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Life doesn’t come with an instruction manual. Yet society expects you to get it perfectly right on the first try. You can’t know what you don’t know. But somehow, society expects you to be perfect anyway. When you stumble, people say you should have known better. Without asking if you were ever taught better. Some people are lucky to have great parents, teachers, role models, and mentors who help them learn lessons the easy way, without making mistakes. While others are told to figure it out themselves, often by the very people who are supposed to prepare them for life. And when they stumble, the very people who were supposed to teach them, criticize them for not being perfect.

This book is a collection of 48 ½ life lessons that many people wish they learned sooner. Some of the life lessons are the biggest regrets people have in their old age and deathbed. While others are regrets people have at various stages in their life. These life lessons cover a broad range of areas, from financial, health, mental state, beliefs, the people you surround yourself with, to the values you live by, and the choices that shape your future. For most of these life lessons, if you make these mistakes, they come at a great cost, and for most, the damage cannot be reversed.

Not all the life lessons will apply to everyone. But, if even one of these lessons changes your life, this book is worth it. And with 48 ½ lessons, the odds are you will find more than one useful lesson that will make a significant difference in your life now, and in the future.
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Disclaimer
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The author does not provide medical, financial, investment, relationship, or any other professional advice. The information in this book is for entertainment and general informational purposes only. The author accepts no responsibility for any actions taken based on the content of this book. Although every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the information, it may be subject to interpretation or disagreement.
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1: Life Is Not a Movie 
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We are disappointed when we, an outcome, or someone fails to meet our expectations. And happy when we, an outcome, or someone exceeds our expectations. But often, we set ourselves up for disappointment by holding unrealistic expectations we got from movies and books that paint a false picture of reality.

Movies make us believe that we should have our lives figured out, that our houses should be tidy all the time, that we should own lots of stuff, and that we should live in amazing places even if we have a job paying minimum wage. Movies also make us believe that if we struggle, we should just wait for that rich or powerful person to come rescue us. Or the mentor to come tell us that we are part of an ancient prophecy and they have come to unlock our inner power.

Worst of all the lies is that movies make us believe that if we stumble, our comeback only counts if it’s epic and fast. Movies don’t have time for years or decades of recovery. And finally getting out of bed and taking care of yourself, that’s not sexy in a movie. Few people who take a big knock in life come back stronger, let alone go back to the life they had. Instead of feeling proud of ourselves for starting to live again and making progress, movies make us feel like failures because we did not rise from our stumble and saved the world or surpassed who we were in every way.

Here is the hard truth. No one is coming to rescue you. You have to rescue yourself. You have to unlock the power within you, yourself. Healing takes time and effort. Justice isn’t always served. Good doesn’t always triumph evil. Other people, life, the universe, they don’t owe you your dreams. You have to go out and fight for what you want. Wishing things were different doesn’t change anything. Being angry about injustice won’t fix your life. Only action does.

So many people let time go by hoping that their boss will finally recognize their talents and contributions, and give them the raise or promotion they deserve. Many people go into court unprepared while expecting the judge to just see through the other person’s lies. Or that the other person will suddenly confess to everything like in the movies. People live for decades in dire situations without doing anything to change it, while they cling to the belief that this week they will win the lotto. People stay for decades in a toxic relationship hoping for the other person to finally change. Stop waiting for life to make things right, for a knight on a horse to come save you, and for people to do the right thing.

Be realistic. Many people think that the random person they meet at a bar or shopping center and had a connection with is their destiny. Because that’s what happens in movies. When we fast track relationships, we end up with someone who isn’t compatible with us. And worse, we overlook all the red flags that the other person is toxic. Because in movies, stalking you is displayed as romantic, and arguing on the first date is seen as exciting.

Movies make us believe things will just sort themselves out and in the end, it will all be okay. But that isn’t how life goes in reality. You have to fight bare knuckle for what you want with sand in your eyes and dirt in your mouth. If you want an outcome, go out and get it, fight for it, plan for it, and don’t expect life to give it to you.

Don’t rely on your boss to see your value, make them realize it with lesson 48. Don’t expect the judge to see through your narcissistic partner’s lies, bring evidence. Realize just how small the chances are of winning the lotto, so start looking for ways to enhance your life yourself. No matter how magical meeting someone new seems, take things slow and focus on who they are now and spotting the red flags before you are so deep in the relationship you feel you cannot get out. And stop hoping someone will change while your life is slipping away.

