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Praise for Open Deeply


“Open Deeply is BRILLIANT! As much as it is for anyone who wants to explore consensual non-monogamy, this book is also for any relationship that could use a tune-up or tune-in. Plus, Open Deeply should be on every mental health professional’s must-read list. Full of insights and examples that will help you feel empowered to navigate any form of relationship model with compassion and understanding, Open Deeply is the non-monogamy book we all need to read right now.”


—Jamye Waxman, LMFT, Author, Sex Educator


“Open Deeply honors all relationships as meaningful and legitimate, while addressing benefits and challenges of both monogamy and open relationships. Always brilliant, and always with compassion, Loree reminds us that true love is about freedom, and with that freedom comes a much deeper love.”


—Chris Donaghue, PhD, LCSW, CST, author of Sex Outside the Lines and Rebel Love


“I am excited that never again will I have to refer non-monogamous clients to a relationship guidance book with the caveat, “this book is helpful, but it’s very monogamous…”. This is more than a guide; it is not just about how to DO non-monogamy, but how to BE a more connected human.”


—Nicoletta Heidegger, MA, Med, LMFT, Sexologist and host of Sluts and Scholars


“Whether you are monogamous and looking to explore consensual non-monogamy, or have already embarked on that journey, this book is an essential read. Using real-life examples, Kate’s conversational yet informative writing style invites readers to learn effective ways of communicating by tapping into the wisdom of our nervous system. Blending knowledge of both attachment theory and somatic modalities, she offers practical therapeutic tips to help foster and deepen secure attachment which allows relationships to blossom and thrive.”


—Jennifer Burton Flier, MFT, CDWF, Trauma/Resiliency Specialist; Senior Faculty, Trauma Resource Institute


“Kate Loree, LMFT, has written a practical and thoughtful book on ethical, nontraditional relationships, which will stimulate curious people wishing to discover a new version of themselves, offer new perspectives and a road map for people already journeying down this new path, and provide a teaching tool for clinicians seeking a solid introduction to non-monogamy. As a therapist, I appreciate how Kate weaves trauma informed phrasing, somatic awareness, body cues, and clear communication skills throughout her book, making it a wise and refreshing resource to offer my diverse clients.”


—Andrea Mikonowicz, LMFT, Sex-positive, Trauma Informed, Somatic Psychotherapist
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This book is dedicated to all those who


resonate with a love language that is


beyond Chapman’s famous five—a love language that


includes freedom, carefree fun, and adventure.










INTRODUCTION


In my sex-positive private practice—a practice that serves the non-monogamous, kink, porn, and LGBTQ communities—I have noticed a pattern. Even before the first session, my client couples have often read the classics (The Ethical Slut or Opening Up) and therefore have the basic concepts and principles of ethical non-monogamy down. However, I quickly find myself referring them to other books, ones that speak through a monogamous lens. Now, why on earth would I do that?


Because there hasn’t been a non-monogamous book I can find that truly addresses what comes up every day in my private practice. Couples want and need to go deeper. They read the basic principles and issues, but the books available don’t go deep enough. Harville Hendrix’s Getting the Love You Want beautifully addresses attachment theory and the intricacies of communication, but through a monogamous and often heavily traditional lens. It can inadvertently help some non-monogamous people, but it’s lacking in that it doesn’t speak to their experience.


This book attempts to fill this void for a more nontraditional and explorative audience. However, it might help more traditional, monogamous couples as well. Open Deeply provides a guide to successfully restructuring your relationship model while also addressing the deeper aspects of love, compassion, communication, and attachment. Interwoven is my personal story of being non-monogamous since 2003, along with helpful anecdotes inspired by what I have witnessed in my practice or experienced for myself. My hope is that this compassionate, attachment-focused template for non-monogamy will allow you to avoid pitfalls and find adventure even as you build healthy relationships.


The focus of this book is mainly on the dyad. You might question this focus, since triads, quads, etc. are plentiful within non-monogamy. But I’ve found that regardless of how many other partners actually exist back at home, and whether the individuals I see practice a hierarchical relationship model with primary, secondary, and even tertiary partners or a nonhierarchical structure with many partners all on equal footing, almost always only an individual or a couple chooses to see me. For this reason, and also for reasons of clarity and simplicity, I focus on connecting and communicating with one other partner in the chapters ahead. Many of these strategies and philosophies could be generalized to your triad or quad family weekly discussion. They could also be utilized with another partner who is not a primary or nesting partner. But in order to convey a clear message, my focus will remain on communication and connection between two non-monogamous people.


This focus does not mean that I condone “couple privilege”—the (often unconscious) belief that committed, emotionally and sexually intimate relationships are fundamentally more important than other types of intimate relationships—which so often leads to additional partners being disrespected. In polyamorous relationships, couple privilege manifests from the common presumption that the couple’s relationship, or any primary-style relationship, should be protected at all costs. This stance often leads to other partners being left out of the communication loop or—at worst—unkindly discarded if the couple hits rocky waters.


I have also chosen not to focus on either polygamy or infidelities within a monogamous relationship, despite both being forms of non-monogamy. Polygamy is beyond the scope of my professional expertise—I have never met or had a client who identified as polygamous—and has not been a part of my personal experiences of non-monogamy. And as for broken relationship agreements or infidelities, those will only be discussed through a non-monogamous lens as an issue to contend with, not as a separate form of non-monogamy.


You will notice the pronoun “they” used throughout this book as a preference over “he” or “she.” This is a conscious choice. When it comes to sexual orientation, relationship models, and certainly gender, the future is fluid.


Finally, you might read parts of this book and experience misattunements. You might think, But this isn’t MY experience of non-monogamy. Keep in mind that this book reflects only what I have seen in my practice and what I have experienced off the clock in different non-monogamous communities. In all matters in life, each of us is like the proverbial blind men touching one part of the elephant and trying to describe the animal from our lens. This is mine.










SECTION I


GETTING YOUR FEET WET
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“You must love in such a waythat the person you love feels free.”


—Thich Nhat Hanh
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Chapter One


EMOTIONAL READINESS TO OPEN DEEPLY


Your big, thumping heart. It’s been injured a few times, hasn’t it? The more you’ve been hurt, the harder emotional risk is. Merely opening up to a dear friend about a shame-based secret can be brutally hard. That vulnerability takes courage and an emotional fortitude that only comes from self-work.


