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[ PREFACE ] What If Contentment Were Easy?

We’ll go in just a minute, please just sit still,” a mother says to her young son as she fishes a book out of her bag and hands it to him. The boy sets it down immediately—he is not interested in that. Instead, he is focused on the distinctive sensations of the coffee shop where we find ourselves: the whine of the milk-frothing wand as baristas fulfill orders; the swoosh-clonk of the door opening and shutting as patrons enter and depart; and above all else, the lush delights of the furnishings. He is entranced by the space and its contents, exercising a wonder innate in children that adulthood often evaporates.

Inspired by the boy’s curiosity, I had begun to notice, too. These days, most coffee shops, restaurants, lounges (and just about every place) feel the same: antiseptic, with featureless surfaces and hard, uncomfortable chairs. But not this joint. It boasts sumptuous, tall curtains and wide, plush couches. The mother and her kid are seated at one of the oversize sofas, which is upholstered in a thick moss-green velvet. In front of it sits a bronze coffee table with long, scalloped waves embossed on its sides.

Now that I’m watching them, I see the problem—or what the mother perceives as the problem, anyway. The boy is entranced. He swirls his hand around the flat of the sofa cushion, following it to the arm and then the folds that adorn its side and back. Silent and slow, he makes his way around the whole couch. As he rounds the front edge to return to his mom and seat, he swaps one hand for the other, letting his fingertips course across the metal ripples of the coffee table.

“Stop touching everything!” the mother pleads, apologizing to the friend she has met here in between appointments—or whatever motherly demands no doubt strain her time and sanity. She scoops the boy back into the seat next to her and nudges the book back into his hands.

But hold up a minute. The mother is also touching things. Like everyone else who bought a coffee at this shop, her drink came in a kraft-brown paper cup embossed with ridges that run up and down at a diagonal. The ridges are meant to make the cup cool enough to the touch so a patron can hold it comfortably, but in so doing, they offer a surprisingly gratifying tactile delight. I notice the woman slowly rotating the cup, held in two hands, letting the ridges graze her thumbs and fingertips. And even though I’m sitting at a distance from her, I know from performing the same act with my drink that, when spun like this, the vessel’s lid emits a hollow sound of increasingly lower pitches as it empties, like a bottle whistle.

Without knowing them personally, I surmise that the mother and her son faced a problem that afflicts us all: Their lives, like mine and yours and everyone’s, are overwhelming. The mother, by the looks of it, is trying to maintain a relationship with her friend while also managing her kid, along with who knows what else I couldn’t discern from eavesdropping. The child, for his part, surely hopes to survive a boring errand with Mom without losing his mind or causing her excessive grief. This is big stuff, and heavy stuff: being a good parent, child, or friend. Those types of goals snowball into even bigger ones—finding and maintaining love; securing and advancing in a satisfying career; making a difference in the world (or at least in your community). Together, aspirations such as these define the ideal of happiness and contentment in contemporary life.

But realizing them is hard. How do you parent well—and when will you know if you did so? When pursuing your occupation, what proportion of days should feel satisfying enough that the role, and all the years’ work that led to it, seem worthwhile? Should you delay marriage until you feel certain about timing, or will waiting only cause you to miss out on the best match? The uncertainty surrounding such questions can suffuse every day with anxiety. If you get the big stuff wrong, your life may be different—and worse—than it could be.

But instead of clarifying those matters, puzzling about happiness often seems to increase your confusion about what might help realize it. As a concept, happiness encompasses every aspect of life, asking you to aspire to a type of peace and achievement that can seem impossible to attain. Be a good parent and friend while having a successful career, improving your physical health and mental wellness, and giving back to your community, we’re told. Sheesh; I’m just trying to get through the day!

The behavioral scientists who study happiness, and the self-help gurus who translate it into supposedly useful, step-by-step action, aren’t wrong to encourage you to focus on your family, your community, your goals. These are the accomplishments that make your life meaningful.

