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This book is dedicated to
the man who has given me the privilege
of living the life of a married mom and solo
parent, causing me to grow, learn,
and lean on Jesus. My husband’s support,
prayers, and pursuit of godliness and
integrity have given me the space I've needed
to share my heart and our story of God’s
hope and healing in our life. Not only has he
been my biggest cheerleader and deliverer
of cups of coffee and chocolate, he’s faithfully
(and ruthlessly) edited my words to
help me say what I mean.
Trent, I love you.
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Irtroduction

What Is a Solo Parent?

I’m not sure when I fully realized it. It took me years, and when I
finally got it, I was not at all impressed. I was raising my children as a single
mom even though I was married to their dad.

I had dreamed about a happy family, a clean house, a warm and invit-
ing meal with me and the father of my children in that picture. In the
midst of my husband’s doctoral degree pursuit and all that entailed, his
job, his volunteering in church, and his excessive computer-gaming hab-
its, I realized that if I wanted a photo of that happy family, we’d have to
fake a pose and snap the picture quickly. This was not the happily-ever-
after I had planned on. I was raising my kids alone even though I was
married. I was a solo parent.

A What?

A solo parent is someone who is raising children and running a home
and family alone. In this book I am primarily writing to the married
woman who solo parents. Her husband might be working away from home
or putting in exceptionally long hours; he might be captured by the lure
of hobbies and interests that eat up his time, addicted to any number of
things that impede his ability to be a good husband and father, or hin-
dered by health issues that keep him from assisting his wife in the every-
day running of their home and family. She feels fully responsible for how
the house and yard are maintained, how the kids are raised, the spiritual
well-being of the family, how well the kids do in school, and the family
finances—no matter how well or how poorly that is going. She feels like
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Introduction

the buck will stop with her for any emergencies, and often all failures as
well. She carries a heavyload and falls into bed by herself at the end of the
day, exhausted.

My story will be different from yours. Each solo parent has a unique set
of circumstances. Your struggles will be different from mine. Every genera-
tion has had its share of married solo parents. Yet somewhere along the line,
we've forgotten how it is done: how a woman with a husband does the job of
raising her kids when he is not around.

Perhaps you are the wife of:

« Amanin the military

« Along-distance truck driver

« Abusy doctor or lawyer

« An executive, traveling businessman, or workaholic

« Someone who works two jobs to provide for you and your children

« Analcoholic or drug addict

« Someone serving time in prison

« A farmer, fisherman, or oil-rig worker

« A man with gambling, pornography, computer, or online-gaming
addictions

o A pastor or ministry worker

« A man with a chronic or terminal health condition

There is no end to this list. Your situation may not be listed here, but no
matter how you got here, as a solo parent you have needs, desires, struggles,
and frustrations that single parents don’t face and that married wives with
involved husbands just don’t understand.

I may not have mentioned your particular situation earlier, but you know
if you are a solo parent. Though everyone’s story and situation is different,
every solo parent carries a heavy load.

I have carried that load.

Difficult Questions

I've lived this life and have learned a lot the hard way. This challenge has
become my passion.
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What Is a Solo Parent?

During my years as a solo parent, I've had some hard-to-answer ques-
tions. Questions like:

. How doIfind time to spend with God?

« How can I honor my husband and teach my children to honor him
when there are times I wish he’d never come home?

« How can I raise my kids with consistency when my husband comes
home and changes the rules?

« Would it be easier if I left my husband?

« What do I do when my kids are suffering physically, mentally, emo-
tionally, or spiritually because of my husband’s absence or lack of
involvement?

« How canIlove my husband when I feel like a doormat or his servant
and nanny?

« Isiteven possible to have a happy, healthy home and build great mem-
ories for my kids when there is such an obvious hole in our family?

« Isit okay to meet my sexual needs without my husband or outside my
marriage if he is never around or available?

« How can I teach my kids about godly marriage relationships if they
never see one in our own home?

« Isit okayto pray for my husband to die so thatI canrespectably marry
a different man to be a dad to my kids?

Maybe you've been too afraid to ask these questions out loud. Perhaps this
is the first time you've seen your feelings put into words.

I would encourage you to be honest with yourself and God as you read
through this material. Some parts of this book lean more toward teaching
and training, much like spending time with a mentor. Other parts are prac-
tical and hands-on. There is a study guide and a personal reflection journal
available at no cost on my website (www.carlaanne.com) if you'd like to go
through this with a book club, Sunday school class, or other group, orif you
just want to dig deeper yourself.

