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AN INTRODUCTION TO A THRIFTY LIFE


This is not an ordinary book purchase, it’s an investment – a no-nonsense guide to changing habits to slash your cost of living. A book full of hacks and hustles on how to navigate sudden and unpredictable changes in fortune along with tips on how to adapt your life to fit your budget. I guarantee you will have saved yourself a fair few quid every month by the time you’ve worked through the chapters. It will teach you resilience, which you can then draw on when you need to navigate hard times, and some cheeky life hacks that no one teaches in schools. Think of it as a modern-day take on Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management – with extra sass.


At the time of writing this in winter 2022/2023, the cost of living crisis had many of us reaching for our pity pot and licking our wounds, while staring forlornly at a dismal bank balance or a gaping overdraft. The crisis is impacting pretty much everyone, and it has hit us hard – and fast. We are all rationing energy and trying to rein in spending, grappling with the biggest rise in inflation in 100 years. It hasn’t been a steady increase, it’s been more of a frying pan across the face, BOOM – you’re skint. We have gone from comfortable to stretched in record times, our heads are spinning and we haven’t yet caught up.


But, if we’re going to weather the storm, we need to start changing our mindsets and habits – and fast!


LIFE LESSONS


No one teaches thriftiness and the skills needed to audit every area of your life in order to cut your cloth in schools – hence the need for this book. There are of course fabulous sources of information, advice and guidance on where to get the best and latest deals such as the brilliant Moneysavingexpert forum or Which? surveys, but applying all of the changes required to thrift your life takes a pinch of planning, a sprinkle of resilience and a final dusting of strategy.


Here, we recognise that life is full of changing fortunes – sh*t happens that you could have controlled better, and then sh*t happens that you have absolutely no control over whatsoever. As with the current cost-of-living crisis. This is the definitive guide on how to pull your belt in when you need to, how to waste less and how to change your habits to save you money without resorting to eating thin gruel and shivering over a candle. It is packed with practical hacks to adapt to life’s financial ups and downs.


My tips, hacks and hustles range from the well-versed and practical to the downright cheeky and outrageous; you can pick and choose, try a few ideas, do what suits you. I will help you to build up a toolkit to get you through the crisis, and to help you feel prepared and in control in case of more energy increases, interest rate rises and eye-watering inflation – and to show you can still maintain a fighting spirit and sunny demeanour. Like a pig looking for truffles, you will be sniffing out bargains and ways to save, enjoying the challenge as you go.


We will look at every area of your life that requires you to part with your hard-earned moolah, and offer hacks and hints for shaving a bit off the cost of everything you spend on. I recognise that people might be feeling paralysed with fear and uncertainty and are looking for tangible things they can do to rein in living costs.


This is the stuff that should be on the national curriculum but isn’t.


SOMETHING FOR EVERYONE


It’s important to enter this with the right mindset, one of stoicism and flexibility. And you can’t do it alone, so I will be sharing how to get the whole family on board and enthused about living well for less too.


From people budgeting on benefits, students managing their loans and (if they’re lucky) bursaries, kids leaving home for the first time, working families hammered by the cost of living rises, right through to the mortgaged-up-to-the-hilt middle classes whose disposable income has been squeezed. Hell, it might even be useful for aristocrats in 20-bedroom country piles whose heating bills have left them swapping the Jag for a Micra. Most of us have had it pretty good for a long time – we haven’t needed to plan, organise and hustle to get through life, and so those all-important skills needed to live comfortably for less have been lost.


We are entering a new age where the ways of living and managing a household for the last 20 years no longer serve us. People across the globe are looking to navigate this new age. And the good news is that all the advice here also helps us to live more sustainably as well as economically. We can feel happy in the knowledge that when we consume less we are naturally “doing our bit” to reduce our carbon footprint and care for the planet, as well as caring for our finances.




At the time of writing…


This book was written during winter, spanning 2022/2023. All prices including in the text are indicative of that time. Energy and food prices will, of course, change and I have provided links to resources to help you calculate the most up-to-date unit costs for energy.





MY THRIFTY LIFE


My life – like many – has been far from linear. I have been church-mouse poor, better off, desperately skint and then better off again. I can relate to everyone: I’ve been on benefits and I’ve clawed my way to becoming middle class. I’m a full-time working mum. I have worked hard to gain professional qualifications that meant I was financially comfortable, and then life events have smacked me in the chops and left me living on a strict budget again.


