
  
  
      
        
          Why MOMMY and DADDY Don't Love Each Other Anymore

          It's Not Your Fault -- Helping Children Heal When Love Falls Apart

		      
          James C Tanner

        

        
          [image: ]

          Calico GOLD Publishing

        

      

    


  
  Why MOMMY and DADDY Don’t Love Each Other Anymore

It’s Not Your Fault — Helping Children Heal When Love Falls Apart

Copyright © 2026 by James C. Tanner

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, contact the publisher. 

Published by
Calico GOLD Publishing
On the web:
https://calicogoldbooks.com
https://calicogoldpublishing.com 

To Contact The Author: office@calicogoldpublishing.com
Learn more about the author at https://jamesctanner.com .
First Edition

Paperback ISBN:  9781998748426 
Ebook ISBN:  9781998748419 

Important Note to Readers
This book is offered as a source of encouragement, perspective, and general guidance for the parents, grandparents, teachers, caregivers, and counselors who walk alongside children through the experience of divorce and separation. It is written from the author’s lived experience and from years of caring for children and families in informal and volunteer settings.
It is not a substitute for professional care. The author is not a licensed psychologist, psychiatrist, social worker, physician, attorney, or other licensed professional, and nothing in this book should be understood as psychological, medical, legal, or other professional advice. The general insights offered here cannot account for the specific circumstances, history, or needs of any individual child or family.
Every child is unique, and the situations described in these pages are general in nature. If you have concerns about a child’s emotional or psychological well-being—or your own—please reach out to a qualified, licensed professional. Seeking the help of a counselor, therapist, child psychologist, physician, or other trained professional is a sign of strength and wisdom, not of failure. This book wholeheartedly encourages such help, and at several points actively points toward it; please consider this book a companion to professional care, never a replacement for it.
If a child is in danger, or if you or a child are experiencing a crisis, thoughts of self-harm, or an emergency of any kind, do not wait—contact your local emergency services or a qualified crisis or mental-health resource in your area immediately.
The author and publisher disclaim any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use or application of any information contained in this book. By reading on, you acknowledge that you do so with this understanding, and that decisions regarding the care of a child or family remain yours to make in consultation with the appropriate professionals.
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  Introduction


A Word Before We Begin

“During a Divorce or Separation, children don’t need perfect parents. They need honest, present, and regulated ones.”


If you have opened this book, it is almost certainly because you love a child who is living through one of the hardest things a child can face. Perhaps you are that child’s mother or father, navigating your own heartbreak while trying to shield a little one from the worst of it. Perhaps you are a grandparent, a teacher, a counselor, or a friend—someone who has watched a child you care about grow quieter, angrier, or more lost since the family began to come apart. However you came to be here, I want you to know something right at the outset: you are exactly the person this book was written for.
Let me tell you, plainly, what this book is and what it is not. It is not a book for children, though it is entirely about them. It is a book for the adults who carry them—a guide to understanding what is happening inside a child’s heart when divorce or separation reshapes his world, and a companion for the long, tender work of helping him heal. I have tried to write it the way I would speak to you if we were sitting together at a kitchen table, late in the evening, with the children finally asleep and your worry finally free to be spoken aloud.
Please understand that in this book, when I refer to a child as “he, she, him, or her,” I am referring to both boys and girls.
I write from two places at once, and I want to be honest about both. I write from lived experience—as a man who walked his own children through the breaking of a family, who knows the particular ache of watching a child you would die for carry a grief you cannot lift. And I write from years of caring for children in camps, in volunteer work, and alongside families in difficulty, where I learned, slowly and humbly, how children actually experience the world. I am not a clinician, and I will never write to you as one. But everything I have learned about a child’s heart, I have tried to pour into these pages, in plain and human language.
Throughout this book, you will find one question running quietly beneath every chapter, like a current beneath the surface of a river. It is the question every child is asking, in a thousand wordless ways, from the cradle to the edge of adulthood: am I still safe, and am I still loved? A baby asks it through her sleep and her tears. A teenager asks it through his silence and his distance. The behaviors change with age, but the question never does. And nearly everything we will explore together comes down to how faithfully we, the adults who love these children, can answer it.
I have organized what follows into three movements. In Part One, we will travel through the stages of childhood, from infancy to the threshold of adulthood, learning how a child of each age experiences a family’s breaking and what he most needs from us. In Part Two, we will turn to the work of protecting the child—understanding the roles he plays, the things he hears that we never meant to say, the transitions that wear him down, and the hardest situations of all. In Part Three, we will turn toward rebuilding—new families, shaken faith, the true shape of healing, and at the last, the voices of the children themselves.
At the close of each chapter, you will find a quiet space called “Before We Move On.” It is not a worksheet, and it is not homework. It is simply an invitation to pause—to sit with a few honest questions, to put a few of your own thoughts into words, and to let what you have read settle before you carry on. Use it however serves you, or not at all. The book will not mind. It is offered in the same spirit as everything else here: gently, and with your family’s peace in mind.
I want to say one more thing before we begin, because it matters more than almost anything else in these pages. This book will not ask you to be a perfect parent, nor will it pretend that such a thing exists. Children do not need perfect parents. They need honest, present, regulated ones—adults who are willing to tell the truth, to show up faithfully, and to tend their own hearts so that they can keep tending their children’s. If that is all you take from this book, it will have done its work.
So, wherever you are tonight—however tired, however heartbroken, however unsure of whether you are getting any of this right—I want you to begin from a place of hope rather than fear. The road ahead is real, and I will not minimize it. But it leads somewhere good. There is healing waiting for the child you love, and for you. There is, as I have come to believe with my whole heart, joy and healing in life’s sunrise. Let us walk toward it together, beginning with the very youngest, the ones who cannot yet tell us what they feel.