But those big deeds don’t tell the whole story, either. If I told you an easier, faster route to contentment is available, wouldn’t you want to take it? And if I also told you that it’s so easy that you’re probably doing it already without even realizing, wouldn’t you want to start taking note and implementing it with even more intention?

When you focus only on your next promotion, or getting your kid into the best college, or finding the perfect spouse, you risk missing out on a universe of itty-bitty fulfillment. You can keep pursuing big goals and meaningful relationships, while also enjoying every moment just a little more, and with greater deliberateness. It’s cliché to urge you to stop and smell the roses, but you don’t even have to stop. Their scent is already in the air when they bloom alongside the path to the preschool drop-off. Have you taken a whiff?

You have been overlooking a whole category of delights, small ones the size of cushions and coffee cups. I want to help you see them more clearly, and then to appreciate them more deeply once you do so. You are not alone in having missed or neglected them, and I will also help you understand why it’s not your fault if these ordinary pleasures elude you. Contemporary culture encourages you to look past them in search of bigger and supposedly more important things, for one thing. And for another, it has become harder to find and engage with the world in this way because social, technological, and bureaucratic change has deemphasized them in the name of progress and efficiency.

But it’s not too late to reclaim the lost joy of everyday interactions, because the world in which you live is full of ordinary stuff with which you might yet commune. It’s easy, and free, and consequence-free. I call it gratification, and this is a book about how to rediscover it.






THE SENSORY ENCHANTMENT OF EVERYDAY LIFE







[ 1 ] The Small Stuff

I can’t believe how gratifying it was!” Tom said. He had recently asked me for some advice related to a big life change, and I was about to hear how it had worked out.

By any measure, Tom’s life was great. He had a well-paying job as a software engineer for a financial-services company. His family was happy and healthy; his wife worked as a theatrical-costume designer, and his kids were thriving at school and in their extracurriculars. They lived in a beautiful house, and even though money sometimes felt tight despite their successful careers, everything always seemed to work out in the end.

Like any ambitious person, Tom had worked hard at working hard. He had earned advanced degrees in two different fields, business and computer science. He had made the most of opportunity, moving up in his company and gaining new responsibilities. Doing so sometimes required long hours, and of course that strained his family relationships. But even when things were manageable, Tom just didn’t really enjoy doing the work, not anymore. He joked that he couldn’t be having a midlife crisis because he possessed no unexplored path—as a musician or whatever—to recover. He simply didn’t feel content with his day-to-day. And so, a few weeks before, Tom had quit his job to pursue a very different one: teaching financial data science at a local college. He was anxious about the change, but eager to be happier at work—and therefore at home.

I had switched careers from the technology industry to a university two decades earlier, and doing so had given me much greater control of my time. But that wasn’t the counsel I had shared with Tom. My advice was about paint.

Tom had some time free between jobs, along with a sense of invigoration. Rather than nap or vacation, Tom decided to work on a project he’d long pondered but never found the time or energy to pursue: redoing the basement of his home. He hoped to repurpose it for all his family’s projects—his own antique-furniture upcycling hobby (which had fallen by the wayside), his son’s LEGO-building fixation, his wife’s costume-making needs. Except, the basement was a dark, depressing place, and nobody wanted to spend any time down there.

Tom had already done a lot to remedy that problem. He repaired and cleaned up the casement windows. He had an electrician add some new lighting. He cleaned out a lot of junk. But the space still felt dingy.

“I think it’s the walls,” Tom told me. The basement had masonry interior walls holding up the structure above; their red-brown color might be soaking up the light, he reasoned. Tom knew that it was possible to paint the bricks, but ordinary wall paint didn’t take well. It was so thin, the work seemed impossibly vast. He wasn’t sure how to do it.

But I was. I had faced a similar challenge in my garage and basement, and the answer was a thick, sandy, latex masonry product. “It’s normally sold as a waterproofer rather than a wall covering, but those properties make it perfect for your job,” I told him. I felt a little strange getting excited about basement paint, but I couldn’t help myself. “I think you’re going to love it,” I told him, giddy. “It goes on so thick, with this great squelching sound.” I tried to mimic the sound with my mouth: shwak-chlupf, shwak-chlupf.