As a council house kid, I grew up in the 1970s in Wolverhampton – we liked to boast that our council estate was the biggest in Europe. Mum and Dad both came from families of 12. My granddad died when my dad was young, so he and his siblings were carted off to an orphanage in Derby. My mum’s dad also died when she was young. They both grew up in households where hustling through life to get by was the norm.


“NOT MORE BEANS, MUM!”


Growing up in the seventies, I remember money being tight when my dad was on strike as a General Post Office (GPO) engineer. I have a phobia of baked beans now because of my childhood; when dad was on strike we dined on beans with such alarming frequency I can’t look at a bean now – I have bean-induced trauma! Every single item my mum bought in the weekly grocery shop was necessary. There was none of this walking around the supermarket with a trolley throwing stuff in because it was new, looked nice or you fancied it. Meals were planned and strictly budgeted for. There were limited snacks between meals, and once they were gone they were gone. There was no waste. You got new stuff at Christmas and for birthdays. And, you know what, we were happy, healthy and well-cared for.


The budgeting lessons from my childhood have stayed with me – as has my mum’s fond description of me: “If you fell in sh*t, you’d come out smelling of roses.” This wasn’t because I was a particularly lucky kid, teenager or adult; it’s because I possess a rare resilience, stoicism and grit. I have always been able to adapt to change and make the best out of a bad situation. I see challenges as opportunities, and have always been able to find hacks and hustles to get me through the hardest of times with a smile on my face and a spring in my step, usually coming out the other side better for the challenge.


NEVER LEAVE A BARGAIN BEHIND


I have always bought and worn second-hand clothes, and my home is full of bargain gems that I have found. I truly believe that you can live really well and stylishly on a meagre budget. I was always hunting out free and cheap stuff we could do with my kids when they were young, and over the years have honed my ability to live well for less. My kids are also well-trained in being thrifty – if they see something on their way home from school that has been discarded in a back lane, they gleefully tell me they have spotted something that I might be able to reuse.


Which brings us to now.


THE COST OF LIVING CRISIS REALITY


As soon as the cost of living crisis hit in early 2022, I felt a call to arms. I could feel my bank account being squeezed, and I started a plan of action to manage through the crisis without amassing huge debt. I started sharing my love of preloved clothes on Instagram in January 2022, and later started sharing cost of living hacks on TikTok. I am a project manager by day, so the skills from my job in managing risk and opportunity seemed to transfer quite naturally. That, coupled with my thrifty upbringing in seventies Britain created a combination that I felt could really help people, by sharing some of my hacks and hints to live for less. I do believe that my mindset is as essential as my actual bank balance when trying to live for less. Despairing over what you cannot have or can no longer afford will most definitely spiral into defeatism and misery – and that is why this book focuses as much on creating a resilient mindset as on budgeting hacks.


Whenever life takes an unexpected turn, I focus on what I can do to save money. I have learned that almost no problem is insurmountable, and I hope that this book will help you to see how you too can Thrift Your Life.




CHAPTER 1
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A THRIFTY MINDSET


Life truly is a bumpy old ride. One year you are buying fancy Aesop hand wash in SpaceNK because that is within your means, the next you are darting to grab a yellow sticker damaged bottle Jo Malone dupe in Aldi because you are struggling to pay your energy bills. Both of these products do the same thing, but the shopping experience is very different, as is the way the purchase makes you feel.


“RETAIL THERAPY”


I am an emotional shopper. When I feel like there is a little void in my life and I feel down, when I succumb to self-induced anxiety (it all starts with my own thoughts and perceptions), I seek out a little dopamine (aka the feel-good hormone) fix. This, coupled with poor impulse control, can lead to me “adding to basket” and clicking “buy” before the good monkey on my shoulder can yell “STOP!”.


Why am I telling you this when I am meant to be helping you to save money? Well, because I am human, I am flawed, and probably more flawed than your average Joe or Jill. If I can change my mindset around money, budgeting and spending, then anyone can.