I’d encourage you to go through this book with a mentor or godly woman
in your church. Find someone who is a few paces ahead of you in your spiri-
tual walk, marriage, and child-rearing. Ideally she would be someone who
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has walked this road of solo parenting herself. Get together with her once a
week or so. If you have the study guide, discuss the questions in it together.
Pray together. If you have further questions for her, be honest and open,
asking even the hard ones. It’s when we grapple with the tough things in life
that we are often stretched to a new level of maturity and wisdom.

If you don’t have a mentor at this time or cannot find one, a friend or
group of friends who are in the same stage of life would make a great discus-
sion group. Be sure that you are all careful to respect each other’s answers,
thoughts, and opinions, while staying faithful to the challenge of being
women who seek after God.

You can go through this book on your own. I suggest you download the
free personal reflection journal from my website (www.carlaanne.com) to
record your thoughts, questions, and answers—keep it handy as you go
through the book. You may one day be the mentor of another woman who
is seeking counsel.

Dear God, I praise you for the wonderful woman who is reading this
book. You created her in such a beautiful way. I pray that you will woo her
to yourself, let her hear your voice speaking, and grow in her the passion to
take up the challenge you will set before her.

I pray that you will guard her heart and mind, that you will surround her
with your presence, and fill her with your power. Holy Spirit, I invite you
to lead us in this journey of becoming godly women, mothers, and wives.
Through the holy name of Jesus the Christ, I ask these things of the one true
God. Amen.

14

'Ir



Chapter One

This Is Not What I
Signed Up For!

At first I was glad to keep the hearth fire warm and burning while
Trent studied for his doctorate, taught at the University of Toronto, wrote
his thesis, served on our church board, and spent his free time at home un-
winding in front of his computer. I was convinced I was being a good wife,
doing what I could to support him in becoming successful. It pleased me to
think I was partly responsible for his achievements.

While I was expecting our first child, I began to notice my “support” was
not having the effects I had hoped for. It was a rough and risky pregnancy,
so I was on bed rest for almost eight months. Things were difficult finan-
cially as I did not have any income during this time and Trent was still in
school.

We set up a cot in the main room of our basement apartment so that
I could have a change of scenery at bedtime. I spent my days in silence
reading books, napping, and wondering about the baby. Cell phones were
not as common as they are today, so entire days would go by without a
chat with Trent. I had nothing to do but worry about him, the baby, and
how we’d manage to pay the bills. I missed him. I longed for him to be
nearby when the baby kicked or my belly bounced with baby’s hiccups.
When Trent finally did get home, he would either work on his studies or
play computer games.

The following few years went by in much the same way, although Trent
was able to study less and work more, relieving much of the financial stress.
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Married Mom, Solo Parent

He would work, study, attend church board meetings, and then come home
to sit in front of his computer, spending time with his thesis or a game. The
children were often shooed away from “Papa’s room” or office. I'd keep
them busy every spare moment I wasn’t working so he’d have as much time
as necessary to do his thesis well.

I found a group of friends that included other solo parents. We called
each other every day, encouraging each other and helping each other
out. When a mom began spiraling into a pity party or negative think-
ing about her marriage and parenting, the others would gather round
and set her back on solid ground. I was often met at the door by a friend
telling me to get the kids in the van because it was time to go to the
beach. Without any preplanning on my part, off we went with only five
minutes’ notice to spend a refreshing afternoon with friends who cared.
They knew that it was a hard life to live because we were all in it at the
same time. None of us wanted the life of a solo parent, but we all wanted
to do more than survive. We wanted to make a change for our kids, for
our marriages, for us.

When Trent completed his PhD, we moved to New York State with our
three children, aged three and under. I had hoped my days of taking care
of the children alone, eating dinner without Trent, having long evenings
to myself, making excuses for my husband’s absences, and going to bed
alone would finally be over. Now Trent had a “real” job, and I assumed he
would be home in the evening, walking in from work happy to smell the
home-cooked meal and enjoy eating it at the table with me and the kids.
I assumed he’d help out with baths and bedtime, cut the grass, and shovel
the driveway.

