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Introduction

Thriving in Nonmonogamy

“This isn’t working.”
“I want more.”
“Something is missing.”

Do these phrases sound familiar? Perhaps you’ve been curious about sex with someone other than your significant other. Or maybe you dream of sexual and romantic adventures you know you could never have, or fantasize about sex with a Hollywood star, a neighbor, your doctor, or some stranger you just met. These thoughts and desires are part of being human, and some people may never act on the feelings. But for many of us, open relationships can provide the space to pursue these erotic desires without repercussions.

Monogamy is not the only means to a successful relationship or marriage. It doesn’t work for everyone. For some, monogamy is like going to a store and expecting to buy one outfit that will always fit and suit all occasions. For many of us, one partner cannot meet all our needs: our deepest erotic desires, companionship, novelty, comfort, shelter, and long-term emotional security. And this expectation that one person can satisfy our emotional and sexual needs is at least partly the reason why the Western world has such a high divorce rate. No one person can fulfill all our needs. As a result, many people in monogamous relationships go through life with their core emotional and sexual needs unmet, or enter into a series of relationships and breakups to meet those needs. Others find a community of people to fulfill those needs and, in so doing, strengthen the bond and unity of their marriage.

I am a relationship and sex therapist, and I myself live in an open marriage. In this book, I combine my personal and clinical experiences to guide you through the process of forming a consensual nonmonogamous relationship. Using various techniques, we’ll examine the negative emotions—jealousy and childhood fear of abandonment, for example—that affect our ability to live in a consensual nonmonogamous relationship, and I provide exercises and advice for overcoming those obstacles, so you can lead a happier and healthier life. Taking control of your emotions, thoughts, and feelings—also called self-regulation—so that they do not control your relationships is the best way to successfully transition to a consensual nonmonogamous relationship. Emotional self-regulation significantly improves all the relationships in the lives of the people who undertake this process.

I personally have transitioned successfully from a monogamous relationship to an open one, and, as a result, have a happier and thriving relationship. I did not initiate my open marriage; my husband did after we had been dating for one year. I am thankful that he did so because I have since experienced many erotic encounters that have enriched my life. And traveling to have those experiences has allowed me to better appreciate my life at home. When I meet my open-relationship partners and have sexual or emotional encounters with them, I enjoy my experiences with them while also looking forward to returning to the arms of my loving husband. My husband and the sex we have together is my home. Home provides the security, love, and care I need.

Before my husband, Denys, and I opened our relationship, I considered our relationship to be both monogamous and ordinary. Though I had helped many clients in therapy address issues of jealousy, I had never considered an open relationship for myself. When Denys first suggested an open relationship, I felt like someone had thrown me into deep water and I didn’t know how to swim. I felt a range of emotions at once: sadness, confusion, loss, disbelief, fear of the unknown, and desperation. In short, I was miserable. I believed I would never be happy again. Today, however, I feel differently. If my husband suddenly wished to return to monogamy, I myself would remain nonmonogamous. Having transformed my painful emotions into a positive narrative of strength and personal growth, I have come to love the choice of living in a consensual nonmonogamous relationship.

To say nonmonogamy is the only means to a satisfying relationship would be unfair. Monogamy works well for some who choose to both uphold its principles and work at it. My goal is to provide a resource for those who are curious, contemplating, or exploring consensual nonmonogamous relationships and share my own story with the hope that it will help illuminate parts of your journey. This book will teach you how to introduce your partner to the idea of a consensual nonmonogamous relationship. It’s also a resource for friends and family members of people in consensual nonmonogamous relationships who want to better understand and support their loved ones. This book is a life jacket for those who feel they are drowning in insecurity, in nonmonogamous and monogamous relationships alike, and those who cannot imagine their partner being with another person. My hope is that you will learn to enjoy deep waters and strong currents as you navigate your emotional life using the tools, advice, and exercises on the following pages.

The greatest gift you can give your relationship is to become emotionally buoyant. If a couple can learn to work together—be accessible, sensitive, patient, and empathetic to and with each other—they can establish a secure emotional bond and thereby achieve a rich, fulfilling life in an open relationship that gives them both more satisfaction.



chapter 1

What Is Consensual Nonmonogamy?



Research and surveys done in the United States show that twenty million couples are in sexless marriages and relationships. Countless other couples decide to stay together even though they are not happy in their monogamous marriage, whether because of financial reasons, family unity, or religious values. Researchers in the United States and Canada put the divorce rate at around 40 percent in both countries. All this considered, we cannot uphold monogamy as the only path to happy relationships, and we must begin to consider alternative models. While having multiple partners is not guaranteed to fix every relationship’s problems, consensual nonmonogamy may be a more suitable relationship style for many couples. In this section, we’ll explore the different types of consensual nonmonogamous relationships, consider some of the reasons for opening a relationship, and discuss the different forms of love relationships within the context of figuring out what you want.

DEFINING CNM RELATIONSHIPS

Consensual nonmonogamy—often referred to as “CNM”—is an umbrella term used to describe a relationship between partners who agree to have sexual or romantic relationships with other people. Or, put more simply, CNM is the opposite of monogamy, which describes relationships between two people who agree to sexual and romantic exclusivity with each other. Consensual is the key word in the term because it indicates an open, honest relationship, which does not mean engaging in a sexual relationship without the other partner’s knowledge. Consent means that partners aren’t forced into a nonmonogamous arrangement against their wishes.


TERMS FOR CNM RELATIONSHIPS

All genders and sexual orientations enjoy CNM relationships. They occur among gay, transgender, asexual, pansexual, bisexual, queer, heterosexual, and all other gender identities and sexual orientations. Below I’ve included a guide to some of the terms within the CNM umbrella.


	> Open relationship: An open relationship is an arrangement wherein a couple decides to include experiences with other people, often for sexual pleasure. Open relationships do not encourage emotional attachment with external partners. Some people in open relationships prefer onetime sexual experiences or several dates but ensure they do not become romantically involved with these additional sexual partners. A couple in an open relationship always prioritizes their primary relationship.

	> Polyamory: Derived from the Greek word poly, meaning “many,” and the Spanish and Latin word amor, meaning “love,” polyamory translates to “many loves.” In polyamorous relationships, partners seek both romantic love and sexual experiences with others.

	> Polygamy: In this form of CNM, a man has multiple wives, but the wives do not take on additional husbands.

	> Polyandry: Polyandry occurs when one woman marries two or more men. This type of marital contract is rare in Western society but is common in many Asian countries such as Nepal, India, and some parts of China.

	> Monogamish: This term was coined by Dan Savage, a well-known sex columnist and commentator. Couples that are monogamish understand that catastrophe does not necessarily ensue if one or both partners flirt with others or have unexpected sex with someone other than their partner. These long-term monogamous couples understand that a partner might step out once or twice in the span of their relationship. Monogamish couples do not intentionally look for sexual experiences outside of their primary relationship, but appreciate that such trysts do occur, and they deal with them as they would with other issues in the course of their ongoing primary relationship.

	> Swingers: Swingers are individuals who swap their partners only for sexual experiences. In the 1970s, swinging was common, and people would exchange partners with other swingers with no emotional strings attached. The difference between swingers and those in an open relationship is that members of swinger clubs can only interact with each other’s spouses or significant others in a defined group, and usually do so in close proximity to their primary partners.

	> Swolly: This term was first coined by Dr. Ken Haslam of the Kinsey Institute. Swolly refers to a person who enjoys recreational sex or casual sex but also enjoys deeper, erotic, and romantic connections with others. Swolly individuals find happiness somewhere between swinging and polyamory.

	> Mono/poly: This refers to a monogamous individual who wishes to remain in a committed relationship with a polyamorous partner. For example, an individual might lose all sexual interest with his or her partner, but they might be OK if the partner finds other lovers outside of their relationship to meet those needs. Other monogamous individuals might still be sexually active with their primary partners, but do not wish to be with anyone else; however, they are happy to consent to their spouses having multiple partners outside their relationship. It’s important to keep in mind that no one should be coerced to be mono/poly or poly/mono without their consent.

	> Metamour: This term is commonly used in a polyamorous community to refer to your partner’s new partner or lover.

	> Paramour: Paramour is the term given to an unmarried (usually) female lover of your husband or boyfriend. Also, traditionally known as a mistress.

	> Bipoly: In the polyamorous community, I would be considered a bipoly, a person who is both bisexual—attracted to people of both sexes—and polyamorous.

	> Polysexual: This term refers to someone who is sexually and romantically attracted to many people but not all genders.

	> Pansexual: Someone who is pansexual is generally sexually and emotionally attracted to people regardless of their gender or sexual identity.





IS CNM A NATURAL HUMAN TENDENCY?

Some people, like my husband, would say they are naturally hardwired for nonmonogamy. They have tried to be monogamous but could never do so successfully. Other people, however, have satisfying and fulfilling monogamous marriages and relationships. These individuals may desire others but not want to do anything about it. Their belief system about marriage and relationships, religious principles, or moral views may preclude them from going forward, or they may genuinely feel incapable of wanting or having other sexual and deep, emotional experiences while in a committed relationship. Dr. David Buss, a professor of psychology at the University of Texas at Austin, argues that human beings are naturally nonmonogamous and that monogamy is socially constructed to protect the survival of individual offspring.1 I too think that, if not for religious beliefs and fear of social judgment, most adults would likely want to have their additional sexual and emotional needs met by other people, concurrent with a committed relationship.

Take a moment to write down or review (pages 21–22) some of the judgments and misconceptions you might face as the result of opening your relationship, including any false impressions you yourself still hold. We fear judgments of other people because we fear rejection and not being good enough. However, we can only experience rejection if we identify with and receive other people’s negative opinions of us. When we learn to let go of people’s judgments and intolerance of us due to our unconventional romantic relationships, we become resilient, free to be ourselves, and authentic in our desires.


MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT OPEN RELATIONSHIPS

There are many negative judgments and misconceptions about people in open relationships. Some of these judgments are the product of societal misunderstanding, and a lack of credible information and resources about open relationships. Here are some of the most common misconceptions I encounter when people learn I’m in a CNM relationship.


	> “You want to have sex with everyone you meet!” This is not the case. People in open relationships have varying ways of choosing their additional partners. For example, I need to be attracted to an individual, admire them, and build an emotional bond with them before I want to have sex with them. I don’t need to become romantically attached to them, but a meaningful friendship needs to be present.

	> “You want to have sex all the time!” A person’s sex drive is unrelated to their gender, sexual orientation, or relationship style. I have an average sex drive. On a relaxed week, three times per week is enough sex for me with my husband. Others may desire sex more frequently, less frequently, or in the case of asexual people, not at all. Consensual nonmonogamy describes the number of partners, not the frequency of sex.

	> “You must be unsatisfied and unhappy in your relationship.” In CNM relationships, the opposite is often true. My husband and I are happily married and we both enjoy our sex life together while we also enjoy having sex with other people. Here is a useful analogy: A parent can love their children equally but differently at the same time. That is to say, they experience their love differently. Parents may miss one child while with the other, but their heart has enough room to love them all.

	> “Won’t you get some sort of infection?” Sexual health is very serious and everyone should take precautions, no matter their relationship style. I require that my partners get tested for sexually transmitted infections (STIs) before I have sex with them. Setting boundaries is an important part of CNM relationships. It is important to prioritize the physical and emotional safety of all persons involved. I recommend establishing a vetting process. For example, I have a comprehensive series of questions I ask potential partners.

	> “Your children will be so ashamed.” How and when a couple chooses to disclose the nature of their relationship to their children (or other family members) is up to them. Families that value honesty, vulnerability, and trust have no reason for this disclosure to lead to shame. I care deeply about what my children will think of me once they become aware that my husband and I have an open relationship. I hope they will see how fulfilled I am at home and how much laughter, dancing, and joy there is in our household. I hope that they see our home as a vibrant place and that this atmosphere of love mitigates their concerns.

	> “You’re a cheating home-wrecker.” Adultery is not consensual nonmonogamy. The key to CNM is that all parties involved are informed. In my work as a sex therapist, I come into daily contact with individuals who are in emotional crisis due to infidelity in their relationship. So, the idea of entering into a polyamorous relationship with a partner whose relationship is monogamous is outside my comfort zone. My goal is to bring healing into people’s relationships, not instigate emotional pain. At the beginning of each new relationship, I ask my partners who are in other relationships whether they are in a consensual nonmonogamous relationship. The answer “no” is a deal breaker.





REASONS FOR OPENING A RELATIONSHIP

Open relationships are an opportunity for curious people to experience sexual encounters or romantic relationships with others outside of their primary relationship. An open relationship does not mean people are rejecting their partners to be with someone else; rather, it is a consensual quest for self-discovery outside their primary relationship.

Dossie Easton and Janet Hardy, the authors of The Ethical Slut: A Practical Guide to Polyamory, Open Relationships & Other Adventures, describe open relationships as a form of ethical exploration in which individuals have permission from their spouses to have sexual and emotional encounters with other people without the guilt of spousal betrayal. This is vastly different from having sexual encounters with others while in a monogamous relationship without the partner’s knowledge or consent.

But there are some similarities between traditional affairs and CNM relationships. Both arrangements often make people feel youthful, wanted, and alive. Esther Perel, author of The State of Affairs: Rethinking Infidelity, explains that there are many reasons for affairs in monogamous relationships, including a lack of passion or love in that relationship, a lack of sex, insecure attachment, or frequently unresolved conflict, as well as the narcissism of people who engage in infidelity just because they can. I would add that in some cases individuals in monogamous relationships might have affairs because they are nonmonogamous by nature without knowing it or acknowledging it. Most significantly, Perel talks about how some of her clients who had affairs in monogamous relationships communicated feeling “alive” as part of a journey of self-exploration and discovery or a quest for a new or lost identity, “the otherness.”2 Even though Perel does not condone affairs, she nevertheless understands that affairs are driven by the “thirst for otherness.”3

I agree with Perel’s assertion that when people say yes to marriage to one person, they are not necessarily saying no to all other experiences. People pledge love to one person for the rest of their lives, but the statistics regarding divorce and infidelity in Western culture prove the goal of fidelity within marriage is not realistic for most people. In nonmonogamous relationships, partners can live out their fantasies and have their needs met while remaining married, and without feeling guilt or shame for violating the marriage contract.

Opening a primary relationship also provides opportunities for personal growth. In opening my marriage, I learned new and valuable skills for managing my emotions, and my husband and I learned to communicate more effectively in our relationship. Dr. Elisabeth Sheff, an expert on polyamory and the author of several books on the subject, has determined through her research that couples in CNM relationships communicate more often, have less jealousy over time, trust their partners more, and are more sexually and emotionally fulfilled than most people in monogamous relationships.4

BENEFITS OF CNM

Every type of relationship has positive and negative traits. Below I explain the benefits of a CNM relationship that I’ve observed through my work as a sex therapist and in my own open relationships. (Keep in mind that people in different kinds of relationships have different needs and values; expecting one type of relationship to fit everybody’s needs and interests is unrealistic.)

More Sex and Ongoing, Passionate Sexual Energy. For some people, the frequency of sexual experiences is important. In an open relationship, you are more likely to have more sexual encounters than in a monogamous relationship.

More Sexual Variety. CNM relationships allow you to find sexual fulfillment with diverse individuals and diverse sexual experiences. Some people in an open relationship enjoy both conventional sex and kinky sex (meaning mild versions of bondage or dominance and submissive sadomasochism).

More Freedom and Autonomy. Keep in mind that your primary relationship does not have to be the end of your sexual and romantic life. Open relationships allow the freedom to explore sexual adventures with your partner, but also to form friendships and have sexual adventures with polyamorous partners.

The Thrill of Secrecy. Imagine seeing one of your open-relationship partners at a party. As you gaze at your partner across the room, you begin to feel excited. The butterflies flutter in your stomach and you are overcome with lustful thoughts of your previous passionate kissing, touching, and sex. These private and special moments with your open-relationship partner are one of the rewards of an open relationship. Only you and your primary partner might know that you are having sex with another person or other people. The passionate, secret sexual experiences with your open-relationship partners provide novelty and release dopamine hormones that make open relationships fun.

More Romantic Attention. Have you ever gone out or attended an event where you felt sexy and confident, and had an inkling that you were going to meet someone special? When you are in a monogamous relationship, you start feeling guilt in those moments. People in monogamous relationships are supposed to ignore these signals of the possibility of a new romance, sex, or a novel experience. In an open marriage, your conscience is clear, allowing you to pursue these possibilities. This feeling is one of the best in the world!

Feeling Desired. Most of my clients come to see me feeling sad because their partners do not desire them. They experience a state of loneliness and emptiness because they do not feel wanted by their partners. Some of these clients know they are needed by their spouse or significant other to take care of children and do mundane chores around the house. They long, however, to be wanted and desired. In an open relationship, they have a greater chance to fill this void. This does not mean that couples should not work on their relationship or their desire for each other. In an open relationship, however, both your primary partner and your additional partner(s) are available to meet your needs.

Personal Growth and New Skills. Of all the benefits of an open marriage, this one has been the most meaningful, based on my experiences. Being in an open relationship forces individuals to grow as they learn to create the new norm in their relationship. As the result of dealing with jealousy and other insecurities triggered by your partner having sex with other people, you will become mentally strong by learning to regulate your emotions and training your brain to think positively and in a rational manner.

Self-Discovery. Open relationships are a playground for exploring many sexual experiences you might not even know that you liked prior to opening your marriage. The more you experience, the more you discover your longings and desires. For example, I did not know I would enjoy kinky sex or bondage. However, through my open relationship, I have come to appreciate those sexual opportunities. Open relationships bring out different aspects of ourselves.

More Emotional Support. Open relationships are an opportunity to be emotionally present for someone who might be going through a difficult time or just needs a friend. You might realize that, as you are learning to deal with jealousy and other insecurities, your open-relationship partner is able to support you during a difficult time. Especially if they are not new to open relationships, they might have resources to help you deal with jealousy or just give you tips on creating boundaries in CNM relationships.

More Practical Support When Needed. If you feel you need nonsexual or romantic support from your open-relationship partner, I encourage you to pause and write that need down. It is important for individuals to talk about expectations in their polyamorous relationships. Polyamorous families can sometimes solve problems that many monogamous nuclear families encounter trying to juggle demands at work and home responsibilities. Having more than two adults in committed romantic relationships can improve the well-being of the family if the adults agree on common long-term goals that benefit all the individuals within the group. Triad polyamorous relationships are common in the polyamory lifestyle.5

Open-relationship partners do not need to live together in order to receive practical support. For example, my husband is not a handy man. He is intelligent and witty and has great problem-solving skills, but fixing stuff around the house is not his strength or interest. When our washing machine broke down on the weekend, we had no way of getting a mechanic to come and fix it right away. However, my polyamorous partner, Richard, was handy, and I asked him whether he could fix our washing machine, which he gladly did. I was happy to go to the basement and find my two wonderful men fixing the washing machine. I could hear Richard explaining the process to Denys. After the machine was fixed, we all sat on the patio and enjoyed some refreshments together.

Feeling Less Dependent on a Partner. Because you have potentially more emotional and physical support in an open relationship, you are not likely to depend on your partner to meet all your needs. You have your own support system outside of your primary relationship for sexual or emotional needs, and developing your own resources enables you to become more independent.

More Honesty with Your Partner. A strong open relationship requires constant communication and honesty. A couple that talks about everything and anything—their sexual fantasies, sexual attractions, and emotions—is more likely to have a deeper emotional bond. Other couples that have a strong bond prefer to keep some information to themselves. Remember, privacy does not necessarily mean secrecy. Everyone is entitled to setting their own boundaries as long as withholding their thoughts and feelings has no negative consequences on the relationship or to the individual.

Feeling More Abundance and Less Scarcity. Most people go through life feeling that they do not have enough money, friends, fame, love, and sex. An open relationship allows a person to love and be loved by many, to have more sexual experiences, to have diverse friendships, and to become open to new experiences.

Feeling More Satisfied with Your Primary Partner. Most of my clients in open relationships consider themselves more satisfied than they were in their monogamous ones. This is because open relationships require couples to communicate often and learn to meet each other’s needs. Open relationships also do not breed complacency; rather, they challenge individuals not to take their partners for granted.

UNDERSTANDING LOVE IN AN OPEN RELATIONSHIP

Based on my observations working with clients in open relationships, I can identify four types of love that a couple or individuals in open relationships may experience.

Romantic Love. Couples in romantic love tend to invest a lot in emotional bonding, romance, and novelty—what is called new relationship energy (NRE). They pursue the feeling of falling in love with their partners. Polyamorous couples are most likely to experience romantic love in their open lifestyle.

Sexual Love. These couples focus on sexual experiences as the main motivator of their open relationship. They don’t tend to pursue emotional bonds and closeness with their partners. These encounters could be casual hook-ups or spontaneous sex with people they just met. Swingers are an example of couples that are interested in sexual love.

Demi-Sexual or Attachment Love with Sexual Chemistry. In these relationships, individuals require some level of connection: not as deep as romantic love but just enough to feel emotionally safe with their potential partners before pursuing sexual activities. Demi-sexual individuals in an open relationship are most likely to fit in this category.

Platonic Love. These couples have deep emotional connections and bonds that are nonsexual. They tend to be supportive, authentic, and open with each other. Even though they might have sex with other partners, they don’t have sex with their platonic partner. This could be because of lack of sexual chemistry or fear of ruining their friendship.

It’s important to note that partners in an open relationship don’t necessarily seek the same forms of love. For example, my husband and I require sexual chemistry and some level of emotional attachment from our open-relationship partners. However, we pursue different styles of love in our CNM. He does not seek romantic relationships with other women but rather attachment love with sexual chemistry. When it comes to having sex with men other than my husband, I prefer demi-sexual love—having sexual experiences with people I already like and have some emotional attachment to. I do not experience sexual attraction to men unless I have an emotional bond with them. I find, however, that I do not need emotional connection to be sexually attracted to women.


exercise

LOVE AWARENESS

Consider your own interest in consensual nonmonogamy. Which types of love appeal most to you? Which appeal most to your partner? It’s important for couples and individuals to understand the types of love they are seeking in an open relationship, so that they can avoid unrealistic expectations and disappointment. You might assume your partner is only looking for sexual experiences when in fact they are looking for romantic love. Failure to communicate these expectations before opening your relationships can cause misunderstandings, breaches of trust, and other types of conflict.