WELL & TRULY INFLUENCED


Here is another confession. In lockdown, I let myself be “influenced”. A celebrity Instagram influencer, a fabulously warm and funny lady, a millionaire married to a millionaire, piqued my interest. She would show fabulous hauls from Zara (the cheap stuff to her) mixed with her designer wardrobe, she shared styling tips and hints that she promised would make you feel great. Lockdown was a strange time – boredom, anxiety and human frailty all mixed together to make a bizarre soup – and I had an existential shopping crisis. I bought new clothes online – more than I ever had in the past, more than I needed – and I bought clothes that were the influencer’s style rather than my own. I used shopping to numb the lockdown malaise.


Did the purchases make me feel good? Only when I ordered them. How did I feel when the boxes arrived? Honestly, I felt shame. When my relationship with the Yodel man progressed from cheery salutations to first name terms, I knew things had gotten out of hand. What did I do? I sold the clothes online, many of them still new with tags. I sold them on closed Facebook groups. I made connections and chatted with the ladies that were buying my clothes. I got as much of a thrill from selling the clothes – if not more – than from the rush of the initial purchase. I gradually joined up the dots and, with some soul searching, realised it was the grinding loneliness of lockdown that I was trying to fix by shopping in this way. I eventually managed to curb my behaviour by taking the actions in the box below.




How to curb impulse online shopping




	Unfollow any influencers who might have led you to unwise purchases. As gorgeous as their lifestyle may be, they can – irrationally – make you feel that yours is lacking in some way.


	Delete shopping apps from your phone.


	Unsubscribe from retailers’ emails, as they are often trying to hook you back in with offers and promotions.


	Unfollow retailer pages on social media.


	When browsing online, do not accept cookies. They are like little footprints that lead the retailer back to you if you have browsed a site; they will then target you on social media to get you to finish a transaction. It’s their job to part you from your hard-earned cash.


	Introduce a cooling-off period – take a breath before clicking “buy”, and ask yourself if the item in your basket is a “want” or a “need”; is it really the best thing since sliced bread, will your world stop turning if you don’t have it?


	Consider making a commitment to only buy second-hand clothes. I did this, and made the commitment public by sharing my journey on Instagram, which made me accountable as I set my Instagram profile to public.





From this experience (and many more), I created a Seven-Step Self-Evaluation process to use when I feel tempted to impulsively purchase something online. This applies to second-hand resale sites too, as the temptation to over-shop lurks at every turn. It can feel justified when you are bagging a bargain on Vinted, but it soon adds up.





MY PRE-PURCHASE SEVEN-STEP SELF-EVALUATION


The purpose of my seven-step process is to identify what emotional drivers and triggers are behind some of your shopping habits. Self-awareness is critical to changing financial behaviours and spending habits that are self-defeating.


Before pressing “Buy It Now”, ask yourself the following questions. The answers will reveal any purchasing patterns and/or self-defeating habits…


“It can feel justified when you are bagging a bargain on Vinted, but it soon adds up.”


STEP ONE


WHAT TIME IS IT?


What am I doing as I add these items to my shopping basket, whether virtually or in real life? For example, am I scrolling on my phone in the morning, about to go to bed, making dinner? 


Identifying regular times suggest you’ve got into a habit and are more likely to be absent-mindedly shopping. Becoming aware is the first step in becoming more conscious about the way you shop. We are all so used to filling in the very small gaps between tasks with browsing on our phones or nipping to the shops, and this can lead to purchases that we don’t really need. If you phone scroll and purchase things just before bed, try reading a book as an alternative way to wind down. If you pop into a particular shop on the way back from work or on a lunch break, become aware of this and replace the activity with something that doesn’t involve shopping.


Ask yourself:


What time is it?


What am I doing?


What could I do instead?


STEP TWO


HOW AM I FEELING?


Am I stressed, feeling bored or lonely? Am I feeling sorry for myself? Am I self-sabotaging?


Do you shop when you are feeling out of sorts? Do you nip out for a mooch around your favourite shop to fill time if you are feeling bored? At times of stress or emotional discomfort, are you prone to fixing your feelings with buying things that you don’t really need? Are you a master of justifying purchases because you have had a tough week, deserve it and need cheering up? When you are financially stretched do you have “Sod it, you only live once” moments when you completely self-sabotage and buy stuff that you absolutely can’t afford which will have financial consequences for you? If you answered yes to any, or all of the above, you are most likely to be an emotional shopper. Finding alternative things to do to lift you out of a funk that are not to your financial detriment are key.


