
U 15: PSYCHOLOGY Secret Lives           
 

In all secrets there is a kind of guilt, however beautiful or joyful they may be, or for what good end they may be 

set to serve. Secrecy means evasion, and evasion means a problem to the moral mind.                  Gilbert Parker 

 

 

One mislaid credit card bill or a single dangling e-mail message on the home computer 

would have ended everything: the marriage, the big-time career, the reputation for decency 

he had built over a lifetime. 

So for more than 10 years, he ruthlessly kept his two identities apart: one lived in a 

Westchester hamlet and worked in a New York office, and the other operated mainly in 

clubs, airport bars and brothels. One warmly greeted clients and waved to neighbours, 

sometimes only hours after the other had stumbled back from a "work" meeting with 

prostitutes or cocaine dealers. 

In the end, it was a harmless computer pop-up advertisement for security software, 

claiming that his online life was being "continually monitored," that sent this New York 

real estate developer into a panic and to a therapist. 

The man's double life is an extreme example of how mental anguish can cleave an identity 

into pieces, said his psychologist, Dr. Jay S. Kwawer, director of clinical education at the 

William Alanson White Institute in New York, who discussed the case at a recent 

conference.  

But psychologists say that most normal adults are well equipped to start a secret life, if not 

to sustain it. The ability to hold a secret is fundamental to healthy social development, they 

say, and the desire to sample other identities (to reinvent oneself, to pretend) can last well 

into adulthood. And in recent years researchers have found that some of the same 

psychological skills that help many people avoid mental distress can also put them at 

heightened risk for prolonging covert activities. 

"In a very deep sense, you don't have a self unless you have a secret, and we all have 

moments throughout our lives when we feel we're losing ourselves in our social group, or 

work or marriage, and it feels good to grab for a secret, or some subterfuge, to reassert our 

identity as somebody apart," said Dr. Daniel M. Wegner, a professor of psychology at 

Harvard. He added, "And we are now learning that some people are better at doing this 

than others." 

Although the best-known covert lives are the most spectacular - the architect Louis Kahn 

had three lives; Charles Lindbergh reportedly had two - these are exaggerated examples of 

a far more common and various behaviour, psychologists say. Some people gamble on the 

sly, or sample drugs. Others try music lessons. Still others join a religious group.  

And there are thousands of people - gay men and women who stay in heterosexual 

marriages, for example - whose shame over or denial of their elemental needs has set them 

up for secretive excursions into other worlds. Whether a secret life is ultimately destructive, 

experts find, depends both on the nature of the secret and on the psychological makeup of 

the individual. 

Psychologists have long considered the ability to keep secrets as central to healthy 

development. Children as young as 6 or 7 learn to stay quiet about their mother's birthday 

present. In adolescence and adulthood, fluency with small social lies is associated with 

good mental health. And researchers have confirmed that secrecy can enhance attraction, or 

as Oscar Wilde put it, "The commonest thing is delightful if only one hides it." 

The urge to act out an entirely different persona is widely shared across cultures as well, 

social scientists say, and may be motivated by curiosity, mischief or earnest soul-searching. 

Certainly, it is a familiar tug in the breast of almost anyone who has stepped out of his or 

her daily life for a time, whether for vacation, for business or to live in another country.  
Source: Adapted from The Secret Lives of Just About Everybody by Benedict Carey, http:/www.nytimes.com 

New   
Vocabulary 
 

anguish 
brothel 
cleave 
covert  
distress 
earnest 
enhance 
gamble 
hamlet 
mischief 
persona 
ruthlessly 
tug 
 

Compounds 
 

best-known 
big-time 
pop-up 
soul-searching 
 

Prefixes 
 

distress 
heterosexual  
mislaid 
reassert 
 

 Suffixes 
 

adolescence 
adulthood 
delightful 
elemental 
reportedly 
reputation 
spectacular 
 

Word family 
 

secret 
secretive 
secrecy  
 

Phrases 
 

act out 
grab for a secret 
on the sly 
sample drugs 
 



SECTION I  VOCABULARY ACTIVITIES 
A. The following words belong to the new vocabulary. Read the text again and, aided by the context, try 
to understand their meaning. Match the words with the most suitable definition. 
 