The exercise below can help you determine your reasons for entering an open relationship and which styles of love are right for you and your partner. Answer TRUE or FALSE to the statements below. When you have your results, refer back to “Understanding Love in an Open Relationship” to review the four styles of love.


	1.    Sex is the main motivator for me to seek an open relationship.

	2.   I would like to try a threesome with my partner with no strings attached with our open-relationship partner.

	3.   I am looking for casual sex.

	4.   I would like to travel outside my home area for sexual experiences with new people.

	5.   I would like to experience the feeling of novelty and new relationship energy with my new partners.

	6.   I am hoping to fall in love with my open-relationship partner.

	7.   I would like to have long-term relationships with my open-relationship partners.

	8.   I think I will deeply miss my open-relationship partners whenever I am away from them.

	9.   I think I will need to feel emotionally safe before engaging sexually with my open-relationship partners.

	10. I would like to see my open-relationship partners once or twice a month.

	11. I would be able to go for a long period of time without talking to my open-relationship partners and still maintain a connection with them.

	12. I am looking for a deeper emotional connection with my open-relationship partners but do not want to engage sexually with them.

	13. I am hoping to share hobbies and fun activities with my open-relationship partners.

	14. I am looking for friendships with other like-minded people.



If you answered TRUE to statements 1 through 4, you are likely seeking sexual love.

If you answered TRUE to statements 5 through 8, you are likely seeking romantic love.

If you answered TRUE to statements 9 through 11, you are likely seeking demi-sexual love.

If you answered TRUE to statements 12 through 14, you are likely seeking platonic love.





chapter 2

Preparing Yourself for an Open Relationship



Before you figure out who you are within a relationship, it is vital to know who you are as an individual. The more clarity you have about who you are, the better you’ll be able to communicate your needs and desires within a relationship and evaluate whether CNM is right for you.

The brain has the capacity to reorganize and re-create new neural pathways as we adapt to new experiences and acquire new information. Dr. Norman Doidge, a psychiatrist and researcher at the University of Toronto, explains in his book The Brain That Changes Itself: Stories of Personal Triumph from the Frontiers of Brain Science that the human brain has an amazing capacity to heal and change by adapting to its needs. He calls this phenomenon brain neuroplasticity.6

In the context of considering an open relationship, many people might wish to be in one, but they are afraid that they could never learn to deal with jealousy and other insecurities after seeing their partner with someone else. The good news is that our brains have the ability to change with the right tools and positive experiences, to acclimatize to an open relationship. The tools covered in this book can help you create new neural pathways through which to experience a thriving open relationship. In this section, we’ll discuss ways to get to know yourself so that you can make healthy, constructive decisions about your romantic and sex life.

SELF-LOVE, SELF-ACCEPTANCE, AND SELF-WORTH

The way we see our world and deal with conflict in our relationships reflects how much we love ourselves. The more we love ourselves, the more we create and attract loving experiences in our lives. Our self-worth and self-esteem develop during formative years when we learn to define who we are based on our early childhood and adolescent experiences.

If our experiences were loving and positive, we grow up to develop positive self-esteem, and if our experiences were unpleasant, we learn to see ourselves through those negative experiences, which are ingrained in our subconscious mind as our core beliefs.

This was the case with my client Char. She is a beautiful, smart, and kind woman. She came to see me a few years ago because she was feeling unhappy in her relationship with her husband and at work, and her husband had indicated that he wanted to open their relationship. Char communicated often feeling unwanted, unimportant, and dismissed in her relationship. When I asked Char whether she had felt these feelings during her formative years, she explained that she had often felt unwanted and unloved by her parents. Her mother’s pregnancy was unplanned. Her parents were already in their forties when her mother became pregnant with Char. They had two older children and were planning for retirement, not for raising a third child. Even though Char’s parents frequently told her that she was a miracle child, and that they loved her and wanted her, Char never believed them. She felt that her parents loved her just because they had no choice. Furthermore, growing up, Char felt alone due to the eleven-year age gap between her and her closest sibling. She spent most of her childhood playing quietly by herself, and developed a core belief that she was unwanted, unloved, and unsafe in this world.

That formative experience was now impacting Char’s marriage: No matter what her husband did, Char always went to that state of feeling unwanted and unloved. If her husband made a mistake as simple as forgetting to bring home a jug of milk, she would interpret it to mean that he did not love her. So when her husband suggested opening their marriage, Char found it very difficult. I recommended we first work on Char’s self-worth and self-love before opening her marriage.

To help Char resolve her negative thoughts, we used visualization exercises, which helped her begin loving herself. I asked Char to close her eyes and relax, and I encouraged her to feel completely safe. I asked her to pay attention to her breathing and reconnect with her inner child. I began taking her back to the time she was born, with the intention of clearing the limiting beliefs that she had about herself. I asked her to imagine the room where she was born and the people there that day. Then I told her to visualize herself as a beautiful little baby coming into the world and welcome her inner child with a big smile and a hug. Then I instructed her to say the following to baby Char:

“You are so magnificent that nothing could have prevented you from existing. No human wishes could have prevented you from being born.”

“You are here for a much higher purpose.”

“You belong in this universe.”

“You are wanted and loved.”

“Wherever you are, you will receive love and give love. You will be loved at work, in your relationship, and everywhere you go.”

“You will never have to feel alone because I am always going to take care of you.”

From then on, every time Char felt unwanted and unloved, she would visualize that room and welcome that baby Char all over again—until one day she did not need to go back there because she began seeing herself differently in her relationships and in her world in general. Now, when Char’s husband forgets the jug of milk or they have a disagreement, she does not fall into a state of “I am not loved, and I am not wanted.”

HEALING THE INNER CHILD

The “inner child” is a popular psychological term that refers to our true self before negative experiences of our formative years affected the core of who we are. Healing the inner child means reclaiming our self-worth, self-authenticity, and self-esteem.

In order to be healthy and happy as an adult, you must care for your inner child. We all have an inner child residing within us who was born carefree, passionate, daring, trustful, trustworthy, innocent, and believing in a positive future. Healing the inner child refers to healing the wounded parts of the self that were not nurtured in the early years of development. When children experience neglect, abuse, or trauma, they develop patterns of emotional insecurity, such as low self-esteem, fear of abandonment, and jealousy. These emotions are survival strategies or coping mechanisms. Statements such as “I am not lovable,” “I cannot rely on others to be there for me,” and “I am not good enough” are often rooted in painful past experiences.

Unfortunately, most people neglect their inner child by repressing and avoiding painful emotions and living a busy life that prevents them from dealing with those unwanted emotions. Others avoid dealing with their inner child through addictions, substance abuse, or blaming others for their painful emotions. Healing requires establishing a positive relationship with the inner child, listening attentively to its needs, forgiving others who caused it pain in the past, and becoming the parent to your inner child that you wished your parents or caregivers had been.

When I am in distress, I visualize a little girl named Susan who is afraid and alone. I imagine I am the parent she needs and I begin to speak out loud to her: “Susan, how are you feeling?” I listen to all of her feelings with empathy, then ask her, “What do you need from me?” These skills helped me when I was feeling jealous because my husband wanted to have sex with other women. I spoke with my inner child, I listened to her fears and pain, and I assured her that I was there to help. I reminded her of her strengths.

The effectiveness of healing my inner child was astounding to me. Talking to my inner child allowed me to process my emotions and address rational and irrational fears. For example, when I feared my husband would leave me for women he met in our open relationship, I said to myself, “Susan, Denys seems to genuinely love you and he is not going anywhere. But if he were to leave you for another woman, you would always be surrounded by love because you love others and are a good person.” I explained to my inner child not to worry about things she could not control and to focus on things she needed to feel safe and to thrive in life.

When I begin to engage in this exercise, I focus on immediate, unwanted, and painful emotions. But, after a while, the dialogue becomes passionate and moves beyond immediate pain and fears. I ask myself big meaningful questions like: Why am I here? What is my purpose? Who am I? These questions shift our energy into a more cosmic view of ourselves. The pain and fear that we currently feel are but a momentary glitch in a lifetime of new possibilities. When we shift our energy by asking the right questions and reframing our negative thoughts into positive thoughts, we become excited about life again and, with time, start dreaming about the future.

During therapy with clients, I usually introduce the concept of the inner child by telling them they have a child within that longs for their attention, a child that was never nurtured the way that child deserved to be nurtured. I then invite my clients to re-parent their inner child. I emphasize the importance of continuous dialogue with the inner child—while they’re commuting, at home or at work, or when in distress. The more people build a positive relationship with their inner child, the more they can nurture themselves.

The inner child exercise can also be used to better communicate within a relationship. I used this technique with my clients Keisha and Joe, a married couple in a highly conflicted relationship. They told me that they fought frequently. They are both extroverts and high achievers, and they were competitive with each other. They exhibited a lack of empathy toward one another in therapy, even when one of them was emotionally triggered, crying, sad, or angry. But when I introduced the concept of the inner child to them and created a space for dialogue with their inner child, they could better empathize with the other’s pain. After Keisha shared her feelings of severe trauma due to bullying at an elementary boarding school, Joe said, “I never want anyone else to hurt this girl, Keisha, again, not even me.” After hearing about the deeply wounded parts of Keisha’s inner child and seeing her vulnerability, Joe no longer saw Keisha as a stubborn, unreasonable woman. He saw her inner child and loved her, and he wanted to be part of her healing, rather than another trigger for her trauma.

And when Keisha listened to Joe speak of his inner child’s desires, wants, isolation, and loneliness, she wanted Joe to know that she was going to do whatever possible to make that little boy feel he belonged and was wanted. The couple took risks to be vulnerable with each other by sharing their inner child’s deepest longings and desires in a safe environment. This process began the healing in their fraught marriage. Keep in mind that only you can heal your inner child, but a spouse or significant other can be a great resource and support to you on that journey.

STAYING TRUE TO YOURSELF

Sometimes we lose track of ourselves—who we are and what we need. I want to tell you a story of how I reminded myself who I was when I was lost. As you read this story below, consider the moments or situations in your life when you needed to remind yourself of who you are.

I was driving to work one morning, during the first year of my open relationship, crying in my car. I was sad about my partner wanting to have sex with other women. I felt I was not good enough for him, and I felt alone with my emotions. I worried I could never adjust to an open relationship. My worries and fears lingered and grew.

Feeling lost and out of touch with myself, I remember asking my inner child, “Susan, WHO ARE YOU?”

I responded out loud with boldness and confidence, “I am my mother’s daughter.”

What this meant to me was that I was strong like her. My mother is the most mentally strong woman I have ever come across. She has gone through so much in her life and does not feel sorry for herself. She is resilient and confident and does not worry about things she cannot control. My mother keeps her cool in challenging situations. She rules by her rational mind rather than by her emotions. I needed to remind myself that day that her blood flows in my veins, and that I am mentally strong like her.

That day, I also reminded myself that I am enough: My worth is not based on my relationships. I chanted a mantra on the way to work: “I am enough, I am enough, I AM ENOUGH!” By the time I arrived at my office, I felt like a bull ready to fight. But I was not going to attack my husband for wanting to sleep with other women; I was going to attack my self-pity and insecurities. No matter what happens in life, I never want to doubt myself or my self-worth. After that day, I knew I was going to be OK in an open relationship.

CREATING YOURSELF

“Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself.” I love this saying, sometimes attributed to playwright George Bernard Shaw, because whenever I talk with clients about how they need to discover who they are, I sense their feelings of helplessness. They seem worried that they might never be able to find themselves, as if there were one specific element of self a person needs to find and failure to do so means being lost forever in misery. Shaw reminds us, however, that we find ourselves by creating ourselves anew each day, by rejecting the negative behaviors, thoughts, and feelings that hold us back, and by investing in positive behaviors that foster growth and nourish our spirituality and connectedness to the universe. The more you create yourself, the more you find out who you are.

A great example of this comes from my client Maria. Maria grew up in an abusive family and began seeing me to deal with her sex addiction. When she was a young child, her biological father moved away and she lived with her mother and stepfather. Maria frequently witnessed her stepfather physically and verbally abuse her mother. In her teen years, Maria coped with anxiety and the effects of domestic abuse by acting out sexually. She used sex to cope with unwanted feelings of loneliness, abandonment, fear, and sadness.

Maria stands out in my mind because of her resilience and her commitment to creating a new version of herself. She did not like the idea of discovering who she was because she had internalized negative stories about herself. However, she knew who she wanted to become, and she decided she was going to create herself anew. In addition to her therapeutic work with me, she submersed herself in self-help books, audio programs, and motivational speeches. She read every book I suggested to her in therapy. She became excited about the new self she was creating.

After a few months in therapy, Maria’s vision of who she was started to expand. She wanted to do something meaningful with her life. Though she liked her job as a salesperson in a small clothing boutique, Maria wanted to use her skills with fashion to help marginalized women. She believes that “women should feel beautiful no matter where they are in life,” and she organized a fundraising fashion show to support transition homes for women who have recently completed rehab and want to integrate back into society. She is using her skills to help vulnerable women feel beautiful. Maria’s creation of a new self has now moved beyond herself: She is helping others create themselves anew and bringing that positive energy out into the world.

Just like Maria, you must realize that you were made for greatness that goes beyond the present hardship or emotional struggles that you may currently feel. Learn to re-create yourself by loving yourself, paying attention to your thought patterns, choosing positive thoughts, and, most importantly, pursuing your goals and dreams.

CULTIVATING RESILIENCE

If you are going through a tough time, find your warrior spirit so that you can face your self-doubt with confidence. You can find inspiration for your warrior spirit from someone you know to be a fighter and who is resilient in life—like I did with my own mother—or you can be inspired by a symbol, like Rosie the Riveter. Find something that reminds you that you are not going to crumble under your circumstances, even though they might seem insurmountable at the time.

I also find it helpful to use empowering and affirming mantras to remind myself of my own self-worth and strength. Here are some of my mantras, which have guided me through the process of opening my marriage and dealing with my insecurities.


	> No matter what happens to me in life, I will be OK.

	> I am enough.

	> I am lovable and I am loving.

	> I am worthwhile.

	> I am my mother’s child: strong and resilient.

	> I am valuable by design.

	> I will always rise after I fall.

	> My joy and happiness come from within. Nothing and no one can ever take that away from me.

	> I am black and beautiful.

	> I am not better than anyone and no one is better than me.



I suggest taking some time to write down a few of your own mantras. Feel free to use some of the above or make up ones that are specific to you. Next time you’re feeling down or lost, repeat these mantras to yourself to cultivate resilience and remind yourself of your inner strength.

YOUR RELATIONSHIP DOES NOT DEFINE YOU

I have met many people, both in my personal life and through work, who, without the relationships in their lives, do not know who they are. Some find their worth in their children, partners, or friendships. And because they derive their self-worth from these relationships, they are completely devastated when their friends get upset with them or their children act out and tell them they hate them. They feel as if they are experiencing the end of the world because they have devoted their lives to catering to these relationships and suddenly feel that purpose taken away.

Your children, your spouse, and your friends are not the center of your world. You are the center of your world. Your children and spouse are not who you are; they are supporting actors in your life, just as you are in theirs. It’s important to set boundaries so you can manage your fear of not being liked, or being abandoned, or whatever your underlying anxiety is. Lack of healthy boundaries in our relationships and in life is like having a beautiful flower garden and not putting up a fence to protect the plants from wild animals. Boundaries are vital because they keep us safe in our vulnerability.

Initially, as Denys and I opened our relationship, I felt embarrassed to think people would find out my partner was having sex with other women because I derived my self-worth from my relationship with my husband. Many people experience similar feelings when their partner has an affair; they feel embarrassed about their partner’s behavior and how it might reflect on them. Today, after lots of work and personal growth, I would confidently respond to this anxiety by saying, “I am not responsible for my husband’s positive or negative behaviors. I don’t situate my self-love and worth in my husband’s actions.” I take ownership only of my own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, not my husband’s. My mentor, Dr. Tammy Nelson, author of Getting the Sex You Want: Shed Your Inhibitions and Reach New Heights of Passion Together, wrote me an email that beautifully summarizes this point:

If we, as women, can put ourselves first, can take care of ourselves, can really learn to love ourselves (whether our partner sees other people or not), we will be able to take over the planet. When we stop letting monogamy define us, because we believe that a man is the only thing that makes us whole, then we become important to the one person who matters: ourselves. We can come from such a place of strength when we believe in our own worth and know that no one can take our power away without our consent—then we believe that we are worth everything.7


exercise

STATING YOUR TRUTHS

This exercise is designed to help you know your truths so that you can become more intentional in re-creating yourself. Find a quiet place where you won’t be disturbed. Take a few deep breaths to settle yourself. You can write in this book or a journal. Revisit this exercise often to track your personal growth.


	1.    Who are you?

	2.   What are your truths?

	3.   Who/what inspires your warrior spirit?

	4.   How do you plan to re-create yourself?





RESISTANCE TO CHANGE

Change is not easy for many of us. We get stuck in our ways of thinking, repeating the same painful patterns over and over again. We resist constructive suggestions offered to us because fear of the unknown and fear of failure keep us from attempting something new. But resistance to change takes more from us than it offers. If you want to have a happy life, especially in an open relationship, you must become aware of how you experience resistance. Here are some resistant statements that I have heard from my clients.


	> There is no point in trying.

	> I can’t be the only one trying in our relationship.

	> I have done all that I know how.

	> It will never work.

	> Relationships are hopeless.

	> People don’t change.

	> I will never be able to achieve what I want in my relationship.

	> It’s impossible to be happy in an open relationship.

	> I don’t need someone else telling me how to do my relationship.

	> I don’t care.

	> Therapy does not work.

	> Reading books on relationships is a waste of time.

	> I don’t need to talk with a stranger about my relationship.

	> My parents did not need help. I don’t either.



Take a few minutes to consider the ways in which you tell yourself to resist change. Jot down some of the phrases or feelings that come to mind. Then ask yourself, “If I keep holding on to this belief, how will my relationship turn out?” Ask yourself what it will take for you to let go of this resistance. What old beliefs about relationships are you holding on to? What are you afraid of losing if you open your mind to change? Awareness is the first step to bringing about change.


exercise

FACE YOUR FEARS

Fear enslaves us. And unless you address your fears, they will control your life and likely impact the lives of your loved ones as well. My fear of being poor ended my first marriage. My ex is a loving person and a great father who is involved in our children’s lives. He is patient with our children and enjoys teaching them many positive lessons that shape their character. However, my ex did not share the same values about money that I was raised to hold. Through our ten years of marriage, we frequently fought about money. I wanted him to find a good job to support our family, but that was not his ambition. Today, when I become afraid that my current husband will not provide for me and that I will be poor, I remember that I can provide for myself and my children. I do not need anyone to provide for me. This reminder helps me deal with my fear of not having enough money.

Unless you face your fears, they will affect your relationships, career, friendships, and other areas of your life. In this journaling exercise, you’ll examine your fears and how they’re impacting your ability to flourish in your life and your relationships. Respond to these journaling prompts to help you bring awareness to how fear is showing up in your life.


	1.    What are you most afraid of?

	2.   Do you have a sense of what experiences or memories cause your fears?

	3.   What are your core beliefs about the things you are afraid of?

	4.   What effect does your fear have on your life?

	5.   How would life look without those fears?

	6.   What needs to happen to get rid of that fear?

	7.   Who will be your support as you learn to deal with this fear?



Self-awareness and acknowledgment of our problems is the first step toward personal growth. Now that you are aware of your irrational fears, begin the journey of letting them go. It may take a while, but you can tackle each one through mindfulness. Start by intentionally releasing your fear. Each time you think of your fear, say to yourself, “I let go of that fear. It does not serve me well, and it has no power over me.” Repeat this mantra until your resolve strengthens and your fear dissipates.





chapter 3

Starting a CNM Relationship



The capacity to thrive in an open relationship is available to all people, regardless of age, income, race, sexual orientation, or gender. The key to thriving in an open relationship is knowing that you are enough. This may seem ironic, especially when a partner desires to have a sexual and romantic relationship with someone else because you can never fully meet all their needs. However, you must remember that your enoughness is not determined by external factors; you are enough just as you are.

In this section, we’ll discuss how to have a conversation with your partner about opening a relationship, how to take the first steps toward opening your relationship, and how to set yourself up for long-term happiness and success within an open relationship.

SWIMMING IN THE RIVER WITH CROCODILES

There’s a story from my childhood in Kenya that exemplifies the experience I had opening my relationship with my husband. A huge, powerful river called Ndarugu ran through the village where I grew up. The river was a source of pride and served as a center for life among the surrounding villages. On Fridays after school, my friends and I would walk to the river and swim to the other side for fun. I was a fairly weak swimmer, but I was a risk taker and never gave up. So, I would swim along with the other kids, hoping not to drown. Looking back, I realize how dumb we were. Crocodiles in that river had eaten cows and even killed people. Even though we never saw a crocodile while we swam, we were all aware that we might encounter one. While this knowledge made swimming more exciting to us, it also produced in me a feeling of terror—especially because I was a weak swimmer and knew I’d never escape a crocodile. So, what to do? Swim across despite my weakness and insecurities? Or give up and never enter the river again?

When my husband suggested we open our relationship, these feelings came flooding back. I was no longer a twelve-year-old Kenyan girl but a thirty-two-year-old, accomplished, professional woman. Yet the words “Honey, I love you, but I would like to have sex with other women” took me right back to the feeling of terror I experienced swimming in the Ndarugu. His desire to open our relationship became the river. Should I try to swim or run away and never look back? I thought. Once again, I decided to swim. I chose bravery while in fact I felt extremely fearful.

Choosing to swim has led me on a journey of personal growth, resilience, emotional healing, and self-awareness. In the process, I learned how to be happy and find meaning in life. I found fulfillment by learning to love myself. My husband and I learned not to take each other for granted by communicating effectively and becoming more self-aware in our open relationship. I could not have experienced this personal growth without taking the risk. I decided to stay with my husband not because nonmonogamy is natural, as many people like to argue, but because of all the positive things it has brought to our relationship.

BROACHING THE SUBJECT OF AN OPEN RELATIONSHIP

When Denys first introduced the notion of opening up our relationship, I had no idea that the conversation was coming. Things had been going so well: We had a great connection, our sex life was amazing, we had a fulfilling social life, and we enjoyed traveling together.

I remember the sunny summer day when he first broached the subject. We were visiting a small town near our cabin north of Winnipeg, Central Canada. Denys suggested we get ice cream and then we took our treat to a nearby park on a beautiful lake. The birds were chirping and the park was peaceful. I knew something was bothering him but never could have guessed what he was about to say.