Ask yourself:


How am I feeling?


What could I do instead? 


Could I visit or call a friend, hit the gym, nip out for a walk, read a book, watch a great movie?


STEP THREE


DO I WANT IT OR DO I NEED IT?


Is this purchase a necessity, is it for a special occasion, or is it an impulse buy? Am I buying this because I am feeling emotionally unsettled in some way? 


This step is intended to stop you in your tracks and make you think about whether you are making a conscious decision to buy something new. Have you broken all of the mugs in your house and need something to drink out of, or has your fancy just been drawn to the novelty of a new set? Do you need another black dress or are the three that you already own enough? Did you actually, consciously plan to make this purchase because there is a real need in your life, or will it bring you hours of unbridled joy or entertainment?


Ask yourself:


Did I consciously plan to make this purchase because I have a real need for this item in my life?


Is this purchase a really good investment as it will bring me ongoing, sustained happiness or entertainment?


STEP FOUR


HOW WILL I FEEL IF I DO NOT BUY THIS ITEM?


Can I live without buying this item, or is it just a fear of missing out on a bargain? Will there be a cavernous gap in my lifestyle if I do not have this particular thing?


(The answer to the latter question is usually a resounding no!) This is a bit of a killer question; you have lived this long without that blogger’s favourite face cream or the latest faddy gizmo or gadget, so will your life really fall apart if you don’t have it, will there be a huge gap in your lived experience if you don’t own it? More often than not, that answer is no.


Ask yourself:


What will happen if I don’t buy this?


How will I feel if I don’t buy this?


STEP FIVE


HOW MUCH USE WILL I REALLY GET FROM THIS PURCHASE?


Will I wear or use it more than once, am I buying it for the novelty of having something new? Will it be an indispensable, labour-saving kitchen gadget or a practical item of clothing I will get multiple wears from? 


It’s time to get honest with yourself. Up and down the country tagged or barely worn clothes hang in wardrobes, unused and unloved kitchen gadgets nestle in cupboards and drawers. If you are going to use something rarely, does it really justify owning it? Could you borrow from family or friends on the occasions when you may need a floor-length jewelled gown, a circular saw, a spiralizer or an LED face mask.


Ask yourself:


What will the cost per wear or cost per use of this item be?


STEP SIX


HOW LONG CAN I LIVE WITHOUT IT?


Give yourself a cooling-off period. Ranging from 7 to 21 days (see my 21-day rule in the next chapter if you suffer with payday millionaire syndrome). After a pause, has your burning desire to press “Buy” turned into a gentle simmer? Move to Step 7.


Ask yourself:


Can I park this purchase for a few weeks and then decide whether I really need it?


STEP SEVEN


DO I STILL WANT TO BUY IT?


How have I felt living without having that new, shiny object in my life? 


Have you completely forgotten about it and moved onto something else or do you spend every waking moment coveting the goodies in your online basket? Usually at this step I resign myself to the fact that I didn’t really need to buy the damn thing in the first place and I was scrolling on my phone through boredom and got caught up in the moment and some clever marketing tactics.


Ask yourself:


Does owning this thing still really matter to me?


SEVEN-STEP SUMMARY


The seven steps are intended to make you a more conscious and considered shopper. We are bombarded with opportunities to buy stuff that we don’t need, particularly given the majority of us are permanently attached to smartphones. We are marketed to 24/7, and it’s hardly surprising that we occasionally get caught up in the hype. I like to use a journal to note down my responses to the self-enquiry questions in these steps (see the template to get you started).


Starting at Step 1, work your way through the steps. Even the act of starting to challenge yourself may diffuse the need to purchase something. If I am honest, I rarely get beyond Step 4, as asking “How will I feel if I do not buy this item?” usually results in the acknowledgement that I was not really that bothered about it in the first place.


The steps will become second nature in time, but occasionally I still find I need to rein myself in belt and braces and systematically work through breaking the unconscious shopping habit. For example, recently, after my kids had been bickering all day, the car then broke down and I was feeling strung out, stressed and a bit sorry for myself. I sat down with a cup of tea and started to scroll through Instagram. An ad popped up from a high-street store and I spied a gorgeous tiered green dress. I added it to my basket knowing full well the car repair bill was going to clean me out for the month. So, I revisited the steps and acknowledged that I was shopping on my feelings and actually wouldn’t get that much wear out of the dress as I wasn’t planning on going anywhere fancy and it didn’t really match with anything that I already had in my wardrobe. The steps stopped me dead in my tracks.




