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I dedicate this book to all monos in mono-poly relationships. May you know you’re not alone, and find help and support in these pages.
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Disclaimer

I’m not an expert on polyamory. Everything in this book comes from my personal experience and research, which is substantial but inherently limited. I can’t know everything. I don’t cover kinks, domination-style relationships, or swinging.  This book isn’t intended to be therapy or a substitute for it. I’m not a therapist, mental health expert or relationship counselor. If you need more help, I suggest searching for a poly or poly-friendly therapist.


Introduction

In 2014, after 25 years of marriage, my husband told me he was polyamorous and needed to be able to explore and live this part of himself, as a man free to have multiple intimate relationships. It was a shock, though looking back, I see little hints that he was interested in other women. This new chapter in our relationship was a sometimes traumatic, sometimes exciting time for us. I didn’t know much about polyamory; it sounded strange and unsettling.

We had a whole life together — three young-adult kids, a home, our long history.  While we had had our share of struggles and rough spots, for the most part we were friends and lovers who got along well. Could we stay together and make this work?

The last five-plus years were our grand experiment in seeing if we could make our mono-poly (that’s short for monogamous and polyamorous) relationship work for both of us. Our path was a winding one, with lots of talking, therapy, trying different things, wrong turns, feelings, learning and discerning. It hasn’t been easy.

I feel like I’ve taken a PhD course in a topic few people know about. Not much has been written about it either. There are plenty of books, articles, websites and podcasts out there on polyamory, but scant resources for those of us who are monogamous with a polyamorous partner. That distinction makes a huge difference. We monogamous folks with poly partners have our own perspectives, challenges and issues to deal with. This book is for us.

So, Dear Reader, maybe you’ve picked up this book because you find yourself in a similar situation, as a mono with a poly partner. Perhaps you’re the polyamorous person with a monogamous partner and you want to make some sense of it all. Or maybe you’re just curious. In any event, I’m here to help you understand to the best of my ability the ins and outs of this particularly challenging relationship dynamic. You are not alone. May this book provide the information you are seeking.


Chapter 1:  A Whole New World  

Perhaps when you first heard the word “polyamory” you thought “Isn’t that when a guy has two wives? Isn’t that illegal?” The term for marrying multiple women is “polygamy,” and yes, it’s illegal in the United States.

The word “polyamory” means “many loves.” Folks who are polyamorous desire to, or have, multiple ongoing intimate relationships, whether sexual or romantic. It falls under the umbrella term ethical non-monogamy (or consensual non-monogamy) which includes open relationships, swinging and more sex-focused relationships. Polyamorists say that love or affection is an important part of the relationship dynamic for them. They want to have deeper relationships with multiple partners.

The ethical part of ethical non-monogamy is an important distinction in this kind of relationship. The ethical side of poly means that all parties know about and consent to the relationship dynamic. Communication and transparency are very important. All partners should understand the dynamic and come to agreements about the scope and details of the relationships. There can be many variations and factors.

It’s not ethical for a person in a monogamous relationship to come to their partner and say “Hey, I discovered I’m polyamorous and I became attracted to someone and we’ve already had some dates/sex.” Starting a relationship without communication and consent with your existing partner is just plain ol’ cheating (unless you already have agreements allowing for that).  Without ethical and consensual behavior, a poly relationship quickly becomes a painful mess that erodes trust and emotional safety.

Let’s explore some of the vocabulary that’s unique to polyamory.

Poly Vocabulary

Since polyamory is so non-traditional and outside the norm of the common culture, new descriptive words have developed to communicate many of the specifics common to these types of relationships. Here are several of the most common.

Compersion — feeling happy for your partner’s happiness in another relationship. It is thought to be the opposite of jealousy. In poly circles, compersion is held up as a goal to aspire to.

Couple’s Privilege — an established couple having priority or advantages over newer partners.

Don’t Ask Don’t Tell (DADT) — when one or both members of a couple agree that the other can have outside relationships but they don’t want to know about it, or any details.

Ethical Non-monogamy — a relationship style which incorporates exploring sex and love with multiple people. “Ethical” means all parties are treated respectfully, with agreement and enthusiastic consent to the arrangement by everyone involved. Polyamory is one example of ethical non-monogamy.

Fluid Bonding — an agreement within a relationship that a couple can have barrier-free sex together but will use barriers in outside relationships. This is often done for safety purposes to avoid sexually transmitted infections, but sometimes there is an emotional component behind this decision.

Kitchen Table Poly — a way of doing poly in which metamours and partners are comfortable interacting in a friendly way. This term implies the coziness of everyone sitting and talking at a kitchen table over coffee.

Metamour  (Meta) — Your partner’s partner. For instance, if your husband has a girlfriend, then she would be your metamour (sometimes shortened to “meta”) and you would be hers. Some metamours get along and interact. Some metamours choose not to interact. It’s up to the individuals involved to decide about that.

Nesting Partner — a partner one lives with.

NRE/New Relationship Energy — the strong and giddy feelings of being in love at the beginning of a new relationship. In poly relationships, it’s seen as something to be enjoyed but also be cautious about, since NRE can affect one’s behavior and decision-making, and have a potential negative effect on one’s other relationships.

ORE/Old Relationship Energy — the calmer feelings of love, stability, and comfort that are part of an established relationship.

Parallel Poly — in this style of poly, metamours prefer to not meet or interact, but have their relationship be separate from their partner’s other relationship(s).

Paramour — a non-married partner in a polyamorous relationship, i.e., the lover of a married person.

Polycule —  all the relationships grouped within a romantic network. For instance, it can include a person’s partners and those partner’s partners.

Polyfuckery — describes the concept of “poly done badly.” Someone is practicing polyfuckery when they are not honest, break agreements, avoid the truth, cheat, or blame others instead of taking responsibility for their feelings or actions.

Primary/Secondary Hierarchy — some poly folks choose to categorize their relationships as primary or secondary, based on certain criteria like sharing a household, having a family together, marital status, commitment level, length of the relationship, etc. Some poly folks choose to have no hierarchy in relationships.

Quad — a poly relationship consisting of four people in a relationship.

Relationship Anarchy — having relationships in a free and independent manner without a defined structure. Relationship Anarchists (RAs) choose the freedom to engage in any relationships they desire, be spontaneous, have autonomy, refrain from hierarchies or relationship labels or titles, and eschew externally imposed obligations. They consider all interpersonal relationships important, not just those based on sex or romance.

Solo Poly — a category of polyamorists who do not seek tight-knit, couple-centered relationships. They prefer to operate as individuals instead of merging their lives, homes or finances with intimate partners.

Triad — a poly relationship consisting of three people in a relationship.

Unicorn — a single person, usually a woman, who is willing to date both members of an existing couple at the same time.

Vee — in a relationship structure of three people, the vee is the poly person in relationship with two other people, but those two people are not in relationship with each other. For instance, for a woman who has both a husband and a boyfriend, the woman is the vee.

Veto Power — when one member of a couple is allowed to end the relationship their partner is having with another, or to disallow their partner’s events or activities. (This is an example of Couple’s Privilege.)

Basic Concepts and Structures

Monogamy is undeniably the cultural norm in human intimate relationships around the world. We take it for granted that most romantic relationships are one-on-one, and will probably follow at least some of the usual relationship steps of dating, living together, marriage, then having a family. In monogamy, forays into non-monogamy are understood as cheating, which is destructive and hurtful and often a deal-breaker. Divorces happen, and the monogamy continues with more dating and additional marriage(s). Even if there are multiple affairs, the monogamy itself isn’t questioned by the individuals or the culture. People interested in polyamory question that cultural norm.

So how does someone who identifies as monogamous end up in a polyamorous relationship? Most likely, like me, you were in a monogamous relationship and your partner decided at some point to express their desire for non-monogamy. Or, maybe you started dating someone knowing they were polyamorous. In either case, it was your love or attraction to this person that made you decide to continue your relationship with them in spite of a more complex and non-traditional relationship style.

Stepping across the border into polyamorous relationships is a “whole new world.” As you can see from the vocabulary section above, poly folks have developed their own terminology to explain and guide their relationships. There are concepts and understandings that go along with this. While plenty of these topics are still up for debate in many poly circles, there are some basics that are particular to poly relationships. No matter how they play out for individuals, it’s important to give these basics some thought and discussion.  I’ll give a brief overview of them here, and go into more depth in Chapter 2: Best Practices.




Multiple Relationships and Consent

At the core of polyamory is the desire to have multiple relationships. In general, polyamorists do not want societal norms of relationships pushed on them just because “that’s the way it is.” As my husband asked me, “Why shouldn’t two consenting adults be able to pursue whatever kind of relationship or intimacy they want?” It made no logical sense to him that having a relationship with one person should mean he wasn’t free to have relationships with other people.