In Japanese culture, there is an art called kintsugi, where broken pottery is repaired with gold, making the piece more beautiful and valuable than before. Many people feel they are worth less when life hits them hard and they stumble. But people who go through hardships often have insights and solutions others do not have. This doesn’t mean hardship is good, deserved, or happened for some purpose. It simply means bad things happen in life. When they do, instead of losing even more by believing you are now less valuable, try to lessen the loss by realizing you now carry a unique kind of wisdom that can never come from an unbroken life. That wisdom adds value to you and can be used to help others or to help you grow your own life more. Make the price you pay less painful by getting as much wisdom from it as you can.

Life isn’t fair, and sometimes the mess you are in isn’t your fault. But it’s your responsibility, because it’s your life. And often, you are the only one who can fix or change your life. Hold realistic expectations of yourself and life. And know that just rising up from a stumble is a victory. You don’t need to have an epic comeback and save the world to have your comeback count.
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2: Don’t Set Yourself on Fire to Keep Others Warm 
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An extremely hard lesson we often learn too late is that our sacrifices are rarely appreciated, and in some cases, doesn’t even solve the issue. They can even make things worse or backfire. This is often the case with family. People will shame or guilt-trip you into giving up your opportunities no matter how rare they are. Or demand you sacrifice your life savings to bail them out of the mess they created. Some will demand you leave your life to join them in another state or country, only for them to break up with you soon after you made the move.

Many empathic people feel it’s their duty to help, especially if it’s family. They may have worked fast-food jobs from the age of 18, saving for five years to fund their studies. Then, just before enrolling, they’re guilt-tripped into bailing out a relative who can’t make rent or needs their car fixed. In many cases, promises are made that they will be repaid, only for it never to happen, ruining their chances of studying, even though they spend years preparing to make a success of their life. This one act of misplaced trust sets them back for decades, if not life.

I gave large sums of money over the years to a family member, only to later find out they were also siphoning money from others. All my help did was enable them to never need to take responsibility for their financial mistakes. When I could no longer give financially, the person had bad financial habits that were so deeply entrenched in their mind that they just could not change. In the end, my help didn’t save them, it only cost me my financial stability. They eventually lost everything, and dragged others down with them. Those who tried to help got burned by a mess far bigger than they imagined. Some now struggling to buy food every month while on pension in their 80s. The retirement funds they diligently worked on for decades, were destroyed by lies and empty promises of repayment.

I have a friend who put off studying so they could financially help their partner finish their studies, and make more money. The agreement was that the partner would then financially help my friend to finish their studies in return. However, once the first partner finished their studies, they refused to help financially as agreed. I also have an ex-friend who strung his girlfriend along, claiming he wanted to have children but just not now. He kept her on a line for 10 years before she finally realized he was never going to have a child with her and was just lying to keep her around. Hence, he is an ex-friend now.

People have made the mistake of lending their transport out to someone who isn’t on their insurance, or when they have no insurance. Then the person crashes the vehicle and walks away, saying it’s not their responsibility to replace it.

When you bail someone out, you take on the consequences they were meant to face. You’re not helping, they’re escaping their consequences, and you’re paying the price. Now, yes, it’s nice to help, and we often hope that others will help us if we need help. But before you jump in to help. Look at the real cost to you.

Before you help, ask yourself:


	Am I solving the root cause, or just treating the symptoms?

	What if this doesn’t work out, what’s my plan then?

	Can I afford to lose this money or opportunity?

	Am I being manipulated through guilt or obligation?

	If they betray my trust, how will it affect my future?

	Is this really the help they need, or just a temporary escape from accountability?

	If they can’t make rent this month. How are they going to make rent next month?



Before giving up your entire life to chase after someone in another place. Ask yourself. What if this doesn’t work out? What will I do then?

Before you use your emergency fund, savings, or bonus to bail someone else out. Ask yourself, is it even your responsibility to do so? Should they not find another way? And, what if they never repay me? How will it affect me? It is not selfish of you to protect yourself. It is selfish of them to demand you pay for their mistakes.