SEVEN STEPS TO SHOPPING SELF-AWARENESS


This template is also available at the back of the book for you to copy as needed.


This exercise is to be used before you make a rash or impulse purchase. It is essentially a cooling-off tool that will make you more self-aware of your triggers for spending on non-essential items. Getting into the habit of repeating these steps when you are hovering over the “Buy It Now” button in an online shopping basket will equip you with insight into your inner saboteur; it will make you question your purchase and, in time, become second nature.


Answer the following questions as fully as you can, in a notebook or journal:
















	

1




	

What time is it?









	

2




	

How am I feeling?









	

3




	

Do I want it or do I need it?









	

4




	

How will I feel if I do not buy this item?









	

5




	

How much use will I really get from this purchase?









	

6




	

How long can I live without it?









	

7




	

Do I still want to buy it?















LACK & GRATITUDE


Do you have some food in the fridge, a bed to sleep in and a choice of outfits to wear? If the answer is yes, then you are not lacking. What you have is enough. Now I am not some neo-Marxist, but in a capitalist society people want to sell you stuff to make them a profit. They want to create need where there is no real need, and they want you to compare yourself to people who have lots of “stuff”.


This creates a feeling of “lack” – a discontent with what you have and own. This is a peculiar self-perpetuating cycle that can lead to you feeling sorry for yourself and that you “deserve” a payday treat to cheer you up. Hands up if you’ve ever done the whole payday millionaire thing. You know what I mean: you get paid and decide that you have worked hard so you are going to…


… get that sequin dress that you will probably only wear once, another bottle of perfume, oh yes, and you saw some lovely shoes and you may as well get them at the beginning of the month when you can afford it, but OMG what about the cute jumper for your dog and weren’t you thinking of changing the colour scheme of all the cushions in your lounge too?…


Then a week later you’re counting the days down to payday again, feeling wretched, feeling like you are trapped in “lack”, and craving a shopping high more than ever. The whole cycle starts again as the pent-up feeling of lack drives you to do exactly the same next payday.


TRY SOMETHING DIFFERENT NEXT PAYDAY


How different would your budget for the month feel if you didn’t splurge on stuff that you don’t need as soon as your wages hit your bank? (See the 21-day habit exercise in Chapter 3.) How different would it feel if you reframed your thinking and found delight in things that are free or that you already have? It sounds cheesy and hyper-wholesome, but getting grateful for what you have already can fill your cup, as much if not more than a payday buy that leaves you skint, feeling like a victim of your own crappy pattern of behaviour and lacking all month.


Start by making a list of things that bring you joy – this is best done when you are in a positive mindset. The Joy List will then serve as a great aide memoire when you are feeling hard done by, or discontent with not having the means to splurge and buy something new. Here is what brings me joy.




MY JOY LIST




	The smell of sandalwood incense


	Sunrise


	A natter with my best friend


	Talking to my mum


	The smell of wet earth in the woods


	My 1970s vintage Crimplene dresses


	My teenagers wanting to spend time with me


	My cats


	An afternoon meditation and a self-care nanna nap


	A self-care skincare ritual








These things are all free and they fill my “frazzled mum” cup. They can quickly reframe my thinking, so when I feel compelled to fix my feelings with a random purchase I can pause and pick something off my Joy List because I already have enough to make me feel happy. If I feel like I am going to die without that new dress from Zara, I reframe this and tell myself I want to wear something that makes me feel great, so I dig out one of my favourite 1970s dresses.


Reverting to your Joy List at moments of consumer weakness gives you a replacement activity when you need it. The things on your Joy List won’t cost you a penny. In the time you spent scrolling and adding to a basket shortlist, you could have taken a 10-minute walk outdoors or a meditation, given yourself a face mask and pamper, had a giggle with your teen, or played with your pet cat or dog. So, remember to pause and choose something to do from your Joy List.