The consensual aspect of ethical non-monogamy is key to polyamorous relationships. All parties need to consent, and to know what they are consenting to. I’ve heard it said enthusiastic consent is best, that it just doesn’t work out well if the consent is begrudging or resentful. I’ve seen how in mono-poly relationships the quality of the consent is important. It can end up being hard for all parties involved if the mono person isn’t “all in.”

Consent is, however, a two (or three or more) way street. There’s a basic level of consent for the whole relationship and those involved: we agree to be in this kind of relationship with these understandings. We’re saying “yes” and we all know what we’re saying “yes” to. We spell out the details to the level we all feel comfortable with (as in Relationship Agreements, explained below). And consent may be a factor in decisions, events or activities as they came up. Consent leads to trust and respect, especially in non-monogamous relationships.

Relationship Agreements and Boundaries

Relationship agreements follow from the discussions about consent. All involved parties need to know — what are we agreeing to? What is our understanding of how this relationship will work? Much more needs to be spelled out than in a typical monogamous relationship, which is why “communicate, communicate, communicate” tends to be a poly relationship slogan. Some people choose to keep agreements simple and basic, while others feel more comfortable with detailed, specific or even written agreements. The important part is to make sure everyone understands and agrees to them.

Boundaries are your personal guidelines for how you want to be treated. They’re a part of good self-care, and encourage mutual respect and healthy communication in relationships. Boundaries are especially important in polyamorous relationships because there are so many variables at play and not many standard cultural expectations to fall back on.

More specifics about agreements and boundaries in Chapter 3:  Best Practices. 

Personal Autonomy

Personal autonomy is another important aspect of polyamory. Depending on the individual, a great deal of personal autonomy may be desired or a lesser amount. It tends to be prioritized and debated more in the realm of polyamory than it is in monogamous relationships.

For instance, in a monogamous partnership, doing things as a couple may often be assumed or accepted — joint financial accounts, joint home ownership, social invitations as a couple, considering one’s partner when planning a calendar, etc.

A polyamorous person with multiple partners, however, might prefer that there are no assumptions about their time, their commitments, who they will do things with, etc.  You may hear such phrases from poly folk like, “It’s my body to do what I want with. It’s my time. It’s my life. Don’t control me. You don’t own me.”  Some of the familiar dynamics of coupledom in monogamous relationships can feel like “ownership” to poly folks. This can be confusing to mono folks, who have enjoyed the positive aspects of closeness and exclusivity in mono relationships and don’t think of these things as ownership.

Please note these are sweeping generalizations since, of course, relationships of any kind can vary a great deal. There are some poly folks who enjoy all aspects of couple-dom, and there are mono folks who have a lot of personal autonomy in their relationship.

Design Your Own Relationships

When you break out of the cultural norm of one-to-one monogamous relationships, you have the freedom to design your own relationships. Do you want a partner you see all the time and a long-distance relationship you see a few times a year? Do you want many partners that you see infrequently, or in rotation? Do you want to be married with a partner you have a more casual relationship with? Do you and your partner want to have a relationship with another couple? There are all sorts of relationship configurations that fall under polyamory. Many people thrive on that freedom to have things just the way they want them.

Poly relationships  can vary in frequency of together-time, emotional attachment, relationship status, relationship configurations and commitment levels. Because there are so many possibilities, communication is extremely important (as it should be in all relationships). Everyone involved needs to speak up about what they want and expect, and be on the same page with each other, to make it work. All one has to do is spend a little time in poly Facebook groups to see the drama and trauma that occurs when there is poor communication, or a lack of understanding or agreement between partners. These often end up being messy, painful situations that could be avoided.

Do Your Own Work

Having a good, healthy monogamous relationship is not a piece of cake, and it’s easy to mess it up with toxic behaviors or unresolved personal issues. A good healthy poly relationship requires even more skill and awareness, since the relationship is complicated by the involvement of more people and their skill levels and personal issues. It is easy to do poly relationships badly, and there are many things partners can do to avoid those excruciating scenarios.

In addition to great communication practices, those in poly relationships need to have integrity (to keep things ethical) and do some self-examination to recognize personal weak spots. Being in tune with one’s feelings is important, as well as being able to express them and handle conflict well. It’s good for those in poly relationships to feel comfortable talking about emotions and issues — a lot of talking is required to make it work. Getting therapy as an individual and/or couple is an excellent tool and resource to help you personally and in your relationships.  More about therapy in Chapter 4: Feelings and Support.


Chapter 2:  You, the Mono

So far I’ve been covering more of the poly side of things, but this book is here to help YOU, mono person.  Of course, we already know a lot about monogamy since it’s the status quo. The new part here, for you, is how it is to be a monogamous person in love with a polyamorous partner.

This relationship you’re in may feel adventurous and exciting, or confusing and intimidating, or somewhere in between. Let’s take a look at how you’re experiencing this dynamic.

Where You’re At

Just as poly folks need to have strong emotional awareness, it’s beneficial for you to be able to tune into yourself as well. Take a look at where you are. There are many thoughts and feelings you may be having right now. Do any of these fit for you?

—“I’m excited! I don’t entirely understand polyamory, but it sounds interesting. Who knows? Maybe I want to give it a try too.”

—“Wow, this makes me anxious. I know I’m going to be jealous. I’d like to try to work through it, but I’m afraid of painful feelings.”

—“I’m upset. I don’t like it. I don’t know why my partner wants this. I can’t handle the idea of them being intimate with someone else. Yet I love them and don’t want to end our relationship.”

—“I want my partner to be happy, and I know they have to be who they are. It’ll be a challenge to make this work, but I see it as a growth opportunity.”

—“I’m worried about the changes polyamory will bring to our relationship. What if my partner’s feelings for me change when they’re with someone else? What if my feelings change when my partner is with someone new? It seems so uncertain.”

These are a few examples of what you may be thinking and feeling. You may have swirls of mixed feelings, a combination of the above, or something entirely different. Whatever you feel or think, it’s valid. There’s nothing wrong with you if you’re not magically able to adapt to what may be a very big change in your relationship and life.

Being in a mono-poly relationship is one of the most challenging relationship dynamics there is. At the core, monos and polys have opposing relationship wants or needs. Monogamous people often rely on the safety and fidelity of a committed one-on-one relationship. Polyamorous folks often seek the variety and autonomy of being able to have multiple relationships whenever they want them. Neither is wrong. But it takes a willingness to compromise and a spirit of generosity on both sides to make a mono-poly relationship work.

And yes, there are couples who make it work. Forums and Facebook groups on mono-poly relationships are full of drama and heartbreak (mainly because people who are struggling are more apt to post about it than people who are satisfied), but there are happy stories too.

Poly Media

When my husband first told me he was polyamorous, I launched into what I do best to cope in a crisis: research. I read some of the classic poly books like The Ethical Slut (by Dossie Easton and Janet Hardy) and More Than Two (by Eve Rickert and Franklin Veaux*), as well as Designer Relationships (by Mark A. Michaels and Patricia Johnson), and Open (by Jenny Block). I also read tons of blogs and online articles, perused forums and online groups on the topic and watched plenty of YouTube videos.

I learned a great deal from this period of intense study, such as the unique vocabulary and concepts mentioned in this book. And while I hope this book serves as a useful introduction to the workings of these kinds of relationships, I highly recommend doing your own research to more deeply understand them.

That being said, I have some cautions for monos who are researching polyamory.

At this time, almost all poly media is made by and for polyamorous people. That is to say, poly folks are the ones creating the books, videos, blogs and articles to help inform those interested in polyamory, and all that information will be colored by their perspective. That’s valid and makes sense. It’s important to realize, however, that they are not written for you, the mono person in a mono-poly relationship. You’ll definitely learn a lot about your poly partner and how poly folks tend to think, but most sources won’t address your unique situation. Some books may give a few paragraphs to the topic of monos and polys in relationships together, but they'll be coming from a poly perspective.

In that kind of circumstance, it can be all too easy to lose sight of your own perspective as a mono person. You love your poly partner and naturally want to make things work, but no matter what new poly philosophies or rhetoric you learn in your journey, you should always keep in mind your own relationship wants, needs, goals and boundaries as a mono person. I have seen too many monogamous partners dismiss their own needs based on the worry that they won’t be a good partner to a polyamorous person if they don't. This often leads to dissatisfaction or resentment in the relationship.

As an example, imagine you’ve been in a long-term monogamous marriage and your spouse now wants to pursue polyamory. You both read about the concept of personal autonomy, and your partner begins to say, “My time is my own. You don’t control me.” You want to be a good partner and play by these new “rules,” yet you both share kids and a house and other obligations. I have seen too many monogamous partners fall into a guilt-trap based on worry that they aren’t being supportive of their partner’s new poly needs and end up dismissing their own. Keep in mind, you aren’t poly and will have different needs. Compromise is essential.

