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Praise for Gretchen Rubin


‘A lot of us would like a Rubin in our lives’


The Times


‘The queen of the self-help memoir’


New York Times


‘One of the most charming and erudite authors of her generation’


Susan Cain, bestselling author of Quiet: The Power Of Introverts In A World That Can’t Stop Talking


‘Gretchen Rubin is a writer after my own heart – seriously brilliant, very warm, and funny. I think she’s amazing’


Anne Lamott
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  Accepting oneself does not preclude an attempt to become better.


  —Flannery O’Connor


  A Note to the Reader


  On March 27, 2006, when I hit “publish” on my blog for the first time, I had no idea that I was about to transform my life as a writer.


  In my book The Happiness Project, I chronicle my adventures during the twelve months I spent test-driving the wisdom of the ages, the current scientific research, and the lessons from popular culture about how to be happier. I used myself as a happiness guinea pig.


  Research shows that novelty and challenge make people happier, and I needed to test this idea on myself. So I decided to start a blog, as a way to push myself to do something new and challenging.


  I have to admit that at the time, I thought, “Well, maybe novelty and challenge make most people happier, but as for me, I prefer familiarity and mastery.” I didn’t expect the blog to do much for my happiness.


  But in fact, my blog has been a giant engine of happiness for me. It has given me a place to publish my ideas practically every day for the last decade. It allows me to hear the insights, experiences, and questions of readers—and of listeners, too, now that I have my podcast Happier with Gretchen Rubin. (To listen to a “Best of” the podcast, visit happiercast.com/bestof to hear the anniversary episode.)


  My interest in happiness naturally led me to the study of habits—because so often, we know exactly what would make us happier, we just need to form the habit of actually doing it. And as I was writing Better Than Before, and afterward, I learned so much from the process of blogging about habits and happiness.


  Thank you, my dear readers, for your enthusiasm, support and ideas. I hope you enjoy this collection of some of my favorite posts from the last ten years.


  And for the next ten years? I plan to continue to explore happiness, good habits, and human nature—in particular, an examination of my Four Tendencies framework for personality.


  Onward and upward!


  The Blog Begins


  Today is the first day of the Happiness Project blog.


  Now, what is the Happiness Project?


  One afternoon, I realized with a jolt that I was allowing my life to flash by without facing a critical question: was I happy?


  From that moment, I couldn’t stop thinking about happiness. Was it mostly a product of temperament? Could I take steps to be happier? What did it even mean to be “happy”?


  So The Happiness Project is my memoir of one year in which I test-drive every principle, tip, theory, and research-study result I can find, from Aristotle to St. Therese to Benjamin Franklin to Martin Seligman to Oprah. What advice actually works?


  That very fact that I’ve started this blog makes me happy. I set myself a task, worked toward it, and achieved it.


  Preparing to launch the blog reminded me of two of Life’s True Rules:


  First, ask for help. When trying to get started, I floundered until I thought to do the obvious: ask for advice from friends with blogs.


  Second, keep moving, slow and steady. We tend to overestimate how much we can accomplish in an hour or a week, and underestimate how much we can accomplish in a month or a year, by doing just a little bit each day.


  As Anthony Trollope wrote, “A small daily task, if it be really daily, will beat the labours of a spasmodic Hercules.”


  In Which I Make a Small Purchase of a Bluebird to See If It Makes Me Happy


  By way of background, I resolved to “Buy a white t-shirt, throw away a white t-shirt,” with the related resolutions to “Indulge in a modest splurge” and “Make purchases that will further my happiness goals.”


  The Upper East Side has several stores that, though small, carry a bizarrely enormous range of goods—everything from Halloween decorations to vacuum cleaners to fancy candles—packed into a tiny space.


  I had a few minutes before a meeting, so I wandered into one to see if I could spot anything we needed (a New Year’s resolution: “Buy needful things.”)


  I found myself staring up at an array of little, realistically carved, battery-operated Breezy Singers birds—complete with motion sensors so they move and twitter when anyone walks by.


  I would never have noticed them, except that my mother has the goldfinch in her laundry room. It was fun to walk in with a load of dirty clothes and be greeted by bird song—although it’s true I jumped out of my skin almost every time.