  
  Chapter 1
I Miss Who We Used To Be


(Infants and Toddlers · Ages 0–2)

“Nobody asks how I feel. They just tell me I’ll be okay.”


There is a quiet myth that lives in the hearts of many good and loving adults. It goes like this: the baby is too young to know. She will not remember. He was barely walking when it happened. They were spared the worst of it because they simply could not understand. It is a comforting thought, and I understand why we reach for it. When our own world is coming apart, the idea that at least the littlest one was protected feels like a small mercy in a season with very few of them.
But I want to begin this book by gently setting that myth down. Not to frighten you, and not to add to a load you are already carrying more bravely than you know. I set it down because the truth, once we see it clearly, is actually the doorway to hope. The youngest children do feel the disruption of separation. They feel it deeply, completely, and in the only language they have—the language of the body, the nervous system, and the felt sense of whether the world is safe.
An infant cannot tell you that the house feels different now. A toddler cannot explain that the rhythm of the days has changed, that one set of arms comes less often, that the air in the kitchen is heavier than it used to be. But they register every bit of it. Long before a child has words, he or she has a body that keeps a faithful record of how loved and how safe they feel. That record is being written right now, in your home, in this season, whether anyone is narrating it out loud or not.
I think of a mother I once spoke with, exhausted and tearful, who could not understand why her eighteen-month-old had suddenly begun waking at two in the morning, inconsolable, night after night. Nothing in the toddler’s daytime world had been explained to her—there had been no announcement, no sit-down conversation, because how do you explain divorce to a child still in diapers? And yet the child had clearly absorbed that something had shifted. Her small body had sounded an alarm that her mouth could not yet form into words.
That is the truth I want you to hold through this whole chapter, and through this whole book. Beneath every behavior you will read about—every sleepless night, every sudden tear, every small fist clinging to your shirt—the child is asking one question, over and over, in a thousand wordless ways. Am I still safe? And am I still loved? Everything we do for the very young comes down to how faithfully we answer that single, sacred question. So let us begin there, with the ones who cannot yet ask it out loud.

