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For anyone who feels they should instead of could.

I hope this book will bring you choice.

Love and choice.


‘Instead of looking to a relationship for shelter, we could welcome its power to wake us up in those areas where we are asleep and where we avoid naked, direct contact with life.’

– John Welwood, Journey of the Heart: The Path of Conscious Love


 A note on Love and Choice

Throughout this book I will be making plenty of statements about relationships and therapy as if they are de-facto correct. I will be outlining different theories and ideas that I believe are helpful in the development of more conscious, choice-ist relationships and can, in the long run, deepen purpose and meaning in any individual’s life. That’s fine – we all need a guide sometimes, and in this book, I’ll happily be yours – but please keep in mind the biggest truth of all: everything is subjective. I can only offer you my hope, strength and experience through my own professional and personal lens. Over and above all that is this: you are the greatest expert on yourself.

Every exercise in these pages is created with the objective of offering you the chance to delve further into the essence of who you are and what you truly want. Change doesn’t always happen overnight, no matter how much we want it to. It could take weeks, months or years for you to uncover what’s really holding you back and which direction you want to go in. Try, if possible, to enjoy, or at least embrace, the process. Allow yourself to be as loud or quiet as you wish – laugh, cry, shout and/or shake as you journey towards self-awareness, leaving your old, limiting ideas behind and carving out a new freedom for yourself.

With courage and love,

Lucy x
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PROLOGUE

Why Choice?

B and I had been together for nine years, and civilly partnered for seven, when we realised we needed choice.

Our relationship began at boiling point. For the first six months we enjoyed regular sex marathons, erotic-message exchanges and an embarrassing yet regular game of Love Poetry Tennis. Somewhere between six months and a year, however, we began to simmer. We got engaged and kept simmering until we got hitched and began to cool. Our lives were full of love and resentment, dishwasher tablets, home furnishings and family gatherings. Sex became a bimonthly event, often fraught with dejection. There were still glimpses of true erotic connection, but they were all too regularly blighted by mismatched libidos and all-consuming work – and workout – schedules. We supported one another as best we could, both through the everyday difficulties and the big life struggles. We weren’t good at carving out time for our relationship; we took holidays sometimes, although one of us usually chose to work at least a little during this sacrosanct time. We drifted away from each other in ways I find very hard to articulate, and which still feel quite painful to think about, but that I know resulted from everyday omissions rather than gaping black holes.

As a therapist, I have heard many clients share similar stories about intimate relationships that started so well, full of possibility and promise, and then slowly (almost imperceptibly) became tense with confusion and frustration. People enter the therapy room wondering where it all went wrong. One common scenario in long-term relationships is that the erotic has been all but swallowed up by the domestic; there is no space left for exploring. Another serious issue is familiarity, which leads people to (often wrongly) assume they know what the other wants. A third, even more prevalent issue is around propriety: the following of a series of entrenched ideas about what is or is not acceptable to seek or want, sexually and/or romantically.

I have watched so many times as clients, friends or acquaintances speak about sex and desire in a secretive, shameful tone (no eye contact, shoulders hunched), admitting that there is something ‘else’ they sometimes crave – an exploration or an adventure; something they are sure they should not need and daren’t ask for.

‘Maybe I just shouldn’t be in any intimate relationship,’ they say.

‘It always ends up the same way . . . There’s something wrong with me.’

‘I think I want the closeness, and the security, of something solid and loving, but then at some point I start to feel suffocated, bored even.’

‘Am I perverted? I have these fantasies . . .’

‘I think it’s me; it’s all my fault. It hurts, though, so much; nobody sees.’

‘What I really want? Ha-ha, that’s funny. What I want is definitely not allowed.’

Not only do I hear these kinds of self-limiting thoughts and feelings often, but I can also empathise. There is something quite insidious – more generally, in human nature perhaps, but also in our society – about the need to self-chastise or pathologise, particularly when we are hurting or unhappy.

