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Introduction 

If you are reading this book, chances are you are a single parent, or you were one . . . or perhaps you grew up in a single-parent family. Amazingly, you are far from alone. With nearly one-third of all American households being single-parent families, there are tens of millions of people affected by single parenting. And the numbers are growing, especially with single-parent fathers. Roughly one-fourth of all single-parent families are now headed up by a single dad.

At some point, society will no longer be able to refer to the two-parent family with children as “traditional.”

Single parents are a special breed. We may not always start out this way, but most of us find an uncommon strength and tenacity to survive and thrive. Why? Simply because we have to. We have no choice! We have bills to pay, children to care for, obligations to meet, work schedules and double the household responsibilities. The daily tasks sometimes seem endless, with little time left over for ourselves.

Yet, there is a level of pride we feel because of our role as single parents. Maybe you never would have fixed that leaky sink if you were in a two-parent family. Maybe you never thought you could drive that long-distance trip by yourself with your children. Maybe you managed to purchase that house or open up that business. Maybe you’ve done lots of things you never knew you could do, but had to because there was no one else to help. You’re doing it, and somehow, you’re making it.

This book is filled with stories of similar triumphs and challenges from people just like you. Some are sweet and endearing. Others will surely make you shed a tear. Many will make you smile or laugh. And all are uplifting—offering hope, comfort and inspiration. We all have different stories to tell, but we believe you will find a common thread woven throughout this book that other types of families simply won’t be able to relate to. But you will.

We are thrilled to share a book that is so close to our hearts. We hope it will resonate with you, too. A wise woman once said that, “As single parents you carry much of the burden, but you also get the majority of the joy.” Our wish for you is that Chicken Soup for the Single Parent’s Soul will bring you a little bit of joy, too.





1
 YOU ARE
 NOT ALONE

We are never alone.
 We are all aspects of one great being.
 No matter how far apart we are, the air links us.

Yoko Ono 





Contagious 

One can never pay in gratitude; one can only pay “in kind” somewhere else in life.

Anne Morrow Lindbergh 

The phone rang, and I clicked off the TV sound, wondering who could be calling so late on a Sunday night.

“It’s your favorite daughter,” said the voice in my ear.

This is our private joke; Laura is my only child.

“Busy, Pops?”

“Watching a rerun,” I replied. “It’ll be over soon.”

“Should I call back?”

“I know how it turns out. Something wrong, kiddo?” I asked.

“Everything’s fine. Pops, I want to ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“When I was fourteen, fifteen, sixteen—was I really a lot of trouble? A big jerk?”

I suppressed a sigh. Laura came into my life when she was a year old. When she was five, my wife and I divorced, and Laura moved to another state with her mother. At thirteen, however, she returned to live with me and stayed past her twenty-fifth birthday, when she took her own apartment. This is all of a mile away—close enough to check the efficiency of my clothes washer or to sample my leftovers, privileges she invoked frequently . . . and still does.

“Big jerk doesn’t begin to cover it,” I replied, expecting a laugh, then thinking through her silence. Even before the divorce, I’d wanted to tell my daughter that she was adopted, but my ex-wife, wary about this, had put me off, and I didn’t feel right doing it unilaterally. Then, during an ugly mother-daughter argument, it had slipped out. From then on, relations between them grew tense; if her mother rebuked her, Laura countered, “You’re not even my real mom!” One day she phoned, begging to move in with me.

Become a father again? After so many years alone? What would this do to my lifestyle? My privacy? Could I afford to support a teenager? How would I find time to do all the things that good parents do for their kids? At first, I found even the idea overwhelming. Then I started to think. Had I become her father in the usual way, even accidentally, I would be bound to parenthood for life. Instead, I had gone to great lengths to adopt her. I’d sworn an oath to two governments to support her, to parent her. When I began to think of it that way, my duty was clear: I had made a commitment even stronger than that of a natural father.

“You were quite a stinker,” I said. “A few times, I almost wanted to throttle you.”

Laura tested me from the moment I picked her up at the airport. She arrived in white pancake makeup with black lipstick and nail polish. Out of my sight, she smoked cigarettes, drank beer, ditched school and hung out with a mangy flock of ill-mannered delinquents, some of whom abused drugs. She secretly dated a twenty-something until his arrest for burglary, then ran up huge phone bills accepting his collect calls from jail. Tossed out of high school, she enrolled in continuation school, but didn’t mend her ways. After ditching whole days, she was soon down to her last warning: the next step was an institution with barred windows—reform school.

