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Praise for
The Complete Single Mother,
Third Edition:

“Comprehensive and compassionate, The Complete Single Mother will guide you to make good decisions for your children and yourself. Each updated edition only makes it more relevant and reliable.”

—Barbara Meltz, parenting columnist for The Boston Globe, author, Put Yourself
in Their Shoes: Understanding How Your Children See the World

“From conception to the teen years and from de-stressing to dealing with the ex from hell, The Complete Single Mother is the definitive guide to life for solo moms. Don't consider single motherhood without it.”

—Ariel Gore, editor/publisher of Hip Mama

“The Complete Single Mother offers comfort, common sense, experience, encouragement and more than a few laughs. The sophisticated and psychologically savvy advice is invaluable no matter what the single mom challenge. This book is absolutely a ‘must-get’ for all single moms.”

—Tammy Jones, founder of SingleRose.com, Resource for Single Mothers, and author of Single Mother Sentiments

“This is the most helpful, empowering resource single moms have looked to for over a decade. Written in a friendly and supportive way; no question goes unanswered, no topic avoided. The third edition even includes mini-bios of notable single moms which offers added reassurance and inspiration for women who aspire to create balanced, well informed, confident lives.”

—Sheila Ellison, author of The Courage to Be a Single Mother
and founder of SingleMomsConnect.com

“Single moms will refer to this marvelous book time and again. It offers practical advice on everything including pregnancy, special needs children, money issues, relationships and stepfamilies. And it does so with encouragement, intelligence, and humor. It's the Single Mother's Bible!”

—Ellie Slott Fisher, author of Mom, There's a Man in the Kitchen and He's Wearing
Your Robe: The Single Mother's Guide to Dating Well Without Parenting Poorly

“As I read this new version of the absolute single mother ‘Bible’ I couldn't believe how much incredibly important information delivered with heart, hope and laughter is packed in. If you are a single mom, toying with the idea, or know one … you must get this book!”

—Patrice Karst, author of The Single Mother's Survival Guide

“The book provides a much-needed service to single moms. It is extremely valuable for the authors' reassuring, common sense advice.…Since the single mothers I encounter are always full of questions, I recommend this book as a practical guide to raising children of either sex. Engber and Klungness address these mothers' specific, often urgent concerns in a warm and conversational style.…Inviting and nonjudgmental in tone, this guide draws readers into its wise counsel on what it takes to be a responsive, empathetic parent.…The authors' gift to single parents is the strong message that they are not alone, and they can succeed as other single parents have done and are doing. The expanded third edition speaks with understanding to many circumstances of single parenthood, including those single by chance or by choice.…The Complete Single Mother is a tremendous gift to women who are raising children alone, and I thank the authors for revising and expanding it to educate and reassure today's single moms.”

—Peggy Drexler, Ph.D., author of Raising Boys Without Men

“The Complete Single Mother is just what it says—complete! There is no other book about single parenting like this one, which has an answer for any question a single parent would ask. Readers are sure to find their particular situations and interests within these pages, which can offer much-needed comfort to single parents who may feel alone and misunderstood. I can confidently recommend this book in my practice to moms and dads who are dealing with specific problems that are not typically written about in the parenting field. I especially appreciate the philosophy that Engber and Klungness promote regarding the importance of always putting kids' needs first.”

—Diane Chambers Shearer, author of Solo Parenting: Raising Strong & Happy
Families and publisher of The Peaceful Co-Parent newsletter
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INTRODUCTION

I first met my coauthor, Dr. Leah Klungness, in 1993, but we were unknowingly connected to each long before that.

Ten years before we met, Leah watched the moving van pull out of the driveway of her recently sold house in Syracuse, New York. Excitedly, she packed a few last-minute items to take with her to her new home. Her husband, already relocated in Charlotte, North Carolina, was waiting for the van and his family to follow. Leah, a school psychologist, and her two children, Sarah, then three, and Andrew, eight, were saying their good-byes to the house when the phone rang. Leah ran to pick up the phone, expecting her husband to fill her in on the final details of the move. Instead, he informed her that he didn't think they should be married anymore and that she and the kids should move in with her mother. Then he promptly hung up.

She was dazed. “I just couldn't believe it!” she said. “There went most of my life—my bed, my furniture, every towel, plate, and cooking utensil, every toy and book my children had ever had—in that van heading toward our new home while he's telling me on the phone that he's found a new life! How could he just say he didn't think we should be married anymore? And what was wrong with me not to even notice any red flags?”

After stumbling around in shock for what seemed like ages, she gathered up the remains of her life—two flimsy suitcases, her children, $500, and whatever energy she could muster—and dragged herself off to her mother's, trying not to scrape her chin on the ground.

Like many other unprepared women whose husbands abruptly left them, Leah's entrance into single motherhood came with no warnings and no instruction manuals—only unanswered questions, paralysis, and fear.

She had already been accepted to the University of South Carolina's psychology doctoral program, and she embarked on a plan of action to get her Ph.D. while raising her two young children alone. “I was planning to attend school while living in Charlotte anyway. Why change my plans just because I was no longer married?”

The following August, just a few months after her husband had left her and her children, Leah packed up from her mother's house, and she, Sarah, and Andrew moved into their new apartment in Columbia, South Carolina. “One of the driving forces I credit for motivating me to find us an apartment was that I wanted to get out of my mother's house, fast!” she says. “True, we should welcome any options and choices we have when first faced with a disaster such as a husband bailing out. But living at my mother's with my two children was certainly not one of them.”

When they arrived in Columbia, Leah knew no one—she had no child care, no family, and no support network. But she made a commitment to herself that “come hell or high water,” she would complete her education. “I was determined to do what I always wanted to do—get my Ph.D. and become a psychologist with my own successful practice,” she remembers. It was a major undertaking, trying to single-handedly raise two kids with no child support, get enough sleep, find time to cook, clean, earn money, study, and write her dissertation, but she met all the challenges head-on.

After extensive planning and artful prioritizing and compromising—which is much of the meat for this book—Leah's hard work and commitment started to pay off. Even though the family budget was painfully tight and the only one without homework in the evenings was little Sarah, Leah began to feel that she was making some real progress. She earned her Ph.D. in the spring of 1986 and was on her way to becoming a licensed psychologist. Leah and her children eventually moved back to New York, where she opened up a practice on Long Island, counseling families, children, and individuals, most notably single mothers.

Leah's life remains an example of perseverance and commitment. Her former husband has lost all meaningful contact with his children. Leah's son, Andrew, is an attorney on the West Coast, and her daughter, Sarah, is a college graduate completing a degree in nursing.

Just a few months earlier and only a few miles away in Charlotte, North Carolina, I was going through my own dramatic entry into single motherhood. I was suffering from contractions, alone, in the parking lot of a local hospital because I refused to go in before midnight. The hospital's billing cycle started at 12 A.M., and it was only 11:00 PM. There was no way I was going to let them charge me their daily rate of $700 for just sixty minutes! Especially when I had no health insurance.

Needless to say, the grunting and groaning that accompanied the contractions caused quite a commotion because nearby members of the hospital's staff came rushing out to the parking lot, pushing a wheelchair, and politely shoving me in it. They raced me into the emergency entrance, where I had to go through more than the usual red tape of entering a hospital since I was uninsured, unmarried, and unprepared. (“Pack what bag? The baby wasn't due for two weeks, and I was in the middle of a huge project at work!”)

My live-in partner had decided on Labor Day 1985, to leave town when I was four months pregnant at age thirty-six. Actually, he told me a day earlier that he was going on a job interview that Monday and would return the middle of the following week. At 4:00 A.M. the next morning, I awoke to the sounds of grinding gears and crunching gravel. I ran to the window and saw Jerry pull out of the driveway in a truck with his motorcycle on board and a trailer pulling his boat behind him. Someone else was driving his car.

I waited one week, two weeks, a month for him to return, but no word. I couldn't ignore the sneaking suspicion that this was no ordinary job interview. During this time, I called at least fifty hospitals to see if they had anyone fitting his description, just to help prolong my denial. Four and one-half months later, on January 3, 1986, when I had my son, Spencer, I got the hint that Jerry was not coming back. It wasn't until April of that year that he briefly showed up to see if I still wanted him. Somehow, I couldn't forgive this guy who had left me on Labor Day and showed up on April Fool's Day.

Even though I was a new MOM (Mother Outside of Marriage), like single mothers through divorce, I went through the usual course of dealing with loss, starting with denial and overstaying my welcome in the depressed and anger stages. I became obsessive. Being dumped was enough, especially if you've never been the dumpee. But to be pregnant with my thirty-sixth birthday only a week away was awful. On top of that, I had lost my partner to a woman who was twenty-five years his junior. My self-esteem was signaling “major meltdown.”