The Invisible Impact: What Babies Actually Feel
To understand what a baby feels, we have to understand how a baby is built. Long before reason or memory comes online, an infant arrives wired for one thing above all else: connection. From the first hours of life, a child is reaching for a face, a voice, a heartbeat, a warm and predictable presence. This reaching has a name in the study of human development. We call it attachment, and it is not a luxury or a sentiment. It is the foundation upon which a human life is built.
Attachment is the invisible cord between a child and the people who care for them. Through countless small moments—being fed when hungry, soothed when crying, held when afraid—a baby slowly forms their very first belief about existence itself. The belief is something like this: the world is a place where my needs are met, and the people in it will come when I call. A secure child is not a child who never cries. A secure child is one who has learned, deep in the body, that crying brings comfort and that the comfort can be trusted.
This forming belief is not abstract. It is built moment by moment, in the most ordinary exchanges of a day. A baby fusses; a parent responds. A baby reaches; an arm receives them. A baby cries in the dark and, within moments, a familiar face appears above the crib. Each of these tiny transactions is a deposit into a vast and invisible account, and from the accumulated balance the child draws their first and deepest conclusion about whether the world can be trusted to hold them.
Now consider what separation can do to that delicate, forming account. When the household is in turmoil—when a parent is suddenly absent, when the familiar rhythm fractures, when the adults are flooded with their own grief—the steady answering of needs can become uneven. Not because anyone has stopped loving the child. Never that. But because the people doing the answering are themselves stretched thin, exhausted, and heartbroken. The cord is still there. It simply tightens and slackens in ways the baby has never felt before.
And the baby notices. A six-month-old cannot name a single thing about divorce. But they can feel the difference between arms that hold them in calmness and arms that hold them in tension. They can feel the absence of a voice that used to come at bedtime, the gap where a familiar presence once was. They cannot understand that Daddy now lives somewhere else, or that Mommy cries when she thinks no one is watching. But they feel the change in the emotional weather of the home as surely as they feel cold or hunger.
The myth that babies are too young to notice mistakes the absence of words for the absence of awareness. The two are not the same. A baby has no vocabulary, but they have something arguably more powerful—a finely tuned instrument for detecting whether they are safe, an instrument that has been running since before they were born. The very young notice everything. They simply cannot tell us in sentences, and so it falls to us to learn their language, which is the language of the body and the felt sense of safety.
I want to say something tender to you here, because I know this can land like a weight. If you have been worried that your baby has somehow absorbed the strain of this season, your worry is not a sign that you have failed. It is a sign that you are paying attention. The fact that you picked up this book, that you are reading these words, that you are willing to consider what your child might be feeling beneath the surface—all of this is evidence of exactly the kind of attentive love that helps a child heal.
There is a common objection worth addressing here, because you may be thinking it. If the baby will not consciously remember any of this—if they will grow up with no recollection of these hard months—then surely the impact cannot run very deep. But memory is not only the kind we can consciously recall. Long before a child can form the explicit memories they will one day narrate, their body and developing brain are forming a different kind of memory altogether: an implicit, felt sense of whether the world is safe, whether people can be trusted, whether they are worthy of care. This kind of memory does not fade because it was never stored in words to begin with.
This is why what happens in these earliest months matters far beyond the months themselves. The security a child builds, or fails to build, in infancy becomes part of the foundation they carry into every relationship that follows. A child who learns, through faithful and repeated care, that the world is trustworthy, carries that confidence forward like a quiet strength. None of this is meant to alarm you, but to underscore what is at stake—and to assure you that steady love offered now is never wasted, even on a child who will not remember the giving of it.
And paying attention is the beginning of every good thing we will build together in this book. The parent who understands that a baby feels the disruption is the parent who can respond to it, offer extra comfort, extra steadiness, and extra presence in a season when the child needs it most. The invisible impact does not have to become a lasting wound. Seen clearly and met with love, it can simply become one more chapter in the story of a child who was held through it all.