Some people try to blame themselves, while others prefer to blame another. Most often, they oscillate between the two, but invariably it is blame that is a central feature of whatever explanation (for these desires) is constructed. In short: judgement wins over curiosity, with a focus on the past, rather than the future.

Sadly, for me, this is familiar – it’s something B and I did for years as we tried to find a reason why our relationship felt sticky, ill-fitting even, and why we could not just ‘fix it’. What I can see now, with the benefit of hindsight, is that although we talked a lot, we actually did not communicate very well, spending long hours discussing our relationship (sex, intimacy, living arrangements, love languages, etc.), but rarely getting to the crux of things. We would continue to circle around entrenched issues that, without the guidance of a professional third party, were unlikely to ever be fully resolved.

For a long time, we did not brave the kind of radical honesty that has the power to slice through even the biggest knots. We rarely spoke about desire with any real courage or conviction, and I, for one, continued to feel quite terrible about it all: my secret fantasies and furtive yearnings for something/someone else. I tried to tell myself that it was just an addictive tendency, that everyone in long-term relationships felt this niggling sense of dis-ease and I just had to ‘grow up and put up’, as one of my parents used to say. I also assumed this was my issue; that I was awful, selfish, bad. But still, it didn’t stop the thoughts and images that whizzed in and out of my mind whenever they bloody well wanted, while I exhausted myself failing to banish them. I felt stuck, confused and angry. I knew there was a problem – we needed to change something – but I could not see a way out. I was too fearful of losing the person I loved to be completely honest with her, and so I lost myself instead.

I have learnt, both at work and at home, that it is exactly this kind of avoidance of the hard-core truth that is most damaging to relationships. Every time you choose to swerve a difficult conversation, to ‘white lie’ your way to peace or to deny your deeper needs, you are just racking up issues for the future. Think of it like rot inside a building: you can live with the decay for quite a while without noticing until, one day, it is everywhere; the structural integrity is compromised and the whole thing starts to collapse.

After nine years in a relationship with B, my head was turned by someone new. It wasn’t the first time, I’ll admit, but this time there was such a charge – so much backed-up frustration and longing in me – that it felt irresistible. I felt a strong compulsion to act and although it was a lot about sex, it also didn’t feel all about sex. I knew I needed to explore this new connection in the way I had needed to pursue any other meaningful longing in my life. It felt interlinked with vitality and creativity – something inside of me that could not wait any longer to be expressed.

Clearly, I couldn’t continue with monogamy, yet I felt scared that my now-deafening desire would split us up. So, I did what so many people in long-term relationships do when they are struggling in a similar way: I cheated.

I lied and deceived my partner; I hardly slept; my appetite halved. I hated myself so much. It was awful and it was energising. It was terrifying and liberating. It was both very stressful and very exciting.

After a month or so, I came clean to B what I had done and was still doing. She was upset – furious even – although not completely bewildered as we had joked (sort of) a couple of times in the recent past about how we both felt attracted to non-monogamy. But when B told me her own secret, that she too had cheated two years ago, I felt my guts descend earthwards. That she had done it at all – that hurt my feelings. But that I had not known about it until now? That was a bigger deal. It made me feel angry, and strangely frightened. There was something about not having had access to this crucial information – details about who my partner was and what she wanted – as well as the lies, that felt unfair. It took a few months but eventually I realised that I wished I had known so that I could have decided whether or not to stay. I was almost certain that I would have stayed, but the transparency seemed very important – essential, in fact – to my autonomy within our relationship.

The day of the great revelations, B and I wept a lot, then screamed. We held each other as we slept; we woke up angry yet relieved. That is just what it feels like, I think, when a buried truth is unearthed in relationships. It wasn’t pretty, but it was real. Of course, I wish we hadn’t cheated on each other. I swear I heard both of our hearts rip when we found out, right down the middle. I wish we had been more honest, earlier, and that neither of us had deceived the other, because it did impact on our trust.