In my own situation, I was thrown off by some things I read in poly media about jealousy. It’s a popular topic since monogamous culture is set up to avoid the painful feelings of jealousy, and polyamorous people practice activities that are associated with causing jealousy. Polys acknowledge that jealousy happens in polyamorous relationships, that it isn’t uncommon to have negative or upset feelings when your partner is out with somebody else. Jealousy is usually portrayed as a state that can be overcome by working on yourself. Jealousy is acknowledged as a remnant of old monogamous ways of thinking, and poly folks want to work through it to get to a place of compersion for their partner.

This sounded good to me. Who wouldn’t want to be free of jealousy? I value working through my issues. Some poly media I read suggested jealousy was my issue, to deal with on my own, that it needn’t affect my partner. And yet, despite my knowledge and my rational mind, despite my self-work and therapy, jealousy remained painful and overwhelming for me. My husband never seemed to feel  jealousy at all, which was hard for me to understand.

Some of what I read in poly media left me feeling shame and guilt, inferior because I couldn’t rise above my feelings, manage them on my own, or get even a glimpse of compersion.

I have since learned that there are many reasons why jealousy can be a deeper issue for some, especially when past trauma, abuse, abandonment or attachment issues are involved. Being constantly triggered by a partner’s romantic activities is not a great set-up for overcoming this more complicated jealousy. In my experience, poly media did have some good suggestions for working through jealousy, but it’s more applicable to polyamous people who are eager and already value having multiple relationships. It doesn’t all fit for monos in a mono-poly dynamic. There’s no reason for monos with poly partners to feel bad about having some really painful feelings around jealousy.

It wasn’t until I started looking at poly media with a more critical eye that I was able to see they didn’t include my mono perspective. Some things were helpful, and some didn’t work for me. Maybe I wasn’t wired that way, based on my history or experiences or brain chemistry. My perspective and feelings are valid too, and I needed to decide what worked for me. I learned to be wary of messaging that makes me feel inferior just for being monogamous.

I’m not saying any particular poly philosophies are wrong. It’s great if you decide they’re true for you and what you want. I encourage you to break them down and question them for yourself. You can try them on and see if they work, but don’t let them be a tool of self-flagellation.

(And more on jealousy in Chapter 4: Feelings and Support.) 

Poly Hell

It was a revelation for me to read the online article “Are You in Poly Hell?”  by Kathy Labriola, who lists herself as a counselor, nurse and hypnotherapist in Berkeley, California. The subheading for the article is “Common Pitfalls in Open Relationships.” The article doesn’t specifically address mono-poly relationships, but rather the dynamic in poly relationships when one partner finds a new lover, and what can then happen for the “old partner.”  She described exactly what happened for me when my husband started a relationship with another woman. After reading this article, I felt understood and validated, knowing there were logical reasons behind what I’d been feeling and experiencing. It was helpful for both me and my husband to read it and understand more fully the dynamics occurring.

I encourage people in mono-poly relationships to read this article for themselves (www.kathylabriola.com/articles/are-you-in-poly-hell), but I’ll give an overview. Below are some of the tensions that can occur for the existing partner when a poly person starts a new relationship.

Demotion — when a new partner comes along, the existing partner may feel demoted when they go from being the “one and only” partner to being one of two partners. This can be painful and distressing, especially when it’s the first time it has happened. The poly partner is also probably experiencing NRE (New Relationship Energy) with the new partner, which can add to the feelings of demotion for the old partner.

Displacement — when a person’s new relationship starts receiving so much time, energy and romantic attention that it begins to crowd out the older relationship. The new relationship is more uncertain and exciting, and the solid and stable old partner can feel taken for granted, abandoned and displaced.

Intrusion — this happens when the new relationship begins taking up more time, space and attention in one’s life, and the old relationship gets interrupted and intruded upon by the new one. The old partner can start to feel unsafe or insecure in the relationship.

Labriola’s article brings awareness to these three pitfalls and gives good suggestions to counteract them. It’s important to understand and deal with any potential negative effects. As Labriola states, “The damage done by neglect during this phase can often be fatal to the primary relationship.” It could certainly be detrimental to any relationship.




Reunion Ritual

The hours after my husband would come home from a date were usually difficult for us. His being with someone else triggered certain emotions and issues in me — abandonment, upset, betrayal, sadness, anger, fear. I tried to do better, wished I could be chill and content, but it was obvious this was kicking off trauma experiences from my past, often creating a stormcloud of emotions that was hard for us to get through.

Our therapist had a good suggestion: develop a Reunion Ritual, so we’d have something to fall back on in those times of emotional distress. This would help turn down the emotion and offer a way to gently reconnect.

For us, it helped to plan how to approach his coming back home, knowing there was a calming activity that would allow us to re-acclimatize to being together again. We planned ahead to watch a favorite movie together. When he walked in, we didn’t  talk beyond greeting each other. We had tea or wine and put on our movie. We were doing something together passively, relaxing, and I was able to settle my mind and emotions. I might still be upset, but this did calm me and kept me from escalating my upset emotions into a fight. It helped so much.

If you have trouble at those times, brainstorm with your partner about what might work for both of you.

You Are Allowed

Sometimes as a mono person in a poly relationship, you can feel like a fish out of water. Your poly partner is probably excited about exploring this part of themself and you may have other, more conflicted emotions about it. You might be going to some poly meetups or parties with your partner and not feeling entirely understood by poly people there. If you’re reading books and articles on polyamory, they come from a poly perspective and may not address your own challenges.

It’s important to know that you, Mono Person, are okay, just the way you are. Your feelings, whatever they are, are valid, and there’s a reason for them. You can work to understand your feelings, try and change your reactions, or attempt to get to a place of acceptance and contentment with your partner’s poly lifestyle, but there’s nothing wrong with feeling hurt, angry, anxious, afraid, jealous, and/or sad. These feelings make sense considering the culture we’re raised in. There’s nothing wrong with wishing your partner wasn’t poly. It takes time to feel feelings, work through them, and accept this new reality. You have a right to your feelings. No matter what you decide to do based on your feelings, don’t let anyone tell you you’re wrong for feeling the way you feel.

You have rights in this relationship dynamic.

You have the right to a relationship that is based on honesty, openness, and consent. (Yes, your consent.)

You have the right to be treated with respect and care.

You have the right to ask for what you need and want in this relationship, and have compromises that are fair to both you and your partner.

You have the right to make agreements with your partner around safer sex practices that will keep you healthy with as few risks as possible.

You have the right to have your own boundaries, and decide what is acceptable to you.

You have the right to say “no” when things don’t work for you.

You have rights. It’s easy to lose sight of that when you’re a mono in a poly relationship. It’s foreign territory, and you can get lost in the weeds of details and newness and wanting to make it work out. Don’t forget yourself, your needs and your rights. That’s never a good thing.

*Note: The book More Than Two was published in 2014. In 2019, author Franklin Veaux came into scrutiny for abusive behavior in relationships when he was called out by six of his previous partners, including his co-author Eve Rickert. Take this information into account when reading this book, which has been highly praised by some, but called condescending and problematic by others.


Chapter 3:  Best Practices

Your formerly monogamous partner, husband or wife comes to you and says “I’m polyamorous.” Or you begin to date someone new who tells you they practice ethical non-monogamy, and you are attracted to them and intrigued by their lifestyle. In any case, you are considering exploring this relationship style with them. And so it begins.

Take It Slow

One of the most common pieces of advice you’ll hear for anyone entering a poly relationship for the first time (whether they are monogamous or not, or opening up a formerly monogamous relationship) is to take things very slowly. Jumping in and acting with excitement and gusto is more likely to lead to problems. The rule of thumb is to “go as slowly as the slowest person” in the dynamic. Think about it: if you rush in and start dating and having relationships before the “slow person” is ready, you’re liable to run into problems that will make it more difficult for both of you, and any new person involved. Take a deep breath. Going slow has more likelihood of paying off. It is respectful.

Many couples spend months talking before any poly activities start. What is there to talk about? Plenty!

Here’s a list to get you started:

—How does the poly partner see relationships working for them? What kind of structure, living arrangements, commitments?

—Are they interested in casual dating, a long-term relationship, and how many partners?

—What frequency do they want for dating nights or time with new partners? Or overnights? And what frequency are you as the mono person comfortable with?

—What feelings are coming up for both of you? What are you afraid of? What are you eager for?

—Will you have hierarchical relationships with primaries and secondaries, or be non-hierarchical?

—What are your relationship agreements for how to handle aspects of your relationship and the relationships with others? What do you commit to?

—How much do you want to share about new relationships as a couple? What kind of transparency appeals to you… knowing many details, hearing only the basics, or knowing next-to-nothing? (The needs and wants of the new partner will have to be considered in this too.)

—What can you share with each other about things you’ve read on the topic of polyamory, things you’ve learned, new observations?

Take plenty of time for discussions, heart-to-heart talks, a wide range of feelings, and time to think. Some people write out their answers and share them with each other. All this gives your forays into this new relationship territory a stronger foundation. Be aware that once the poly person is actively involved in other relationships, things you’ve discussed may change. Be ready to keep the communication going, and be flexible and open to fluctuations.

