
 

On Being A Dad and Grandpa After A Separation 

An Essay: And the Music Played Puff the Magic Dragon No More! 

Recently, I found myself exercising (some would call it walking) to my Peter, Paul and Mary cd that 

included Puff the Magic Dragon. It brought back a treasured moment with my then, nearly, 4-year-old 

son when we attended an Octoberfest parade some 45 years ago. As he sat atop my shoulders, the 

words from Puff were joyfully sung by the throng of children, parents and grandparents. 

 A child on their dad’s shoulders is an iconic, cherished, lifelong memory. I believe at that moment, 

perched above the crowd, my son and every child  ‘could see forever’ and their world was viewed wide 

eyed, with magical possibilities in the land of Hanahlee. 

A father described Puff the Magic Dragon in the following words. ‘To me, this song always had deep 

meanings of love like that of a parent. Dragons live forever but not so little boys…the message I’ve 

always gotten from this song is that “love can conquer even the mightiest of the mighty”. 

As a separated dad, there were times when pain, loss and darkness dominated my life and Puff the 

Magic Dragon played no more.  

Love can conquer even the mightiest of the mighty…if given the opportunity. 

I am writing this after watching my nearly 22-year-old granddaughter do her last dance solo, as she 

completes her final, undergraduate semester at University of Toronto. For her, it feels like the end of an 

18-year love affair; and on this day she is the 5-year-old wearing her first booty shorts and nervously 

trying to find her mom, dad, siblings and grandparents in the audience of her first ‘competition’. 

Her family has changed significantly over those years with the addition of a stepdad, new brothers and 

extended family; but dance remained a steadfast part of her life. Today would be a day for a melancholy 

celebration, not just for her, but for our complicated family. 

 Her dance was our constant through all the turbulence and uncertainty of our changing lives. 

We rarely, when raising children with the busyness of their and our lives, recognize our successes – our 

yellow brick path. It is particularly true for separated families, when two homes are created immediately 

from the chaos, loss and grief from a family breakdown. Our children’s lives don’t go on pause; there is 

no time-out to sort out the mess. It is done on the fly with wounded parents within a blood-sport, legal 

system. 

If only everyone could ‘hang on’ to the magic of Puff throughout the ‘messiness’. 

Love for your child and grandchild persevere through adversity; a single ray of sunlight can be just 

enough to bring a parent and grandparent back from the edge of the abyss.  



Ensuring two parent and two extended family support and love from the moment of separating must be 

our mission. I have discovered that a parent getting it wrong is common; however, there is not an expiry 

date on acknowledging such. 

 The worst conflict can be reversed in a moment in time, by high conflict parents and families. I have 

witnessed change close-up; it simply requires a return to our original commitment to our child; namely, 

the unconditional love for our child and grandchild…through whatever! 

On this final dance day, my daughter gave me the opportunity to take my two grand boys (ages 8 & 10) 

to the River Run theatre to surprise their sister. We arrived with my other daughter and 7-year-old 

granddaughter. Our heroine spotted all of us from down a long hall way and broke into a full run, tears 

and hugs freely flowed-her families showed up. 

I knew that all of this as a grandpa was uncertain. As a separated dad, there were times when I feared or 

suffered through interrupted parenting and the grief and sense of loss that most separated dads know 

too well. At times, it took acts of courage by each child, my forever love, and frankly chance to make it 

through to their young adulthood, hand in hand. 

As a grandparent in a changed family (daughter), I had the opportunity, unlike many paternal parents, to 

shape my grandparenting on a day to basis. It was welcomed and encouraged. In time, I became the 

chauffer for all things grandchild, illegally feeding the animals at Waterloo Park, and permanently on-call 

for the busyness that comes with growing children. 

 It was a rare day that her ‘thank you grandpa’ didn’t leave me misty eyed, as she departed for the 

studio or home. I was able to ‘be there’ from buying those first booty shorts (didn’t know what they 

were), to driving lessons and passing her driver license test, to her final solo. 

 She tolerated my playing Les Miserable, whenever she entered the car. For that I ask her forgiveness. 

Remarriage to a separated dad is complicated at best, overwhelming at worst, and often a mixture of 

both. A new partner to a separated dad must build a relationship mid-stream with vulnerable, even 

wounded stepchildren, who they likely only see on a part time basis. 

Yet, the amazing thing is that grandchildren when they come along, know you only as grandma/grandpa. 

There is no judgment, tension or comparison- it is simply who you are to them and almost everyone 

else. To be truthful, the most difficult task for grandchildren from complicated families is keeping our 

titles straight -gram, grandma, Oma, papa, grandpa, etc. 

Dance and theatre became part of our life. Grandma loves the theatre and soon we had ‘our thing’ with 

our granddaughter and outings to Drayton Theatre and Stratford became a welcome feature in our lives 

and that of our granddaughter. 

The magic of Puff was restored in my heart and the fear of silence was replaced by hope and 

possibilities, once again. 

Kids n Dad Shared Support was started 17 years ago to support parents through their chaos- to enable 

them and their children to NEVER lose their unique version of ‘puff’ and the bundled threads that form 

their parent-child relationship. 



The following are the voices of three of the dads who inspired me through the magic of their love for 

their child. 

I remember well a few years ago working with a distraught father, who spoke about the emotional birth 

of his child. His eyes misted over as he talked about the newborn’s serious health concerns and the oath 

he made in those initial life and death, first nights to be at his child’s side, forever. His fear was that with 

the end of his marriage, his oath was now in jeopardy.  

His fear is the common fear of every separated dad, as they enter a journey with unpredictable 

outcomes for every parenting relationship.  

A father from our community wrote the following words that capture what many dads ‘settle for’ to 

restore calm to their children’s lives. It can feel like a parental betrayal for it likely diminishes their 

parenting role. 

His words:’…it’s the days you wake up with the kids and put your kids to bed that count. Full days with 

dad. I love them, my kids love them. The rest become transition days, you are excited to see them on 

one end and depressed to see them off on the other, emotional baggage that unchecked can pollute 

your limited time together.’ 

Our third dad: 

 ‘He is such a great kid (as all kids are). He is the type of kid that will spontaneously hug and kiss you and 

tell you that he loves you! He even does this in the school yard where he can be seen by his buddies. It’s 

the kind of gesture that leave me in tears and feeling so lucky to have him in my life.’ 

Finally #1: In memory of my dad and the many wonderful grandparents who had faith in their child as a 
good person and desired to provide a lasting legacy of family to their grandchildren- to allow them to 
know their roots- an essential part to understanding themselves in becoming a future parent and 
grandparent. 

Finally #2: To my wife and every paternal stepmother who made the difference in building a new, 
complicated home based on inclusiveness, affection, laughter and fairness. Wounded dads and 
vulnerable children found another loving person in their lives. The ultimate gift. 

You are my heroes this Father’s Day. 

   Barry Lillie (son, father of 3, grandpa to 6) 
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