Reading the Signs: What Disruption Looks Like at This Age
Because the very young cannot say what they feel, they show us instead. Their distress does not come out in sentences. It comes out in sleep, in feeding, in clinginess, in tears that seem to arrive from nowhere. To the tired adult, these can look like problems to be fixed or behaviors to be managed. But I want to invite you to see them differently. Every one of these signs is a form of communication. The baby is telling you something true, in the only way they can.
Sleep is often the first place the strain shows itself. A child who slept soundly may begin to wake through the night, resist bedtime, or startle awake in tears. This is not defiance, and it is not a habit that has gone wrong. Sleep requires a sense of safety—a felt permission to let go of the waking world and surrender to unconsciousness. When a child’s inner sense of safety has been shaken, the body resists letting go. The night waking is the child saying, in the language of the body, I am not sure it is safe to rest right now.
Watch what happens at bedtime in a home where the ground has shifted. The child who once drifted off easily now fights sleep, calls out, needs one more song and then another, and cannot bear to be left alone in the dark. Bedtime, which asks a child to separate from their caregivers for long hours of the night, becomes freighted with a new anxiety. For a small child already unsettled by separation in their waking life, the nightly separation of sleep can feel like one loss too many.
Feeding can shift in the same way. Some children begin to eat less, turning away from food they once welcomed. Others want to nurse or feed more often, seeking comfort through the most primal channel they have. Both are the same message wearing different clothes. The child is reaching for regulation, for the steadying that feeding once reliably provided. When the world feels uncertain, the body returns to its oldest sources of comfort and asks them to work a little harder than before.
Then there is clinginess—the child who will not be set down, who cries at the doorway, who tracks your every movement across the room with anxious eyes. It can be wearying, especially when you are running on empty yourself, when you cannot so much as step into the next room without a wail rising up behind you. But try, if you can, to receive it as the compliment it secretly is. The clinging child is a child who still believes you are the answer to their fear.
Children are not trying to control you. They are not being manipulative or difficult. They are simply holding on to the one thing that has always made the world feel survivable—you. In a season when one beloved figure has already become less present, the child’s grip on the remaining figures naturally tightens. The clinginess is fear, yes, but it is fear expressed as trust: a desperate confidence that if they can just stay close enough to you, they will be alright.
Separation anxiety, which is a normal part of this developmental stage even in stable homes, can intensify dramatically when a family is coming apart. The child who could tolerate a brief absence now panics at the thought of it. Handoffs between parents, drop-offs at daycare, and even a parent’s trip to another room can trigger distress disproportionate to the actual separation. The child’s alarm system, already sensitized by the larger disruption, fires more easily and more loudly than before.
I ask you to resist one word above all others when you read these signs: manipulation. A baby cannot manipulate. A toddler does not have the cognitive machinery to scheme for advantage, to plot, to engineer a reaction. These capacities develop much later. What looks like demanding behavior is simply a need, turned up loud because the quieter signals are no longer enough. The child is not working you. They are reaching for you, in the only way their small and wordless selves know how.
When we read the behavior as communication rather than manipulation, everything changes. We stop managing a problem and start answering a child. We stop asking how to make this behavior stop and start asking what my child is trying to tell me. And the answer, almost always, is the same: I am frightened, and I need to know you are still here. Answering that—faithfully, patiently, again and again—is the whole of the work at this age.
It helps to remember, too, that these signs often cluster and shift over time rather than appearing one at a time in a tidy sequence. A child may go through a stretch of poor sleep, then move into a phase of extra clinginess, then a period where feeding is the trouble spot. This is not a sign that things are getting worse or that you are doing something wrong. It is simply the child’s distress moving through the limited channels available to her, expressing itself first one way and then another. The underlying message stays constant even as its outward form changes.
And here is a hopeful note to hold alongside the watchfulness. Just as distress shows up in the body, so does relief. As the child begins to feel safe again—as the new rhythms settle, as the comfort proves reliable, as the world steadies around them—these same signs begin to ease. Sleep returns. Appetite normalizes. The desperate clinging loosens into ordinary closeness. The body that sounded the alarm will, in time, sound the all-clear, and watching for that easing can reassure you that your steady care is doing exactly what it was meant to do.