It’s also important to allow for negotiations and compromise. These are especially important in a mono-poly relationship, where maybe each of you wants very different things. However, if it’s also a priority to still have a relationship together, negotiations and compromises on both sides are necessary. The goal is for both of you to be relatively happy, even if less than 100% of each other’s wants are met.

Making It Your Own

One thing my husband said that was helpful for me was:  “We get to decide what kind of relationship we want, and it doesn’t have to make sense to anyone else.” So we were free to think outside the box, not follow how anyone else thought we should have a relationship, and come up with our own creative solutions. You have more freedom in a non-traditional relationship style, so don’t feel you “have to” do things a certain way —  within the bounds of respecting all parties involved.

Reassurances

Being in this unusual realm of open relationships can bring up a lot of feelings for mono folks. Not being someone’s one-and-only and witnessing a partner’s NRE can feel like the “demotion” mentioned in Chapter 2. The poly partner might have a number of conflicting emotions coming up as well, especially if the mono partner is expressing feelings of hurt, upset, fear or jealousy.

It can be helpful for the mono person to hear why the poly partner wants to be in a relationship with them, in particular. When the poly partner wants to meet and have relationships with other people, it’s not unusual for the mono person to wonder “Why do you need me then? Why am I important?” 

Giving reassurances to each other on a regular basis helps, like sharing what you mean to each other, focusing on your relationship together, reminding one another why you are in this relationship. One of the “Love Languages” in author Gary Chapman’s book, The Five Love Languages, (recommended reading) is Words of Affirmation. It may sound unnecessary to be reminded to tell your partner you love them… and all the “let me count the ways.” Of course they know I love them, a partner might think. I’m still here, aren’t I?  But being reminded in meaningful words can help counteract some of the challenging feelings that come up when another lover enters the picture.

Agreements, Negotiations and Compromise

Agreements are a part of mono relationships, but they are usually unspoken and assumed: we will be monogamous with each other, and romantic or sexual activities with others are unacceptable.

Because of the openness of poly relationships, agreements are an important part of those relationships. To some extent, you have to have agreements in order to be honest, ethical, and have consent among partners. You can’t rely on assumptions. Some partners have a few casual verbal agreements while others are more comfortable with a written list with more details. Either of these will work, as long as it meets the needs of all parties involved.

I was more of a “write it all down” type. Many mono people tend to want more detailed agreements, especially in the beginning until they are comfortable with how things are going.

Start with the questions above in the “Take It Slow” section. Each of you can think about (or write down) what you want in your relationships, and then see where your wants overlap, and where you need to negotiate.

Important areas to have agreements about are:

Transparency — how comfortable are each of you with sharing or knowing what is going on in the other relationship? What will you be open about, and what will be private? (The needs and wants of the other partner will have to be considered in this too.)

Scheduling — how often will you see each other? How often will your partner be out? Should your partner check in with you before scheduling a date or overnight? Do you want shared calendars with each other to facilitate planning?  Is eventually sharing calendars with metamours a possibility?

Intimacy — what are each of your expectations about your partner’s intimacy with others? What are your safer-sex agreements? What birth control methods will be used?

Logistics — if you share a home, are you comfortable with your partner bringing others home? Using your home for dates or overnights? How will that work?

Being “Out”  — when it comes to talking about your non-monogamous relationship, do you prefer to be open with others, or more private? What should happen if your partner sees people you know while on a date?  (More about this in the “Who to Tell?” section later in this chapter.)

Commitment Levels and Hierarchy — what do you each think about the commitments your partner might make with another partner? Do you agree on whether or not you want hierarchy (primaries, secondaries) in this relationship? What does that mean to you both?

Family — do you have kids together? If so, what kinds of agreements do you need to make about parenting? Can other partners meet and be  around the kids? How will you keep parenting duties and free-time equitable when one parent is having dates or overnights? Also, NRE can negatively impact a person’s relationships with their children, due to time and attention being lavished on an additional person. What steps can the poly person take to make sure this doesn’t happen? How much about this lifestyle are you going to share with your children? What are age-appropriate ways of discussing this topic with them?

Social Media--  How do you want to handle social media? Are you okay with your poly partner posting photos or mentions of their other partners or dates? How “out” do you want to be in social media about aspects of your relationship? Would you rather be more private about poly activities online and refrain from posting publicly?

Sometimes you don’t know what agreements you need until you hit stumbling blocks in your relationship. It’s a learning process, and you need to keep talking about things that come up, and be open to new agreements. It’s also important to cut each other some slack as you go and expect some bumps in the road. These will give you both a chance to clarify things going forward.

As for negotiations and compromise, they are a part of any relationship, especially a mono-poly one, where your wants may be very different from your partner’s. Everybody won’t get exactly what they want. If you both recognize the good parts of your relationship and each other, and you value keeping your relationship, you can find ways to meet in the middle. One person cannot do all the compromising.

One final note on this topic: HOW makes a big difference. How you say yes or no, how you communicate your wants and needs and desires, how you tell your partner “that doesn’t work for me.” These are tricky talks to have and they can bring up a lot of emotions. Take a deep breath; try to have some empathy for your partner. Think of how you can soften the edges on what you’re saying and make it easier for them to hear.

You might want to say: “My other partner wants me to stay overnight with her on Valentine’s Day and I’ve decided to do it.”

You could soften the edges by saying, “Hey, I know we usually spend Valentine’s Day together but my other partner really wants me to stay with her that night. I know it’s also important to you. I care about you and want to spend time with you too. Let’s plan something special for you and me on another night. How does that sound to you?”

It still might not be what your partner originally wanted, but it makes the pill go down easier and offers a kind alternative. The underlying sentiment is there: I care about you.

I realize I used an example of what a poly person could say, but this does apply to the mono partner as well. Strive for empathy and kindness in how you say things, even when you may need to be firm.

Boundaries

Boundaries differ from agreements in that they are yours, whereas agreements are something you both decide. You create your boundaries from your beliefs, needs, wants and values to let others know how you want to be treated. A boundary is an invisible line you draw around yourself that indicates your yeses and nos, a clear borderline that says (cue Gandalf), “You shall not pass.”

With a strong boundary, the consequence for crossing the boundary becomes apparent. For instance, if you communicate the boundary “I will not tolerate physical violence in a relationship,” and your partner strikes you, you will take steps to end the relationship or protect yourself. It still might not be easy to enforce your boundary and its consequences, but doing so will fit with your beliefs, needs, wants and values. Good boundaries help you get closer to being in a relationship that works for you.

Having a strong sense of self is a big help in creating and enforcing your boundaries. When you respect yourself, you’ll have an easier time requiring that the people you choose to be close to respect you as well. If you have a hard time thinking about boundaries, take some steps to work on your self-esteem issues. Therapy can be a big help, as well as reading personal growth books such as Brené Brown’s books on shame and vulnerability (see Resources). 

Some examples of relationship boundaries might include: lying, cheating, invading one’s privacy, spending large amounts of money without discussing it, telling others your personal details, name-calling, or emotional or physical abuse,

Take some time to think about your boundaries, and what is essential for you in relationships. Things can get even messier when clear boundaries are lacking.

Metas

If your partner is poly, there will be metamours (metas), whether you want them to be a part of your life or not. Your partner’s partner exists, and they will be your meta until or unless your partner no longer has a relationship with them. There is a wide spectrum of the kind of relationship one can have with a metamour.

Your meta could end up becoming a close friend, or feeling like family. Some metas hang out with their mutual partner, or live in a shared space, one (hopefully) happy polycule. Metas might get together without their shared partner, as friends.

Or you might have hard feelings against your metamour for certain reasons, and you might resent your partner for being with them. This tends to not go well, and the mutual partner feels caught in the middle. (I’ve been there, done that, and it’s a difficult situation.)

You and your meta might merely tolerate each other.

You might never want to meet your metamour. You know they exist, but don’t want to be involved in any way.

If your partner has more than two partners, you might have several metas, and different kinds of relationships with each.

There is no right answer as to how you relate to and interact with your metas. It’s part of your learning process, finding what works for you.

Kitchen Table Poly (see Vocabulary section) is often held up as the ideal relationship dynamic for partners and metamours. It’s important to note that while it sounds warm and positive, it won’t be right for everyone and shouldn’t be forced. Better to have everyone feel comfortable with their preference than to have unwilling participants.

Who to Tell?

One important thing for you and your partner to discuss is who you are going to tell about your non-monogamous relationship, and who not to tell. The truth about being in a non-traditional relationship style is that some people won’t understand it. More than that, some will judge it harshly and think it’s wrong. Others may shrug their shoulders and not care. Still others might be interested in it.

Reactions can be hard to handle. Some I received were, “Why would you let him do this?” “Isn’t this just cheating?” “I’d tell him to pack his bags.” “He’s taking advantage of you.” These comments made me feel defensive and uncomfortable.

