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In Which Happiness Changes Shape to Fit This 

Moment 
By Sue Goyette 

 

 

Happiness is in the process of transforming in the way everything is in constant and 

extreme flux right now: forests and oceans and seasons and wind and fire. Incrementally 

yet intensely. And to tell you of happiness means I also have to consider the state of the 

world, the natural world with its orcas upending yachts and the world that is business as 

usual at the same time as it’s witnessing genocide. My understanding of happiness feels 

stale and needing an update. I feel it winnowing into narrower spaces. And however it 

moves, what it moves in is polluted and not as verdant and easy as it once was. I also see 

art and poems and righteous and fiercely funny memes online which don’t necessarily 

translate to happiness but feel kin for how they have a porchlight on to greet it. My feed 

also offers animal videos that I now rely on, for levity and, more complexly, for the good, 

pure company the natural world is offering right now. Another new happiness mingling 

awe and relationality. I recently watched a clip of a baby Sandhill Crane, for example, 

learning to fly by running at full might towards the camera. Its body, veloured and 

compact, a kind of upholstered little bowling pin, was working with a great determined 

and elbowed eloquence that I took like a vitamin. A bird being as Sandhill Crane as it could 

be, fully exerted and totally absorbed in a future that is wired to its dark legs trailing 

behind, its neck straight and its eventual six and a half feet wingspan widely embracing 

sky. This new happiness of watching a fellow creature becoming itself in real time is 

spirited with an exertion that feels familiar and sacred at once. Perhaps happiness 

shapeshifts and is adapting into smaller and more complex moments.  
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Happiness appeared as crane, on another day, it was a voluptuous cloud, part 

miniature orca plume, part luminous dumpling inviting me to luxuriate in the complexity 

of its shape as if it were a roving and momentary happiness spa. These encounters lend 

me an understanding that radiates into considering happiness as one of the primary life 

forces that is on the move in the way philosopher Henri Bergson describes laughter. It 

arrives with its singular beguilement of being itself, radiating its presence in the present 

tense. And it’s hospitable, inviting us to utterly give over to its totality. Even during a 

genocide. And, though it may be more fleeting or a little dimmer, happiness isn’t passive. 

May I go as far as saying it’s a lifeforce that moves beyond and connects us? Like laughter? 

Like grief? And like love? I’ve noted how it invites active participation by insisting we sink 

into it as into a lake or a dream or matching the fast pace of a hatchling conjuring flight. 

And it doesn’t last, does it? The experience of happiness, transient as a flower, follows 

the same arc of bud, bloom, then the giving over. I surveyed some friends and family to 

hear what they thought and received microdoses of happiness via email for days: 1970, 

Blue Sea Lake, fancy coffee, Marta’s laugh, taco Tuesday, bath time, bedtime, prancey 

comfortable pleasure, cancellation of any event I was going to, the spring emerging, 

singing loudly, the sounds of wildlife, my new baby nibling, brain space, an old video of 

Lola Heatherton, a.k.a. Catherine O’Hara – frosted and lamé-ed, singing It’s a Man’s World 

with an enviable gusto. The nourishment I felt may be an important part of what sustains 

and recharges us especially in challenging times. Baz (age 8) tells me: it can turn up every 

day. Wait for it to happen. Some friends, however, find their days too tarnished: 

Happiness seems very small and very fleeting, Dave tells me. Hard to find and very hard 

to hold on to. And I get that too.  

 

Research shows how happiness starts in the brain then floods the body with a vitality that 

is unmistakeable. If you haven’t seen the microscopic image of a myosin protein dragging 

an endorphin along a filament to the inner part of the brain’s parietal cortex which creates 

happiness, it’s definitely worth a Google search. The myosin protein is a pink and campy 

version of a Kermit the Frog arm flapped back in that exuberant Kermit way holding up a 
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planetary endorphin with an extravaganza of ease, seemingly moving with two fluffy 

slippered feet and parading that galactic dose of happy like a boss along pale green ric-

rak trim that is the filament. Even the science of happiness exudes happy. And what’s 

invigorating is thinking about our brains can get in sync with our pink-slippered myosin 

proteins working our full moon endorphins like a procession of drag queens. What a 

potent collective we would be for how happiness sugars the way we perceive and then 

frame our experiences with potential and possibility. Mid-pandemic, I facilitated a 

workshop for people who wanted to reconnect and recharge their imaginative and 

creative practice. I suggested we go outside and take off our masks to smile at each other 

before getting started. Remember the new loneliness of not seeing each other’s faces and 

smiles? How tired our eyebrows got? We stood outside in the sunlight beaming like disco 

balls refracting happiness to each other. A guy passing decided to walk through our circle 

and stopped on the other side of it. Whoa, he said, I don’t know what I just walked through 

