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Zoë: for Billy


Thank you for giving me the inspiration, courage and strength to embark on this incredible journey.


I love you beyond words and I am so proud to be your mum.


Rebecca: for Jack


This is, as you told me, your book. By loving you with all my heart I’ve learnt how to love myself, and finally and truly to be happy.


I love you more. (Possible.)


… and for anyone whose family doesn’t look the way you thought it would or should: it’s beautiful, just as it is.












Choose Your Own Adventure – an Introduction


Parenting is, arguably, the hardest job in the world. Whether you are full- or part-time, or perhaps you’re just thinking about it, you are now, or soon will be, the entire parenting team: the CEO of your family, the solo monarch of your domain. Congratulations! This is single parenthood. Welcome to the village. These first days, weeks and even months of single parenthood can feel incredibly lonely, but we’re here to tell you that you are not alone. In the UK, single parents account for almost 20 per cent of all families. There are 3 million single-parent families in total. In the US, it’s 13 million. There is a whole world of single-parent friends out there, who are not only going to be your support network but they’re also going to amaze and inspire you with their brilliance. And, although you don’t know it yet, you’re going to inspire them too.




‘You always have to carry on. And you can, because you have to.’


Kate Winslet on single parenting





This book is about carrying on. It’s about going beyond carrying on and surpassing your wildest expectations of what you are capable of. Your family might not look the way that you’ve grown up being told that it should. Your family might not even look the way you thought single-parent families should look like. But your family is beautiful.


All about us


Zoë’s story


I became a single parent when my son Billy was one, when my relationship with his dad had broken down. I felt like my whole world had fallen apart. I found myself not only still in the throes of navigating new motherhood but I was now navigating my new identity as a single parent too. I didn’t know any other single parents at the time, so I felt like an alien in my new identity, and it came with feelings of shame and guilt that I couldn’t provide the family unit that I had always dreamed of for myself and Billy. It was a challenging time and a grieving period, and putting one foot in front of the other was hard and lonely. I started wishing the weekends away, as seeing other people playing happy families compounded the feelings of loneliness and isolation I was having, but I put on a brave face for friends and family because I didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for me, or for me to be a burden. I found myself longing to connect with other single parents, and I started imagining what it would be like to have other single parents who would also be free at the weekends for playdates, Sunday lunches and weekend adventures, and others who could relate to the ups and downs of the experience. I scoured the Internet and the app store for the single-parent community I was desperate to find, but much to my disappointment it wasn’t there. When I learnt that up to one in four families are single-parent families, I realised that single parents are everywhere, but I wondered how I could find the ones in my area. This is when I started to dream up a solution, an app that made it easy to discover and connect with like-minded single parents in my area, and beyond. In 2019 I launched the Frolo app (more on this in Chapter 8).


Launching Frolo has completely changed my life. I have benefitted from the app in the most profound ways, as has my son. I have made the most incredible close-knit friendships (including my dear friend, and the wonderful co-author of this book, Rebecca!), and now I have this beautiful extended frolo family, and I honestly don’t know what I would do without my frolo friends and the support from the community in my life. They say that when life gives you a lemon, make lemonade, and my version of that was to turn what I thought was the worst thing that ever happened to me into the best thing that has ever happened to me. It makes me so happy to see that single parents everywhere using Frolo are benefitting in the same way too.


On becoming a single parent, I felt sad, depressed, overwhelmed and lonely. But now I feel proud, supported, empowered and so grateful for the many incredible experiences and people that I have been fortunate to bring into my life through being a single parent. I hope that whatever your situation is, and however you feel about the point you find yourself at right now in your single-parent journey, that you find in this book the guidance to give you reassurance and hope, because there is so much to be hopeful and excited about, I promise.



Rebecca’s story



I got married to my university boyfriend after almost a decade together, and I moved to his home town before we had our son. Very shortly after he was born I realised that I needed to end our marriage and go it alone so that I could raise him in a happy home. It was the hardest, but most important decision I have ever made. From the outside, single parenting looked scary, impossible almost, and I felt shame and guilt that I wouldn’t be raising my son in a two-parent household; not to mention the worries I had about making it work financially: I had to figure out a way to almost double my earnings if I was going to survive in the long term on my own.


For the first year after becoming a single parent, I basically hid away in my house, crocheting and not looking at my phone. Despite growing up in a happy household, headed by a wonderful single mother (shout out to Jackie, you calm and magical being), and having a diverse and beautiful family of step- and half-siblings, whom I adore, becoming a single mother felt like the worst possible outcome at the time. I didn’t have friends or my own family close by, and I didn’t know many other parents, let alone single parents, on whom I could lean or who could tell me that everything was going to be OK. I didn’t have anyone to tell me that my little imperfect family was perfect, exactly as it was.