Before you vouch for someone, for a job, in court, or any place. Ask yourself, what if they are lying to me? What if they fail at doing their job? How will it affect my credibility? What if I put my name to give them trustworthiness, and they betray me? How will it affect people’s trust in me? What if they fail to pay the installments, will I be held accountable for the outstanding money? People get others to sign as guarantor, and then run away with the car, leaving someone else to pick up the tab.

You don’t owe anyone proof of your worth. Your value isn’t determined by others’ opinions or expectations, nor by your willingness to fix their mistakes or take on their responsibilities for their own situations.

Don’t destroy your future to save someone else from the consequences of their choices. Help wisely, not blindly. If the cost of helping someone is the destruction of your own life, you’re not helping. You’re sacrificing yourself for someone else’s karma. And if the help you give isn’t actively solving the root cause of the problem, then all you may be doing is enabling them by having a reason not to change or take accountability for their situation. Sometimes loving and caring for someone else is allowing them to learn the lessons they need to learn so they can help themselves. It’s not your responsibility to rescue others from every fall, especially if it’s going to cause you to faceplant into the dirt.
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3: Guard the Capital, Live off the Interest
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The following lesson is very hard to implement. But it can be crushing and even lead to destruction if learned the hard way. This happened to two family members of mine, which I will get into a bit later. Sometimes we get a financial boost in life. This can be from winning a competition, the lottery, getting a large bonus, inheriting money, or getting a legal or medical injury payout. We may also sell an expensive asset, like a house, painting, jewelry, or car that we had for decades and is now worth a lot. This initial lump sum of money is the capital.

However it comes to us, we find ourselves with a lump sum of money. And then two things often happen. People suddenly expect us to share with them, some we have not even spoken to in years. And our emotions go wild with all the options we suddenly have of all the shiny things we can buy. These two mistakes, giving money away to others and emotional overspending, are exactly why so many lottery winners end up worse off than before winning the lottery. About 70% of big lottery winners in the US lose or spend all their winnings within three to five years. And around 30% of US lottery winners eventually declare bankruptcy.

The truth is, just because you came into money doesn’t mean others have a right to share in it. Giving money away or buying things for others in the hopes that they will treat you nicely is the worst investment ever. You are trying to buy someone else’s opinion who doesn’t care about you, only about how much money they can get out of you before you give it away to someone else. Now of course this is a life lesson and not a rule. So there are always exceptions, and it’s relative. Like if you win 20 million and your uncle comes to you asking for 100 bucks to have a tooth pulled. Then it’s not really going to make much of a dent in your pocket. But if you got 100 thousand and a relative asks you for 60 thousand, then it destroys your lump sum and the options you had that you could do with it.

This is also true for buying things for yourself. If you buy small ticket items and mainly leave the capital untouched, it may be okay. But the issue here is that it’s often the small things we buy that deplete the capital. Because we tend not to count them up as we think they do not matter. It’s 100 bucks here and 50 bucks there, and months or a few years later we have no money left. Even buying small ticket items above our normal spending habits, creates new spending habits that can deplete the capital.

The better option is often to long-term securely invest the money, and use the interest you get to spoil yourself and elevate your living standard just a bit. This is a far more sustainable solution.

Following are two examples that are a common occurrence. A family member of mine had worked for a company for almost three decades. But as is often the case, businesses get taken over and senior management are let go. She walked away with 1.8 million after taxes. Her monthly income was around 24 thousand with her house bond being about five thousand. Other family members and I suggested she sell her large house, as she is a single mother of two and no longer needs the large house after the split and her losing her job. Invest the money long-term, and move in with family until she got a new job again where she could restart her life.

With an 8% return, she could get 144 thousand a year in interest, or around 12 thousand a month (some countries have very low interest returns which will influence investment opportunities). Technically she could have kept the house if she made a lot of cuts. But we worked out she would get an additional 500 thousand from the sale of the house after paying the bank, which would give her 2.3 million to invest, with just over 15 thousand in interest guaranteed a month. But, the first things she did was go out and buy a car for 160 thousand, and then several large things to spoil herself such as a generator that can run a 3KW geyser when there is load-shedding so she doesn’t have to boil water on the gas stove. She went on holidays with relatives who still had jobs, insisting she had plenty of money left.