“You mean the time I disappeared?” she asked.

“Among others.” One day Laura hadn’t returned from school. I phoned her friends, cruised the neighborhood, checked with hospitals and finally called the police. After two sleepless nights, she turned up at six in the morning, refusing to say where she’d been, or even to discuss the matter. “I want to go to sleep,” was all she said. I lost it. For the first and only time, I hit her. Then, realizing that I was wrong, I apologized.

“How did you ever put up with me?” she asked now.

I hadn’t thought about this in years. After I notified the police that my daughter had returned safely, a pair of detectives came to interview her. I think this was Laura’s first inkling of how much her disappearance had frightened me, of how much I cared.

“Because no matter how badly you behaved,” I said now, “you’re my daughter. I didn’t bring you into the world, but I chose to take responsibility for your upbringing. So even when you make me mad as hell, I love you. That’s what parents do. They love their children.”

“Did I ever thank you for that?” she asked, and I heard her voice catch.

After her disappearance, I made some changes. We went house hunting in a city fifty miles away, and bought the home that Laura preferred; she understood that this was to be our house. She enrolled in a school where only the guidance counselor knew of her previous difficulties. I changed professions, from photographer to writer, so that I no longer traveled. Little by little, almost miraculously, Laura pulled herself together. She made up her failed classes and was elected to the student council during her senior year.

“You thanked me by earning a high-school diploma,” I replied.

“That’s not enough,” she said. “Thank you, Pops. Thank you for loving me unconditionally. Thank you for my life.” 

I felt my eyes grow moist. “What brought this on?” I asked, and learned that one of her coworkers, a single mom struggling to raise a seventeen-year-old, “gave up on her.”

“What do you mean, gave up?” I asked.

“Kicked her out of the house,” explained Laura.

“That’s pretty drastic,” I said.

“My friend comes to work every day crying over her daughter.”

“Do you want me to talk to her?” I asked.

“Better if I do it,” replied my daughter.

After a few days, that conversation began to fade. Then, one morning, I returned from shopping to find Laura doing her laundry. We went out to lunch, and while waiting for a table, I wondered aloud about her friend’s daughter.

“I fibbed to you,” said Laura. “I was really talking about Mom and my sister.”

Laura’s sister is my ex-wife’s daughter from another marriage.

“What’s going on?”

“She’s moving in with me,” she said. “She needs another chance, and I’m going to give it to her. Will you help me with the paperwork to get her enrolled in school?”

“Of course. But that’s a big responsibility you’re taking on,” I replied. “It’s going to really change your lifestyle. And can you afford to feed her, buy her clothes?”

“I know all the problems,” she said. “But if you love someone, and they’re in trouble, you do whatever it takes to save them. You taught me that.”

Funny thing about this love stuff: It’s contagious.

Marvin J. Wolf 
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“What do you say we give their father sole custody?”
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Come Back Home 

All of us, at certain moments of our lives, need to take advice and receive help from other people.

Alexis Carrel 

Finally, I had to admit to myself that I wasn’t making it on my own as a single parent with a four-year-old son and a thirteen-month-old daughter. Reluctantly, I had written my parents asking if I could move in with them until I could find a teaching position and manage on my own. I knew it would not be an easy decision for them to make. Living in a small town, my mother had always worried about “what people would think.”

Her response came more quickly than I had expected. As I held her unopened letter, I wondered if the rapid reply was good news or bad. With careful concern, I tore open the end of the envelope. Her typewritten letter was folded in the formal standard she had learned as a secretary after graduating from high school. It read:

Dear Linda,

You must quit beating up on yourself and feeling so ashamed over needing to move back home with the children because of your divorce. I want you to know that you are not the first woman in our family to be a single parent and fall on hard times. I hope you will find courage and take pride in the woman I am going to tell you about.