I wish I’d had something or someone to guide me, because I was navigating everything alone and making hundreds of mistakes along the way. Those mistakes taught me so much, but I wish I’d had a blueprint to steady me.


That is the goal of this book: to be that guide for all the newly single parents, the future single parents and the would-be single parents – to imperfectly guide you as you start life as the head of your own, perfect little family. Six years on, I have built a life I love. It has taken a lot of hard work, both in terms of my career (working twice as much and writing late into the night to make the finances work) and emotional work too. But I have incredible friends, and being single later in life has given me the freedom to start again from scratch and learn about myself, with a new motivation to find happiness: my beautiful son. I have dated, fallen in (and out of) love, come out as queer (in a newspaper – the normal way!) and had my heart and mind opened by being part of the incredibly diverse single-parenting community. The pieces I’ve written about single parenting and life as a single mum along the way are my second proudest achievements (behind my parenting itself) to date. When I became a single parent it felt like the breaking of me, but it’s turned out to be the making. I have a sweet and happy little boy, and I am grateful for every moment that I get to be his happy single parent.


Stepping out of the box


Since becoming single mothers, we’ve met more incredible single parents than we ever imagined possible. The single mums and dads we’ve met along the way are, across the board, strong, kind, compassionate, tenacious and fierce. Through choice? Possibly, but more likely through necessity. Not wanting to sound all Dr Suess and ‘Today is your day’ about things, but the chances are that things are about to get a little bit wonderful. You will stumble, you may even fall, but you’ll pick yourself up, brush yourself off and keep going, because you’ll learn quickly that that’s what single parents must do, and the learning curve is steep.


It’s not all potholes and bruises, though – single parenthood is glorious too. It might not have been the way you envisaged your parenting journey. The chances are that it was a little bit more textbook in the planning stages, but we’re going to let you in on a secret. ‘Normal’ is just a box. It’s a box that society uses to keep things simple and to discourage anyone from rocking the boat. It is the box that we keep ourselves in so that we don’t have to grow. Once you step outside the box – or someone else throws the box away, against your will, while you desperately cling to the edges – you will realise that you’re now free to grow as big as you like. And your lucky child or children get to grow along with you. They’ll grow up in a world without boxes too. They’ll see how strong, how brave, how amazing their parent or parenting team is, and they’ll benefit from realising that you don’t have to follow the norm to thrive.


But let us not get ahead of ourselves; you’ve picked up this book (or been handed it by a kind and very clever friend) because you are at the start of your journey, thinking about making the leap, or hitting a rocky patch.


Becoming a parent is like being hit over the head with a hammer. Your old life has ended and your new one has begun. Becoming a single parent upgrades that hammer to a sledgehammer. You’ll look around you and see happy, nuclear families with 2.4 children (that poor and peculiar 0.4 we never address) everywhere. They’re in the park, they’re on buses, outside schools, in restaurants, on beaches – you’ll feel as if you have a neon sign over your head reading ‘riding solo’ or worse: ‘failure’.


Well, from one ‘failure’ to another, let us tell you, there is nothing broken about your home. We are part of the 15 per cent (or more) of families headed by a single parent that makes up our weird and crowded species and spaces. We are divorcees, widows, widowers, separated parents, solo parents by choice, adoptive parents, queer solo parents, whatever label you have, we are simply people doing the job of two parents at once. Once you realise that you’re not alone, you’re simply home alone, you’ll start realising that you’ve joined the most incredible and inspiring community that you may ever be a part of. In picking up this book, you’ve taken your first big step into that community.


From surviving the first few weeks to moving on, through legal matters, co-parenting negotiations or finding a helping hand as a solo parent and into dating and navigating work, these chapters will take you step by step through the first few days, weeks, months and years of your new life.


You are not alone


First things first, let’s address the single elephant in the room. You see, as soon as we call the elephant ‘single’, you feel sorry for them. Single means ‘only one, not one of several’, an individual not a group, a solo, one of a kind, a singular entity. This sounds sad. It sounds lonely. It sounds isolating. This is because society has told us that being single is sad. Therefore, being a single parent is also sad. And no matter how many headlines you read that suggest this, we can categorically promise you that this is simply not true. The very title is arguably a misnomer. A single parent is not ‘only one’. You will never be ‘only one’ again. You are one plus child or children. You are a family unit, a collection, a group – decidedly several.


We won’t pretend that single parenting doesn’t feel isolating at times. It might feel like you’re now undertaking an enormous task on your own, it may be the very reason you picked up this book. But our most important message to you, even if it is the only one you take from this book (it won’t be, we hope), is that you are not alone. The only thing that separates single parents from co-parenting teams is that we are solo heads of households. It feels isolating when you don’t find your family set-up modelled in the people around you, your peers on the playground during drop-off and pick-up, or the families you see in the media. And while the challenges faced by different sectors under the single-parent-family umbrella are different, we want to remind you of what brings us all together. There are all kinds of families that fall under the single-parent umbrella, but we may refer to four main groups that together form our diverse and glorious community.


