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			For Helena and Lucas.

			May you always have the freedom and courage to create the family that you want and need.
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	Introduction

			TEN YEARS AGO, when I was married but not yet a mom, I attended a daylong book proposal workshop that required students to bring a two-page summary. My book proposal was about single motherhood. At the time I was thinking about becoming a mother, and reflecting on my own experience being raised by a single mom. I was also curious about how the divorce surge of the 1970s and ’80s played out in our society, how that shaped my generation of kids and the decisions we were making as we became adults. After all, I was adamant I would never be a single mom! I would do better, get married before getting pregnant, and stay married. I’d do things “the right way.” My interest in single motherhood was one part personal, two parts journalistic. The idea was nice, said the workshop leader. He smiled and was kind.

			Like many projects I’ve considered throughout my life, after the workshop I parked this one in a digital file on my hard drive and forgot about it.

			Fast-forward a few short years and my interest in single motherhood was reignited. This time it was zero parts journalistic, one thousand parts full-on personal. Despite every single proclamation to the contrary, I found myself as a single mom. For a long time, I was alternatively livid, confused, overwhelmed, accepting, and thrilling in that role—a process that I have seen countless women go through in my work, which is now committed to the empowerment of single mothers.

			My story is unique. Yours is, too. Women come to the role of unmarried motherhood by way of divorce, breakup, incarceration, death of the other parent, unexpected pregnancy, and, increasingly, choice. Life as a single mother runs the rainbow, too. Maybe you have a beautiful co-parenting relationship with your ex, who lives a few blocks away and whom you consider your best friend, and you regularly go for mani-pedis with his new wife. Or, more statistically likely, your child’s father is barely in the picture—or not at all. Perhaps you were the one who chose to leave a more or less decent relationship because you just weren’t happy, or maybe your partner stunned you (and your family and friends) by admitting to having another family. Perhaps relations are amicable, or maybe you do weekend switch-off at the police station, owning to a restraining order (or two). Your journey may involve abuse, addiction, mental illness, or an insane court battle. If you were in a relatively happy relationship with your child’s dad, there are also likely great memories of time together, shared hope, and plans for a future. Maybe you swore you never wanted kids, but found yourself pregnant—and really happy about it (or not—and that is OK!). Maybe you always dreamed of that great guy, the four-bedroom house, the dog, two kids, and the two-parent family vacations and holidays. But now you’re doing it solo, in a one-bedroom apartment.

			We all have one thing in common: Plan A didn’t work out.

			Single moms tend to have a lot more in common, too: money stresses. Gut-wrenching loneliness. Overwhelm. Social isolation. Feeling of shame for not giving our kids a “perfect” family. Family pressure to remarry yesterday. No (readily available) sexual outlet. Fear of messing up our kids. Fear of never finding romantic love again.

			In this book, I share my own journey, as well as that of other women who have embraced their single motherhood on their own terms. This is a book of lessons on contending with the fact that sometimes in life your plan A doesn’t work out. But plan B (or maybe plan C, D, Q, Z) can be really, surprisingly, stunningly amazing.

			My plan A was looking pretty decent. So much so that in the spring of 2009 a thought flitted through my mind: Everything is so good. What could go wrong?

			After all, my life seemed exactly as—no, better than—I had dreamed it would when I was growing up in the small Illinois town of Sycamore, raised by a smart and capable, but stressed-out, poor single mom of three.

			Now, at the age of thirty-two, I was living my dream of being a writer in New York City. My ambitious, creative husband and I were drunk on adoration for our year-old daughter, brimming with plans for our family’s future. Friends have since told me that from the outside, it all looked wonderful—and in many very real ways, it was. We had bought and remodeled a lovely, large prewar apartment. We traveled the globe. We threw dinner parties. We saved for retirement and college. We signed up for Mommy and Me music classes and had hung a vintage mid-century mobile above our daughter’s crib. I discovered that I had married the type of guy who got up in the night with the baby and changed endless diapers.

			Both my husband and I grew up in divorced families, raised by single moms. We both vowed to give our daughter more.

			We were doing it!

			We were winning!

			I was winning!

			In so many ways it was wonderful.

			But then a call came.

			I was at a writer’s conference in Manhattan. The general number from the news network where my husband was a photographer was familiar. There were four missed calls. My husband was not in town; he was in Greece, on assignment. “There was an accident,” my husband’s boss said when I finally got through. “He fell off a cliff. They are trying to get him on an airplane to Athens. You need to get on a plane and go there now.”

