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For Mum and Dad – the original nervous Purvises.
I love you.
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Introduction


You’re on a boat with Emma Watson, Beyoncé, Michelle Obama and Meryl Streep. Imagine! Is this a P&O celebrity cruise special? No! This is HMS Insecurity – and we’re all riding it together. Some of us hop off at different ports, but if ‘we’re all in the same boat’ ever applies, ladies, I’m pretty sure it’s right about now. Because yes, they’ve felt like this too.





‘I, as a twenty-one-year-old, was riddled with insecurity and self-critiquing. Some of my friends still are. I realised that I didn’t like friends taking photos of me when I wasn’t working and I actually got in a fight about this issue. And I wondered, why is this bothering me? Why does this make me so insecure? And I realised it’s because I can’t even reconcile myself with my own image on the front of these magazines.’1


EMMA WATSON, feminist, activist and actor extraordinaire


‘After the birth of my first child, I believed in the things society said about how my body should look. I put pressure on myself to lose all the baby weight in three months, and scheduled a small tour to assure I would do it. Looking back, that was crazy.’2


BEYONCÉ, so successful she doesn’t use a surname


‘At this point, I’d been First Lady for just over two months. In different moments, I’d felt overwhelmed by the pace, unworthy of the glamour, anxious about our children, and uncertain of my purpose.’3


MICHELLE OBAMA, no introduction needed


‘Oh, I’m sure that my career has been wonderful, and people talk about accolades and such, but somehow that doesn’t register with me. My mother used to say to me, “Why don’t you enjoy it more? Some people would give an arm and a leg to walk down the red carpet at a movie premiere, why can’t you enjoy it?” But I just don’t get into it, I’m afraid. I have my own doubts, worries and insecurities, and that’s what I fixate on.’4


MERYL STREEP, often described as the best actor of her generation





If I were going to add in my own quote (for a minor Beyoncé moment) it would probably be something like:





‘Throughout my career, it’s always seemed that if you have followers (one type of “success currency” with a terrible exchange rate) then you can’t be insecure. As if a series of likes and well-curated photographs could be cashed in for unflappable confidence.’


LIV PURVIS, blog writer, podcast host and author, who would probably introduce herself nervously as ‘a jack-of-all-trades’ instead





And, if I’m being honest, the thought of writing a book about insecurity made me feel insecure. In fact, whenever I approach a new project I’m always riddled with self-doubt: Am I good enough? What if people don’t like it? Do people care about what I have to say? How did I manage this? But feeling insecure and uncertain is unfortunately commonplace in the lives of modern women and men everywhere; a national report on the state of self-esteem (commissioned by the Dove Self-Esteem Fund) discovered that 62 per cent of girls feel insecure or not sure of themselves, and seven out of ten believe they aren’t good enough or ‘don’t measure up’ in some way.5 It’s much bigger than just a word – it’s something that is stirred by new experiences; old experiences; new relationships; unpredictable everyday challenges; and sometimes by the simple belief that someone else could be doing it a lot better. Insecurity comes when you both least and most expect it – sometimes it feels like it never gets easier to manage, and it can be one of the most crippling and overwhelming feelings to overcome. Insecurity can make everyone – you, the woman next to you on the train, the girl who served you your coffee this morning, and the woman you had a meeting with this afternoon – doubt their capabilities.




At what age did you start feeling insecure?


Under 13: 43% | 13–17: 46% | 18–24: 9% | 25–34: 2% | Don’t know: <1%*





The reality is, no matter who you are – no matter how rich, beautiful, successful or happy – insecurity is a universal experience. Whether it’s attacks of self-doubt, worries over what people think of you, or a general lack of confidence, the truth is we’ve all been part of The Insecure Girls’ Club at one point or another. When I started The Insecure Girls’ Club on Instagram in 2018, my insecurities were at their prime. As a twenty-five-year-old woman shrouded in self-doubt, I’d had endless conversations with friends about the insecurities and worries we shared, and we seemed to pass them off so casually that I wondered if feeling wobbly was just a natural course that we all had to take. But I knew it wasn’t just me and my direct circle feeling like this. The conversation had the potential to be a lot bigger and more impactful than a few women around a table with some lemonade and wine – which is when I started the page @TheInsecureGirlsClub. Since then, I’ve learnt that no matter how uncertain or insecure you’re feeling, you’re never alone. Some of the most confident, able and successful women I know have spoken to me about the complex edifices of insecurity. It doesn’t matter how high-achieving they appear (and are) from the outside; they’ve all questioned at one point or another where they are in life and whether they’re good enough.