GRATITUDE


I am not a supercharged self-help guru. I am, however, someone that needs to practise daily gratitude. Life is hard sometimes: there are kinks in the road, there are humps, hurdles and daily challenges that would have you licking your wounds and counting your battle scars in a jiffy. Practising gratitude, however small, does change your mindset and equip you better to deal with the lemons that life throws at you. There are lots of books and guides on gratitude, but you can also keep it really simple: all you need to do at the beginning of the day is jot down the things that you have in your life to be grateful for.


The cost of living crisis has impacted all of our disposable incomes; it has squeezed us financially and it will leave a lot of us feeling justifiably quite angry and sorry for ourselves. We may have to cut back on heating our homes, on our weekly food shop, on the amount of days out we have, on the amount of treats and gifts that we can buy for ourselves and our loved ones. We may not be able to afford to jet off somewhere sunny on holiday, and we may even need to downsize our home, sell the car, skip meals and turn the heating off.


Writing a daily gratitude list is vital in retaining some perspective when the proverbial hits the fan. There is always something that you have to be grateful for, granted it’s harder to find it when you feel like you are swimming upstream, but there will be something there. Here is what I am grateful for today.




MY GRATITUDE LIST FOR TODAY




	The sun beaming in through the window.


	The kids are off school so I don’t have to do the morning get-out-of-bed routine this week.


	I am fit and healthy.


	My mum and dad are fit and well.


	My fleece snoodie.


	Hot water in my shower.


	I have a lovely best friend who just “gets” me.


	My cats play together and they are the best little floof pals – watching them fills my heart with joy.


	I have food in the fridge and plenty to cook a hearty, filling meal this evening.


	It’s a dry, bright day and I can dry my washing outside in the yard.








Keep an exercise book or journal in the kitchen, and when you are drinking your first cuppa jot down your Gratitude List. I promise it makes such a difference to a misery mindset. Sadly, there is always someone far worse off, and accepting that and counting your blessings is the first step toward building some resilience to deal with financial blips.


This may all sound very idealistic, but I promise you I have my moments of “Why me?”. During the course of a day, events can knock me off guard and take me by surprise. Resentments and niggles build over the course of the day, and I can end the day feeling less than grateful for my lot. Falling asleep with a head full of whirring bitterness affects my mindset, my energy, pragmatism and acceptance.


“Take time to look for positive moments in what may have felt like a crappy day.”


I keep a small journal next to my bed, and before I fall asleep I jot down three things that have happened in the day that make me feel grateful or have filled my cup with joy. Taking time to look for positive moments in what may have felt like a crappy day reframes my mindset and alters my mood to feel more optimistic and resilient.


ACCEPTANCE & ADAPTING


Life isn’t a sunny linear path. You don’t start your first job and then work your way up on a solid upward trajectory trading cars and houses for better versions, and ultimately ending the game with complete financial freedom and security. Stuff happens: redundancy, divorce, break-ups, babies, health issues, and a whopping great cost of living crisis. A bit like snakes and ladders, a life incident can have you sliding down the board quicker than you can get your bearings. Accepting this and being able to cut your cloth, adapting and flexing your standard of living, is key to adapting to life’s kinks in the road.


A lack of acceptance can have you feeling like you have lost control. Consumed and paralysed by self-pity, you can feel hard done by and resentful. A lack of acceptance can impact your grit and resilience.


As I’ve mentioned, I grew up in the 1970s on a housing estate that was so rough it was a police no-go zone. My grandparents and parents may not have had the little luxuries that we do now, and I am not wishing to go back to those difficult times, but what they did have was that grit and resilience that saw them through the most challenging times. I can so clearly remember my gran looking out of the 19th-floor window of her tower block telling me it was the best view in the world. She had very little, she couldn’t get out often because the lifts didn’t work, yet she was grateful and counted her blessings every day. She could have sat there miserable, feeling trapped and helpless, but instead she reframed her thinking and felt truly grateful to be able to see the sun rise over the city. She turned problems into opportunities and never ever felt sorry for herself.


You may be reading this and thinking that the cost of living crisis has left you feeling utterly miserable. That you have had to give up all the lovely treats that made working and living worthwhile – all the things that made you feel nice and that you have come to expect. Miserable is a self-induced mindset. You can think yourself miserable if you feel hard done. You can also think yourself grateful and happy with your lot. Transferring your happiness onto a reliance on external things is a recipe for disaster as it will inevitably come crashing down as fortune changes.
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