			The words did not fully register. But I understood it was bad.

			It was.

			My daughter, then fourteen months, and I rushed to JFK airport and begged the gate attendant to open the closed plane doors so we could board the next flight to Athens. The next weeks were a blur of trying to be there for my husband and understand the severity of his brain injury, navigating the public hospital, and caring for my young daughter. My husband had fallen fifteen feet off a cliff while setting up satellite equipment. Because of the remote location, he had gone hours and hours without proper medical care. By all measures it appeared that his case was miraculous. The surgeon took me aside and showed me the X-rays: “See here, this butterfly-shaped mark?” he said, pointing to the central point of my husband’s gray matter. “See how far to the left it is in this picture? That shows how inflamed his brain was when he arrived. This is a very severe injury.”

			On one hand, that severity registered. After being put into a medically induced coma intended to allow his brain to rest and heal, my husband spent days raging into consciousness. He had to be restrained to the bed, which only set him off into further fits of violent anger aimed at freeing himself from the hospital. In the public Greek hospital, I found that the care I assumed a nurse would provide—constant attention, bathing, food—was expected of the family, or a nurse paid privately. For days on end, his sister and I took the exhausting charge of physically handling a violent man desperately clawing his way out of a coma and brain injury.

			Despite this, my husband awoke from surgery able to speak, walk, and move without any overt impairment. The contrast between his recovery and the severity of the injury was so great, the surgeon brought around his colleagues to show off the wonder. “In three months he’ll be back to work—and in a year he’ll be back to normal,” said the handsome, gallant Greek doctor.

			As my husband fought through the post-trauma blur of brain injury and regained his faculties, I saw a man who looked and smelled like my husband. His voice and most of his mannerisms were indeed those I’d known and loved for years. But the person I had married was not there. Not all the way there. I could not articulate it, but I could feel it in the marrow of my bones.

			One day at the hospital, my husband’s father arrived from his home on Crete to visit for the day. His dad made a comment, something that would have irritated my husband, something that we would have laughed about later in that deep understanding between two people who have known and loved each other for years.

			I looked at my husband, tried to catch his eye to share our inside joke, something that would have come so easily, so comfortably and organically a few days before. I could not. His eyes were fixed on his dad, earnestly laughing along with my father-in-law. I could not connect with him. I panicked on a deep, visceral, female level. When I got back to the apartment where my baby daughter and I were staying, I googled “brain injury + divorce rates.” The information I found confirmed what my intuition already told me. That night, as Helena slept next to me, she woke crying. I woke up finding myself in tears, too, having been sobbing in my sleep. “If you’re crying and I’m crying, who is going to take care of us?” I wailed out loud.

			A brain injury is a unique and horrifying trauma. The changes can be invisible, but they are devastatingly profound. Since no two brains are alike, no two injuries are the same, either. The medical experts offered little advice or support on how to contend with or mitigate the anger, confusion, warped perceptions, paranoia, and impaired judgment that plague someone who otherwise looks, moves, and speaks like a healthy person. There was hardly any advice for loved ones.

			But our lives plowed forward. After being flown back to the United States and spending a couple more weeks in the hospital, my husband returned home to our daughter and me. He and I were both so eager for him to come home, start recovering, and find a way back to normal.

			That didn’t happen.

			In the manic, angry, and often confused aftermath of his injury, life was constant chaos. I was living full time with a man who was a fraction of his former self—angry, constantly talking, trying to take control of every conversation and situation. He was always making plans: to run the New York Marathon; to travel to Peru and hike Machu Picchu (which he did a few months later), to become a New York City Police Officer (for which he took the exam). He launched a photography show, spending several thousand dollars without consulting me; booked himself a meditation retreat; rode his Vespa scooter around the city all night long, even though medically he was prohibited from driving.

			He was perpetually furious with me, for whatever I did, always circling back to the weeks he spent in the Greek hospital and later in the New York hospital where he’d been transferred, accusing me of holding him hostage there. In reality, he had been in a New York hospital for about ten days, during which he kept trying to escape. I continually consulted the staff about when he should return and what I should do in the event he did something crazy. “Call 911,” the social worker said, though she admitted that would do nothing. He was an autonomous adult, who, as her biological father married to me, had legal custody of our daughter, access to all our money, a driver’s license, and a passport. It didn’t matter that he was grossly unreasonable, or that I was terrified of him.