Your great-great-grandmother, Hannah Lappin, headed west in a prairie schooner with her farmer husband and three small children: a boy, six; a girl, two, and an infant son. They settled in a secluded section of Missouri. After five years of her husband’s tremendous effort clearing timber, rumors circulated that land, including their claim, was in litigation. Days of anxiety followed, and her husband’s health began to fail. He was diagnosed with tuberculosis, and his strength diminished steadily. They lost their farm. They made the difficult decision to make the four-hundred-mile trip back to southern Illinois to her family. There was nothing about this trip that held any attraction for a woman with three children and an invalid husband in the early spring of 1876. On many days, he was too sick to travel. At night, he would sleep outside under the wagon. Inevitably he died, and left his family among strangers in the hill country of Missouri.

He was buried along the trail under a pile of stones. Their eleven-year-old son took the reins of the wagon and skillfully drove the team through the ten-mile-wide city of St. Louis and across the big river, still a hundred miles from their family.

Hannah’s problems were further complicated by her failing eyesight and the awareness that she was several months pregnant. Shortly after arriving at her Uncle David’s home, she gave birth to twin boys. Refusing charity from the state, she took in washing. Making light of her blindness, she promised people, “The stains may still be in the clothes, but I will get the stink out.” Her great poverty and lack of comfort was felt by her orphaned children, but it was no match for her unwavering faith in God and her ability to give thanks in all things. The three youngest sons became ministers. The oldest son returned to the West to build railroads across Kansas to Denver. Ida, her daughter, after ten years of wedded life, was left a widow with four small children. The example of her mother’s faith and determination inspired her, knowing her mother’s burden had been a hundred times heavier.

Linda, did you not realize that World War II made me a single parent while Daddy was overseas for two years? I had to go back to live with my parents on their farm, miles from town and friends. But it was such a blessing in disguise because Grandma was willing to rock you when you had constant earaches, and I was able to help her with her household chores. Your daddy sent us ration books, so I could get sugar and shoes and gasoline to supplement my folks’ needs.

Now that you understand that you were not the first woman in our family to be a single parent, please come back home knowing that your parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, sisters and cousins are here to be family for you. With the rich heritage of women who have found a way to give their children a wonderful future, in spite of hardships, you will be in very good company.

Come back home as soon as possible.

Love always,
 Mother 

Linda H. Puckett 





A Family Christmas Carol 

We all live with the objective of being happy; our lives are all different and yet the same.

Anne Frank 

It had been snowing since two o’clock that afternoon, and the transmission on my car had been locked into “sled” since I had pulled out of the office parking lot. Time was slipping away, and as I watched the giant flakes tumble out of the sky onto my windshield, I really began to wonder if I was going to make it on time. Of course I would make it. There was no option.

For weeks now, all my daughter, Alexandra, had talked about was the Christmas concert and the usual third-grade scuttlebutt that surrounded it. “Mom, Rachel was supposed to do a solo, but guess what? She’s not! Lindsay gets to do it instead.” “Mom, I get to stand next to Tyler for the whole concert!” “Mom, you won’t believe it, but Lexie’s whole family is coming to the concert, even from another state!” This last comment was the one she dwelled on most—making a pilgrimage all the way from out of state to see third-graders sing Christmas carols was a pretty big deal. (It had to have been, to eclipse the excitement of standing next to Tyler.)

As I sat in traffic I thought about all the school events I had attended—alone. Alexandra never mentioned it, but I wondered how she felt about me being the only one who ever came to her events. My own family lived out of town, and her father and his family never quite managed to fit those things into their schedules. I wondered if it bothered her.

The concert was scheduled to begin at seven o’clock sharp. With only a minute to spare, I found myself running: first, through the snow-drifted parking lot, then through the school corridor, with my wet scarf flapping behind me. I entered the crowded auditorium and spied a lone seat near the front. From her place onstage, Alexandra saw me dash for the chair, and she smiled. I was close enough to hear the loud, prepageant chatter of the children onstage.

“Look, Alexandra, there is my aunt and my cousin. They came all the way from West Virginia. I can’t believe my whole family is here!”

Alex smiled at Lexie and said, “My whole family is here, too! Look, there she is!” Alex gave me a big smile and an enthusiastic wave. I waved back at her, never once noticing the melting snow dripping off my head.

Michelle Anzelone 





Divine Order 

God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.

Reinhold Niebuhr 

I answered the phone at my office. It was my oldest daughter, Heidi. “Mom, can you meet me at Barbara’s this afternoon?”