Instead, I found myself mowing our two-acre yard, keeping up the
house, cleaning the pool, taking the vehicle for maintenance and repairs,
going to doctor visits with the kids, and grocery shopping with three tod-
dlers and a week’s worth of groceries in one cart. (Whoever the brilliant
person was who invented a double seated grocery cart with the extra seats
attached, I love you and thank you. You made my life so much easier!)

Trent had taken a full-time position spread over four days per week in-
stead of five. On the fifth day of the work week, he served as a consultant for
the university he had graduated from. Often one of the two jobs would spill
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This Is Not What I Signed Up For!

over to take up weekend time. When it wasn’t work, he was caught up in a
new hobby: online gaming.

I began to feel like a widow or jilted lover. The sadness ran deep, the
loneliness was constant, and the sense of betrayal stung. I once told a friend
that I would rather he had an affair with another woman because then at
least I could compete. Anyone can lose some weight, tone their muscles,
update their hair and makeup, or even have cosmetic surgery to fix the ge-
netic flaws. But I could not compete with the prestige offered by a lucrative
position or the attraction of on-demand adventure in an artificial, online
world and community.

Trent found a new job in Southern California. So we moved across the
continent with just a few weeks left of my fourth pregnancy. His new posi-
tion required him to travel extensively around the world. When Trent was
out of town, he was gone for days, sometimes many weeks. At times the kids
didn’t see or interact with their dad for months. When he was in town, he
was at the office about sixty minutes away in good traffic, two hours away in
bad traffic. He would be gone before I or any of the kids were up, and he’d
be home long after we’d be asleep.

In the wake of the telecom market crash in 2000, Trent encountered
pressure to perform at work beyond what seemed humanly possible. We
now had four children, ages five and under, and only one vehicle with five
seatbelts. Two huge mortgages caused a great deal of financial strain, as we
tried for nearly ten months to sell our previous home in a city filled with
people out of work and attempting to move away.

Those years were hard—especially when the kids were really little and
I hardly slept through one night a month. Someone was always teething,
nursing, or getting sick. For along time I didn’t know how to answer when
people asked me if I was still married or where my husband was. These
people meant well, but they never knew how my heart broke whenever
they told me they hadn’t met my husband so why didn’t I bring him along
sometime. I made decisions that I would have never dreamed I would
make alone: moral decisions, health decisions, education decisions, par-
enting decisions, spiritual decisions, and decisions about my future and
the future of our marriage. I felt betrayed, resentful, hurt, and angry. It was
such alonely time.
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Married Mom, Solo Parent

I went to church alone . .. with the kids. I went to my gynecologist ap-
pointments alone . . . with the kids. I ate dinner alone . . . with the kids. I
went out for dinner alone . . . with the kids.

When | was in my last month of pregnancy, | paid a visit to
my obstetrician. Being full swing into my solo parenting
career, | had three other children in the examining room
with me. The kids were behind the curtain . . . until my cell
phone rang. Trent had been gone long hours so | knew it
would be him. | decided to let it ring as | was lying down
with my legs in stirrups. The doctor was checking to see if
| was “ready” to deliver. Ahria, my oldest daughter, knew
it would be Papa. She grabbed the phone to give it to me.
She was very excited that he would be phoning, but not
understanding that a cell phone conversation in the midst
of a gynecological exam was not appropriate.

She tried to pass me the phone.

| tried to tell her to put it back in my purse.

The doctor got involved, and it ended up a flying, ring-
ing, black brick that splashed and then gurgled as it landed
in a bucket of green liquid on the floor. Leaving me in my
awkward position, curtain now flung back to reveal all to
the children, the doctor valiantly tried to fix the cell phone
by running it under water. It was almost enough to put me

into labor! Sometimes you just have to give in and laugh!

It hurt that the one I gave my heart, life, and love to on my wedding day
was not there. I love my children dearly, but children never replace what a
husband is meant to be.

The Benefits

Being a solo parent definitely has its benefits. I loved making decisions
without having to wait for Trent to agree with me. I could make plans with-
out checking with him first like my girlfriends all had to with their hub-
bies. There was no one to tell what I had spent money on because I took
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This Is Not What I Signed Up For!

care of it all. I could arrange the furniture and yard just as I liked because
Trent was never there to give his opinion. If  was going out to eat, T had two
choices: some kids place or anywhere my heart desired. I could watch chick
flicks and cry when I watched them. My girlfriends could come over and
even have a sleepover. It was just like college days, except for the diapers we
changed while we chatted, the larger-size clothing, and the kids who woke
up before we were done talking.