Yet I have never regretted what happened next, nor the way that things unfolded. Over the course of various difficult and emotionally charged conversations, we began to unpack our relationship. I told B that I still loved her, deeply, but also really wanted to continue to pursue my new connection with this other person, A. B expressed a similar desire to explore.

This was a major turning point for us. We had to either build a new kind of relationship, conscious and honest at its core, or walk away from one another completely. We chose to stay, and to transform. The main aspect of our transformation was, initially at least, a relocation, as we shifted the nature of our relationship from (supposedly) monogamous to consciously – some call this ‘ethically’ – non-monogamous.

The first two years in particular were very challenging and included more tears, anxiety, anger, break-ups and make-ups than I thought humanly possible. This alien land of Conscious Non-Monogamy (CNM for short) was not nearly as habitable, and far more intimidating, than I’d imagined. Yes, it was exciting and inspiring, with beautiful mountain tops and lush, impressive views, but there were also switchback paths, steep drops and a distinct lack of inhabitants. As time went on I realised that I should have brought a map, or at least thought about looking at one before I decided to leave the rather more charted land of Monogamy. I had no idea what I was doing here, in CNM, nor did I know my way around some of the villages – Polyamory, Polyfidelity, Swinging, Open Marriage and the very large town called Everything Inbetween.

The other thing that was so difficult was people’s reactions to our plight. Granted, I didn’t expect a welcoming committee, but nor did I expect the Lifestyle Police. I felt shocked at how many of my friends and family were incredulous and upset with me for choosing to be non-monogamous. Weirder still, they seemed far more comfortable talking about other people’s illicit affairs. Some even acknowledged that they found it easier to see a partner being actively deceived by another partner than to watch an entire partnership transform itself, consensually, into something quite new.

This made sense because for most people, me included, monogamy isn’t just a sexual or romantic choice, but an entire system upon which love and relationships are built. For those who think of monogamy as the default position, any deviance from it is potentially uncomfortable. But recognising that conscious non-monogamy frightens lots of people does not mean you should not, or cannot, go there yourself. I’d just advise that if you want to live/holiday/take a sabbatical in the land of CNM, be cautious about who you tell, and who you go to for support. Sometimes it is those who you think will be most mentally flexible who shut the door right in your face, whereas those you thought were super-conventional have minds with lots of space to wander.

With hindsight, I can see that the way we presented it did not help. Neither me nor B nor my newer partner, A, had any idea how best to approach CNM. We lived in a state of perpetual drama and confusion, and this must have come across clearly when we spoke about it. I suspect people listening thought, This is mad – these guys are doing all this weird stuff and they aren’t even happy! We were open-minded, yes, but also uneducated, unprepared and full of the typical angst and insecurities that come hand in hand with being human. For every useful mistake we made, there was another that caused unnecessary suffering. Mostly they were the result of one of us either not having thought things through or not having established appropriate boundaries.

We tried, of course, to self-educate. We listened to podcasts and read books on non-monogamy and polyamory, attended some relevant events and talks, and even joined forums (remember those?) online. The material presumed non-monogamy was to be constant, and I was unconvinced I wanted it long term. Firstly, we had relocated to Non-MonogamyTM in a crazy rush after recognising (too late) that MonogamyTM had become uninhabitable, which felt a bit like learning how to fix a tyre only after getting a puncture. All I was certain of was that ‘default’ monogamy was no longer working for me and that I wanted more choice about what constituted fidelity. But did that mean I had to choose non-monogamy, and be non-monogamous forever? I yearned to read something about relationships that gave me permission to wonder and imagine who I was, and what I wanted, without asking me to do anything specific or forcing me to adhere to any particular label.