Things got even worse. When Spencer was only nine months old, I was fired from my seven-year job as art director of an advertising agency. My boss was uncomfortable having an unmarried mother on staff and found an excuse to terminate me, giving me only one hour to pack up and go. All this occurred only days after I had major home improvements and repairs completed. How was I going to pay for all of it when I was still paying off the costs of Spencer's birth, not to mention day care, food, and shelter costs?

Hitting bottom, it seemed that I had no choice but to accept the situation and stop feeling like a victim and get on with it. My mother's often-used refrain, “sink or swim” couldn't have spoken to me at a better time. I had actually made myself sick from the depression and anger and feelings of bad luck I had internalized. I decided to channel all that negativity into some productivity, thereby freeing up my creative energy. In fact, it actually occurred to me (although in retrospect) that the father of my child was someone with whom I did not want to spend the rest of my life. I also realized that had I not lost my job that I would still be working as an art director and copywriter in a mediocre job and not doing what I really wanted to be doing with my life. In a sense, both my boss and Jerry had done me a huge favor.

I ran a lucrative advertising and design service for a few years before the recession hit. By the time it caught up with me, most of my clients were already gone. But I was smart enough to sock away what I could when things were good, and by now my house was almost paid for.

Christmas 1990 was the turning point when I became aware of the purpose of my life. While sitting in the pediatrician's office (for my son's umpteenth ear infection), I was thumbing through all the magazines boasting the same articles on “How to Avoid Stress” and “Supermom Burnout.” You know the ones—they advise you to get your husband to help out more. “That's it,” I said, leaping out of my chair. “Well, excuse me, but I forgot to bring the man who's supposed to bring out the trash.”

With that, I started Single Mother, a newsletter that prides itself as “a support group in your hands,” and founded the National Organization of Single Mothers, Inc. (NOSM) because there wasn't anything out there for women like me. I knew there must be more of us. I started selling subscriptions on the street, on airplanes, in stores, and anywhere I thought I could spy a distressed-looking single mom.

NOSM grew to become a network that was more than committed to helping single parents successfully meet the challenges of daily life. The organization and its publication, Single Mother, became the voice of more than 11 million single mothers. Single Mother has become the country's only national newsletter dealing with single-parenting issues in an upbeat, practical, and positive light. The organization has linked families through a network of empowerment.

One day, Leah was reading the New York Daily News when she saw an article about me and the Single Mother newsletter. (Normally, she wouldn't be caught dead reading anything other than the New York Times, but thankfully her son insisted on getting the New York Daily News for the sports section.) She was so impressed with what she read that she contacted me immediately and said she wanted to be part of this network that helped empower single mothers. Leah offered the perspective of one who experienced divorce and had attained her dream in spite of it. She shared her knowledge and success by contributing to Single Mother, even before we met in person in June 1993.

We realized that single mothers needed a book they could pick up anytime and anywhere that would reassure them when sometimes the challenges of single parenting seemed impossible. We also were tired of seeing the confidence of “real” single mothers shot down by the debates over family values on television, radio, and in the news. This lifestyle boasts popular celebrity status in Hollywood and Nashville. (Single motherhood is fairly popular among country singers.) But the unfair stereotyping, poor publicity, and inaccurate analyses of studies that was the usual rhetoric began brewing a backlash against mothers raising their children without a husband at home. Economics played a major role, too. It seemed okay to be a single mom if you were a rich celebrity, such as Jodie Foster, Farrah Fawcett, Cher, Glenn Close, Madonna, Tanya Tucker, or a Spice Girl, but not okay if you were an average American woman.

Because Leah and I not only knew that the stereotyping of single mothering was false but also that single parenting actually could be a healthy and empowering experience in a woman's life, we needed to supply more information and more encouragement to prove that this was true. So we wrote this book.

The Complete Single Mother offers a fresh perspective to raising a family solo through its realistic, upbeat, and positive approach. Packed with valuable information, the book takes women through the first stages of accepting their single-parent lifestyle, whether by choice or chance, to enabling them to unleash their creative potential to be a successful individual, parent, valuable friend, and worker. Here is a book that will answer all the questions you may have about single mothering but were either too busy or too afraid to ask because you felt that no one had the answer anyway.

The Complete Single Mother is for the new generation of mothers (and men, too, who are single parents) who will bring with them a new set of family values that are actually good and necessary for this country's survival. The single parent is bringing back community by seeking extended families, teaching that self-reliance is healthier than codependency, and proving that a family is not defined by who heads it, but rather by its ability to love and share and make its members feel safe. Whether by choice, chance, or other circumstance—adoption, divorce, death—if you are or will be a single mother, The Complete Single Mother offers reassuring answers for your most challenging concerns. For relatives, professionals, and others who work with and counsel single moms, this book can serve as an invaluable resource and reference guide, too.

The Complete Single Mother is for everyone who is affected by single mothering today. But, most of all, this book is for the woman who needs encouragement, confidence, and practical advice. It will help her organize her life around the realities and strengths of single parenting and not around others' expectations of who she is or should be.

—A.E.


PART 1
THE MANY
FACES OF SINGLE
MOTHERS TODAY
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The Heroic Single Mother

Heroes don't do the easy thing but do the right thing. Heroes are courageous, stand up under fire, and sacrifice for the good of others. Heroes have had to face some form of injustice or inequity and are often lonely. Heroes know how to take care of themselves. Single mother heroes take care of themselves by setting boundaries, establishing priorities, and making creative compromises. You help others everyday by the example of your own successful single parenting.

The burden you bear in parenting without a partner in a society that provides so little support for parents is certainly unjust, although you may have chosen this way of parenting (You probably didn't have as many choices as you would have liked.) Because of this injustice, it's easy for single mothers to fall into the victim trap, but this is a most unproductive, senseless way to live. We are all victims of something larger than ourselves at one time or another. Whether you're divorced because your husband slept around or whether you knew your baby's father for only a short period, if you want to succeed as a hero, not a victim, you should first recognize that you have made choices, even if you were not conscious of them at the time. Recognize that you have a choice in how you will play the cards you now hold.”

In spite of a culture that has failed to meet the needs of single mothers because of weak child support enforcement, inflexible employers, prohibitive child care costs, and schools that are slow to recognize the single mother's schedule, most single mothers are doing a very good job. They are showing that self-reliance is the key to a joyful and productive life.

From this moment on, if you have ever felt like a victim, tell yourself that you will no longer be a victim in your eyes or in anyone else's. If you've been viewed as villainous because you've made choices that didn't agree with others' expectations, let it go. As a woman and a mother, you are powerful.

[image: TheCompleteSingleMother_c001_f001]

OUR GODDESS HISTORY

Long before the age of Christianity, even before Judaism, Islam, and classical Greece, much of civilization on Earth revered the “Goddess Mother.” The Goddess culture valued and respected women—the human creators, sustainers of life, and nurturers of the earth—in the symbolic role of mother.

Countless stories celebrate the remarkably creative goddess. Most often they were mothers who were not attached to a male partner. The Greek single mother goddess Demeter went into the underworld to search for her daughter Persephone. The myth tells us that it is the recurring loss of her daughter Persephone which creates the seasons. Legend tells us that Demeter spewed forth the seasons as she emerged from her winter darkness of mourning her daughter's loss, and their reunion was celebrated as spring.


LOVE HURTS

Before giving in to the hype of Valentine's Day by drowning yourself in mounds of chocolate you felt compelled to buy, consider this: Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of beauty and love—or Venus, as the Romans called her—was a single mom with many children, most notably Cupid (or Eros to the Greeks). The Venus De Milo may be depicted armless, but legend says she wrapped her arms (and legs) around some powerful gods with which she dallied. In other myths, she is said to have been born pregnant with the little blindfolded matchmaker in diapers who would shoot his love arrows into unsuspecting victims. When her son once complained about being stung by a bee, mom replied, “If the bee sting is painful, what pain, Eros, do you suppose all your victims suffer?” Ouch!



In some of these early societies and in many aboriginal cultures, there was no fatherhood as we know it. In fact, renowned anthropologist Margaret Mead was among the first to call fatherhood a social invention.

Resurrect the goddesses who lived before you by reclaiming the goddess inside you. Be proud of what you achieve in caring for yourself and your children. Remember you are a hero.