‘I remember looking in the mirror and being completely disappointed by the way I looked. I never saw anyone in the media who looked like me. They all represented an ideal that was completely unobtainable.’


STEPHANIE, Chelmsford





It never fails to surprise me when I’m reminded just how common this emotion is. And isn’t that pretty much what it is – an emotion? Just like anger, sadness and joy, insecurity is something we all feel. If Queen Bey can feel insecure about her next performance (whilst winning endless awards), and a certain Ms Chung can feel out of her depth and worried about people pleasing (which she has spoken about openly),6 then surely we can acknowledge that self-doubt is something women everywhere are battling.


How many times have you left a dinner, or a party with new friends, or a work meeting that’s pushed you out of your comfort zone, and switched into a self-critical mode of endless over-analysing? It happened to me last week after a beautiful press dinner with a handful of women I didn’t know particularly well. Finding something that could be wrong and creating a narrative to construct a problem to probe ourselves with is all too easy: ‘Did I come across as too loud and overbearing?’, ‘Did I not talk enough?’, ‘I wonder if that thing I said offended that girl?’, ‘Oh God, why did I laugh at my own jokes so much?’. Negative self-talk is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to insecurity, and the time we spend second-guessing our own judgements and actions could really be spent doing something far more positive and productive. I left that work dinner last week and messaged one of my best friends saying: ‘Oh God, was I really annoying?’ She replied: ‘No – but so what if you were?’


I was at my most insecure when I’d just dropped out of university. I’d been studying English and communication studies, and although I loved the city I was in, I had about as much excitement and passion for the course as I did watching Sunday afternoon snooker on TV (very little). It wasn’t what I’d signed up for, and I felt overwhelmed about who I’d let down, who I’d disappointed and what I’d do next. If I wasn’t going to have ‘BA Hons’ next to my name, how would I define myself when people asked me what I was doing? Would I be known as a drop-out until I was eighty? Was my lack of UCAS kudos going to follow me around forever?


I frantically applied for courses at the London College of Fashion (the pinnacle of status in the industry, to yours truly), and after not getting in with a terrible nerve-fuelled essay, I felt so unconfident in my abilities. All the successful women in fashion I’d heard of had gone to university – suddenly I felt lost and out of my depth. But fast-forward to today, and it’s safe to say I made the right decision. Running two businesses, creating a team of wonderful women and co-hosting a podcast (The Fringe of It, with my pal Charlotte Jacklin) might never have happened had I not decided to go with my gut all those years ago. Yet this feeling is something that continues to rear its ugly head, time and time again – no matter how well on paper I appear to be doing. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve felt like I’m not working hard enough, just because I’m working differently from someone else. What I can say with total confidence, however, is that it’s 100 per cent possible to learn how to challenge these feelings and handle them better, so they don’t ruin your day.


I don’t believe there’s ever a point in life where we feel successful enough, that we’ve ‘made it’ – unless of course we make it for ourselves. It’s about creating personal measures of success that are attainable and realising that success doesn’t have an expiry date. Sharing and celebrating the small successes in life and realising it’s OK to be your own spokesperson can be the key to serious self-validation. It’s when we come together in a group and talk about these mutual concerns that we really start becoming easier on and kinder to ourselves, and realise that ultimately, we are all the same.


So, welcome to The Insecure Girls’ Club – we are so very happy to have you as part of the family, and a community that’s proved when one person is willing to talk about their insecurities, they open up an arena for thousands of women. This handbook will guide you through days when you don’t feel able, confident or good enough to step up and get things done – through those universal experiences of insecurity that we all feel.


In these pages, you’ll find tips, coping mechanisms and small pearls of wisdom, as well as peppy pick-me-up takeaways at the end of each chapter. I’ve included interviews with women who have a next-level understanding of different aspects of insecurity, and who share not only their first-hand experiences of some of the insecurities that touch us all, but also how they’ve faced these moments head-on, be it in their education, career or personal life. There are also plenty of wise, knowing words from other members of the club, showing that no matter how alone or silly you might feel voicing these concerns, you’re never the only person feeling like this. You should never have to apologise, and these ladies have seen it from both sides – because there’s always another side.