  I wouldn’t even have considered buying one of the birds, except that I noticed that one of the birds was a bluebird.


  A surprising number of people don’t know about the deep connection between bluebirds and happiness. As far as I know, this connection arose from Maurice Maeterlinck’s wonderful play, The Blue Bird, which was a great success in its time. It’s a wonderful play—and also a 1940 Shirley Temple movie, which is terrific, for those of us who appreciate Shirley Temple.


  In The Blue Bird, two poor children, Tyltyl and Myltyl, are ordered by the Fairy Berylune to go out in the world to find the Blue Bird. She tells them, “the Blue Bird stands for happiness. I want you to understand that my little girl must be happy in order to get well. That is why I now command you to go out into the world and find the Blue Bird for her.”


  The Blue Bird is crammed with obvious symbolism and is highly didactic—just the kind of thing I like. For example, when the children fail to find the Blue Bird, “Light” says to Tyltyl, “you did your best. And, although you did not find the Blue Bird, you deserved to do so, for the good-will, bravery, and courage which you showed.”


  Light’s face beamed with happiness as she spoke these words, for she knew that to deserve to find the Blue Bird was much the same thing as finding it. But she was not allowed to say this, for it was a beautiful mystery, which Tyltyl had to solve for himself.


  Then when the children at last come home, having failed, they find the Blue Bird there. “It’s the Blue Bird we were looking for! We’ve been miles and miles and miles, and he was here all the time! He was here, at home!” You get the message.


  I’d been talking about adopting the blue bird as my personal motif. I’d become charmed with the idea of personal motifs—not that I did much about it. I did mention it to a friend, and in one of the best gift-choosing strokes of all time, she gave me an old bracelet that spells out “Bluebirds,” meant for girls who were members of the “Blue Bird,” a group like the Camp Fire Girls. I love the bracelet so much that of course I don’t wear it (breaking my resolution, “Spend out”); I should probably get it framed.


  Anyway, I stood transfixed in front of the blue bird gadget. My usual resistance to buying things was there: it’s a waste of money, it will clutter up the house, I don’t need it, I don’t want to take the time to make a purchase. All true.


  But then I thought—it would be fun to have it. At $12, it was a modest splurge. Also, it could further my happiness goals: every time I walked into my office, it would sing, and I could use this as a prompt to reflect on my happiness, my gratitude, my resolutions. And it would reflect my personal motif.


  So I bought it. And now it’s sitting on the shelf, right next to the Winston Churchill mug that Jamie bought me to celebrate my finishing Forty Ways to Look at Winston Churchill. And I must say it makes me happy to see them there together.


  My Secrets of Adulthood—Each One Changed My Life, Once I Figured It Out


  What have I learned, with time and experience? Not much, I fear.


  Here are my Secrets of Adulthood. Although these items may not seem particularly profound, each one was a revelation when I finally figured it out:


  The days are long, but the years are short.


  Someplace, keep an empty shelf.


  Turning the computer on and off a few times often fixes a glitch.


  It’s okay to ask for help.


  You can choose what you do; you can’t choose what you like to do.


  Happiness doesn’t always make you feel happy.


  You don’t have to be good at everything.


  Soap and water removes most stains.


  It’s important to be nice to everyone.


  You know as much as most people.


  What you do every day matters more than what you do once in a while.


  Over-the-counter medicines are very effective.


  Eat better, eat less, exercise more.


  What’s fun for other people may not be fun for you—and vice versa.


  People actually prefer that you buy wedding gifts off their registry.


  Houseplants and photo albums are a lot of trouble.


  If you’re not failing, you’re not trying hard enough.


  No deposit, no return.


  Who’s in a Starring Role, Who’s in a Walk-On Role? All of Us


  Years ago, my husband and I fixed up a very close friend with another friend. They fell in love, it was great. But within a few years, he got sick. She stood by him through it all. Then he died. It was awful. And it was very, very hard on our friend.


  It was a sad situation for many reasons. As the years passed, one thing continued to bother me: I felt we had put a beloved friend in the path to sorrow. It had been inadvertent, and well-intentioned, but still, we had brought all this pain into our good friend’s life.


  I mentioned this to my husband, and he said something that completely changed my thinking. He said, “Yes, it was very hard on her. But think how much better it was for him.”