Let’s therefore consider what it takes to open up your relationship. It takes an even greater cultivated sense of trust than sharing a deeply held secret. You are risking being hurt, betrayed, or misunderstood. Making this shift is deciding to potentially share your love, your greatest treasure, with another.


For those of you who have been emotionally injured by past family or partners, non-monogamy might be harder for you. If loved ones have hurt you, you may struggle with trust issues, jealousy, and fear of abandonment more than others. These attachment injuries do not have to prevent you from being successfully non-monogamous, but they are issues to work through and not around.


This book is about what blocks and builds intimacy between partners when they are opening up. It’s designed to help couples restructure their relationship model and navigate non-monogamy successfully, but the information here can help any couple, even those who identify as monogamous, because it looks at attachment theory as the key to successfully negotiating non-monogamy. Consistently, I will be looking through this lens.


My Journey into Non-Monogamy


The concept of non-monogamy opened up before me in September of 2003. I was in my second year of my master’s program in marriage and family therapy. I was also working two jobs—as a graduate assistant and as a behavioral therapist working with children with autism—and completing an internship working with mentally ill adults. Life was intense for me, to say the least.


One night, I came home tired after seeing many clients and going to class. Entering the small bungalow in Los Angeles that my artist boyfriend and I shared, I anticipated my precious hour of cuddle time with him before beginning the homework that would absorb the rest of my night.


Upon walking in, I found Richard seated in front of the computer. When he turned to look at me, he had a gleam in his eye. His intensity was a large reason that I’d fallen in love (and in lust) with him, but that day, his intensity made me nervous.


Behind him on the screen was a woman—provocatively posed, her pussy proudly displayed. As I took the image in, Richard explained that he had an idea, a big one. I looked from him to her and back again. Her eyes seemed to join in his mischievous glee. I became more nervous.


Even though we were only about three months into our relationship, I had already learned to take even Richard’s most outlandish, seemingly impossible dreams seriously. This was a man who knew how to manifest dreams. And what he was about to propose was going to be a lot for a girl from the Deep South.


But let’s take a few steps back. My first (three-hour-long) phone call with Richard, and the subsequent voluminous emails we sent one another, were filled with passion and ideas. We both agreed that we had been cheaters and that we wanted to have a relationship that would allow us to break past patterns. We wanted to find a better way. We joked about a once-a-year hall pass of hot sex with the person of our choosing. But I hadn’t really taken any of this talk seriously. It was all just fun and games, right?


In hindsight, I can see how it was all ramping up to that fateful day from the beginning.


Richard launched in. He had been talking to his friend Sadie Allison, a sex educator. He had been telling her the quandary he was in. He was falling in love and didn’t want to treat me as he had past women he’d dated. She had suggested swinging!


Immediately, a vision of an orange van with pea-green shag carpet popped into my mind’s eye. A lascivious man with an open polyester shirt and a thick gold chain motioned me inside with his creepy but emotionally beaten down wife behind him.


I shook the image from my mind, breaking the pregnant pause, and launched into a series of reasons why this idea was clear insanity. Only creepy people swing. If I swing, my peers will find out. My mom will find out. My career will be ruined.


I look back to that version of myself and wish I could whisper in her ear—tell her that everything would be okay. More than okay. I’d tell her that a life of growth, passion, and possibility were before her. And yes, pain would be part of the process too, but it would all be worth it.


That fall all those years ago, I became non-monogamous, and I’ve been providing therapy since that time as well. Today, I no longer identify as non-monogamous but rather as fluid. You might run into other definitions of fluid, but here is mine: a relationship or person that may shift from monogamy to non-monogamy depending on what suits all partners involved and their changing life circumstances. A fluid relationship is not trapped within the confines of non-monogamy. Instead, a fluid relationship inherently has the full range of freedom to shift across the continuum, from extreme monogamy on one end to extreme non-monogamy on the other end, as life changes. Such relationships have the greatest ability to adapt to emotions and needs, and thus the highest ability to survive over time.


I think many couples that define themselves as non-monogamous, polyamorous, or swingers are actually often in fluid relationships. The term “non-monogamy” was born as a result of a pendulum swing away from monogamy. I believe we have grown past such reactionary, binary terms. When we dig our heels in and proclaim to be rigidly monogamous or non-monogamous out of fear of the challenges that a more flexible stance might bring, we are in danger of misattuning with what is truly ideal for us in any given moment.


Non-Monogamy: Outline for Success


When Richard, who would become my partner for the next thirteen years, initially proposed non-monogamy, it took me some time to move through my initial shock. My knee-jerk, hard “no” quickly melted into a “maybe” as we discussed the possibilities. He was the excited one. I was the wary one. He patiently addressed all my fears. He assured me that we could take baby steps and stop at any time. He told me that I would always be more important than being non-monogamous. He was compassionate and patient during those initial discussions. This kindness allowed me to eventually let down my guard and take the first steps with the assurance that he had my back.


Perhaps you are seeking some security as well, some guarantee that non-monogamy will work for you. One thing to know is that neither monogamy nor non-monogamy is the golden chalice. Both paths are hard. Both have their challenges and their benefits. And one may be more appropriate than the other at a given point in your life.


With monogamy, a couple may struggle with monotony, but at its best there will be a deep sense of feeling special. You may feel like your partner’s sun, moon, and stars.


With non-monogamy, you might struggle with feeling less than special; your attachment might feel threatened. You may feel jealous, or empathetically feel your partner’s pain when they feel ignored or slighted. However, any long-term non-monogamist will tell you that these issues can be sorted out, and that the benefits to being open outweigh the struggles if you choose your partners wisely and come from a place of compassion for yourself and others. If anything, the heightened intensity of non-monogamy can push the types of issues that might lie dormant like a cancer in a monogamous relationship into the light, forcing partners to deal with uncomfortable feelings. I believe this is one reason that couples who already have compassionate communication in their toolbox often report feeling more in love and closer than ever when they first become non-monogamous.