Three years later I heard she was forced to sell the house. She had multiple credit cards and store accounts, all maxed out on which she had not made a payment in several months. She had no money left for food. The family had to bail her out until the house was sold, which didn’t cover all the debt she’d racked up in those three years. She and her children had to move in with the family who initially offered to take her in thinking she would pay rent. But now the family had to support her and her two children. She did eventually manage to get a job for around 8 thousand a month. If she invested the money she would have gotten basically double while sitting at home.

The second example is of a family member who retired. He also went and bought a very expensive vehicle, and then proceeded to go on holiday and buy large ticket items. As his investment was large his monthly interest was more than he needed. But, drawing from his capital to buy these large items and pay for holidays, he within five years reached the point where his monthly expenses were more than his interest. This is a situation many people soon face after going on pension. And is often due to them not calculating for inflation.

Each year, you need more income to keep the same lifestyle. And in the beginning, it’s only a small amount. Let’s say you fall short by just 200 bucks a month. But instead of saving or earning extra, you start drawing from your capital. And now you’re not only short on income, you’re earning less interest, too. It starts small, almost unnoticeable. But each month the shortfall grows. It snowballs so that within three to five years it can become unmanageable.

However, if you instead got a side job for only 200 bucks a month, you do not need to touch the capital. And if you got a little bit more income a month you can add it each month to your capital. In time, your interest may match or exceed your monthly expenses and you may even be able to increase your living standard instead of being forced to keep downscaling.

When you get a lump sum, resist the temptation to spend it. Rather securely invest it, and either let it accumulate, or just use the monthly interest to level up your life. And if you find your monthly expenses are more than the interest of your pension, rather look to cover the gap with part-time work than drawing from your capital. 10 years down the line when you no longer can do part-time work, you will thank yourself.

If you have debt, conventional wisdom says to pay it off. But it may be wise to keep it. If you have low-interest debt like a mortgage and can get a higher return by investing the lump sum, it may be smarter to do this. Even if you have high-interest debt like credit cards or store accounts, if you have poor money habits, it may be wiser to keep the debt and still invest the lump sum. Many people who struggle with emotional spending end up making debt again soon after clearing it with a windfall. Invest the money instead, and maybe use the interest to help pay the installments. Then learn how to manage your money and overcome emotional spending. It may cost you more in interest in the short term, but long term, not blowing the lump sum may give you far more in return.

It might feel empowering to suddenly have money. But true power comes from what you do with it. Buying freedom, peace of mind, and financial security is infinitely more valuable than buying a new car, a couch, or a holiday you’ll forget in a year. Don’t touch the capital. Guard your capital like your future depends on it, because it does.
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4: Make Memories, and Keep Them 
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This lesson is close to my heart. At 52 at the time of writing this, I have a few miles under my belt. Having traveled the world a bit, trained hundreds of divers in the Cayman Islands, and led thousands of divers on dives. I have had the opportunity to speak to a lot of people. Two things that kept coming up, were people saying, I wish I took that opportunity. Like, I wish I went with you on that night dive or the pirate’s week parade. And second, I wish I had taken pictures.

So often we let fear, shyness, being concerned about other people’s opinions of us, not feeling worthy, and other reasons stop us from taking opportunities when they come our way. And when we do take once-in-a-lifetime opportunities, even if it’s sharing a coffee with a friend in a restaurant, we let those moments slip away with no record of them.

Because our brains are wired for survival, we tend to remember the bad more easily than the good, like what hurt us, what went wrong, and what to avoid. Over time, this can crowd out the good. And when we forget the good, we start believing our past was worse than it was, and predict our future won’t be any better. Which can lead to a loss in happiness and desire to do things in life, or even continue living.

One of the main regrets of the dying isn’t the mistakes they made, but the opportunities they didn’t take. The memories they didn’t make. And then, the memories they can’t remember because they never took any pictures, and never kept a journal. In the end, we don’t just regret the things we didn’t do, we regret the things we did, but didn’t keep a record of.

Movies romanticize the act of having one picture in your wallet, on a dresser, or under the car visor. And a few pictures in a shoebox under your bed. But our lives are not so small that they fit in a shoebox. Or be distilled down to one moment in one picture. Life is meant to be lived and to be explored. One picture may help you remember what a friend looked like, that you went on an adventure, or where you lived or worked. But one picture cannot help you remember all the little moments you had with a friend or the places you visited on an adventure or all the parties or funny moments from your life. Those details fade as we get older, and we need something to keep reminding us what things looked like and what happened. With cell phones and modern cameras so accessible and simple to use, snapping a few pictures of that special moment is effortless.