This book is a comforting hug, a reassuring smile and a pep talk, from one insecure girl to another, served in digestible chunks (when a two-for-one pizza offer just isn’t going to cut it). It’s a book you can come back to when you suddenly feel out of your depth or like you’re a tiny fish swimming in a very large pond. It’s a go-to support system filled with the voices of other insecure girls just like you, who also want to manage their anxiety better, stop imposter syndrome in its tracks, and halt the waves of self-doubt that unexpectedly flood their reality. Come back to these pages again and again when you need them. Make them dog-eared if you want to, and underline the things you’ll want to come back to as freely as you wish. This book is yours. (Unless it’s from your local library – then maybe hold off for the time being …)


So, here’s to treating ourselves like we treat others, putting ourselves first, and being the secure and thoughtful women that we know we can be. If this nervous Purvis can create a toolkit to combat those insecurities and clip that self-doubt, then you can too. Hopefully these pages will make you realise that we are all worthy of taking up space, and that we often need to trust our own judgement and leave the worrying until later. It’s for the girls just starting out in their careers (when ‘no worries if not!’ is our most used phrase), and the young women at the top of them too (when it’s still our most used phrase). The girls worrying about making the leap to put something out there, and the ones who have been doing it for a while but feel like they’ve lost their mojo along the way. It will stop you from feeling that you’re not doing things right on time on the unwritten road of life (which is as deep as I promise to get). As my sixteen-year-old self would have said after a High School Musical binge, ‘We’re All In This Together’! And even if it’s me telling you that instead of Zac Efron and Vanessa Hudgens, I promise you we can do this together.


 


 





* These percentages are taken from an online survey of 461 women we carried out specifically for this book. All percentages included in these boxes relate to this survey.
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‘You’re so embarrassing’: one on one with your inner critic


Coping with the Simon Cowell voice inside that’s ready to cry out ‘it’s a no from me’


Although there are so many veins of insecurity that we experience and endure to different degrees, at the heart of all insecurity lies the big cheese: our inner critic. It appears endlessly; whether within friendships, in our body image, comparing ourselves to others, or just those day-to-day worries – like trying to assert ourselves in the office, or setting a boundary where we hadn’t before. When we least want or need it, the inner critic will be sure to appear, narrating and advising; sparking self-doubt and flicking away any scraps of confidence. It can feel overwhelming at times and insignificant at others – but by being aware of that critical voice, we can make a meaningful change to how we treat ourselves going forward – not letting it dictate the things we say to ourselves, especially when we’re learning how to harness tricky situations.




Was there a defining moment when you started feeling insecure?


‘Having a cleft lip, I became aware very early on that I had an obvious physical difference. I remember looking in the mirror and recognising that difference, and wishing it wasn’t the case.’


Jess, Leicester





I first experienced the feeling of insecurity when I was at primary school, around the age of eight, when someone kindly pointed out the shape and size of my ears – unintentionally planting a tiny insecurity seed with their words. I suddenly felt enormously aware of them – mentally agreeing with every ‘big ears’ or ‘Dumbo’ comment I was confronted with, even if it was from myself. When someone points out something about you that you feel conscious of, it becomes ten times easier for your inner critic to start buckling you with that insecurity too. Looking back now, it seems completely ridiculous. At the time, my real priorities were acquiring the full collection of Bratz dolls and wondering why my popcorn-scented gel pen didn’t show up on white paper. (Who invents these things?!) To think that from such a young age I started to become aware of what I now recognise as ‘flaws’ seems ridiculous. (Especially in a world with white gel pens …)


