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inTRODuCTiOn

From the time Stevie put his penis inside me under a star-filled sky in 
rural Pennsylvania until the time I was 50, I’d had a wide variety of in-
timate encounters. To be more precise, I’d had a lot of sex — with many 
people. And I don’t mean the sort of number you can remember and 
put faces with. I’d also had two marriages, lived with three partners, 
and showed up for many dreary drinks with people from the Internet. 
I loved and lusted hard; I endured heartbreak and upheaval, celebrating 
my adventures and chastising myself for my stunning mistakes. 

All this while counseling thousands of individuals and couples, 
teaching courses, leading training seminars, and supporting others to 
find meaning and satisfaction in their own challenging, unconven-
tional, messy, or ordinary relationship lives. 

I’m an expert in relationships, in the theories and the lived experi-
ence. But it wasn’t easy to get here.

I know what it is to feel that your relationship has failed — that 
you are a failure. Whether you’re single, in the midst of a breakup, in a 
partnership that feels increasingly strained or untenable, or in a relation-
ship with the standard array of conflicts and unresolved issues, you 
might feel like you’ve done something wrong — again. How do you keep 
ending up here? Is it that you’ve chosen poorly? Or that you’re just not 
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“relationship material”? Is it that you’re destined to truly bond only 
with four-leggeds? 

Are you just “unlucky in love”? 
Most of us know someone who married a high school or college 

sweetheart and has been with them ever since. Some of these couples 
live “happily ever after” — for real. Maybe they sensed, intuited, or 
miraculously fell into the right relationship (for them). Maybe their 
relationship is uncomplicated, healing, inspiring, sexually connected, 
deeply loving, or friendship-based. Maybe they learned to negotiate 
differences, grow together, and stay in love. Whatever it is, these folks 
chose something that worked — the first time. 

On the other hand, there are the high school sweethearts who come 
to see me — after the first or second affair. They complain that they 
feel less whole than their peers — that they missed out on experiment-
ing, “sowing their wild oats,” and discovering what they did and didn’t 
like based on a variety of experiences. Some want and need to get a 
little crazy later in life. Some figure out how to spread their wings —in 
whatever way is meaningful for them — while remaining married. 
Despite the challenges, some find a way to stay together and make it 
work — even if it really doesn’t. 

Not my story. Maybe not your story either. And that’s okay.
If you’ve been through multiple breakups, you’re certainly not 

alone. Over the past decade, divorce rates in the United States have 
hovered somewhere between 40–50 percent for first marriages — and 
even higher for seconds and thirds. However, if you’ve had multiple 
long-term partnerships by mid-life, rather than seeing your breakups as 
statistically ordinary — or even positive — chances are good you believe 
this indicates some kind of shameful personal flaw. Anticipating that 
you will not be celebrated for another “unsuccessful” (a.k.a., not for-
ever) relationship, you might choose to duck judgment and hide the 
truth of your pain from the world. But rest assured — all those cleverly 
curated lives and cheery status updates reveal next to nothing about 
what really goes on at the kitchen table and behind bedroom doors. 
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And so, we return to that concept — failure. Your relationships 
have failed, and you’ve failed at relationships. Or so the world says.

Where did we come up with this crazy idea that people should be 
able to get relationship right the first or second or even the third time 
around? Why do we think a marriage should be judged for its durabil-
ity rather than rated for awareness gained or growth achieved? 

I’d like to suggest we lean away from the impractical, rarely attain-
able, idealized notion of “happily ever after,” and into the idea of rela-
tionship as a learning dojo — a place to practice now, today, and always. 

Relationship Practice

Research shows that experts are made, not born.1 It takes motivation 
and practice to get really good at anything. But it’s not just that we need 
10,000 hours of practice, as Malcolm Gladwell originally put forth.2 
According to the new science of expertise, to achieve mastery requires 
deliberate practice.3 It requires us to push past the boundaries of what 
we already know and to find the grit to keep going when the going gets 
tough. Plus, having access to teachers, mentors, and community support 
helps immensely. 

If we believe we are bad at relationships or unlucky in love, we give 
ourselves a pass — there is no reason to stretch beyond our comfort zone, 
practice new skills, and reach for greater competence. If we believe that 
satisfying relationships are the preserve of soulmates or natural relation-
ship geniuses, we cheat ourselves of the chance to develop the expertise 
we need to build truly satisfying relationships. 