That said, non-monogamy is a more complicated, and therefore more challenging, relationship model. To set yourself up for success within non-monogamy, you need to cultivate your emotional connection to: 1) your community or support system, 2) yourself, and 3) your partner(s). When we feel emotionally connected and in tune in these three areas, our relationships are most likely to be successful.
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Connection to community



Community can give you an outside perspective and support that can reduce stress and enhance clarity. It is often a cornerstone of emotional stability when non-monogamy gets hard—even if “community” is just one good non-monogamous friend who you can say anything to. Anything is better than having no one within the non-monogamous community to talk to beyond your partner(s) about your relationship(s).


Monogamous ethics are different than non-monogamous ethics. A monogamous friend might say, “If your partner really loved you, they would only want to be with you.” This is monogamous thinking and, frankly, often completely untrue and even damaging. So please find at least one non-monogamous friend, if not a wider community (online or in person), that you can confide in.


Connection to self


Connection to self includes tracking your thoughts, feelings, and body sensations as you traverse new adventures in your open relationship. These three components form your compass. Then you take responsibility for your own self-care, which may include joining a non-monogamous support group, starting a practice of mindfulness or meditation, or seeing a sex-positive psychotherapist or sex educator. Self-work leads to knowing yourself and being able to articulate your needs, desires, and boundaries. If you avoid this work, your partner might be happy in the short run, since it will likely mean they’ll get their way most of the time. But when your resentments, negative emotions, and thoughts build up, they will become a toxin within your relationship. Better to be deeply honest with yourself and your partner(s) when the issues are small and more manageable.


Connection to your partner(s)


Connection to your partner(s) and couples work includes teaching your partner(s) how to love you well and attempting to love them well in return. Upon opening up, you will need to revisit what makes you feel loved well. This is a new ball game with new dynamics. Cultivating being loved well includes asking your partner for what you need/desire and asserting yourself when your partners’ behaviors or verbalizations make you uncomfortable. They should be doing the same. (The communications skills needed for couple’s work will be addressed in Chapter 13.)


Back in 2003, when I began my non-monogamous journey, I wasn’t aware of any resources to help me process my feelings or what I needed for my relationship with my partner. I was close to two years into it before we began to connect to community. Don’t let that be you; you don’t have to go it alone. This book is here to help you connect to community, yourself, and to your partner(s). In the chapters to come, you will learn how attachment theory impacts your non-monogamy, which will support you to be way ahead of the game. And as we cover how to blend cutting-edge, neurobiology-informed grounding skills with effective communication skills, challenging conversations regarding non-monogamy will become manageable. Non-monogamy is a wild and woolly ride—but I’m here to help you make it a great one.
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Chapter Two


THE BASICS


Often, when I speak before groups about non-monogamy from my perspective as a psychotherapist, I invite audiences to envision their current or potential open relationship as custom-made. If you and your partners can dream it up, you can manifest it. But for the anxious and newly learning audience member, this indeterminate analogy can inspire a desperate need for the concrete. A hand will shoot up and an anxious voice will ask, “But what does a non-monogamous relationship look like?”


To that I say, “It depends. What would you like your custom-made relationship to look like?”


This response is usually met with an unsatisfied, scrunched-up, distressed face—a face I have all the sympathy in the world for, because I’ve been there.


This book is designed to help you ask yourself the right questions as you consider whether and how to practice non-monogamy. When we are new to something that feels scary, we want a template to follow, a clear path. But non-monogamy is an ongoing discovery process unveiled by experience. There is no template. But there is a lot of solid information that can help you make crucial decisions in a healthy way.


Before we can dive deep, I want to make sure you have some key concepts under your belt. The vocabulary words I’m about to share are ones most commonly used throughout this text that you might not already be familiar with.


First off, I want to drive the point home that despite what you have heard, monogamy is not the only relationship model. Your custom-made relationship model will fall on a continuum—somewhere between the most traditional monogamous relationship and the most full-tilt non-monogamous relationship—and it will almost certainly shift along that continuum over time. There is vast room in between these two poles.


An ethically non-monogamous relationship can be defined as one in which partners consciously choose to allow space for intimacy between more than two people. Partners may identify in many different ways: open, swingers, or polyamorous, for example. And the partners involved may vary in sexual orientation: asexual, pansexual, straight, queer, gay, etc. This opens up a universe of possibilities. However, one through line is always there: transparency and consent. No one is being lied to or deceived.


Ethically non-monogamous agreements are a great way to ensure transparency and clarity. Such agreements delineate needs and boundaries; however, they need not be cast in stone. They should not be weaponized as a means to crush your partner if mistakes are made either. Mistakes will be made. We are human. Your collective relationship agreements are merely a harm-reduction model. (Suggestion: If you and your partner often have wildly different versions of reality regarding past events, then write down your relationship agreements. You might ask questions such as: “Will we see outside lovers separately, or will we always play together?”; “Is it okay to have sexual texts without my partner included, or will it always be a group text?”; “At a play party, will we always play in the same room, or might we play in separate rooms?”; and “How often will we check in with each other? And will we sometimes just stay together the whole time?”)


These are the kinds of thoughts and questions that lead to the formulation of a relationship agreement. If there are any memory challenges in your partnership, having a hard copy will save a lot of grief. A lot of potential arguments and pain will be dodged.


To more deeply explain, ethically non-monogamous relationships may run the gamut from swinging, which can be defined as emotional/romantic monogamy with sexual non-monogamy, to polyamory, which is romantic/emotional non-monogamy with or without sexual/erotic non-monogamy. And a million hybrids exist beyond these two definitions. For instance, a couple might play together during group sex (swingerish behavior) but may also have two separate lovers, as many polyamorists do. Such a couple may identify as swingers or as a “lifestyle couple,” but when they find themselves emotionally attached to lovers that started out as merely sources of great sex, they may shift their identity to polyamorous. It happens all the time. What was once fixed becomes fluid.


In addition, be forewarned that some labels can be misleading. It’s always best not to over-rely on labels, such as polyamorous or swinger, when getting to know other non-monogamous people. As in the example above, a couple who participates in threesomes and group sex together but also play separately with other lovers may still identify as swingers. You might assume they are polyamorous upon hearing about their other lovers and be left scratching your head when they call themselves swingers. But a smart newbie will ask for more detail. For instance, they may still regard themselves as swingers because they are part of the swing/lifestyle community, keep heavy emotional boundaries between themselves and other lovers, and make concerted efforts not to become too emotionally connected. You can’t find out this information unless you ask.