The four main groups of single-parent families


1 Divorced or separated single parents with a co-parent


The largest group of single parents are those facing life as the solo head of a family following the breakdown of a relationship with their child, or children’s, other parent. Alongside adjusting to a new single life with kids, these parents have legal and financial hurdles to overcome in the untangling of a life previously shared. Many single parents in this group are also dealing with overcoming infidelity or domestic abuse. Healing from these experiences while navigating life as a newly single parent can be incredibly hard, and finding a dedicated support group of people in the same position can be hugely beneficial.


2 Single parent, not by choice


Some single parents don’t choose to go it alone. Perhaps they find themselves pregnant unexpectedly and their partner chooses not to stick around. Perhaps the relationship broke down, or it didn’t exist in the first place. Alongside the challenges of going it alone as the head of a new family, these single parents may be struggling to come to terms with a life unplanned.


3 Solo parent by choice


A solo parent by choice is a single parent who chooses to have a child or children on their own without the involvement of a co-parent. This is typically via sperm donor or adoption, depending on the situation and sex of the solo parent. Challenges faced by solo parents by choice include: the legal legwork involved in the road to becoming a parent; the sole financial responsibility for the family; and having no co-parent to share parenting, financial and childcare responsibilities with.


4 Widow/widower solo parents


Widows or widowers are solo parents who have become single parents after the death of the co-parent of their children. Additional challenges include navigating family grief alongside the legal and financial challenges of becoming the sole parent at the head of a family.


In all of these groups there are other factors at play that can add to the challenges. Single parents with disabilities face unique hurdles, or those parenting neurodivergent children or those with additional physical needs or disabilities. Those on low incomes (or no incomes) have an extra layer of things to think about. LGBQT+ solo and single parents have extra challenges when navigating social and legal issues, depending on where they are raising their children. Some expat single parents are now tied to another country away from their families, having split from a partner they moved abroad for.


We are all part of this varied and marvellous intersectional single-parent brigade. But what are the threads that hold this motley – and bright and inspiring – crew together? It is our shared goal: to be good parents to happy children. The love for our kids binds us. We all want the same things. We all need the same things: to find our way in a society built for two-person parenting teams, not just financially but socially, and to find a place for ourselves and our families – one that allows us to thrive. Through the unique and varying circumstances we all find ourselves in, we have shared experiences, worries and joys that bring us together.


In navigating these as a team, we can find community. Every single or solo parent has woken up on Mother’s or Father’s Day and been faced with an Instagram feed full of nuclear-family parents being spoilt by their kids (via the other parent) only to feel lost and lonely and faced with a day of the usual parenting duties for one. It is these moments that your single-parent community is here for. To remind you to put that bottle of champagne in the fridge the night before so that you can have a breakfast mimosa and celebrate yourself in the way you deserve. When you’re feeling completely overwhelmed by the legal and financial climb to independence ahead of you, finding a group of solo-parent friends online going through the exact same thing means that you can share the mental load between you. You are not alone, despite your new solo title.


We (Zoë and Rebecca), in fact, met on Mother’s Day at an event for Zoë’s Frolo app launch, a room full of strangers united in single motherhood. We left that dinner with a phone full of lifelong friends, a network of support and a sign from the universe that each one of us was going to be OK. If you’re reading this now, you’re going to be OK, too, but how? How will you get to OK? How will you surpass OK and get to be the incredible, capable and strong parent you want to be?


We’re going to guide you there throughout this book. Whatever your circumstances, you’ve ended up outside this uncomfortably tight box, and this is your chance to design a new one. With the help of this book, you’ll be able to decide what you’d like family life to look like to you, and make it happen. We’re going to start out by addressing all your challenges, fears and to-dos head on, with a series of practical tasks that will map out your plan to getting you where you want to be. By the time you’ve worked through this book, single parenting itself will be reframed to seem like a holiday: a quite active, adventure-style holiday, yes, but a holiday all the same.


Once we’ve worked through your immediate survival strategy by making The List in Chapter 1, we’ll be systematically getting to grips with single parenthood and childcare, finances, work, legal considerations, stigma, friendships, holidays, dating and beyond. Yes, in the space of this short book, we promise we’re going to convince you that single parenthood isn’t something to ‘survive’ – it’s a new and glorious chapter in your life that you deserve to enjoy and cherish.