I think my inner critic truly manifested when I was in sixth form. I was a Myspace-loving teenager with little to no online etiquette (nobody ever said in school that if someone declines your friend request more than five times, it’s probably a no from them too), and there were times in my yellow jeans phase when insecurity would rear its head. But it was when I switched school for Years 12 and 13 that my insecurities became really apparent. I was surrounded by new faces, a new environment, and new teachers who didn’t appreciate that I’d sooner lose every PC4PC (that’s ‘picture comment for picture comment’, for anyone who grew up pre- or post-Myspace) or pound of phone credit than ever voluntarily answer a question in class. At one point I thought I had IBS because I was so nervous. Then there were the boys, of course – both revelatory and terrifying for someone who had previously been to an all-girls school and never wore make-up from Monday to Friday. And, as a seventeen-year-old, I didn’t drink. As the only one at house parties, eighteenth birthdays and Reading Festival who didn’t fancy touching a drop of alcohol, I felt acutely aware of being the ‘odd one out’ in a group of people – as if there was a spotlight on my social skills, when actually I’d have quite happily faded into a magnolia-painted background. This dripped into my (albeit brief) stint at university, and continues now in my twenty-something life as a self-employed woman.


Equally often, there isn’t a significant ‘Ah, so that was when I became hyper-critical of myself’ moment; it’s something that subtly appears in everyday life, built up from lots of smaller moments that we leave unquestioned and unmentioned.


We forget that nearly every other person around us experiences it in some capacity – wondering where this strange feeling came from, and who is responsible for it. So, when does insecurity begin? Sometimes it arises from embarrassing or challenging situations in the past, which leave a tiny imprint in your memory – from not-so-subtle comments about your dodgy outfit or food choices to friendship fallouts and uncomfortable job interviews.


As well as these smaller moments, there are always going to be the unshakable ones that seemingly stay with you forever. Although just the thought of putting it on paper makes my hands clammy (sorry, Nan), I remember when an immature ex-boyfriend shouted ‘HAIRY MUFF!’ across the train platform at London Bridge – leaving a tomato-faced fifteen-year-old me thinking body hair was the antithesis of being a successful girlfriend, and that the only romantic endeavors I’d be destined for would be more suited to a (not so) sexy seventies film, where purple silk sheets and ‘Help Yourself’ by Tom Jones playing on repeat would reign supreme. How would I ever find love again? Who would ever look at me with desire and longing if I had a … hairy muff?


FUELLED BY EMOTION – ‘WHY AM I LIKE THIS?!’


Whenever I wonder why these moments have such significance, I always think of my favourite Disney film, Inside Out. In case you haven’t seen it (go watch it now!), it’s set inside the head of a young girl called Riley, whose emotions are personified as characters – Joy, Sadness, Fear, Disgust and Anger – who decide what she says and does through a whizzy control board. The film is brilliant in so many ways, but when it comes to thinking about insecurity, it reminds me of our inner critic – how vocal it can be when we least need it and how our emotions are so intrinsically linked and heightened, feeding off each other. There’s a scene where Fear becomes flustered and panicked, saying, ‘Did you see that look? They’re judging us!’ when Riley is talking in front of her class; it’s such a good example of how the inner critic seems like it’s protecting us, but is actually inciting panic or worry instead. We’re more likely to give ourselves praise when we’re feeling joyful, and certainly more inclined to give ourselves a knock when we’re feeling sadness, fear or anger.




How often do you worry about what others think?


Several times a day: 54% | Several times a week: 22% | Once a day: 14% | Once a week: 8% | Once a month: 1% | Never: <1%





Sometimes, all it takes is one tiny tumble for our brain to catastrophise everything within that moment and every similar experience in the future. Like the hyperbolic teenage echoes of ‘This has ruined my life’ that suddenly appear when you crack a joke to a silent group, or you overhear someone saying, ‘Oh, she was just a bit much today’ – or worse, ‘Nope, I did hear you first time’ after that terrible joke. I remember so many occasions as a teenager when something ridiculous happened and I was certain that it would follow me into my adult life, and abolish any chance I had of getting a stable career, making new friends or being successful in any field. We create an inner monologue that makes these things feel so much weightier than they really are. Rather than giving ourselves a small pat on the back for having the courage to crack that one-liner in the first place, we beat ourselves up with negative self-talk afterwards. Here are some of my inner critic’s most frequent comments:


I didn’t stop talking. People probably think I love the sound of my own voice.


I didn’t talk enough. I probably came across as so rude and disinterested.


I definitely offended her with that reply. It sounded so much more concise in my head.