Barbara was a counselor my girls and I had seen periodically over the years, often to deal with our individual issues over the conflicts between their father and me—we had divorced years earlier. So when Heidi requested a visit to Barbara’s office, I didn’t think anything of it.

When I arrived, Heidi was already seated on the couch. Barbara sat in her chair opposite Heidi, and I parked myself in a chair next to the couch.

Barbara delved right in and asked Heidi, “Why are we here today?”

I looked over at Heidi. Her face reddened, she choked up and a single tear glided down her cheek. “I have something to tell my mother, and I’m too afraid to do it alone.” 

In that instant, I knew. I was about to hear the one thing many parents fear when raising a teenage daughter. I slid next to her on the couch, and asked, “Are you pregnant?”

Heidi was born on New Year’s Eve, the only baby girl in the nursery. She was a born performer and loved to sing, dance and act—anything that involved entertaining. A personable, beautiful girl, she had many friends growing up, excelled in her classes and had big dreams of becoming an actress.

As she approached her seventeenth year, Heidi started skipping school, abandoned the friends she had and began to hang around a crowd of kids I didn’t approve of. My bright and charming little girl became distant, depressed and unmotivated. I became distraught over this sudden change, and found it increasingly difficult to deal with. As a single mother, it was hard enough raising three beautiful daughters, but this new phase of Heidi’s life proved more than challenging. When a new boy showed up in her life, I sensed trouble. And when I sat in the counselor’s office that afternoon, I knew I had milliseconds to say and do the right thing to get my daughter back.

Heidi burst into tears, nodding yes when I asked her if she was pregnant. Putting my arm around her, I looked her square in the eyes and pronounced, “I’ll do whatever you need me to do . . . that’s what I’m here for.”

Since Heidi was only nineteen years old, we mutually agreed it might be best to put the baby up for adoption, so he could be raised by two loving parents. It was a tough decision, but it seemed right at the time.

A thousand miles away, a lovely couple wanted to adopt Heidi’s unborn baby boy. In Heidi’s seventh month, she moved to be near the adoptive family. My heart was torn apart over losing my first grandchild and my daughter being so far away.

Weeks later, after a doctor’s appointment, Heidi called to say she could go into labor at any time and wanted me with her. I hopped on a plane, and the next day met the adoptive family. They seemed very nice, and their little girl was darling. Yet something seemed amiss. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but an uneasiness washed over me after meeting them.

The next morning, the phone rang. Heidi answered it; suddenly, all the color drained from her face. She hung up and flung herself on the bed, uncontrollable sobs drenching the long strands of hair that covered her face.

In the final hour, the adoptive family had backed out. Perhaps they sensed my breaking heart, and felt I might interfere with their rights as parents. Perhaps they were overwhelmed with taking on another child. We will never know the reason.

Brushing the hair away from her face, I asked Heidi what she wanted to do. Through long, drawn-out tears, Heidi said, “Mom, I never really wanted to give up my baby. I love him. But I can’t afford to keep him!”

Sometimes, life has an amazing way of restoring divine order. Suddenly, all the times I toiled to keep a roof over my little family’s head, make sure the bills were paid and still provide things like camp, dance lessons and birthday parties . . . all the struggle of raising my girls alone seemed inconsequential to what really mattered: love. Simple as that. And I knew right then and there that this new turn of events was meant to be.

Putting my hands on my hips, I firmly stated, “Heidi, I raised you and your two sisters on practically nothing. We made it, and so will you. Get your butt off that bed! We’re going out to buy some baby clothes!”

Heidi has proven to be a wonderful mother. She went back to school and is now pursuing an acting career. Tyler, the absolute light of my life, is adored by his aunts and loved by our many friends. He has brought more blessings to us than we ever could have imagined. He is bright, fun and funny—a born performer, just like his mother.

He is oh so wise, too. One day, when he was about four, I was having a particularly tough afternoon. Tyler walked into my office, glanced up at me and said, “What’s wrong, Grandma?”

I replied, “Grandma is a little sad today, honey. I wish I were happier.”

Just like the day I slid next to his mother in the counselor’s office, trying to find the right words to say, Tyler put his arms around me, looked me square in the eyes and pronounced, “Well, that’s what I’m here for!”