			Brain injuries might be easier to understand if the affected people changed completely, but usually they don’t. A brain injury takes a person’s current personality and tweaks it, usually for the worse. In my husband’s case, his ambition and work ethic were intact, and he was eager to return to his intense and successful career—one that included travel around the world, covering global events and interacting with celebrities and international leaders; not to mention the pride of being the breadwinner for our family.

			But there were serious considerations at stake. If he returned to work too soon and was not able to handle it, he risked being fired without recourse. And since his employer had offered to pay his full (high) salary and benefits indefinitely, there was no financial reason for him to rush back.

			I urged him to ease in, to start part time.

			But my husband, who loathed being sedentary, who had so much of his identity absorbed in his career, wanted to return full force. He was adamant that he was already his old self and should return right away. Any suggestion, stance, expectation, or needs expressed by me were met with stone-cold apathy (at best) or enraged belligerence. There was no legal reason I should have a say over what he did.

			This would be a tidy story indeed if I told you that we had been blissfully wed, he was my soul mate, and all was perfect until that horrible accident. That would not be true. Everything you just read is accurate, but also accurate is that ours was a difficult relationship, really since it started. Wonderful, fun, compatible, full of love, commitment, and adventure. Also full of contention, resentment, and loud, bitter fights.

			Trauma brings people closer, or it tears them apart.

			I tried so hard. I believe he did, too.

			Yet after the accident, we fought—loudly, bitterly, crazily. Any troubles in our marriage were amplified a thousandfold, and with new, impaired twists brought on by his brain injury. Every argument turned into accusations. That I was trying to control him, I had kept him captive in the hospital on purpose, I had lied and manipulated him ever since the accident. I kept reminding myself of the maxim: If you fight with a crazy person, no one can tell the difference, and I vowed to myself over and over not to argue anymore. I promised myself I’d be the stable, well spouse who managed this health crisis for the sake of our family. I swore I would not take his words personally, that I would not engage in an intellectual debate with someone who—temporarily—was not my intellectual equal.

			I succeeded sometimes.

			Mostly, I failed.

			We fought. Every single day, every decision, every interaction was a battle. And when there were no battles, there were the daily impromptu sessions of blame that encompassed his every discomfort. Why didn’t I get him out of the hospital sooner? None of this would have happened if he’d been happier in the marriage and not trying to escape on work trips. I did not straighten the throw rug in our bedroom, which made him trip. The baby is crying—I’m a horrible mother. And then, again and again: He would kill himself, and it would be my fault.

			The whole thing was so unreal, so unprecedented in anything I’d experienced. Friends thoughtfully connected me with people whose spouses suffered diseases such as cancer and multiple sclerosis. But these tragedies did not alter their partners’ brains. No one understood. No one I knew had ever been through anything like I was going through. One day, in a fit of fury, as he lay on the sofa, I ran to our bedroom, retrieved the manila folders full of the medical paperwork and scores of appointments I’d diligently been tracking, and chucked them across the room at him.

			Through that whole year, I held tight to the Greek surgeon’s promise: “Within three months he will be back to work, and within a year he will be back to normal.” Because after an afternoon of desperate attempts to connect to my so different, so distant husband, I found out that I was pregnant. The baby’s due date was just shy of the one-year mark I pathetically told myself would magically return our lives to normal. Becoming pregnant amid this incredible turmoil brought a layer of stress to the situation, and for me, a heap of guilt for getting knocked up at a time when our lives and marriage were so unstable.

			Every day, I tried my best to put on my game face, care for my daughter, manage the house, do some work, manage my husband’s medical care, and heed prenatal care, and we’d inadvertently have a blowout that would involve my husband’s threats of divorce. My outlet was indulging in a big cry at night, after my daughter went to bed, sitting on the toilet lid of the tiny New York City bathroom, leaning over my growing belly to rest my head on the edge of the sink. Eventually, I grew so big that my head could no longer reach the sink, leaving me to wail aloud one evening, “Oh my fucking God! Can I even get this one comfort?!”

			Within a year of the accident, he returned to work full-time. After nearly a year of relentless arguments, in which he threatened to kill himself or leave, he did the latter.