On top of that, when we add emotion to the situation, sometimes a simple bit of useful feedback can turn into a personality assault for the insecure girl. I’ve often been scared of asking for feedback (something that’s as essential as your five-a-day, when it comes to growing) in case it wasn’t completely what I wanted to hear and suggested that I wasn’t up to the job that I didn’t think I deserved in the first place. ‘I didn’t enjoy this part of the book’ becomes ‘You are in fact the worst writer ever!’. Or, ‘Ooh! I’ve never seen you wear anything like that!’ means ‘What on earth were you thinking?’. Which, yes, seems dramatic – but sometimes receiving criticism that aligns with our own negative thoughts about ourselves can be the hardest pill to swallow. If you’ve ever doubted that you were deserving of a job, internship or reward and then someone else points it out, it can feel like they’ve taken a trip straight into your mind and confirmed your own thoughts. It’s exhausting, tiring, and completely useless when it comes to making progress and taking on helpful, often necessary, advice.


Plus, in an age where unsolicited advice giving, cutting online forums and curt comments are the norm, we’re so bombarded by critiques we didn’t ask for that genuine feedback can get our back up.





‘I’ve had appearance-based comments, as well as comments about my work, and they are so hard to swallow. You assume if one person is saying it, there must be hundreds more that agree who would never say it to your face.’


CARRIE, London





FROM THE OUTSIDE IN


Sometimes, though, these insecurities begin growing from something else. It’s the magazines in the nail salon on the corner the first time we go for a manicure, dog-eared and inviting. The brazen red fonts aggressively telling us that certain body shapes are worthy of an embarrassing headline and an unforgiving front-page photograph. Research reported by Psychology Today estimates that we see over 5000 adverts and messages a day.7 Those photographs that become frighteningly normal to see, that implement a ‘good’ and ‘bad’ narrative that shapes the way we see our own selves, heighten the likelihood of internal feedback from our inner critic. The first images we ever see of women’s bodies are a tale of two halves – absolute scrutiny in the press, and #goals on Instagram – with the unattainable ‘ideal’ as accessible as an old episode of Friends on Comedy Central. The 2018 Girlguiding Girls’ Attitudes Survey revealed that 52 per cent of girls aged 11–21 agreed with the statement: ‘I sometimes feel ashamed of the way I look because I’m not like girls and women in the media.’8 From a young age, girls commonly take part in ‘makeover parties’ – and although I’m perhaps being hyper-critical and a bit cynical (especially as someone who loved things like this as an eight-year-old and wanted nothing more than to be in S Club Juniors), they subliminally condition us to believe that ‘before’ is not the ideal, and encourage us to become aware of our appearance. As a so-called ‘influencer’, I’m conscious of how important it is to be mindful of how we talk about and project our appearance concerns onto others. I’m careful not to scrutinise myself online if I can; not to make excuses for doing a video without make-up or having spots, dark circles or greasy hair. It’s about not apologising for the ‘before’ and reminding people that reality doesn’t come with a flattering Instagram filter.




When it comes to your inner critic, which of the below do you find yourself worrying about?


Body image: 81% | Work: 56% | Success: 56% | Friendships: 51% | Money: 46% | Relationships: 42% | Other: 4%





Growing up, it’s easy to be pigeonholed into the ‘type’ of person you are. ‘The sporty one’ or ‘the clever one’ or ‘the pretty one’. Being given a title at such a young age can fuel your inner critic when you get older – perhaps stopping you from exploring different roles because you’ve taken on these assumptions and beliefs. A few years into secondary school, the mum of a friend from primary school said to me, ‘Oh, you’ve blossomed!’ and rather than saying, ‘Thanks – I run a website now, have pretty good GCSEs and two years of work experience under my belt,’ I felt both flattered, and like I’d achieved no more than not being the spotty eleven-year-old with eight missing teeth. I’d never been ‘the pretty one’, and suddenly this strange validation from a woman my mum’s age was the thing that mattered most. Equally, I have friends who were regarded as ‘the bright one’ at school, which can so easily instil a false sense of security, and mean your inner critic is far harsher when those pigeonholed traits don’t serve you as you expect when you get older.


IS IT A … GIRL THING?