What the Caregiver Carries: Stress Transfers Silently
Here is one of the most important truths in this entire chapter, and I want to deliver it gently because it can come across as pressure if we are not careful. At this age, you are not simply the person who cares for the child’s nervous system. In a very real sense, you are the child’s nervous system. A baby cannot yet calm themself. They have not developed the internal machinery to soothe their own distress. They borrow their calm from you.
This borrowing happens through a process as old as motherhood itself. A baby regulates by catching the rhythm of your breathing, the tone of your voice, the tension or ease in the body that holds them close. When the child is distressed, and you remain calm, your calm becomes contagious—your steady heartbeat against their ear, your unhurried breath, your low and gentle voice all signal to their panicking little system that the danger has passed, that they can settle, that all is well. You are, quite literally, lending them your regulatory ability until they can grow their own.
This means that what you carry, the child catches. When you are calm, the baby tends toward calm. When you are flooded with anxiety or grief—and in this season, how could you not be at times—the baby feels the storm passing through your body and reads it as a signal about the safety of the world. Your tension becomes their tension. Your fear, transmitted through a thousand subtle channels you do not even control, becomes their fear. The connection that lets you soothe them also lets your distress reach deep into them.
This is not a flaw in your parenting. It is simply how human beings are designed. We are built to attune to one another, to resonate with the emotional states of those closest to us, and the very young are the most exquisitely attuned of us all. A baby has no defenses against your inner weather, no ability to separate his or her feelings from yours. They are wide open to you, which is what makes your comfort so powerful—and what makes your unmanaged distress so easily absorbed.
I know how this can land. You are already grieving. You are already stretched to the edge of what you thought you could bear. And now I am telling you that the baby feels your grief too. Please hear the rest of what I have to say before that thought settles into shame, because shame is the last thing you need and the last thing I intend. The point is not that you must hide your pain or perform a serenity you do not feel.
Children do not need a parent who never struggles. They do not need a flawless wall of calm behind which all difficult feelings are concealed—children sense such performances anyway, and the strain of maintaining them only adds to everyone’s distress. What children need is a parent who tends to their own struggle, who finds ways to process and release their grief, so that it does not have to be carried by someone too small to hold it. The goal is not the absence of pain. It is the responsible tending of it.
This is why caring for yourself in this season is not selfish. It is, in the most literal sense, caring for your child. Every hour of rest you can find, every moment of support you allow yourself to receive, every breath you take before you lift the crying baby—these are not luxuries stolen from your child. They are gifts given directly to them. When you steady yourself, you steady the child. When you find your own calm, you have calm to lend. A regulated adult is the most powerful medicine a young child can receive, and you cannot pour that medicine from an empty cup.
So, in the small moments, practice the discipline of tending yourself first. Before you reach into the crib, take one slow breath and let your shoulders drop. When the crying threatens to pull you under, pause long enough to find your own footing before you respond. Reach out to the people who can hold you—friends, family, a counselor, your faith—so that you are not white-knuckling this season entirely alone. Let others lend you their calm, so that you have calm to lend to your child.
If you take one thing from this section, let it be this. Tending to your own heart is part of the work, not a distraction from it. When you breathe before you respond, when you reach for help instead of suffering in isolation, when you let someone hold you so that you can keep holding him or her—you are doing the deepest kind of parenting there is. You are becoming calm, the child can borrow until they are old enough to grow their own, and there are few greater gifts you could give.
None of this means you must never let your child see that you are sad. A baby who occasionally glimpses a parent’s tears is not harmed by the sight; emotion honestly felt and gently handled is part of human life, and children are remarkably able to weather it when it is held with care. The difference lies between a parent who feels grief and remains fundamentally steady, and a parent who is chronically flooded, overwhelmed, and unable to recover. The aim is not a performance of constant happiness. It is a basic, recoverable steadiness that the child can rely on even on the hard days.
And on the days when you cannot find your footing—because there will be such days, and pretending otherwise would be dishonest—it is enough to repair afterward. If you snapped, if you wept, if you handled a moment less gently than you wished, you can return to the child with calm and warmth and set things right. Babies are forgiving, and the relationship is built not on flawless moments but on the overall pattern of being met, again and again, with love. A single hard hour does not undo a season of faithful care.

What Helps: Practical Steps for This Age Group
After everything we have named, you may be wondering what you can actually do. The good news is that the answer at this age is beautifully simple, even when it is not easy. The very young do not need explanations. They cannot follow them. What they need is the steady, repeated experience of being safe and being loved—delivered not through words, but through the patient architecture of daily life. Let me offer a few foundations to build on.
Begin with routine, because routine is security made visible. A baby cannot read a calendar, but their body keeps time beautifully. When meals come at roughly the same hours, when bath and bedtime follow the same gentle order each night, when the rhythm of the day holds steady even as the larger world shifts, the child receives a message more powerful than any reassurance. The message is this: some things still hold. And a child who knows that some things still hold can weather the things that do not.
Routine matters even more when a child is moving between two homes, as so many children of separation now do. The transition between households is inherently destabilizing for a small child, and consistency becomes the bridge across it. To whatever degree the adults can manage it, similar rhythms in both homes—similar mealtimes, similar bedtime rituals, similar rules—help the child feel that her world, though it now has two centers, is still fundamentally predictable. This cooperation between homes is a gift to the child, even when it is hard for the adults to arrange.
Lean, too, into the simple power of holding and soothing. There is no such thing as spoiling a baby with comfort. This is worth saying plainly, because well-meaning voices will sometimes tell you otherwise—that you will make the child too dependent, that you should let them self-soothe, that too much holding creates a clingy child. At this age, in this season, set that counsel aside. When you pick up the crying child, rock and hum, and stay close, you are not reinforcing a bad habit. You are wiring a brain for trust.
Every time the cry is answered, the child’s deepest belief about the world is reinforced one more time: I call, and someone comes. In a season when so much has become uncertain, your consistent comfort is the certainty they can feel. The child who is held through this disruption does not become weaker; they become more secure, more able, in time, to venture out from a base they know they can return to. Comfort is not indulgence. It is the very thing that builds resilience.
Resist the urge to explain. I know this runs against instinct, especially for thoughtful parents who want to do right by their child, who imagine that talking it through must somehow help. But a toddler does not need to be told why Daddy is at a different house or why Mommy seems sad. At this age, the explanation comes across as noise at best and as added tension at worst. The words wash over them without meaning, while the anxious energy behind them registers all too clearly.
What lands clearly is presence. A calm body, a familiar song, a predictable goodnight—these say everything the child can actually receive. Save the words for the years when words will matter, the years we will come to in later chapters. For now, let your presence do the speaking. Let the steadiness of your care, rather than the content of your explanations, carry the message that they are safe and loved. At this age, that message travels through the body, not the ears.
And finally, guard the small constancies. The same blanket. The same stuffed companion. The same lullaby in the same low voice. The same worn picture book read in the same order at the same hour. These tiny anchors do enormous work in a young child’s world, holding a thread of sameness across whatever else is changing. To an adult, they may seem trivial, easily replaced, hardly worth the fuss a child makes over them. To the child, they are nothing less than the fixed points by which he or she navigates a shifting world.
When you carry these constancies between homes, when you protect them as if they were precious—because they are—you give the child something to hold that does not change when so much else has. The beloved blanket that travels in the bag to both houses. The bedtime song that sounds the same in either home. The stuffed bear that is always there at lights-out, wherever lights-out happens to be tonight. These are not small things. At this age, they may be the whole thing, the difference between a child who feels unmoored and a child who feels, despite everything, held.