Model: 0. earnest = K  
0. earnest = K 

 

1. anguish 

 

                                 2. to cleave   
3. covert  

 

4. distress 

5. to tug  

6. hamlet    
7. persona 

 

8. to gamble    
9. mischief   

 

10. to enhance 
 

A. a feeling of extreme unhappiness 

B. to risk money or possessions on the result of something 
such as a card game or a race, when you do not know for 
certain what the result will be 
C. to divide something into two completely separate parts 
D. a very small village 
E. to improve something 
F. the way you behave when you are with other people or in 
a particular situation, which gives people a particular idea 
about your character 
G. bad behaviour, especially by children, that causes trouble 
or damage, but no serious harm 
H. to pull with one or more short, quick pulls 
I. mental or physical suffering caused by extreme pain or 
worry  
J. secret or hidden 
K. very serious and sincere 

 

B. Listen to Pet Shop Boys’ song on http://www.last.fm/music/  and fill in the blanks with the missing 
information. 
 Chorus  
 I sometimes think that I'm too many people 
Too many people, too many people 
 I sometimes think that I'm too many people 
Too many people, too many people at once 
The husband or the …………………................ 
The …….........………… or the communist 
The artist or the showbiz ............................… 
The lover or the .…...............................................….… geek 
The question of identity is one that's always ….............. me 
…...................…. I decide to be depends on who is with me 
Chorus 
The …..............................…………. twit putting his foot in it 
Or the sensitive soul who's a ………...............................….. 

The urban …..............................…………… - never at home 
Or the country recluse - just leave me alone 
Extrovert or ….....................................................…………… 
Love is kind, and love hurts 
Rebellion or ……….....................................................…….. 
What is my identity? 
Chorus 
The intellectual and ……....................................…………… 
Or the naive……………….............................., so immature 
A ……………..................................….. son and family man 
Or the wicked uncle who doesn't …….............………………. 
How often these have tempted me 
The question of ……...….. depends on what I'm meant to be 
Chorus 

 

C. Match the words in column A with the correct definition in column B. All the concepts below are 
related to identity and behaviour. 
A B 

1. role model a. troubled, disturbed  

2. jet setter b. someone who enjoys good food and wine 

3. creep c. rich people who travel to a lot of different parts of the world and have exciting lives 

4. identity d. a person who is not very intelligent and can be tricked easily 

5. haunted e. behaviour that is acceptable because it is similar to the behaviour of everyone else 

6. introvert f. someone whose behaviour is considered to be a good example for other people to copy 

7. hedonist g. someone who believes that pleasure is very important and who tries to spend all their time doing things 
that they enjoy 

8. simpleton h. an unpleasant person, especially someone who tries to please or impress people in authority 

9.conformity i. the qualities that make someone what they are and different from other people 

10.bon-viveur j. someone who tends to concentrate on their thoughts and feelings rather than communicating with other 
people 

 

 
 



SECTION II  LANGUAGE FOCUS  
 

Cohesion refers to the grammatical and lexical means by which written sentences are joined together 

to make texts. Grammatical cohesion in English is made through reference, ellipsis, substitution or 

conjunctions.(G.XIX.3) 
 

A. Study the following sentences and mention which of the procedures mentioned above was used to 
give cohesion to the text. The first is done for you. 
 

Model: 

1. But psychologists say that most normal adults are 

well equipped to start a secret life, if not to sustain it. 
conjunctions 

2. Whether a secret life is ultimately destructive, 

experts find, depends both on the nature of the secret 

and on the psychological makeup of the individual. 

 

3. “I’m thinking of sharing my secret with my 

family.” 

    “So am I.” 

 

4. “Got a pen?” 

    “Sorry, don’t use.” 