YOU ARE NOT ALONE

The U.S. Census Bureau has acknowledged that one of the most profound changes in family composition to have occurred during the past quarter century was the tremendous increase in the number of single parents. According to the most recent data, more than 28 percent of all births were to single women. The steepest increase was among college-educated women and those with professional or managerial jobs. The Census Bureau also reported that 53 percent of first births were to unmarried women.

There are now more than 12 million single mothers in the United States.

The National Center for Health Statistics notes a shift in the typical age of the unmarried mother. Increasingly, single mothers are older than they used to be. When once births to teenagers were epidemic, the latest figures show births to women under twenty have declined. The birth rate for unmarried women in their early twenties through midthirties has soared.

Analysts give economic and cultural reasons for the rapid increase in the number of single mothers outside of marriage. More women in the workforce today see less of a gap between their earnings and those of men working similar jobs. As a result, women don't feel as pressured to marry as they did decades ago. The women's movement has left many women with a new sense of independence. Many women no longer trust the institution of marriage, while the social taboos that have discouraged unmarried births have waned. Single mothers are found within every ethnic, economic, and religious group.

MEETING THE CHALLENGES HEAD ON

Let's face it. Times are changing. A family is not defined by who heads the household.

Those who most openly criticize the choice of single mothering are often people with their own unresolved family issues. For example, some women may not be able to separate from their own abusive relationships, or perhaps they secretly desire a child of their own. They may envy your freedom or feel threatened by the control you have taken over your own life. Unfortunately, there are those who feel that being in any relationship is better than living single. Not true. Psychologists report that the single-parent household, in many cases, is preferable to a two-parent situation, especially if there is constant arguing, substance abuse, or physical or emotional battering.

If you are a single mother, you're not alone. Even if:

♦ Your child's father left you.

♦ Your mate announced he doesn't want to be a father.

♦ You're pregnant, and he's got the bankbook.

♦ Your fiancè died, leaving you pregnant and sort of widowed.

♦ You left an abusive relationship.

♦ Your ex-husband wants nothing to do with you or your child.

♦ Your ex-partner wants nothing to do with you or your child.

♦ Your child was the result of donor insemination or adoption.

You can achieve whatever it is you want out of life. In fact, many women are convinced they would not have accomplished their desired goals had they not had to learn to rely on their own abilities and wit. Thousands of women have not only survived single motherhood but have also emerged as powerful and dynamic people whose hidden talents and resources would have been dormant if they had not accepted the challenges of single parenting as an opportunity for personal growth.

Don't confuse the challenges of single parenting with hard luck or unfortunate circumstances. No one says this will be easy. It's frustrating to be expected to perform the lion's share of work both in and outside the home.

With some energetic and creative thinking, a bit of planning, and The Complete Single Mother as a companion, you can not only raise happy, healthy, and productive children but you will also be able to become the person you were meant to be—strong, decisive, independent, courageous, and, above all, a joyful woman.


2
When You're a Mother Outside of Marriage by Chance

The majority of single mothers who have never been married to their children's fathers are what's called “single mothers by choice,” but this does not reflect everyone's reality. Although this category is far better than such demeaning phrases as “knocked up” or “mother of an illegitimate child,” many of these women actually became mothers by chance.

In this book, we refer to all Mothers Outside of Marriage as MOMs. The MOM tag includes those who became mothers by accident, those who prepared for motherhood “just in case,” those who consciously chose to become pregnant, and adoptive mothers. Many MOMs by chance share the insight that on some level they arranged the circumstances to allow for the possibility of motherhood. Truthfully, most MOMS by chance thought at one time or another of mothering solo. The woman who has made the life decision that she does not ever want children and finds herself pregnant has experienced an accident. It remains her choice, however, whether to perceive this accidental pregnancy as an unexpected tragedy or as a happy surprise.

Whatever label you may find appropriate or useful for your particular situation, the most important thing, of course, is that all women with children are simply, in the final analysis, mothers.

IF YOUR MATE DOESN'T SHARE YOUR FEELINGS

You're not alone if you find yourself in a relationship with a man who doesn't want children but never made this clear. Somehow, this doesn't seem to be a problem at first. You may have kept your desire for motherhood well hidden. Your mate may have remarked in passing, “I may want kids, but not now, not for a long time.” You didn't want to push him, and so you waited for a more opportune moment to discuss marriage and fatherhood. Typically, it is only after you announce your pregnancy that any serious discussion begins.


MEET THE NEW MOMS ON THE BLOCK

According to the U.S. Census Bureau 2003 report, fully 22 percent of single moms in the United States have never been married. The other 10 million single women raising children measured by the Census Bureau break down as follows:

♦ 12 percent are separated.

♦ 35 percent are divorced.

♦ 3 percent are widowed.



Many MOMs say they knew deep in their hearts that their former partners were not father material. It often takes a few years to become aware that perhaps you stayed in such a relationship to allow yourself at least the option of motherhood, whether or not the father was willing to participate. At first, it may appear that he is the only reason you are a single mother, but when you examine the matter further, you may find that you weren't really surprised by his decision not to be a father.

“MY BOYFRIEND CAN'T MAKE UP HIS MIND.…”

I've been in a relationship for five years with someone who has decided not to be a father. I am considering having a child on my own. I don't want to spend my life waiting for my boyfriend to may be change his mind so I can have a child. I know definitely that I want to be a mother and to have a baby fairly soon, but fatherhood is just not in his life plan. I wouldn't want my baby's father to be someone who didn't want to be a father, anyway.

You're right—you can't make your boyfriend want to be a father and willingly assume all the responsibilities of parenthood. If remaining childless or postponing the decision to start a family is not right for you, then your decision to have a child as a single mother is the best one for you and your child. You need to feel confident that single motherhood is right for you. Feeling confident about this important life decision is the first step in successful single mothering.

YOUR PARTNER LEFT YOU

In a sense, the man who announces “I don't want a baby” has left you emotionally, especially if you discussed having children together. No matter what circumstances surround single motherhood, loss is a central theme. Even women who consciously choose single motherhood by donor insemination are dealing with a type of loss—in this case, the loss of a dream family complete with father, two kids, two cars, and a dog and cat.

If your boyfriend ended the relationship with you because he did not want children, ask yourself whether this is truly a tragedy or whether he may in a sense have done you a favor. If you take an honest look inside yourself, you may find that, even if you can't have the “dream family,” you still really want to be a mother. It is not always easy to allow ourselves this conscious choice. Therefore, many of us use the end of a relationship as an excuse to be a “victim” of single motherhood.

If your pregnancy was planned but the father disappeared, never to be seen again, or you had the major breakup scene, assess the situation carefully. You will find that most likely there was some indication that becoming a father was not a commitment this man wholeheartedly sought.

Of course, there are no guarantees in life. Perhaps your pregnancy stirred up painful feelings in your partner, and he saw fleeing or breaking up as the only way out. You're likely to experience this abandonment as akin to experiencing a sudden death in the family. In a sense, you feel widowed, but more unsettled and bewildered, because widows at least know that their partners did not want to abandon them, but rather were taken from them against their will. When your partner leaves without explanation, you may wonder if there was anything you could have done to prevent it. Probably not, but there is something that can be prevented now, and that is blaming yourself. It is not your fault.

IF YOUR PARTNER HAS PROBLEMS

When I told my live-in partner of five years that I was pregnant, he simply said, “You decide,” and went into the bedroom to watch TV. He's always been emotionally distant and a bit of a couch potato. Lately, he has been sullen and drinking pretty heavily, but only on weekends. Yet, he always appears sober and well groomed, has never become physically violent, and faithfully shows up for his job, which he claims to hate, every Monday morning. I want this baby but feel unhappy and cheated. How can I decide whether or not to have this baby with him?
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This is the most common question MOMs ask themselves after learning that they are pregnant by a partner of many years. First, it would be wise to look at the reasons you were drawn to this relationship. Perhaps sex with this person is more than satisfying. Maybe he's good-looking, has a good job and plenty of money, and drives a nice car. In spite of his weekend drinking, he might still be dependable enough—at least when it's just the two of you. Feeling cheated, however, is not surprising. After all, this person has put up many walls to resist communication and genuine intimacy. This might be his way of protecting himself and avoiding closeness to anyone, even you and your baby. If he is dispassionate and disconnected from others, it seems in character for him to be apathetic about your announcement. The fact that he shows up for a job he says he hates after a weekend binge means that he might have problems even he does not recognize. Binge drinking is a serious red flag, which should not be ignored. Having a baby might be a distraction from his own issues, and maybe this is why he doesn't have an opinion one way or the other. It also seems that he expects you to take most of the responsibility for this decision, which means he is unlikely to be an active participant in raising your child.