As time went on, I kept searching for that book. I was also listening to more and more people, both friends and clients, share honestly their relationship struggles; how they felt they had no choice and how they had to fit ‘the blueprint’ of a monogamous, long-term pairing that included certain hallmarks, such as cohabiting, family-making and shared finances. I began to wonder if, rather than waiting for someone else to produce the book that I was looking for – the book I felt so many people needed – I ought to write it myself.


INTRODUCTION

The Matter of Choice

What, in your relationships, have you chosen? What would you choose if you felt able?

Most of us are brought up with a blueprint – an outline or even a plan – for our most important and intimate relationships. It can be more or less explicit, sent via parents, grandparents, teachers, the media, books, television or even the government’s tax policies, but the message we receive is simple:

The (gold) standard for a romantic relationship is one that is heterosexual, between two people, and monogamous.

But why is that the standard, and is it working for you, really? Some people recognise their uniqueness early on and are forced to question and/or defy this blueprint. For example: if they are attracted to the same sex (or both sexes, lots of sex or just no sex at all . . .), if their gender identity doesn’t match their birth assignment or their desires are forbidden by their religion. Many people go for decades without wondering about whether ‘the norm’ really works for them, becoming entrenched in relationship ideals and systems that may no longer make so much sense.

The brave among them start to wonder:

What do I really want from a romantic relationship? Who am I really? Who might I be?

In both my last few years spent working as a therapist and over a decade of writing professionally about health, wellbeing and relationships, I have spent much time exploring the human psyche and its shadows. I have been astonished by the prevalence of the relationship blueprint – those limiting beliefs about who we should be and how we should behave when it comes to sex, romance, intimacy and love – and also felt dismayed by its power.

I have watched people become unhappy and unwell trying to adhere to supposed rules that no longer serve them. Yet I have also watched some of those same people – myself included – dig deep to free themselves. I know which one I’d recommend.

So, how do we find freedom in relationships, both with others and with ourselves? I think it begins with a sense of choice, by which I mean believing in and respecting the idea that one has some agency in one’s life and the direction that it takes. I believe that when we respect choice, notice choice, enact choice and live in line with choice, we can access a deep and important sense of freedom, and live more responsible, conscious lives.

I know that might sound idealistic, but, far from being about lofty, intellectual principles, this requires one to have one’s feet firmly on the ground and get stuck into the very real, everyday stuff of being a body as well as a mind. Yet although I would argue that conscious choice is not elitist, I can hardly argue that it is even-handed. No sensible person would suggest that life, with all its inequalities and accidents, offers each individual access to the same number or types of choices. What I do trust, however, is that there is always some level of choice available to everyone. Even when a situation feels challenging, we have a choice about what perspective to take or who we share our worries with.

Perhaps you are one of those people who has decided they don’t have options: this is your lot, and that is that. Maybe you think that this is because of your circumstances, rather than your mindset. You might think, for example, that parents are in a different camp from all other adults; they can’t afford the luxury of such broad choices because what they choose impacts on their children. That may be right, but choice remains available, despite the fact that everyone’s personal circumstances differ. Having dependants, or challenging circumstances, does not mean you have no choice. What about other kinds of carers? Those who live with disability? With poverty? Or with major mental health issues? If I had a ten-pound note for every time someone had said to me, You don’t understand, it’s different for me because of . . . I think I could finally visit the Arctic. Of course, each of these people are right. We are all different, yes. But there is always more room for choice.

Who Is This Book For?

The simplest answer is: almost everyone. The ideas within these pages can be considered, questioned and (at least in part) adopted by anybody, regardless of age, sex, ethnicity, gender identity, sexuality, political leanings or relationship status. This book is just as much about inquiring into your unique relational needs and wants as it is about telling stories from other walks of life or offering suggestions about relationship building. It is about opening yourself to new possibilities. What I hope is that by the end of this book you’ll be free to change or stay the same – consciously.