			In the years since then, I have been timid about sharing the chronology of our story, and the detail that he left while I was pregnant. If someone hearing the story does the math quickly, his or her reaction is nearly always: “What an asshole to leave you when you were pregnant.” That assessment is not unfair, but it is also not the whole story—and it is not the story I believe or tell. In the ensuing years, during which he has experienced remarkable recovery and perspective, my ex, after much hardship of his own, has apologized, saying what I already knew and understood: “I am so sorry for leaving when I did. Things were just so horrible, and I had to do something—I just couldn’t think of what else to do, and so I left.” I believe him, and I forgive him. I also have apologized for not being able to care for him in a way he needed.

			At the time, however, huge with a baby, as unbearable as contending with the brain injury was, the thought of him leaving was worse. There was the terror of doing everything on my own. There was the disbelief that my husband—the one whose life’s motivation was to overcome his own father’s absence—was now leaving me pregnant and broke. I was overwhelmed with a sense of failure to care for my husband during his darkest tragedy and to keep our family intact. I worried and felt guilty about who would care for my children’s father now, since he was still so unstable and clawing his way through recovery.

			Looking back, I see what it would have taken to make him stay. I knew, deep down, that he really longed for me to beg. To tell him I loved him no matter what, that all I wanted was him, and our two-parent family. To plead. I knew him so well, and I know that would have worked.

			I didn’t say those things. I let him go.

			It was pride, yes. But I knew on a cellular level (though not a conscious one) that I didn’t want to be in that marriage. I also wanted—needed—to get out.

			I received my first, telling glimpse of hope for the future on the very day he left. Despite my confidence that his departure would be a tragedy worse than what we’d already suffered, something else happened.

			On the first night he moved out, I was alone again with our daughter, my back aching under the weight of pregnancy, and I stood in our—now my—kitchen. I was nearly paralyzed by shock. But through that tragic numbness was another emotion I was not prepared to feel:

			Relief.

			Calm.

			Assessing these feelings, I felt even more shock. It took many years to learn to trust my gut again.

			There was no child support, or arrangements for paying for childcare. At the time, I worked less than twelve hours per week as a writer, primarily caring for our daughter. My husband earned a six-figure salary with all the benefits.

			I knew that my children and I would be entitled to child support, but I also knew that my ex’s high-intensity, high-profile, high-paying job would not last in his impaired state. A low point was sitting on the wood pews of Queens County Family Court, in ugly downtown Jamaica, Queens (driving by the exit on the way to JFK airport still evokes a pit in my stomach), filling out a petition for child support, since I received none and the checking account was barreling toward zero. On one side sat my friend Carmela, who had driven me there because I didn’t have a car. On the other was a baby carrier with my son, a few days old, whom I was nursing but struggling to hold or carry because I was recovering from a painful C-section. I planned for the promised long waits by packing peanut butter and honey sandwiches and a large bottle of water. Later, a judge would peer over her glasses at me and condescendingly ask me what I was doing to find full-time work, then hand me a photocopied worksheet to track and prove my job-search efforts. In that waiting room, I looked around me. The women were both familiar and alien. We were all mothers, all of us wanting—needing—to care for our babies, navigating the impersonal and antiquated court system in an effort to do so. All of us were up against men who earned money that they were not spending on their children. All of us scared. All of us broke.

			Yet, I did not fit in there. Yes, I could barely make ends meet. Yes, I was terrified for myself and my babies. But this was not my future, I decided. I had blessings and gifts that other women in this world do not. I have an education. I have a Rolodex, contacts, a résumé, and a reputation. I have social skills and professional skills that can be leveraged. I had an obligation to not be in that courthouse seeking services and money—no matter how legally or morally my kids and I were entitled to that support. Because I could earn, I felt like I should earn. And if I was going to earn, why not earn a lot?

			I would not give up on my ex’s recovery—I could still see glimmers of my old husband, the one who could be reasonable and incredibly thoughtful, who was indeed committed to his family and was an adoring, playful dad. But I could not wait, either, for a version of that man that I could depend on.

			I had to take care of all of us by myself. Now.

			The fire in my belly was driven by pure necessity. For about a year we did receive child support, but of course that was not enough to pay the bills. I feared that if I didn’t figure out how to make money, quick, we could be homeless, like so many educated women (an Allianz survey found that 49 percent of women fear becoming a “bag lady,” including 27 percent of women who earn more than $200,000 per year).

			But even more than that, I was determined to be better than my own parents. I absolutely could not repeat the shame, fear (again, of homelessness), or anxiety that I associated with my own childhood.

			My mom did the best she could, I told myself, but I have to do better.