Incorrect assumptions can lead to a grander social faux pas, like attempting to be romantic with someone who is romantically monogamous and only sexually open. Such a boo-boo may simply be an awkward moment but can also lead to a pissed-off partner glaring you down.


So what’s a newbie to do? Ask questions about people’s practices. You can get a more accurate read on their current relationship model by asking questions like, “What are your boundaries around romance and love?” or “What are your sexual and erotic boundaries?” instead of simply asking, “Are you a ‘swinger’?” or “Are you ‘poly’?” (In Chapter 3, we’ll explore the practices and community of polyamory and swinging as a means to provide markers or anchor points that might reduce confusion as you explore the vast land of non-monogamy.)


Now, let’s talk about you. Many people who come to my practice question whether they are truly non-monogamous or simply a monogamous person who can’t get their shit together. The fear in their eyes says, Perhaps I’m truly an inherently bad, selfish, and immature person because if I were good, I wouldn’t keep failing at monogamy, right?


This line of thinking breaks my heart. You’re not bad. Instead of swimming in shame, let’s spend some time trying to find the most authentic you and what relationship model suits you as of now. If you already know your truth, please feel free to skip the next chapter and go straight to Chapter 3, where we’ll discuss the two major communities: polyamorists and swingers.


So You Suspect You’re Non-Monogamous


At this point, you may be considering your orientation and asking yourself if you identify more strongly as monogamous or non-monogamous. The answer may not be as black and white as you think. For instance, there was a time that people asked themselves, Am I gay or straight? but now some have realized that their sexual orientation has shifted over time. In other words, their sexuality is fluid. Your relationship model may be fluid as well.


Even if you come to know that non-monogamy is an orientation for you, you will still have fluidity within your non-monogamous relationship agreement. The binary of monogamy versus non-monogamy doesn’t serve us. Breaking down rigidity and realizing that there will be a flow to your relationship is a good starting point.


For instance, a non-monogamous couple may choose to be monogamous in practice during and directly after a pregnancy and return to non-monogamy when the time feels right. Another couple may be poly for a while but decide to swing for a bit and keep things light after a bad breakup with another couple. Then, after some healing, they may slowly shift back to poly.


Embracing fluidity is a key component of adaptability and thus success for your relationship. So what is best for you right now? Consider the following questions.


• Have you ever had more than one romantic crush at a time?


• Have you ever been sexually attracted to more than one person at a time?


• While taking a walk on the beach with your love, have you been able to simultaneously enjoy being with them and notice the hotties on the beach?


• Have you ever cheated and thought to yourself, I wouldn’t lie and deceive if I could be in an open relationship.


If you answered yes to any of these questions, you might be non-monogamous.


On the other side, consider these statements.


• When I go to the beach, I only notice my partner.


• When I have a sexual fantasy, I only fantasize about my partner.


• I have no real need to be with anyone sexually or romantically beyond one person.


If you answered yes to any of these questions, then you might be monogamous.


There are also those who choose monogamy, like a person might choose to be vegetarian. As Dr. Christopher Ryan says, “They may choose to be vegetarian. That doesn’t mean the bacon doesn’t still smell good.” If you fall into this category, I encourage you to ask yourself why. Is this truly what is best for you, or is it what you have been influenced or even pressured to do by a partner, your community, or your culture?


Some people consciously choose monogamy, not out of fear or conditioning but because they feel deep intimacy is more easily attained without the stress that non-monogamy can inherently put on a relationship. This is fair. Non-monogamy pokes at any unresolved attachment injuries. A major focus of this book is coping strategies for moving through these stressors.


But first, please consider one last series of statements:


• I notice other sexy people, but the thought of sharing my love is terrifying to me.


• I get crushes on people, but non-monogamy isn’t a consideration because I refuse to risk losing my love.


• I’ve cheated on every partner I’ve had, but when I think about non-monogamy, I feel like I’m about to have a panic attack.


If you identify with any of these statements, even a little bit, then this book will help. It will help clear the fog of your confusion and support you to make a decision about your relationship model from a place of psychological understanding and insight versus a place of fear.


A final consideration is integrity. One question I like to ask all my clients, regardless of whether they identify as monogamous or non-monogamous, is, “Are you good at it?” You may believe strongly that you are either monogamous or non-monogamous, but let’s go deeper. If you identify as monogamous, are you good at monogamy? Or, when you look back in your history, do you have to admit that you have cheated many times on each of your partners? And if you identify as non-monogamous currently, are you good at non-monogamy? Or do you have a history of leaving lovers feeling mistreated, ignored, and slighted?


If you aren’t good at either model, it’s time to pause and work on yourself for the sake of your and your loved ones’ well-being. (See Chapter 16 about infidelities within non-monogamy for those whose issues run deeper than any non-monogamous model can solve.)


Are You an Out-of-Control Sex Addict?


So often when we begin to explore our sexuality, we open one door only to discover multiple new doors behind it. Through non-monogamy, you may discover that you are also kinky and perhaps pansexual. Or maybe you’ll realize that you are gender-fluid rather than cisgender. This evolution is part of the discovery process.


A common question my clients ask is, “If I think I might be non-monogamous and/or kinky, does that mean that I’m out of control? Am I a sex addict?” No. If you believe this to be true, you have swallowed cultural toxicity, my friend. Please cough that nasty hair ball up; it need not choke or poison you anymore.


In my practice, I am only concerned about a client’s sexual behaviors if the behaviors are 1) truly dangerous to themselves or others, 2) potentially putting them, their job, or their loved ones in jeopardy, or 3) a compulsion rather than a conscious, controlled choice.


Sexually compulsive behaviors that are damaging to the self or others are symptoms, not the root issue. A person may be bipolar and in a manic episode, for instance. But I usually find that such behaviors stem from a history of attachment injuries. Such a person likely had a childhood during which they felt desperately alone. They likely have a sea of accumulative memories, such as being forgotten on birthdays or crying alone, with no one there to attend to them, when they fell and scraped their knee. As a result, they came to distrust others who said they cared about them. And then one day, they had sex. Within that experience, so many unmet needs were finally fulfilled. They were told they were beautiful or handsome. They got cuddled. And, of course, they had great sex. Sex became their safe place within a lonely, cruel world. And thus the seeds were planted for sexually compulsive behaviors to grow.