To my delight, Tom took my advice. He bought a couple gallons of masonry waterproofer—and reported having to buy a couple more after realizing how thickly the stuff spread on the walls. He abandoned fancy, expensive paintbrushes and opted for cheap ones he could just throw away after realizing “that the goo would congeal them hard.” He theorized and then tested varied routes to progress, finally settling on applying paint to eight-foot-wide chunks of wall from ceiling to floor before moving his ladder and repeating. And Tom even rebuked me for not telling him that rogue drips would easily peel from the cement floor once dry, after first trying to smear them around wet. (I should have told him.)

Tom finished the project with time to spare before starting his new gig (which he is enjoying more than his old one, at least for now). When he goes to the basement for a tool or to collect the laundry, he sometimes gazes back on his accomplishment. He celebrates the success of doing the work, and he delights in the communion the new space offered his family. But that accomplishment was not the one that he was so eager to share with me. Instead, the chunky paint I’d recommended to him was the source of Tom’s exuberant report. “It just… it just slathers on, just like you said. Shwak-chlupf.” Something about the tactile nature of that experience stood out to him. Instead of trying to get through the work as quickly or efficiently as possible, Tom allowed himself to bask in the unusual-to-him, moment-to-moment encounter with the materials before him. Doing so allowed him to welcome gratification in. And you can do that, too.



At first blush, the day-to-day interactions I am asking you to take seriously may not seem worthy of such serious consideration. Embracing the joy that comes from painting a wall; recognizing your delight in hearing a coffee cup whistle—these moments may seem small potatoes when considered alongside the pressures of the job hunt or the stress of current affairs. But these bite-size brushes define your life, too. Every day, you sustain a huge volume of encounters with small stuff, which, for the purpose of this book, I’m defining as any and all of the things you encounter with your senses and control with your body (or with tools and equipment), and which inspire delight in so doing. A touch can gratify, but so can a sight, smell, or sound. Manufactured goods such as ridged, disposable beverage cups can delight and gratify, but so can elements from the natural world, such as the autumn leaves that you feel and hear crunch under your feet, or the way a puddle refracts the colors of a sunset. Simple pleasures that are readily available and that can overturn the bland monotony of our overly optimized, anodyne world.

The more you allow yourself to accept the weird, wonderful gifts that ordinary life constantly offers, the more their offerings will feel desirable, even transformative. The simple pleasure that Tom experienced from working with the masonry coating not only felt gratifying to him in the moment, but it also changed his perspective on what sorts of activities are worth doing, and why. Suddenly, he could imagine choosing to perform—even seeking out—an act he would previously have deemed just a chore.

Small pleasures such as those offered by the velvety sofa or the gloopy paint never left us, but contemporary life has slowly, invisibly stripped away our access to them. We once had to—we once got to—take direct control over all sorts of objects. We had to engage physically with the apparatuses of ordinary life to get things done. Those devices were varied in nature, offering diverse encounters. And, of course, people also had greater and more sundry contact with the natural world and the built environment. You raked your own leaves from the lawn and retrieved newspapers touched by the morning dew. You inscribed messages on notepads with the scratchy, dusty graphite of pencils. You twisted wrenches to tighten the knobs of bathroom faucets. You operated a motor vehicle by turning over its ignition and shifting its gears.

So many of those tiny, visceral encounters with the physical world have been lost, due to an increased emphasis on automation and efficiency. That process has dematerialized human life, disconnecting people from the physical world they inhabit. A toll-road driver once rolled down their car window by a hand crank and then hurled coins into the scooped mesh basket of the tollbooth—or placed them directly into the hand of its operator. Now most car windows are automated, and tolls get paid by a dashboard sensor read by a computer. You don’t even have to slow down. When opportunities to connect with ordinary things vanish—even those you might not believe you really want to connect with—you will never feel the gratification they might otherwise offer. You lose a part of your humanity when you miss out on them.