			My mission became to earn as much money as I possibly could, while still spending lots of time with my tiny children. I adored mothering my kids when they were very small. I loved intimately watching the sweet and rapid changes that happen in those first few years of life—those first tiny smiles, and learning what it took to coax them out. Seeing their little motor skills develop—to explore their own mouths, then food, then toys, then reach for me, and my face, in innocent, loving curiosity. The early steps and words, and the daily routines of meals and playgrounds, neighborhood walks and bedtime rituals that were so sweet and new and ancient. I was driven not to lose that.

			In order to do so, I needed to earn a lot of money in not a lot of hours and with lots of flexibility. For me, the consummate creative, the work had to be engaging. (I learned the hard way that highly paid but gruelingly tedious flat-rate corporate gigs would drag out into minimum-wage-rate hours, creating a grumpy mother indeed.)

			I acquired a laser focus on precision time management and maximum hourly earnings with the goal of creating a low-stress, flexible life.

			On the work front, I became a machine of hustle and productivity. I created my own system, based on Yahoo! e-mail folders, of cultivating and staying in touch with potential clients. I scheduled article interviews and client meetings back-to-back, in tight thirty-minute intervals, and became an expert at moving through the meeting with courteous yet assertive prompting. I also learned about marketing and negotiating, becoming a pro at charging top dollar for my services, and then delivering on my fees.

			In my own informal way, I practiced manifestation to bring into my life the support, care, and income I needed—including a couple years of very steep New York City divorce attorney bills, the refinancing of a co-op apartment, and buying a car. I set and exceeded monthly income goals—something that was both logical, considering my hard work, and somewhat magical, considering this was in the midst of the recession, as well as the beginning of the end of decent fees for writing. A friend and I developed a daily e-mail gratitude practice, which kept me constantly focused on blessings huge and minute, attracting even more abundance into my life. Through it all, I never, ever told anyone, including myself, that any shortcoming in my life was attributed to my single-mother status. That was simply not part of my vocabulary.

			But building a big career balanced with family life requires a lot of other skills and habits. I became a pro at outsourcing—first laundry and housekeeping (which, incidentally, was a huge source of contention in my marriage; my ex was vehemently opposed to paying others to do these tasks and expected me to do the bulk of them), which I committed to as a nonnegotiable budget item. I refused to waste time clipping coupons and bargain shopping for food (even though I cooked nearly all of our meals from scratch). And I opted for the most expensive day care in my neighborhood, not because I am a snob or even believe there is a discernible difference between most day care centers, provided they are clean and safe. No, both my children were enrolled in this Montessori program because the school is two blocks from our apartment. Every decision circled back to ease and efficiency.

			I also learned to be emotionally vulnerable in ways that I had been unable to in the past. When girlfriends offered to fly across the country to be with me in the peak of crisis, I accepted. In better times, I would have defensively insisted I was fine. When neighbors in the elevator gave me knowing, loving smiles, or insisted on taking my kids for a few hours so I could rest, I luxuriated in their kindness. In earlier, less wise, less desperate times I would have proudly squared my shoulders and looked away, feigning oblivion. When a new friend, a neighborhood mom and divorce attorney, offered to review my family court petition, I let hang out all the financial and emotional horrors tearing me apart, and did not plaster my story with minimizing and Pollyannaism.

			One of the greatest gifts of my journey toward embracing my new role as a single mom was in my relationship with my own single mother. I have always had a contentious relationship with my mom; no matter how much we love each other, or how much I appreciate the way she has always adored my children, there is usually a tension in our dealings. When my husband moved out, I shocked myself by asking her to come stay with me. “I was hoping you would,” she said. “I can stay two weeks, or two years.”

			I scoffed. There was no way my mother and I could be in the same town for more than a few days without the threat of one of our homicides looming large! The idea of spending two years in a two-bedroom apartment was akin to the notion we would both be transformed into Disney princesses who raise a unicorn colony on the moon.

			Instead, with mostly lovely memories (and to the shock of those who know us best), my mother did move in—and stayed for nearly a year as I gave birth to Lucas, acclimated to single motherhood, and braved the horrors of a contentious divorce. Today, when my mom is driving me nuts, I remind myself of the wee-hour cry from newborn Lucas, when I shuffled half-asleep to his crib only to find his grandma already there, having risen from her bed on the couch, insisting that I get some much-needed sleep while she lovingly rocked him back to bed.