It's important to weigh the benefits of this relationship against the disadvantages. More importantly, keep in mind that communication is essential to any relationship. Without it, you are only going through the motions of being in a partnership and are cheating yourself in the long run. Raising a child with a mate who has poor communication skills may not be wise, since people who tend to be disconnected with others have a way of sending out mixed signals—confusion that no one needs, especially children.

“I GOT PREGNANT FROM A BRIEF AFFAIR.…”

I'm a single mother by choice, sort of. At thirty-five, I found myself pregnant after a brief affair with a younger coworker from my office. So far, I'm delighted that I have a healthy daughter, but I also feel a little embarrassed about how I got pregnant in the first place.

Unless your reasons for having a child are based on a need to get back at someone, to shock your family, to rope someone into a commitment, or to ease your loneliness, there is no reason to be embarrassed. The delight and joy you feel about your daughter's arrival is the way it should be. Raising children in today's world is always a challenge, but if you welcome motherhood, how you got pregnant is insignificant. What really matters is how you mother on a day-today basis. If this brief affair fulfilled your needs in the moment, chances are your delighted outlook on motherhood stems from the benefits you consciously sought out from that experience.


SINGLE MOM OF NOTE

Sarah Bernhardt,
First Lady of Theatre

Born Rosine Bernard in 1845 in Paris to an unmarried single mother of Dutch-Jewish descent, Sarah was baptized at twelve and brought up in a convent. A year later, she began winning prizes for her noteworthy acting.

Sarah's affair with a Belgian nobleman left her pregnant with her only son, Maurice, when she was eighteen. She continued to pursue her career until her death, appearing on the stage around the world even after her leg was amputated in 1915. Sarah and Maurice, who became a writer, were always close and she died in his arms at the age of 79.



IF YOUR BIRTH CONTROL DIDN'T WORK

No birth control method is 100 percent dependable. Don't berate yourself for contraceptive failure. Even if you think it was because of a hidden wish to conceive that you were careless in the use of birth control, a combination of factors might make this a blessing in disguise. If you've decided to go ahead and have your child, it is important not to blame the birth control but rather to welcome the happy surprise.

When contraception failed and the thought of becoming a mother is something that you can't see in the cards, you may have considered terminating the pregnancy. Yet, countless women report that once they became pregnant that all their earlier refrains of “I can't imagine myself ever wanting kids” disappeared. Still, pregnancy is only one step toward motherhood—it's a lifetime occupation that will change any woman. It is up to you to decide whether that change is right for you.

SPECIAL CONCERN: RAPE

From the college student attending a campus party, to the account executive taking a client to dinner, to the woman introduced to a handsome new neighbor by a mutual friend, every woman is at risk of being raped—and the risk of being raped by an acquaintance is far greater than that of being raped by a stranger. No matter how well you knew this person or how intimate you had become before intercourse, if you said no to him and he continued, this is rape.

If you decide to continue a pregnancy resulting from rape, you should seek counseling from an expert in the field of victim recovery. Consultation with a family law attorney prior to the baby's birth to make sure that your parental rights and the welfare of your child are protected would also be wise. Unless the rapist is convicted of his crime, he could legally pursue parental rights.

IF YOU ARE IN AN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIP

Relationships can be abusive even if no physical injury occurs. It is emotionally healthy and empowering to end a relationship if you feel you can't be yourself. Remarks like “but he didn't hit you” or “at least he didn't cheat” are not reasons to stay with someone who belittles you or makes you feel worthless or inadequate.

If you are in a physically abusive relationship, get out now. If you got out of one, be proud of your bravery and honesty. Our society too often credits those who stay in relationships “till death do us part,” rather than those who have the courage to get out. You need to be your own best advocate. As many single mothers whose significant others were abusive say, “It was one of the hardest things I have ever done, but I left to save myself and my child.”

If you got out of a harmful relationship, try to help those remaining in abusive situations by offering a helping hand to other women in need. Consider volunteering at a battered women's shelter or helping out in other ways in your community.

If you think you are in an abusive relationship but are confused right now, investigate the mental health clinics and women's resource centers in your community, which are often listed in the front of your phone book. You need to talk with someone who can help you sort through your confusion and make safe choices.

WHEN ABORTION IS NOT AN OPTION

You may not believe in abortion. Perhaps you are basically pro-choice, but for any number of reasons, you are not willing to abort this pregnancy. Women who have had previous abortions often feel, by the time they reach a certain stage in life, that “this pregnancy is meant to be.”

If lack of money or other barriers imperil your choice to have an abortion if you want one, there may be sources of help you have not considered. Your local chapter of Planned Parenthood maybe able to help.

HANDLING YOUR FEELINGS ABOUT MOTHERHOOD OUTSIDE OF MARRIAGE

Before you can rid yourself of the guilt and other burdensome feelings you don't deserve and before you “blame” anyone else, you need to take an honest look at the circumstances surrounding your becoming a mother. Many women realize that their mates' reactions were not entirely a surprise. Our society still stigmatizes single mothers—you may feel you will receive more sympathy and support if you become one by chance instead of by choice. But if your relationship with the father of your child is not working, give yourself permission to walk away. You can be a great mother.


THERE MUST BE FIFTY WAYS…

There are many other ways that women have discovered motherhood outside of marriage. Do any of these sound familiar to you?

♦ Sandra, twenty-nine, was in a relationship with a man whose behavior when drinking she detested but tolerated. When she discovered she was pregnant, she urged him to stop drinking, even though deep down she knew she didn't want to marry him, even if he remained sober. She wanted a baby but was afraid to have one on her own.

♦ Nancy, forty-one, lives on and off with a man who constantly belittles her. Her eleven-year-old son (from a previous marriage) also talks back and is disrespectful to her. Just when she's ready to let her partner know that it's over, his friends and family remind her, “He doesn't beat you or cheat on you. He's good with the kids. What's wrong?” She has resigned herself to waiting to see if things will improve.

♦ Lisa thought her womanizing boyfriend would commit to a permanent relationship when he found out they were going to have a baby. He split saying the baby wasn't his, and she later learned that he had four other children he also denied fathering. Although she was initially in shock, after thinking about it, she realized there had been red flags all along.

♦ Janine's partner of four years dropped her off at the hospital shortly before she was to give birth. He drove off and never returned. He left the United States.

♦ Lili is nine weeks pregnant and is grappling with the decision whether or not to have an abortion. Her boyfriend shows no interest in the pregnancy; yet she feels dependent on him.

Maybe one of these dilemmas sound strikingly familiar to you, or maybe your story is totally unique. Whatever your situation, there will be strong feelings that need to be worked through and serious life decisions to be made.



Getting Rid of Guilt, Shame, and Blame

Sometimes we think after a breakup: “It wasn't so bad. What am I doing now that's better? Why couldn't I have been happy the way it was?” We wonder if we secretly pushed the other person out of our lives. At other times, if we were abandoned or weren't deeply involved, we believe it was our fault because if we had been more lovable we would be with somebody right now. Even if we removed ourselves from intolerable circumstances or left for reasons others plainly understood, we can feel guilty for having made any choice at all.
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You're Not a Victim

Being a victim often seems to be the easiest choice to make. Truthfully, few of us are really victims. We have choices.

Facing your feelings is essential, just as it would be if your feelings were associated with any other major life-changing event. The events surrounding single motherhood—divorce, death, giving birth, buying or selling a home, moving, getting or losing a job—already rank high on the list of life's most stressful events. This makes single motherhood particularly challenging.

Take a Thoughtful Look at Yourself

Be honest about your feelings so that you can separate the destructive emotions—the guilt, shame, and blame—from those feelings that are affirming and sustaining. Taking an honest look at your feelings and emotions requires personal courage and sustained effort. The goal is to become more accepting of yourself and to get rid of the victim mentality to which so many single mothers succumb.

Name It, Face It, and Erase It

Guilt must be given a name. Whatever you feel guilty about—dig it up, isolate it, and expose it to the light of day. To name it, you have to be as specific as possible. We are not talking about blanket statements about inadequacy or failing but about identifying as clearly as possible exactly what you feel guilty about. Guilt must be faced. It must be spoken of out loud and looked in the eye. Guilt makes us feel ashamed, or it makes us blame others for our circumstances.

Because there is so much baggage each of us will discover along our way, we must identify the personal life dramas that have caused us to feel vulnerable in the past before we can reconcile our feelings about our guilt. Your feelings can't hurt you. In fact, by listening to them you can learn from them and uncover the joy of single mothering. What can hurt is allowing your feelings to fester, causing you to act out of confusion and make poor decisions. The reward for facing your feelings about your entry into single motherhood is peaceful acceptance of the choices you have made. This acceptance is the first important step to living joyfully and fully in the present.