He began by explaining that he had always ended his previous relationships after a few years because he would desire other women. He told me he was afraid of committing to marrying me because he did not want to have an affair after a few years of marriage. I clearly remember feeling dizzy and anxious, as if someone had jabbed a knife into my rib cage. I could not breathe, so I started doing what I would advise my clients to do when they find themselves in stressful situations: I took deep breaths and slowly exhaled to regulate my emotions. I had to fight hard not to lose my balance, literally. I found a park bench and sat down, feeling confused, hurt, doubtful, angry, sad, worried, and despairing—all the emotions of extreme distress.

Luckily, I had provided treatment to clients in nonmonogamous relationships and understood that he was trying to suggest that we enter into an open relationship. I knew he loved me greatly and was taking a huge risk in sharing his feelings with me. I also saw his sensitivity and honesty as he approached this difficult conversation.

PLANNING FOR THE CONVERSATION

Before you begin a conversation with your partner, spend some time thinking about how you can approach the subject in a way that’s thoughtful, constructive, and sensitive. My client Paul, a fifty-year-old male, wondered how to approach his wife with his long-held desire to have a nonmonogamous relationship. He booked a counseling session with me because he felt lost in his relationship and did not know what to do about his sexless marriage. He told me that he loved his wife of thirty years more than anyone else, but he also said that he had been sexually frustrated in that marriage for the last ten years. His wife had developed medical issues that prevented her from having sex for a time, but after she recovered and her health improved, she remained uninterested in having sex with him. When I asked whether his wife would consider sex therapy to help with the psychological roadblock getting in the way of her sexuality, he said his wife was not open to couples therapy or individual therapy to improve their sex life and emotional bonding.

While his wife was happy living life without sex, Paul felt stuck because he had a high sex drive and did not know how to resolve this dilemma. He did not want to have an affair, but, as the years passed, he had been considering this option more and more. His sexual needs were valid, but so was his wife’s lack of desire to have sex with her husband. Sex of any kind should be consensual, and so should celibacy. No one in a relationship should be forced to live without sex for long periods of time just because their partner does not want sex. If one partner in a couple does not want to have sex and does not seek professional help to rekindle the sex life within the relationship, that partner might consider giving the other partner permission to have sex elsewhere.

I suggested to Paul that he present options to his wife before embarking on an affair. Their choices were to seek professional help for their sex life, open their relationship, or terminate the marriage. I encouraged Paul to begin his conversation with his wife by saying, “I love you very much. I want a life with you in which we can grow old together, but I can’t go through life without sex. I have a high sex drive, and I am feeling sad that I am not able to have sex with you or anyone else. I am open to seeking professional help with you about our sex life, but if you are not interested in sex, I would like permission to have my sexual needs met elsewhere.”

In the end, Paul decided not to communicate with his wife despite my advice. He thought that there was too much risk and that his wife was never going to forgive him for suggesting an open marriage. He reasoned that having a secret affair was a much better choice for him, as he did not want to destabilize his family dynamic and risk the possibility of divorce. But having an affair was against his Christian values and morals and caused him guilt and shame. Fear prevented Paul from communicating his feelings to his wife in the hope of a positive resolution for both of them.

Nevertheless, I am still hopeful that as Paul and others who might be in a similar situation utilize resources such as reading this book and other helpful materials regarding open relationships, they will resolve the fears that get in the way of initiating an open relationship positively rather than choosing infidelity. Furthermore, as Western society becomes more accepting of nonmonogamous relationships, people like Paul and others with similar stories have a better chance for a happy outcome as they learn to love themselves and have enough courage to initiate open relationships.

Realistically speaking, we must accept that opening a relationship is a process that can be easier for some than for others. Some couples may need more time to find their way. With the right help and support, they too can take the path that is consensual and does not violate trust in their relationship.

HAVING THE CONVERSATION

There is no good time to tell your partner that you are interested in having sex with other people. The best you can do is approach the subject in a loving and sensitive manner. Below are some points to keep in mind when broaching the subject of an open relationship with a partner.


	1.    Be sensitive. Frame the conversation in a positive, constructive way, without demands and ultimatums. Speak to your needs and concerns, and tell your partner that your goal is to find a solution together.

	2.   Timing is vital. Broach the subject of an open relationship when you feel your relationship is relatively stable and content. Avoid initiating the conversation in the midst of a disagreement or rough period.

	3.   Be patient. Give your partner some time to get used to the idea of an open relationship and to think about it. This process may take weeks or months, so keep revisiting the topic with polite and respectful open communication.

	4.   Create a safe environment. To have an open conversation, listen to your partner’s fears, pain, and hurts. Although you may receive some negative and critical responses from your partner, you can still listen to their hurts and emotional needs while also setting boundaries. For example, you can say, “I know you are hurting right now, but I would like you to stop calling me names and yelling at me.”

	5.   Seek help. If necessary, seek the help of a therapist or a coach who is trained to help clients in open relationships. Talking to a professional will help you learn to love yourself as you deal with potential jealousy and other insecurities. I suggest reading books, listening to podcasts, attending free webinars, watching YouTube videos, and finding other affordable and free resources that will help you become mentally strong and resilient.

	6.   Have a support system. Friends and family can be a source of support for some people in an open relationship. Others might rely on establishing or joining an online CNM support group to help them transition safely into their CNM relationships. Either way, it’s my firm belief that it takes a village to create a satisfying open relationship. A village might just be one person or a few people who believe in you and who are able to create a safe haven as you courageously begin the journey of opening up your relationship. So, find a support system of other like-minded people in your city or town so that you can learn from each other and grow.

	7.   Ensure that your partner feels like a participant in the decision to open your relationship. You can suggest the idea of an open relationship, but you cannot coerce your partner into something they do not want to do. If you are nonmonogamous and your partner is not and does not want to work on resolving the feelings of jealousy and insecurities triggered by open relationships, then you might want to consider looking for a partner who would better understand your need for a CNM relationship.

	8.   Set boundaries and clear rules that protect and guide your relationship. A couple should have intensive conversations about safer sex, time management, money, types of sex they are having or want to have with other people, and so on.

	9.   Be willing to negotiate within your primary relationship. Learn to meet in the middle. A healthy relationship is not about people getting their way; rather, it is about communication and compromise.



THE NEW MONOGAMOUS AGREEMENT

Agreeing on some rules is vital to the longevity of a relationship. While certain rules are meant to limit others from their full potential, others keep us safe and secure within our relationships. In open relationships it’s so important for the primary couple to discuss their expectations and to communicate to prospective partners the rules the couple have agreed upon. Lack of rules and boundaries can lead to misunderstandings, mistrust, and other crises in your open relationship.

When my husband and I first started dating, prior to opening up our relationship, we had an explicit agreement to be monogamous, to be sexually and emotionally exclusive with each other. After we decided to open our relationship, we had to establish a new agreement. Dr. Tammy Nelson, in her book The New Monogamy: Redefining Your Relationship After Infidelity, calls the second agreement “the new monogamous agreement”8 among CNM couples. It’s monogamous because it’s still an agreement between two primary individuals in a polyamorous relationship.

A monogamy agreement can apply to a couple in a CNM relationship, even though they do not practice monogamy. In that context, written or verbal, it outlines the rules of engagement between the two members of the primary relationship in their pursuit of outside polyamorous relationships. For example, in some polyamorous relationships, couples might agree to have a limited number of partners. In my new monogamous agreement with Denys, we have agreed to have as many open-relationship partners as we like, as long as these relationships do not interfere with our primary relationship. Clients of mine, a couple in a CNM relationship, agreed to engage in oral sex exclusively with one another because it was something that was special to them. Breaking this agreement was understood as a violation and a betrayal of trust in their relationship.

Regardless of the specifics, establishing a new monogamous agreement requires explicit communication and negotiation for the rules to serve the primary relationship well. Long-term CNM couples may want to reevaluate the agreement every six months or year so that they can reexamine their wants and needs. In newly established CNMs, a reevaluation will likely become necessary after two years because that’s usually when the honeymoon phase and hedonistic behaviors of newly nonmonogamous couples wear off. When the novelty of the CNM dissipates, the CNM relationship might start to feel familiar and less interesting, like most long-term relationships. Needless to say, relationships change, and expecting them to remain the same is unrealistic and can lead to disappointment. This reevaluation requires participants to communicate openly and authentically about how to update their wants, needs, and expectations and to reflect those changes in the monogamy agreement.

When my husband and I decided to establish CNM explicitly in a nonmonogamy agreement, we had to think about the kinds of reassurances we needed and wanted. We had to communicate about what time to be home after dates with others, safer sex practices, and how much money to spend on open-relationship partners. Denys and I also talked about expectations of emotional involvement. Our current agreement grants us both permission to seek emotional attachment and safe, erotic, sexual pleasure and experiences outside our marriage. We both acknowledge that we might feel more connected and closer to some of our lovers than others, which we permit, but we are not allowed to seek long-term and romantic commitment in those relationships.

There might come a time when one of us falls in love with our open-relationship partner, even though that is not what we are looking for at the moment. But just as we deal with many important concerns in our open relationship, we agreed to communicate and discuss as we evolve together. Relationships and people change based on their experiences and where they are in life. For example, the emotional security and stability that I need now as a young mother will be very different from the emotional security and support that I will need as a mature woman who has been practicing a nonmonogamous lifestyle for a decade. I might feel more comfortable falling in love with someone else or with my partner falling in love with others. Whether it happens now or later in life, I am confident that people can still thrive in relationships through the process of personal growth as recommended in this book.

ESTABLISHING SAFE BOUNDARIES

When I was a child, my mother had a rule that before I could play with my friends, my siblings and I first had to complete our chores. This explicit agreement set rules and expectations for us. The better we did our chores, the more my mother gave us permission to stay out. In a relationship, a happy spouse is more likely to give you the freedom you need than a neglected spouse. To be able to enjoy others outside your relationship, you must ensure your primary relationship is strong. Here are a few guidelines that can help you establish safe boundaries for you and your partner in an open relationship.


	1.    Be truthful and honest. Having a trustworthy relationship is important. You and your primary partner should agree on what to share and not share with each other. Do you want to know whom your partner is meeting and where they are meeting? Some people might want to share sexual details of what they do with their open-relationship partners, and others may prefer keeping detailed information about their sexual activities private.

	2.   Make your intentions known. Discuss with your primary partner and your open-relationship partners your intention for the relationship. Right from the beginning, explain to your open-relationship partners whether you are looking for a romantic relationship as a polyamorous individual or for a friendship with sexual benefits.

	3.   Agree on a plan for physical affection. Determine with your primary partner whether you would like to show physical affection in public with your open-relationship partners. Some people might want to avoid physical affection with their open-relationship partners in public because they do not want to encourage misconceptions about their primary relationship. Others might find discretion to be sexually exciting.

	4.   Always practice safer sex. STIs are a major concern for couples thinking of opening their relationships, and rightfully so. It’s absolutely vital for people in an open relationship to have a “condom contract,” an agreement to always use protection if they are sexually involved with other people.

	5.   Tell your partner what you need. Do you need more reassurance, attention, or quality time from your partner? Do you need your partner not to see open-relationship partners during certain times? Having a supportive partner is important, but the best support comes from within ourselves. I believe that we are the creators of our lives and with the right tools we can heal our mental state. If your mental health concerns are significant, seek professional help.

	6.   Introduce partners upon request. Some of us like introducing our open-relationship partners to our primary partner because it’s a step in establishing a big community of support. Our open-relationship partners are part of our lives—some for short periods of time and others for a very long time. Either way, if couples can agree to include their open-relationship partners in their day-to-day lives, it can bring additional support and friendships. Some couples may agree not to include their open-relationship partners in their daily life, so it’s important for you to reach an agreement on this issue.

	7.   Provide each other with undivided attention. Though responding to a quick text from an open-relationship partner while spending time with your primary partner is, in my opinion, permissible, having long dialogues with other people while spending time with your primary partner is not helpful to your relationship. I recommend you give the person you’re with at the moment undivided attention, whether it’s your primary partner or your open-relationship partners.

	8.   Honor family time. The CNM lifestyle is exciting, especially when you are spending time with somebody new whom you really like. During these times, I recommend you make sure to schedule quality family time. Different people have different family times, whether because of custody issues, long hours at work, or work-related travel. Before you schedule time with your open-relationship partners, be sure to schedule your family time. When you neglect your family or your primary relationship, your open relationship will not function smoothly. Agree with your partner to have a calendar in which family time is honored.

	9.   Discuss with your primary partner any plans for sleeping over with others. This allows them to make sleepover plans as well. Sleepovers happen seldom in my open relationship with my husband.

	10. Be home on time. A couple in an open relationship must come to an agreement regarding a curfew when out with their open-relationship partners so that the other person does not have to worry about them. Initially, when my husband and I opened our relationship, our curfew was midnight, but as we have gotten better at managing our emotions, our curfew has extended to 2 a.m. What time would you like your partner to be home, or do you prefer not having limitations regarding time spent away from home? Either way is OK as long as you agree with your partner.

	11. Consult when spending significant amounts of money. Finances are an area of concern for most people as they work hard to make ends meet. If people see their partners purchasing expensive gifts for their open-relationship partner or going on lavish vacations with them, tension may arise. Creating a budget for expenses related to your open-relationship partners will help prevent misunderstandings and potential conflicts.

	12. Breaking up is not an option. Being in an open relationship can produce a lot of insecurities, and having a clear agreement that breaking up or not working on your relationship is not permitted can be a good reminder not to take your relationship for granted. This does not mean you are holding each other hostage, but it’s a statement that reminds you to always work on your relationship and not give up. In my relationship, this agreement enabled us to seek professional help when necessary. You might also be motivated to read books and engage in couples therapy, marriage retreats, romantic getaways, meditative practices, or whatever you need to do to fix your relationship. Furthermore, because breaking up is not an option, neither is complacency, abuse, or neglect.



COMMUNICATION SKILLS

In an open relationship, people must communicate frequently with their primary partner, to ensure that they grow closer and not further apart. People are not born with positive communication skills; rather, we learn them. In this section, we’ll go over the foundations of good communication, and other methods for resolving conflict.

Good communication requires negotiation skills between couples. When couples communicate and negotiate, they demonstrate care for each other as they value their partner’s needs and wants. I prefer negotiating rather than compromising. Negotiation is a win-win situation while compromise involves one person denying things that are important to them to accommodate their partner’s needs and wants. For example, your partner might want to go out on a date with their open-relationship partner while you want to spend time with your partner instead. Negotiation might mean agreeing that your partner will first spend time with you and then visit their open-relationship partner or that your partner can go out that day with the promise to take you somewhere that is important to you later on. Both couples should benefit somehow in each negotiation.

When we first met, my husband was a direct, say-it-as-it-is kind of guy, and I admire these qualities, but he needed to work on his emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence is the ability to regulate emotion and, at the same time, maintain awareness of other people’s feelings while providing appropriate emotional support, such as empathy and validation. My husband has learned to be responsive, available, and accessible to my emotional needs, but it wasn’t always intuitive. He has grown by reading books, such as Hold Me Tight: Seven Conversations for a Lifetime of Love by Dr. Sue Johnson,9 which teaches couples how to repair their emotional bond by applying attachment theory, and Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus: A Practical Guide for Improving Communication and Getting What You Want in Your Relationship by John Gray,10 which discusses how men and women can learn to understand each other. Denys learned that he can still be honest but deliver his opinions in such a way that establishes connection rather than disconnection. If I ask him whether he likes a dress I am wearing, he doesn’t say, “You don’t look good in that dress.” He can say, more politely, “I prefer the other dress, which brings out the beautiful shape of your body.”

The work we’ve done around communication has had a noticeably positive impact on our relationship. For example, I remember a period during which I was struggling emotionally due to many pressures, including long work hours, childcare, relationship issues, and my volunteer commitments. On that day, Denys was scheduled to go on a date with one of his friends with benefits. I communicated that I was struggling, and I needed him not to go out that night. He knew I was not trying to control his date night because I had, on many previous occasions, supported his connections with other women. Denys canceled his date night with his friend and reassured me that he was going to stay home, help more around the house, and focus on family activities.

I encourage you to communicate with your partners to resolve misunderstandings and address fears that are getting in the way of a good relationship. When you communicate, remember that what you might think is true is often a negative expression of an emotional trigger. For example, if your partner forgets to give you a Valentine’s Day card and take you out on a special date, you might think, “Oh, my husband doesn’t love me because he forgot to take me out.” Believing your partner does not love you will itself cause conflict and feelings of hurt. Instead of connecting the absence of a Valentine’s Day card with not being loved, you could seek to understand what prevented your partner from giving you a card. For example, you can approach your partner and say, “Honey, I know you love me in many other ways” and list the other things your spouse does to show love to you, and then say, “I just want to understand why you did not wish me a happy Valentine’s Day today.” Your partner might simply hate the commercialization of Valentine’s Day and not want to participate in it, but that does not mean your spouse does not love you. Partners may simply forget because they had other pressing concerns or because they are forgetful in general. Again, this does not mean they do not love you.

The goal in communicating with your partner is not to be right or to win an argument. You can be right and miserable in your relationship. The purpose of communication must always be to understand your partner and to be understood. When people feel understood, they usually seek to understand others in return.

Effective couples communication also prevents recurring conflict and misunderstandings. For example, in an open relationship, if you require your partner to call and briefly check in with you when on a date with another person and your partner seems always to forget to call you, leaving you feeling unloved and unimportant, you need to communicate that agreement again, and then create a safe space to address feelings of hurt without judgments or criticism.

It’s also useful to practice taking your partner’s perspective. Put yourself in your partner’s shoes and empathize with their emotions without judgment. You can ask your partner about your concerns and through the answer, you might come to understand that checking in is not as important to your partner as it is to you. Your partner may, therefore, put less value on remembering to call you. This is OK; your needs are not your partner’s needs. However, expressing your position is still important. You can say, “I know me calling you is not important to you, but you calling me is important to me. What do you need so you will remember to call me? Would it help if I call you?”

HOW TO ESTABLISH EMOTIONAL SAFETY

My clients Sarah and Dan had been married for seventeen years when they decided to open up their relationship to save their fraught marriage. They were members of a closed group of swingers and participated in a swinger lifestyle for a few years before becoming a polyamorous couple. Three years ago, they met a couple, Meghan and Bob, whom they fell in love with. Since then, the four have become lovers, and they also all consider each other to be the closest family they have. Meghan and Bob, whom I have never met, also have an eight-year-old daughter. Sarah and Dan came to see me to deal with their issues of jealousy and for help communicating effectively with each other. Dan wanted Sarah to let go of her abandonment issues, which were affecting their relationship with each other and with Meghan and Bob.

From the perspective of psychodynamic and attachment theory, jealousy is the result of a lack of love and secure attachment in early childhood. If people did not feel loved and important during their childhood years, they are more likely to experience jealousy than those who felt loved as young children. I explored both Sarah’s and Dan’s childhoods to better understand the root cause of their feelings of jealousy in general, and also to understand the survival strategies at play in their relationship. Sarah grew up in a family in which she felt neglected by her emotionally abusive mother. Her father did not protect her, either. She described her father as docile and complicit, following her mother’s lead in everything, even when her mother was abusive. Sarah explained that she had basically raised herself. For example, she cooked for herself, even at an early age. She told me how her teeth had become severely damaged when she was young because her parents did not take her to a dentist. Sarah was also overweight, even as a young girl, because her parents didn’t supervise her diet, so she ate unhealthy food. She then learned to use food to deal with her feelings of abandonment. Despite her childhood struggles, Sarah graduated with bachelor’s and master’s degrees, both in education, and became a high school principal.

Dan’s parents, on the other hand, provided basic needs, such as food and shelter, but were emotionally unavailable, not showing Dan physical affection or providing emotional nurturing. They often yelled at each other and their children. For Sarah and Dan to connect and establish a secure attachment, they needed to learn to create emotional safety in their relationship. I explained to Dan that Sarah had an inability to take risks in relationships when she did not feel safe. I asked them to explain to each other what they needed when they did not feel safe in their relationship. Initially, their responses were fear-based: “I want you to pay attention to me in the same way you pay attention to Meghan,” said Sarah. I suggested to Sarah that she reframe this sentence. I asked her to say what she wanted instead of what she did not want. Instead of saying, “I don’t want you to be flirtatious with our polyamorous partners,” which came across as an attempt to control Dan, I coached Sarah to say, “I would like more hugs from you on our date night,” “I would like to sit next to you sometimes when we go out,” or “I would like you to check in with me during erotic parties.” Dan also learned not to be frustrated so frequently with Sarah. Initially, in their relationship, he had not been patient with her. He would yell at her and call her names when she behaved jealously. I reminded Dan that when a person does not feel safe the last thing they need is to be yelled at, which would trigger an emotional roller coaster.

Sarah and Dan were trapped by the survival mechanisms they learned during their childhoods and habitually used them as adults in their relationship. Initially, when they were feeling unsafe with each other, they expressed criticism and defensiveness and shut down emotionally. I taught Sarah and Dan how to be present for each other by reassuring one another: “I am here, you are safe, you matter, I love you.” I taught them these phrases so that they could say them to each other repeatedly until the activity started producing feelings of emotional attachment. I also showed them how sometimes they just needed a hug from each other to feel emotionally safe.

UNDERSTANDING CONFLICT AND BUILDING A SECURE BOND

I frequently use metaphors to describe conflict in a relationship. For example, I use the analogy of neighborhoods to describe safe and unsafe places in a relationship. Staying in the “bad neighborhood” of their relationship will result in triggers, causing insecurities that prompt tension between them.

I often begin the session with this illustration: “Imagine we each have different neighborhoods within us. In each neighborhood, we relate differently to the people we love. Some neighborhoods feel safe, and so we feel connected to our significant other or someone else there. Other neighborhoods feel unsafe, and so we behave in a negative or anxious manner while there.” Unsafe neighborhoods represent our insecurities. I ask each client to explain which neighborhood they would feel safe in and which they would not. We take time to analyze how each person would behave in safe and unsafe neighborhoods. We talk about what they need from themselves to feel safe. We also discuss what each person needs from their partner when they are in an unsafe neighborhood and when they are in a safe neighborhood. If a couple can learn to share which neighborhood they are in and what they need from their partners and from themselves in that neighborhood, they can help establish empathy for others and feel compassion for themselves. The couple needs to establish a positive perspective of the problems that arise, rather than seeing their partner as intentionally trying to hurt them. If people can see that their partners are in a bad neighborhood, which leaves them scared, alone, confused, and not knowing where to go or what to do, they might be inclined to help their partners find their way back to them in the safe neighborhood.