Talking to the kids


However you’re coming into single parenthood, the chances are your children might have questions about their situation. Unfortunately, non-traditional family set-ups are not frequently modelled (in a positive way at least) in the media or in books. For this reason, either at the start of your single-parenting journey or somewhere down the line, you’ll need to speak to the children about their family set-up. If you’re entering your single-parenting journey as the result of a relationship breakdown, and your children are old enough to ask questions, this conversation is likely to need to take place sooner rather than later. The most important thing to remember in these discussions is that you don’t have to have all the answers. You just have to make the space for your children to ask questions, and to have the opportunity to express their emotions and feel seen and held with all their feelings.


If you’re coming into single parenthood following a separation or divorce, Natalie Alexis Lee (@stylemesunday) told us that asking your children how they’re feeling centres them in the conversation and helps them to understand that it’s not about them. She says: ‘I think the best thing you can do is ask open-ended questions; give them space to express their feelings. It’s really easy to get in our own heads about what’s going on for us at that time. And, in fact, they’re just the little people that are mixed up with all of this and they have no choice. It’s really important to keep checking in with them to ask them how they’re feeling about it. Check that they are not internalising it and they don’t think it’s their fault. These conversations aren’t just one-off conversations that you need to have. They need to be a continual thing. Kids are, by design, egocentric, so if there’s a change in circumstance, their natural instinct is to blame themselves for it. It needs to be vocalised repetitively that no, this is to do with us; we made this decision. Then the best thing you can do is just to listen.’


This open communication is also relevant in other situations too. Widow Holly Matthews became a single mother in her early thirties following the death of her husband Ross. And she says nothing is off-limits when it comes to her children’s questions: ‘The one thing that I did was tell them that they can ask me anything, and no questions are off limits. No matter how many times I have to say it, no matter how painful it is to me, they have to have space to have their feelings. And they have to have space to be angry, sad, want to break things, swear – anything.’


Whatever your circumstances, keeping the channel of communication open between you and your children is the most important thing. And don’t be afraid to show them your emotions, as long as you aren’t burdening them with the responsibility of holding them for you (if you’re not able to do this yet, burden friends or family with them for now). Try to remember that the sooner you feel OK (or even good) about your single-parent status, the sooner your children are likely to feel OK about their family set-up too. That’s all the more reason to focus on getting happy yourself.


Get happy


When you picked up this book, you may have felt that there was very little tethering you to the possibility of being OK again. You might have frantically googled ‘famous widowers’ or ‘successful single parents’ or ‘how many nannies does Angelina Jolie have as a single mother of six’ and come away feeling even more despondent than when you started. Yes, it’s helpful in theory to see other single parents out in the world and doing well and being happy, but, right now, at this point in your journey when you can’t see how to get there, an element of ‘compare and despair’ theory creeps in.


How did they get there? How, oh how, can they possibly be coping, nay, happy as a solo parent, or a co-parent who spends nights or even weeks away from their kids? Allow them to inspire you, if you can, because that is all ahead of you too. But if you can’t, look away. For the moment, it’s time to turn off social media and allow us to guide you through the first steps in your journey to solo-parenting success. For some, seeing single parents living their best lives will offer them hope, but if it makes you feel resentful, overwhelmed, exasperated or simply confused, stop looking outwards and look inwards for a little while. If you’ve just had an emergency C-section, the last thing you need is to read a blog post about an at-home water birth from a green-juice-sipping influencer. If you’re mid-divorce, you don’t want to browse bridal magazines. Take a step back and focus on yourself. For every single parent loving life – and telling you how much they love it – there is another frantically trying to stay afloat, and we’re here to help you move from this group into the loving-life category. We’re here to help you get happy.


Remember this and this alone on days when you just don’t know how to do this: happy parents make happy kids.


You deserve to be happy in your own right. Do you want your children to grow up in a world where the only option for success and happiness is to fit the picture of family life painted by someone else? Or do you want them to have the option to make their own choices? Whether you have chosen it, or single parenthood has been forced upon you, you are now breaking the mould. You have the opportunity to colour outside the lines, to throw away the picture completely and paint your own beautiful. You are Jackson Pollock. You are Georgia O’Keefe. Not only does this open up a world of limitless opportunity for the rest of your life but it also gives you the chance to model something exciting and beautiful for your children.


They won’t have to do things by the book, either. They don’t have to fit into society’s versions of success. They won’t have to wait for Prince or Princess Charming to pick them to fulfil their dreams of parenthood. They won’t feel obliged to start a family just because that’s ‘the done thing’. The ‘done thing’ will be the pursuit of happiness, whatever the situation. They won’t stay in an unhappy home because there’s no viable alternative. They’ll know there is. By finding happiness as a single parent, you’re showing them that they can defy the odds, go against the grain, overcome adversity and be stronger than they ever thought possible. Finding happiness in single parenthood is not only vital for you but also inspirational for your children.


