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Welcome! I’m so happy you’re here. You are in for such a treat. You’re now on a journey to finding more glimmers, and uncovering more three-second slices of joy in your daily life.

The truth, as you know, is that life is often hard, and frequently boring. The drudgery of adult life is real: never-ending admin, near-constant overwhelm, a background hum of anxiety and a sense that you’ve got to keep it all together, or else. It can feel like you’re clinging on and looking for something – anything – that might help. But not something that will add to your daily To Do List, because heaven knows there’s too much on that already!

What’s the solution? Glimmers. Little slices of joy. Picture this: it’s an ordinary Tuesday morning. You’re at work, plugging away. There’s nothing wrong, exactly, but there’s nothing much right, either. You know you should be grateful and that so many others have it so much worse, but you don’t feel grateful. You just feel kind of blah.

And then, at lunchtime, while you’re sitting in a thin ray of sunshine eating an okay sandwich, you look at a tame little fountain and – there! Did you see it? You notice a rainbow caught in the spray, and your heart lifts. That’s a glimmer: that’s all you need. A small moment of joy embedded in everyday life.

WHAT ARE GLIMMERS?

The term “glimmers” was coined by clinician and author Deb Dana, who describes them as “micro-moments of regulation that foster feelings of wellbeing.”1 They are tiny noticings, specific to you, that make you smile. In other words: little slices of joy.

Glimmers are small fleeting moments that you notice. Slices of joy are chunkier and more likely to be crafted by you. They are both about seeing what is right in front of you (yet often easy to ignore). I use both terms interchangeably.

Therapist Helen Marie describes glimmers as tiny moments of awe.2 There’s that word tiny again, have you noticed? Doesn’t it feel like a relief? You don’t have to do anything big here: it’s simply a few seconds of beauty. Here, and then gone. A moment of joy, a moment of calm, a brief sense of ease. And ease, in the midst of a busy, overwhelming, over-scheduled life, is a beautiful thing.

Joy spotting every day

Chade-Meng Tan, Google’s former Happiness Guru, has a slightly-different-but-very-similar approach, which he calls “thin slices of joy”: “Thin slices of joy occur in life everywhere … and once you start noticing it, something happens, you find it’s always there.”3 The concept is simple: instead of waiting for The Next Big Thing to make you happy – a holiday, a life partner, a promotion, a child – you look out for three-second moments in your everyday life that lift your spirits.

HOW GLIMMERS WORK

Glimmers are micro-moments that can help your mood to shift and lift. Not dramatically: you’re not being asked to “snap out of it”. This is a soft approach: glimmers tell your nervous system that it’s safe to calm down, and gently move you in the direction of physical and psychological wellbeing.

As Deb Dana explains, glimmers appear frequently in everyday life, and yet they go unnoticed. That’s because your brain is wired to look for danger, and to pay more attention to negative events, trying to protect you. Luckily, you can change this wiring as you notice glimmers more and more and attune your nervous system to them. This noticing shifts things slightly. Life feels a little calmer, a little more hopeful.

Noticing glimmers is not about pretending that life is all sunshine and rainbows. “It’s important to understand that glimmers are not a form of toxic positivity,” explains Deb Dana. “They are not a way to always look on the bright side or count your blessings and discount your suffering.” That is essential to me. I don’t want to be peddled something that is emotionally inauthentic. Joy is a personal experience, unique to you. It might be merely a moment and – by its very nature – fleeting, but it’s there.

It feels like the great equalizer because while everyone might not have access to Happiness with a capital H, you do have access to small moments when you think, “Oh, that’s quite nice.” And that’s all you need. Quite nice.

HAPPINESS OR JOY?

So, why isn’t this book about happiness?

Happiness is …

caused by external factors. I’m happy when I’m given a present, a delicious meal, a fabulous holiday. It’s a sparkly veneer laid over everyday life. It’s not the most frequent visitor, I’m not going to lie. “I’m happy!” I’ll say out loud when it arrives. “Good,” my husband will respond.

I also find happiness in moments when the stars align and things are pleasantly ticking along. You’re not worried about anyone, or anything, and just for a moment, you feel happy. It’s a wonderful thing.

[image: image]
Happiness emerges as a lovely background when everything in life is peaceful. When everyone is healthy, when work is calm and productive, and I don’t have anything to worry about, I’m happy. It’s like a shooting star – so beautiful! So fleeting. Happiness, to me, is dependent. If you’re grieving, or stressed or depressed, forget about it. It’s too far away and hard to grasp, too ephemeral.