I can always tell when Denys enters the bad neighborhood in our relationship. When he does, he becomes quiet and moves closer to me. Earlier in our relationship I did not notice these signals and continued with what I was doing. Today, I understand that in these moments he needs reassurance about our relationship. I have learned to put down what I am doing and attend to his need. Usually, he needs only a few minutes of physical affection for reassurance. Sometimes, I do not even ask what is bothering him. I do not need to know all his triggers, but I want him to know he can always come to me when feeling off-balance, fearful, sad, or lonely. Taking ten minutes for my partner to feel safe can save us from a huge potential fight and further feelings of disconnection.

Dr. Sue Johnson, founder of Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT), describes a survival mechanism, which individuals express when their partner or caregiver is not responding to their needs, as “turning up the volume.”11 When individuals are ignored, they turn up the volume and snap, demand, whine, and distance themselves. So, I respond to my partner’s emotional or sexual needs because I understand that neglecting his needs will negatively affect our relationship.

Ignoring your partner will make them turn up the volume by behaving in a negative way. After all, negative attention is better than no attention. If you are open and available to your partner by meeting their emotional needs, your partner can quickly learn that turning up the volume isn’t necessary to get your attention. Even though Sarah and Dan entered an open relationship to improve their marriage, they realized that this would not actually fix their problems. In many ways, opening a relationship can increase the stress on a couple if they are not getting along. Sarah and Dan’s relationship became successful as an open relationship because they learned to turn down the volume and build a secure bond with each other.


TIPS FOR REDUCING CONFLICT

If you and your partner are mired in a conflict, here are six tips for resolving it and working to establish a stronger emotional bond.


	1.    Recognize when you are emotionally triggered. Emotional triggers are unwanted feelings such as anger, anxiety, disappointment, or sadness that arise during conflict, including conflict with a spouse. Labeling your emotions and paying attention to your body’s sensations can reduce the intensity of your feelings. For example, you might want to say to your spouse, “I am feeling upset right now” or “I am sad!” Try to avoid saying, “You are making me sad right now,” as that means you’re blaming your partner for how you are feeling.

	2.   Recognize when you need space. When you are in conflict with your spouse, ask for space to regulate your emotions. “I need a few minutes to walk and think. We will return to this discussion when I get back.” Conflict resolution is difficult to achieve when emotions are heightened. Stepping back will give you an opportunity to bring rational thoughts into the resolution of your conflict. Always make sure you set a specific time to revisit the conflict without leaving it for too long. Remember, taking too much space will be viewed as conflict avoidance, which is unhealthy to your relationship.

	3.   Recognize your emotional needs. Break down your thoughts, feelings, and actions according to the situation. Ask yourself, “What am I hearing and what meaning am I giving to what I am hearing?” Most fights are rooted in unmet emotional needs, misunderstandings, and misinterpretations of what is occurring during a conflict. Write down your thoughts and feelings in a journal. This activity will help you deal with the belief systems that cause you to misinterpret interactions and dynamics within your relationship that are contributing to the conflict.

	4.   Recognize the importance of clarification. Try to understand your partner before asking them to understand you. When someone feels heard and understood, they will likely be more open to hearing their partner’s perspective in return. Ask your partner to share thoughts and feelings without criticizing, judging, or name-calling. Remember, your partner loves you but is limited in that moment: Fears and insecurities are hindering effective communication. These fears may include the fear of abandonment or the fear of not being able to rely on the beloved. After you have heard your partner’s perspective, ask to be heard in return. You will be able to understand each other in a deeper and more meaningful way that will foster a stronger emotional bond and a securer connection.

	5.   Recognize the significance of reassuring your spouse. A couple can remind each other during conflict of the love and commitment they have for each other despite their current feelings. For example, you can say, “I know I love you even though I am angry right now.” A spouse can choose to step back outside of the conflict to take note of the commitment and love both have for each other. Again, remember, your spouse is not your enemy. Your spouse feels lost and stuck, just as you do, but you both have the capacity to choose to better navigate the maze of conflict.

	6.   Practice self-care. Self-care is important because it reminds individuals to slow down and take care of themselves. To most people, taking care of themselves can be the most difficult thing to do because it seems selfish or a waste of time and money. I always remind my clients that in a lion pride, the mother eats first before her cubs because she understands that to protect her cubs from danger she must take care of herself first and always maintain her strength. Self-care is a way of loving yourself and saying that you are worthwhile. Examples of self-care include going to a spa, visiting friends, or taking an evening to read a book or watch a favorite show. You can take a spiritual retreat where you leave for a few days to find solitude, or go on a vacation, or simply spend time on activities that you enjoy, like going for a walk or biking.





STRATEGIES FOR MOVING INTO THE “SECURE NEIGHBORHOOD”

A couple can help each other move from a bad neighborhood of emotional triggers and insecurities to a more secure neighborhood where they feel emotionally connected with each other. In the context of an open relationship, the following skills are especially important.


	1.    Discover. Learn what your partner needs to feel emotionally safe and secure in your relationship.

	2.   Negotiate. Learn to meet in the middle. For example, if you are meeting your open-relationship partner, ask your primary partner what they need from you to feel emotionally safe while you are away on the date. What they need might be as simple as bringing home something for them after the date.

	3.   Quality time. Spend one-on-one time with your spouse. Proximity to your partner will foster emotional connection.

	4.   Try new things with your spouse. Novelty increases levels of happiness in your brain chemistry and so can produce passion in your relationship.

	5.   Have empathy. Sometimes, you might not know what your partner needs to feel safe, especially if they’re not able to communicate what’s wrong and what will fix it. Nevertheless, you can simply state, “I care that you are hurting right now. I don’t know what to say or do, but I am right here with you. I love you and you are important to me.”

	6.   Be patient. Patience is especially important as your partner learns new skills to deal with jealousy and other emotions.

	7.   Be attentive to your spouse when they are hurting. My husband does not always share the things that are bothering him, but what I have found helpful for him is that, when I see he is bothered, I ask him if he would like to cuddle. When we cuddle, he often opens up. Physical affection makes him feel safe and gives him permission to be vulnerable. I especially noticed that this approach worked when he was grieving after his mother passed away.



THERAPEUTIC PROCESS IN AN OPEN RELATIONSHIP

It’s common for people to get stuck in a cycle of unhealthy relationship patterns. They have a series of relationships only to attract the same negative thought patterns and conflicts in their current relationship. Seeking professional help is vital in order to stop the old patterns and create room for a new healthy paradigm shift. When my husband and I opened our relationship, I knew I needed professional help. Initially, I brought my husband into therapy expecting that our couples therapist would tell him that opening up our relationship was wrong and that he should stop. But a good therapist’s job is not to side with one spouse over another but to hear the whole story, both sides, in a nonjudgmental manner, and redirect some of the meanings the clients give to their experiences. I learned two things during our couples therapy, which I remember resenting at the time: I cannot control people, and I cannot force people to be what they are not. These ideas resonated with me because I genuinely hate being controlled and I definitely do not want to control others. The therapist also reminded me that I had the choice to leave the relationship and find a monogamous relationship that suited me.

This struck me because I say the same thing to my own clients. Many clients who seek my services for a relationship intervention feel they do not have the choice to leave their relationship, often due to the presence of young children, financial dependence on their partner, or the fear of leaving the security of their relationship. Whatever reasons people might have for not leaving a relationship, I remind them that they always have a choice to leave, though they may need further resources and a good support system to begin a new life. I needed to be reminded that I could leave the relationship, start over, and probably be happy in a new life. Ultimately, I decided to stay in the relationship and improve our life as a couple because I love my husband and he was eager to work with me to make our relationship healthy and happier. Staying meant that I had to work hard to deal with my jealousy and insecurities, while Denys had to learn to be a supportive partner throughout the process of readjusting to a nonmonogamous relationship. Going to therapy to deal with these issues was a crucial part of making our new relationship work.

Sometimes we are so immersed in a problem that it’s hard to see clearly; therefore, seeking outside help might bring insights that help us change the way we see ourselves and our problems. Therapeutic services can be expensive, so if money is a concern I recommend asking therapists about sliding-scale fees and payment plans, or looking into programs that provide subsidized or free counseling. You can also find online support systems. Whichever option you choose, I recommend getting outside help if you’re stuck in a pattern that affects your relationship.

THE GIFT OF VULNERABILITY

I often hear spouses say to their partners in therapy, “I never thought you cared for me that much,” or “I have never heard you say that to me before.” These individuals are expressing what it means to be vulnerable in love. When couples risk opening up to each other, sharing core fears and love, they establish a stronger emotional bond. Expressing vulnerability can help partners break through negative patterns within a relationship.

My clients Jim and Claire had been married for ten years. When they came to me, their relationship was fraught as they attempted to navigate a maze of jealousy and other conflicts, such as a lack of trust, love, and respect, and emotional distance in their relationship. Even though they cared for each other, they were not able to articulate their love in a language they could each understand. During a therapy session, Jim shared how he was frustrated with his wife, whom he believed acted recklessly. Jim shared the story of an incident in which he was cutting down a tree that had fallen during a storm the night before. Claire was standing behind him while he cut the tree, and Jim became extremely angry at her. “How can you have been so stupid as to walk behind me while I was using the axe?” he asked. Claire angrily defended herself, telling him she was a safe distance away, and she reminded him she was a smart woman who takes care of herself all the time. I let the couple argue for a bit, each holding to their stories and accusing the other of being wrong. Then I interjected to help Jim and Claire get in touch with their vulnerable selves:

Me: Jim, what was it like when Claire came up behind you?

Jim (expressing fear): I was angry at her because I could have hurt her.

Me: Jim, imagine Claire got hurt. What would that be like for you?

Jim (deep in thought): I could never forgive myself.

Me: She must mean a great deal to you.

Jim (tearing): She is my everything. I don’t know what I would do if I lost her.

Claire teared up and reached for Jim’s hand.

Me: Claire, what is going on with you right now?

Claire: I don’t know what to say. I have never seen this side of Jim.

Me: How does this make you feel, seeing Jim this vulnerable?

Claire: I feel loved. I knew he loved me but I never thought his anger was because he was scared and that he was afraid of losing me.

I then did this same exercise with Claire, and she shared that the reason she did not pay attention to her environment was because she trusted that Jim would take care of her. Jim never saw it that way. He just thought she was careless. Jim also shared his childhood memories of taking care of his dying mother when she was sick with cancer.

The couple shed many tears during this session, and Claire developed a better understanding of how she needed to put more effort into keeping herself safe and paying attention to her environment. And Jim was less angry with Claire because she could express how much she really trusted and believed in him. Jim also came to understand that some of his own feelings were a result of his fear of losing Claire in the same way he had lost his mother. This style of vulnerable communicating helped form a secure emotional bond between them, an important skill in any healthy relationship—monogamous or open.

THE ROLE OF A SUPPORTIVE PARTNER

If you are the one who has initiated an open relationship, here are a few ways you can support your partner.


	1.    Be patient. Adjusting to a new context in a relationship takes time.

	2.   Communicate. Check in regularly with your partner so you can each communicate your thoughts and feelings.

	3.   Negotiate boundaries. Most couples in open relationships fight because they have no set rules or guidelines for how they want their relationship to proceed. For example, a couple needs to discuss their expectations on how much money to spend with open-relationship partners, whether to introduce their open-relationship partners to their children or family, and where and when to meet their open-relationship partners. Couples need to figure out which issues are important to them and to set rules around them.

	4.   Listen patiently. Sometimes you might have difficulty truly hearing about your partner’s experiences, especially their painful emotions. But remember, emotional bonds are strengthened through crisis and in difficult times. A true friend is one who is available in moments of need.

	5.   Have empathy. Most of us know how to respond to a child who is crying or in pain. When we see children in emotional distress, we attend to their emotional needs. “Are you OK?” We genuinely show love and concern. Even if children’s feelings seem irrational, we empathize with them and in a soft voice tell them that they are loved. Our partners have a little girl or boy inside them, and sometimes that girl or boy feels hurt or insecure. The more we can be there for them by showing empathy, the more they can establish a secure attachment, which states, “I know I am enough and I can rely on my partner to be there for me when I need him or her.”

	6.   Take initiative in fixing your problems. Anticipate issues before they arise with frequent communication. Brainstorm ideas with your partner as to how to make your lives more manageable.

	7.   Plan date nights. Encourage your partner to go on a date with you and make sure you focus on positives during your night out.

	8.   Reassure your partner. Know your partner’s fears and make efforts to reassure them. Show your partner how important they are to you.

	9.   Be trustworthy and do not keep secrets. Secrets violate trust and place additional strain on relationships, especially in open relationships.

	10. Put the welfare of your primary relationship first. Some nonmonogamous relationships have no hierarchy. In these relationships when couples are making decisions, they include all the partners involved. Other couples prefer having a primary relationship, which they put first above all other relationships. This does not mean you cannot invest in and tend to other relationships as well.





chapter 4

Cultivating Healthy Habits within CNM Relationships



In order to thrive in an open relationship, you’ll have to work on eliminating any unhealthy coping mechanisms you may have developed. Unhealthy coping mechanisms, like playing blame games or violating trust boundaries within a relationship, reinforce negative habits, attitudes, and beliefs and get in the way of having a happy open relationship. To overcome these bad habits, you can adopt new approaches and behaviors that make it easier to have successful open relationships. This all takes time and energy, and a commitment to undertaking the work that’s required to build a healthy open relationship. In this section, we’ll explore how to cultivate healthy habits through building confidence, developing mental strength, and practicing self-care.

BUILDING CONFIDENCE

As newborns and toddlers, we don’t fear rejection or judgment, but because of negative life experiences, we lose confidence. Some people are lucky to have significant role models in their lives that model confidence for them during their formative years, and those people find it easier to grow their confidence as adults. Others have to be intentional about building their confidence at a later stage in life.

There are things a person can do to boost their confidence, such as practicing walking confidently, with good posture, as if they own the world, and looking people in the eye, even though doing so might feel awkward at first. People build confidence by exercising, eating healthfully, starting new projects, taking courses to improve a career or to engage in a hobby, volunteering, or teaching. For example, when I struggled with jealousy, to bring harmony to my life and to boost my confidence level, I decided to further my studies by pursuing certification as a sex therapist, which was a counseling service sorely lacking in the city where I live. Being able to help other people with their sex lives and their relationships boosted my confidence. Confidence is important in an open relationship because lack of confidence triggers insecurities, such as jealousy. Needless to say, everyone feels insecure at times. People might feel confident in certain skills or areas in their lives while needing to strive for greater confidence in others.

My client Emily is a stay-at-home mom. She takes great pride in looking after her two children and values the role she plays in her family. Her husband and young children appreciate her staying home as well. Emily read about open relationships and wanted to try one. Even though her husband was resistant, he later agreed. The couple enjoyed their experiences for about one year, until her husband Thomas met a professional woman of slim build who was career oriented. Thomas enjoyed his new, open-relationship partner. Emily was having a difficult time, feeling jealousy because she no longer felt like his woman.

In therapy, Emily decided that once her children were older, she was going to open a small business. She had a few business ideas she was interested in pursuing. Emily noticed a change in her view of herself as she proudly shared her goal of owning a business. She planned to start researching and reading about her business in her free time. Also, Emily decided she was going to start exercising to feel strong and to get in shape. A few months later, after going to the gym, she told me that she was feeling confident about her physical appearance and her business goals. Emily also said that she did not feel as threatened by her husband’s open-relationship partner because she had bolstered her own confidence by pursuing her dreams. She stated that researching her business also brought novelty into her conversations with her husband. In an open relationship, as in any relationship, jealousy and other painful emotions are inevitable. Living a miserable life due to those unwanted emotions is not. You have no control over the challenges you face in your life, but you have control over how you meet those challenges. You can choose to grow or to live in misery.

One of the greatest gifts I gave myself when I was experiencing jealousy in my open relationship was deciding to stop feeling sorry for myself. When we feel sorry for ourselves, we become victims of our circumstance and our struggles come to define us. I was not going to feel sorry for myself that I was jealous of my husband’s other partners. I was going to grow through my painful emotions and use my healing journey to help others do the same. John Maxwell, a motivational speaker, is well known for his teachings on changing pain into gain.12 I like this approach to challenging situations because when we change our perspective, the things that cause us pain also change. Therefore, we are able to ask empowering questions: What can I learn from this experience? How can I grow through this situation? By doing so, we are able to change lemons into lemonade.

Some of the friends and acquaintances with whom I have shared details of my open relationship admit that they might have considered opening their relationships but were afraid of dealing with painful emotions such as jealousy. I told them jealousy and other insecurities can be overcome through hard work and with resources. I truly believe that if not for my open relationship, I would not have dealt with my abandonment issues and healed my inner child. My emotional crisis demanded change and, as a result of working through my issues, I have become a stronger and more resilient person.

DEVELOPING MENTAL STRENGTH AND GRIT

To succeed and flourish in an open relationship, you need to become adept at regulating your emotions so that they don’t get in the way of your relationships. Developing mental strength in all relationships is important, and especially important in an open relationship, so that you’re prepared to weather the storm of emotions you might experience.

Mental strength does not mean you won’t go through painful experiences, but being mentally strong will allow you to grow, learn, bounce back, and rise above painful situations. Amy Morin’s book 13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do13 was a key piece in my healing journey. I read this book religiously, and always have it close when I feel negative thoughts eroding my mental strength. I recommend this book to all my clients, and they seem to appreciate it as much as I do.

Morin describes mental strength as “the ability to regulate your emotions, manage your thoughts, and behave in a positive manner, despite your circumstances.”14 A big part of developing mental strength is learning how to handle unhelpful thought patterns. According to some researchers, the average person has approximately 70,000 thoughts in a day.15 Most of these thoughts are irrational and do not add to the quality of life. One such irrational thought for me was that I would feel embarrassed if people found out that I was in an open relationship. Today, I say to that thought, “I care very little about what people think of me.” Those who want to love me will love me and those who choose to hate or judge me are too mired in their own issues, which are not mine to bear.


exercise

PULL THE WEEDS AND WATER THE PLANTS

Romantic relationships are like plants. If you care for your plants thoughtfully, giving them your attention and the right amount of water, they will grow and flourish. If you neglect them and allow them to be overtaken by weeds, they will wither and die. Spend some time thinking about the “weeds” in your relationship that need to be pulled. These are behaviors or feelings that stand in the way of having a thriving open relationship. Then spend some time thinking about the “water”—what are the things you can do to nourish your relationship? Here are a few instructions that can help you “pull the weeds” and “water the plants” in your relationship and adopt a positive attitude that will lead to a successful relationship.


	1.    Be mindful of your actions. Become conscious of the things that you might be doing that are detracting from the health of your relationship. Maybe there are things that you are neglecting that might be beneficial to your relationship. For example, could you be more vulnerable and empathic in your relationships? Keep returning to the question: “What can I do today for my well-being and the well-being of my open relationship?”

	2.   Make a decision to commit to the health of your relationship. Decide that having an unhappy, loveless relationship is not an option and that you will be open-minded in seeking out internal and external resources to support your relationship. Be persistent and adamant in your goal to create a fantastic partnership. Once you decide something and become single-minded about what you want, the universe has a way of aligning with your wishes. In other words, you will attract the things that you want in life.

	3.   Visualize your relationship as happy on a daily basis. Think of how you would feel in a happy relationship and strive to embody and actualize those feelings. You can start by revisiting a happy memory and then imagine pulling those happy feelings into the present moment. Visualization helps you program your brain for positive and healthy ways of interacting in relationships.

	4.   Take small steps. Shifting a relationship dynamic is not an easy task; it requires continually choosing to grow in different areas of your relationship. There are lots of tools available to support you in your growth, including mindfulness and meditative practices, personal growth podcasts, books on relationships, and therapy. Be intentional about taking small and repetitive positive steps to improve your relationship.

	5.   Put your work into practice. Each month, pick a specific issue or goal that you would like to address in your relationship. For example, you can say, “This month, I would like to work on overcoming jealousy issues,” or “This month, I would like to work on how to feel more empathic to my partner’s emotions.”



You might find it helpful to return to this exercise on a weekly or monthly basis to be sure you’re “weeding” and “watering” your relationship.



Another irrational thought I had to let go of was the feeling of not being good enough for my partner. This thought pattern caused me to go on a spiral of negative emotions and self-doubt. I dealt with these thoughts by reminding myself that my worth is infinite and that no one and nothing can take my worth away.

If you are going through a difficult time in your life or in your relationship, step back and evaluate your thoughts and feelings. Let go of thoughts and feelings that do not serve you by reframing negative thoughts as positive thoughts. For example, if you find yourself thinking that people will reject you because of your nonmonogamous relationship, you can reframe this thought pattern with, “I am the creator of my life and I will create a good relationship even though it might look different from those in mainstream society.” Engage in this mental exercise of self-love, self-approval, and acceptance repeatedly. Through repetition and with time, you will experience a shift in your thought patterns and you will become happier in your life.

OVERCOMING NEGATIVE HABITS

Getting rid of negative habits will help you gain control over who you want to be. To identify your negative habits, first make a list of the outcomes you want to see in your life. Then write down the negative habits you know will sabotage your achieving these desired outcomes. Next, come up with a plan for how to address those negative behaviors.

For example, if your goal is to have a strong emotional bond with your spouse, then going through the texts on your spouse’s phone will not give you the desired outcome of feeling closer to your partner. Instead of giving in to the negative habit of violating your significant other’s privacy, you can take positive actions, such as:


	> Take steps to self-soothe: Start a creative project, go for a run, journal, listen to music, or partake in mindfulness exercises to calm your emotions.

	> Ask for reassurance from your significant other regarding your relationship.

	> Do not focus on what you are fearful of. Focus on the outcome you want.

	> Do not act on every feeling or emotion you experience, especially if those thoughts and feelings are not in harmony with your values and desired outcomes. Choose to act contrary to what you are feeling or thinking.