DOES HAVING A SON MEAN YOU'LL MARRY?

If you're an unmarried mom of a son, you are 42 percent more likely to marry your child's father than moms of girls are. Researchers aren't sure why this is, but it could be that mothers of sons think it is critical for boys to have fathers and therefore push for marriage. Others think it's because men feel less engaged parenting a daughter. Sons conjure up images of father-son football and games of catch. But that theory seems weak when we note that girls engage in activities similar to boys, and studies show that fathers are more involved in girls' lives than they were a generation ago. Still, other experts say the desire for a husband is less for moms of girls because they find more companionship from their daughters. They're just not that interested in searching for a husband.

Don't take this statistic as a prediction of your future—it's just food for thought. This was a small, albeit interesting, study.



DECIDING ON THE FATHER'S ROLE

If you are a MOM who has conceived with someone you know (and most have), there are potential legal and emotional issues that can complicate your life. These issues can also involve your child, and you need to be aware that in most states that the biological father's rights are the same whether or not you are married.

When a single mother finds that she and the child's father are not going to have a life together, she needs to define the father's role. It's best to find out what the father's intentions are and get a legal agreement in writing. In that way, if the father claims he wants nothing to do with you or the child but comes back later with threats about his rights as a father, you will have some legal recourse. More likely, if he doesn't want to be involved, you will be left in charge. However, we've all heard stories about the father from the past who declared that he wanted custody of his child, usually after becoming jealous of your new relationship or finding that life away from you and your child hasn't worked out for him the way he had hoped.

Some dos and don'ts for dealing with the father of your child:

♦ Do be aware that your attitude toward the father affects your child. Your child will always be a link between you and this person. If you have unresolved issues about the father, seek counseling or bolster your support system before your child is born.

♦ Do seek legal counsel if you can't agree on what the father's role will be. Remember, even if this person is the last man on earth you'd like to see raise your child, he and all fathers have rights in every state, whether married or not. Learn about the laws in your state and protect your rights and those of your child.

♦ Don't try to rope someone into marriage, thinking that your accidental pregnancy will produce a change of heart in him. You may actually alienate him more and make him lose his trust in you.

♦ Don't refuse to give your child's father access to your child just because he didn't want to get married. If he genuinely wants to be part of your child's life, don't “punish” him by refusing to let him in your life. Your child is more likely to be hurt than your ex.

♦ Do communicate with each other. Agree to provide each other with current contact information and to advise the other if you move. This is especially important if he wants to remain somewhat connected.

On the other hand, if you are friendly with the father, you might be fortunate enough to have a good partnership. Your child would benefit from the two of you coparenting, as many divorced couples are now doing. After all, you can't have too many adults helping you raise your child—whether biologically connected or not.

Regardless of how the father's role is defined, it is wise to seek legal counsel during your negotiations regarding visitation and possible child support. Don't neglect this because you think your child's father's interests will remain the same. Paternity can always be established at a later date, if he decides to do so (see Chapter 8 for information about establishing paternity). Even if the father acknowledges paternity, his level of involvement may fluctuate. For instance, he may suddenly demand joint custody, or may try to prevent you from taking a job that would require you to move to another state, or might even challenge your authority to make medical, religious, or educational decisions for your child.
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When You're a Mother Outside of Marriage by Choice

If you choose to have a baby outside of marriage, don't feel isolated. Overall, the number of Mothers Outside of Marriage (MOMs) has been multiplying. The growth rate has increased more than 60 percent in the last fifteen years; the highest rates of single moms by choice were among professional women in their thirties.

Statistics show, too, that, contrary to stereotypes about unmarried moms, these “new MOMs on the block” are educated women who have decided that having a child is their number one life priority. A loving and nurturing mother and father might be their preferred choice of family, but these women are realistic about accepting the fact that the “dream family”—the house, dog, white picket fence, and Mr. Right—might not materialize. The new single mother has what it takes to raise a child; she just needs a little reassurance now and then. She is strong and independent enough not to feel overwhelmed by this responsibility, yet gentle and compassionate enough to give unselfishly to her child.

We refer to all Mothers Outside of Marriage as MOMs, even though circumstances are certainly different for single moms by choice and single moms by chance. In fact, the line between the two groups can be quite blurry.

Many MOMs grapple with their options, which typically include remaining in a dead-end relationship, choosing to conceive, opting for an abortion, or deciding against motherhood. Most MOMs by choice don't necessarily choose single motherhood at a precise time—attending a staff meeting at ten, scheduling a hair appointment after lunch, and at three going to the sperm bank to be impregnated. A single mother by choice usually has spent more time deliberately planning her upcoming motherhood by doing things like putting a certain amount of money away each month, moving to a district boasting good schools, and checking into the family leave programs at work.


SINGLE MOM OF NOTE

Janese Swanson,
Software Inventor

Raised by a single mom, Janese was often busy fixing toasters and other appliances because her mom couldn't afford to have them repaired. The holder of a Ph.D. and five other postgraduate degrees, in the 1980s Janese created Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?, the popular computer game. In 1995, Janese Swan-son founded Girl Tech, which develops products and services that encouraged girls to use new technology.

Swanson credits her mom for much of her success, but her inspiration soared after giving birth to her own daughter in 1992. When once asked what her vision of joy and happiness was, she said, “I get a lot of joy out of seeing my daughter happy.”



Regardless of whether prospective MOMs chose donor insemination, conception with a known donor, or to raise their child on their own after realizing that they did not want to remain in a relationship with the child's father, all women who find themselves MOMs by choice—or sort-of-by-choice—have unique challenges and concerns as well as common feelings and experiences.

ARE YOU READY FOR SINGLE MOTHERHOOD?

Single motherhood may not be for everyone. Here are some issues to consider on the journey to deciding:

♦ Have you decided how you will explain your choice to be a single mother to your son or daughter? You should be able to present your child with a positive view of your family situation.

♦ Have you budgeted for all aspects of childbearing and child care, including donor insemination if you are going that route? You should also make necessary legal provisions for your child should something happen to you.

♦ Have you thought about what you will tell family and friends, and are you prepared for any negative remarks? Knowing how to handle people's offhand comments is important, but be sure you are not simply trying to shock or hurt someone or to prove that you can do something on your own.

♦ Have you resolved any issues about men and relationships, and are you sure that you are not angry at men or trying in some way to get even with a particular man? It's important to place a high value on male and female relationships to give your child a realistic perspective of the world. No matter what the sex of your child, it is most important not to have negative feelings toward men. Also, you need to leave yourself open to the possibility that one day you might become involved in a committed relationship with a man.

♦ Are you having a baby because you are lonely and need something to fill the void? Hopefully, your life is already rich and satisfying, and you have the ability to mother yourself when needed.

♦ Have you learned what physical and emotional changes you will go through, before, during, and after childbirth? You should arrange to have a friend, family member, or doula be your labor coach and help you out the first few weeks after birth. Keep in mind that you won't always have a partner to share feelings with you or comfort you during the hormonal shifts and mood swings that go along with pregnancy.

♦ Do you have a strong support system? Just because you have lunch daily with your female coworkers doesn't mean they will be there for you in the middle of the night. Don't mistake work friends for real friends, and don't overlook those friends you normally would shy away from because professionally you have little in common. You need to create an extended family.

♦ Do expect your feelings to fluctuate even if you are absolutely certain that it is best to have this child without a father. Because the traditional American dream of husband, home, and family is so emphasized in our culture, you will be going through a normal grieving period over the loss of this dream. Your outlook and the amount of emotional support you receive from others will determine how long you spend grieving for the loss of this fantasy.

No one can resolve all of these questions before their baby is born—and no parent has everything figured out ahead of time! But you may find it helpful to contemplate these issues.

“MY FAMILY IS UNSUPPORTIVE.…”

My family says I'm selfish to even consider having a child without a husband. They say I will deprive my baby of a father, but I want to be a mother.

A positive and affirming perspective on your own life is critically important to successful single motherhood. If you are troubled and hurt by your family's reaction to your possible plans for motherhood, consider carefully how your decision to become a single mother will influence your relationship within your family. Many families are initially unsupportive of single motherhood but embrace the notion with love and enthusiasm when the baby does arrive. Many families, however, never get to that point of acceptance, which leaves the single mother with yet another significant loss. Remember that the child of a single woman who chose motherhood will be able to proclaim, “My mom really wanted me!” Isn't that healthier than the comments we hear from parents complaining that their children were “mistakes” or from a friend who attributes his life problems to his parents' revelation that his arrival was a burden?
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“MR. RIGHT (OR MR. ADEQUATE) HASN'T SHOWN UP.…”

Many women are tired of waiting for Mr. Right, or even Mr. Adequate, to show up at their door. He may well appear after the age when you are safely able to bear children. In view of the high divorce rate, many women are choosing to start families outside of marriage since they have no guarantees that a marriage will endure. Some women become pregnant through donor insemination, and others become pregnant by someone they have cared for and been involved with for a long time.