My 30-plus years of experience working with individuals and 
couples has shown me that developing relationship expertise can be as 
challenging as developing mastery at any sport or form of art. But with 
deliberate practice, it’s attainable. And here in these pages, I would like 
to show you how. I will offer you a set of skills and attitudes that can help 
you build a truly sustainable and satisfying “relationship practice.” 
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Before you begin, know this: Developing a relationship practice is 
not for the faint of heart. It requires you to dive deep within. To rec-
ognize the mind-bending influences of your personal history, cultural 
traumas, and the normative conventions of society. To study your pow-
ers and privileges and learn to use them well, both on your own behalf 
and on behalf of your partner. To stay awake in the heat of conflict. It 
takes a special attitude and concerted and sustained focus to practice 
in the places where you are activated or triggered, where it hurts and 
humbles you the most. And, argh  . . . you will have to give up the in-
toxicating altered state that comes with yelling, name-calling, throwing 
things, blaming, giving the silent treatment, sulking, storming out, or 
acting righteous and superior. Well, most of the time, anyway. 

If you are ready to put in the effort and the time to develop new 
self-awareness and relationship muscles, this book offers the tools to help.

Learning from Failure

In creative fields and entrepreneurship, it’s in vogue to fail and iterate. 
Luminaries of design thinking urge us to embrace our failures, own  them, 
and use this learning to light our path toward doing great and original 
things.4 Stanford engineering students are encouraged to write “failure 
resumes.”5 Some companies even boast “anti-portfolios” to brag about 
their screw-ups.6

Even so, it is natural to feel regret when looking at the past. It’s 
natural to view certain moves as mistakes, especially when you’ve been 
hurt or hurtful. However, if you can harness the redemptive power of 
your so-called “mistakes,” and leverage your most difficult experiences 
to provide meaning and fuel change, you may feel less preoccupied 
with the errors of your past. When your behavior changes in the here 
and now, regret naturally recedes. 

I’d like to help you use the lessons of your past so you can move on 
with clarity and confidence. I’d like to help you identify and celebrate 
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the learning you’ve gained from your creative, rich, and diverse relation-
ship life. I’d like to help prepare you for a more fulfilling future.

As you embark on this journey and begin to build your relationship 
practice in earnest, keep the following suggestions in mind. I will remind 
you of their importance throughout the book.7

1. Cultivate self-compassion. Appreciate yourself and what you have 
been through. Only then can you create an inner atmosphere 
conducive to learning. Each of you will have your own way of 
gaining detachment from your self-critical viewpoint. Methods 
range from meditation to prayer, to sports, to forms of inner work. 
Use whatever works for you. (And read on for additional ideas.)

2. Own your experience. In order to learn from your past, you must 
first claim it as your own — including the gnarly, painful parts. 
Don’t get stuck in beating yourself up or trying to move on too 
quickly. Instead, get to work on practicing the skills you will 
need for your future relationships. (Many of the exercises in the 
book will foster this.)

3. Seek support. Don’t go it alone. If you are struggling in relation-
ship, seek guidance from a professional counselor, wise friends, 
or Nature herself. Most people need help in order to discover 
new ways to do things. (Keep reading!)

4. Share the lessons. Don’t allow shame to make you feel unworthy 
or keep your insights to yourself. Other people going through 
hard times can benefit from your experience. Others feel #blessed 
when they know they aren’t the only one making mistakes. (I 
know I do!)

Given that all of us find our own individual ways to mess up, this 
book offers tools to help reduce your suffering, reward your learning, 
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and ultimately turn your mistakes into gold — making them worth 
millions. 

You might even come to think of yourself as a creative entrepreneur, 
with a number of relationship start-ups under your belt. 

 

The many individuals and couples I have worked with over the past two 
and a half decades have offered me a unique window into what it means 
to be a human being in all of its complexity, beauty, and agony. I see 
people without armor, emotionally naked with their bleeding hearts 
exposed. I witness the wear, tear, and eventual wreckage that comes from 
being hurt, hungry, betrayed, ignored, criticized, lied to, and resented 
over time. I strive to help individuals and couples encounter their low 
points, find their raw truth, discover meaning, and come to tough 
decisions if they must. 

I make it a point to congratulate people who find the courage and 
the resources to exit unhappy relationships. I bow to ex-partners who 
remain friends or who find ways to creatively co-parent. I honor all 
who have risked destroying the devil they know to nurture the dream 
of something better. 

My ongoing studies with the founders of Process Work, Arny and 
Amy Mindell, have provided the backbone and grounding for all of my 
work. Almost all of the ideas and exercises in this book are infused with 
the philosophy, theories, and methods of Process Work. In addition, my 
own extensive reading, research, and self-studies have kept my thinking 
fresh and my style of working agile. But ultimately, my own painful, im-
possible relationship experiences — and my sense of having failed at what 
was most important — caused me to hit bottom, even to consider ending 
my life. From that lowest point, I was able to deepen my sensitivity, hone 
my craft, and take my work to the next level. That is, to truly open. 

My so-called “failed” relationships have given me the opportu-
nity to love deeply multiple times, and to experience far-out states and 
depths of pain I didn’t know were possible. I had to go through many 


