.  And that’s just two quickie examples here.  It’s important to 

remember that lots of relationships have been and continue to be the 

source of great judgement, for various different reasons.  And I find this so 

deeply ironic because a fair portion of the world valorizes romantic love as 

this thing that two people who are destined for each other should be lucky 

enough to find.  Right?  A lot of people really love those ideas, but then we 

draw all kinds of restrictions on that.  We love the shit out of love, unless 

the couples aren’t a racial or ethnic or religious match.  And by match, I 

mean, are the same.  And even though our collective attitudes towards 

sexual orientation or identity have evolved quite a bit in recent decades, 

there are plenty of people out there who believe that it is deeply 

problematic for two people of the same gender to be romantically or 

sexually involved – even if their love is the greatest love of all time.  And 

then of course, when it comes to infidelity, for some people, that’s a total 
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disqualifier.  If you met as cheaters, some people will not be able to respect 

or embrace your relationship – or will be loudly resistant to doing so. 

 

Our shared attitudes about what’s okay and not okay when it comes to love 

and relationships and sex and romance are very interesting. 

 

And given that, learning how to handle other people’s disapproval of our 

romantic lives may indeed be a thing we need to actively learn how to do.  

Learning how to deal with people we care about treating us in ways we 

really don’t like may indeed be a new skill set we need to develop.  But it is 

a skill set we CAN develop, if we want to, and there may indeed be times in 

life when we really want to develop this skill set.  And I can help you do 

that. 

 

So often, when other people treat us in ways we consider unfair or unkind 

or inappropriate or just plain bad, or whatever, we wring our hands and tell 

ourselves that what they’re doing is awful, and they just shouldn’t be doing 

it.  And sometimes we think that this is a totally appropriate response to 

other people’s bad behavior, but here’s the thing.  Other people are going 

to do what they’re going to do.  And us not liking it is not going to stop 

them.  Us thinking they shouldn’t do what they’re doing is only going to 

make US feel bad.  Should feels like shit!  I think it’s been a minute since 

I’ve said that in an episode.  When we think other people shouldn’t treat us 

the way they’re treating us, we may think that’s going to actually get us 

somewhere, but really, all it does is keep us feeling terrible.   

 

On the other hand, deciding to accept that other people really are doing 

whatever they’re doing, even if we don’t like it, enables us to decide what 

we’re going to do in response.  How are we going to deal with our own 

emotions?  How are we going to think intentionally about what’s 
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happening?  How do we want to change our behavior?  How do we want to 

respond to other people’s behavior?  That’s where our power lies.  Not in 

fearing what other people’s behavior might be, or in thinking other people’s 

behavior should be other than what it is.  

 

Okay!  It’s one thing to hear me talk about all of this stuff, and it’s another 

thing entirely to have me as your coach who helps you apply the concepts I 

talk about on the podcast to the specifics of your own life.  If you are ready 

to actively address your infidelity situation and you want to do that as 

efficiently and effectively as possible, let’s work together.  The first step is 

to schedule an introductory coaching session with me through my website, 

mariemurphyphd.com.  I can’t wait to meet you. 

 

All right everyone, thank you all so much for listening.  Have a great week!  

Bye for now.   
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