After carefully reviewing your options, you may join the millions of other single mothers who are now starting families. A family is simply a place where one feels loved, safe, and protected. Family has nothing to do with the presence of a man.


THE DINNER-DONOR PARTY

One single woman wanting to conceive held a dinner party for her former boyfriends. There she announced her intentions of having a child fathered by one of them if A, they were willing, B, they were worthy, and C, she didn't go the sperm bank route. Two volunteered, while the third said he would think about it. After sizing up her prospects, she made her choice among the league of extraordinary gentlemen who all remarkably stuck around as friends and mentors and role models for her wonderful daughter, now two.
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TICK TOCK: OVARY ANXIETY

Around the age of thirty, many women start becoming anxious about their biological clocks and their ability to conceive. Sometimes, potential MOMs feel it's now or never. Yet, advances in reproductive medicine have increased older women's options. In addition, many women report that because they waited until they had “lived a little” before having a child, they have more wisdom and patience for child-rearing.

MEET THE MOMs

All significant life decisions bring inevitable challenges—single motherhood is no exception.

♦ Susan, forty, wanted a baby, but everyone around her was unsupportive. She got pregnant through a longtime friend after deciding against donor insemination. Her family routinely asks her how she could be so selfish as to deprive her child of a father.

♦ Claire is thirty-eight and getting very anxious about having a child. She's dating someone regularly but doesn't think he would be a good husband or father. Yet, she recently flushed her birth control pills down the toilet.

♦ Bonnie is thirty-two and wants a baby. She does not want to put her life on hold while waiting for a perfect partner. She's doing lots of homework—meeting other MOMs by choice, talking with her doctor, and investigating donor insemination.

♦ Katie has health issues that suggest she may have difficulty conceiving and is under the care of a fertility specialist. Her mother thinks she's crazy to spend so much money on fertility treatments and reminds her how she should have spent more time looking for a husband and less time pursuing her career. Katie has financial security, a strong network of caring friends, and the desire to have a baby. Yet, sometimes, her mother's words sting and cause her to rethink her desire to be a single mother.

♦ Barbara has a five-year-old daughter through anonymous donor insemination. She is considering joining a sibling registry network to learn about other children conceived with the same donor. She says having her baby was the best decision she ever made.
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For more information on single motherhood by choice visit Single Mothers by Choice at www.mattes.home.pipeline.com.

HOLD YOUR HEAD HIGH

I sometimes sense that my friends are uncomfortable around me since I became an unmarried mother. Sometimes they're impressed; other times they seem fearful. Why is this?

For reasons of their own, your friends may be threatened by your courage and by your unconventional choices. There's not very much you can do about this—nor should you have to. But it may be that over time you will find that your friends become more accustomed to the choices you have made.


4
Choosing Motherhood Through Donor Insemination(DI)

You may be considering single motherhood or may already have chosen it for a number of reasons: a desire to reproduce the best part of yourself; a strong mothering instinct; the ability to get what you want out of life; and the awareness that your biological clock is ticking away. These reasons for wanting a baby would be the same whether you have a partner or not. In fact, the term “single mother by choice” can be misleading because it implies that the choice was to be single, not to be a mother. Most single mothers by choice prefer to emphasize the “mother” part of the phrase; because although it may not have been their choice to be single, it certainly was their choice to become a mother. Many single mothers by choice eventually “partner,” but generally they do not seek a relationship to find a father figure for their children. Single mothers by choice commonly spend a good deal of time planning their entry into motherhood, regardless of their former life style.

IF YOU'VE BEEN IN A RELATIONSHIP

You're divorced—maybe once, or maybe for the second or third time. You have finally decided that Mr. Right may not come along while you are still in your childbearing years, and you feel it is unfair to deprive yourself of a child that you so very much want. Although single mothers by choice are often referred to as never-married, most have been either previously married or in a serious relationship and have decided that having a baby is a greater priority than investing time and energy to seek a new marriage or relationship partner.

Maybe you're like the majority of single women who prefer the “husband, two kids, two cars” approach to family life but find themselves in dead-end relationships. Like divorced women, rather than wait around for the right guy to show up, they have decided that no relationship is better than a bad one and that having a baby solo with one caring parent is better than having two unhappy ones. Moreover, when a woman in a relationship expresses her desire to have a baby, this is usually when her partner's real definition of “relationship” surfaces.

If you currently are involved with a lover who seems ideal for now, once baby and family are mentioned, he may let you know that this is not for him. Rather than denying or ignoring his feelings, it would be better to thank him for his honesty. It is often only after women announce their pregnancies that their partners make it clear they do not want to be fathers, either by saying so or simply by disappearing. Many women in these circumstances want to be mothers and choose to continue their pregnancies. Many of these women would have preferred a different reaction from the father. If the father had warned them early on about his lack of interest in fatherhood, these prospective mothers might have been better prepared. It is far simpler to make informed choices if you know your current partner is not interested in fatherhood.

TO EXIT OR STAY?

I'm involved with a man who wants to spend his life with me but does not want to have children. I want kids, period. Should I leave or stay?

If you are involved in a relationship with someone who does not want children but you seriously want to be a mother, you have some hard choices to make. It is difficult enough to exit a relationship. Trying to decide whether or not to become a single mother at the same time makes your choice much more agonizing. If you're sure you want to raise a child but this person wants no part of it, then do not involve him. Deception is a sorry beginning to motherhood. If you decide to become pregnant, you need to accept sole responsibility for your decision.

IF YOU'RE READY FOR MOTHERHOOD BUT NOT WIFEHOOD

A number of women are ready for motherhood, but the thought of marriage is not appealing. The institution of marriage is no longer the only road to social advantage and financial security. Many women have attained status successfully without marriage. Having a baby completes a well-planned life. Most single mothers by choice say that if they marry, it will be because they want to and not because they need to. Only a few decades ago, you needed to be married to own a home, have financial security, receive respect from the community, have sex, become a mother, and provide a name for yourself and your child. Whereas at one time the romantic ideal of marriage was for women to get their needs met by someone offering everything they could not possess on their own, now more and more women can choose to remain single because marriage is no longer a financial and social necessity.

Although much has changed today, some women still feel they have failed if they can't find a suitable partner. It's important to keep in mind that getting married is one thing, but staying married is another. If you are choosing single motherhood because you think you would only end up getting divorced anyway, you may be right, but this should not be the sole basis for your decision. Conversely, it is not a wise idea to marry a person strictly because you want to conceive.

“MY BIOLOGICAL CLOCK IS READY TO EXPLODE.…”

You're in your midthirties, have achieved a number of your desired goals, and now your ovaries are screaming “We want a baby!” You try to distract yourself with other things, but you still feel so consumed by the desire to have a child that you don't know what to do.


SINGLE MOM OF NOTE

Hollywood

It's not news to anyone that Hollywood hosts a huge share of single moms. Very private single mom stars, such as Jodie Foster and Glenn Close, won't discuss the “father” with reporters, and actor and author Camryn Manheim once was quoted in People magazine as saying “There is no father.” Tabloids speculate about other unmarried celebrity mothers, but many readers still don't know details about some of their favorite stars. Whether or not known-donor or doctor-assisted donor insemination was the path to parenthood for many celebrities, it's nice to know that if their privacy can be honored, so can yours.



If you feel as though your time is running out, you're not alone. Many women agree that the real push toward motherhood comes from the internal clock setting a time limit.
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Your clock should serve only as a gauge to assist you in making your decision; it should not be the only reason to choose motherhood. Don't think you have to have a child before it's too late when you really may not want one. Motherhood simply isn't for everyone, whether married or single.

If you are in your early thirties, in reasonably good health, and fertile, there is no reason to rush into motherhood. In fact, according to some women, you may actually be glad you waited to experience motherhood because at this stage in life you are more mature and patient and can put the whole experience into a more meaningful and realistic perspective.

THINKING IT OUT

Like so many women, you're ready for motherhood, and Mr. Ready for Fatherhood is nowhere in sight. Do you resign yourself to the fact that you may never get married and therefore may never have children? Do you gather as much information as possible about single motherhood and see whether it is an option for you?