Of course, it’s not anyone else’s business how you run your relationships, but it can be hard to not care what some people think, especially people you are closer to. Also, couples are usually social entities and we often do things as couples — going out with friends, to parties, work events, family gatherings, dates, etc. Will you need or want to share about a partner’s other partner? Will a meta be a part of any of these activities?

You can decide to not tell anyone.

You can decide to only share with close friends.

You can decide to not give a damn and be open about it.

You can decide your partner won’t have dates in your neighborhood to avoid questions.

You can decide to not tell family members or others who you know won’t be understanding.

Whatever it is, you and your partner get to decide. It’s good to think about and come to an agreement before a situation comes up.

Safer Sex

There’s a wide range in how people in the poly community handle safer sex. You’ll need to give some thought and discussion to the subject.  Having multiple relationships increases the risks around sexually transmitted infections (STIs), and what one person does can have a ripple effect on many others. Imagine one man with two partners. Maybe each of those partners has one or two partners, who also have one or two partners. If the man engages in unsafe sex practices and is not honest and open about it, his actions have the potential to affect many.

The important elements in making agreements about safer sex practices are communication, consent, honesty and openness, but also trust. Trust is the hidden element, the tough one, since you can’t know for sure what your partner is doing when they are with another partner. You need to have a strong foundation with a partner and they need to be in a relatively good state of mental health in order to build trust. A common saying about this is “Trust takes years to build, seconds to break, and forever to repair.” Unfortunately, many of us have lived through breaches in trust in our relationships, and it takes much work and commitment to rebuild trust. Sometimes broken trust breaks everything.

Neither I nor anyone else can tell you the right safer sex practices for you and your partner. This is where you need to do your research and find your own comfort level. What will work for you?

For instance, do you need all parties to be tested before intimacy happens? Do you need to see the results of the test? How often should testing be done?

Do you need an agreement that condoms or other barriers be used? Are you okay with bare hands on genitals, or oral sex without barriers? (Some people use gloves, condoms, dental dams or plastic wrap.)

These are good places to start. Do your research. Don’t compromise your health for anyone else, or allow others to guilt you into relaxing your boundaries. Find the risks you are comfortable with and work through them with your partner.

Apart from the emotional aspects of breaking a sexual agreement, a breach can have physical consequences. All partners need to be notified and encouraged to be tested, as well as any partners they have who may be affected.

Pregnancy

If any partners are fertile, then birth control and the possibility of pregnancy also need to be discussed. No birth control is 100% effective, but some methods are much more effective than others. What methods are all parties most comfortable with? How would either of you feel if a partner became pregnant? What is important to either of you about this issue? For some, pregnancy may be a desirable outcome, and for others it would be a devastating situation. Find out now where everyone stands.

A Note About Mental Health

It’s really difficult to do any of the Best Practices mentioned above if one or both of you are not in good mental health. Deteriorating mental health issues became a big factor in my own situation, and at some points they made negotiations, agreements, compromising and problem-solving grind to a halt. Nobody wants to put a poly partner’s relationship explorations on hold because one or the other of you may be struggling on a deeper level, but sometimes a pause may be necessary. Things can get messy fast. Seek help and healing, and be supportive of one another. It’s okay to say “our goal is to get to (X place), but we need to work on this first.” Pausing may not be the answer, but it can be a consideration.


Chapter 4:  Feelings and Support

I’ll say it again: mono-poly is one of the most challenging relationship dynamics. A polyamorous relationship is by definition not monogamous, and so the monogamous person will not have the exclusivity they (usually) want and are comfortable with. This can create tension between partners. The polyamorous partner (usually) has to compromise on aspects of what they want, and will have to navigate the feelings their mono partner may have. And yet, people do take on this challenge, loving each other and not wanting to give up on the good in their relationship.

Feelings

Feelings happen, whether you are in a poly relationship, mono relationship, or no relationship at all. There is such a wide range of feelings that can come up in any relationship. I’ll discuss a few that can make the mono-poly relationship more challenging.

Jealousy

Jealousy is the big one everyone wants to talk about. So many people who hear about polyamory will remark that they couldn’t do it because they’d be too jealous. Having your partner go off with someone else is the perfect setup for a jealousy storm.

The common philosophy in polyamory is jealousy does or can happen to almost everyone to a greater or lesser extent (my husband claimed he didn’t experience jealousy at all). Your jealousy is yours to deal with, and isn’t caused by your partner being with someone else. Jealousy is seen as something for you to work through, process for yourself, and potentially rise above, using logic (“I know my partner can love both of us”), exposure (“this has happened many times now and I’m used to it”), and acceptance (“I’m in a polyamorous relationship and we agree we both want multiple relationships, so this is what happens.”)

This sounds great. Who doesn’t want to rise above jealousy and reach a place of freedom? The problem is, it’s not that easy.  If you’ve had relationship trauma or attachment issues, jealousy can trigger deep pain. If you’ve read the poly literature on jealousy, you can start to feel like you’re failing, or something’s wrong with you because you can’t “evolve” to this higher plain of freedom in relationships. If you’re the jealous-upset one and your partner isn’t able to handle the intense feelings and reactions that come up, these emotional storms can put a big strain on your relationship.

So what can you do?

First, it’s important to remember that jealousy is a relationship issue. While you may be the one experiencing the emotion, it’s a factor in your relationship, and your partner can help or hinder your feelings. It helps to talk about it, to be heard and seen, to be treated with empathy, to hear soothing words of love, to be given acknowledgment for trying to work on jealousy. This might not be easy for your partner, who might feel guilty that they are “causing” your upsetness with their actions. Working through this together can bring greater intimacy.

Some ideas for working on your jealousy are:




—Sit and feel it. This one sucks, I know. There’s a reason we try to avoid jealousy; it can be very painful. Feeling emotions gives them a chance to process and release. Try it in small doses. Breathe through it and pay attention to the sensations in your body and see if you can let go of your thoughts. A guided meditation app might help.

—Allow yourself some distraction. What can occupy your mind and your senses to give yourself a break from the feelings? Watch a movie, call a friend, listen to your favorite music or something new and unfamiliar, engage in some intense exercise, play a video game, fingerpaint, read a book. What can take your mind off-line for a while?

—Do some stream-of-consciousness writing about it. Let your pen flow and write whatever comes to mind, no editing, just let all the ick out. Say every mean and nasty thing you feel like saying, be petty and blaming. You can rip it up or burn it afterwards; this is for your eyes only.

—Whether you’re into making art or not, try some art therapy. A cheap box of crayons or markers will do, and some big paper is nice. Scribble hard, make frowny faces, circles and loops and swear words. Try drawing with your non-dominant hand. The purpose is to express those feelings in a physical way.

—DBT therapy teaches people to calm down super strong feelings by changing their temperature. All mammals have a Mammalian Diving Reflex (sounds fancy!) that causes the parasympathetic nervous system to engage, which relaxes and calms us down. Icy cold water on the face will activate this reflex. Dipping your face in a bowl of ice water for 30 seconds is recommended, but other options include holding ice in your hands, rubbing cubes on your face, or going for a walk outside when it’s cold.

—Talk about your jealousy with a therapist.

Jealousy can improve over time. You can get used to the circumstances that have caused you to experience jealousy as you feel safer and more secure about these new poly activities. You can build up trust that your partner will be respectful and won’t abandon you. It helps greatly to have some ideas and practices to turn to when jealousy does rear its head in the future.

FOMO

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) can happen when your partner is with someone else, doing things with them that they aren’t doing with you: that movie you wanted to see, that restaurant that you’ve never been to, a vacation place you want to go to. Of course your partner isn’t responsible for your entertainment needs, and if you want to do those things on your own,  you can. But if you’ve been part of an established couple and now your partner is dating someone new, this can be a tough adjustment. They’ll be having experiences without you.

Here are some ideas for handling FOMO:




—Make a plan for the future to do that activity that you’re missing out on, with your partner, with a friend, or on your own. This sets you up for a proactive approach, rather than a victim one.

—Make your own plan to do something fun or pleasurable during the time when your partner is out doing what you feel FOMO about.

—Share your feelings with your partner and ask for empathy. Sometimes being heard and seen takes the sting out of it.

—Focus on gratitude for the things you love to do with your partner. Remember the details of a recent good time you had together. Remind yourself there will be more in the future, or start to dream up a new one.

Grief

It is completely normal to feel grief and a sense of loss at times in a mono-poly relationship. If you are newly dating a poly person, you may experience grief over missing things you have come to expect from monogamous relationships, like being the sole focus of your partner’s attention and having more time with your partner. If your long-term monogamous relationship has transformed to a mono-poly one, there are probably many changes you will find yourself grieving. Such change can feel like big and little losses considering what you once had — there was history and familiarity in your shared life, and now some things will be different. Your plans, ideas and expectations about the future will probably change as well. Grief is hard, but it’s best to feel it, allow it, and find ways to process it. Grief not felt tends to squish out in other ways. So write it out, scribble it out, talk it out, cry it out. This too shall pass.