Throughout this book, we’ll tell you how we’ve muddled through, but, more importantly, we’ll introduce you to our team of experts, and our diverse and brilliant group of single and solo parents from all walks of life, who will share their single-parent stories with us, to help you get it right first time. Yes, the traditional way of raising a baby in our society might be with two parents, but, dammit, it does take a village and you’re about to learn that there’s no village more welcoming (or, admittedly, messier) than this happy single-parent mega-commune you’ve just moved into.


Welcome.




My single-parent story


Helen Thorn, divorced co-parent and part of the comedy duo Scummy Mummies. Helen is also author of Get Divorced, Be Happy


My story was a big surprise. I became a single parent in March 2020, just before the pandemic. I found out that my ex-husband had been having an affair for four years with a woman I knew of, but hadn’t met, and my world kind of shattered. We’d been together for 22 years; we met when I was 19 and were married for ten years. We were five days off signing a big mortgage to renovate our house. I just thought that was it, that I would be married for ever and ever and ever. I went into absolute shutdown and shock, and then he left the next day after I found out: I kicked him out. I instantly became a single parent, and then the pandemic happened a couple of weeks later. So, I was sort of thrust into a situation where I was dealing with grief and heartbreak and betrayal, but also there was the home-schooling isolation and I didn’t have a hug from an adult for three months. It felt like a kind of bootcamp of single parenting because I was with my kids five days a week; he had them at the weekends. But we quickly adapted into this new family of three. The kids were eight and 11 at the time, so they were old enough that I could tell them what had happened. I sort of appreciated that I went into single parenting in that chaotic way, because it was sink or swim. I loved having that intense time.


I think the stigma is what holds people back from getting divorced. They think: It’s lonely, I can’t afford it. I’ll get a smaller house. And they’ll just list all the negatives. And that’s what I wanted to do with the book and Instagram, and the radio and podcasting work that I do, to say ‘I’ve never felt so happy.’ And I’ve always said that it’s the happiness that I thought I would get, and the security and the comfort and the love that I thought I would get from a marriage. It’s actually what I get from being alone.


Freedom is the greatest prize of being a single parent.


Helen’s advice


I get so many people who want reassurance. They’ll say, ‘I’ve just found out my husband’s been having an affair with my best friend. How do I get through this?’ My first response is: reach out for help. People will love you. People will support you. It’s going to be very hard, but it will be the best thing that’s ever happened to you. And you are free. You are now free. And don’t worry about what they’re up to with their new partner. Because they’ll never be happy. And you will be, and you are loved.
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Tick, Tick, Tick, Tick, Boom! – Making The List




‘The only way around is through.’


Robert Frost





This chapter is the first step in changing everything. One of the most common problems facing the single-parent community is being overwhelmed, so we have to tackle that feeling before we can tackle anything else. If you’re feeling overwhelmed, or you know that you have a thousand things to do but just the thought of doing any one of them is too much, we’re going to face that feeling head on. If you know, logically, that there is a future in which things make sense but picturing it in any detail is impossible, that changes here.


The list you’ll make in this section of the book feels hard and huge, but it will become your parenting bible. The List is your toolkit for days when everything feels like too much and you want to bury your head in the sand; it’s your guide to handling the bad days better and knowing what a good day looks like for you.


This chapter is a practical one. We’re going to present you with things to consider and questions to answer. Take your time with these and don’t do them all in one go. Work through them over the course of a few days and give them the space, time and thought that they deserve. This is about getting all your worries, thoughts, plans, hopes, dreams and ideas down on paper so that they are out of your head, and you can find the space for some mental peace and clarity. If you’re some way into your single-parenting journey and settled into a routine, you may be able to skip parts of this process, but there’s always room for improvement, so continue with an open mind.


The List is your own personal route to happiness. Your fairway to freedom. Your course to contentment. Your pathway to peace. The List is the biggest, most intimidating, but most empowering to-do list of every single parent’s life, and though it will look slightly different to everyone, making it is the first step at surviving – nay, thriving – as a single parent. The starting point is where you might have been when you picked up this book. We’ll call it point A. Point A often involves flailing; it is a place of confusion and feeling overwhelmed, of self-doubt and, at times, despair. But The List leads us to point B. Point B is better. It is no longer flailing. It is a place of keeping calm and collected, and of carrying on. It is the jumping-off point to the rest of your life as the head of your perfectly imperfect family.


NOTE Before we embark on the list-making portion of the aforementioned-oft-mentioned-after List, if you don’t feel ready to answer questions just yet, feel free to continue with a few more chapters of the book and get familiar with some of your options in the areas of childcare, legal obligations and finances before circling back to this more practical section of the book. Realistically, this is the most important part of getting set up as a happy single parent, but we realise that you might be feeling a little ill-equipped just now. Forge ahead, or read Chapters 2–6, before circling back to the next bit and making your pathway to freedom. We encourage a ‘choose your own adventure’ approach to reading this book – and to parenting.