ADOPTING POSITIVE HABITS

Getting rid of negative habits is the first step. To become mentally strong, you also need to adopt positive habits—rituals that will help you build the relationship you want. We all have rituals we perform from the moment we wake up until we go to bed: reading in bed, making coffee while the sun rises, feeding our pets, or meditating before leaving for work. Adopting positive habits takes practice, so carve out some time of each day to center yourself through meditation, exercise, yoga, or reading an inspiring quote to program your day for greatness. I find listening to inspiring speakers while driving to and from work to be helpful. The more I practice positivity, the more my attitude toward life changes. If I recognize a psychological or emotional area of my life that needs development, then I begin a quest to seek knowledge and techniques that will allow me to grow in that area. I repeat those positive rituals until they become second nature.

A good way to become intentional about adopting positive habits is to start the day with a few positive rituals. Here are some suggestions for ways you can begin your mornings on the right note, setting the tone for the rest of your day.

Start your day with gratitude: As soon as you wake up, in your mind give thanks for a handful of things you’re grateful for. For example: I am glad to be healthy; I’m thankful for my lovely home; I am grateful for my children, partner, work, cat, dog, friends, etc.

Connect with your partner: If you are in a relationship, spending a few minutes connecting with your partner can set the tone for your emotional connection throughout the day. You might decide to show physical affection, by cuddling or kissing, or asking them about their plans for the day.

Set an intention for the day: State your intention for the day. For example: “It’s going to be a good day today. I will be mindful of loving myself today and extend the same love and kindness to others.”

Check in with yourself: Greet yourself in the mirror as part of your morning ritual. For example, if your name is James, you might say, “Good morning, James, you are handsome, wanted, and valuable.” This ritual can be an opportunity to affirm three to five things that you love about yourself.

I encourage you to come up with your own set of positive rituals. Healthy, positive rituals promote personal happiness and happiness within a relationship.

PRACTICING SELF-CARE

Practicing self-care is an essential part of well-being. Self-care is like putting an oxygen mask on yourself first before taking care of your loved ones. If we neglect our personal well-being, we cannot be of use to ourselves or others.

In my own life, I have organized my schedule so that I work Monday through Thursday, which leaves Friday as my day for self-care. My Friday self-care activities include sleeping in, cooking my favorite African foods, going out for lunch with friends, reading books, and meeting new people who might become polyamorous partners. I cannot emphasize enough how vital it is for everyone, not only people in open relationships, to take self-care seriously. I believe the busyness of life, the increase in stress-related illnesses, and the dearth of time for people to take care of themselves all contribute to the high rates of health-related concerns in our society.

Some of my clients report that they feel guilty every time they take time for themselves. I remind them that they are the most important person in their life, and that they need to take care of themselves first if they want to be able to take care of others.

Every person is different in the way they practice self-care, and it’s important for each person to figure out which types of self-care works for them. Some self-care can foster a feeling of tranquility, growth, self-acceptance, positive attitude, pleasure, and excitement. I encourage my female clients to practice a self-care ritual inspired by Emily Nagoski, the author of Come as You Are: The Surprising New Science That Will Transform Your Sex Life. Emily encourages women to schedule time to have a date with themselves to explore their genitals. A lot of women have never seen their vulva, vagina, clitoris, and their other wonderful sexual parts.16 To practice this ritual, I recommend preparing a bubble bath, having a glass of wine or cup of tea, and then using a mirror to look at your vulva and speak out loud wonderful things about it. This is also a great time to learn to self-pleasure because, unless you learn to please yourself, others will have difficulty pleasing you as well. I believe masturbation is one of the most soothing techniques of self-care.

Not everyone finds genital positive affirmation exercises helpful. People who are survivors of sexual abuse might need psychological assistance and therapeutic intervention to help them bond again with their bodies. And some of my transgender clients find this exercise of genital positive affirmation challenging because they feel their genitals do not represent who they are. As they work toward sex reassignment surgery, I recommend they focus on the body parts that they do love and are authentic and aligned with who they are.

There are many ways to practice self-care, so spend some time finding the methods and practices that work best for you. Self-care does not need to be expensive; it could just mean going for a walk and connecting with nature, taking a bubble bath, socializing, skydiving, traveling, reading, or doing meditative practices. When you do self-care, you are saying to your core self that you matter and that you are valuable and important. Self-care should not be seen as an indulgence, but as an essential practice for taking care of your body and mind so that you can have a good quality of life.

EXPERIENCING COMPERSION

Compersion is a term that refers to “a feeling of joy experienced when a partner takes pleasure from another romantic or sexual relationship.”17 Compersion is on the opposite end of the spectrum from jealousy. A compersionate person would rarely struggle with jealousy in an open relationship. The term comes from members of a polyamorous group called Kerista Commune, which was based in San Francisco from 1971 to 1991. This group advocated for the interests of polyamorous people, and the terms they coined are still used in polyamory and other nonmonogamous communities.

I believe jealousy is a learned response, and if it’s learned, we can also unlearn it. Part of unlearning jealousy is practicing feeling compersion when seeing our partner with someone else.

For example, imagine your significant other involved sexually and romantically with someone outside your relationship. Instead of feeling jealous and angry at the thought of your partner finding sexual pleasure with other people, try focusing on feeling genuinely delighted to see them happy and fulfilled. This conscious awareness practice is compersion.

I realize compersion might sound difficult. Years ago, I could not have imagined I would be pleased to see my husband happy with another woman in an open relationship. But today, I take great pleasure giving him relationship advice so that he can have a satisfying experience with his friends with sexual benefits.

I’ve come so far that I now actively help my husband have successful experiences with women he’s interested in because it makes me happy to see him happy. I remember one particular occasion where I really wanted things to work out for him and a woman he was going on a first date with, so I made sure he wore my favorite outfit of his and I attempted to coach him on what to say on his date: “Don’t talk too much! Be curious about her life! Make sure you pay for her meal.” (My husband does not need my coaching; he is charming and I knew he was going to do just fine on his date.) I wanted him to find a woman he could connect with, as he had once connected with Julie, the first woman with whom he had had a relationship during our open relationship. Julie was smart like him, and they both enjoyed talking about politics. I liked when my husband would come home happy after visiting Julie. That does not mean I was not a little jealous, but my desire for him to be happy and see him connect with another woman overrode my jealousy.


exercise

RESILIENCE AFFIRMATION

Affirmation and meditation exercises will help keep you grounded and centered whenever you’re faced with feelings of insecurity or thoughts of jealousy. Keep in mind that even though you might feel the opposite of the affirmation at the moment, when you begin reprogramming your mind using these affirmations, you will begin shifting the way you see yourself.


	• I am resilient.

	• I am safe.

	• I am strong and confident.

	• I am tranquil and happy.

	• I am open to change and growth.

	• I am at peace with myself.

	• I rise whenever I fall.

	• My mind is strong and powerful.

	• I am full of wisdom and make the right decisions.

	• My experiences will get better with each day.

	• Adversity is an opportunity for me to grow.

	• I am not a victim. I am an overcomer.

	• I do not compare myself to others.



Feel free to add your own affirmations to this list. Affirmations like these are so vital to the healing journey, because they specifically target your subconscious mind. The way you think and act in life is governed by your subconscious beliefs about yourself. When you declare “I am,” whether negative or positive, your subconscious mind believes that statement. When you say to yourself, “I am stupid,” your circumstances are tainted with the feeling of stupidity and your actions are not self-loving or confident. But if you say, “I am wise,” your subconscious mind starts looking for solutions to your problems.





chapter 5

Sex in a CNM Relationship



Every relationship—whether it’s with a primary partner or sexual partners in an open relationship—is a living entity that ought to be treated with respect and dignity. In this section, we’ll discuss how to keep your sex life fun with a long-term partner and how to approach sex with new lovers in a way that is enjoyable, considerate, and intentional.

TIPS FOR KEEPING THINGS INTERESTING WITHIN YOUR PRIMARY RELATIONSHIP

It’s important to safeguard our primary relationship from boredom and familiarity. Keeping our primary relationship interesting will help us appreciate our relationship and not take our partner for granted. Here are four suggestions for how to keep your relationship interesting and fun!


	1.    Seek out new experiences. Get creative and try new activities with your spouse, such as learning a dance, like salsa or tango.

	2.   Learn to tease. Many couples feel that their sex lives are boring. Learning how to tease each other can liven things up. You can learn stripping from YouTube videos, practicing in the privacy of your home. And there are lots of classes available in burlesque and pole dancing, for example.

	3.   Rekindle your sexual desire with your spouse. Esther Perel, the author of the book Mating in Captivity: Unlocking Erotic Intelligence, states that you cannot desire what you already have. Bringing sexual desire back into your relationship requires entering new sexual territories that you may not yet have discovered.18




SEXUAL BENEFITS IN AN OPEN RELATIONSHIP

Open relationships provide an opportunity to venture into areas you might not explore in your primary relationship. Here are some of the sexual benefits in an open relationship.


	> Discover new fantasies and preferences. Open relationships allow you to have fun with sexual fantasies and try new things. Your sexual adventure in life can continue to evolve with different partners beyond your primary partner.

	> Connect to your core self. Authenticity in sexual pleasure with consenting partners can provide a spiritual experience for some. The more authentic we are sexually, the more we are connected to our core self, and the more spiritual our sexual expression can feel.

	> Connect with new people. If not for my CNM relationships, I would not have dared to meet all the people I have met for romance, friendship, and sexual experiences.

	> Connect with your sexuality. Open relationships allow you to discover your own sexual fluidity in a way you would have never thought possible. You can explore positive sexual experiences that you may not have imagined enjoying in your monogamous relationship.






	4.   Create a healthy separateness. Esther Perel also highlights the paradox between the need for security in a relationship and the need for passion and adventure.19 The more comfortable and secure you are in a long-term relationship, the likelier it is that you will experience sexual boredom. Trick your brain by creating separation that triggers desire. Teasing and watching your partner dance with another person, and noticing that you are a little jealous, are good ways to remind yourself to appreciate your partner and not take them for granted.



INCORPORATING NOVELTY INTO YOUR RELATIONSHIP

“Hedonistic adaptation” describes a common phenomenon within a relationship in which stimuli that once brought joy and happiness no longer offers the same level of excitement. Normally, hedonic adaptation happens once the “honeymoon phase” ends, within the first or second year of the relationship. To sustain excitement, people need to maintain frequent activities that bring newness into their relationship. In her book Mating in Captivity, Esther Perel explains how familiarity breeds boredom and resentment within a relationship, and advocates for a healthy separateness in couples to allow partners to see one another in a different light.

To keep things fun within my relationship, my husband and I have become more open to new erotic experiences with each other. I remember the first time my husband took me to a strip club. I was simultaneously excited and anxious, imagining what the experience would be like—my religious and moral upbringing had not permitted me to go anywhere near an erotic club in the past. I felt the kind of anxiety you feel when doing something naughty. Denys was calm and cool, confessing he had gone several times to strip clubs and was looking forward to sharing this experience with me. When we arrived, I felt like a kid in a candy store—not that I wanted to eat the candies, just observe them! The voyeurism piqued my excitement. My husband hired one of the strippers to dance on my lap. It was hot, erotic, and fun. I loved sharing that erotic moment with my husband. Today, I see stripping as a wonderful art form, something I would not have appreciated during my monogamous relationship. Yet, after opening our relationship, I took a lesson on how to strip.

A couple can decide to bring novelty, newness, and fun by imagining if they lived in a society or world where they were free to be, without fear of judgment or consequences. This might be a starting point for dreaming of things that are fun and new that you might want to bring into your relationship but that you may feel you don’t have the permission to do. Of course, not everything that we fantasize about is realistic, but this dialogue might be an opportunity to share deep erotic fantasies or experiences with your partner. You might want to book a swingers’ cruise, visit a nude beach, or go skinny-dipping. Be creative. My friend and her husband decided to play a game they called “Catch Me If You Can” where they covered their spare bedroom floor with a plastic sheet and oil and made love while trying to hold on to each other. We have one life to live. Give yourself permission to have fun!


TIPS FOR ACTING ON SEXUAL FANTASIES

Sharing sexual fantasies with your partner can be an erotic element in your sex life. Here are five tips on how to turn fantasies into reality.


	1.    Having sexual fantasies may mean that you want to physically experience those fantasies, or not. Some fantasies are meant to remain fantasies. Just because you think about a fantasy does not mean you want to act it out. Before you pursue a fantasy, think carefully about whether it’s something you want to act on or something that you’d rather keep in your imagination.

	2.   Fantasies should be free of judgment of any kind. Having fantasies is completely normal. Don’t feel that you are weird because certain thoughts and fantasies cross your mind.

	3.   Couples can carry out their fantasies by adding one or more people to their sexual experiences without labeling themselves as CNM. They might decide to try a threesome once or twice without wanting to make it a lifestyle. It’s important for couples to share rules, boundaries, and expectations regarding acting out sexual fantasies with other people to avoid potential conflict and miscommunication.

	4.   Fantasies can be detailed or role-played. If you decide to role-play a fantasy with your partner(s), make it look real. The more real it is, the more arousing it will be.

	5.   You can hire a professional to meet your fantasy. For example, a pro-domme is a dominatrix or master who takes control of fulfilling their clients’ fantasies by inflicting consensual pain and pleasure.





SEXUAL FLUIDITY

A significant part of consensual nonmonogamy is embracing all parts of our human sexuality: our deepest erotic longings, fantasies, and whom we find attractive. One’s sexual identity can change throughout their lifetime. Discovering your own sexual fluidity requires being open-minded, self-accepting, and curious about your own sexuality.

When my husband and I opened our relationship, I had never dated a woman before but wanted to try. I met Catherine online, and found her forthcoming and interesting. I learned that she had children, that she was divorced, and that she was a bisexual and her boyfriend, Wayne, knew about her sexual fluidity and was comfortable with it. After a few dates, she invited me to meet her boyfriend, and Denys came with us. We had a great time chatting and getting to know each other. Not long after that, Catherine and Wayne came over to our home; Catherine and I excused ourselves to the bedroom, where we had a very sensuous, sexual experience. The guys joined us for a little while, which was a wonderful experience, but then they decided to give us space to be with one another. I could hear them talking about politics and their work in the living room, while Catherine and I expressed our sexual pleasure in the bedroom.

Sexual authenticity allows you to explore all dimensions of your sexuality without judgment. My hope is that you too will be able to experience eroticism, sensuality, and passion in your life as you uncover your sexual fluidity and fantasies.

THE SWINGERS’ HOUSE PARTY

Swingers are people who swap primary partners or spouses for sexual experiences in close proximity to one another. Swinger parties are a great option for people who want to explore open relationships without the need for emotional connection with their CNM partners. It’s also great for couples that are contemplating an open relationship or want to bring novelty to their relationship by watching other people have sex or being in the same room with other people who enjoy swinging. A good swinger house party or club respects individual consent. No one should be forced to do anything that they don’t want to do.


exercise

THE KINSEY HETEROSEXUAL-HOMOSEXUAL RATING SCALE

We live in a world that emphasizes binary divisions, but in reality, many of us fall somewhere on a spectrum when it comes to our sexual orientation and our relationship preferences. Relationship and sexual fluidity means that your sexual preferences might change over time based on different circumstances in your life. This might be true in your open relationships as well. For example, at one point or another, you might want to explore different partners; other times you might be satisfied with your primary partner as your only sexual partner while they themselves are seeing other people.

The Kinsey Heterosexual-Homosexual Rating Scale was first published in 1948, in Sexual Behavior in the Human Male by American sexologists Alfred Kinsey and Wardell Pomeroy, and others, and was featured in the follow-up book Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, published in 1953.20 The scale ranges from 0 to 6, with 0 being strictly heterosexual and 6 being gay or lesbian. A person can fall on any place within the scale. Some sexologists use it, along with other measurements, to help patients determine their sexual orientation and to understand it.

Below is a Kinsey scale of sexual and relationship orientation. Take a few moments to think about your own sexual and relationship preferences. Have your preferences changed over time? What spectrum are you leaning toward? Where would you like to be but feel you have no permission to pursue? What are your views and feelings regarding each preference?

SEXUAL ORIENTATION SCALE21
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RELATIONSHIP ORIENTATION SCALE22
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These questions will help you become more self-aware, and you might want to discuss the answers openly with your partner.



Our friend Sean and his girlfriend love to host swinger parties in their house. Sean usually conducts intensive interviews with the people on the guest list to ensure they meet all the criteria and the ethical code that he applies to his swingers’ parties. Some of his requirements for an invitation include good hygiene, respect of individuals’ boundaries, and professional and physical attractiveness. Sean usually asks couples to sign confidentiality agreements, which have extensive rules and regulations, such as no touching anyone without their consent. Men are not allowed to attend the party without a female to accompany them. Women, on the other hand, can attend individually, as a solo swinger, or as part of a couple. Sean supplies condoms at every station in the house.


exercise

SEXUAL TURN-ONS AND TURN-OFFS

To have a good sex life, we must take ownership of our sexuality. We are the pilot of our sexuality and our partners are the copilots. Therefore, it’s vital to cultivate our sex life by better understanding what turns us on and what turns us off. Use the questions and sample answers below as prompts to help you discover your own turn-ons and turn-offs.


	1.    What do I need from myself to be turned on? Example: “I need to give myself permission to enjoy pleasure” or “I will move my body in a way that will allow me to enjoy sex tonight.”

	2.   What do I need from my partner to be turned on? Example: “I need my partner to talk dirty to me” or “I need to hear my partner moan with pleasure.”

	3.   What are my turn-offs? Example: “It’s a turn-off when my partner has bad breath” or “It’s a turn-off when I feel emotionally disconnected from my partner.”

	4.   What are my sexual desires? Example: “I desire to have oral sex regularly” or “I desire foreplay before sex.”

	5.   What are my sexual fantasies? Example: “I fantasize about having sex on the beach or having sex with a famous person” or “I fantasize about my partner having sex with other people.”



To communicate these desires and preferences to a sexual partner, set aside uninterrupted time. Begin by affirming five things that you love about each other in order to create emotional safety and a bond. You could also assure each other that no matter what is discussed, it will be honored and valued. Providing a nonjudgmental attitude toward our partner’s sexual preferences and fantasies can create acceptance and authenticity in our relationships.



We liked going to these swingers’ house parties because of the sexual energy and novelty that we find keeps our relationship interesting. I am not an exhibitionist and I’m not into spying on unsuspecting people, but I do enjoy voyeurism with consent, which to me is an exciting and novel activity. Denys and I are not swingers, and so normally we don’t have sex with other people at the parties, but we usually either have sex with each other, watch other people have sex, or participate in swollying—kissing and touching others with no oral or penetrative sex permitted. When we leave the parties, my husband and I usually have amazing, passionate sex at home. I like how we bring this sexual energy back into the privacy of our bedroom.


HOW TO BECOME A GREAT LOVER

Nobody was born knowing how to pleasure their partner. These are skills that are developed with time, interest, and curiosity. Just being able to have sex does not make you a great lover. Lovers are intentional, curious, and open-minded about the infinite possibilities of eroticism. Below are six suggestions for how to become a great lover.


	1.    Recognize your sexual roadblocks. During my clinical sexology training, I learned that good sex therapists, or sex coaches, teach their clients to identify and resolve their sexual roadblocks. Sexual roadblocks are things that get in the way of having a fulfilling sexual experience. These sexual roadblocks include the negative narrative that people tell themselves about their sexuality; fear of being vulnerable with partners; and a lack of communication regarding fantasies, sexual desires, needs, and wants. Once you become aware of your sexual limitations and the narrative behind them, it will be easier to overcome them.

	2.   Practice emotional sensitivity. Good sex requires emotional sensitivity. People engage in sex for various reasons, such as a way to cope with stress, for sexual pleasure, to boost self-esteem, or to satisfy an obligation. Sex that brings healing and connection between partners requires attending to your partner’s emotional needs prior to engaging in sex. Taking a few minutes to connect with your partner might do wonders for your sex life.

	3.   Embrace an intentional sex life. Living an intentional life is living a mindful life. It’s paying attention to what is important and letting go of what is not serving you well in your life. The same principle can apply to your sex life. Let go of all negative thoughts about yourself and your partner. If the main purpose of sex is to connect, then you can create that energy during sex by being fully present.

	4.   Practice self-pleasure. There are lots of cultural and religious taboos around masturbation, but self-pleasure is a healthy practice. How can you expect a lover to please you if you don’t understand your own pleasure? Masturbation is a way of knowing your body and becoming confident with the pleasurable parts of it.

	5.   Be honest about your orgasms. According to research, 70 percent of women fake orgasms and many men fake orgasms as well.23 When you fake orgasm, you rob yourself of the opportunity to discuss and improve your sex life with your partner.

	6.   Allow yourself to be taken care of in the bedroom. Society places restrictive ideas about the roles of men and women in sexual encounters. Men are encouraged to be dominant to demonstrate virility and prowess and women worry they aren’t meeting the standards set by mainstream pornography. As a result, both men and women are not focused on receiving pleasure. In fact, most of my clients report feeling guilty when receiving in the bedroom. They worry they are taking too long to orgasm and then fake orgasms so they aren’t a burden on their partners or perceived as boring. I normally encourage my clients to give themselves permission to be selfish in the bedroom and take as long as they need to climax. Say this out loud: “I am worthwhile and can take as much time as I need to orgasm without feeling guilty for receiving pleasure.”







chapter 6

Common Issues in CNM Relationships



No relationship style is perfect—every arrangement has its own unique problems. In a nonmonogamous relationship, one of the most common issues is learning to deal with seeing a primary partner with their new partners or learning to deal with the judgments and stigma associated with open relationships. While some of these problems are to be expected, there are other problems that should not be tolerated in either monogamous or open relationships. Are the problems that you are currently facing in your relationship within your control to fix, or is it time to walk away? In this chapter, we’ll cover some of the problems that you might encounter in an open relationship, including jealousy, judgments, unhealthy fetishism, and more. Some of these issues are things you can work on, while others may be so problematic that it’s time to consider ending the relationship. The more aware you are, the more you will be able to deal with problems in a healthy manner.

THE ROOT CAUSE OF MY JEALOUSY

When my husband started having sex with other women, I feared these women would take his resources—his time, finances, and attention—away from me, leaving him and me with a net loss in our relationship. My second fear was a fear of scarcity: I worried that if my husband became emotionally and romantically attached to other women, he would expend resources on them that I considered important, ones that I otherwise would have received.