			The week my mother said good-bye and returned to the Midwest, I was so nervous, unsure of my ability to logistically manage two tiny kids on my own. This memory makes me giggle today, since of course moms manage situations like that all day, every day—married or single. Not to mention the fact that dozens of times over those months I had in fact had many outings with both my kids, all by myself.

			Nonetheless, my first outing as an officially solo mom, with no backup at home, was initially overwhelming—nearly paralyzing. But I jutted my jaw, packed the diaper bag, stocked it with snacks for my toddler, and set off pushing one kid in the umbrella stroller and carrying the other in a Baby Bjorn on my chest. Off to the pool, fifteen blocks away, where we splashed in the shallow end, I jogged backward in the deep end carrying two little kids, one nursed, the other ate a Dreamsicle, and no one died. On the walk home, I was triumphant as the kids snoozed in their respective vehicles. I am a mom! A single mom! I can keep all of us alive! And we can have a good time, too!

			My life was never the same.

			In the five years since I launched my blog, WealthySingleMommy, I have heard from thousands of other moms going through their own uniquely horrifying and triumphant situations. There is Simran, who found herself as a very young widow in India, and despite her family’s and culture’s urging to move in with either her parents or her in-laws, she accepted a job first in Bangkok, then in New York City, and spent twenty years building an amazing career as a marketing executive, scheduling her weekdays around picking up her son from private school to spend evenings with him, and booking a nanny every weekend, so she’d have two days to come and go and enjoy a rich social and romantic life.

			There is Victoria, a teacher in Philadelphia, whose intellectual and kind husband’s minor depression erupted in a psychotic breakdown requiring supervised visits after their daughter was born. She tapped into support from close friends and family and has since built an education consulting practice in addition to her beloved teaching position, and spends summers traveling globally with her young daughter.

			Then there is Christina Brown, who became pregnant while she was in a decent but not great-paying or satisfying digital marketing position at age twenty-four. After having the baby and breaking up with her boyfriend, she was inspired to take a big risk: quit the job and focus full time on her blog, LoveBrownSugar, which empowers women of color to embrace their natural beauty. She is now earning more than ever while passionately serving hundreds of thousands of women in a unique way.

			In researching this book, I called friends who remember this time with me. Morghan, a friend who, shortly after I did, became a single mother herself, recalls: “You would do all these crazy things with your kids—take them to the beach, hiking, to the theater, travel across the country by road trip. It was like you decided that it was just going to be awesome, and no one could tell you otherwise.”

			I laughed when she said that, mostly because it is true. I was determined. I wanted my kids to grow up going on vacation to the beach without a stressed-out mom. Even more so, I wanted to go on vacation to the beach and not be a stressed-out mom! Just because I didn’t have a spouse to help and enjoy those activities with didn’t mean they couldn’t happen. Just because my plan A didn’t work out didn’t mean plan B couldn’t be really, really kickass. In fact, who was to tell me that my life as a single mother couldn’t be completely wonderful?

			I’m not so very special. I’ve heard so many inspiring stories from equally determined single moms all over the world—like Leigh, who decided, after a fantastic vacation there, to take her direct-sales business completely virtual and relocate with her tween son from California to Costa Rica, where she would begin homeschooling him as she’d always dreamed, all while running her six-figure business.

			Back in my own story, within a year, the child support that had indeed helped enormously suddenly stopped, as my ex—as I worried would happen—became unemployed for several years. But by the time those hefty deposits ceased, my business was thriving—and I was, too.

			A year after my separation, I started to date. After being practically forced on a few blind dates by wise friends, I fell into an intense yearlong relationship with a warm, older man. That relationship provided my first glimpse into how my sexuality intensified and blossomed in motherhood (an experience that is very common for women, most of whom happen to be in marriages when they have their children). This sexual awakening coincided with becoming single again, giving me untold freedom to explore, connect, and express myself. In fact, not a week goes by when I don’t hear from a mom who echoes this Facebook private message I received from Marina last week: “Oh my god! The sex at this time of life is so amazing! Why doesn’t anyone tell you?!”

			In the years after that relationship ended, I have dated many men—for loving relationships, for casual arrangements, and for the occasional hookup. I found myself sexually and romantically free in a way I didn’t know I was capable of. I felt newly powerful in my strong mother’s body, and with no agenda for finding a husband, sire, or stepfather for my children. Instead, I found sex and relationships curious joys for their own sake—and that made me, I think, more attractive to men than ever before in my life.