We are quick to pathologize our healthy sexual curiosity and vitality. If someone started out reading a basic gardening book and that led them to an interest in making bonsai trees and then building garden ponds, we wouldn’t worry that such a person was out of control. In fact, we might say, “Isn’t that lovely that your initial interest is blossoming into so many other areas!” We would be encouraging and impressed.


And yet when a person begins to explore their erotic life, so often they and/or their loved ones fear that they are becoming a monster or a sex addict. This shame, this horrible self-hatred, comes from toxic cultural programming. (I will talk more about this in Chapter 9.)


Just as most monogamous people are not sexual compulsives, most non-monogamous and kinky people are not either. Being non-monogamous or kinky is not an indicator of a mental health issue. It is, however, an indicator of an outside-the-box thinker—and I don’t know about you, but I find such people charming.


Stuck at the Starting Gate: Blocks and Questions That Stall Non-monogamous Momentum


Non-monogamy. Just the thought of it can create a whirling dervish of excitement and anxiety that can overwhelm the mind. But overwhelm need not stall your progress. Instead, let’s break down the common blocks and answer a few key questions, one at a time.


Threat of personal loss


Regardless of whether you are 100 percent sure that you’re non-monogamous, you may have the very real fear that if you disclose this self-knowledge to your partner, you’ll run the risk of losing them, breaking their heart, or creating an irreparable chasm between the two of you. This fear may be valid, and only you can decide if broaching the subject is worth the risk. However, I believe that authenticity is one of the primary keys to happiness. Living an inauthentic life often causes not just the individual but also their loved ones to suffer. Don’t you owe your partner the very basic gift of revealing your true self? They have consented to love you and be with you. And it’s not a true consent if they don’t fully know the real you.


Fear that coworkers, friends, or family will find out


In my first year of non-monogamy, I was terrified of my peers finding out. Clearly, that fear is in the past for me, but coming out was a slow process that took me years. If you have anxiety related to being outed or running into work associates at a sex party, that’s a normal and a typical initial concern.


This fear of being discovered usually passes. And if you have good boundaries and don’t leave your laptop open or leave your computer history available for your tech-savvy mom or brother to find while visiting, they probably will never know unless you tell them. Unexpected family discoveries happen, but in my experience, both personal and professional, it’s rare.


Should I come out as non-monogamous or keep it a secret?


If you can delay coming out until you are emotionally comfortable with non-monogamy, that is highly advisable. The first year of non-monogamy is often filled with second-guessing yourself. The last thing you need is for your God-fearing uncle George to lay down his own layer of fears and anxiety on top of whatever you are personally sorting out for yourself. Slowly, you will hone your non-monogamous identity. It will grow strong and clarify over time. Your relationship model may shift and change over time, but your sense of confidence in your ethical code and life choices will solidify.


Once you do decide to come out, keep in mind that doing so can take place on a continuum; you decide how much you want to disclose and how many people you tell. You might decide to keep your non-monogamy a complete secret at first. Then, after a while, you might decide to tell your best friend. And then, over time, you may tell more and more people—when you are ready.


Of course, you may not have the luxury of waiting to come out until you are emotionally ready. Maybe you want to take both of your partners to Thanksgiving dinner. Maybe someone has outed you. Perhaps a lover has asked you to come out to a loved one, and, despite being terrified, you have decided to oblige them. There are a million reasons that a person might come out before being entirely ready. And really, are we ever truly ready? (We’ll get into this more in Chapter 20, where we’ll explore how to come out most effectively, as well as coping skills to help with that process.)


Cultural and religious norms


Despite how enticing a proposition of non-monogamy may be, for many, culturally imposed guilt and shame stand in the way of what might be a more fulfilling existence. (We’ll discuss this more fully in Chapter 9.)


Is it worth it to consider a relationship model that goes against pretty much everything you were taught? Becoming non-monogamous may feel like a butterfly’s metamorphosis. You have to break down everything within the cocoon and turn into mush first, but then you can rebuild and eventually break free from your binding, revealing yourself as a beautiful butterfly.


Except maybe you don’t have faith that you will become a lovely butterfly. Maybe you fear that you will break down into an ugly creature driven by ego, ravenous lust, and harmful behaviors. I mean, isn’t that what conservative religion and culture teach us? That we can’t control ourselves, so we need religion to keep us from becoming deviants?


Please consider the alternative. If monogamy isn’t your truth, culturally imposed sexual and emotional repression can lead to deception, unhealthy sexuality, guilt, poor self-esteem, and anger. When we are silenced, shamed, or shut down, our sexuality is most at risk of becoming an unhealthy, distorted version of our actual truth.


Fear of failure


You may fear that non-monogamy is a pipe dream with little hope for success. Well, first let’s redefine success. It’s not the seventeenth century anymore. Back then, people married, had babies, and died, on average, before age forty. These days, most of us will have many loves across a lifetime. So let’s define success not by relationship longevity but relationship quality instead. And that quality could be determined by the degree of emotional, intellectual, and sexual connection. Although I know plenty of non-monogamous couples who have been together for decades, length of time is not always an indicator of emotional health. Instead, I’d say a successful couple is lit up and energized by their mental, emotional, and sexual connection. They are each other’s muses, helping each other find their optimal and authentic self.


Non-monogamy is often a catalyst for such growth and discovery. That may sound strange to you, but countless times, both within and outside of my practice, I have witnessed this process. As an individual begins the emotional and often sexual journey that non-monogamy provides, they begin to grow in unexpected and unrelated ways. Perhaps they take that art class that they had been putting off, or begin to build new friendships. And all of this individual growth, in turn, often feeds back into the relationship—revitalizing it, creating increased happiness, and renewing love.


Fear of growing apart


Couples who are drawn to non-monogamy tend to be growth-oriented adventurers. This exploratory ideal is often why they fell in love in the first place. However, when two mutable individuals fall in love, they may grow together but may also grow apart. So yes, there is that risk that non-monogamy may expedite growth that is not in tandem. However, do you really want to make choices based on fear? Rather than have this awareness stop you in your tracks, why not use this insight to be mindful of your mind, body, and emotional connection to your love? Keep those three areas strong, and you will be able to weather much greater hurdles than non-monogamy.


Common Questions That Come Up in My Practice


Is non-monogamy superior to monogamy?