I'loved that I had full influence on the kids—until I heard them yelling
my words at each other.

I'loved that I could make whatever my heart desired for dinner—until I
got sick of the leftovers all week.

Iloved that I could wear my favorite sloppy clothes and not have to look
nice for anyone—until I missed the compliments.

As solo parents, we have alot to deal with on a constant basis. Sometimes
we adapt so well, however, that we're really not sure we’d want anything dif-
ferent. Yet when the house is quiet, the kids are asleep, and we’re left alone
to our thoughts, watching our dreams collide with reality, we realize . . . this
is not what I signed up for.

The Challenge

Solo parenting was not my dream life. I'm sure it’s not yours, either. Like
it or not, though, this is the challenge that faces some of us.

The challenge for a solo parent begins with just day-to-dayliving. Getting
the house cleaned, the kids fed and off to school, the laundry done, the bills
paid, and fitting in a little sleep seems like challenge enough.

The challenge for a solo parent, however, is much grander, much larger,
much more complex, and much more rewarding than these day-to-day
struggles. I would like to extend to you the challenge that God gave me and
that I believe he is giving to all solo parents.

The challenge is simple, but not easy.

The challenge is biblical, but not necessarily found in a particular chap-
ter and verse.

The challenge is noble, but not often applauded.

The challenge is easily undertaken, but needs God’s help to accomplish.
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Married Mom, Solo Parent

The Challenge

for the married solo parent is to be
a woman whose heart seeks after God;
a wife who honors her husband and teaches her children to do likewise;
amother who teaches her children how to
seek after God, honor him, obey him, and love him in all things
while practically caring for their needs,
all the while leaving room in the family for her husband to be
the man, husband, and father God created him to be.

To run from this challenge is to refuse to see the wonderful purpose God
himself has chosen you for.

Ididn’t see the challenge at first. Maybe I was just too tired. Or perhaps I
wasn’t ready to face the idea that the God I'said I loved might have had this
in mind for me. I'm not sure if I just didn’t want to, but whatever the reason,
I didn’t see it. Not until things got rough and tough for me did I even bother
to look and question whether or not there was actually a purpose in my
situation that was bigger than what I could see from my worn-out vantage
point.

I believe God created you and me. It is remarkable to me—completely
incomprehensible—how intricate and delicately balanced our bodies are.
Add to that a brain that somehow houses our thoughts, controls impulses
to our body, and communicates with it without our having to first think
the thoughts. And how does our brain communicate emotion to our souls?
Wow!Ibelieve that there is one true God who created each of us beautifully
and for a purpose.

Each of us has many different purposes for different seasons of our lives.
For the solo parent, God has planned a very special purpose . .. one that he
chose us for. That’s why grabbing hold of this challenge and making it your
own is so important.

You may be saying to yourself, “Isn’t that what every Christian mother
should be doing?”

Absolutely! The difference is that for a solo parent the reasons for being
that kind of woman, wife, and parent are different from those of a mom
with an involved dad. When fully engaged parents rely too much on the
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other spouse to get the job done, at least there is a backup. The solo parent
has no backup; no one’s available to step in when she’s having a bad day. The
emotions and overloaded to-do list also make rising to this challenge that
much more difficult.

Perhaps you are a solo parent who hasn’t thought about how God or
Jesus could make a difference in your day-to-day life. I'd like to encourage
you to read on, ask him your questions, and even test him. The great King
David said this: “Taste and see that the LORD is good. Oh, the joys of those
who take refuge in him!” (Ps. 34:8). This book provides plenty of tips, tools,
ideas, suggestions, and resources that you will find helpful, whether you fol-
low Jesus or not. But the most powerful resource I can point you to is Jesus
himself. Think about it.

Ifyoubelieve in the Lord Jesus Christ and have chosen to spend your life
becoming more like him and choosing to obey him in all things, you have at
your disposal all you need to succeed. “By his divine power, God has given
us everything we need for living a godly life. We have received all of this
by coming to know him, the one who called us to himself by means of his
marvelous glory and excellence” (2 Peter 1:3). God promises in the Bible
that “He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ
Jesus” (Phil. 1:6 NasB). That means that God is working in you to make this
perfect by the end. It doesn’t have to be perfect today or tomorrow . . . but
he is working in you and me, that we might become the kind of mom, wife,
mother, friend, and godly woman that he intends, and he’s not going to stop
until he gets it just right!
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