
Happy Place 

 

My son Finley is six years old. From the moment he was 

born, he was a happy and proudly outgoing social butterfly of a 

child. When the first case of Covid-19 was reported in the U.S., 

he was three years old. At such a young age, he couldn’t 

understand what was happening across the world. The only thing 

his young mind could understand was that things were different, 

and we weren’t allowed to do the things he liked to do anymore. 

Being the social butterfly of our family, he loved to simply go 

places. His favorite was the park. He loved to go to the park 

and make new friends. His charisma earned him many new friends 

every time he visited a new park. Sometimes, if the children 

there were a bit shy, he wouldn’t have any issues with sparking 

up a conversation with another parent. The big topic of any 

conversation with any new friend was almost always his cousin 

Paisley. He was a big fan of hers and if she couldn’t come along 

to the park with us that day, he would make sure to tell 

everyone about how much fun they would all have together if she 

were there too.  

Finley would ask to visit the park nearly every day and we 

unfortunately had to tell him why we couldn’t go as often as we 

used to. We had to tell him the parks and playgrounds were 

closed. We had to tell him about a woman being arrested for not 



leaving the playground no more than a mile from our house. He 

asked us why grandma couldn’t come to visit. We told him we were 

afraid of getting her sick because her immune system isn’t as 

strong as it used to be. He began to express to us that he was 

afraid of losing his grandparents too. He told us he was afraid 

that they might forget what he looked like if they couldn’t 

visit anymore. Although we explained to him that this was 

hopefully all very temporary, he grew to feel more anxious while 

stuck at home. Although he enjoyed the time spent with us, 

watching movies, playing with his favorite toys, and playing 

outside in the backyard, wasn’t enough for his free spirited and 

social nature. 

Frequently, the CDC altered and updated the guidelines 

regarding what we should and shouldn’t do or where we should and 

shouldn’t go. As the days seemed to grow longer and we all 

became exponentially more restless while staying home and 

practicing “social distance”, Finley began to withdraw from his 

mother and me. Like most children, he has a vivid imagination. 

So vivid in fact, sometimes I really believe he gets lost in 

there. I imagine him in a waking dream and adventuring through a 

place so fantastic, Alice’s Wonderland would seem as boring as 

being forced to give your undivided attention to a freshly 

painted wall as it dried. His imagination was a place for him to 

go and be himself.  



We began to find it difficult to talk to him while he was 

busy playing in his mind. He seemed to be completely oblivious 

to his physical surroundings. He even began to leave his toys 

out of the adventures. He would just go to a place he referred 

to as Finnland. He told me once that Finnland was, “a place 

where I can do anything I want”. When I asked him what he meant 

by that he said, “it’s really fun and I just like playing 

anywhere I want.” 

After vaccines began to roll out and as the world was 

clawing its way back to a state of normalcy, we decided we 

needed to try and get back to some of the things we used to do 

as a family. It had been more than a year since we had visited 

the zoo. Finley no longer wanted to go. He stopped asking to go 

to the park. He stopped asking to see his cousin Paisley. He 

stopped asking to go anywhere and the rare occasion that we did 

have to go somewhere such as an appointment or the grocery 

store, he refused. He began fighting with us about having to 

leave the house for anything, including trying to get him back 

to the zoo or the park. Finnland became his safe place and he 

never wanted to leave.  

His safe place would keep him awake at night long after our 

bedtime routine was finished, and he was lying in bed. We were 

forced to use supplemental melatonin just to get him to shut off 



his brain and be able to get a half decent night of rest. Our 

son, who was one of the most vocal and outgoing children I had 

ever met, was now rarely speaking to us unless we begged him to 

come out of his head to do so. He dug himself so deep, he almost 

completely forgot his potty training. He was no longer listening 

to his own body because it would take him away from his safe 

place. In no way did we shame him for this, but it became 

frustrating because we felt as though we were losing our child. 

Not only was it frustrating for us as his parents to have to beg 

for his attention for any amount of time even to get him to do 

something as simple as use the restroom, but it was also 

frustrating for him that his parents seemed to be mad at him for 

“having fun.” 

His frustration festered and would boil over into explosive 

outbursts any time he was asked to step out of Finnland for a 

minute so we could talk, or he could do something he needed to. 

While we remained patient because we knew none of what was going 

on was his fault, Finley felt as though we were attacking him, 

and we didn’t want him to have fun. He told us on several 

occasions, “you hate me because you don’t want me to have fun.” 

He said this when we would ask him to stop playing for even a 

second to simply sit and eat, get dressed, or make sure to use 

the restroom. It was difficult to hear our four-year-old son 

tell us that he felt like we hated him, but I understand now 



more so than I did then, it was even more difficult on him. He 

was just doing whatever he could to try and be happy. 

Finley once described his safe place to me as a place he 

can do whatever he wants, and he can be whatever he wants to be. 

Sometimes he is his favorite movie or video game character and 

sometimes he is himself, but he is in a place where all his 

favorite characters are his friends. As amazing as a place like 

that sounds, we were ready to have our son back. 

We sought professional help in the form of counseling. We, 

as his parents, needed some help learning to deal with and help 

our son with finding a better way of expressing himself. He 

needed help figuring out why he sought refuge in the wonderful 

vacation spot locked away in his head. He needed help to find a 

compromising balance of time spent in Finnland and time spent in 

reality. He also needed some help understanding that Finnland, 

no matter how amazing and wonderful a place it may be, is in 

fact, not reality. 

After a few months of regular counseling visits for Finley, 

and us, we are beginning to feel as though we are on our way to 

finding some peace. All we want for him is to be the happy boy 

he once was, but it simply will never be the way it was. He is 

happy, but he has suffered through the pandemic in a way we will 

probably never fully realize. Maybe someday we can look back and 



reflect on his time spent in Finnland as an innocent game, but 

for now, we only recognize it as a coping mechanism created by a 

trauma survivor. Simply stating that my son is a trauma 

survivor, will forever tug at my heart strings.    

Today, Finley still uses his imagination to run wild and 

free, but we all manage our emotions a little better. He also 

doesn’t rely on it as much as he once did, and he can more 

effectively express himself about what it means for him to 

travel to Finnland. When asked how Finnland makes him feel 

today, he says, “when I think about Finnland, I feel happy. 

Also, I feel famous.” He is the main character in his story, and 

he feels good about it. That is something we all need and 

something a lot of us need to work on.  

At an early age, he found a coping mechanism that worked 

for him and although it presented with some challenges, he is 

sometimes able to channel it into a positive regard for his own 

well-being. The life of a young child may seem simple and easy 

to all of us who made it through those formative years alive. We 

as “grown-ups” may sometimes fail to realize what sort of 

hardships our children may experience simply because they lack 

the ability to express the ways the world they live in, may 

affect them. No matter how young he may be, the pandemic has 



made Finley’s life pretty rough, and we simply don’t know how it 

will affect him later in life. 

I read about a practice in meditation once called, “Finding 

your Happy Place.” Your happy place refers to a state of mind. 

It is a tranquil place that calms you and assists in the 

restoration of balance. Sometimes I hope Finley didn’t retreat 

into his mind because he was afraid and needed comfort. I hope 

he found his happy place and continues to use it when life gets 

a bit hard or stressful. In time, his happy place will no longer 

be something to cause frustration for us. For now, it is a tool 

that we will continue to help him to use as we all need a little 

help trying to find our way back to “normal.” 

 