Nancy Vogl 





Happy Returns 

Each day offers us the gift of being a special occasion if we can simply learn that as well as giving, it is blessed to receive with grace and a grateful heart.

Sarah Ban Breathnach 

“Happy birthday, Jane!”

Inwardly, I groaned. Couldn’t our too-efficient receptionist have forgotten to consult her calendar just this once?

“Thanks, Carol.” I tried to inject enthusiasm into my tone as I zoomed into my office. The less said about this momentous occasion, the better.

However, by leaning forward at her desk, Carol could look through the open doorway right toward my desk. She did this, beaming a huge smile at me. “Lordy, lordy, look who’s forty! Planning a big celebration tonight?”

“Nah. Just family.”

My mother would probably bring over a cake, and my sole hope for the day was that it would be her heavenly chocolate, full of fruit and nuts and spices. My daughter, Kathy, had the night off from the movie theater where she worked part-time—”shoveling popcorn,” as she put it—and my son, Stewart, would have finished his paper route long before I got home. We would sit down together to something quick and simple, maybe the tacos the kids liked. No romantic candlelit dinners for this birthday girl.

Carol’s smile widened, if that was possible. “It’s nice with just family.”

Faker that I was, I agreed. Then I grabbed my coffee mug and scurried off. Unfortunately, to get to the kitchen, I had to pass through the art department. One of the designers looked up and chortled, “Over the hill now, huh, Jane?”

“Rub it in, Bill,” I grumbled. Still on the sunny side of thirty, Bill just grinned.

Another designer, Dottie, was a little more perceptive, and with good reason. At about forty-five, she was even more shopworn than I was.

“You know what the French say, don’t you?” She peered up at me slyly through her auburn bangs. “They don’t think a woman is even worth noticing till she’s forty.”

I grimaced. “I don’t know any Frenchmen.”

She just gave me a throaty chuckle and went back to her work. I filled my coffee mug and skulked back to my office. My desk was turned so that my back was to the raw January day outside, but I seemed more than capable of making my own gloom.

Bill was right; I was over the hill. And I hadn’t exactly reached much of a pinnacle on the way, either. As I slurped coffee, I summarized in my head: I had achieved no real career, just a low-paying job as a small-time copywriter. I had salted away no savings. I had provided my children with none of the things they assured me all their friends had: VCR, microwave, answering machine, vacations. Worst of all, for one who had spent her childhood playing Cinderella, I had failed—both in my marriage and during the three years since it had ended—to find true love.

Even so, the minutes were ticking away, as quickly as they had for four decades, and the billing sheet in front of me was waiting for entries. So I applied myself to the task of writing a brochure for seed corn.

Seated as I was just five or six feet from the receptionist’s desk, I had learned to tune out the opening of the front door, especially when I was under such enchantment as “yield per acre.” Therefore, I was a little startled when I heard an unfamiliar voice speak my name in a questioning tone.

I looked up. “Yes?” A man was standing in my doorway holding some sort of huge, shapeless mass covered in tissue paper.

“Flowers for you.”

He stepped forward, deposited what he claimed to be flowers on the corner of my desk and disappeared.

Carol took his place in the doorway and demanded, “Did somebody send you flowers?”

“I guess so,” I replied, dazed.

“Some secret admirer you forgot to tell me about?”

I tried a shaky laugh. “I doubt that.”

“Well, aren’t you going to look at them?”

“Well . . . yeah.” As I ripped away the tissue, I wondered if Carol could possibly be right. Had I somehow impressed one of the few men who had taken me out? My rational side butted in to remind me that wasn’t likely. Maybe the people in the office or a kind client had taken pity on me. 

The bouquet that emerged from the tissue paper was an enormous sheaf of spring flowers: irises, daisies, carnations— quite a contrast with the scene outside my window. I was stunned.

“Well, see who they’re from,” practical Carol ordered.

I fumbled for the card. The tiny envelope bore my name in the unfamiliar handwriting of someone at a florist shop. I pulled out the card.

“Dear Mom.” I smiled as I recognized the self-conscious, curlicue letters I had watched develop for a dozen years. “Today, life begins—right? Love, Me.”

My eyes stung. Of course. Who else could it have been but Kathy? Kathy, who had lent me her favorite top because she thought I had nothing suitable to wear to a party. Who had once found me sitting alone in the dark and whispered, “Mom, what’s wrong?” Who had offered to split weekend nights out with me so someone would always be home with Stewart.