Denys is a kind, generous, respectful, and empathetic partner who is sensitive to my needs and knows what to say to make me feel better when I am in distress. He praises me a lot and constantly tells me how proud he is to be my husband. He takes initiative by planning trips, date nights, and family events. He is truly attuned to my emotional needs, knowing when I am sad, worried, and so on. Sometimes my husband’s insight into me astounds me. His understanding and respect for me mean everything.

Sharing him sexually with other women used to trigger my jealousy and other insecurities. But I see now how, no matter what other partners Denys has, I remain his primary partner. So, my motto is “You can have sex with my husband, but you cannot have his heart.”

Jealousy and insecurity are often rooted in abandonment issues, and that was certainly the case for me. I knew my parents loved me, but I felt I could not count on my parents to be emotionally present for me when I needed them. As businesspeople, they worked hard to become successful. Six days out of the week, they left early in the morning before I woke up and came home late when I was in bed. The only time I saw my parents was on Sunday. They took us to church and after, to a nice restaurant for lunch. My siblings and I looked forward to those occasions when we could spend time with our parents.

Our nanny, Esther, took care of us. She was my mother figure, attending my school activities and nursing us when we were sick. I was fond of Esther. I loved listening to her stories about her country of origin, Tanzania. My sister and I also loved cuddling with Esther. At night, before we went to bed, we would make a bonfire outside our house and my siblings and I would sit in a circle as Esther shared scary stories that kept us on the edge of our seats. When I think of the one person who made me feel safe during my childhood years, I think of Esther.

I later enrolled in an all-girls boarding high school, and during the four years of my high school life, my mother visited me only twice and my father once. Esther came to see me often and brought me delicious food. On visiting day at the boarding school, I would see my friends’ parents arrive with picnic lunch baskets and spend the whole day with their daughters. I felt my sense of abandonment particularly strongly on those days. I had difficulty not seeing my parents during the three-month semester: They never came to see me, even on the one day they had a chance to do so.

I also have abandonment issues because my parents have never come to visit me in the twenty years I’ve lived in Canada. It’s not because they do not have the money; in fact, they are very wealthy. I have even offered to pay for their tickets, but they always seem to have reasons not to come. They missed my two weddings, the births of my children, and both of my graduation ceremonies. In short, they missed every important milestone of my adult life. Though my parents supported me financially, with each milestone, I felt abandoned and sad. I used to wish my mother would turn into one of those annoying mothers my friends complained about, wanting to choose my wedding dress or demanding to be involved in my children’s lives.

For many years, I managed to control my abandonment issues by finding good friends in Canada. When my husband proposed opening our relationship, however, my abandonment issues suddenly became unbearable. At the time, I felt that the only person who could fill my family’s absence, and who had thus far been there for me, was abandoning me by wanting to have sex with other women. Different theories explained and helped me understand my jealousy. What helps me most is psychodynamic theory: that my childhood experiences shaped the way I view my relationship and experience jealousy.

I encourage you to investigate your own insecurities so that you can recognize the root causes behind the pain, and then hopefully let go of the hurt you experienced. To move beyond your insecurities and be truly happy, you must first step back and see what void you are trying to fill through unhealthy coping mechanisms. What are the missing pieces of your life that you are trying to replace? For example, you could feel an inherent need to be loved, feel important, be wanted, be cared for, or rely on people. Do you have unrealistic expectations of the people in your life that they can never live up to? When you demand that people become something or someone that they are not, you place unrealistic expectations on them. Remember: Whatever emotional need you have, only you can fill it.

THE GREEN-EYED MONSTER

Everyone is susceptible to jealousy. Some people react to jealousy in a negative manner, while others deal with jealousy constructively and rationally. “I am a jealous person” is an unproductive statement that I often hear from many clients who feel lost and stuck in a cycle of jealousy in their relationships. Jealousy is not something that ought to define them. No one was ever born jealous; people learn to act and feel jealous. Luckily, you can learn healthy ways of dealing with jealousy and create who you want to become. In this section, we’ll cover techniques for identifying your fears, getting to the root of jealous thoughts, and restructuring unhelpful thought patterns so that jealousy becomes a thing of the past.

William Shakespeare named jealousy the “green-ey’d monster.”24 It taints the heart, ruins relationships, and causes self-destructive behaviors in many people’s lives. At the peak of my jealousy, I told my husband’s friend with benefits, Jackie, to “get her own boyfriend.”25 This episode was the pinnacle of my jealousy. In my case, my green-eyed monster caused me to act in a manner I teach my clients not to. I went through my partner’s phone numbers, emails, and Facebook. I logged into my husband’s phone and used his phone to text his “special friend” the following:

It’s Susan here. I would like your friendship with Denys to stop. We’re planning to get married next year, and it’s important for us to remain focused on the next stage of our relationship. Denys came to see you yesterday, even though we were not talking for the last two days (the fight was about you). The fact that he came to see you, knowing very well I was not OK with his doing so, makes me question your friendship. I also read all your messages, and I can see you are developing an emotional and romantic attachment to Denys. I am not OK with this. I highly suggest you get your own boyfriend. Thanks.26

Writing this text did not make me feel better. A few months later, I began my healing journey of personal growth. I wrote Jackie another text. This time I was a different person, a person I am proud of, a person who was transformed and had learned who she wanted to be. This is what I wrote to her:

Dear Jackie,

I am writing to apologize for how I reacted to your friendship with Denys. I apologize for all the times I made Denys cancel plans with you. I don’t want to control your friendship anymore. You are the first constant special friend Denys has ever had and, for some reason, this triggered a lot of jealousy and insecurity in me. I would like to assure you that I have worked hard and will continue working to resolve my insecurities through counseling and reading books on jealousy in an open relationship. I have also found a special friend with whom I am very happy. Jackie, I know you are not trying to take Denys away, and I am sorry for acting as if you were. You brought so much value to Denys’s life since he met you. I have seen him more grounded and in a better frame of mind. I prefer you seeing him than most of the potential special friends out there. I greatly appreciate that you have so much patience with us. My wish is that we will sit down again and discuss expectations that work for all of us. I want you to feel treated well, with respect and dignity. I want you not to be afraid of making plans with Denys because you are fearful of cancellation or communicating as often as you would like to. I look forward to hearing what your desires are and hopefully we can learn to meet in the middle. Again, I value what you bring into his life and therefore mine. Finally, I wish you both a fun and wonderful time tomorrow.

Take care, Susan27

You might wonder why I asked for forgiveness. In my life, I have never been able to move on from an issue until I ask for forgiveness. For me, asking for forgiveness means I am taking ownership of my actions and am therefore not a victim but a person with the power to choose how I behave, feel, and think. If people remain victims, they will be prisoners of whatever wrong they feel has been done to them. We can, however, move from a place of victimhood into a place of survival and, from there, transform into resilient individuals who thrive in life. I asked forgiveness from Jackie because I had given power to my insecurity and jealousy, acting in a manner that was not life-giving or empowering to me or to others. I asked for forgiveness because I wanted to move on with my life and heal from my hurts.

RETROACTIVE JEALOUSY

Retroactive jealousy occurs when people feel jealous of their significant other’s past sexual experiences and relationships. This dynamic can cause jealousy and conflict in a relationship. Retroactive jealousy includes comparing the number of your own past partners, and the quality and quantity of sex with those partners, with your current partner’s sexual and relationship history.


exercise

JEALOUSY AWARENESS

If you are experiencing jealousy in your romantic relationship or in any other relationships, use this exercise to help you unpack your feelings and process your emotions. As you become more self-aware of what triggers your jealousy, you’ll be better equipped to process and regulate your emotions in your open relationship. I encourage you to revisit this exercise whenever you feel jealous. You can also share this exercise with your significant other. Discussing your experiences of jealousy and asking your partner about theirs will help you develop empathy and understanding for each other.


	1.    How do you experience jealousy?

	2.   What are your thoughts and feelings about the situation that is causing your jealousy?

	3.   What story are you telling yourself? For example, do you feel you aren’t lovable or that you are being ignored?

	4.   What are your core beliefs about your relationship and yourself?

	5.   What are your unresolved painful memories?

	6.   What is the worst possible outcome you can imagine for the relationship that is causing you to feel jealous, and how could you resolve to live with that?

	7.   What do you need in your relationship to feel safe without controlling your partner? For example, do you need date nights, positive affirmation, and reassurance? Think practically and concretely.

	8.   What can you do to treat yourself like a valuable person?

	9.   If you were to adopt a rational and healthy story about yourself, your relationship, and the cause of jealousy within it, what would that story be?





Many of my clients have told me about experiencing retroactive jealousy in both open and monogamous relationships. My client Kent experienced retroactive jealousy because his wife was not a virgin when they met at eighteen. He is still jealous of the first man his wife had sex with, even though she was seventeen then and can barely remember the man. They have now been married for more than thirty-three years. Kent worries that his wife must still love the first guy because she lost her virginity to that man and not to him. His wife, Brenda, has explained repeatedly to Kent that she just wanted to explore her sexuality with the man to whom she lost her virginity, and was never in love with him. This conversation only exacerbated Kent’s distress and his doubts about Brenda’s character and morals.

Kent came to see me because he knew his way of thinking was not rational. He knew, without a doubt, that he trusted Brenda and completely believed that she had been faithful to him during their thirty-three years together. Kent and Brenda explained that they both felt satisfied sexually with each other, so clearly Kent’s anxieties lay elsewhere. I encouraged Kent to read more on retroactive jealousy to gain an understanding about what he was experiencing. Learning to question this feeling, and to label it as rational or irrational, is the key to coping with jealousy.

Zachary Stockill, in his book Overcoming Retroactive Jealousy: A Guide to Getting Over Your Partner’s Past and Finding Peace, explains that the person experiencing retroactive jealousy cannot look for ultimate assurance to take away their unwanted thoughts and images because an ultimate assurance to eliminate feelings of jealousy simply does not exist.28 Instead, people must learn to manage their feelings through emotional regulation. Just as in any relationship, your actions can either help you cope with jealousy or intensify the jealousy. The more you can choose positive behaviors and habits instead of jealous behaviors, the more you can regulate your feelings of jealousy. For example, the next time you want to check your partner’s Facebook or phone or interrogate them, walk away and intentionally do something that will not feed into jealousy. Choosing behaviors that feed on jealousy might cause temporary positive feelings, but those feelings will not last long. Why not choose behaviors that will lead to growth in your relationship and individual mental strength?

THE ROLLER COASTER OF EMOTIONS

For some people, the difficulty of regulating their emotions after their partner suggests opening their relationship is overwhelming. I too once felt out of control and mentally unstable, riding a roller coaster of emotions. I could have easily walked away from my relationship with Denys, and my friends would have supported my decision. After all, if you tell someone, “Guess what? My partner wants to have sex with another woman and I think I should leave him,” many people will say, “Hell yeah, leave that son of a bitch.” I decided, however, to use this situation as an opportunity for personal growth. My decision not to walk away led me down a path of healing, maturity, and positive self-esteem. I have become a better mother, partner, friend, therapist, and, most importantly, version of me.

After we had dated for almost a year, Denys moved in with me and my two kids. He’d sold his condo and decided to buy a cabin instead of buying another home in the city. Our agreement was for me to own our primary house and for him to own a cabin that we could use on the weekends. Shortly after he moved into our primary home, he initiated an open relationship with a woman named Julia. Denys met Julia at a party and shortly after began having sex with her. Julia was eight years younger than me, educated, white, independent, and with a good job and a love of politics. She had these qualities and many things in common with Denys. I felt insecure because I’m not inclined to discuss politics for hours, yet he and Julia could spend whole days talking about politics. I felt even more insecure because Julia was single with no children. I knew that Denys did not want to have kids of his own, and his need to adjust to a parenting role with my children was one of the things we initially disagreed about in the first year of our relationship. Shortly after their relationship began, Denys and I took a trip to Chicago together, and we spent much of our train ride arguing because I was jealous. I was afraid Julia wanted to take away Denys’s time, attention, and resources. I did not feel I was special then, having to share my partner with another woman.

After our trip, my jealousy intensified, so much so that I kicked Denys out of my house once we arrived home. I did not care about the agreement that we had made. I just needed him out of my house. I gave him thirty minutes to pack all of his stuff and leave. Luckily, before the trip, he had just opened up his cabin for the summer, so he went there for a week. I did not talk to him that whole week. During that one-week break, however, I was able to step back and examine my emotions closely. I did not like how I had reacted and how I had let my emotions and insecurities control me. I wanted to respond rather than react.

I was not proud of my jealousy during and after our trip to Chicago, and I wanted to do something about my negative feelings. I did not want to be defined by anything external to me, including my relationships, marriage, job, friends, and family. Therefore, I decided to begin the journey of personal growth. I went to a bookstore and bought Amy Morin’s book 13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do. This book opened new possibilities in my mind. I realized I had to stop blaming others for my actions and feelings. Instead, I tuned in to and listened to my emotions, thoughts, and feelings and what they were saying to me. I also reminded myself that I was a valuable, worthwhile, resilient, and kindhearted person and that I was going to live a happy life regardless of whether I was in a relationship or not. I told myself that my self-worth was mine to own, and not wrapped up in any other person, marriage, or relationship. I reminded myself that I was lovable, kind, and caring, and that I would never lack people to love and be loved by in this relationship or the next. I also immersed myself in as much personal growth material as I could find, which consisted of therapy, affirmations, meditation, helpful podcasts, YouTube videos, books, and articles that helped me understand and deal with my jealousy. I began feeling more confident in who I am, so I was able to give our relationship another chance. Denys and I resolved our conflict, and he moved back in.

I love my husband with all my heart and want to grow old with him, but I also know that if things do not work out with him, I will still be successful, accomplished, and happy with my place in the universe. My relationship does not define who I am; I define my relationship. Relationships create security and protection in a world that is unpredictable, frightening, and overwhelming. Nevertheless, people who allow relationships to define them usually struggle when those relationships end. Once I began to understand that I am more than my relationship, I was able to let go of my views about monogamous relationships in general.

THE COSTS OF AN OPEN RELATIONSHIP

Like anything else in life, open relationships have costs and benefits. Below are some possible costs of an open relationship, based on a list by Kathy Labriola, a counselor, nurse, and hypnotherapist who specializes in helping couples in polyamorous relationships. I have expanded on Kathy’s list, which can be found in her book, The Jealousy Workbook: Exercises and Insights for Managing Open Relationships. I’ve included my own notes on how these costs can affect a relationship by triggering emotional insecurities or by exposing partners to health issues.

Feeling unsure of what you can count on. According to attachment theory, human beings long for a few other people who can provide a haven, a place of refuge and comfort when our lives become burdensome and unpredictable. Most healthy monogamous relationships establish that each partner can rely on the other. Opening a relationship threatens that system.

Demotion from “the one and only.” Some people feel a loss at the realization that satisfaction with one true love is a myth, or that having one person as your only love for the rest of your life and never desiring others is unrealistic.

Having to negotiate scheduling. Most people already have busy lives with just one relationship. Having multiple relationships requires constant communication, scheduling, and negotiation.

Less time and attention from your primary partner. Depending on the rules you have in place with your significant other regarding how much time is permissible to spend with your open-relationship partners, those other relationships can, at times, take precedence over the primary relationship. Especially when a new relationship begins, people can neglect their primary relationship. I therefore advise my clients at those times to provide their primary relationship with the attention and time it deserves.

Feeling love is cheapened or diluted by other relationships. Some people believe that for something to be valuable only one person should own it. Another view is that the value of a commodity increases with the increased demand and appreciation of others. “Love doesn’t just sit there like a stone; it has to be made, like bread, remade all the time, made new,” says novelist Ursula K. Le Guin.29 Rather than fearing that your primary relationship might be cheapened by becoming an open relationship, ensure that your primary relationship is renewed every day.

Risk of sexually transmitted infections. People in an open relationship should set boundaries regarding unprotected sex. But even participants in protected sex have a high probability of exposure to sexually transmitted infections. People in open relationships ought to let their doctors know about their sex lives so they can get the necessary information to keep themselves safe. People in open relationships are also more likely to be well informed about sexual transmitted infections, and they may prepare for them more than people in monogamous relationships who decide to have affairs. People in open relationships should ask for medical screening and health histories from their potential partners.

Fearing that your significant other’s partners may replace you. When I first opened my relationship, I feared that my husband was going to find another partner to replace me. However, through reassuring each other and being attentive and emotionally attuned to each other, we have created a sense of security in our relationship. To create a sense of security in a relationship a couple ought to frequently share their gratitude for their relationship with each other. They can also create memorable positive experiences by doing fun activities, such as traveling, cooking, playing outdoor sports, and demonstrating to their partner that they are valuable and wanted in the relationship. I love when my husband looks at me with admiration and appreciation. This lets me know that I am loved by him and has helped me deal with my abandonment issues.

Knowing a partner is attracted to others. Depending on how you choose to look at an open relationship, knowing your partner is attracted to others can cause jealousy. To think, however, that you are the only person in the entire world your partner will find attractive is irrational. Finding other people attractive does not mean your partner wants to enter a romantic relationship with them.

Sharing a partner’s attention and loyalty with others. I love the attention I get from my husband. Knowing I had to share that attention with other women triggered insecurities in me early after we opened our relationship. Today I know that my husband will attend to me based on my needs as a primary partner. Knowing our relationship has primacy is helpful to me. Not all open marriages and relationships, however, are structured this way. Some polyamorous individuals have no primary relationship.

Changing agreements within a relationship. Some change is good in a relationship; however, constant change can render a relationship unpredictable and cause the people involved to feel a lack of security. Opening a relationship is a major change that can throw off the balance of a relationship. Even though all relationships evolve and require couples to adapt, not everyone will do well with major changes, especially when learning that a spouse seeks other people for the fulfillment of sexual and emotional needs.

Feeling less secure about the future of a relationship. This feeling was very real to me when Denys suggested opening up our relationship. I remember so clearly how I worried about our future. I worried that the pain I felt was never going to go away. I worried that I would never again feel love or that I could not rely on my husband if he had another partner. I felt I had no control over my future. Today, I am excited about growing old with my husband and sharing all the experiences of our open relationship.

Too much processing of jealousy and other problems. Most people think of jealousy as an unwanted emotion to avoid and see CNM relationships as inevitably producing more jealousy. A monogamous relationship does not guarantee the absence of jealousy or other insecurities, either. Whether in an open or a monogamous relationship, addressing jealousy can only improve your personal growth and emotional health.

INTRODUCING YOUR DATES TO YOUR PRIMARY PARTNER

If you feel ready to introduce your own dates to your partner, begin by having a conversation with your partner. Explain why you would like your primary partner to meet your open-relationship partner. State your intentions: Is it for safety reasons or an attempt to establish a loving community? Would you want your dates to cordially get along with each other to minimize misunderstanding and jealousy? Sometimes we are jealous because of what we do not understand and once our partner gets to meet our dates, they might see that our new partner’s intention is not to poach us from our primary partner. As you are reading this section, evaluate whether introducing your dates to your partner is something that will benefit your open relationship.

I tend to have one polyamorous partner at a time. I seek emotional connection in addition to sexual experiences with my potential partners and, therefore, I devote my limited time accordingly. I start by meeting my potential boyfriends online, followed by a few public dates at a coffee shop or restaurant. If I feel a connection, I then introduce these potential partners to my husband. Meeting my boyfriends is important to Denys because he wants to make sure I am safe. I inform my potential partners in advance of the agreement Denys and I have to meet each other’s potential open-relationship partners. My husband asks them questions, such as where they work or where they live, especially if I plan to meet at their houses. I once asked a potential partner whether I could take a photo of his ID and send it to my husband because Denys was traveling at the time and was not able to meet with him. If these potential partners choose not to provide this personal information, it means we will not meet again. I feel comfortable knowing Denys and I have done our best to be safe. I highly recommend all single people involve their close friends and family in the initial stages of online relationships to ensure their safety.

When Denys and I first opened our relationship, I insisted on meeting his girlfriends, not because I wanted to ensure his safety but because I was driven by insecurity and jealousy. I wanted to make sure that these other women were not interested in stealing my husband from me. I wanted to see whom I was competing against. Evolutionary psychologists would explain my behavior as being motivated by the need to prevent mate poaching.

Today, my motives are different. I meet my husband’s potential girlfriends because I love watching him interact with other women he finds attractive. I am happy to see him happy on these dates and experience compersion, which I discussed earlier. I also like to get to know these women for myself. Some of the women he meets are smart, kind, and good-hearted people whom I enjoy networking with. I have also found that some of the women he goes out with are in the same field as I am. So, instead of being jealous, I have formed alliances with them that benefit not only my marriage but also my professional life. Denys dated a registered social worker whom I befriended, and she and I collaborate and share resources in our field. I have referred clients to her and she has referred clients with sexual concerns to me.

Many men in polyamorous or open relationships have difficulty finding good female matches they connect with who are also open-minded about polyamorous relationships. So, I like helping my husband find women online or through my network. I am happy to see him excited about new possible relationships just as he is excited for me.

MEETING YOUR PARTNER’S NEW PARTNERS

Meeting your partner’s new date can be scary. It can bring out all sorts of insecurities: Is she prettier than me? Smarter than me? Funnier than me? All these questions might cross our minds. However, with some practice, these thoughts can be replaced with more loving and supportive thoughts. Whatever uncertainty you might have, know that you are not alone and that others have felt the same way. Take comfort in knowing that you are enough, no matter what your partner’s new partner looks like or what qualities they have. When we know that we are enough just the way we are, we can bring that confidence into our encounters with our primary partner’s new boyfriend or girlfriend.

I met my husband’s lover early in their dating relationship because doing so was a way for me to deal with my jealousy. I reasoned that when I met her I would realize she was not planning to steal my husband. Also, I wanted to communicate my expectations to her so that we could have a mutual understanding. I wanted to know that she was not looking for a permanent relationship with my husband or an emotional attachment to him. My husband was more nervous about the three of us meeting than I was. I can only assume that trying to navigate between us two women was not easy for him. When clients ask me whether they should meet their partner’s “special friends,” my response is that they should do so if that is what they need. For me, at that time, meeting her was what I needed to feel safe.

The three of us, my husband and I together and she by herself, arrived at the same time at a nice Italian restaurant. I could not help but notice how flawless Julia’s skin tone was. I noticed her beautiful smile when she saw my husband and me. I also noticed her long, light-blue summer dress that highlighted her hips. Even though I felt insecure about meeting Julia, I was glad my husband was seeing a woman I also found attractive.