Non-monogamy is not the golden solution to all the woes of monogamy. Both relationship models are challenging and both have their wonderful benefits. And the question cannot be answered in consensus for all mankind. You must figure out what is best for you.


If you’re still on the fence, then experiential knowledge is your next step. If you are brave and willing, take baby steps. Go to some non-monogamous socials. Just hang out and talk. Or go to a non-monogamous lecture and stay afterward to talk with the audience around you. Non-monogamous folk tend to be warm, inviting, and receptive. If you try to engage them in friendly banter, I think you will be happily surprised by how easy it is. Patience and mindfulness win in the end. With this mindset, you will unveil the path that is superior for you now, at this point in your journey.


Can you open up your relationship after an affair?


Every sex educator under the sun will tell you adamantly that no, you shouldn’t open up your relationship after an affair. In reality, people do it all the time; it’s incredibly common. But just because it’s a common phenomenon doesn’t mean it’s a good idea.


You may be in this very situation right now. So let’s be clear: what I’m saying is that this is a painful time to open up a relationship. So often, people attempt to bring in the affair lover as their new non-monogamous partner—a form of opening up that is usually devastating to the partner who has weathered the affair. They are still reeling from broken trust and a broken heart. If there is any hope of mending things with your primary, I suggest ending things with the affair partner and starting your non-monogamous relationship with a clean slate regarding partners. This choice shows an act of good faith and an intention to make things work with your partner. Once this decision is made, it will take some time to earn your partner’s trust back. Yes, you may feel that you had reasons for the affair. You may feel that your partner holds some responsibility for why your relationship is in this current state. Regardless, trust has to be earned back.


If you decide to attempt to earn trust back concurrently with opening up, please find a psychotherapist who is not only non-monogamous friendly but has also personally walked the walk and knows what it’s like to be non-monogamous. This opinion is controversial. But so often, clients come to me feeling shamed by their last therapist—a therapist who seemed kind and open-minded initially, but whose reactions and statements regarding non-monogamy were bigoted due to ignorance, which can be traumatizing. This can be avoided by asking for referrals within the non-monogamous community or asking potential therapists some direct questions regarding their education and stance on non-monogamy before proceeding with treatment.


Is non-monogamy a practice or a culture?


It’s your choice. As you try to define your relationship model, you may choose to keep your non-monogamous relationship model a practice that you keep private, just between partners, or you may choose to join a non-monogamous community.


Some don’t feel the need to connect to community. However, connecting to community has many benefits, such as emotional support and social activities. For instance, the swinger community is very organized. In large cities, hotel takeovers and parties are plentiful. The poly community, as well, has parties, Meetup groups, websites, and conventions. And these days, there are sex-positive communities that embrace a wide range of members who may vary in sexual orientation (asexual, pansexual, kinky, LGBTQ, etc.), sexual proclivities (kinks and fetishes), and relationship models.


What are some basic forms of non-monogamous relationships?


I would invite you to create a unique non-monogamous model that fits the emotional, intellectual, and erotic needs of you and your partners as perfectly as possible. Doing so will set you and your partners up for success. That said, there are some basic relationship models and configurations you can use as a starting point.


First, let’s discuss the difference between hierarchical versus nonhierarchical non-monogamy. Within a hierarchical non-monogamous relationship, certain sexual/romantic relationships, like a spouse or long-term partner, are prioritized and usually referred to as “primaries.” Primaries often live, share resources, and make financial and life-planning decisions together. In addition, they most likely spend more time together compared to their relationships with other partners, who may be referred to as “secondaries.” A secondary partner often gets less time and resources and has less say in their relationship than the primary. However, they may have their own primary or may be dating other people. They may have also been very clear about the relationship boundaries and limitations going in.


This dynamic can become ugly when “couple privilege” rears its ugly head—when the couple puts the wants, needs, and feelings of their unit above all other partners. (This concept will be discussed more in Chapter 14.)


Meanwhile, nonhierarchical non-monogamous relationships don’t impose hierarchies. A spouse or long-term partner may be referred to as a “nesting partner” rather than a “primary” to avoid hierarchical lingo, and no partner is prioritized over another partner, regardless of marital status or relationship length.


I tend to think of nonhierarchical versus hierarchical non-monogamy not as a black-or-white binary but rather as a changeable continuum. Personally, I don’t have a bias toward either one. I only have a bias toward kindness and respect.


Basic Relationship Models and Configurations


Monogamish


This cheeky term was coined by Dan Savage. “Monogamish” refers to couples who are mostly monogamous but will give some wiggle room for the occasional adventure—for example, having a spontaneous threesome while on vacation in Vegas or giving one’s partner a sexual hall pass because it’s their birthday.


Swing lifestyle


These are generally committed couples who are romantically monogamous but sexually non-monogamous. They usually play together. Such couples may participate in group sex, threesomes, or foursomes, but their intention is to restrict their emotional connection with their other partners to great friends at most.


I should note that the terms “swingers” and “the lifestyle” are often used interchangeably. The latter term was adopted in an effort to avoid the negativity associated with the term “swinger,” but both refer to the same practices and/or community. You can safely use either.


Polyamorous relationship


Allows for being in love or romantically involved with more than one person at the same time. Here are some common polyamorous formations:


The Triad: Three-way relationships that may be nonhierarchical, with all three pairs being fairly equally involved. Another common triad consists of a primary couple in a committed relationship with a third-party individual. For example, a married couple, Bridgette and Kyle, are both in a relationship with Denise.


The V: This formation usually consists of an individual with two other partners who are not involved with each other. For instance, Athena is married to Joel and also has a boyfriend, Johnny. Johnny and Joel are not sexually or romantically involved with each other (although they might spend time together as friends).


The W: The center peak of the W represents a person who is linked to two partners (the W’s two bottom points), who in turn have their own outside partners (the W’s outside top peaks). For example, Grant is married to Juliette but also has a girlfriend, Amber. Juliette and Amber are not involved romantically, but each has their own relationships apart from Grant.


Quad: Two couples or four people who are in a relationship together. For instance, Jack and Daisy are married. Becky and John have been living together for seven years. The four of them date each other. The foursome may be exclusive or open. It’s not unheard of for two couples to (spiritually) marry each other.