			Through trial and error and studying so many other women, I have developed rules for dating as a mom, which include being open and natural when it comes to talking about my romantic life with my children—and patently rejecting status quo, sexist notions that mothers should shield their children from all but the most very committed of relationships. Just as I share about my workday, my kids might hear about a date I’ve gone on. They sometimes meet men I’m involved with as they pick me up for a date or come over for a family dinner, and no major, mental-health-professional-required production ensues. I answer honestly and without shame all their questions about sex, relationships, and sexuality, and they have been home and informed when committed boyfriends of a couple of months have slept over—in my bed. (Did you just hear the universe implode? Me either.)

			Other single moms around the globe are charting their own unique romantic courses in ways that work for them and their families. There is Peyson, who found herself in love with her female best friend after her heterosexual marriage ended; Alaina, who, like me, enjoyed dating and sex thoroughly for several years, and decided she wanted to raise her son alone—until she happened upon a stunning single dad whom she quickly fell in love with and married, and now co-owns a seven-figure company with her husband. Still others find their own happiness, alone or partnered, in any number of configurations that suit their unique plan Bs.

			Outside of a traditional marriage—especially one that did not particularly suit me—I found that I was thriving in every single vertical of my life. My business was blossoming in unprecedented ways. I loved the financial freedom, yes, but the creative work I did was intoxicating, and only fueled by no longer having to navigate the ego of a successful man. No longer constricted by working-mom guilt, and free to outsource as I saw fit, I prioritized self-care, including daily exercise, time with girlfriends, and my romantic life. In terms of dating, I have come to see single motherhood as the greatest gift, and learned to cast off shame for what I now embrace as a high libido, adoration of dating for dating’s sake, and the freedom to explore partnerships in a way that is interesting, fulfilling, and meaningful to me.

			One of the most surprising chapters of this journey has been my relationship with my ex-husband. For years his involvement with the kids could not always be counted on, and interactions between us were often tense, if not combative (the scene in Girlfriends’ Guide to Divorce when the separating couple text each other brutal nastiness while smiling pleasantly in front of the kids rings painfully, hilariously true). It is now eight years after the horrible brain injury that set this story on its course. While I have been able to rebuild my life on my own terms, my kids’ dad has faced challenges that few people can understand fully, including me, and maybe even him. I will say that in the ups and downs over the past few years, he has fought like no one I know could fight (remember—I have fought with him, a lot!), and worked incredibly hard to claw his way out of one of the worst medical conditions I can imagine. There have been highs and lows, steps and leaps forward and backward, and some verbal brawls along the way. But I can tell you that as I had hoped and expected, the best of my ex-husband has emerged. He has reclaimed a career and worked very hard to understand and address his challenges, and together we have worked through many of our differences, and embraced the fact that we are more or less on the same page when it comes to most things, including parenting.

			Today I feel as though I do have a partner in parenting, one who is regularly involved with his children, who volunteers as the soccer league referee and at the PTA (the latter of which I owe him a huge debt of gratitude for taking one for the co-parenting team), and who backs me up when a certain kid back-talks or refuses to brush her snarly hair. I gladly concede his superiority when it comes to calming tantrums, cleaning ears, and completing homework. And as the years pass, sweet moments between the two of us are increasingly frequent. We have spent holidays together with our kids, enjoyed impromptu family dinners and sideline chats at sporting and school events. I adore that he can still make me laugh, and the warmth and familiarity that exists between two people who have known and loved each other for more than fifteen years has expanded my understanding of intimacy and how love can grow and change through time. Perhaps ironically, the evolution and endurance of my relationship with my ex-husband has given me an appreciation for long-term relationships that I didn’t have when we were actually married.

			My children are still young, and of course the verdict is still out on whether my unmarried status and unconventional parenting have caused them irreparable harm. But so far, so good. The kids are thriving academically, which of course is great. But what I’m most proud of is who they are becoming as people. Brilliant, hilarious, and curious, my kids are kind, caring people who stun me with how well they express their thoughts and feelings. I don’t care to take credit for these qualities, as one of my many lessons from motherhood is that nature is so much more powerful than I assumed nurture to be. But I would like to think that caring for my own needs first, prioritizing their relationship with their dad, and living by my own rules has given me the energy to offer my children the best version of myself as a mother. I do know that the life I have created is one I am proud of, and one I hope serves as a model for both my son and daughter.

			In 2013, four years after the accident
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