A Note About Compersion

If you remember from the section on poly vocabulary, compersion is “feeling happy for your partner’s happiness in another relationship.”  Compersion is held up as a poly ideal, a sign that you have surpassed jealousy and get the vibe of  “there’s enough love for everyone.” It sounds good, but some people may never experience compersion, for any number of reasons. They might want to or aspire to feel it, but some people, mono or poly, never get there. Maybe I can feel happy for my partner if they publish a book, get a work promotion, find a $100 bill on the ground or get to meet their favorite band, but not feel delighted that my husband is starry-eyed over his new girlfriend. Think about it — monogamy is the cultural norm and so feeling  jealousy is more wired into us, even if we decide to reject it. I can still recite a whole Mass word for word in my head even though I stopped being Catholic in my early 20s; it’s wired in by repetition. Compersion may happen or it might not. Don’t beat yourself up over it.

And Now for Some Support

You’ve got the feelings and are experiencing some challenging situations, maybe for the first time as a mono in a mono-poly relationship. Finding support can make a difference in navigating struggles and improving your relationship.

Therapy

I’m a big advocate of therapy for anyone. Talking about feelings, learning the skills to manage difficulties, working through issues that are stumbling blocks in your life… all of these are good and what you learn will continue to help you in the future.

Couples also benefit from therapy. We’re not born knowing how to have healthy relationships, and many factors from our personal history and life experiences affect our relationship abilities. If we don’t practice some kind of self-examination and skill-building it’s easy to fall into negative patterns and unhelpful communication styles. Been there, done that! My husband and I had the same arguments repeatedly and didn’t know how to change that cycle. Therapy helped us learn empathy, active listening, and be aware of the traps we kept falling into.

As a mono person with a poly partner, you might want to have individual therapy.  And/or if your partner is willing (hopefully), couple’s therapy. It’s important to find a poly therapist or a poly-friendly/knowledgeable therapist. Not all therapists understand ethical non-monogamy or the specific issues that come up in polyamorous relationships. You may encounter anything from judgments about open relationships to unhelpful advice that doesn’t apply.

It’s important to find a therapist you connect with interpersonally. Not all therapists will be right for you. I’ve had a great deal of therapy in my life with a variety of therapists, and some were better for me than others. It was only in the last few years that I learned you can interview therapists before scheduling a visit. This is a good way to see if they’re the right fit. You can request a short phone call to talk with them. Have a few questions ready to help you decide if working with them feels right. This will save you time and money. Some questions to ask are:

—What is your approach to couple’s therapy (or individual therapy)?

—What is your specialty or focus?

—What is your experience with counseling non-monogamous couples or individuals? 

—What other therapy modalities do you incorporate into your practice (DBT, CBT, mindfulness practices, Adlerian therapy, trauma therapy, family systems, etc.)?

—How do you work with couples in conflict?

If you live in a metro area, you should be able to find a poly/poly-friendly therapist. If you live in a small town or rural area, you may find online therapy options that will work. It might take some searching to find the right person, but a good therapist is worth it. 

One way to find poly or poly-friendly therapists is to ask for recommendations or testimonials in local poly groups. You can also do a general online search for therapists and then look at their information pages. They usually detail the kind of therapy and subject matters they specialize in.

I know it sounds strange, but I like to think of therapy as one of my Super Powers. I have learned so much through my many years of therapy, processing issues from growing up with alcoholism in my family, self-esteem issues, trauma, and unhealthy coping mechanisms. I’ve learned a lot about myself, gained self-compassion and have worked hard to make changes. Therapy has helped my relationships and made big improvements happen.

I also highly recommend looking into Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT). I’d never heard of it until a few years ago. Recently I’ve been taking part in an adherent DBT program and I’m blown away by the useful and practical skills and awareness I’m learning. It’s less of a talk-therapy process and more of a. comprehensive resource for learning skills in interpersonal effectiveness, emotional regulation, mindfulness, and distress tolerance. It can greatly benefit one’s day-to-day personal life and relationships, and help with struggles in challenging situations.

I know for some people, access to therapy is a problem. One of the silver linings in the cloud of the pandemic has been abundant online therapy options which were previously not readily available. You can now find a therapist online no matter where you live. Another option to try is online therapy apps, which make signing up for and accessing therapy an easy process.

If money is an issue and insurance won’t cover therapy, then look into free or reduced-rate options; they do exist. I utilized a free therapy option when I was in my 20s, unemployed and going through a hard time. It helped.

Meeting Other Monos

Meeting with other monos who have poly partners can be really helpful. You can share experiences, hear another’s perspective, and potentially feel understood by someone who gets this unusual relationship dynamic. You’ll learn you’re not the only one who is experiencing this kind of situation or feeling a certain way. You’ll feel less isolated and gain a sense of community.

Yet it’s often hard to come across others in your everyday life who are in this circumstance. Poly folks have poly meet-ups and social gatherings, and it’s fairly easy to find those groups locally. Partners of polys are welcome at those gatherings, and it can be helpful to go and meet others in the community. However, a mono person probably won’t find another mono person there to talk with because it’s not as common. While I was welcomed and included in several poly groups, I felt like a bit of an outsider because I wasn’t poly and there was no one there who understood my struggles.

Through an unusual turn of events,  I eventually met some monos with poly partners. My poly therapist ended up having three of us monos as clients. She kept hearing each of us say, “I feel like I’m the only one going through this!” She asked if we’d like to have our own small group, and so we met. We formed our own mini support system for a while. It was very helpful to talk and share with others who understood and commiserated.

Later, I met another mono with a poly partner after she posted in an online local poly Facebook group, looking to talk to someone else in a similar situation. My husband saw it, passed it onto me, and we met and have stayed in touch. Again, it’s comforting and helpful to connect in person with another who’s walking this path, if you can.

While I came upon these in-person opportunities by chance, you can get creative by brainstorming ways you might be able to meet others too. Ask around on local poly forums, or ask at poly events if anyone knows another in a similar situation. You never know who you might end up connecting with.

Online Support

The Internet has given us an easy, convenient way to find others who are going through similar situations, all over the world, without leaving home. Online groups are useful and welcoming places to read about others’ experiences, ask questions, get feedback, and share helpful practices.

They’re a worthwhile option when face-to-face meetings aren’t possible. Not everyone is a fan of Facebook, but it provides an array of easily accessible groups that can’t be found anywhere else. If you don’t care for existing groups you can easily start your own. Outside of Facebook, you may have to do some digging in places like Reddit or Slack. New social media networks are created from time to time, so more opportunities may become available.

A few things to note about online groups: people often post there when  asking for advice or feedback about a painful situation they’re going through. You’ll get to see the problems, bad behavior, and drama that can be a part of mono-poly relationships. They post because they’re suffering and need support. People who are happy in their relationships don’t post that often, so you may get a skewed reality from online groups, that everyone is miserable. You will, however, learn a lot from both the questions and the answers, because you’ll see a wide range of feedback and experiences. And you can always post your own question and ask for people who are happy with their relationships to chime in.

See the Resources section for a list of online groups about mono-poly relationships. 


Chapter 5:  Discerning For Yourself 

This is the chapter I write for you, Dear Reader, from my own perspective of being in a mono-poly relationship for over five years. There was no guidebook for me to read about this particular dynamic, and no chapter that helped me discern for myself. This is what I wish I’d been able to read at the beginning.

What do I mean by “discern for yourself?”  By discerning, I mean the process of going inside yourself, listening to your gut or intuition, tuning in to your own voice, and deciding for yourself what feels right to you, and what doesn’t.

Everyone has to make their own decisions about their own lives. One of the challenges of being in a mono-poly relationship is that you may find yourself caught in the middle. On one side, you’ll have the polys — your partner, the poly community, books and blogs — telling you to do things This Way, to think about things That Way. You’ll hear their perspective, biases, the positives and negatives, the how-tos. On the other side, you’ll have the monos — the culture, almost everyone you know, your friends and family — reminding you of the mono perspective, biases, etc. You’ll get reactions that might show interest or judgment or make you doubt your choices.

You, mono person, are neither fully in the poly world or the mono world. As mentioned before, it can be an isolating experience, hence the advice in the previous chapter to find support. This is also where discerning for yourself is important.

What Is Best for You?

Only you can determine what’s best for you, not your mother, your friend, your partner, or your co-worker. Sure, sometimes our feelings, thinking or ability to make decisions can be clouded, and we may be in denial about something or other. In the end, we must figure this out for ourselves.

Asking yourself “What’s best for me?” can seem complicated or overwhelming. First there’s determining if being in a mono-poly relationship is right for you. You might not know. You’ve probably lived your life in the mono world, so this new relationship style may sound exciting or scary or rewarding, or challenging-but-doable. Maybe you’re initially getting into a mono-poly dynamic because the partner you dearly love has changed and you want to keep the relationship. You may be hesitant but willing. You may be conflicted or find it confusing.