We began this chapter by setting down a comforting myth—that the very young are too young to feel the disruption of separation. The truth is gentler and harder at once: they feel all of it, in the wordless language of the body. The eighteen-month-old waking at two in the morning, the toddler who suddenly will not be set down, the baby whose appetite has changed—none of these children can name what has shifted, but every one of them feels it. The night waking, the changed feeding, the small hands that will not let go are not problems to manage. They are a child communicating the only way they can, asking the question that lives beneath everything: am I still safe, and am I still loved?
We saw that at this age, you are not merely the one who tends the child’s nervous system—you are the calm they borrow until they can grow their own. Your steadiness becomes his or her steadiness; your distress, transmitted through a hundred channels you do not control, can become theirs as well. That truth is not a weight meant to shame you. It is an invitation to tend your own heart with the same mercy you give your child, because a regulated adult is the most powerful medicine a young child can receive. Caring for yourself is not stolen from them. It is poured directly into their inner beings.
And we found that the way forward is mercifully simple, even when it is not easy. Routine that holds, carried as much as possible across both homes. Comfort that comes every time it is called for, with no fear of spoiling. Presence offered instead of explanation. Small constancies—the blanket, the song, the bear—guarded like treasure and carried faithfully between houses. None of it requires perfect words or perfect days. It only requires a faithful, repeated answer to the only question the youngest heart knows how to ask.
If you have read this chapter carefully, something has already shifted in you. You are no longer only managing behaviors. You are listening to a child. You are learning to hear the meaning beneath the crying, the fear beneath the clinging, the reaching beneath the wail in the night. And as we now turn to the preschool years—when children begin to draw their own quiet conclusions about why their world changed and blame themselves for things that were never their fault—you will need, and carry your listening heart with you. It is the most important thing you can bring.

Before We Move On…
Take a few quiet moments with these before you turn the page. There are no wrong answers here—only honest ones.
A Few Questions to Sit With
•  When you think about the youngest child in your care, what changes in sleep, feeding, or clinginess have you noticed lately—and what might each one be trying to tell you?
•  Reading that you are the calm a baby borrows, what feeling rose up in you first? Was it tenderness, or was it pressure—and what does that reaction reveal about how you have been carrying this season?
•  Where in your daily life could you protect one small constancy—a blanket, a lullaby, a bedtime order—that could travel with the child no matter which home he or she wakes in?
•  What is one way you have been pouring from an empty cup, and what would it look like this week to let someone help refill it?
•  When the baby cries, and you feel your own grief rise alongside the child's, what helps you find a breath before you respond?
And a Few Lines to Finish
•  The change I notice most in this child right now is ________________________, and I think it may be the child’s way of asking ________________________.
•  One small constancy I want to protect and carry between homes is ________________________.
•  The kindest thing I could do for my own heart this week—so that I can keep holding his or hers—is ________________________.






  
  Chapter 2
It’s Not Your Fault


(Preschool Years · Ages 3–5)

“If I am extra good, maybe they will love each other again.”