  This thought, obvious as it is, had never occurred to me. I realized how often I make this error. I was acting as though my friend were the main character of this story! That she was the one who really mattered. And I saw that I make this mistake all the time. I’m the most main character of course, and then the people close to me, and so on…with some people just appearing as extras or in walk-on roles.


  But that’s not true. Everyone is a main character. And everyone is a minor character. And as I started thinking about this, I realized that many of my favorite happiness passages concerned exactly this shift: someone re-interpreting a situation, by understanding how different circumstance would seem if someone else were placed in the starring role.


  Each has haunted me, but only now do I see what theme links them together.


  *


  Reading Flannery O’Connor’s letters led me to the extraordinary book, A Memoir of Mary Ann, a memoir about a little girl, Mary Ann, who lived with a gruesome tumor on her face before dying of cancer, written by the nuns with whom she lived for several years in a free cancer-treatment home.


  Near the end of Mary Ann’s life, a five-month-old baby, Stephanie, was brought to the cancer home. Stephanie’s parents were crushed at the thought of leaving their baby there.


  The nuns relate that for years, Mary Ann had longed for a baby to take care of. When Stephanie arrived, she said shyly to the baby’s mother, “I didn’t pray for a baby to be sick, but I prayed that if a baby was sick, it would come here.”


  Later, the mother wrote the nuns, “I had accepted the hurt [my child’s affliction] brought me, but I had not accepted the fact that I had to give her up. My husband was suffering too and my attitude…was not helping much. Mary Ann’s words opened my understanding. Stephanie was needed…this child [Mary Ann] with the bandaged face and a heart full of love needed her…God had given me a good husband, six beautiful children. This last child was probably the most special of them all, destined for something I knew nothing about.”


  *


  In Viktor Frankl’s masterpiece, Man’s Search for Meaning, he relates a story from his psychiatric practice, when an elderly man, distraught with grief over the death of his wife two years before, came to him.


  Frankl asked, “What would have happened…if you had died first, and your wife would have had to survive you?”


  The man answered, “Oh, for her this would have been terrible; how she would have suffered!”


  Frankl responded, “You see…such a suffering has been spared to her, and it was you who have spared her this suffering—to be sure, at the price that now you have to survive and mourn her.”


  The man left the office, comforted. Frankl observed, “In some way, suffering ceases to be suffering at the moment it finds a meaning, such as the meaning of a sacrifice.”


  *


  Here’s an example from children’s literature. In Rick Riordan’s novel, The Sea of Monsters, the hero of the story, thirteen-year-old Percy Jackson (who happens to be the son of the sea god Poseidon and a mortal woman), has taken Tyson, a huge, awkward boy who seems to be learning-disabled, with a misshapen face, under his wing. They go to high school together, but Percy isn’t exactly sure why he’s bothering to protect Tyson and drag him along on his Olympian adventures.


  He keeps Tyson with him, though, and at the end of the book, Percy learns that Tyson is also a son of Poseidon, and he’s a Cyclops, which is why his face looks wrong (he only has one eye).


  Tyson says to Percy, “Poseidon did take care of me after all…I prayed to Daddy for help…He sent me a brother.”


  Ah! we see. Percy thought that Tyson was tagging along with him, but in fact, he was a supporting character in Tyson’s adventure.


  *


  It’s a very unsettling and interesting exercise to think about the people in my life and to imagine myself in a minor, supporting role. How do I fit into their fates? Am I helping?


  Paradoxes of Happiness: the Sadness of a Happiness Project


  I think everyone could benefit from a happiness project.


  But there’s also a sad side to a happiness project, which comes directly from the first and most important of my Twelve Commandments: “Be Gretchen.”


  Many of the things that have brought me happiness since I started my Happiness Project came directly from my attempt to do a better job of “Being Gretchen,” like this blog and my children’s literature book group.


  But being Gretchen, and accepting my true likes and dislikes, also means that I have to face the fact that I will never visit a jazz club at midnight, or hang out in artists’ studios, or jet off to Paris for the weekend, or pack up to go fly-fishing on a spring dawn. I won’t be admired for my chic wardrobe or be appointed to a high government office. I love fortune cookies and refuse to try foie gras.
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