That’s okay. It’s okay to take your time to figure it out. You may not know what you think about a mono-poly relationship until you’ve been in one for awhile. You get to take time.

Here are some good questions to ask yourself as you process your discernment:




—What appeals to me about being in a mono-poly relationship with my partner? What benefits might there be for me?

—What feelings come up when I think about it?

—What are my fears, hopes, dreams, worries about being mono-poly?

—What is my gut feeling about this relationship?

—Can I envision a positive future for myself with my partner also being in other relationships?




It’s helpful if you can share these answers with your partner. If that doesn’t feel comfortable, then perhaps with a therapist, or process through them by writing them down.

Discerning for yourself will be an ongoing process as you start living out your mono-poly relationship. As time passes, it’s important to look at “how” things happen in your relationship. On a daily or weekly or monthly basis, what actions, behaviors or routines are taking place in your mono-poly dynamic, and how are they working for you?

Here are some questions to think about:




—What is easy for you in this relationship dynamic? What’s hard?

—What new routines are there in being mono-poly?

—How does it impact you on a day-to-day basis?

—What feelings are you experiencing because of this dynamic?

—What feelings do you observe your partner feeling?

—In this new dynamic, where are you finding happiness with your partner?

—How often are you experiencing negative feelings?




If you are going from a mono relationship to a mono-poly one, there will be a variety of changes and new practices in your days and weeks. Some areas to look at in terms of how they are working for you are:




—Your partner texting with other partners.

—Your partner being on phone calls/video chats with others.

—Your partner talking about the other relationship or person with you, or maybe not talking about the other relationship or person.

—Date nights your partner has with others, and date nights your partner is having with you.

—How your partner communicates with you about scheduling time with others.

—Your partner calling or texting you, or not doing so, when they’re out with others.

—Your partner staying overnight with another partner. The first time this happens may be particularly hard, as might the first multi-night occasion.

—Routines around when your partner leaves to go out with someone else.

—Routines around when your partner reunites with you after being with someone else.

—How you handle special occasions, and sharing holidays.

—Discussions about vacations, and if your partner wants to have them with your meta.

—If you have kids, how the other relationships of your partner affect aspects of your shared parenting.




There are no rules about any of these circumstances. You and your partner get to decide what works for you. It’s your job to tune into yourself and see what feelings are coming up, and what possible tweaks can be made. If this relationship dynamic is going to work for you, there has to be compromise and understanding on all sides.

Self-Care

As you venture forth into the daily nitty-gritty of this challenging relationship dynamic, making room for self-care is important. You’ll go through stressful times, upsetting times, exciting times, a range of emotions and situations. If your relationship is switching from mono to mono-poly, the structure and routines of your relationship will change. You’ll have to get used to your partner going out to be with others for short or long periods of time. You’ll also have more time on your own.

No matter what kind of relationship you’re in, your true primary relationship needs to be with yourself. You are the only one who’ll always be there for you — partners can stay or go or even die. You’ll have a hard time being happy in your life if you haven’t made peace with and befriended yourself. (I say this from experience, having grown up with poor self-esteem, and always looking to others for validation and to make me feel worthy.)

As your partner explores their interest in others, now is the time for you to focus on yourself. If there are deficits in your self-worth, if you feel lonely from too much time on your own, spend some effort on changing this dynamic and being extra nice to yourself. Here are some ideas:




—Therapy and support groups are wonderful for this. It’s good to have a place where you can be open about what’s going on for you, and learn from others..

—Look at your interests and hobbies. Have you been pursuing them? Maybe you want to make more time for them.

—Or find some new ones. What types of activities excited you as a kid? Take the time to explore those as an adult and see if they still have energy for you. Or follow that whim to try or learn what’s long called to you.

—Are there groups pertaining to your interests, where you could connect with kindred spirits? It’s fun to share with others who have similar likes. You can do this online (Facebook groups are easy) or in-person, maybe through a Meetup.com group. Google is your friend in searching for what’s available in your area.

—Plan outings with friends when your partner has a night out.

—Sometimes shopping (or Retail Therapy, as I call it) is wonderfully distracting. Try things on. Look at furniture with your dream home decor in mind. Window shop.

—Pamper yourself for a night at home with your favorite foods, drinks, movies, books, music, comfy pajamas, or whatever sounds good to you.




As trite as it may be to say it, having this new time for yourself can be a great chance to get to know yourself better, and to learn to be on your own side. There’s a jokey phrase in therapy and recovery groups that goes “Another eFFing Growth Opportunity” (shortened to AFGO). Funny and true. You’ll have plenty of those in this relationship dynamic.

Over the years I’ve gone from feeling overwhelmingly lonely when I was by myself to enjoying having the time and space to do whatever I want. I’ve learned I’m good company, and now have more interests than I do time.

Uh-oh:  Worst Practices

Chapter 3 was dedicated to Best Practices in poly relationships. Unfortunately, we can’t ignore the inverse, that all is not always sweetness and light. The reality of Worst Practices needs to be explored as well.

At the start of exploring poly relationships, there is a learning curve. It’s a new world, and freedom and uncertainty are part of it. Mistakes will most likely be made, on everyone’s part. It’s wise to allow some grace, especially in the beginning, to understand everyone is doing the best they can. Since it’s a learning curve, hopefully some actual learning is taking place and, through discussions about feelings and reactions, those mistakes can be corrected moving forward. Everyone needs to be willing to hear feedback, to make changes, and to examine themselves with humility. That’s how relationships can get better, and healing can happen after hurt.

Unfortunately, not everyone understands that. People come to relationships with a host of issues, foibles and strengths. Some people aren’t willing to face their own issues; some don’t know how. Sometimes worst practices creep into relationships. They can start small and have a snowball effect, and before you know it, there are complications and chaos to deal with.

The poly and mono-poly Facebook groups are full of stories of worst practices (again, because people tend to post when they're troubled about something, and not so much when they are happy). Spend time there and you’ll get your fill of drama from bad behavior.

Worst practices mostly involve a lack of honesty, openness, transparency, or consent — sometimes a mixture of those elements. Some examples of worst practices are:




—Within a monogamous relationship, a partner cheats for a long or short period of time, and afterwards tells their partner that they are poly and want to open the relationship. (Not a good way to start a mono-poly relationship.)

—Continuing to have a relationship with the person they cheated with. (This creates a trust problem.)

—Lying, being evasive, avoiding sharing important details, telling one partner one thing and another partner something different, all in an effort to avoid conflict or upset feelings.

—Breaking agreements you’ve made with partners.

—Being evasive about agreements or changes in agreements.

—Ignoring a partner’s concerns, or gaslighting their concerns. (Gaslighting involves convincing someone else that they’re crazy, their feelings or concerns aren’t real, or they’re interpreting a situation incorrectly. Gaslighting makes one doubt their own observations or gut feeling about a person or situation.)

—Failing to give loving attention to the Old Relationship Energy partner when caught up in NRE with someone new.

—If you share younger kids with your partner, going on dates and overnights without giving your partner an equal break from kids.




Of course, mono people in the mono-poly dynamic can have their own worst practices too, as anyone in a relationship can. It’s important for all people in relationships to move towards best practices and be willing to hear feedback and examine themselves.

I speak here about the poly worst practices because I often see mono folks with poly partners doubting themselves, suffering, confused about what it means to be in a poly relationship, and excusing bad behavior. When this goes on too long, it often leads to a tragic and painful end to the relationship.

The best advice I can give you is to tune into your gut, your instinct. Are you getting upset about something repeatedly? Does something not feel right to you? What’s triggering your feelings? There is a reason for those feelings, those reactions. Feelings are information; they’re trying to tell you something.

Sometimes, it’s a matter of your issues getting triggered, maybe experiences from your past, or your “fight, flight or freeze” response* kicking in. causing your reaction, even when your partner is engaging in best practices. Being able to assess what’s causing your feelings is important. If you determine your partner is being honest, respectful, and acting within your relationship agreements, your next step is to work on calming down your fears or hurts. Can you find ways to self-soothe or seek comfort?

This could mean seeking extra reassurances from your partner, or connecting with other supportive people in your life. It could mean finding positive phrases to repeat to yourself, looking for what you’re grateful for in your relationship and life. It could mean focusing on self-care practices to de-stress, like yoga, meditation, exercise, soothing music, or getting out in nature.

Sometimes, figuring this out is confusing. You’re in the middle of this relationship and there are new and potentially upsetting things happening. Is this something you can get used to over time? Is it good for you? Is your partner being kind and generous to you but it feels so different for them to have an intimate relationship with someone else? Or is your partner not treating you well and doing a shabby job of maintaining two or more relationships? 

Again, give yourself time to figure out these answers, tune into your gut reactions, and talk to a friend or therapist who can give you an outside perspective. In the end, you need to decide for yourself.

