


HAPPINESS IS EVASIVE, BUT MISERY IS ALWAYS CLOSE AT HAND.
By Marc Silver
Four years ago my older brother died of cancer. Today I opened an email telling me that one of my oldest friends had passed away. No warning. No gradual fading. Just a message in an inbox, sitting there between advertisements and newsletters.
You reach a certain age and the math changes. Death is no longer an abstraction. It is not a headline. It is not something that happens to “older people.” It happens to your people.
It becomes reality that people you know and love, people that have been important in your life are no longer here.
And if you’re paying attention, a quiet realization follows: I am not going to live forever. Not even close.
That thought can frighten you. Or it can focus you.
For me, it has done both.
Now feels like the right time to say a few things out loud. Not because I have mastered life. I have not. But because I have lived long enough to recognize certain patterns. I have made enough mistakes to see which ones repeat. I have watched enough joy and enough grief to know the difference between what matters and what merely distracts.
So let me start with a simple question.
What is happiness?
For most of my life I thought happiness was an event. A promotion. A purchase. A vacation. A compliment. Something arriving. Something happening. Something external lining up in just the right way.
And to be fair, those things do create moments of pleasure. They give us spikes. A rush. A lift.
But spikes do not last.
What I have come to understand is that happiness is not a constant state. It is not something you “achieve” and then hold onto like a trophy. It is quieter than that. Less dramatic. Less cinematic.
Happiness, for me, has turned out to be the absence of certain things.
The absence of constant resentment.
The absence of pretending.
The absence of fighting battles that do not need to be fought.
Happiness is waking up without dread.
That sounds simple. It is not.
Because misery, unlike happiness, requires very little effort. It is always close at hand. It waits in comparison. In envy. In replaying old arguments. In imagining future disasters. In holding onto anger because we think letting go means losing.
Misery feeds on repetition. It loves old stories. It thrives on “should have” and “if only.”
I have told myself plenty of those stories.
I should have taken that risk.
I should have been more patient.
I should have said I love you more often.
If only I had known.
If only I had more time.
Here is the uncomfortable truth. You never have as much time as you think you do.
When my brother was sick, I assumed there would be another conversation. Another visit. Another chance to say something important. There usually is. Until there isn’t.
The email about my friend reminded me of that again. Finality does not announce itself in advance.
So what have I learned?
First, relationships matter more than almost anything else. Not the curated, social media version. Not the professional network. The real ones. The messy ones. The ones where you have history. The ones where someone knows who you were at twenty and who you are now.
Second, you cannot change people who do not want to change. You can influence how you behave. You can influence how you respond. You can influence the tone of your own presence. But you cannot redesign another human being. Accepting that has saved me years of frustration.
Third, most of the things we worry about dissolve with time. Not all. Some wounds stay. But many of the daily irritations that once felt enormous now seem trivial. I cannot remember half of what I used to lose sleep over.
But I remember the faces of the people I loved.
I remember conversations at kitchen tables. I remember road trips. I remember laughter that went on too long. I remember forgiveness that felt awkward but necessary.
No one on their deathbed asks to review their email archive. No one asks to see their bank balance chart one more time. They ask for people.
So if happiness is not a constant thrill, and misery is always hovering nearby, what do we actually do?
We practice attention.
We notice when we are drifting into old grievances.
We notice when we are choosing pride over connection.
We notice when fear is masquerading as control.
And then, when possible, we choose differently.
That is not a slogan. It is work.
Sometimes choosing differently means apologizing first.
Sometimes it means walking away.
Sometimes it means admitting that you are scared.
Sometimes it means admitting that you are aging.
Aging has surprised me. Not because of the wrinkles or the stiffness. Those are obvious. What surprised me is how quickly the decades compress. Forty feels like yesterday. So does thirty. The people I met in my twenties are now grandparents. Some are gone.
You start to understand that life is not a rehearsal. This is it.
And strangely, that realization can bring a kind of calm.
When you know time is limited, you become more selective. You argue less about nonsense. You care less about being right. You care more about being kind. Not always. I still fail at that. But I see it more clearly.
Happiness, as I experience it now, is modest.
It is a quiet morning.
It is a conversation without tension.
It is being useful to someone.
It is feeling at peace with decisions you once questioned.
Misery still knocks. It always will. Loss guarantees that. Grief is not something you outgrow. It changes shape, but it does not disappear.
But I have also learned this: grief is proof that love existed.
And if love existed, then life mattered.
That is not nothing.
So here is what I would say, especially to anyone younger who still feels invincible.
Do not wait for a crisis to reorder your priorities.
Do not assume there will always be more time.
Do not confuse noise for meaning.
Call the people you care about.
Forgive when you can.
Let go when you must.
Say what needs to be said while you can still say it.
I do not know how much longer I have. None of us do.
But I know this: if misery is always close at hand, so is the opportunity to choose something better. Not perfect. Not permanent. Just better.
And sometimes, that is enough.
Is this conversation helpful so far?
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