I reached out and started touching petals. Each festive pastel made a memory spring forth, and I thought with tender dismay that my hardworking daughter could ill afford such an extravagant gesture.

Dottie appeared next to Carol. “Oooh, flowers! Who from?”

I blinked against my tears and said proudly, “My daughter.”

“Aaaw,” Carol cooed. “That’s so sweet.”

I could tell it was more of an effort for Dottie. “That’s very nice.”

My only answer was the radiant smile a woman is supposed to wear on her birthday. I just couldn’t hide the fact that I had found true love.

Jane Robertson 
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“I’d like to get married again, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to get the ‘Single Parent and Proud of It’ bumper stickers off my car.”
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One Cold Winter’s Night 

The healthy and strong individual is the one who asks for help when he needs it, whether he’s got an abscess on his knee or in his soul.

Rona Barrett 

My son Ryan wanted a dog—desperately. He was a preschooler and had just lost his favorite person in the world, his grandpa. I wanted to say no. I was a single parent working full-time. Ryan had special needs. When did I have time for a dog?

Nonetheless, I called the Humane Society and described our lifestyle and Ryan’s disabilities to the woman on the other end of the line. She told me that all their puppies had been adopted but a mother dog was available. The woman insisted that Ginger was just what we needed. The dog was half border collie and half sheltie. I went down to the shelter, paid my twenty-five dollars, signed a document that said we would have her spayed and left with our new dog.

Immediately, Ginger became Ryan’s best friend and protector. She slept in his room at the foot of his bed. Oftentimes, I would find them sleeping together, heads side by side on the pillow, bodies under the colorful quilt. Ryan held her ears with one hand as he sucked the thumb on his other. He told her stories, gave her supporting roles in plays where he was the hero and dressed her in capes and hats. When he was learning to latch the hook on her leash, a task difficult for his hands affected by cerebral palsy, it could sometimes take five to ten minutes. She sat through it all, calmly and patiently, waiting for him to get it right. She looked mournful when he was upset, and consoled him by letting him bury his little face in her fur and cry when other children wouldn’t play with him. She knew what her job was, and she made it her vocation. She never abandoned him.

She was a teacher for Ryan and a respite provider for me. When Ryan played with Ginger I knew he was relatively safe—after all, she had bloodlines from two major herding breeds. If Ryan tried to leave the house on his own, Ginger sat in front of the door and yipped to alert me. If Ryan jumped on the bed she “rode” on the bed, too. She taught him laughter, friendship and silliness. She taught him loyalty and trust.

One winter, I came down with a severe case of strep throat. My symptoms had gotten progressively worse, until one evening, my fever had risen so high, I was truly a little out of my head. I wanted to go to the hospital emergency room, but it was twenty degrees below zero outside. My car was old. I didn’t want to take a chance that it would break down, exposing Ryan or me to those temperatures for even a short amount of time. Everyone I knew was out of town, busy or had small children of their own. I decided to “tough it out” until my appointment at the clinic the following day.

Ginger must have kept Ryan busy most of the evening while I faded in and out. I don’t even remember giving him dinner. I know he ate because I found cookie crumbs, chips and cheese slice wrappers on the kitchen counter the next day. I had set the oven timer to ring every hour that evening, so that if I did doze off I could wake up and check on Ryan. But the oven timer wasn’t waking me up; the dog was. Every time I dozed off, Ginger barked or pulled at me to wake me. She sat with Ryan, eyeing me anxiously. The third time I went to set the oven timer, I gave up on it. I looked at Ginger, and I swear we had a telepathic moment. I knew that she would continue waking me and keep an eye on Ryan as sure as I knew that my eyes are brown. This knowledge flooded me with relief.

About ten o’clock that night, after Ryan was in bed, his “blankie” in one hand and Ginger’s fur in the other, I had a moment of lucidity and realized that I had not taken the dog out since seven o’clock that morning. I motioned for her to go out and she came to the door, looking at me dubiously. I slipped my arms into my coat, hooked up her leash and led her out. As we reached the stairs on the deck, she whined and turned to go back into the house, all the while watching me.