Joy is …

accessible in even the darkest moments, if you know how to look for it. It can’t be taken from you, no matter what is going on in the rest of your life. It’s an attitude and a practice. To look for joy is a daily choice. Given this exact life: right here, right now, what do you choose to focus on?

Joy is not simply a matter of eating your favourite snack every day and ticking joy off the To Do List. Sensory joy is impermanent, and you get used to it. That’s why rich people stop noticing they’re rich after a while, and just assume that everyone has a butler.

Joy is, by its very nature, not constant. It is a little glimmer or spark that you appreciate even as it starts dissipating. That’s why I like the term glimmers: the idea of impermanence is baked into the name. Nothing brings you joy if you repeat it day in and day out, repeatedly, forever. But a chance encounter that brings a moment of delight can lift your day, regardless of what else is going on.

Joy feels manageable. It’s like an underground stream, quietly burbling away, constantly available. There’s less pressure to line everything up to achieve it – it can bubble up in the midst of heartbreak and stress, and doesn’t require the stars to align. “Joy is moment to moment,” Chade-Meng Tan explains, “the building block of happiness.”

Yes, please.

FROM GRATITUDE TO GLIMMERS

While we’re defining things, shall we take a quick look at gratitude? I have a few bones to pick with it … For starters, gratitude is in the past. You write down what you’re grateful for at the end of the day, rather than being mindful of what’s happening as it’s happening.

There’s also a sense of pressure to be grateful even when things suck, because other people have it harder than you. I know that other people have it harder than me, almost all the time. But when I’m feeling down, that doesn’t make me feel any better; it just makes me feel guilty. And that’s a slippery waterslide to get on, because there is always (always) someone who is struggling more than you are, and before you know it you’re dunked underwater with other people flailing about on top of you. There’s no gratitude down there.

The Stoics (also mentioned on page 190) have an elegant way around this. Instead of guilting yourself into feeling grateful even when you don’t, they suggest recognizing that you are living someone else’s Dream Life. And then reflecting what it is about your very ordinary, seemingly unspectacular life that would make it someone else’s Dream Life. A fridge full of food, four walls that don’t let the wind in – that kind of thing. It’s a surprisingly powerful exercise, and pretty much the only way I can make gratitude work for me.

Maybe gratitude, slices of joy and glimmers are interchangeable in your mind and if so, go right ahead calling them whatever works for you! If, on the other hand, you jumped on the gratitude bandwagon when it was rolling through town a few years ago and didn’t dig the ride, I assure you slices of joy are a different experience.

This present moment

Glimmers and slices of joy are both about being present. Noticing this: right here, right now. Reading a book – awesome. Sitting somewhere comfortable, I’m guessing? Great. A few minutes to yourself: wonderful. And yes, other people don’t have the luxury of sitting here reading a book, but this is not a gratitude competition. It’s recognizing that in the midst of Everything That’s Going On, this small moment is quite lovely.

Glimmers often reveal themselves when you give them time to unfurl. Joanna Gray, author of The Little Book of Joy, suggests The Five Minute Rule as an avenue to joy. If you leave the house five minutes earlier than you need to, it allows for a moment of peace or a surprise joyful encounter. I love that! Consciously building in time for glimmers to emerge.

I feel like the JOMO movement builds on this idea, too: the Joy Of Missing Out. Instead of squeezing happiness out of every moment, and filling your day with Fun Things, the idea is about choosing what you really want to do with your time – and only doing that. Uncovering the joy in your life according to your own rules, not as society dictates. And relishing all the things you’re missing out on.
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My glimmers journey

I’ve been on this joy journey for a long time – at least 25 years. I’ve been hunting for moments of sweet wildness and writing my version of gratitude journals (where I catalogue moments that feel wonderful amid days that do not), since I was a teenager.

There were some misguided steps on my joy journey, I admit. When I was 15, I had the delightful/annoying habit of gifting sweet little cards and pictures to people I knew – and also to total strangers. I would write down inspiring quotes and decorate them, and then slip them into unexpected places: under pillows, in postboxes and on the walls of elevators. The year I wore fairy wings, carried a wand and didn’t wear shoes was adorable but perhaps a little odd for a 16-year-old. I decided my friends and I needed to visit sick people in hospital and give them cheery notes, and we found ourselves in the high-care ward, barefoot. The nurses were, rightly, unimpressed.