Part I – before we make The List


Making The List is all about answering the first and most important question for all single parents, whatever your situation: ‘How will I cope? How will I make myself strong enough to be the single parent my child deserves?’ Because the truth is, what you’re embarking on is scary. You are now, whether full- or part-time, solely responsible for the safety, wellbeing and happiness of at least one other human. It all rests on you, so how will you cope? By the time this chapter ends, you will have a plan.


First, let’s focus on the now: putting one foot in front of the other. You need to build your self-care toolkit to get you through the next hours, days, weeks, months. We’re soon going to be asking you a series of questions to help you work out the basis of your list, so to give you the idea, we thought that you might have some for us first. The following questions are the ones that filled our heads when we became single parents, so if these are what are keeping you awake right now, let’s try to work through some tough questions together so that we can move on to the practical issues at hand.


How do I get through this?


Answer: with this book. We are here to guide you. It’s a very steep and very sudden learning curve, but the trick is to know that you’re not alone. Up to a quarter of all parents have been through this; thousands are doing it right now, this second, at the same time as you. In this, the hardest time, you need to focus simply on staying afloat. Feed yourself and your child, clean yourself and your child, put your child to bed and go to bed yourself. Eat, sleep, repeat. Make cups of tea, let them go cold as you stare out the window, reheat them in the microwave and then do it again. Stroke your child’s back as they watch Peppa Pig. Simply get through the immediate future by doing what you need to do and focusing on the very next task at hand.


How do I keep going when it’s all too much?


Answer: allow your child to guide you. A quest for your own happiness is noble and brilliant and courageous, but if you can’t muster it right now, be motivated by the quest for theirs.


How will I explain my child’s situation to them?


Answer: the truth is you probably don’t need to do that right now. It’s something every single or solo parent thinks about from the off, but right now, your child just needs to know that they are safe, and that you are OK. If you have older kids and you’ve just separated from their other parent, you may need to explain that they’ll be spending some time apart from one or other of you in the near future, but when it comes to divorce, co-parenting, adoption, surrogates, whatever your unique and beautiful circumstances, your child doesn’t need a full and complete explanation right now, not until you’re able to give one. Ask them questions, rather than presuming to answer ones they may not have.



What have I got to look forward to?



It can feel bleak; we’ve been there: Christmas Days alone, sitting in an empty living room after bedtime, the prospect of budget beach breaks with nobody to apply sun cream to your back. You’re allowed a tiny bit of self-pity and doom-dreaming, but we’re only allowing a little.


In fact, you can answer this one yourself; let’s do two quick tasks to get you started.


Task 1 Write down all the terrible future things you’re worrying about or predicting. These worries and fears are probably swirling around in your mind and stopping you from having the mental space to address more pressing issues. Let’s get them out of your head and down onto paper. You can then throw it in the bin if you like or tuck it away at the back of this book, or in a cupboard ready to laugh about in a year or so when you’re content and smug.


Task 2 Now that Task 1 is out of your system, get at least three things in your diary that you can look forward to:


One short term This should be something very small but that you know will give you great pleasure, with minimum effort and very few hurdles. How about a coffee with a friend, a long bubble bath, a solo run, or a pint with a mate?


One medium term This might be something that requires a little more organising, but it should be a worthy reward for the progress you will have made by this point. Perhaps a hotel stay with or without your child, a live sports event, a theatre trip, or a night out in an actual bar?


And one long term (the one for when you’ve ticked off the majority of The List) Dream big for this one. When you’re settled into your new life as a happy single parent, you’re going to want to celebrate. How about a family holiday, buying yourself that watch or bag you’ve always wanted, or a dinner party with all your friends and family?


Having treats in mind to keep you focused is a must. Self-care is not a luxury: it is a necessity. We cannot pour from an empty cup, and if you are thinking only about, and acting for, your child at all times, you’re going to burn out.


One last question for us that might be on your mind: ‘Am I ever going to be OK again?’


Yes. We promise. Better than OK, you’re going to be wonderful.


Question time


Now it’s time for you to answer some important questions that, collectively, will form the basis of your List. You thought you were a pro at making lists (to-do lists, shopping lists, Christmas lists – er bucket lists?), but now you’re a single parent, you’re going to need to up your game. Your daily to-do list is about to be twice as long with half the necessary people to manage it, and you’ll likely never quite work your way through it all (‘clean out fridge’ and ‘wash PE kit’ dangle perilously off the end of many a single parent’s Sunday task sheet). But before you get bogged down in the minutiae of listing and relisting, let us start with the most important list of all.