The waiter directed us to a table with a pristine white tablecloth and classy centerpiece of fresh flowers. My husband noticed that I was struggling with the Italian names for the dishes on the menu, so he said, “Susan, if you’d like to try the chicken, I’d suggest you try this one,” pointing at the menu. I did not want to deal with the anxiety of ordering food, and I was grateful for Denys’s help. I had enough anxiety about meeting my husband’s new partner for the first time! Julia, on the other hand, lived in the neighborhood, and seemed comfortable with the Italian menu. We talked about politics, sexuality, the boundaries of our relationships, and our expectations. Julia assured me she was not looking for a long-term relationship with my husband and that she only wanted his companionship and sexual benefits because she was single and looking for a boyfriend to be in a committed relationship with. The conversation went well. My husband and I did not show physical affection as we normally do in public because our goal was to make Julia feel comfortable, and for the two of us to find a way toward understanding and amicability. My husband paid for dinner and we parted ways with Julia. As we drove home, I told my husband that I liked Julia, and could see why he liked her as well. She was not only beautiful but also smart. I felt safer having met with her.

Today, I usually do not meet my husband’s new girlfriends, mostly because I do not have the spare time to do so but also because I feel secure enough in my relationship not to need to. I am confident I am the right partner for my husband and if he were to see things differently, doing so would be his loss, not mine. Whatever happens to me in life, good or bad, I know I will feel at peace with who I am. I do not worry about things that I cannot control. Having this awareness, I feel such freedom: free to be, to become, and to risk.

There are many moments in an open relationship that will feel overwhelming and inconceivable, and meeting your partner’s boyfriend or girlfriend might qualify as one of those moments. Many of my clients communicate feeling breathless with the thought of meeting their partner’s new partner. Others explain that they have zero desire to even know their partner’s partners’ names or what they look like. Other people who are like me need to meet their partner’s new partner in order to feel safe. Below are key points to keep in mind when planning to meet your partner’s new partner.


	1.    Know your intention. Awareness is important in all our thoughts and actions. Taking a moment to access your intentions before meeting your partner’s new partner can prevent misunderstandings in your open relationship. Ask yourself, “Why do I want to meet my partner’s new partner?” and “What is the outcome I am hoping for?”

	2.   Be aware of your insecurities. Have a plan of how to reframe those negative thoughts. For example, you can say to yourself, “No matter what she or he looks like, I will tell myself that I am enough because my worth is not based on outside factors but by a deeper connectedness with the universe or higher power.”

	3.   Don’t compare yourself. Theodore Roosevelt said, “Comparison is the thief of all joy.” No matter how your meeting goes, don’t compare yourself with your partner’s new partner. He or she might have something that you don’t have, but you are valuable and incredible and awesome. For me, whenever a thought enters my mind that causes me to compare myself, I usually reframe it by blessing the other person. By doing so, I shift the energy from negative energy into positive energy.

	4.   Have realistic expectations. Expecting your partner’s partner to instantly like you or say all the right things is not realistic. Remember, most people are insecure and therefore they might say or do the wrong things at the initial meeting. They are probably just as nervous as you are!

	5.   Talk about boundaries. Discuss with your partner how you might want to behave in the meeting, and whether you should show affection or not. Ask yourself, “What do I hope to achieve by setting this boundary?” What boundary would you like to reinforce?

	6.   Talk about future expectations. Discuss your involvement with your partner’s new partner. Some of my clients become very close with their partner’s new partner and form a close relationship that is sexual or just emotional. I had a couple that decided to occasionally have threesomes with their partner’s partner.

	7.   Discuss time commitment. Talk with your partner and his or her new partner about how often they plan to meet. You might want that schedule to not interfere with your immediate family’s needs.

	8.   Holidays and vacations. Some people in open relationships go for holidays with their new partner. Discussing this issue prior to entering into new relationships will create an easier transition.

	9.   Sex. This is an important question to ask your partner’s new partner. What do they hope to get in their relationship with your partner? Sex? An emotional bond? You may also want to discuss what types of sexual activities your partner will have with their new partner. Are there certain sexual activities that you would like to reserve just for you and your primary partner?

	10. Health-related questions. Important questions include, “How many other partners do you have? Do you use condoms? When did you get tested last for STIs?” Having said this, it is important not to come across as interrogating the new partner. Remember, they have feelings too and deserve care and respect. Treat your partner’s new partner as you would like to be treated.



SETTING BOUNDARIES WITH NEW PARTNERS

Denys’s friend once introduced us to a swinger couple. We met the couple for drinks to get to know them and hear their stories and their expectations. They introduced themselves and informed us that they had immigrated to Canada from Israel. The couple is a few years younger than us.

This couple intended to seduce Denys and me into having sex with them, something we had never experienced before. Natalia and Alex were an interesting and funny couple and had many fascinating stories about their swingers’ lifestyle. They invited us to their house for drinks with the intention of having sex with us. As we drove to their place, my husband and I realized how nervous and excited we were about having been invited for a booty call as a couple. Denys and I whispered to each other, and giggled in our car. After joking about all the possible outcomes, we decided to talk about boundaries, and agreed that we were not going to have sex with them because we didn’t know the couple very well. I asked if I could kiss and engage in sexual touch if there was sexual chemistry with the couple, and we granted each other permission to kiss and caress if we felt like it.

Once we got to their apartment, the couple frequently made suggestive comments about having sex with them. We wanted to get to know them better before having sex with them, and Denys wanted to make sure they were not troublesome. They were not open to building a friendship or some emotional connection before engaging in sex, so nothing happened. What Denys and I realized is that this kind of swinging was not our thing. We both need to have some level of attachment to our poly partners to engage in sex with them.

Open relationships can be fun and exciting for couples as they engage in different experiences that are out of their comfort zone. But these new experiences must align with the couples’ desires and boundaries. As thrilling as novelty can be, there is no need to participate in activities that make anyone uncomfortable or bypass the rules the couple has put in place for themselves and their primary partner.

DEALING WITH INFIDELITY IN A CNM RELATIONSHIP

It may seem strange to suggest that there could be infidelity within a CNM relationship. Yes, nonmonogamy allows more freedom than monogamous relationships do, but people can still break the rules established within their own agreement for their nonmonogamous relationships. For example, my clients Nicole and Brock are a couple in an open marriage. Nicole is an open-minded and easygoing woman who deeply cares for her husband. While negotiating the terms of their open relationship, she asked her husband to tell her in advance whenever he planned to meet his lover. For her, knowing when Brock was meeting his girlfriend created a sense of peace and stability in her relationship with him. Despite this agreement with Nicole, Brock met frequently with his lover during his lunch break while Nicole was at work. When Nicole found out, she was deeply hurt and felt betrayed. Even though Brock was in an open relationship, he was deceiving his wife because they’d agreed to be honest as a condition of their open relationship.

To avoid infidelity and breaches of trust, a couple needs to negotiate and set realistic, explicit boundaries with each other. Keep in mind that the more our partner feels safe in our relationship, the more they will be supportive of our relationships with others. Trust is important in any kind of healthy relationship. Therefore, decide to be trustworthy. If you find the boundary is not realistic or does not work for you, it’s better to communicate this to your partner and let them know that you both need to come up with different boundaries. Boundaries should be revisited as often as necessary because what you needed a year ago might be different from what you need now in your open relationship.

EMOTIONAL INJURY

An emotional injury in an open relationship occurs when people are emotionally hurt by their primary or open-relationship partners. If these injuries are not dealt with or processed appropriately, they can lead to false belief systems that affect relationships. For example, my clients Mary and Joe are in an open relationship. Mary initiated the open relationship. Because Joe was her first serious boyfriend, she felt she had not had the opportunity to date many partners before their marriage. The couple met when they were in high school and got married in their twenties. Mary and Joe were both in their early thirties when they came to see me. The couple had agreed to always let the other person know when they were meeting their open-relationship partners. They had also agreed that they were not going to have sex with their open-relationship partners at their home because they had young children and they were concerned about discretion.


TIPS FOR HEALING AN EMOTIONAL INJURY

To heal an emotional injury, it’s important to create a safe space where the hurt party can share their feelings while their partner listens without defending, reacting, or disagreeing. Here are seven suggestions for how to have an honest, productive healing experience.


	1.    Create a safe place to share hurt feelings. Make a conscious choice to listen actively, nonjudgmentally, and without defensiveness or criticism.

	2.   Use “I” statements. For example, instead of Joe saying, “You betrayed me,” I encouraged him to say, “I want to feel I can trust you.” Instead of stating, “You don’t care about me,” Joe said, “I want to feel cared for by you.”

	3.   Connect emotional needs in the relationship with early childhood emotional needs. For example, Joe explained how he was raised by narcissistic parents who did not take his feelings into consideration. This early experience heightened his sense of emotional abandonment and insecurity that he felt in his relationship with Mary.

	4.   Discover survival and coping mechanisms. Joe realized that due to his childhood upbringing with narcissistic parents, he had learned maladaptive coping mechanisms to deal with stressful relationships. Joe learned that he could not say no to his parents because he did not want to offend or disappoint them. He also learned, in his relationship with Mary, how having vague boundaries contributed to a repeated pattern of people violating them. He communicated that he wanted to have a healthy relationship by setting realistic and healthy boundaries that Mary would respect, despite his fears of disappointing her.

	5.   Establish empathy. As Joe described his childhood experiences, Mary expressed empathy for Joe’s inner child, who wanted his feelings validated and taken seriously. Mary became less defensive as she began to understand the root cause of Joe’s abandonment issues and she became more empathetic to his feelings.

	6.   Ask for forgiveness. The greatest moment of healing for Joe and Mary came several sessions into their therapy when Mary, who had become more attuned to Joe’s experience, felt remorseful about her actions, which had hurt him. She knew how much she loved Joe and could, for the first time, see Joe’s pain differently, through a lens of empathy during therapeutic treatment. During this session, Mary, for the first time, felt compelled to ask for genuine forgiveness without defending herself. Mary explained to Joe, with tears in her eyes, “Joe, I am so sorry that you have felt all alone, as if your feelings don’t matter. I am sorry that your parents were not there for you and that I was not there for you as well. I am sorry for hurting you. Please forgive me.” These moments in therapy, when the process of emotional healing and bonding gradually begins to take place, are magical.

	7.   Develop skills to repair emotional injury. I explained to Joe and Mary that emotional bonding does not entirely eliminate conflict, disconnection, and hurt feelings from relationships. Rather, dealing with these situations and emotions offers an opportunity for the couple to exercise their communication skills and get back into sync quickly.





One weekend, Joe went camping with their two children, and Mary was not able to join them because of work. On her free evening, she invited a man named Matthew, whom she had met online several weeks prior, to the home she shared with Joe and their children, and they had sex. Mary did not inform Joe that she had invited Matthew to their home. When Joe found out, he felt betrayed and believed Mary had violated their trust and boundaries. I explained to Mary that Joe had not consented to her actions, and even though the children weren’t home at the time, what she did constituted an affair, which caused Joe’s emotional injury.

NAVIGATING RACE AND ETHNICITY

An important area of potential emotional injury is race, ethnicity, and culture. Race and culture play such an important role in interpersonal and intimate relationships, and consensual nonmonogamy is no exception. However, the dynamics CNM can bring add complications to race relations that are different from those in monogamous relationships. It is vital to become culturally aware and sensitive to avoid causing harm.

CNM relationships are still not mainstream lifestyle choices, and so the dating pool for such arrangements is much smaller. In most CNM arrangements, the relationships outside the primary one are short term. These two factors result in people being more likely to date outside their race or ethnic background than they would for a long-term monogamous partnership.

My husband and I are in an interracial relationship, so it’s something I’m familiar with personally and something I work on with my clients. While we have had the entire length of our marriage to unpack and examine race in relationships and educate each other, doing this work is much harder in the context of short-term romantic or sexual encounters. Acknowledging race and ethnicity in open relationships is important because doing so may help explain relational dynamics. In this section, we’ll look at racial biases, the ways race can impact a relationship, and supportive techniques for dealing with issues surrounding race.


exercise

BECOMING AWARE OF RACIAL BIAS

Knowing our biases and not denying or avoiding them helps us start honest conversations about race in an open relationship. When we are aware of our biases, we are more likely to behave sensitively with people of other races in an open relationship and change our negative biases. I have chosen the word black as an example, but this exercise can apply to all groups, including Caucasian, Indigenous, Asian, and other brown people. I encourage you to keep in mind your race and level of privilege, and apply that awareness to this exercise.


	1.    What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think of black people?

	2.   What are the stories you associate with having a black sexual or romantic partner?

	(a)  Positive stories:

	(b)  Negative stories:




	3.   What are the origins of these stories?

	4.   If you could change your perspective on these stories, what would that perspective look like?



Bringing awareness to our biases helps us break away from the preconceptions that prevent us from really getting to know people of different races. It helps us understand other experiences, empathize with people from different backgrounds, and be good listeners, friends, and lovers without letting biases get in the way.



Seeing race is inevitable. I am a black woman and proud to be one, so I am not offended when people refer to me as a black woman. I am not afraid of acknowledging people’s races because I believe our differences make us stronger; in an open relationship, race creates an opportunity to learn from people with different experiences. Seeing race is only a problem when we judge skin color as a sign of racial superiority or inferiority.

In private, I refer to my husband as “my mzungu man,” or “my white man,” while he calls me his “mweusi woman,” which is Swahili for “black woman.” Initially, this phrase made Denys uncomfortable. He did not want to be judged as racist for calling me his “mweusi woman.” I explained to him that seeing color did not make him racist. You’ll notice that I include descriptions of race in this book when I think that doing so is important to fully express the dynamics of a relationship or the individual aspects of a person. For example, earlier I mentioned Denys’s first open relationship with Julia, a Caucasian woman. Although I know that her race does not mean she is superior or inferior to me, I was concerned about that difference between us when they first got together. I wondered whether she and my husband would bond better because they are both white. And Denys held some similar fears when I was with Patrick, who is a black man from Tanzania. Patrick and I had a lot in common: Patrick spoke Swahili, we both loved African food, and we shared a deep understanding of racism because both of us had been victims of racialism and microaggressions in Canada. I could share these experiences easily with Patrick because he had experienced them himself. These racial dynamics resulted in a specific type of jealousy that Denys and I had to work through in our marriage to keep our open relationship healthy and honest. We assured each other that although we felt kinship with our open-relationship partner of the same race, our interracial marriage was still strong and our first priority.

I strongly believe that acknowledging race provides a platform for people to address race in a constructive manner and within a history of racism. We cannot fix what we do not acknowledge. Therefore, it’s important to become aware of our own racial biases. To understand racial biases in others, it is vital to listen carefully to the experiences they share with us and create a space for them to begin healing.

RACIAL FETISHISM

Sexualizing people because of their race is problematic in any relationship. It denies an opportunity for an individual to know another person for who they are, rather than through stereotyping. This dynamic can be especially prevalent in CNM relationships, where it is valid and acceptable to have a sexual encounter without romantic or emotional attachments. I always set my boundaries right away with any potential open-relationship partners. I have zero tolerance for racist comments or microaggressions.

Still, I have met a few potential open-relationship partners who sexualize black women. When my dates have said to me that having sex with a black woman has always been on their “bucket list,” I respond by saying that I do not want to be sexually objectified because of my race. Race objectification is a sensitive topic for me. I do not want someone to want to have sex with me because I am black, no matter how good our chemistry might seem.

It’s important to speak up if you feel mistreated, objectified, or fetishized in any way in your open relationship. We must learn to trust our intuition of what feels right to us and what doesn’t, and it’s up to us to communicate those boundaries to others. Having said that, sometimes people might act in a negative or hurtful manner out of ignorance. However, if you set boundaries with them and they continue to disregard them, then you ought to consider those people toxic and end your relationship with them. When we stand up for ourselves, we model to others that we are valuable and must be treated kindly and in a manner that aligns with our self-worth.


SUPPORT SYSTEMS FOR ANTI-RACISM

We cannot ignore race in the modern world. Racism can happen anywhere, including in our open relationships. It might not directly happen to us, but our primary partner, open-relationship partner, friends, or coworkers might be victims of racism and hate. Below are six examples of how we can dismantle racism directly or indirectly in CNM relationships.


	1.    Participate in workshops, community events, and conversations around anti-racism. Becoming involved with anti-racism is not only for minority groups or white people who are in interracial relationships. Anti-racism is a matter of humanity, being kind, and treating everyone as equal, regardless of skin color.

	2.   Become aware of your own biases, which might get in the way of providing the support and understanding your partner needs.

	3.   Ask your partner to share feelings regarding experiences of racism with you. Inviting your partner to do so might be what your partner needs to feel safe.

	4.   Empathize with your partner whenever they share feelings of rage and sadness that experiences of racism elicit.

	5.   Keep in mind that just because your partner might not support you as you had hoped, it does not mean they do not care about you. It might mean that your partner sees things differently than you do. Be patient and help your partner understand your pain.

	6.   Recognize covert racism. Become aware that recognizing when your partner is the victim of racism is not always obvious. You can support your partner even if you do not fully understand their pain or see or experience racism as your partner does.





HOW TO RECOGNIZE ABUSE

Abusive relationships are universal and exist in all social and economic classes. No one is immune to abuse. Abuse can be physical, emotional, psychological, or sexual, and can occur in both monogamous and nonmonogamous relationships. I am thankful for movements such as #metoo that have fought to advocate for, and raise awareness of, women who are victims of sexual and physical abuse. As a society, we must rally around men, women, and children who are victims of abuse and have open conversations so that we can prevent these cycles of abuse from continuing.

It may seem obvious that you should leave someone who is abusive, but it’s almost always more complicated. Sometimes, victims have difficulty leaving abusive partners because they fall in love or get emotionally attached to their abuser. My client Nikki is an accomplished woman who loves her career and is assertive in her workplace. Nikki was happy in an open relationship with her boyfriend and primary partner, Paul, until she met Garry. She described Garry as exciting, confident, and spontaneous: all the qualities she found attractive in a man. After six months, though, Garry became emotionally and sexually abusive to Nikki. Nikki described how one day, while visiting Garry to resolve a conflict they were having, Garry wanted to have sex. She said he was persistent, although she kept communicating she was not interested in sex that evening. He coerced her into having oral sex and the experience was demeaning and unexpected. Afterward, Garry placed money on the table for Nikki to take a taxi home, which she did not accept. Nikki felt dirty and confused about what had just happened. She knew a relationship with Garry was not healthy for her, but she missed him and had difficulty moving on. Over the next few months, Nikki received support from Paul and sought professional help from me.

In therapy, Nikki discovered she had trouble breaking up with Garry because he reminded her of her father, who was emotionally distant and abusive and favored her younger sister. Though Nikki worked hard to succeed in her career in hopes of earning her father’s approval, she never felt good enough for him. Apart from her relationship with Paul, which she described as healthy and different from those with other men she had previously dated, her relationships had otherwise repeated the love-hate cycle she had with her father. With the help of therapy, Nikki was able to begin breaking unhealthy childhood patterns and belief systems about her worth in relationships. Eventually, Nikki got to a place where she felt that she had recovered from the abuse she had experienced with Garry, but she only felt safe to resume her open relationship with Paul in the context of threesomes or swinging, when Paul would be close by.

BREAKING UP WITH A PARTNER

Being in an open relationship means that there is a possibility of our open-relationship partners ending the relationship without us been mentally prepared to let them go. I think it’s wise for people thinking about having open-relationship partners to recognize that they are more likely to come and go with greater frequency than their primary partner, and so grief may become a part of the process of opening up a relationship. Relationships differ in how and why they end, as do your responses to those endings, depending on where you are in life, what the relationship meant to you, and how attached you were to the other person. Did the relationship end because you grew distant with your open-relationship partner, or because they found another partner and decided to call off their relationship with you?


HOW TO SPOT AN ABUSIVE PARTNER

Below are ten questions that will help you identify whether you are in an abusive open relationship. If you are in such a relationship, please reach out for help from friends, family members, mental health professionals, or programs for people in abusive relationships.


	1.    Do you feel controlled? People who are abusive often control what their partner wears, whom they talk to, and even how they eat, walk, speak, and spend time.

	2.   Has your partner’s insecurity gotten out of control? Everyone has insecurities, and that doesn’t mean they are a perpetrator of abuse. However, some individuals fail to deal with their insecurities, especially their jealousy, and in an open relationship that can turn into a cycle of abuse.

	3.   Does your partner threaten you or call you unpleasant names? Does your partner put you down when in conflict with you or when they want to have their way? If they do, set boundaries and seek help because you are in an abusive relationship. No one should be abused, no matter what missteps they may have made.

	4.   Does your partner respect your right to say no? Do you feel you can’t say no (sexually, behaviorally, or emotionally) to your partner for fear of revenge? If your boundaries aren’t respected, you are in an unhealthy relationship that could lead to abuse.

	5.   Does your partner demand attention, time, money, or sex to the degree that you feel overwhelmed? Not all people that demand things are abusive; however, this characteristic can become abusive. I teach clients to achieve a healthier relationship by communicating their needs and wants in a manner that is respectful and effective.

	6.   Does your partner use guilt-trip tactics to get their way? We all know people who use those tactics. This passive-aggressive method of communication, over long periods of time, can become coercive and abusive.

	7.   Does your partner disregard your privacy and personal space? Respect of privacy is a sign of a healthy relationship. The next time you want to snoop through your partner’s phone, remember that you don’t own them. Approach them and let them know you would like to be able to trust them and that you want to work on trust in your relationship.

	8.   Does your partner isolate you from the people that care about you? Isolation is characteristic of abusive relationships. Abusers often ensure their victims don’t have a support system. If you’ve noticed that you’re not spending time with your friends and family as often as you used to or would like to because your partner has only negative things to say about them, you might be in an abusive relationship. A healthy partner is supportive of your other relationships. Though they might not like your friends and family, you decide whom you want in your life. Set boundaries with your partner so that you can enjoy your other relationships.

	9.   Are you fearful of your partner? Have they previously hit or threatened to hit you? Are you afraid of their uncontrollable rage and anger? If so, you are in an abusive relationship. Seek help as soon as possible.

	10. Does your partner always criticize you? Constant criticism is abusive because it affects the emotions and subjective beliefs of its victims.