Similarly, the amount of food colouring I put into everything I baked for several years was probably unhealthy – but bright pink cookies are so fun! Green banana bread is hilarious. Blue pancakes? Yes, please.

Glimmers have guided me on my joy journey. They offered me hope when I moved halfway across the world when I was 19. Hunting for slices of joy helped me through a type 1 diabetes diagnosis, when I was three days away from a coma and thought my life, as I knew it, was over. The concept was a lifeline during the first year of two kids (a newborn and a toddler and zero personal space …). It helped me through my mom dying very suddenly and my dad having colon cancer, surgery, six months of chemo and a stroke. Grief hit me sideways and anything more than a few seconds of feeling okay seemed insurmountable.

Happiness? Excitement? Anticipation? Glee? Impossible. A few seconds of “Ah … that’s nice”? Possible. Joy when life is both awful and beautiful.
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A healthy balance

And then there’s the fine line between being grateful, noticing the beauty of life, and being insufferable. For example, I love an awe walk.4 Going for a walk specifically to find awe-inducing things: that mountain view! The way that leaf has curled into itself! That stone the exact colour of sunset … amazing! Some people are open to me pointing these things out, but I have learnt that if you want to have friends who will agree to go on walks with you, you don’t exclaim over every single moment of beauty. It disrupts the conversation somewhat.

The whole point of finding slices of joy and noticing glimmers isn’t so you can share them on social media (sorry). It’s to gift yourself these small moments of delight that make your life feel better. That’s it.

JOY DESPITE

What truly brought slices of joy alive for me was this edge of darkness they hint at. It’s not joy through rose-tinted glasses, pretending that nothing bad is going on in the world. It’s not ostriching yourself from reality, or cutting yourself off from people who are having a hard time. It’s not judging yourself when you’re struggling or when life is legitimately hard. It’s joy despite. Despite the fact that things are going wrong all the time and everything is terrible. Or maybe because of it.

The truth is that although the world can be awful and terrible (and a quick glance at the news will confirm that it is awful and terrible in 1,001 different ways), it is also hopeful and beautiful. Humans are making unthinkable, unfathomable decisions every day. And yet, humans are also wonderful, kind and generous. There are tiny glimmers, despite it all.

Glimmers are fleeting and impermanent, and it’s hard to know when they will visit or when they will leave. But isn’t that a metaphor for life? You are gifted this one life, and you don’t know how long it will be, but you have this day, today. By treasuring each experience as a maybe-last-time, you’re more able to appreciate it. By recognizing that your life is not endless, you can see the beauty in the small things.

And that’s really what this book is about. If there’s one thing I have learnt how to do – through diabetes, grief, work and parenting – it’s to find the lightness in the everyday. No matter how ordinary and dull you might think your life is, it is peppered with these jewels of pleasure and joy, just waiting to be noticed.

GLIMMERS CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE

Hunting for glimmers and slices of joy is the most low admin way to improve your life. They don’t cost anything or add anything to your To Do List. You’re probably experiencing them already without noticing. Did you just take a sip of tea and think, “Mmm …”? That’s a slice of joy. Get a sweet message from a friend? There’s another. Stretch and feel your muscles release? Lovely!

Because they’re so brief and fleeting, these small moments are easy to miss – they’re the kind of thing that pass by unnoticed unless you’re really looking for them. Finding and noticing glimmers – on the commute to work or while doing daily tasks – is an art, a skill and a practice. Looking for glimmers isn’t a distraction from life; it’s a coping method. It’s a mental health practice to enable you to deal with the darkest days.
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This book outlines how to notice glimmers, and why it’s so important for your wellbeing. It’s a practical, useful way to start feeling better about your life, no matter what it looks like right now.

Life is often hard, and happiness can be elusive. Joy, though, is accessible in even the darkest moments, if you know how to look for it. Let’s look for it, together. Every day.

HOW TO FIND GLIMMERS EVERY DAY

I know that it can be hard to access an appetite for joy sometimes. Real Life can be so drudgy and filled with washing up to do, appointments to make and tasks to complete that it can be difficult to know where to even start looking for glimmers. That’s why the goal here is: one glimmer a day. One three-second moment where you think, “Ah … that’s nice.” You’re not aiming for marvellous or wonderful or fantastic … simply nice.