Ready? Part II – making The List


Are you now sold on The List? Let’s begin. Unlike other lists, you won’t be able to make this in chronological or task order. It may be necessary to start at the end and work backwards. This is an exercise in unravelling. To find out exactly what you need, right now, to nail this new and vitally important job, we need to ask some really big questions. Everyone’s circumstances are different, as is what makes happy single parenting possible for you, but across the board the key considerations are: home, financial security, childcare and learning to love your life. This part of the book is challenging but rewarding. Treat yourself to a beautiful new notebook in which to hold all your hard work. Collect the drawings from your child’s nursery and make a scrap paper book. Download a fancy list app (such as ‘To Do’) if you prefer to go digital. Hell, write them on the back of your wedding photos you’ve just taken out of frames (too soon?). Just keep it all together in one place, take your time and think long and hard about your answers, and reward yourself after every section you complete.


Home


You’ll need somewhere to live. Thinking about what your family home set-up looks like for these first few weeks, months, years of single parenting is essential, and this forms one strand of considerations for The List. This will change over time, your kids will grow, there will be schools, nurseries, and jobs to think about, but don’t get bogged down in that. This is about the physical living space you and your child or children need right now, to be comfortable and safe.


If you’re separating from a partner, your ex will also need somewhere to live, so there may be short-term or interim elements to the home part of your list. Don’t forget that you may need help with living costs, even if just in the short term, and wherever you are living there will be support systems in place to ensure you and your child have somewhere safe to call home.


You’re about to learn the true meaning of that old adage ‘home is where the heart is’. No, it might not be the Ritz, it might not be Barbie’s Dream Home (just us?), but when you lock that front door and put your child to bed and sit down with a cup of tea in your very own space, it will feel like you’re exactly where you belong.


Have a go at these questions now. Take your time with them, and any that you’re not able to answer – or ready to think about – come back to later.


Questions to answer now (not all will be relevant to everyone)


What is the most basic home that you need for yourself and your child/ren to be safe? How many rooms do you need and what does it need to have in it? Where could it be?




•Where are you currently living?


•Is it safe?


•Can you stay there?


•How long for?


•Do you want to?


•What are your living options?





If you’re renting:




•Can you pay the rent alone?


•How will you pay next month’s rent?


•Do you feel confident that you’ll be able to continue paying this in the long term?





If you own your house or have a mortgage:




•Can you pay the mortgage and bills alone?


•Can you continue covering these mortgage costs on your own in the long term?


•Do you need a new mortgage?


•Is there an ex in the picture?


•If yes, where will they go if they move out, or where will you go if it’s you that’s leaving?


•Do you live close to any support? Think about friends, family and childcare settings.


•What other support networks do you need?


•Do you picture yourself living where you are now in the long term?


•What three things would your ideal home set-up include? Think about space, location and facilities.





Financial and legal security


Let’s talk money. Remember, this chapter isn’t about solving your problems; it’s about identifying everything you need to think about so that you can make a plan to do so. Money is a topic that many people try to avoid thinking and talking about as much as possible, but for single parents finding their way, it’s really common to go from feeling muddled to overwhelmed in the blink of an eye. Getting money-savvy is no longer optional.


This strand of The List might be about taking on extra work or a new job, asking for flexible working, sorting out child-maintenance payments, working out the welfare system or just getting really, really good at picking lottery numbers. (The last strategy is not recommended, but if it works for you, can you lend us a fiver?)


We will be dealing with finances in a later chapter, so for now it’s about the immediate future. In the short term, you will need to make changes to your spending, because although former single mum Jennifer Lopez was right when she said ‘Love Don’t Cost a Thing’, kids do. It’s time to answer some more questions now, so put the kettle on and get your notebook out again. Remember to take your time with this and come back to any you’re not sure about right now. There’s no need to make a full budget immediately (that’s a point for The List), but your answers to these questions will help you with what to put on it.


Questions to answer now (skip any that don’t apply)


Outgoings What are your current outgoings? Remember to include things like rent, bills, food, childcare, phone, and so on.




•What are your monthly/annual earnings?


•Can you cover bills on your own? (If the answer is no, don’t panic, we’ll be covering options to address this later.)


•What will new or additional childcare costs be?





Legal/financial considerations




•If you’ve lost your partner, do you have a financial advisor to work through accounts, investments and insurance policies?


•Do you have any inheritance or insurance money that you will need to invest and manage to ensure the security of your family? Do you have a plan for this or will you need to make one?


•Do you have a will?


•If you need them, are your adoption papers completed?


•Do you have house, car, life, medical insurance?





Co-parents




•Have you got an ex- or co-parent who will contribute to child maintenance?


•Do you think they will they do so voluntarily?





Savings




•Do you have savings? How much?


•Do you have any other financial-security nets, such as income protection insurance or stocks or investments?


•Make a list of as many financial assets you can think of that you currently have.


•Can family help? Could someone lend you money or provide accommodation or free childcare support for you?


•Can you explore loan options?