If I asked you to name reasons for the loss of connection and control in everyday life, computers might be the first one that comes to mind. Smartphones especially. So much has been replaced by these devices: You can order your coffee in advance on an app rather than talk to the barista. (Doing so also means you don’t have to search your purse or wallet for cash or cards.) Instead of sitting down in a plush chair to read a newspaper while you drink your coffee, your phone sends you headlines and snippets that you can scan on the way to the office. (Maybe you don’t even have to go to the office because you send emails and attend meetings by videoconference.) Even the pencil and notepad are outmoded, replaced by an app.

Smartphones are certainly convenient, and they have surely made your life easier. But doing everything on your phone flattens out that life. Its rich tapestry has been replaced by endless taps instead.

Well beyond smartphones, other forms of progress and efficiency have deemphasized daily encounters in favor of easier, faster, and, by many measures, better ways to live. But that progress also means that people encounter these small delights of tactile engagement more infrequently and less deliberately. Think about the shwwk-whirrr of dialing an old rotary phone, or the click-clang of setting down its receiver. Tearing the perforated edges of dot-matrix paper prints, where the holes for the sprockets are housed. The struggle and then success of getting a change machine to accept a paper note in the bill slot. Then dropping the coins into the soda machine with a clonk and smashing the huge rectangular buttons that caused it to dispense.

You cannot undo the changes that have disconnected you from sensory life. The beat of progress has waved off the loss of these encounters. Rapid technological outsourcing has accelerated it. But you can embrace what remains despite all the change. All you have to do is to give yourself permission to reconnect with the world, often and with earnestness. Let yourself take advantage of the joy offered by the small stuff of sensory experience.

As masonry paint and sofa upholstery attest, those experiences are hardly gone. They cannot be, so long as you and I still occupy the physical world, interacting with objects and machines to live our daily lives. From that perspective, moments of small, simple pleasure are actually myriad. What may feel like a minor, meaningless activity becomes the focal point of a single moment. That doesn’t seem like much, until you remember that each day is made of moments.



Tom’s story probably has beats familiar to your own, even if the details are different. Everyone seeks to improve, in some way, their overall quality of life at work and home. Each of us has looked back with pride on something we’ve accomplished. And every one of us has also enjoyed the immediate delight of working on a task. Each of those responses can make you happy.

But each represents a different type of happiness. They are so different from one another, it doesn’t make much sense to bundle them all together under one name, let alone one measure of contentment. You might feel happy in your job, or college major, or relationship. That sensation probably feels strong and central to your life. And that kind of happiness is distinct from the delight of, say, training for and completing a triathlon, or perfecting a garden. Those accomplishments play out over time, but they are more bounded than your career or your family ties. And all those feelings likely seem quite distinct from the happiness you might derive from a short-term project such as painting walls.

For millennia, happiness has been defined as a blend of two things: the pursuit of pleasure (or the avoidance of pain) and the overall feeling of a life well lived. In the fourth century BC, the Greek philosopher Aristotle named these two things hedonia (from which we get the word hedonism) and eudaimonia (which literally means “good spirit” but is usually translated as “the good life”).

Over the last hundred years, psychology and neuroscience have tried to transform ideas like Aristotle’s into a science—a way to measure and then systematically improve happiness. Psychologists have developed dozens of happiness scales, measures, and assessments—among them the Steen Happiness Index, the Subjective Happiness Scale, the Fordyce Emotions Questionnaire, the Experience Sampling Method, and Authentic Happiness. Some happiness researchers even adopt Aristotle directly, using happiness surveys to ask people to rate their eudaimonic satisfaction and hedonic mood. Other scientists have developed notions such as “subjective well-being” to describe someone’s overall perception of contentment. These ideas, among others, have turned happiness into a milkshake of blended flavors: overall life satisfaction, the immediacy of pleasure, and the absence of suffering.

With metrics such as these available, it became possible to measure happiness among a population (or at least to claim to be able to do so). One such survey, widely applied around the world, asks for a rating on a 10-point scale in response to the question “All things considered, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your life-as-a-whole now?” The data from such studies shows that happiness levels have been on the decline for decades now, especially in the developed world. Overall life satisfaction in the United States and the United Kingdom has declined since the 1970s. We have found ourselves in a happiness crisis.