When you insert these images in a journal, digital or physical, 10, 15, or 30 years later, it’s amazing to page through and reread your thoughts. See what crazy things you were up to. See the life you had. And when you are old and you wonder where the years went. You have a record of it. You can show your grandkids and your friends in the old age home or bingo club. Or just remind yourself that you tasted life. The pain of not trying or not taking the opportunity now, will be more in your old age than the discomfort you feel now or the shame you think you will feel if you fail in trying.

For digital journaling, I use a free app called RedNotebook from portableapps.com. It’s easy to use, and you can export your journal to share or just sit and read as a story. Remember to always back up your pictures and journal on a separate media. Think about what moments in your life or people in your past do you wish you had a photo of? Or a journal entry about exactly what happened and how you felt? Now imagine never letting that happen again.

We often think excellence is something we will reach in the future. However, that makes us miss this moment where we are truly alive and can fully experience life. Yes, having something to aim for in the future is important, but we should guard against living too much in the future and losing the now. You can find excellence now, not by changing what you do but by changing how you see what you do and the meaning it has for you. You can find meaning and excellence even in the simple act of watching a butterfly on a flower.

Live boldly, and take lots of pictures. One day, it may be all you have to prove to yourself that you lived.
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5: You Don’t Need More Disasters 
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Life already has enough chaos. It throws curveballs like car accidents, job losses, sudden illness, and breakups. It’s just part of being alive. But then we go and create even more and sometimes bigger disasters for ourselves. Disasters that are completely foreseeable and preventable. We do this not because we’re bad or broken. Not because we hate ourselves. But because we didn’t feel like doing something small, or we didn’t want to lose face. The trouble is, those small issues we ignore often become massive issues and life-altering disasters. Sometimes, saving face or not feeling like doing something can cost us our future.

For no real reason, people escalate small things into major issues. Like they have the money to renew their car license, but they forget to do it in time. Then, instead of fixing it, they feel too embarrassed to walk in and admit it, so they leave it... for another year. And then another, until eventually the police pull them over and impound their car. Now their minor problem has become a major one.

They don’t fill in their tax returns. Not because they owe money, but because they just don’t feel like doing the admin. Then they are shocked when they get threatening letters and fines. Some will even refuse to seek medical attention, often until it’s too late. A condition that may have been treatable or preventable, may now become terminal. This often happens due to procrastination, ego, or false beliefs. Think about the last time you avoided something small that grew into something worse. Like avoiding making an awkward call, a form you didn’t feel like filling in, a doctor’s appointment you delayed.

You can do what feels hard now so you can have it easy in the future, or you can have it easy now but have a hard future. Don’t put off what can be done today just because it’s uncomfortable. Tomorrow there may not be time to do it, and the day after that it may be too late. And learn to deal with boredom. Boredom is basically your brain’s signal that what you’re doing right now feels meaningless, unstimulating, or not rewarding enough, so it pushes you to seek something more engaging or useful. Our brains crave newness and challenges. When things are too predictable, the brain’s reward system quiets down, leaving you restless. Even busy people can feel bored if what they’re doing feels pointless. Boredom often signals a mismatch between what you’re doing and what you want to be doing. If your mind or senses aren’t getting enough input, they’ll wander. Research suggests boredom can also come from not being able to focus. Your mind wants more stimulation than your surroundings provide, but you can’t easily shift your attention. Psychologists see boredom as an adaptive signal that pushes you to change your activity, learn something new, or solve a problem. But when we can’t resolve it in healthy ways, we often pick easy but harmful fixes, like overeating, mindless scrolling, or even risky behavior, just to break the monotony.

And then there are the moments that change or end lives, often in an instant. The kind that aren’t about laziness, but decisions made based on ego, vanity, a need to fit in or impress others, or no consideration for the consequences. And often, that decision has permanent consequences. Like my cousin. He took a drive with his friends in his new car to see what it can do. They dared him to floor it. It was calculated afterward that he exceeded 200 km/h in an 80 zone, and didn’t make a corner. They all died in the crash. A crash and a loss of life that didn’t have to happen. The payoff was his friends being impressed. The risk was their lives. That math doesn’t add up.
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