Like any life-changing decision, choosing single motherhood has advantages and disadvantages. If you have been thinking about this a lot lately, that's good. Thinking it out enables you to seek out good information. In fact, some women's groups offer talks and workshops for single women thinking of becoming mothers.

Considering single motherhood by choice should include identifying where you are currently in your life and visualizing where you see yourself heading. When a child is an indelible part of the picture you see, with or without a man in the home, you are ready to look at single motherhood as an option.


HOW OLD IS TOO OLD?

People have debated over the right age to have children for years. If you're told you're too young and wait awhile, you may hear that you're now too old. But in today's world, women over fifty are having children, like Aleta St. James, the single mom who became pregnant at fifty-six with the help of her reproductive endocrinologist. St. James, a youthful-looking professional life coach decided it was time to have children when she was fifty-two but endured three miscarriages. After spending two more years working with her doctor, St. James gave birth to twins on November 9, 2004. Although the number of births to women over fifty in the United States amounts to about 250 per year, older women are having babies in other countries, too. In 1994, a woman in Italy gave birth at fifty-three, and a 65-year-old Indian woman gave birth to her son in 2003.

St. James inspires women to go for what they want, but keep in mind, her successful emotional healing practice helped her get there. Financing her fertility treatments totaled around $25,000!



DEALING WITH DISCOURAGEMENT

I'm thirty-seven years old and want a child terribly. I just ended a five-year relationship with a man who clearly is not good father material. I'd like a child and have researched donor insemination, but my family is making me feel that I am selfish to deprive my child of a father. My parents have been married forty-three years and think I'm nuts to consider this.

You sound too smart to do anything nutty. Your decision should be based upon what you think and not on what others may consider crazy or selfish. First, you've given careful thought to your desire to be a mother and have made the courageous decision not to involve a man who you perceive as less than capable of being a father. You have sorted through some painful emotions. The first step toward being a good mother is wanting a child and then wanting what is best for him or her. Second, you're smart to research carefully all medical and legal aspects of donor insemination because it means that you are giving this important life decision all the focus and attention it merits. Your child will one day benefit from the meticulous care and thought you have given to this decision. The happiest children are the ones who believe unconditionally that their parents consider them a priceless gift.

Tell your folks that rather than depriving your child of a father that you are giving him or her a mother who made it clear that “I wanted you very much.”

Do be aware of what's needed to work through the guilt and conflict your parents' reaction may be causing. Remember, they are of a different generation. Reproductive technology in any form is not part of their experience. Embrace the good feeling that you are not adding to the world's problems by having children for the wrong reasons but have chosen single motherhood for the right reasons.

I am strongly considering becoming a single mom by DI. I still hope one day to meet Mr. Right, but now is the right time for me to become a mother. My girlfriends tell me that having a child by DI will be a complete “deal breaker” if I ever meet a man I feel could be part of my future. Is single motherhood necessarily forever?

Many single mothers find satisfying and lasting relationships later on and enjoy the opportunity to parent their children with a loving partner. Will your single mother status limit your chances of finding love? That depends upon the kind of man you are looking to meet. Will you have less time to look for a partner? Yes. Instead of spending time online checking dating sites or sitting in bars looking to connect, you will have the responsibilities of raising a child. You will love and be loved every day. Will men quickly lose interest once they find out you are a single mom? Maybe. You will instantly turn off men who are insecure, immature, self-centered, and not interested in being more than a tall version of a little boy. You will interest men who find a capable, resourceful, and energetic woman fascinating. Will being a single mother ever be an advantage in the relationship game? Yes. Men interested in fatherhood and possibly more children may see your single motherhood as a welcome bonus. The lack of a former partner whose involvement must always be factored into any couples decision can be a distinct advantage.

WHAT EXACTLY IS DI?

I'm considering donor insemination because I want a baby before I am forty. However, I just can't seem to get past this image I have of me running to the doctor's office with a turkey baster filled with sperm. Can you update me on exactly what DI is? Is it the same as artificial insemination or in vitro fertilization?

The DI procedure is a more accepted way of referring to what was once called artificial insemination. There really is nothing artificial about it, since real human sperm is used. In vitro fertilization (IVF) is a procedure in which the sperm is actually placed in the egg in the laboratory, resulting in the formation of an embryo. Then the embryo is implanted in the uterus of the mother-to-be. This method, much more expensive than DI, is usually used for women with fertility problems.

A popular form of DI actually does rely on a more refined, quite slim version of the turkey baster. Intracervical insemination (ICI) is the most widely used method, the easiest, and the least expensive. ICI requires depositing sperm on the cervix using a slender straw-type device with a plunger on top that pushes the semen through. A plastic coated sponge or cap may be placed into the vagina to keep the sperm near the cervix. This sponge or cap is removed after six hours or so. Although this method appeals to many women because they can perform the procedure privately by self-insemination, most sperm banks recommend having a doctor perform the procedure.

In intrauterine insemination (IUI), sperm is deposited directly into the uterus via a flexible catheter-type device. This method, which must be performed by a physician, allows the sperm to bypass the cervix so that an increased number can reach the uterine cavity and subsequently the fallopian tubes, where fertilization takes place. When IUI is used, it is necessary to separate the sperm from the seminal plasma. This removes prostaglandins and other substances that could cause adverse reactions or severe uterine contractions. To separate the sperm, the sperm will be “washed” in a laboratory prior to the procedure. Sperm washing removes chemicals and bacteria that can cause infections or adverse reactions. The washing procedure may also increase the ability of sperm to fertilize the egg.

No matter which type of DI you and your physician choose, try to relax and focus on the process.

REASONS FOR DONOR INSEMINATION

You may find yourself having to answer questions such as, “Why are you doing this when you can adopt?” or “There are so many children who need a home, why go through the expense and ordeal of donor insemination?” These questions may not come from others but from yourself, as part of the process of deciding to become a single mother by choice.

Many women choose DI because they are uncomfortable with the idea of engaging in sexual behavior for the sole purpose of becoming pregnant. Additionally, women at the height of their desire for motherhood may not know anyone with whom they would have intercourse. Still other women may have a certain person in mind to father their child, but that person may be reluctant to have sexual relations, although he might not object to supplying sperm. Although physician-assisted DI is far more expensive than sexual intercourse, many women who choose this method feel it is safer, less worrisome, and more efficient than conceiving through sexual intercourse. The control over choosing the type of male they would like to have father their child, the reduced risk of HIV transmission, and the freedom from worry about hidden family secrets that a sex partner may harbor, such as inherited mental or physical disabilities, can make DI seem more appealing.

But don't take single motherhood by choice too lightly, whether you plan to conceive through intercourse with someone you know or through donor insemination using the resources of a sperm bank. If you are currently trying to become pregnant, it is imperative that you've carefully weighed all the benefits of single motherhood against the disadvantages. If the advantages clearly outweigh the disadvantages, then single motherhood most likely is right for you. Although there is no perfect situation or time or place to become a mother, you need to be sure that you have explored all your options and are making the best decision for yourself and your child.

Why Not Adopt Instead?

When asked why they chose donor insemination instead of adoption, many women responded that they wanted to experience pregnancy and childbirth, an experience they felt was one of life's most miraculous. Additionally, these women believed they would adopt a second child one day. Even women with fertility problems who are also considering adoption still would like to have the opportunity to reproduce what they feel is the best part of themselves.

Don't feel guilty because you would rather conceive than adopt. This is a matter of personal choice. Perhaps, too, you are hesitant to confront some of the concerns surrounding adoption, but you are willing to confront the challenges associated with conceiving outside of marriage.

ISSUES: THINGS TO THINK ABOUT AFTER YOU DECIDE ON DI

Women who become single mothers by choice through sexual intercourse usually do so with a friend or sexual partner because to them it is more accessible, less expensive, less “clinical,” and more natural than going through the donor insemination procedure. Other women choose to self-inseminate with fresh sperm from a friend or other willing donor. Experts believe that self-insemination still takes place, but is far less commonly practiced due to realistic fears about HIV transmission.

I am seriously considering DI with the sperm of a friend who has agreed to be the donor. He is a wonderful man with many of the qualities I would look for in an ideal father. I already know him pretty well, and he is willing to furnish his medical records. What else should I ask?

Before conceiving with a known donor, the first thing to do is consult with an attorney specializing in family law, whether you have met this person only once or twice or you have been close friends for years.

A known donor could one day renege on his promise to stay uninvolved after conception. For this reason, it is crucial to draw up legal contracts in the early stages of planning your pregnancy. There have been cases where men have sued for custody after having a change of heart about being a father or because they are in a new relationship where their wife or partner is unable to conceive. As farfetched as this may seem, you need to be cautious in your decision to become inseminated with sperm from a known donor.