There is a little boy I want you to picture as we begin. Every night, after the house has gone quiet, he climbs out of bed and straightens his toys. Not because anyone asked him to. Not because he is tidy by nature. He lines up his cars in a careful row, sets his stuffed bear just so against the pillow, and makes sure every block is back in its bin. Then he climbs back under the covers and waits. In his small and certain heart, he believes that if he can only get everything right, his daddy will come home.
No one taught the children this. No one told him or her that their tidiness had such power. They arrived at it on their own, through the particular logic of a mind that is three or four or five years old—a mind that lives in a world where thoughts feel like causes and where the child stands, quite naturally, at the center of everything that happens. We call this magical thinking, and it is not a defect. It is a developmental stage as normal as losing baby teeth. But in the season of a family coming apart, it becomes the source of a quiet and heartbreaking burden.
Because if the child believes their “goodness” can bring a parent home, then they must also believe—somewhere beneath the words they have—that their “badness” drove that parent away. This is the hidden arithmetic of the preschool heart. The same magical thinking that fuels his or her hope also fuels their guilt. And they will rarely say any of it out loud, because they do not have the words, and because the belief feels too large and too frightening to hold up to the light.
I have watched this play out in more children than I can count, and it almost never announces itself plainly. The little girl who suddenly becomes obsessed with cleaning up spills before anyone notices them. The boy who asks, with elaborate casualness, whether Daddy would come back if he stopped having tantrums. The child who lies awake bargaining with the universe, certain that some private act of goodness holds the key to putting the family back together. These are not quirks. They are the visible tip of a vast and hidden effort to fix what a child believes he somehow broke.
What makes this so poignant is that the child’s effort is born of love. They are not trying to be difficult or manipulative; they are trying, with everything their small selves have, to save the thing they treasure most. His or her family is his entire world, the ground on which everything else stands, and watching it crack is the most frightening thing he or she has ever experienced. So they do what any of us might do when faced with the loss of everything—they search for a way to fix it, and lacking any real power, they seize on the only lever his magical thinking offers them: their own goodness, their own behavior, their own desperate, hopeful effort to be enough.
So this chapter has a single, fierce purpose. We are going to learn to listen for what the preschooler cannot say, to gently correct conclusions no one has thought to correct, and to speak the five words this age needs more than any others: "It is not your fault." Beneath every straightened toy and every extra-good day, the child is asking the same question every child asks. Am I still safe, and am I still loved? At this age, part of our answer must be to free them from a blame that was never theirs to carry.
Magical Thinking: How Preschoolers Understand Cause and Effect
To love a preschooler well through a family’s breaking, we first have to step inside the way his or her little mind actually works—which is gloriously, maddeningly different from our own. A child of three or four does not yet understand cause and effect the way an adult does. In their world, things are connected not by logic but by nearness and feeling. If he or she was angry at their father in the morning and their father left that evening, then in the child’s mind, the anger and the leaving belong together. One caused the other. It is obvious to the child, even if the thought never occurs to us.
This is what developmental thinkers mean by ego-centrism, and I want to rescue that word from how harsh it sounds. It does not mean the child is selfish or self-centered in the way we use those words about adults. It means the child literally cannot yet imagine that the world has causes outside of themself. They are the sun at the center of their own small solar system, and everything that happens must, in some way, orbit around them. This is not a flaw in the child’s character. It is simply where their mind is in its long journey toward understanding the world.
When something as enormous as a parent leaving occurs, the child’s mind reaches for the only explanation available to it: it must have something to do with me. He or she does not have access to the adult realities—the years of growing apart, the incompatibilities, the private grief between two grown-ups. Those things are invisible to children and would be incomprehensible if explained. What they have instead is themself, placed firmly at the center of their understanding, and so they draw the conclusion their developmental stage makes almost inevitable. This happened, and I am at the center of things, so I must be involved.
From the outside, this can be almost impossible to see, because the child rarely announces it. The child does not say, I think I caused the divorce. They do not have the self-awareness or the vocabulary to put it that plainly. Instead, they straighten their toys. He or she becomes anxiously, exhaustingly well-behaved, monitoring their own conduct with a vigilance that seems far too heavy for someone so small. Or they melt into tantrums that seem far too big for their triggers, as though some pressure inside them has nowhere else to go and finally bursts its banks.
Consider how differently we would respond to these behaviors if we could see the underlying belief. The relentlessly good child looks, on the surface, like a parenting success—so cooperative, so eager to please. But if that goodness is driven by a secret conviction that being good enough will reassemble the family, it is not a success at all. It is a small heart laboring under an impossible hope. And the child melting down over a broken crayon may not be melting down about the crayon at all, but about a grief and a guilt they cannot name, which the crayon merely unlocked.