Much of this book’s focus is the practice of reclaiming choice amid the confines of the blueprint – heterosexual, between two people, and mono­gamous. Almost all of us can benefit from introducing more conscious choice into our lives, and not just around relationships, but also things like health, money, work and lifestyle. Some people will read this book and immediately make necessary positive changes in various aspects of their lives, others may merely experience the kind of intellectual and emotional spaciousness that can be achieved by even a slight switch in perspective. Both types of change are valid.

This book is written as much for married or long-term couples who have zero intention of moving away from monogamy as it is for those who are reaching a crossroads in their relationship and are thinking about where to go next. It is for anybody who is feeling stuck, or is in a transitional phase, from those entering or leaving a relationship, having children or watching those children leave home, to those who are going through the menopause (or manopause – yes, that’s a real thing, when men experience a decrease in testosterone). It is as relevant to fiercely committed polyamorists, who would never dream of dating just one person, as it is to committed singletons, who can’t imagine sharing their physical, emotional or mental space at all. I also hope that, for those who are struggling with but committed to non-monogamy, this book will provide inspiration, hope and support.

There are only two types of people that this book may not touch, or positively impact, and they are mostly atypical. They are either those early adopters who are already asking choice-focused questions in all aspects of their lives or, at the other end of the spectrum, those who question nothing and are mentally unable to adopt any other kind of perspective, even for a moment.

That’s not you, though. Is it?

Love and Choice – What to Expect

Love and Choice is:

•A guide to help you think differently about relationships; become less guarded and more honest with yourself and your partner(s); delve deeper into your physical and emotional desires; create more authentic connections without entirely sacrificing your sense of identity or passion.

•A collection of stories from those who have moved away from the typical relationship or lifestyle blueprint and made conscious choices to do things in a more radical way.

•A starting point from which to explore a few key therapeutic ideas or ways of thinking that could enhance your relationships, big time. These include considering how you make and break relationships (what patterns you have) and what parts of yourself you might have pushed to the very edges of your consciousness and how that might be hindering you.

•A book that builds upon the existing small-yet-excellent group of titles that cover ways of thinking about, developing or enjoying relationships that don’t fit neatly into the monogamous paradigm.

Love and Choice is not:

•A substitute to individual or couples’ psychotherapy.

•An attempt to persuade its readers or their lovers/spouses/friends/family that a non-monogamous life is in any way better than a monogamous life, or vice-versa. Or that these are the only two possibilities. The relative merit of any option is always subjective and no one choice must be made forever.

•A straightforward guide on ‘how to open up your relationship’. It doesn’t contain instructions and is not another ‘How to’ guide to non-monogamy or any other specific kind of relationship. Rather, it helps you to write, and re-write, your own guide – one that works for where you are now.

•Just about sex. This book does include frequent references to sex, sexual practices and sexuality, yes, but it is no more about sex than it is about marriage or about love. Rather, it is focused primarily on how to live a life full of choice – a life that allows one to change, grow and evolve – both in relation to other people and oneself.

How to Use This Book

I hope that the process of working through this book will help you create nourishing, communicative and truly fulfilling relationships and/or improve on those you have. Certainly, it aims to help you develop a greater awareness of what you really want and the fact that this might change.

Personally, I love scribbling all over books, but if you fancy using a separate notebook, particularly for the Inquiry sections near the end of each chapter, that’s a good idea. Wherever you do it, just make some marks – words, sentences, images or angry blobs – when and how you feel like it. It is too easy, with a book like this, to have an important insight and then forget it or not return to mull it over. Yet it is in writing down an insight, and in going back to it later for some further thought, that the real magic happens.

Don’t scrimp, is what I’m saying. It is important to be committed to the sometimes-rocky process of self-inquiry. Often what we uncover, in terms of our truer longings or desires in life, love and relationships, are not the most convenient or straightforward. It is crucial, therefore, to pursue choice with a kind of gentle audacity, peering boldly over the cliff and assessing the terrain before you take a giant leap.