If there’s one thing we can be certain of, it’s that insecurity isn’t something that’s gendered, ageist or selective. You can be the most confident go-getter in a room, wear both the heels and the trousers, and still be buckled by bouts of insecurity when you least expect it. However, we’re constantly told there’s not enough room for all of us at the table – that there can’t be multiple women good at one thing or achieving greatness at any one time – with another stat from the Girlguiding Girls’ Attitudes Survey 2018 showing that 67 per cent of young women aged 11–21 think women don’t have the same chances as men.9





‘Realising there is enough room for all of us is a blessing. Especially as a woman, and a woman of colour, it is really important to open up your mind to more opportunities that society conditions you to feel are shut to you.’


NAFISAH, London





Sometimes there’s the subtler nuance where our judgement is less trusted than our male counterparts’. How many times have you been in a situation where asking a man instead of a woman has been the preferable thing to do – even if you know the same thing, or suggest the same way of handling it? Whether it’s changing a light bulb, or offering a breakdown of a mind-bogglingly complicated political situation. When your capability is questioned against that of the opposite sex from a young age, sometimes it’s natural to feel insecure about your ability and knowledge. There have been so many times when my boyfriend’s assertions have been trusted more than mine at family dinner table political conversations (never a good idea in the first place). He garners more knowing head nods than I imagine a degree in politics could ever buy me – even if I’ve made a similar point in the past. It can often plant the seed that it’s easier not to answer or offer anything at all than to risk being led to doubt your own ability.


DON’T USE THAT TONE WITH ME!


One of the things I hear most often from members of The Insecure Girls’ Club is that they never know when their inner critic might start ‘going off on one’ (for want of a more forgiving phrase). This is definitely one of the most challenging things about dealing with your inner critic; their voice can change over time, appearing when you least expect it – or even when you’re feeling vulnerable enough that you do. If you’re starting a new job, chances are they’ll appear (with a brazen air of authority) to criticise you, making you feel out of your depth. When you’re in the changing rooms trying on something you wouldn’t normally pick out, they’ll quickly tell you how ridiculous you look and that ‘You could never suit that!’. Sometimes it feels inescapable, noisy and stubborn – but with a bit of practice and patience, it is mutable, manageable, and it certainly doesn’t have to be ever-present (or stop you wearing that brilliant new dress).


LET’S RECAP!


We’ve established that insecurity tends to spring up before we’ve hit adulthood – whether it’s in early childhood or adolescence, or built from a series of negative memories or experiences. Those sore spots become the food of our inner critic, and it can make feedback (or, yes, sometimes real criticism) especially painful if given in relation to those subjects. Depending on what your insecurity is, the media can serve to perpetuate the idea that something about you isn’t good enough, or it might be that your friends or family are making comments that seem to justify what your inner critic won’t keep quiet about. Insecurity doesn’t only belong to girls, but we were perhaps conditioned to feel less deserving in our younger years, and there are still stereo-types that can make us feel like the second best option compared to men.


STOP RIGHT NOW, THANK YOU VERY MUCH


So, we’ve got to grips with our inner critic, but how can we take out the emotion and press pause before we start to catastrophise? And how can we feel assured that there’s a seat for us at the table (even when our inner critic convinces us otherwise)? Here are some methods I’ve found helpful …


LAUGH OFF THE PAST


Aside from being an overdramatic hormone-fuelled teen worrying about a ‘hairy muff’, looking back, it’s empowering to reclaim those moments of insecurity and embarrassment. To realise that those small, flippant words truly didn’t affect my relationships, my ability to love and be loved, or the way I view myself today. With hindsight, I can now enjoy a moment of hair-flipping sass when I think of all those silly comments that made me feel ‘less than’. And, though it’s disproportionately teenage girls who have to contend with that kind of pressure, when it comes to looking back to past mistakes, nasty comments and those itches that have your toes curling every time you revisit memory lane, know that they don’t define you. They won’t stop you growing, progressing or doing brilliant things – and whether you’ve got hair ‘down there’ or not will never make a difference. It’s desperately hard at the time to laugh it off – I remember crying into an ex-boyfriend’s voicemail when he dumped me over Myspace (I know) and thinking it would follow me around for years to come, but guess what: it didn’t! I always ask myself, ‘Will this still be such a big deal in a year’s time?’. Chances are, it won’t. If you can see the situation happening to a character in your favourite sitcom, it’s probably just a minute detail in the bigger picture and will only be a small imprint in the big ol’ fabric of your life.
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