Here is what I most want you to understand. Self-blame at this age is not a sign that the child has low self-worth or that something has gone wrong in the child’s spirit. It is a sign that their brain is doing exactly what a three-year-old brain is built to do. They blame themselves, not because they are broken, but because they are four. The blame is a stage, not a verdict. It arises from the normal architecture of a young mind, not from any deficiency in the child or any failure on your part.
And because it is a stage, it can be gently, patiently met and moved through—which is precisely the work of the rest of this chapter. We do not have to leave the child trapped inside their pattern of magical thinking. We can step into their world, understand the conclusions they have drawn, and offer them a different, truer story about why their family changed. We cannot reason the child out of ego-centrism because development cannot be rushed. But we can saturate their world with reassurance so consistent that it slowly overrides the conclusion their young minds reached on their own.
When we see magical thinking for what it is, our whole posture softens. We stop being puzzled by the strange behavior and start being curious about the belief underneath it. We stop asking why he/she is acting this way and start asking what he/she has concluded that no one has corrected. That single shift—from managing the behavior to hearing the belief—is the doorway to everything that helps. It turns us from frustrated managers of a difficult child into gentle correctors of a frightened one’s mistaken story.
It is worth understanding, too, that this same magical thinking governs how a preschooler experiences time and permanence, which compounds the difficulty. A young child does not grasp that situations evolve, that feelings shift, that a separation has a history and a future. A child lives almost entirely in the present moment, and so the broken family feels, to them, both eternal and immediate—as though it has always been this way and always will be. This is part of why reassurance must be so frequent. The child cannot hold the long view that would let a single comforting conversation reassure them for weeks.
The same is true of their grasp of the relationship between their parents and themself. To an adult, it is obvious that the love between two partners is a different kind of love than the love between a parent and a child—that one can end while the other remains utterly secure. To a preschooler, these are not yet separate categories. Love is simply love, an undivided thing, and if it can fail in one place, his magical logic concludes, it can fail anywhere. This is why a child this age so often leaps from “my parents stopped loving each other” to the terrifying and unspoken “will they stop loving me?”
All of this means that the preschooler is working with a set of mental tools fundamentally different from our own, and our job is not to upgrade those tools—we cannot—but to work skillfully within their limits. We cannot make a four-year-old reason like an adult. What we can do is understand how the child reasons, anticipate the conclusions that reasoning will produce, and meet each one with the patient, repeated, concrete reassurance that his or her particular kind of mind can actually absorb. That is the whole art of loving a preschooler through this season, and it begins with understanding the remarkable, limited, tender logic of his developing mind.
And there is a deep comfort hidden in this understanding, one I do not want you to miss. If the child’s self-blame springs not from anything real but from the ordinary workings of a young mind, then it is not evidence of any actual fault in him or her in you. The guilt the child carries is a kind of optical illusion of the heart—utterly convincing to the one experiencing it, yet built on nothing solid at all. Once we see this clearly, we can hold the child’s mistaken belief with tenderness rather than alarm, knowing it is not a true accusation that must be answered but a developmental shadow that the steady light of our reassurance will, in time, dispel.
What They Believe That No One Has Corrected
Children at this age are constantly drawing conclusions, and they draw them in silence. They watch, they absorb, they fit the pieces together with the limited logic they have—and then they file the conclusion away as settled truth. The trouble is that no one ever hears these conclusions spoken aloud, and so no one thinks to correct them. The child walks around carrying beliefs about their own family that are completely untrue, and the adults around them have no idea the beliefs even exist.
Some of these unspoken conclusions are painfully common, repeated in the hearts of children who have never met one another. “If I had been better, they would have stayed together. The fighting was about me, because some of it happened near me, or some of it was about me—about bedtimes, about discipline, about whose turn it was to handle the children. If one parent could leave, maybe the other one could too, so I had better hold on tight and be very, very good. Daddy left because he stopped loving us, and maybe he stopped loving us because of something I did.”
None of these are spoken. All of them are believed. And every one of them is a wound that festers precisely because it stays hidden. A belief held in secret cannot be examined, cannot be questioned, cannot be answered. It simply sits in the child’s heart, shaping how they see themselves and their family, growing more entrenched with each passing week that no one contradicts it. The silence around these conclusions is exactly what gives them their power to harm.
Why do these beliefs go uncorrected for so long? Partly because the child does not have the language to voice them. A child cannot say, “I have concluded that the divorce was caused by my behavior.” They can only act on that conclusion in ways the adults around them struggle to interpret. But there is a second reason, and it is one we adults must own honestly. We assume children
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