A crisis offers an opportunity for remedy. Positive psychology and happiness science have expanded, but so has a secondary industry of popular interpreters of that science. For example, the bestselling author Arthur Brooks, who teaches happiness at Harvard Business School and writes a popular column on happiness, has recommended that people focus on a “happiness portfolio” diversified across four types of big stuff: their family relationships, their friendships and community relationships, their work-life balance, and their faith (which includes both religious life and secular encounters with nature or the arts). A book on the subject Brooks wrote with Oprah Winfrey committed even more to the milkshake model of happiness. The two argued that happiness is composed of enjoyment, satisfaction, and purpose.

Satisfaction, they wrote, is felt around the delight of accomplishing a goal, while purpose involves a sense of direction and meaning bigger than yourself. Enjoyment proved a bit trickier. Brooks and Oprah insist that enjoyment doesn’t mean pleasure, which they understand to be a simple physiological response to stimulus, as in eating or having sex. Instead, they say, pleasure must be promoted into enjoyment by transforming it into a social good. Food shouldn’t just be relished as animals might, but shared and savored with friends or family. In so doing, fleeting and solitary pleasures—the fodder for narcissism and addiction—become elevated, more important. Oprah Winfrey and Arthur Brooks don’t think you should avoid pleasure, but they do believe you ought to pursue it in the service of something greater. A little thing such as a plate of hot, buttery breadsticks is better when it’s really a bigger thing, such as a meaningful communion with friends.

That advice poses two problems. First, it’s a high bar to meet often. I savor meals with my friends and family as much as anyone else, but I find it impossible to imagine transforming every—or even many—ordinary experiences such as those into supposedly meaningful communions with society. Second, insisting that pleasure always turn into enjoyment misunderstands the nature of certain pleasures. Take Tom’s basement. For Brooks and Winfrey, the shwak-chlupf tactile and auditory delight that Tom experienced in applying masonry paint to his basement can impact his overall happiness only if it is channeled into some greater purpose, satisfaction, or enjoyment.

And you know what? Tom did experience those outcomes. Small as the act was, improving the domestic environment helped underscore his purpose as a provider for his family and as a steward of his home for future generations. As with any project, finishing it gave him a sense of satisfaction in a job completed well. And sharing the experience of planning and completing the project with me, his friend, produced the communion required for enjoyment.

But none of those accounts of delight match up with the shwak-chlupf part of the project—the moment-to-moment experience of applying thick, viscous paint to hard, porous brick. The sonic delight of that squelchy sound, the tactile charm of feeling the brush produce it, the visual appeal of watching the red-brown bricks turn to snowy white before his eyes. Learning, over time, to manipulate the brush such that it didn’t throw paint onto the ceiling, floor, or his clothing. Figuring out the best way to position his body and ladder at the wall so that he could reach up and down and side to side with greatest efficiency. A big-stuff theory of happiness has no place for these experiences.

That’s also because happiness is an abstraction. Insofar as you have any idea what it might mean at all, the idea lives in your head (or maybe in your heart). It is a sensation that grows or fades. A concept that builds in mysterious ways out of varied, intangible elements—the memorable moments with family, with friends, at work, in your community. All those things are wonderful, of course. Please do not take me to be snubbing relationships, kinship, or solidarity.

But we do not live in our hearts and heads alone. We do not live only among people—or even solely among living creatures. Just ask Tom, who feels no love, longing, nor affinity for the masonry units of his basement, because they are bricks and not babies or beagles. And yet, those fired blocks of clay, when combined with industrial chemical products that nobody would ever hug let alone yearn for in their absence, offered real, honest-to-goodness partnership with him.