With a wind chill factor of thirty-five degrees below zero, what dog wouldn’t whine? I think she might have saved my life that night because I am not sure that I would have made it back into the house. I remember feeling suddenly very confused and wondering what I was doing outside. I do not remember going back into the house; I believe she herded me back inside. That night, she slept in the hall between the bedrooms instead of her usual spot on Ryan’s bed.

The next morning when I woke, I was still sick, but my fever had abated. My son was still sleeping. I went to fill Ginger’s food dish and water bowl. I stared at them in amazement. Both dishes were full. She had not eaten or drank anything the day before. Ryan knew that he was not supposed to give her table food, so I doubt if she had even snacked with him. All I know for sure was that my baby was safe because a little brown dog named Ginger had kept him safe, and had kept me from harm.

After I went to the doctor, got my antibiotics and started to feel better, I cooked Ginger a hamburger—a great big one with gravy, changing the table-food rule a bit!

The whole experience taught me a valuable lesson. I had been so busy trying to be supermom that I had inadvertently isolated myself. In a time of crisis, I found myself with a limited number of people I could count on for help. I needed to get out more and allow myself to be a person, not just Ryan’s mom. I needed to meet more single parents and more parents of disabled children so that I would have more support and resources when I needed them. I joined parent support groups and reestablished contacts with friends. I made new friends who were in similar situations. I reduced my work hours and still managed to pay the bills. My life became more balanced than it had been. We were happier.

Ginger is no longer with us, but each year we hang an ornament on the Christmas tree for her. After Ryan goes to bed I look at the tree and remember the little brown dog and that cold winter night. Our new dog, a retriever mix named Poppie, sleeps in the hall outside Ryan’s room.

Karen J. Olson 
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“I take it this is a single-parent home?”
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It Takes One to Help One 

Help your brother’s boat across and your own will reach the shore.

Hindu Proverb 

I’ve been a single mother for nearly seven years and have a terrific twelve-year-old son, Connor. Divorce forced me back into the working world, a world I had left far behind with the birth of my first and only child. I had always intended to go back to work at some point, but had also thought the choice would be mine as to when that point would be. Angry, disappointed and unable to return to my former high-paying graphics position because of the technology jump during my “hiatus,” I realized I would have to start over at the age of thirty-six. I had attended college off and on over the years, but never finished my degree, now much to my dismay. I had never thought I’d need a college degree to raise happy, beautiful children, or to cook sumptuous meals for my husband and friends, or to attend every “Mommy & Me” class I could find, in search of other lucky mothers like myself to befriend.

Well, all that came to a screeching halt as my son entered elementary school and my rocky marriage gave way to an avalanche of accusations and arguments, finally ending in divorce. I knew it was for the best, but it still hurt. We would remain friends and raise our son together, both of which have miraculously happened with much more ease than trying to stay together “for the sake of the child.” I often wondered if getting a divorce made me a “quitter,” but have since decided it definitely did not. I can honestly say I tried my very best to make that marriage work—it just didn’t.

When I put on work clothes for the first time in years, I also realized I would have to put on a façade, too—a façade that I was a capable, hardworking, enthusiastic woman who just couldn’t wait to come to work every day, leaving my little boy to ride that big bus to school every morning for forty-five minutes, then be cared for by others until I could pick him up after a long workday. Gone would be the lazy afternoons of playing Candyland, watching cartoons or building Lego airplanes, while he munched carefully carved apple slices and homemade cookies.

Through a friend, I heard about a secretarial position in the hospital where she worked. It was entry-level and the pay was less than half the salary I was making when I left the workforce. My shock gave way to dismay when I was told there were many applicants for the position, mostly from within the hospital itself. Still, I faxed over my freshly redone résumé (briefly dreading the six-year lapse in employment) and was scheduled for an interview with Robin, who would be my boss if I could somehow manage to make her see that this soon-to-retire “domestic goddess” was just what she needed! Not an easy task for a woman who hadn’t spoken in complete sentences for years.

Since my wardrobe at that time consisted mainly of jeans and more jeans, I borrowed a suit from my sister and nervously drove to the interview. Taking a deep breath, I walked into the office, an office of women, two to be exact, both well dressed and obviously younger than me. My hopes sank as I faced a consummate career woman who surely wouldn’t understand why I hadn’t worked in many years, not to mention the fact that as her assistant I would be several years her senior.