Learning to respect your partners and treat them as you would like to be treated is of utmost importance. Do not ghost your open-relationship partners if your relationship does not work for you anymore (ghosting is when you have gone on a few dates with someone, you experience sexual or emotional connection, and all of a sudden you stop all communications without explanation or warning). Ghosting is a form of relationship avoidance that is not beneficial for personal growth and mastering healthy communication skills in the relationship. When we have outgrown a relationship, we ought to end it in a way that leaves our partner’s dignity intact, so that they can transition safely into their next relationship without carrying unresolved emotions.

That said, there are many reasons why a relationship with a new partner may end. I wish that some of the people I have met in my open relationships had stayed longer than they did. I have learned, however, to accept things the way they are rather than wish for them to be different. In some relationships, I was emotionally attached to a significant degree, so I needed more time to let go of those partners.

My first open-relationship partner, Patrick, was a handsome black man originally from Africa who had been a close friend for some time. Our relationship was based on common interests, including business, African politics, African food, and African music. When I had permission to venture outside of my marriage, Patrick was the first person I thought of. Having him as a friend with sexual and emotional benefits made transitioning into an open relationship easier for me.

Patrick loved dancing, so we often put African music on to dance to through the middle of the afternoon. I felt treated with love and respect and cared for by Patrick. He showed love by buying thoughtful gifts—simple ones that were meaningful to him, like a bracelet that reminded him of me. I knew Patrick loved and appreciated our time together as much as I did. He used to tell me he felt like a million dollars around me.

My husband always knew when I was with Patrick—I keep him informed of my whereabouts because we have a policy of no secrets. In fact, Denys would sometimes call Patrick and me to say “Hi” and thank Patrick for doing something special for me that day.

After two years of intense friendship and romance, Patrick and I had fallen in love with each other, and Patrick began to want a monogamous relationship with me. This development ended our relationship. We tried several times to make our relationship work before he moved away, but ultimately he was not a nonmonogamous man and became jealous of my husband. No matter what, I will always choose my husband, Denys.

My breakup with Patrick was difficult for me. I missed him, and even cried in bed for him. Denys comforted me, holding me tight and telling me the pain would pass with time. Denys was angry with Patrick for initiating the breakup and bringing me pain, but I do not, even now, regret my relationship with Patrick. I learned a lot about myself. I explored new things with Patrick and discovered aspects of my sexuality I had not experienced before. In my polyamorous relationships since I broke up with Patrick, I have learned how to move on when relationships end. I know I will meet many polyamorous partners in my lifetime, some of whom I will love more deeply than others, but I also know I will always choose my primary love, Denys, and always work hard to make our marriage as happy as it can be.

I share this story because it’s important to remember that we cannot fully predict or control relationships or life in general, but we can make promises to ourselves to evolve and grow with each experience. You might fall in love with a new partner or your feelings might be hurt as those relationships come to an end. Nevertheless, choose to grow and thrive in each experience, whether wanted or unwanted. Personal development exercises as suggested in this book are tools that will help you have confidence that you will rise to any challenge that comes your way.

In my experience, the benefits of an open relationship are greater than the cost of grief for the loss of open-relationship partners. When you go through a breakup with an open-relationship partner, I encourage you to reach out to them, not to try to convince them to stay in the relationship against their wishes but to understand what went wrong. Maybe there is an area of growth that you need to work on to improve future relationships. If they are not able or willing to provide that closure, turn to yourself and your primary partner for support. In most cases, we have no control over what comes our way, but we do have control over how we react to it. Respond to the loss of open relationships in a way that is self-loving and empowering.



chapter 7

Sharing Your CNM Relationship with the World



The CNM experience can be adventurous, unpredictable, exciting, and rewarding. And it can also be scary, especially when you choose to come out to people in your life. Many people don’t come out for fear of the judgment and negative repercussions they’ll face from members of their community. It may be hard to share your truth, but I believe it is a bigger mistake to go through life repressing or hiding your core desires from your friends and family. In this chapter, we will discuss some concerns that you might have about coming out and things to keep in mind when you’re letting the world know that you are in a CNM relationship.

COMING OUT TO FRIENDS AND FAMILY

In the previous chapters we’ve covered topics related to getting to know ourselves and establishing a healthy open relationship with our partners and lovers. But these relationships do not exist in a vacuum, and it’s important to acknowledge that people may face severe repercussions when they come out to their friends and family. People in open relationships who are considering telling loved ones about their relationships have to weigh the negative impact they may face against the feeling of being held emotionally hostage by values they don’t necessarily share. It can be tricky to respond sensitively to a loved one’s values and still try to live authentically. In this section, we’ll look at ways to come out to family and friends, and how to deal with some of the common responses and judgments you may face.

I conducted a survey with a local polyamorous group in which I asked participants in CNM relationships to tell me about their fears in disclosing their CNM lifestyle. The most common response was fear of facing a backlash from family members, friends, and coworkers. One participant told me she feared losing her nursing job—she was afraid that colleagues and patients would judge her due to her lifestyle. Another participant, the principal at a local private school, feared that she would be fired because her lifestyle would shock the staff and board of directors, as well as most of the parents.

I too am afraid of backlash, especially coming out as publicly as I have in writing this book. I worry about whether clients will doubt my professionalism when they learn about my lifestyle. Will my religious clients still want to seek therapeutic services with me? Will close friends think I am immoral? These fears are normal, but over time I have learned to remind myself that I have one life to live and I intend to live it fully, the way I want to. I remind myself that people’s opinions do not really add to or detract from my worth, and they simply do not matter. I remind myself that being a therapist is not who I am; it is what I do. I could do a million things in this world to affect people’s lives positively. If being a therapist, which I love with all my heart, comes to an end because I’ve been honest and open, then I will know I have done my part and I will find another way to serve people and bring healing and restoration to people’s lives.

A client of mine named Lori came to see me recently. She was sad because her sister refused to talk to her after discovering that Lori was in an open relationship. Lori’s sister also stopped Lori from seeing her niece and nephew, who, Lori explained, meant everything to her. Her sister told Lori that she was immoral and did not want her teaching her children bad behavior. These judgmental words hurt Lori. During our session, I helped Lori connect with who she is, and I provided her with new ways of talking to her sister about her open relationship and reassuring her sister that her personal lifestyle choices do not mean she is going to be a negative influence on her niece and nephew. Most importantly, I worked with Lori on ways to help her learn to love herself. When you love yourself, you will be OK and the people in your life will likely come to see your choices more clearly once they witness your personal growth and happiness.

COMING OUT IN THE NEW YORK TIMES MAGAZINE

My coming-out story was more public than most. In 2017, the New York Times Magazine published “Is an Open Marriage a Happier Marriage?” a feature article that profiled my open relationship, among others.30 We were introduced to the author, Susan Dominus, by Dr. Tammy Nelson, author of The New Monogamy: Redefining Your Relationship After Infidelity, my mentor and supervisor, and the couples therapist Denys and I met with when I was struggling with jealousy at the beginning of our open relationship.

Denys and I agreed to speak with Susan even though we had not fully processed the new norm of our open relationship. The process was nerve-racking; talking to a reporter at a major newspaper about my personal life was certainly challenging. Susan was incredibly kind, respectful, and patient regarding our privacy, personal space, and relationship. We corresponded with Susan for about sixteen months, and she met us in person twice. She wanted to know the challenges and benefits of our open marriage and asked us about our erotic lives, the role of the children, and our relationship in general.

We felt anxious trying to decide what to share with Susan and what not to. Mostly, our biggest concern was privacy, because we had not disclosed our open relationship to our friends, colleagues, and families. We also struggled with the idea of disclosing our real names. We feared people would judge us. I wondered what my professional body would think about my being in an open relationship or what my religious clients and other clients holding different views and values would think. I feared I would lose my clientele, whom I care deeply about. To resolve this fear, I did what I ask my clients to do when they are anxious: I labeled the emotion: “This is anxiety speaking.” I also engaged in positive self-talk: “It’s true I will lose some clients and friends, but I have no control over what people decide to do. It’s possible that my good friends will accept me and not abandon me. If they do abandon me, the universe will send more loving friends my way.”

Susan made us feel safe enough to come out to the world, and in the end, it was right for our relationship to share our story with others because we are not ashamed and want to help others in similar situations. Disclosing important aspects of our life was liberating. I had been afraid of coming out to millions of people, but in fact, the process gave me confidence. It also prompted me to disclose my open relationship to my friends and family, because I did not want them finding out about our open relationship by reading about it in the article. When a friend asked me why I had chosen to participate in the article, I told her that I came out for us—for me and Denys.

The more I accept and own my story, the more healing I experience. I remember the days when I felt jealous. I was embarrassed and insecure, feeling that my husband wanted to have sex with other women because I wasn’t good enough. Owning my story meant that I was not ashamed of who we are and the lifestyle we chose. I also came out in the article because I wanted to be helpful to other people who might be dealing with similar struggles. Stories of resilience are tools for healing.

HOW TO COPE WITH THE STIGMA OF A CNM RELATIONSHIP

It is impossible to go through life without receiving judgment and criticism, no matter what life choices you make. When we don’t give energy to stigma, criticism, and judgments of our lifestyle, then we can live a free life to be who we were meant to be. Because I’m open about living in a CNM relationship, I have exposed myself to a lot of criticism. The first time I felt judged for my lifestyle came from a woman who contacted me on social media. The woman’s Facebook message read:

I pray for you. I feel so very sorry for you that you are so deceived and are deceiving many into thinking that fooling around while you are married or dating someone is good for a relationship. God’s Word is final, and one day we will all be judged for what we said and did. God loves you, and He sent His Son to die for you. The best joy you will ever experience is the love that Christ has for you. I pray someday you will see the truth. I love you too with His love and pray for you. It’s so very wrong to teach what you are teaching about marriages. Remember that you reap what you sow. You are corrupting the lives of children when you teach what you are teaching. Christ didn’t die to condemn you; He died to bring you freedom and eternal life. God bless you.

I would have loved to give her a piece of my mind and tell her I would not trade my life for any other life because I am happy, and I enjoy it very much. Confronting her, however, would be a waste of my time and energy. Instead, I have chosen to spend my time and energy more constructively—by channeling it into my work, which helps many people struggling with jealousy in open relationships and monogamous relationships alike, as well as those who have experienced the betrayal of affairs.


TEN TIPS FOR DISCLOSING YOUR OPEN RELATIONSHIP TO FRIENDS AND FAMILY


	1.    Prepare your audience. Take a minute to let your friends or coworkers know that you will be having a difficult conversation, and set expectations. For example, before I came out on social media, I posted articles on open relationships and polyamory on Facebook and Twitter. I also interviewed a few people regarding open relationships and posted videos asking important questions. In short, I wanted to provide resources for people who follow me and prepare friends, family, and colleagues for my coming out. People were not so surprised to hear I was in an open relationship after I had regularly posted articles about open relationships for several years.

	2.   Be confident. Confidence is convincing. Even if you do not feel confident in the moment, fake it. Sit up straight if seated, slow down your speech, and look people in the eye to let them know that you feel confident about your decisions.

	3.   Stand with your truths. Remind yourself what an open relationship means to you. When I sit with someone I am trying to explain my relationship to, I remind myself that I am much happier now in an open relationship than I was in a monogamous relationship. In my open relationship, I get to experience things that most people can only dream of.

	4.   Keep it simple. Sometimes sharing too much information can confuse your audience. Simply say to your friend, coworker, or family member, “I know you might disagree with our decision to open our relationship, but we feel doing so is the right decision for us and we are happy with our lifestyle. We love you and hope we can continue as your friend or family member even with our different views on relationships.”

	5.   Share as fact. I revealed my open relationship to my colleagues before a piece about me appeared in the New York Times Magazine because I wanted them to hear about our relationship from me. I presented our open relationship to my colleagues at a staff meeting as a factual matter, without editorializing and without embellishment. I knew some people might be judgmental, confused, or surprised, but I made sure to communicate that I was not asking for their permission but rather expressing this information as a courtesy because I respected them. I shared my story as I would share any other story of my life, without making a big deal out of it. If you do not make your relationship out to be a matter of concern, others might also come to accept it and see it as you see it.

	6.   Expect resistance and some judgment. Stand firm when others say hurtful words due to their own insecurities or fears about open relationships. Politely communicate to them that you understand they are struggling to accept your decision but you hope that one day they will come to see your point. Also, assure them you are at peace with your decision to be in a CNM relationship and are growing in ways you would have never been able to imagine before. If they persist in being hurtful and not respecting your boundaries, you can let them go and look for other supportive friends and communities, people who will love you for who you are regardless of your personal choices.

	7.   Explain the value of an open relationship. Most people are judgmental about open relationships simply because they do not understand how such relationships work. “How can someone be OK with their partner having sex with other people?” they ask. Tell your friends, family, and coworkers that since opening your relationship, you communicate better, have more intimacy, and highly appreciate each other, perhaps more than you once did in your monogamous relationship. Because everyone wants to have a happy relationship, they might be more inclined to listen if you tell them the benefits you have experienced.

	8.   Communicate your hopes and dreams. After you communicate to your friends, family, and coworkers, state your hopes. Keep in mind that hopes are not the same as expectations; expectations often lead to resentment and disappointment. For example, you can say to your family or friends, “I know right now it’s difficult to understand my lifestyle, but I hope that we can still maintain our friendship or connection even though we disagree on this issue.” Find a way to live amicably with family and friends who might not agree with your decisions. You might agree to avoid talking about your relationship with them if it erodes the connection between you. The bottom line is that we do not need approval from family and friends to live our lives, and we can respectfully agree to disagree on this issue and hope that one day CNM relationships will be legally recognized and supported in society.

	9.   Revisit the dialogue if necessary. It may take some people a while to accept your decision, and they may not understand it the first time you present it to them. Be open to having multiple conversations with the people that matter to you. If the conversation gets heated, take a break and revisit it another time.

	10. Set healthy boundaries. If your friends, family, or coworkers behave in a hurtful, accusatory, or judgmental manner, set boundaries with them. Say, “I am sorry you feel that way, but this is my life and if you continue to call me names or judge me, I will not talk to you anymore about my life.”





Judgments can be especially hard when they come from loved ones. My parents never dreamed that by sending their daughter to study religion in Canada she would instead become a sexologist. They also did not imagine I would marry a mzungu (white man). My mother would have preferred me to marry a Kenyan man who shares her language and settle in Kenya, where my family lives very comfortably. She has, however, come to respect my decision to live in Western culture and marry a mzungu.

When I told my mother and siblings that I was having sex with other men while still married to my husband, my mother concluded that I had become much too “Westernized.” My parents are polygamous, but consensual nonmonogamy is still beyond my mother’s frame of understanding. She was raised in a patriarchal and traditional society. Even if a man were to sleep with other women, it was unthinkable that his wife would do the same. To her, a woman wanting to have sex like a man does means following the ways of Western society, where most women want equal rights with men. I respectfully disagreed with her perspective. My siblings thought I was crazy, too. Though I love them dearly, I do not allow their judgment to stop me from doing what I want to do.

BENEFITS AND RISKS OF COMING OUT TO CHILDREN

The first thing most people ask me when I disclose that I am in an open relationship is whether I’m concerned about what my children will think if they find out. As of this writing, my children are twelve and ten years old, and thus far we have not felt the need to tell them about our open relationship. However, when appropriate or necessary, we will have that conversation.

Sometimes these inquiries come as judgment, while other times people are genuinely concerned for my children. I cannot control what my children will think of me or how they’ll respond to the news, but I can communicate to them that I am happy with my unconventional lifestyle and that I love them above anyone else. I can assure them that my love for them is reliable and constant and will never change regardless of whom I choose to love in addition to them. Parents have a duty and responsibility to take care of their children, to protect them and nurture them and make sure they are safe. But children should not dictate their parents’ lives; parents who live for the approval of their children might do well to question that choice, too. My children might grow up to disagree with my unconventional open marriage, and I will accept and respect their views. My hope is that we will learn to respect each other’s positions in spite of our disagreement.

My own parents are polygamous. I remember when my father decided to marry his second wife back in Kenya. I was twenty-five years old and pregnant with my first son. My entire immediate family went into crisis after he announced he was going to marry a second wife who would bear more children (I now have a stepbrother who is the same age as my son). My siblings and I were deeply hurt and did all we could to obstruct the marriage. We chose not to talk to our father, and we ignored him for months. We sided with our mother, who was initially very upset by the situation, and offered her all the support that she needed. But when my mother decided to try to go along with the polygamous relationship, my siblings took time to accept their new normal. Today we agree that the structure my father chose for their relationship was the best thing to happen to their marriage. Opening their marriage changed the dynamic between them, and they became a healthier couple. My siblings and I support their arrangement because we want our parents to live a happy and meaningful life, even though we might not have agreed with their decisions at the time.


TIPS FOR DISCLOSING OPEN RELATIONSHIPS TO CHILDREN

If you plan to introduce your open-relationship partners to your children, make sure you know your poly partner well for the sake of your children’s safety. I recommend waiting at least eight months to one year before introducing them to your children. Your love life is not your child’s life. I know this can be hard—especially when you develop strong romantic feelings toward a new partner and want to share the best parts of your life with your new partner and your children. But introducing a new partner too quickly and then breaking up with them might create a painful experience for the children, especially if they develop a strong emotional attachment.

If you are in a polyamorous relationship and decide to show physical affection to your lover in the presence of your children, tell your children about your open relationship. Your children deserve a reasonable explanation for what they are seeing, and otherwise might misunderstand and feel confused. Here are some suggestions for things to consider before taking the step of opening up to your children.


	> Be mindful of the difference between what is private and what is secret. Private means you do not want to share, but if people find out, it will not affect the way you see yourself and your world. Secret communicates shame and embarrassment of yourself and your actions. Do not convey shame about your relationship to your children. The secrecy surrounding your CNM relationship can result in feelings of shame; rather, focus on the fact that it is private.

	> Give your children a safe place to express their feelings in a respectful manner regarding your open relationship.

	> Find out what your children know or do not know. Go into any conversation with an open mind and ask questions that will prompt a healthy discussion, such as “What do you think about loving more than one person?” Ask them to explain their answer and then ask if they want to know what you think. That conversation will open up an opportunity to disclose the nature of your relationship.

	> Stand firm as the parent in the household. You are the parent and you make the decisions in your household, not your children.

	> Leave sex out of it. Your children do not need to know about your sex life; if they ask about your sex life, you can, based on age appropriateness, communicate sex education in a healthy way. For example, you can say to your children, “Sexuality is an important aspect of life; however, I do not want to discuss my sex life with you.”

	> Be self-assured when disclosing. Confidence demonstrates that you are secure in who you are and the decision you are making about your open relationship.

	> Be selective about what aspects of your open relationship you share. Share only information that is appropriate to children’s age and development and that they can understand.

	> Above all, reassure your children of your unwavering love for them, which is constant and not in any way lessened by your love life. Children need to know that open relationships will not take away their parents’ love, commitment, availability, and accessibility to them.





RAISING CHILDREN IN AN OPEN RELATIONSHIP

There are many ways to structure open relationships, and the effect of those relationships on children will differ depending on their form. For example, in my open marriage, my husband and I are interested in erotic encounters and somewhat emotional connection with our lovers, so we do not feel the need to expose our friends with benefits to our children. The only exception to this rule was Patrick, who was a close family friend before I entered into an open relationship with him. My children loved Patrick but never knew that he was more than a friend.

Tristan Taormino, in her book Opening Up: A Guide to Creating and Sustaining Open Relationships, recommends that parents come out to children, instead of deceiving children about their open relationship. She writes, “Being honest about your relationship(s) can foster a sense of openness and candor in your relationship with your kids. You don’t have to offer false explanations about the identity of someone in your life, withhold affection for someone in their presence, or otherwise cover up your relationships.”31 I can see how this makes sense to polyamorous couples that are romantically and emotionally attached to their lovers and spend a lot of time together as a family. Children would be confused by accidentally catching their parents kissing a poly lover and not knowing why they were showing affection to someone who is not their parent. Children are observant and intuitive, and misleading them as to their parents’ romantic behaviors without explanation would create uncertainty in them, when it need not do so. The last thing a parent would want is for their child to think they are having an affair when they are not.



conclusion

The Advantages and Rewards of CNM



As we come to the end of this book, I hope you have a better understanding of open relationships and how to cultivate ones that are healthy, happy, and fun for everyone involved. Knowledge and awareness are the keys to feeling safe and secure. CNM relationships require participants to engage in in-depth communication on a variety of issues, which fosters personal growth and brings you closer to your partner. Monogamy is not the only arrangement for a happy relationship. Although I don’t believe nonmonogamy will fix every unhappy relationship, CNM relationships, for people who can manage them, may provide a lot of benefits once participants overcome feelings of jealousy and other insecurities, and learn to love themselves.

I pursued getting better at regulating my emotions not just because I wanted a happier marriage but also because I like feeling in control of my emotions. I never wanted to feel that emotionally helpless again. I want the certainty of knowing I can choose how I respond to whatever comes my way. I choose to act in a manner true to my authentic self, in all the relationships that matter to me. My open marriage works for Denys and me. I am happier in it than I was in my monogamous relationships. If my relationship with my husband were to end, it would not be because he had sex with other women or fell in love with another woman. Rather, it would be because one of us started neglecting our relationship. If my husband and I are to continue giving each other what we need in our relationship, then what we each do with other people does not matter. In fact, my joy is seeing him happy in other relationships.

Most people are not happy in life because they have beliefs about what their life should look like that do not match their everyday reality. In my case, my belief was that to be happy in my marriage I had to be the only sex partner in my husband’s life, and when I was confronted with a different reality, it initially threw me for a loop. I now realize that I can be happy in a nonmonogamous relationship and that my sexual and emotional needs can be met by others outside of my primary relationship. My husband does not have to meet all my needs because I can always get those needs met somewhere else. This freedom allows me to focus on what he brings to our relationship without holding expectations of him that are unrealistic. I do not worry that I will lack something in my relationship because if it is important to me, I can always find it outside my marriage while keeping my marriage intact and healthy.

The keys to a happy, thriving, open relationship are learning to love yourself, effective communication, the ability to self-regulate emotions and take ownership of your actions, and an investment in a strong emotional bond. This goal requires a lot of work, but it’s worth it if you’ve found the right partner, as I have with Denys.

I leave you, reader, with this encouragement: No matter what you are going through in your relationship or marriage, know that it does not define who you are. You are more powerful than you can ever imagine. Others have walked a similar path and come out stronger than ever. Decide what kind of relationship you want and take ownership of making it happen. To all my readers, I wish you happy long-term relationships, whichever path you choose.
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