
By Hannah Sullivan, a freelance writer 

It was President's Day, and the beach was crowded. My 
two- year- old son, Haven, was filling buckets with water 
and bringing them back to us at the top of the hill, and Anna 
and 1were sunbathing in our beach chairs. 1watched Ha
ven toddle down to the edge of the water, then rummaged 
through my bag for a bottle of water. When 1looked up 
again, Haven was surrounded by four or five older, larger 
boys. Clutching his buckets, he stepped forward, and one 
of the boys jumped in front of him. He stepped to the side, 
and another boy jumped in front of him. My son was being 
bullied! Like a Mama bear protecting her cub, 1raced down 
to the water's edge and grabbed my son's hand. 

"Hey!" 1shouted. "He is only two years old. You leave 
him alone!" 

As we marched back to our spot, 1heard a woman call 
after me, "Well, my son is only two-and-a half! He's just 
two-and-a-half, you know!" 

Unsure as to the relevance of this remark, 1 ignored it and 
returned to our seats, shaken and sputtering with anger. 
Was that mother actually bragging that her son, only a few 
months older than mine, could be so aggressive? If not, why 
would she offer that information? And why was 1 the only 
one who put a stop to that behavior - is it ok for your child 
to be the aggressor, as long as he is not the victim? 1was 
suddenly overwhelmed by the realization that 1was facing a 
lifetime of this protective instinct, of being ready to fight for 
my child, of being astounded that anyone would ever want 
to hurt him. 

The small scale of this incident, coupled with my extreme 
reaction, left me rattled. After all, no one had physically 
wounded my son. He was totally calm throughout the en
tire ordeal, and was ready to return to filling buckets. Why 
was 1still stewing? It then occurred to me that this was the 
beginning of his independence, and that 1could not protect 
him against everything. If people were unkind to him, 1 
could not always rush to his aid and defend him. He would 
be exposed to behavior of all kinds; 1could not always 
choose which influences to avoid and which to encourage. 
Rather than being the creator of his whole world, as 1had 
been previously, 1was now merely his gardener: planting 
seeds, encouraging growth, pruning and trimming where 
needed. 

This change of roles will take some adjusting to, and the 
loss of control is terrifying to me. I will have a lifetime of 
watching him make mistakes and learn lessons on his own, 
of being unable to take away his pain when he stumbles and 
falls, of witnessing his growing pains and trying to con
sole him. The incident at the beach had upset me so much 
because 1had been confronted with the truth all at once: my 
son would suffer pain, embarrassment, humiliation, and 
uncertainty, just as he would enjoy love, beauty, success, and 
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my mind. While the situation was a learning experience for 
me, how could I have responded to maximize the education
al value to Haven, and even to the other children involved? 
After careful consideration, 1have reached the following 
conclusions: 

-1should have been calmer 

-1 should have assessed the situation before reacting 
-1 should have allowed the children to respond before I 

assumed that 1knew what was happening 
-1 should have allowed Haven the chance to stay with the 

group, rather than snatching him away 
In my ideal scenario, 1would have reacted by strolling 

over to the group and standing there, letting my presence be 
felt. Then 1would have asked, in a friendly and unassum
ing tone, "Hey, what are you guys playing?" 

Children that young are very rarely deceptive. Either 
they would have scattered guiltily, leaving my son to con
tinue on up the beach, or they would have happily shared 
that they were playing a game - perhaps Monkey in the 
Middle or some invented game, in which case I could have 
stood there to be sure all was well, and then let my son de
cide on his own whether or not he wanted to play with the 
other children. 1was so frustrated that 1had missed such a 
wonderful teaching moment, and 1was embarrassed to have 
reacted so strongly. And the message to my son was that 
his mama would always be there to defend him, which was, 
unfortunately, simply not true. 1felt that 1had mislead him 
and simply delayed the painful reality that he was truly on 
his own in the world, and that he was ultimately responsible 
for his own happiness. 

Meanwhile, the other children could certainly have 
benefited from some parental intervention - and not the 
kind that I provided. More appropriately, I should have told 
them that intimidating a two-year-old was unkind, and then 
volunteered that Haven had lots of trucks and games which 
he would be happy to share with them, if they were will
ing to play fairly. The children could then potentially have 
played all together, and they all would have learned that 
sharing with others and being kind benefits everyone. 

Before we left the beach that day, the same woman whose 
two-and-a-half year old had harassed my son came to the 
water's edge while 1was standing there. 

"I'm so sorry about that", she said. "I just wasn't watch
ing my son." 

"Oh, I didn't mean to yell at him", I responded. "I just 
looked up, and suddenly a bunch of older kids were sur
rounding my son, and I got really defensive." 

"Well, my son is only two-and-a-half!" she volunteered 
again. 

Shaking my head, I helped Haven fill a bucket with 
water. Sometimes, the best lesson a Mama bear can teach is 
how to walk away. 


