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PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS! 
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INTRO 

It is 8:26 p.m., which means you have entered the part of 
the evening where time stops behaving normally. At 8:10, 
you were confident bedtime was basically done. Pajamas 
were on. Teeth had been brushed after a brief dispute over 
whether toothpaste foam was "too foamy." The story had 
ended. The bedroom light was low. You had even started 
mentally planning your own evening, which was reckless but 
understandable. Then your child announced that the stuffed 
dinosaur could not sleep because nobody had established 
whether dinosaurs preferred pillows. This was followed by a 
request for water, a concern about a noise in the hallway, 
the sudden discovery of an urgent need to use the 
bathroom, and a sentence beginning with, "I just have one 
tiny question." You know that sentence. It has the same 
relationship with "tiny" that a cruise ship has with a canoe. 
Ten minutes later, you are discussing whether people 
dreamed before television existed, while quietly wondering 
whether you could legally move into the laundry room and 
declare it an independent state. 

The most confusing thing about bedtime is that everyone 
may genuinely be exhausted while behaving in ways that 
make sleep look like a hostile corporate takeover. You are 
tired because you have already spent the day making 
decisions, solving problems, answering questions, finding 
missing objects, producing food, removing food from 
surfaces where food had no business being, remembering 
appointments, forgetting why you walked into a room, and 
possibly saying, "Please put your shoes on," enough times 
to qualify for royalties. Your child is tired too, but children do 
not always display tiredness with the dignified stillness of a 
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nineteenth-century patient recovering by the sea. A tired 
child may become louder, sillier, more argumentative, more 
emotional, or suddenly capable of launching a highly 
detailed construction project at 8:34 p.m. The adult looks at 
this burst of activity and thinks, Clearly not tired. Meanwhile 
the child is one badly positioned blanket away from crying 
because Wednesday exists. 

That is one reason bedtime becomes harder than it looks. 
On paper, the job seems embarrassingly simple: stop doing 
daytime things, perform a few hygiene tasks, get into bed, 
sleep. In real family life, bedtime is not one task. It is a chain 
of transitions. Your child may need to stop playing, leave the 
rest of the household, accept that no new activities are 
starting, tolerate darkness or separation, give up control 
over what happens next, and somehow become calm after a 
day during which calm was rarely required for more than 
twelve consecutive seconds. At the same time, you are 
trying to manage all of this when your own emotional battery 
has switched from a percentage to a small red symbol. That 
combination explains a great deal. It does not mean every 
protest is inevitable or every boundary should disappear. It 
means the problem is usually more useful to solve as a 
system than as a nightly contest of wills. 

Parents often enter that contest because the obvious 
solutions work just often enough to remain tempting. Explain 
more. Warn again. Offer one last chance. Get firmer. Give in 
this once because everyone is tired. Promise a reward. 
Threaten to remove something tomorrow. Sit beside the bed 
for another ten minutes even though you said five. Then 
leave abruptly because those ten became twenty-seven. 
None of these choices makes you ridiculous or weak. Most 
are perfectly understandable attempts to get through the 
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evening using whatever remains in the parental toolbox after 
a full day. The trouble comes when the toolbox is being 
opened in real time, every night, while the child watches 
which tool produces the most interesting result. If asking 
three times occasionally works, asking three times becomes 
reasonable. If crying changes the plan on some nights but 
not others, the plan becomes worth testing. Children do not 
need an advanced degree in behavioral economics to notice 
that persistence sometimes pays. 

This book is not about defeating that persistence. It is 
about making it less useful. The aim is to create an evening 
with enough structure that fewer decisions remain available 
for negotiation, enough connection that bedtime does not 
feel like sudden social exile, and enough flexibility that one 
late dinner does not force the family to choose between 
chaos and military law. A useful routine should answer 
ordinary questions before they become debates: what 
happens first, what happens next, what can still be chosen, 
what is already decided, what counts as an actual need, and 
what can wait until morning. When those answers are mostly 
known, the parent does less live improvisation and the child 
has fewer opportunities to discover a previously unknown 
loophole in the bedtime constitution. 

There is another important shift: success will not mean 
that your child becomes delighted about bedtime. A child 
can dislike the end of play and still follow the routine. They 
can be annoyed by a limit and still move toward bed. They 
can need comfort without receiving another forty-five 
minutes of entertainment. They can ask for something and 
hear no without the family needing to transform that moment 
into a seminar on resilience. This matters because parents 
often accidentally set two goals at once: the child must go to 
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bed, and the child must also agree that going to bed is 
reasonable. The first goal is often achievable. The second is 
where civilizations fall. You do not need unanimous approval 
before closing the day. 