Solo Polyamory: People who generally do not have or seek intimate relationships that involve a primary-style merging, such as moving in together or sharing finances, as traditional cultural norms encourage. In addition, solo polyamorous people generally don’t identify very strongly as part of a unit, such as a couple or triad; rather, they operate and present as individuals. This doesn’t mean that they only want casual relationships; they may be deeply in love. They simply value autonomy as a core value. (Note: Solo polyamory is not to be confused with a polyamorous single, who is unattached and dating and may be looking for a partner or partners to build a conjoined life with.)


The Polyfidelity Group: This version involves a group of people who consider all members as exclusive partners. All members are in relationship with one another and do not date outside of the group.


Mono/Poly Relationship: One partner remains monogamous while their partner has other romantic relationships. In my practice, I have found this relationship model to be incredibly challenging and painful for the monogamous partner who is sharing their love. It’s not a relationship model I recommend, but it works for some couples.


Relationship anarchy (RA)


A term coined by Andie Nordgren, “RA” refers to the practice of forming relationships of all types (sexual, romantic, platonic, familial) devoid of the influence of societal norms or rules. There need not be a formal distinction between sexual, romantic, or platonic relationships. Furthermore, one type of relationship is not regarded as more important than another. For instance, Sean’s romantic relationship with Albert is not regarded as more important than his friendship with Alexandra. In this way, relationship anarchy goes a step beyond nonhierarchical non-monogamy, which only addresses sexual/romantic relationships.


Open relationship


“Open” is an umbrella term for a consensually non-monogamous relationship. Swinging, monogamish, polyamorous/polyfidelitous, and anarchistic relationships can all be considered “open.” Such a relationship is based on a committed couple who are “open” to romantic or sexual involvements with other people. Generally rooted in specific rules, expectations, and communication between those involved, open relationships may take a variety of forms and may evolve over time as necessary to meet the needs of the persons involved.
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Chapter Three


COMMUNITY


Years ago, a social anthropologist buddy of mine, upon hearing that I intended to write a book, strongly advised me to avoid discussing non-monogamous communities and stick to discussing practices only. Her valid belief was that in talking about community, one runs the risk of inaccurate stereotyping. Also, communities are subject to change over time. What may be a decent generalization at the moment may be horribly untrue five years from now.


I get that. But I feel compelled to discuss community here because it’s so important in so many ways. It can be a critical anchor, reality check, and support system for anyone who is non-monogamous. This is especially true when one is new to non-monogamy and needs guidance. Community can be a compass if you get lost in a toxic relationship—to help you find your true north again. Plus, there is a lot of heart in community. For many non-monogamous people, talking to their bio family or conventional friends is not an option. Community can be a surrogate family that will love and support you as you navigate this journey.


For the sake of this book, let’s discuss the two traditionally largest cultural groups within the non-monogamous world, polyamorists and swingers, and the fluidity inherent in both. What makes them different? Mainly, polyamorists are willing to love or deeply connect with more than one person, while swingers create social rules and boundaries that limit emotional connection. They are sexually non-monogamous but romantically monogamous. They may have other friends who they plan vacations with and have had sex with for decades, but they have a code that demands that they stop short of love.


Intro to Polyamorists


From a sociological level, polyamory challenges many of our cultural norms and beliefs: the nuclear family, monogamy, romantic love, child-rearing, and religion.


Even those who identify as swingers often get nervous when they consider the concept of polyamory. I remember when my former husband and I began to “break it” to our swinger friends that we each had our own girlfriend and boyfriend. It was as if we’d announced that one of us had cancer; more often than not, a look of sincere concern came over our friends’ faces. Another common reaction was one of confusion and judgment. (These reactions were partially due to the rarity of “playing separately” within the swing community at that time, around 2007.)


This initial awkward moment was usually followed by questions, such as, “Aren’t you afraid that your partner will fall in love with the other person?” If we asked one thousand polyamorists that very question, I’d bet money that most would say that love and real connection are the whole point. Polyamorists feel it’s completely possible to have many loves and that it doesn’t need to be a threat to other partners. In fact, most would say those feelings of love can benefit all involved.


But back to you. If your internal dialogue is still plagued by critical thoughts such as, I still wonder if I’m misguided, creepy, or selfish for liking the idea of having more than one love, I invite you to have compassion for yourself. You are one of countless thousands who have begun the journey through your culturally imposed shame to find your truth on the other side. You might have experienced a condemnation of the concept of abundance, especially related to love and sex, all your life.


And while we are discussing ethical and consensual non-monogamy (CNM), let’s not forget the countless monogamous-identified people who are engaging in non-consensual infidelities. When we add all these groups together, it becomes clear that non-monogamy is common. So I reiterate, no, you are not creepy, crazy, or selfish for being curious about consensual non-monogamy. Actually, it’s quite natural.


What’s the difference between polygamy and polyamory?


Polygamy, technically and legally, means “many marriages,” while polyamory means “many loves.” Some researchers believe that polygamy was born from economic necessity. With more children, a family had more workers to help one survive and build wealth. In popular Western culture, polygamy has been correlated with misogyny, even though this is not always the case worldwide. Regardless, polyamory advocates have put a lot of work into delineating the differences between the two concepts for our court systems and media sources, mainly so that polyamory is not confused with the subjugation of women and/or illegal practices here in the States.


It’s common for people to get polygamy and polyamory confused, since both involve multiple relationships. But polyamory has an egalitarian cornerstone that may not be found in the prevalent form of polygamy, called polygyny. (The rarer form of polygamy, polyandry—one woman married to multiple men—is so rare that it is never confused with polyamory.)


Who Are Polyamorists?


In Meg Barker and Darren Langdridge’s 2010 book, Understanding Non-Monogamies, Elisabeth Sheff, PhD, relays her research findings from a longitudinal study (1996–2003) of polyamorous families in two regions of the United States confirming the popular belief that mainstream polyamorous communities are overwhelmingly white, college educated, and middle- or upper-middle-class, with professional jobs. However, in the 2019 article “Demographic Comparison of American Individuals in Polyamorous and Monogamous Relationships,” published in The Journal of Sex Research, Dr. Rhonda Balzarini reveals a different picture entirely. In her study, polyamorous people more often reported a lower income bracket than the monogamous cohort. She found no major differences in groups when it came to ethnicity, except that polyamorous respondents were more likely to identify as multiethnic. An unexpected finding was that polyamorous folk were much more likely to choose “other” if given the option, eschewing labels related to anything from sexual identity to political affiliation. When reporting their sexual identity, polyamorists were more likely to state that they were pansexual or bisexual.


