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Dedicated to all people struggling to find and keep loving relationships. 
May this book be of benefit.









Mātā pitu upatthānam

Puttadārassa sangaho

Anākulā ca kammantā

Etam mangala muttamam



Support for one’s parents


Assistance to one’s partner, children, and friends

Jobs that are not left unfinished: this is the highest blessing.

—The Buddha, translated by Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu1

The Four Noble Truths

	Anguish is everywhere.

	We desire permanent existence for ourselves and for our loved ones, and we desire to prove ourselves independent of others and superior to them. These desires conflict with the way things are: nothing abides, and everything and everyone depends upon everything and everyone else. This conflict causes our anguish, and we project this anguish on those we meet.

	Release from anguish comes with the personal acknowledgment and resolve: we are here together very briefly, so let us accept reality fully and take care of one another while we can.

	This acknowledgment and resolve are realized by following the Eightfold Path.
—Roshi Robert Aitken2
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Foreword

I was very happy when Kimberly asked me to write the foreword to this book. It’s a wonderful guide to deepening the connections we share with those we love the most. It also provides us with many ways that Buddhist practice can help us sensibly and kindly approach the relationship challenges we all encounter, with simple tools to help us cultivate patience, compassion, and equanimity.

Kimberly is a householder—a married woman with a family, living an ordinary, modern life in New York City, who also teaches and practices the Dharma. In this book she shares her personal experiences with her partner, family, and friends with honesty and authenticity. She shows us how these relationships offer us a special opportunity to improve our capacity for happiness and joy and gives us practical, Dharma-based exercises and meditations so we can do it, too.

Such is the power of Buddha’s wisdom that, as we change our perceptions of ourselves and our place in the world, we also transform our relationships. This has certainly been my experience drawing on the same traditional techniques that Kimberly shares with such clarity and insight in this vividly relatable book.

May each one of us come to recognize the people in our lives as precious jewels for the unique opportunity they offer in cultivating our lovingkindness! And may all who read this book encounter fresh insights to transform our relationships in the most transcendent way!

—David Michie

The Dalai Lama’s Cat series

and Instant Karma: The Day It Happened









Introduction

The odds of not meeting in this life are so great that every meeting is like a miracle. It’s a wonder that we don’t make love to every single person we meet.

—Yoko Ono1

I believe that happy relationships are possible—for everyone.

Even if you’ve been married for twenty years and your routine is boring and stressful; your mom has always been a help-resistant complainer; and your dearest friend moved across the country—all of us can create lasting and joyful connections with the people we care about the most. Using simple tools drawn from the Buddhist tradition, you can cultivate appreciation, set wise expectations, and create meaningful and intimate bonds of mutual support and kindness with your partner, family, and friends. I know it’s possible because I did it, and you can too.

That’s because our happiness isn’t dependent on everything in our lives being perfect. In fact, we can experience financial struggles, job loss, grief, and illness and still have appreciation, delight, and gratitude for everyone in our life. We can create happiness by improving the quality of our attention, the depth of our compassion, and our willingness to repair ruptures and let go of resentments. That’s why I wrote this book. I know from both personal experience and my work as a meditation teacher that creating happy and loving links with ourselves and with each other is not only achievable, but can be done with simple and easily learned practices. In this book, I share traditional meditations and exercises that anyone can do to show you how to cultivate your inherent qualities of mindfulness, kindness, patience, love, and wisdom and use them to feel closer and more content with your partner, parents, children, and friends.

Like some of you reading this, I was once skeptical that reliable and loving relationships would happen to me. I grew up in a chaotic home, with an alcoholic mother and an angry father. Both they and their families argued and yelled, held grudges for months if not years, and complained about one another often. They were rarely happy—because they didn’t know how to be. I wish they’d had the tools I have now, because if they had been able to apply them, they’d understand that caring and respectful relationships—intimate, compassionate, empathetic, and vulnerable connections with the people close to us—are truly possible. As you’ll see, everyone—including you—can learn and create the conditions for the people you love and yourself to thrive and feel heard and understood, as well for you to be the wise and loving partner, family member, and friend you’ve always wanted to be.