A workable evening also has to survive the days when 
nobody performs beautifully. There will be nights when you 
start late, when your child is unusually upset, when siblings 
collide at exactly the wrong moment, when somebody is 
sick, when you are traveling, when guests are still talking 
downstairs, or when you discover just before bedtime that 
tomorrow requires a school item made from cardboard, 
string, and an apparently sacred object available only 
between 10:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. on weekdays. On those 
nights, the answer cannot be "execute the full routine with 
greater discipline." A family needs a minimum version: the 
few steps that preserve the direction of the evening without 
demanding ideal conditions. Basic hygiene, a clear transition, 
a little connection, a recognizable ending. Not beautiful. 
Functional. Fire exits are not beautiful either, but nobody 
criticizes them during an emergency. 

You also need a Plan B for moments when the difficulty is 
not ordinary delay. A child who is frightened, sick, 
overwhelmed, or unusually distressed may need more 
support than usual. Giving that support does not 
automatically destroy the routine. Staying a little longer after 
a nightmare is not the same as deciding that bedtime now 
permanently includes a forty-minute parent residency 
program. Helping with a task on a disastrous night does not 
erase the child's independence. The useful question is not, 
"If I do this once, will I have to do it forever?" It is, "What 
does this child need tonight, and how do we return to our 
usual structure when tonight is over?" That distinction saves 
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parents from turning every exception into a prediction about 
the next ten years. 

There are limits to what routine can solve, and pretending 
otherwise would be convenient but irresponsible. If sleep 
difficulties are persistent, severe, associated with significant 
daytime sleepiness, breathing problems during sleep, 
intense anxiety, pain, or anything else that genuinely 
concerns you, bedtime strategies are not a substitute for 
appropriate professional advice. A routine can reduce 
ordinary family friction. It cannot diagnose medical or 
psychological problems, and no clever sequence of 
pajamas, books, and dim lighting should be treated as if it 
can. Knowing when a problem has moved beyond normal 
household troubleshooting is part of being practical, not a 
failure of consistency. 

For most families, though, the useful work is wonderfully 
unglamorous. Start the evening before everyone is already 
unraveling. Reduce unnecessary choices. Make the order 
predictable. Keep limits short enough that they can still be 
understood by a tired brain. Stop reopening decisions 
because the objection became louder. Give connection 
before the child has to create a crisis to obtain it. Notice 
when your own patience is disappearing and simplify before 
you begin issuing consequences that extend into the next 
fiscal year. The better the system becomes, the less heroic 
anyone needs to be. That is excellent news, because 
heroism at bedtime is exhausting and the cape gets caught 
in the bathroom door. 

You are not trying to engineer a child who falls asleep on 
command. You are building a family ending to the day: 
recognizable, manageable, flexible, and boring in all the right 
ways. Some nights your child will still ask for one more thing. 
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Some nights you will say yes when you meant to say no, or 
no when five minutes later you realize yes would have been 
fine. Some nights the routine will look polished; others will 
look like several tired people successfully reaching 
mattresses without anyone resigning from the family. Both 
count. 

The real improvement comes when bedtime stops 
consuming the emotional budget of the entire evening. Your 
child gradually learns what happens next and what they can 
handle themselves. You spend less time negotiating 
decisions you already made. A difficult night becomes a 
difficult night, not proof that everything has collapsed. And 
eventually, after the final good night, you may walk away 
without waiting for the next voice from the bedroom. 

At first, the silence will feel suspicious. 

You'll get used to it. 
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Chapter 1 - Bedtime Starts Before You 
Say "Bedtime" 

At 7:43 p.m., your child is building what appears to be a 
parking garage for dinosaurs. You know bedtime is coming, 
but the structure has recently acquired a fourth level, an 
emergency ramp, and a questionable zoning decision 
involving a stuffed octopus. You look at the clock and think, 
Five more minutes. Five minutes later, the octopus has 
become mayor. You announce, "Okay, time to get ready for 
bed," and the reaction suggests you have arrived with a 
demolition order and a small team of lawyers. "But I'm not 
finished." Of course they are not finished. Children rarely 
reach a natural conclusion to play at the exact moment a 
parent reaches a natural conclusion to consciousness. You 
give another warning, then another, and somehow a routine 
that supposedly begins at eight starts at 8:17 with everyone 
already irritated. The first mistake happened long before the 
toothbrush entered the story. 

Parents often plan bedtime as if it were a single 
appointment: child in bed at 8:30. That sounds tidy because 
clocks are tidy and children, in a remarkable lack of 
professional courtesy, are not. Your child experiences 
bedtime as a series of transitions rather than one event. Stop 
playing. Leave the living room. Go upstairs. Use the 
bathroom. Change clothes. Brush teeth. Choose a story. End 
the story. Separate from the parent. Become still. That is a 
surprising number of gear changes for a tired human being, 
especially when every previous part of the day rewarded 
movement, curiosity, conversation, and the ability to begin a 
new project fourteen seconds before someone asks you not 