However, I liked her immediately—she was warm and obviously very intelligent. She asked me all the right questions, taking note of my lack of certain computer skills, yet kindly saying, should I be hired, there were in-house courses offered that would bring me up to speed quickly. Then she dropped the bomb. She asked if I had any children. At the time, I did not know that this question is a big “no-no” on an employer’s part. (Even so, I would have answered honestly, anyway.) But I thought that surely this would end my chances of getting this position—I had seen her type before (heck, I’d been one), and I figured she’d have no interest in hiring a soon-to-be-divorced mom when she could have her pick of qualified candidates already working for the hospital. My heart sank, but I told her proudly about my wonderful son and the fact that I was returning to work a “little earlier than planned,” so that I could take care of him on my own.

I sat across from Robin, in front of her big mahogany desk, while she studied me briefly, certain she was trying to find a nice way to say, “Thanks, but no thanks.” Instead, she reached for a large framed photo on her desk and turned it around for me to see. There, smiling from the picture were a brother and sister, both younger than my son, who looked exactly like their mother. My eyes quickly looked to her left hand—it was ringless. I looked around the desk for other photos of the family—there were none. Robin smiled at me and said, “When can you start?”

That was the beginning of my life as a working single parent, and I will always be grateful to the other working single parent who gave me a chance when she clearly might have had a better choice, at least based on what she read on a résumé. I will never forget her, and when she left to pursue other career opportunities, I cried and thanked her again. Sometimes, it takes one to help one.

Laurie Hartman 





Single Mothers Unite 

Every problem contains the seeds of its own solution.

Stanley Arnold 

Life can be eerie sometimes, but for me, in the months immediately after divorce, it felt downright scary. It was like watching the world pass by with the sound turned down. Society clearly went about its business, but I didn’t, not really.Yes, I was functional: I brushed my teeth, did the laundry, did the grocery shopping, but I was never aware of doing any of these things while I was doing them. Sometimes I’d reach into the fridge for milk and wonder how it got there. Or, I’d suddenly notice that I was miles out on the freeway and had forgotten where I was going. Looking back, I wonder how my post-divorce blues were perceived by my young son, Cooper. He was only seven at the time, but what did he make of Mama sleepwalking through her daily life?

The cold reality of economics soon chased away my paralysis. After seventeen years in a happy, prosperous marriage, I suddenly found myself plagued by worry and doubt. How on earth was I going to support this little boy on my own? Fear gripped me by the throat—a deep, relentless sense of doom pervaded everything I did or felt. And it wasn’t just about money. It was the loneliness. It was not understanding my place in the world anymore, not knowing where I belonged. For the first time in my adult life, I felt utterly powerless and alone.

I would wait for Cooper to fall asleep at night and then, curled up in a fetal position, I would let myself cry. To make things worse, I couldn’t even curl up in my own comfy bed in my own, beautiful house; it had to be on a strange bed, in a small room I was forced to rent upon relocating to Los Angeles after the divorce. For a while, I allowed the fear to take over. The worry about where I could go and what I could do infected my every waking moment. The sensation became so gut-wrenching that I retreated into meditation—a practice I had always nurtured for pleasure now became a place of escape.

It was in a prolonged meditation that I had a realization— a warm, peaceful feeling filled my body and mind. A clear, intuitive thought pierced through the fog. It was filled with peace and joy, but mostly with pure intention. It told me to “find another single mother to share with.”

Bolstered by this clear message I went in search of a house big enough for two families. When I found the house, I posted a notice: “Single mom seeks same to pool resources and share a house with a garden. Let’s work together to create a safe environment for our children.” I received eighteen responses. At first, I felt that this good thing happening was all about me. But as I started to have conversations with the moms who responded to my notice, it became clear that this was bigger than me. This was about all of these women looking for a way to connect, and not just for house sharing, but as single mothers who needed to reach out to someone who understood what they were going through. But I only had one house, what could I say to the other seventeen? After chatting with several of the moms over coffee, it struck me that some might have more in common with each other than they had with me. Two had three-year-old boys. One mother had a sixteen-year-old girl and lived close by another who had a fourteen-year-old girl. It made perfect sense to put them in contact with each other. And so I did. And they were grateful.
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