Because of this family history, I assumed that happy relationships were polite, free from confusion, and orderly, and as a young adult, I tried to create partnerships and friendships like this. But I was quickly disappointed. That’s because contrary to what I believed, and what you might believe too, all relationships—even good ones—have arguments, misunderstandings, and hurt and include lots of emotions: love, joy, and ease, but also frustration, anger, sadness, and boredom. What makes relationships happy isn’t an absence of conflict or difficult feelings, it’s our ability to skillfully navigate them with openness, mindfulness, gentleness, and honest and appropriate communication.

I’ve participated in many healing modalities including psychotherapy, eye-movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR), cognitive behavioral therapy, Zero Balancing® (a gentle energy-equalizing bodywork technique), and yoga nidra. All of these therapies helped me gain insight into my habitual patterns and conditioned judgments and beliefs as well as improving my ability to relate and connect to others. But it wasn’t until I began learning Buddhist meditations, tools, and contemplations that my capacity to connect with myself and the people closest to me transformed. These practices taught me how to meet myself and everyone else with wisdom and compassion, even when I make a mistake or someone hurts my feelings. And they can teach you too.


A Path to Healing

Although I’ve included many different Buddhist principles and techniques in these pages, all are guided by the foundational principle of Buddhism—the Buddha’s first teaching of the Four Noble Truths. These are four indisputable facts that apply to every human being:

First Noble Truth:	All of us are suffering.


Second Noble Truth:	Suffering has causes and it’s not inevitable.


Third Noble Truth:	We can be free from suffering.


Fourth Noble Truth:	There are eight disciplines and behaviors we can develop to gain our freedom and end our suffering. These are called the Eightfold Path: wise speech, wise conduct or action, wise livelihood, wise mindfulness, wise concentration, wise effort, wise intention, and wise understanding.


You’ll see that all the exercises and contemplations in the following chapters will help you develop proficiency in the Eightfold Path and will lead you to orient your speech and actions in ways that are useful, nonharming, and beneficial—for all your relationships. In particular, most of the meditations are based on mindfulness and lovingkindness practices. Mindfulness will improve your ability to pay attention, without judgment, to what is happening in and around you in the present moment. It’s through mindfulness that you’ll start to notice that the people in your life aren’t who you think they are—they’re much more than that. Our partners, children, and friends are just like us—good, bad, and everything in between. With mindfulness meditation, we can see who they really are, instead of idealizing their best qualities or only focusing on their negative behaviors. Lovingkindness, from the early Buddhist word metta, is the quality of wishing yourself and others happiness. It’s sometimes translated as love, goodwill, or friendship, and it’s a state of mind that doesn’t require anything in return. All happy relationships depend on your capacity to generate lovingkindness—it’s what enables you to love well and wisely.



You Can Do It

If you yearn to reconnect with the people you love, wish you could soften your heart to yourself, and want to recognize all of the obstacles you’ve developed that prevent you from experiencing joy, this book is for you. Through the practices I share here, I’ve learned to make time for my friendships and have more patience and appreciation for my spouse. I know how to set compassionate boundaries and let go of resentment with my family members. I’ll show you the same simple and effective methods and techniques that I use, and I know you can use them too. With practice, you’ll learn to meet the difficulty and struggle of misunderstandings, hard feelings, and even painful conflicts with openness and clarity and experience gratitude and ease with everyone in your life. You’ll discover it’s possible to stop catastrophizing, strategizing, and trying to control everything and everyone and relax into the moment-to-moment unfolding of life with compassion, clarity, and confidence.

It’s important to for you to know that it wasn’t easy for me to allow myself to have genuinely happy relationships, and it might be hard for you at first too. Like me, you might start out feeling fearful of getting too close, or you may feel mistrustful or unworthy of love. Or you could become fearful of losing the people close to you once you realize how important they are to you. That’s what happened to me when I began writing this book. I noticed that as I realized the depth of my care for my loved ones and their care for me, I started to think, “I’ll be devastated if we break up, change, or one of us dies.” Each time I sat down at my computer to work, I felt anxious and fidgety. I finally sat down on a kitchen chair, closed my eyes, and brought my attention to my breath. I said to myself, “May I be at ease,” and became aware that my chest was tight and my jaw clenched. I finally understood what was happening with me, and I walked into my husband’s home office, and said, “I think I’m afraid to write about happiness, because what if it all ends?” He smiled, and in his matter-of-fact wise way, said, “Well, it will end whether you write this book or not.”