Ask yourself the following questions:

♦ Are you certain that this will never escalate into any type of relationship, romantic or not?

♦ Are you being straight with each other about what is expected from each of you, or are you kidding yourselves? Does either of you think the other will soften up or change his or her mind about the arrangement once conception takes place?

♦ If it is someone who has eagerly offered to be a donor, have you asked why he wants to do this? What would you do if he backed out when the time came, even though he has agreed for now?

♦ How do you know this person won't change his mind one day and want to become involved in your life? Have you thought out what would happen if he sues for visitation rights or even for custody? Establishing paternity is as simple as sticking out your finger for a blood test. The courts struggle constantly with issues dealing with the underlying question of what constitutes a parental relationship. The bottom line: a known donor will have legal rights, if he chooses to exercise these rights.

♦ How can you assuage the man's fears that you will one day sue him for child support? Just because you now say you won't, what would happen if you lost your job, your finances took a downturn, or you or your child became sick?

♦ Can you be sure that he is furnishing all his medical information and has answered every question honestly? Sperm banks employ cutting-edge technology to detect infectious diseases and other potential health risks; the level of testing means that fewer than 3 percent of prospective sperm donors are accepted into the leading sperm banks. Does this man pass every possible health requirement in addition to having tested negative at least twice—with a six-month interval between tests—for HIV? Have you looked thoroughly into his medical history regarding certain physical and mental disorders, including depression, personality disorder, alcoholism, drug abuse, or severe mood swings?

♦ Have you decided upon intercourse with this person, or do you want to be inseminated with his sperm without the physical entanglement? Intercourse has its advantages: less expensive, enjoyable, and easier to achieve success. But donor insemination is much less emotionally charged. Rarely does DI bring with it intense and unexpected feelings that can complicate your original plans, as can intercourse. Think this out carefully for yourself.

♦ Have you discussed with this person what you will tell your child? Make absolutely sure that you are both willing to give your child the same factual information and the same emotional message. You are planning to tell your child that you wanted him or her more than anything else in the world. What does he plan to say?

CONSIDER GOING TO THE “BANK”

When artificial insemination, now known as donor insemination, was first used, donors were always anonymous. Keeping “the secret” was considered very important. It was believed that men would never donate sperm, if there was a possibility that their biological offspring might one day search for them. Couples supposedly wanted to protect the husband's sensitivities about his infertility.

As techniques for freezing and thawing sperm were perfected, sperm banks were created. Doctors controlled much of the sperm bank business in the 1950s and 1960s. There was great reluctance to use reproductive technology to help single women become mothers. Specialized sperm banks were created in the 1970s to address the needs of single and lesbian women. Today, about 30,000 women every year from varying family backgrounds are estimated to conceive using DI. There are now approximately 100 sperm banks in the United States. Many sperm banks will also recommend physicians who have experience with DI.

What Can You Find Out about the Donor?

As recently as fifteen years ago, sperm banks furnished little more than a sentence or two beyond information about age and race to guide women in choosing a prospective sperm donor. Prospective donors now fill out lengthy medical and family history questionnaires and must pass rigorous standards for semen analysis, infectious disease testing, and genetic testing and evaluation. Good recovery of sperm after it is frozen is also evaluated. Compare the levels of testing done at each sperm bank. Most women consider the level of testing performed on the donor to be the single most important criteria when deciding which sperm bank to use. All specimens should be quarantined to allow adequate testing for HIV and other infectious agents.

Most sperm banks offer catalogs and online profiles. Donor shopping through a sperm bank catalog or online can ensure that you find someone who is “your type.” Good health, intelligence, and physical appeal are just some of the traits you can seek when choosing a donor. You may want someone whose looks are similar to your own or to those of the men in your family, or you may want someone with the same ethnic background. Whether your donor is an athlete, social worker, or college professor is a choice that is totally up to you. You can also choose the sex of your child by deciding on the “sex preselection” option. Customer service may be important to you, and you may consider a sperm bank with someone available to answer your questions. If you think you may want to conceive more than one child with the same donor, this is the time to make sure the sperm bank you chose can help you make that happen.

Grateful as I am for the possible opportunity to use DI, I am curious why any man would go through all the time and trouble to provide all this personal medical and family information? Should I wonder what motivates these men?


“MOM ALWAYS WANTED ME TO MARRY A DOCTOR (OR LAWYER)!”

You did the next best thing, conceiving a child blessed with medical or legal advice genes! Now, when you find yourself explaining to people-and there will always be folks who just don't get the definition of personal—how any man could donate sperm and how a woman would buy and use it, tell them you're no expert, but one day, given her genes, your daughter may become their urologist.



There is no reason to think beyond dollars and cents. Selling sperm is a way for young graduate students, typically saddled with much student loan debt, to earn some cash. Many law students, doctoral students, as well as medical students, are attracted to this opportunity. Some sperm banks specifically advertise the availability of these intelligent and well-educated donors and charge a premium price for these sperm and pay the donors a premium as well. Moreover, these young men often do not have an active social life while immersed in competitive studies, which means they do not ejaculate as frequently as sexually active men, a necessary factor in ensuring a higher sperm count. Other men, not necessarily students, are also attracted to the financial opportunity as well as the chance to be part of something greater than themselves. The sperm banks have gotten fairly sophisticated in their screening procedures. Only a small percentage of the donors who apply are actually accepted into most sperm bank programs. Weirdos and others with dubious intent are quickly eliminated as prospective donors.

When You Might Want to Know More

Many women considering DI are concerned about the effect of what some call “genetic bewilderment.” Many women are giving thoughtful consideration to what their DI child may want to know in the future about their grandparents, ethnic heritage, and, of course, medical history. Donor children have joined the crusade of many adopted children to gain the right to learn about their biological parents. For these reasons, it is likely that sperm donors will lose much of their anonymity in favor of donor children's rights. Similar to the ideals of the open adoption movement, the so-called open release movement is changing the way sperm banks operate.

When I began considering becoming a single mother through DI, I thought one of the advantages of using a sperm bank would be no messy entanglement with the donor. Many of the sperm banks I am investigating heavily advertise “identity release.” What are the advantages of using DI only to have the identity of the donor available to your child? Is there a downside to identity release?

The amount of information you want available to your child about the sperm donor is an important decision you will need to make. It is important that you are prepared to be very honest with your child about the circumstances surrounding his or her birth, as well as comfortable with the decision you make about access to information about the donor. Every sperm bank specifies its policies about release of the donor identity. It is not well understood exactly what will satisfy the curiosity of DI children in the future. It is also difficult to know what additional medical information your child may need in the future from the donor. Many sperm banks provide a picture of the donor now and when he was a baby, responding to the typical desire of most DI children to know exactly what their biological father looks like. Some DI children will obviously want to know more. Some banks offer a video “bio” detailing hobbies and interests and include “a message to you or your future children.” Some banks will release the name of the donor at the child's request after the age of eighteen years or older. Certain banks may provide the name of the donor shortly after the baby's birth.

Advocates of identity release believe that the availability of this information prevents children from fantasizing that their father was an escaped serial killer or a member of an obscure royal family. Some banks maintain a sibling registry, which allows children conceived from the same donor to connect. While it is not certain that this option will create some sort of extended family, you may be comforted to know your child will have the opportunity to explore this possibility. There is also the possibility that the donor may change his mind about meeting your child if and when your child decides to locate him. He may have married, and his wife may not be too keen on a relationship between her husband and your child. Some people view sperm donors more like tissue or organ donors rather than biological parents. Even if your child had fairly realistic expectations about the sperm donor, there is always room for disappointment in complicated human relationships.

THINKING CAREFULLY ABOUT ALL THE COSTS

The cost of donor insemination is not limited to money. The time and emotional commitment are significant, just as motherhood will require. If you need additional medical care for infertility, the emotional costs of the inevitable highs and lows will be tremendous. Patience and a positive attitude are particularly important, along with monitoring your ovulation cycles to ensure ideal conditions for conception. Overall, about 70 percent of women with no fertility problems conceive within six cycles. However, sometimes it takes longer to become pregnant, just as it might for anyone conceiving in a more traditional manner. It's helpful to read and post to a message board where DI single mothers offer suggestions, resources, and comfort. Only you can determine how much you want to give to this and when it's time to give up and try another route, such as adoption. Regardless of what happens, always know that you did your best, and try not to feel like a failure because you were unable to conceive. Remember, you can be a wonderful mother without having to “grow” the baby yourself.
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—Aun Douglass author, The Mother of AllPregnancy Books
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