but it felt great! And it was like that, our happiness was palpable. All our myosin proteins 

cha-cha-cha-ing and emboldened by each other’s company. This is worth keeping in mind, 

right? The way happiness thrives by being volleyed and shared between each other. My 

friend, writer Linda Little’s response to my survey describes a variation of this as she was 

taking out the garbage at the end of her shift at work as: the feeling of connection with all 

last-to-leaves at all the small workplaces: all the apprentices and micro-business owners 

and maids-of-all-work and last-ones-hired and stalwart decades-long employees and first-

job teens and all the working-class heroes that make the world go ‘round. Here we all are, 

she says, hauling the tail ends of the day’s labour to bins in the same dusk, under the same 

moon. This variation generates that good company and the commonality of the moon in 

a way that feels especially meaningful now. Another version of this is at the Saturday 

afternoon Cease Fire rallies I’ve been attending. This happiness is complex for the shards 

of rage and disbelief that spines it. It also feels active and companionable and holds out 

hope for the wingspan of our voices to ascend and spread, evoking a new and more just 

way of being in the world. This is a radical and courageous happiness. It’s sure of itself 

and it insists. And it fits itself into this time as if made for it.  
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Each person who responded to my survey told me how they felt happy just thinking about 

what made them happy. Also noteworthy is how distinct each person described their 

experience of it. In his book, Thirty-Two Words for Field, Irish writer, Manchán Magan lists 

the Irish names for the various versions of many things that in turn illuminate something 

about those things by the subtlest of differences and usages. For example, there are many 

words for the variety of holes there are: the hole dug into the ground by an animal; the 

hole dug into a sandy riverbed by a fish; the hole hollowed by animal hoofs then filled 

with rain; the hole a lobster hides in; and the hole in the eye of a needle. If holes and 

fields and types of wind and the jumps cows do when encountering grass warrant such 

an assortment of names surely happiness does as well. But where to begin? And how? 

There’s being held aloft by Atlantic waves, floating delectably for almost an hour on an 

August afternoon; and there’s running into someone you haven’t seen in ages, both your 

voices clamouring: it’s so good to see you!; there’s the furtive rip of envelope with a stamp 

and the familiar, beloved scrawl of the person you’ve been missing; and there’s forgetting 

how many crocus bulbs you planted until the raucous announcement of all of them the 

following spring. There’s sensorial happiness and one that is intellectually smoking. 

There’s the tender happiness that insists on tears and the happiness that has a side order 

of ache as if time is losing too many hours, too many years. There’s the happiness that 

shares a wall with grief when a sudden bird arrives to sing so directly to you, you’re 

convinced it’s your mother who’s just died but couldn’t leave without first singing. And 

there’s the happiness that arrives via a dream of passing a tiny granddaughter back to her 

father and hearing her laugh for the first time followed by the happiness of waking from 

that dream, the whole day meringued by that tiny and impossibly bright sound. And, if 

happiness truly abounds in all these ways, how do we ensure there’s room for it in these 

complicated days of ours? 

 

It is indomitable, Robert writes. I love when happiness surprises me, says Janet. Sometimes 

it just creeps up and says HA, Bev reports. Geordie writes: it surprised me today when 
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Nina Simone sang “true love blooms for the world to see” and I cried. What are these tears 

I’m wondering, down on the playmat with Marta. Tears of joy. Mike says: When I need to 

seek it, I find the ocean, sit and watch the tide. And Roger writes, I think I'm exemplifying 

Janek's take on Wittgenstein: that happiness is one of those things that can't be talked 

about directly; its meaning is unspeakable. I’m noting how these descriptions are more 

about the way happiness moves than how it appears which feels like a delectable clue. 

Perhaps happiness is best left persisting in its experiential, carbonated, easy and 

embodied movements of possibility. Perhaps happiness thrives at the worst of times 

because it has a good track record of unexpectedly turning up. What I do know is how 

more deluxe and in tune I am after I’ve experienced happiness. How I’m clearer in intent 

and how kinder I am. Happiness affords me a generosity and ease that feel especially 

important for how it renews and transforms me. It opens me to the world in the way 

worry and fear closes me to it and this opening feels significant. It’s worthwhile then, not 

necessarily to name happiness, but to make space and give over to it in however ways it 

does arrive, cha-cha-cha-ing and committed to its groove, whose end you are not 

contemplating, my friend Joanne adds. Isn’t it remarkable how even lowercase happiness 

finds a teaspoon of time for itself despite everything? How it beguiles us into belonging 

to it? And how it dissolves to reconfigure?  

   

 
with thanks to my happiness crew: Kylie, Stephens, Penelope, Linda, Joanne, Brook, Bev, Roger, Emma, 
Baz, Dave, Mike, Robert, and Geordie   
 
 