That’s because Tom—and you, and me, and everyone—is capable of kinship with everything, not just friends and neighbors, but also bricks, paintbrushes, coffee-cup sleeves, and so much more. Of course, masonry can’t return your affection, offer career advice, or bake you bread. But you can and do commune with it, and with everything else that surrounds you, too. You do this through your senses, with everything you see, hear, touch, taste, and smell. Your sensory life is rich and constant because you are always seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, and even tasting stuff (though hopefully not bricks). But those encounters also fade into the background. You mostly understand them as the props and furniture necessary to facilitate the big stuff that becomes the focus of your attention as you aspire to greater happiness. And even if you do notice, contemporary life, with its tendency toward overwork, automation, and convenience, has made ordinary sensory encounters more sporadic and less intentional.

Reclaiming that sensory life won’t make you love a job you hate or solve the problems in your marriage. But granting yourself permission to commune with more stuff, more often, can yield greater contentment. Maybe not in the same way as the big-stuff happiness, but as a buildup of small interactions over time that make daily life more tolerable by connecting you with it more frequently and more deeply.

Every day, an endless barrage of this small stuff confronts you: pressing the buttons to summon the elevator and then to send it to a desired floor; lifting the lever of a faucet to adjust the temperature of the water it releases; producing the tinkle-jangle of ice against glass when stirring milk into your iced coffee with a spoon; summoning a neighbor’s deep doorbell; dropping an automobile’s gearshift from second down through neutral and into third. You may live for the big stuff, but small things like these comprise the preponderance of your life.

And yet, we have been encouraged to get these experiences out of the way as quickly and thoughtlessly as possible. All the easy, immediate delights of inhabiting a human body on Earth seem to stand in the way of the higher purpose we are supposed to always pursue. But to get to those higher purposes, we must encounter hundreds, thousands more small things, none of which we are meant to celebrate or discuss. Even to remark on the shwak-chlupf seems weird and indulgent, the strange obsession of an individual decoupled from what endures. Do what matters most, say the time-management experts. Forgo pleasure to focus on satisfaction and purpose, say the happiness gurus.

But how possible does that seem in today’s world? We need to find another way.





[ 2 ] Happiness, Satisfaction, Gratification

Embracing life’s shwak-chlupfs is the answer. You can and should allow yourself to enjoy sensory delights, the gratifying encounters that happen when your senses connect to the small stuff of your lived experience. We must, in fact, for doing otherwise robs us of a thousand tiny pleasures every day. And doing so takes nothing away from pursuing the big stuff, the ones that produce happiness and satisfaction. To begin to understand how, we need to unbraid those sensations from their larger plait.

Happiness is overarching, big-picture contentment.

Satisfaction is the pride in accomplishment.

Gratification is the sensory enchantment of everyday life.

Happiness is amorphous and abstract, but it is also prolonged, requiring a long time and a lot of work to build or rebuild. It lingers. Tom decided to switch careers because he wasn’t happy in his job. Shifting gears involved time, effort, and stress. Pivoting to a different role required building new relationships and setting aside some of his prior accomplishments. It demanded that he ask himself what mattered most in his life, and that he become open to big changes to focus on those matters.

Satisfaction also has long duration. When Tom rebuilt his basement, he had to clear out the boxes and piles of old stuff that tend to collect when you have room to store them, carting them off to the dumpster or donation over several weekends. He repaired and rebuilt some of the windows, giving the space enough light to make the place tolerable; he hired a professional to do the electrical work, but Tom can still take credit for facilitating the outcome. You can imagine him standing at the entrance, both hands on his hips, legs somewhat apart, gazing with pride on the project he’d accomplished. That overall pride is satisfaction: It takes time and effort, but unlike happiness, you know why you feel satisfied—because you accomplished something specific.

But gratification is different. It happens right away, and it demands little effort to produce. Unlike happiness or satisfaction, which impose constant attention and even anxiety, gratification is a smaller and less visible flavor of contentment. It is always available but often unseen and underappreciated.