Income




•Do you need to increase your salary or take on additional work?


•Do you need to cut your hours or request flexible working?


•Do you currently receive any extra state financial support?


•Will you qualify for financial aid, housing support or other state help?





Don’t worry if answering these questions has thrown up a lot more questions. Finding out the answers to these will form the basis of The List. Remember, this is about getting everything down on paper so that you can find order and mental clarity. We know how hard answering these questions can feel, but these issues are weighing on your mind whether you’re addressing them or not. Writing them down on paper so that they are out of your head and you can find order in the answers will significantly reduce the stress. If it feels as if you’re being pulled into the quicksand of chaos, keep answering these questions and making the lists, and single parenting will be a walk on the beach in no time.


Childcare


Whether it’s negotiating for your ideal co-parenting set-up or finding a local babysitter to give you a couple of hours a week for a peaceful bath, childcare is, or will be, essential to your life as a single parent. This might be in formal settings such as schools or nurseries, or family members who will form part of your extended parenting team, but thinking about what your childcare set-up will look like feeds into your decision about where and how you’ll set up home, so you need to be mindful of this from the beginning.


If you’re navigating a split, the status quo you maintain off the bat may end up becoming permanent if you fall into a rhythm with it, so think carefully about not only what works best for you, but first and foremost what will be best for the kids. This is why we need to be ordered and methodical in how we are making these decisions. If you’re entering single parenting further into your parenting career with older kids, you’ll likely need to rely on your outside childcare providers in new ways, whether it’s roping in your parents for a weekly sleepover at Granny or Grandad’s, or signing up for extra after-school club sessions so that you can get through all your meetings. Thinking about who might be able to offer assistance in the short and long term is a key element of The List. And if you’re entering single parenthood as a solo parent, remember that aside from time to work, you will need time off too. Even if it’s just for an hour (or a week, that’s fine too), at some point you’ll require some time alone to recharge.


We’ve got some more questions for you now. Remember to take a break so that you’re not trying to tackle all these topics at once, and skip over any that don’t apply to you.


Questions to answer now


General




•Name three things you’ll need childcare for. Think about things like work, dating, extra meetings, weddings, the gym.


•Can you name three people who could help you in an emergency?


•How about a non-emergency?





Co-parenting (skip this if you’re not navigating another parent)




•Do you have an ex who will be co-parenting with you?


•Do you have a set-up in practice since the split?


•What is your gut feeling about how you will split time? Fifty/fifty? Every other weekend? Once a month?


•What would your ideal set-up look like?


•What do you think the kids would want?


•What do you think would work well for them in the short term?


•And the long term?


•If they’re older, have you asked them what they think?


•Will your co-parent cooperate, do you think?


•Will there be flexibility for you both to swap days when needed? (Be honest about whether this would work for both of you.)


•Are you married?


•Do you plan on getting divorced?


•Will you need a court order or mediation?





Childcare settings




•Do you have existing childcare support?


•What is, or do you think will be, their main childcare setting? Nursery? School? Family? Nanny?


•Do you have family nearby who would help when you need a break?


•Does your child currently have a childcare setting or are they in full-time education?


•Do you live near your child’s childcare setting?


•How will you get them there and back?


•Where will the kids be while you work?


•How will school holidays and dates such as religious or bank holidays work?





Non-essential childcare




•How will you ensure that you get some time to yourself outside working hours?


•What three things would you do for yourself if childcare wasn’t an issue? Think about holidays, bubble baths, runs, walks, book clubs, football matches – anything your heart desires.


•What childcare would you need to make them happen?





Guardianship




•Now, let’s think about guardianship. Who would you want to take care of your children in the event something happens to you?


•Have you got a document set out specifying your wishes?





As we mentioned earlier, it’s important to keep in mind that your childcare needs change relatively quickly as your child grows and as your work or home situation evolves. Right now, it’s about the childcare you need for the first year or so of single parenthood, and getting any co-parenting set-ups in place. You can revisit this annually, or as and when you need to change things, but it’s a lot easier to identify how to do this when you have a steady base that you and the kids are happy with, which you’ve actively decided upon.


Life


On to easier, more lovely things. On to building a life you love. And while the stresses of home, money and childcare responsibilities might feel overwhelming, don’t forget why you’re doing all this, why you’re reading a book about how to be a happy single parent in the first place. It’s for the love of a child, for your children. As you make The List, remember that you’re doing this to help you start your new life as a family, a life that is filled with love.


Point B on the list shouldn’t look like ‘coping’, it should look like a healthy, happy, love-filled life that you want to be living. Before we make The List, we have one more set of questions for you to ask yourself, and these ones aren’t about survival, they’re about building your new life. Once you’ve defined what this looks like for you, you can start to work backwards and unpick each and every tangle between your situation now and that glorious state of togetherness.
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