365 slices of joy

Every day, I’ve given you an idea for a slice of joy you might be able to find. And then a couple of other, aligned, suggestions in case that one doesn’t resonate with you. Feel free to ignore the ones you don’t like, or create your own private collection of glimmers you chanced upon because you were on the lookout. It is remarkable how much you notice when your eyes are trained on a specific topic.

I’ve tried to make the slices of joy as evergreen as possible, but some of them will be hard Noes for you, perhaps unrelatable, or not your kind of joy-sparking activity. I am a straight white woman living on the tip of Africa. I have two young children and love spending time alone, and could eat fruit and chocolate all day. I have a very specific lens that I’m looking at the world through, and the glimmers in this book are the things that bring me joy, as I look through that lens. I’ve tried, as much as possible, not to make the slices of joy exclusionary. I’m allergic to cats, but when I asked my #slicesofjoy community, they gave me an abundance of cat-specific glimmers, so I had to include them. Dogs, too.

Seasons and themes

The book is organized by seasons and themes, so that you can explore the many ways glimmers appear in your life. The world has so many sensory delights to offer up, if you can pay attention to their whispers.

I’ll also share with you some of the wisdom I’ve collected on the subject of joy, like colourful marbles I’ve been carrying around in my pockets – helpful ways to uncover more joy in your daily life, reflections on the long history of slices of joy, the science behind it and a few personal anecdotes and confessions.

Where to begin? Today! Whatever day that is for you. You could turn to the page for the season you’re in so that the glimmers suit your life right now. Or turn to a theme that speaks to you. If you want to dip in and out of this book for a year, go right ahead. If you want to read it all in one day, please do.
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Noticing the first new growth of the year

After months of cold and grey and hard and brown, suddenly! A little shoot of green … That first spring growth can be easy to miss because it’s so slight and delicate, but if you keep your eyes peeled you’ll see small green things emerging from the earth, and buds starting to form on trees, and then – almost overnight it seems – leaves starting to unfurl.

Unfurl … Isn’t that the perfect word for what you do when warmer weather arrives? Shuck off your heavy coat and unfurl into the light.

Similar glimmers:

[image: image] A spiderweb caught in a shaft of sunlight.

[image: image] The slight fizz of feeling hopeful.

Waking up, rolling over and drifting back to sleep

For once, the alarm isn’t on. And you don’t wake up earlier than your body wants to. You swim up from a pleasant dream into wakefulness, then realize you don’t have to get up yet (miracle of miracles!) Roll over to the other side, close your eyes and drift back asleep … It’s like someone pulling you into a warm hug. Simply marvellous.

Similar glimmers:

[image: image] The other side of the pillow.

[image: image] Pulling a soft blanket up to your chin.

Tiny self-seeded plants

There are few things in life that seem as miraculous to me as a tiny self-seeded plant. A gentle stalk and budding leaves growing out of the pavement, a teeny lavender that’s been blown on the wind and taken root or a new miniature succulent emerging where a piece was broken off the original (my personal favourite). The miracle of plants forging ahead and creating new life is so hopeful, and such a testament to resilience.

Similar glimmers:

[image: image] The wind whispering through leaves.

[image: image] Opening the windows wide to let in fresh spring air.

Being given something homemade

My love language is gifts, so being given anything delights me. But being given something homemade or homegrown is so special. The time and love that was invested into it, the fact that someone was thinking of you while they made or gathered it, the rarity of the gift … It all adds to the wonder.

Similar glimmers:

[image: image] A cutting from a friend’s garden.

[image: image] A child’s drawing on the fridge – no matter what it looks like.

The sound of the sea

The sound of waves lapping against the shore is so soothing because the rhythmic nature has a low frequency, which activates the parasympathetic nervous system, helping you to relax and unwind.5 That’s why spending time by the ocean can be so relaxing. Who knew?!

If you’re not anywhere near an ocean, you can listen to recordings of ocean sounds while you’re working, reading or to help you get to sleep …

Similar glimmers:

[image: image] The gentle burble of a stream.

[image: image] The delicate splash of a fountain.

A bunch of fresh flowers

They can be a cheap-and-cheerful bunch from the store, a few handpicked blooms from the garden (weeds? who cares
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