Tom could have ignored or lamented the moment-to-moment process of dipping a paintbrush into a can and applying the thick latex material to the wall. But instead, he noticed and appreciated each application: the feeling of the brush in his hand, the sight of it glopping coating onto the wall, and the delightful sound that accompanied the experience. He allowed himself to enjoy that process, rather than scoffing at it, deeming it irritating, or overlooking it entirely. He gave himself permission to commune with the brick and the brush and the paint, as if they were old friends with whom he was catching up, rather than inanimate objects with nothing more to offer than their utility.

The result was delight. And that delight was immediate—it arrived and departed entirely in the moment when Tom carried out each stroke of the brush. It was also easy. All Tom had to do was apply a brushful of the coating to the wall to feel the delightful sensation, sight, and sound of its application. This little blip of gratification won’t help him love his new job more or deepen his relationship with his wife and kids. But the gratifying feeling it provides delivers a moment of control and connection in his life. Add up all those little moments, and they start to make a big difference.



You have to work hard to be happy, and even to be satisfied. But gratification doesn’t require any work. Instead, feeling gratified involves a different prerequisite: giving yourself permission to fully experience the sensory life that is always happening to you anyway.

After learning that I was working on a book about ordinary pleasure, an acquaintance, Scarlett, told me about a simple encounter she had while driving home from work during rush hour. Traffic was bad, as always—which made her a little unhappy about the location of her office or apartment or maybe both. Changing those aspects of her life would be hard, even if she wanted to. But at least she was satisfied with her new car. Knowing that she’d be spending so much time in it, Scarlett had researched and then purchased one with a well-sealed, quiet interior and a premium sound system. She was, perhaps, vibing on a bossa nova playlist, mostly protected from the chaos outside.

Scarlett described to me an experience so ordinary it’s almost not worth remarking upon, but for the purposes of noticing the small stuff, it speaks volumes. You see, Scarlett had reached a part of her trip where she needed to turn left ahead, but a long line of cars going straight was blocking her way. She could see that the turn ahead of her lane was clear but just couldn’t get to it. Three traffic-light cycles had come and gone, she said, but no dice. Scarlett was stuck.

Impatient and bored, she started tapping around the map on the car’s touch screen. She noticed something: a little alley that ran parallel to the street she wanted to turn onto, behind a little doughnut shop she could see just ahead. Scarlett saw that traffic on the other side of the road, going in the opposite direction, was heavy, but when the light ahead changed, the traffic also let up for a brief time. So she hatched a plan: If she could time things just right, she could get her vehicle past the backed-up traffic going in the opposite direction, but before the new deluge of cars availing themselves of the right-turn arrow into that traffic started arriving. Her goal: to make it into doughnut alley and use it as a shortcut to the next street, where she would resume her journey as normal.

And so Scarlett inched forward close to the cars in front of her as they moved, until she had almost reached the alley where she wanted to turn. She waited to make her move, fingernails tapping the steering wheel with anticipation. Things were looking good, but Scarlett noticed that the oncoming traffic was a little heavy, such that once the light did change, the car beside her traveling in the other direction risked being just a little too close to squeeze past. Worse, it was a fancy little sports coupe, which made Scarlett nervous. She definitely didn’t want to risk scraping it to save a few minutes in an already-long commute. But Scarlett persisted, finessing her way slowly and carefully, taking care to make sure her side mirrors cleared the coupe’s trunk, and then gunned it into the alley. She had made it!

Here’s where things get really good: As her car inched past the coupe and she completed her turn into the alley, Scarlett did what she does every time she completes a turn—what everyone does. She let the steering wheel spin back through her fingers as the front wheels righted themselves to center. As it did, it released a tiny, delightful payload of gratification: The cool leather of the wheel whisked past the skin of Scarlett’s hands, and the gentle ribbing of the stitching underneath tickled the underside of her knuckles a little. She didn’t always notice that feeling, Scarlett told me, but this time she did, perhaps because her senses were on alert to carry out the complex and satisfying maneuver she’d just completed. The experience was notable enough that she registered it at the time and was now compelled to relay the encounter to me. But it had also inspired her further.

“You know the place on the opposite side of your knuckle? Where the steering-wheel stitching touched?” she asked after telling me the story.
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