This might lead you to believe that the times they are a changin’, but in reality, it’s more likely that researchers have simply improved their ability to capture the diversity that has always existed. In the article “Why Do We Think Polyamory Is Only for the Rich, White and Privileged?” Isabelle Kohn points out that historically people with a low socioeconomic status and people of color have not fully been captured in research studies due to where the studies are done, such as on college campuses or at polyamorous conventions, which require a higher income to attend. And as sex therapist Jamila Dawson explains, polyamory is “not necessarily called the same thing as it is in white, higher SES communities” by different communities, and therefore groups practicing polyamory but using different language to describe it may go unrecognized by researchers.


Diversity is also evidenced in television shows like Insecure and She’s Gotta Have It, which both take on non-monogamous themes within Black communities. As consensual non-monogamy becomes more and more mainstream, I believe its demographic diversity will be increasingly depicted.



Are Polyamorists Commitment Phobic?



Before answering, let’s look at the idea of loyalty and commitment through the lens of polyamory. Ask yourself, Can a person be committed and loyal to one love if that person is also committed and loyal to another? If your gut reaction is no, then think of a parent’s love for more than one child. The parent is expected to be committed and loyal to all of their children. Polyamorists simply apply this same principle to their romantic relationships. If anything, it could be argued that polyamorists are more “in love” with commitment than monogamous people are, at least in the sense that they are committed to many partners. Polyamory is about abundance and the belief that we shouldn’t deprive ourselves in this life but rather revel in love and affection from all directions!


Polyamory for the Newbie


If you are considering exploring polyamory, or even just playing separately, then there are a few concepts and dynamics to be aware of. First off, let’s discuss “New Relationship Energy” (NRE), or limerance. Remember the first time you fell hard for someone? Your first big crush? Perhaps you stared out the window for long hours, dreaming of kissing them. That, my friend, is NRE.


NRE is a natural drug high produced by your body. It’s wonderful and blissful. We all adore this feeling.


I must insert a word of caution here, however: having a new, passionate love relationship come on board can be destructive and devastating to an already existing primary or nesting partner relationship. When you are newly attracted to someone, chemicals like adrenaline, dopamine, and serotonin flood your body like a tsunami, hijacking your thoughts—and actions, if allowed. Supercharged with these neurotransmitters, people often feel like they want to have sex every waking moment with their new partner, and then (thanks to serotonin) think about them constantly when they’re apart. It’s amazing. What’s not to love?


At this point, the unaware polyamory newbie might be caught up and think, “My God, this is the person for me! The passion! The perfection! I’ve been wasting all these years with my spouse! This is what love is supposed to feel like!” If this poor, misguided soul takes action based on these drug-induced feelings, emotional damage to their primary or nesting relationship is sure to follow. And the truth, plain and simple, is that NRE fades. With familiarity, the release of these neurotransmitters diminishes, and the new partner ceases to seem as perfect as they did in those first few months. We all have flaws, and as NRE fades those quirks become less “cute.” So, enjoy the bliss of your NRE. It’s one of the best feelings under the sun. Just please, be realistic and don’t forget to have gratitude for your long-term partner. Remember the biology of human connection, and always remember to honor the love who has trusted you with their heart.


Which leads us to another polyamory heavy hitter: compersion. Compersion can be described as the opposite of jealousy. It takes a developed trust and confidence in your love to feel joy when they speak fondly of their other amorous relationships. And it’s okay if you never experience compersion. Just getting to the point where all parties involved feel good about the relationship model is a great goal and sufficient. If you don’t experience compersion, that does not imply that you’re less evolved.


And if you experience jealousy, there is no shame in that. Jealousy is natural, and it’s designed to inform us when something does not feel right. But just because you experience jealousy doesn’t mean you can’t experience compersion as well. Look for it. You might have experienced it already and not even recognized it. With awareness comes cultivation.


I find that compersion is most easily felt when a person feels solid and secure—emotionally, sexually, and intellectually—with their love. If, for instance, you’ve injured your back and can’t have the rough, intense sex you’re both used to, and then your lover finds a partner who is kinky and loves it rough, you might feel loss and grief for a connection that once was, making compersion hard.


If you’re wondering, How can I get to the point of feeling compersion when jealousy, sadness, or grief still rules my heart?—yes, jealousy and other associated difficult feelings are a huge topic within non-monogamy. So much so that we will continue to discuss it through much of Section II of this book. So, hold your horses for a bit (or, if you’re feeling impatient, skip to Section II).


Pros of Polyamory


Authenticity


There are many positives to polyamory. First and foremost, if you have a primary or nesting partner, additional relationships can take away some of your perceived responsibilities to your partner. No longer are you expected to be all things for one person. If you don’t like your lover’s fascination with zombie flicks, then guess what? That’s okay! You can send them off to be with someone who does. You get to be your authentic self. You don’t have to pretend to love baseball or feel pressure to watch a rom-com movie marathon just because your mate wants to. Someone else can fill those needs for them, leaving the two of you to share the things you both truly love to experience together—something that always deepens the bond between a couple.


Expansiveness


Other loves will help you discover things about yourself you never knew existed, which will allow you greater opportunity to become a more fulfilled person. You might say to yourself, But can’t my friends do that? Sure, they can, but romantic relationships tend to run deeper and richer. Some of the best lessons about life are learned while holding someone’s hand.



Extended family



If you develop several loves, they may become an extended family—one that can provide a broadened support network for both emotional and financial challenges. This also applies to children in the household. Ongoing research by sociologist Elisabeth Sheff, PhD, indicates that children often benefit from polyamorous households due to a higher household income and increased emotional support. Sheff writes, “Many parents say their children’s lives, experiences, and self-concepts are richer for the multiple loving adults in their families. This abundance of support frequently leads to children with higher self-esteem and psychological well-being. That is not to say that polyamorous families do not have challenges as well, especially from the outside community, but the strengths are powerful and vast.”


Cons to Polyamory
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“Clear, direct and well informed, this is an excellent book for
explorers and would-be explorers of the pathways that lie off
the edges of our culture’s tidy 0zzie-and-Harriet map.”

—Janet W. Hardy, coauthor of The Ethical Slut
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