In therapy, we talk about making a ‘safe container’. It differs from client to client, but in general it does include that the therapy space (not just the physical space, but also the constructs around the therapy, like time boundaries and means of communication between sessions) remains consistent and appropriate. Since this book is – in part, at least – a therapeutic adventure, it feels important to re-create some form of that safety by requesting that you do things in the order they are set down and take brain (and heart) breaks where necessary.

This process can, and will, get tricky. Just like anything that is worth doing. This is something I had to remind myself of regularly in the writing of this book, because even though it was an opportunity I had sought out – one that aligned with my passion, values and purpose – still, it frequently felt overwhelming or exhausting. I really believe, however, that just because something is testing, that does not necessarily mean it is wrong. As I learnt in my years of features journalism, which included many interviews with athletes, our muscles only grow when they are ripped. It is the process of breaking down the tiny fibres that provides the stimulus for adaptation. The muscle analogy is one of the best I can think of to describe the process of developing emotional resilience and self-knowledge. Most types of ongoing therapeutic self-inquiry mirror an athlete’s journey: you cannot meet aspirations without experiencing some discomfort or even pain. The sooner you accept this, the easier it will be. Too much intensity, however – too much too fast – leads to injury. As the German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe said: ‘Do not hurry; do not rest.’ It is one thing to push yourself to the edges (or out) of your comfort zone and another to push yourself to breaking point.

How This Book Is Organised

•Chapters One to Four are focused around introducing the idea of conscious choice and identifying ways it might have shown up in, or been hidden from, your life, particularly around relationships. Since recognising that you are on autopilot is the precursor to switching back to manual, we will also take a look at the radical alternatives to the most common relationship structures.

•Chapters Five to Eight cover how to identify the beliefs that have blocked your choices in the past, and how to unpick those entrenched ‘life scripts’. As you begin to move beyond these limitations, you can start to be more present and explore the choices that fit, and work for, you.

•Chapters Nine and Ten cover choice in action, encouraging you to approach your relational situations in a way that is true to your present whole self. The stories will offer you different relationship maps with options of where to travel. As you explore, I will point out minefields, viewpoints, peaks, troughs or rugged terrain along the way. I will touch on boundaries and transitions as well as commitment and promises, and also how to work more choice into not just a relationship structure, but your whole life.

•Each chapter will look at different aspects of your life – areas such as sexuality, intimacy or fidelity – where you may have fallen into, rather than chosen, certain beliefs about what you want, or what is right, in relationships. And the stories in each chapter will tackle its themes, portraying different approaches to the norm, their challenges and outcomes, with a summary and opportunities for suggested tasks to help you practise awareness.

A Note on the Stories in This Book

In the researching and writing of this book I have spoken to many people on the topics of relationships. Some of these conversations have been used to form the stories within this book, but all of them have helped me to understand and express the central idea of conscious choice.

Some of the stories include real names; others (marked with *) use pseudonyms. I have been inspired by the honesty and openness from those I have talked to and am deeply grateful to all who have trusted me enough to share their stories. For some, however, being so ‘out’ is not straightforward. In these cases, not just names but also certain obvious biographical details have been changed.

The interviews that form the backbone of these stories were done over the internet, phone and in person. Video calls included those with Alex*, who was just two miles away at the time (in one lockdown during COVID-19), Dmitri* and Rebecca. I made a series of transatlantic video calls to Cody, Maggie and Janie, interviewing each of them individually at first and then, afterwards, as a witty, triangle-shaped unit all nudged up close to see the screen. Emails were exchanged with Hannah, who I also spoke to on the phone, me in wintry London and her in Santiago, with cathedral bells tolling in the background. Emails and phone calls were exchanged with my friend Elaine, in sunny Seville, and I spoke over the phone to Cath* in rural Cornwall. I took long walks with Anita and Dominic*, drank coffee across the table from Sandy* and Jon* and shared meals with Vix and Cassie*. I enjoyed each of these conversations so much, and learnt a great deal in the process.
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