He expressed perhaps the greatest truth of life—that everything is impermanent, including our closest and dearest relationships. Although that might seem terrible and sad—and it is—it’s also poignant and beautiful. That’s why the Buddha encouraged us to remember and acknowledge that change and loss are the nature of being human. He showed us how to accept it without aversion or denial but rather with wisdom, appreciation, and gladness. This book won’t make you immune to the vicissitudes of life—but it will show you how to appreciate the delight of simply being alive with the people you love, without trying to change them or keep them the same forever.










Notes on the Practices

The practices in this book are adaptations of traditional meditations that I’ve learned through my Buddhist training. Their purpose is to help you connect with yourself and the people you love, develop insight into your habits and behavior, and ultimately recognize the open, kind, and wise person that you already are.

All the practices can be modified for anyone of any ability. If you can’t walk, sit. If you can’t sit, lie down. If you have asthma or breathing difficulties, use sound instead of breath to anchor you. There is no wrong way to meditate as long as you’re present-centered, paying attention, and meeting yourself with kindness.

Although everything in this book is a suggestion, not a requirement, I encourage you to not skip the practices. In my experience, spending silent time alone with yourself in meditation is healing, calming, and transformative—but only if you do it. It can be hard at first—you might be fidgety or bored—and that’s okay. It takes time to get accustomed to paying attention to yourself in a new way. Don’t give up. I’m confident you can do it because it was hard for me at first too, but with time and practice I’m comfortable and at ease with meditation, even on days when my mind is frustrated, dull, or filled with fast-moving thoughts.

There are twenty-five practices in this book. You might not resonate with all of them and that’s okay. Stay with those that seem to most easily steady your mind and open your heart. You’re welcome to mix and match the practices too—all are effective for many situations, so if an exercise from the Family section is useful when you’re with your partner, don’t be afraid to use it.

Most importantly, be sure to trust your wisdom while you’re practicing. If a meditation makes you feel anxious or overwhelmed, stop and try again later. If you feel too tired to practice, take a nap. And if you’re discouraged and want to quit, remember the reason you’re reading this book and learning mindfulness and lovingkindness: to take care of yourself and the people you love with benevolence, skill, and compassion, through the joys and the sorrows and everything in between.









Section I

Happy Partnerships









Chapter One

Relationships Are Messy

You might be tempted to avoid the messiness of daily living for the tranquility of stillness and peacefulness. This of course would be an attachment to stillness, and like any strong attachment, it leads to delusion. It arrests development and short-circuits the cultivation of wisdom.

—Jon Kabat-Zinn1

Psychologists often say adults with troubled childhoods will likely have a deep need to be close to their partners, but with that comes an even deeper fear of being so connected. It means some of us will yearn for intimacy, but as soon as we experience it, we’ll find a way to get out of it. This was true for me for a long time. I met and got involved with men who were decent, kind, and loving and really wanted me—only to find a reason to reject them and end the relationship. I preferred dating and even getting seriously involved with men who were deeply ambivalent about me, but I never understood why. I only knew that their ambivalence meant we would never get too close, so I never had to run away.

When I was in my thirties, I began a relationship with Mateo, a talented journalist who, like me, had never been married, loved cats and books, and lived just twenty blocks uptown from my apartment. He was considerate, polite, funny, and fair. When we ate meals together, we shared the cooking and cleanup duties, and we each paid our own way when we went out. We dated


















Practice One: Let Yourself Love





	Find a quiet and comfortable place where you can relax for at least fifteen minutes. You can sit in your favorite chair, lie down on the couch with a blanket, or rest on your porch with your dog. Put all of your devices out of reach.

	First, don’t do anything at all. Just let yourself get still. Then take a few deep exhales and full inhales. Do this for at least five minutes.

	Put your hand on your chest, and say silently, May I be open to all the love in my heart. Just keep repeating this phrase to yourself. You don’t have to feel warm and fuzzy or anything at all. But when you get distracted, don’t let yourself get caught in stories or arguments with yourself. Just gently notice and come back and begin saying the phrase again.

	After five or ten minutes (or longer), think of a dear friend who is self-critical. Imagine they are sitting here with you. Then silently say to them, May you be open to all the love in your heart.

	Next, connect with both yourself and your friend’s presence. Keep your hand on your chest and say to both of you, May we be open to all the love in our hearts.

	Finally, let yourself rest quietly here for at least one minute, without saying the phrases. Then slowly and mindfully choose to open your eyes, stretch or move, and thank yourself for your beautiful heart.
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