 

5. “I want to change my workplace.” 

    “I don’t. My colleagues are generally very 

supportive and I hope they will understand me.” 

 

6. A remark so harmless it could have been 

ignored had actually reached its purpose when 

heard by his colleagues. The softly whispered 

words confirmed the earlier rumours about his 

having two secret lives. 

 

 

B. The order of the following sentences has been changed. Read them carefully paying attention to the 
grammatical means of cohesion and establish the correct order so that you obtain a coherent paragraph. 
 

A. Each evening on his commute home, John sees a beautiful woman, staring with a lost expression 

through the window of a dance studio.  

B. John Clark is a man with a wonderful job, a charming wife and a loving family, who nevertheless 

feels that something is missing as he makes his way every day through the city.  

C. But, as his lessons continue, John falls in love with dancing.  

D. Haunted by her gaze, John impulsively jumps off the train one night, and signs up for dance 

lessons, hoping to meet her.  

E. Even worse, when he does meet Paulina, she icily tells John she hopes he has come to the studio to 

seriously study dance and not to look for a date.  

F. His friendship with Paulina blossoms, as his enthusiasm rekindles her lost passion for dance.  

G. At first, it seems like a mistake: his teacher turns out to be not Paulina, but the older Miss Mitzi, 

and John proves just as clumsy as his equally clueless classmates on the dance-floor. 

H. With his secret about to be revealed, John will have to do some fancy footwork to keep his dream 

going and realize what it is he really yearns for. 

 I. But the more time John spends away from home, the more his wife becomes suspicious.  

J. Keeping his new obsession from his family and co-workers, John feverishly trains for Chicago's 

biggest dance competition.  
 

1.  2.  3.  4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

 

 

 
 



SECTION III  TEXT STRUCTURE  
 

A paraphrase is your own rendition of essential information and ideas expressed by someone else, 

presented in a new form; one legitimate way (when accompanied by accurate documentation) to 

borrow from a source; a more detailed restatement than a summary, which focuses concisely on a 

single main idea. (G.XIX.4.2) 
 

A. Study the following examples and notice the changes that occurred. 
 

Original passage Paraphrase 

Students frequently overuse direct quotation in 

taking notes, and as a result they overuse 

quotations in the final [research] paper. Probably 

only about 10% of your final manuscript should 

appear as directly quoted matter. Therefore, you 

should strive to limit the amount of exact 

transcribing of source materials while taking 

notes. Lester, James D. Writing Research Papers. 

2nd ed. (1976): 46-47. 

In research papers students often quote 

excessively, failing to keep quoted material down 

to a desirable level. Since the problem usually 

originates during note taking, it is essential to 

minimize the material recorded verbatim (Lester 

46-47). 

 

 
Source: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/619/1/ 

 

B. The following fragments belong to the text The Secret Lives of Just About Everybody. Paraphrase 
them in the same way as above. 
 

But psychologists say that most normal adults are well equipped to start a secret life, if not to sustain it. The 

ability to hold a secret is fundamental to healthy social development, they say, and the desire to sample other 

identities (to reinvent oneself, to pretend) can last well into adulthood. And in recent years researchers have 

found that some of the same psychological skills that help many people avoid mental distress can also put them 

at heightened risk for prolonging covert activities. 

…………………………………………………………………............................................... 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

Although the best-known covert lives are the most spectacular - the architect Louis Kahn had three lives; Charles 

Lindbergh reportedly had two - these are exaggerated examples of a far more common and various behaviour, 

psychologists say. Some people gamble on the sly, or sample drugs. Others try music lessons. Still others join a 

religious group.  

And there are thousands of people - gay men and women who stay in heterosexual marriages, for example - 

whose shame over or denial of their elemental needs has set them up for secretive excursions into other worlds. 

Whether a secret life is ultimately destructive, experts find, depends both on the nature of the secret and on the 

psychological makeup of the individual. 

…………………………………………………………………............................................... 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 