*Fight, flight or freeze responses are your body’s automatic responses to danger or threat.  The trigger can be a scary scenario or a stressful situation. Some aspects of poly relationships can feel upsetting or emotionally unsafe for mono folks who are used to more predictable relationship patterns. For anyone who finds themselves anxious and upset frequently in their relationship, I recommend learning more about trauma or Complex PTSD. It’s helped me a lot. See the Resources section for some recommendations on this topic.

When It Doesn’t Work

Sometimes what you learn through questioning and listening to yourself is that the relationship isn’t working for you. No one wants to reach this point. You’ve worked hard on making it work, been open to new things, tried this new way of being in a relationship with your partner. For some people, time helps to smooth the bumpy parts, and they accept this new normal. They may not like everything about being mono-poly, but there are more benefits than drawbacks.

For others, continuing down the mono-poly path leads to more and more suffering and painful experiences. Whether it’s damage caused by the poly engaging in worst practices, or simply the mono’s issues, background, preferences or needs, sometimes one or both of you comes to the realization that it’s not working.

Sometimes accepting that being in a poly relationship isn’t for you will mean facing the end of your relationship. Some poly folk may be open to renegotiations about the relationship, but some are firm that engaging in poly relationships is a necessity for them. Neither situation is easy or fun, and ending the relationship with someone you love is heartbreaking and life-changing.

Ultimately, the person you must be true to is yourself. If you are experiencing consistent emotional or physical stress from your relationship, it will take a toll and affect the quality of your life. Take care of yourself. Revisit the self-care practices mentioned above. Seek support. Whether the outcome is what you wanted or not, you have been through a highly challenging relationship dynamic. Be kind to yourself.


Conclusion, and My Story

These days, polyamory is becoming more well-known to the general public.  Search for “polyamory TV shows” and many come up, both fictional and reality TV shows. People are curious about it, especially since it’s outside the cultural norm. Studies estimate that currently only 4-5% of the population are in ethically non-monogamous relationships, and that 20% of single adults in the U.S. report engaging in consensual non-monogamy at some point in their life

Polyamory is not for everyone. There’s a learning curve, especially in how to have multiple relationships that are happy, healthy, honest and open. You can’t just jump in and start doing whatever you want with no concern for others. Well, you can, but you’ll leave a lot of damage in your wake.

This has been one of the main motivations for me in writing this book. I’ve seen damage, pain and suffering in mono-poly relationships (my own and others I’ve encountered), when best practices aren’t followed. How can we reduce the negatives in our relationships, educate ourselves about what healthy relationships need, and gain the skills necessary to make it happen? This book doesn’t claim to fill in all those blanks, but it’s a start to name the best and worst practices, raise awareness around issues particular to mono-poly relationships, and point to resources for further growth and support.




My Story

In the Introduction, I shared how I ended up in a mono-poly relationship when my husband’s needs changed after 25 years of being in a monogamous marriage. I’ll share a few more details about my situation, hoping it might benefit others.

Initially, when my husband said he would no longer be monogamous, he also said he wanted a divorce. This was a devastating surprise to me. We began therapy to un-couple peacefully and, over the next few months, changes for the better started happening as we were shaken out of all our old relationship ruts.

Eventually, we came to a place where I was willing to try being polyamorous with him, even though it wasn’t my natural inclination. I read and researched about poly, and was interested to see if it might have some benefits for me. We opened our relationship, and at that point, were both trying on polyamory.

I made up an online dating profile, chatted with people, went on some dates, and went to poly parties with my husband. In time, I decided that it wasn’t for me — I had some crummy dating experiences, and I didn’t enjoy feeling as if I was emotionally in high school again. I wanted to focus more on myself, and just have the relationship with my husband. He was unwavering in his need to be polyamorous, and so now we were a mono-poly couple.

We tried hard to make it work. We talked about relationship stuff constantly. We went to therapy with a poly therapist for years. I found his dating and his interests in others to be upsetting and emotionally painful.

At first I thought this was an adjustment period I was going through. Having him go off to be romantic with others was so new to me.  I bought a jealousy workbook, talked to therapists, distracted myself with fun activities when he was out, read in online groups how others handled their feelings. It never got better for me. I learned about attachment theories and trauma. I realized my anxious attachment style was probably a factor, as well as abandonment issues I’ve had throughout my life. This made things difficult, and yet I loved him and wanted to keep trying.

At the same time, he was going through his own issues and feelings. Unfortunately, he ended up engaging in behaviors that repeatedly crossed many of my boundaries. Our last year together was so painful and confusing. It took awhile for me to discern my boundaries, and that they,  and my need for respect in our relationship, were non-negotiable. He had to realize I was never going to be the happy poly wife he’d envisioned. We each had our decisions to make.

We separated and he moved out, five years after we started this poly adventure, and 32 years as a couple. It was a shattering time of on-going grief and loss. (And at the beginning of the pandemic, but that’s another story…)

I know it can be disheartening to hear about another couple who couldn’t make a mono-poly relationship work, especially when you are hopeful yet unsure about your own relationship. I hated hearing about mono-poly breakups, and felt determined that it wouldn’t happen to me. Yet, there are many happy mono-poly couples who have found ways that work for them. Seek out those stories. If you put out a request to hear success stories on the mono-poly forums, you’ll find them. Learn from those couples how they keep moving forward together. How do they think about things, what practices, routines and attitudes help them in this dynamic?

I see over and over again, monos saying “I love my partner so much, and I can’t imagine my life without them.” I get it; I was there too. After 32 years of such a close relationship with my husband, I couldn’t at all imagine living without him. The separation and break-up have been painful. And yet, months into the process, I can imagine new paths for myself, even as I still process this heavy load of grief and loss. It’s been a great relief to not have all the drama of his poly activities, and the stress of my own feelings, fears and reactions. My days are more peaceful.

I see now how my fear of losing him prodded me to cater to his wants and needs in our relationship as I pushed aside my own. I ignored that little voice that whispered, “This isn’t working for me.” So many of my boundaries had to be crossed for the voice to get loud enough for me to acknowledge it. I had to finally admit my physical and mental health were being compromised by the situation.

Everyone has their own journey and process, and I hung in there a long time. It wasn’t the best for me. I recommend listening to your own voice sooner rather than later, if you can. (It’s also okay to go at your own pace, of course.) Is it a “Hell, yes!” for you, as in “Hell, yes, I can see a life of happiness with my partner being poly,” or is it more of a “Hell, no, I don’t want this kind of life”?  The latter may be a painful truth you’d rather avoid.

There is nothing inherently good or bad about polyamory. As with monogamy, there are pluses and minuses. It’s just one way of having relationships that are different from the cultural norm. It’s right for some people, and not for others. It’s okay, no matter which side you or your partner fall on.

No matter how your adventure of being in a mono-poly relationship goes, it’s a learning experience that will help you know yourself better, and bring you closer to a happy, fulfilled life. I wish you well in your discoveries.


Resources

There are plenty of resources out there to get information, guidelines,  and opinions about polyamory. I won’t list them here since they’re relatively easy to find with a simple search. My one caveat is: pretty much all of these sources are for poly folks and those interested in it, and are geared toward a poly perspective. There isn’t much out there for a monogamous person with a polyamorous partner, especially not from the mono perspective.

I will list resources I’ve found helpful for me as a mono in a poly relationship, as well as excellent books on relationships and self-work in general.

Online Groups

These groups exist as of 2021, when this book was published. As time goes on, they may close or new groups may form. Searching on Facebook for “mono-poly” should help you find them. If none of these suit you, consider creating one yourself. It’s easy to do.




Facebook groups strictly for the mono person of the mono-poly dynamic (these provide a safe place for monos to communicate with other monos, without the presence of poly folks):




Monos Loving Polys

The Mono Logs

Monocorn Sanctuary




Facebook groups for both poly and mono folks:

Poly + Mono Relationships

Mono-Poly Relationships Support




Article

“Are You in Poly Hell?”  by Kathy Labriola

www.kathylabriola.com/articles/are-you-in-poly-hell







Books

Excellent  books on improving relationships and self-esteem, in general:

Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and Lead by Brene Brown, PhD

Rising Strong by Brene Brown, PhD

The Five Love Languages by Gary Chapman

The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work by John M. Gottman, PhD

The Relationship Cure by John M. Gottman, PhD

Mating in Captivity by Esther Perel

Intimacy and Desire: Awaken the Passion in Your Relationship by David Schnarch

Passionate Marriage: Keeping Love and Intimacy Alive in Committed Relationships by David Schnarch, PhD




Books on Trauma and Complex PTSD:

Complex PTSD: From Surviving to Thriving  by Pete Walker, M.A.

The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind and Body in the Healing of Trauma by Bessel van der Kolk

✽✽✽

For more about me, my writing and other creative projects, please visit my websites:

      tazmynozga.com

     penandmoon.com
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