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      WELL, WHO ISN’T POOR?

     
      
      AN ASTONISHING number of the people you know, probably including yourself, insist that they have to do a lot of economizing. They not only
         believe this is true, they know it is, and what’s more, they’re positive they have to do more economizing than the next person. This isn’t because of the
         size of their incomes, or the lack of size; it’s because they haven’t as much money as they wish they had, which would be
         true no matter what their income. They have a dream of the way they’d like to live, but it’s always just ahead of them, and
         by the time they’ve covered the distance, it’s moved a little farther on. Their ships are eternally on the horizon and never
         come in.
     

      
      
      Moreover, melancholy though we sound, this seems to be a perpetual state of affairs, having nothing to do with conditions,
         the Administration (whether you love it or hate it), the price of free gold, or the chance of Inflation. It’s just one of
         the Facts of Life that go on being true, good times or bad. Depression or Boom, six maids and a butler or no maid at all,
         practically everybody has less money than he used to have, or has acquired more expensive tastes. Either thing makes you feel
         like the well-known mouse with religious affiliations.
     

      
      As a matter of fact, most of the people who think they’re poor are right. For the feeling of poverty isn’t a matter of how
         little money you have – it’s a matter of being behind with your bills at the end of the month or not making your income stretch
         over the things you want. That covers just about all of us except Mr Ford and Mr Mellon and a few other plutocrats who don’t
         have to count the cost. We really mean a few, and even they had better not be too sure of week after next. (If there ever
         was such a thing as security – which the shirtsleeve-to-shirtsleeve tradition makes us doubt – it is now a charming phantom
         of the past.) All of the rest of us have to budget, or should, and the sensation of having to do so is pretty much the same, whether it means giving up the third limousine or giving up the butter with your
         meals. (When it comes to giving up the meals themselves, it’s destitution, not economy, and it’s not the subject of this book,
         though we reserve the right to touch on it now and then.)
     

      
      This being the case, we can think of few things more futile than stewing because one hasn’t enough money – or few things about
         which people do more stewing. Enough money for what? Ten chances to one, for a house like the Smiths’ or a trip to the Mediterranean
         or a new evening wrap. We’d like them too, but we don’t have to have them, and we’d feel no better in the larger house; the
         European trip would only start us planning a trip to China; and the solid ermine wrap wouldn’t make a hit unless we made one
         too. What most people don’t concede is that, with a little planning and a dash of ingenuity, they might have what they want.
         They hate to plan (planning about possibilities and day-dreaming about improbabilities are not the same things), they detest
         the Problem anyway, and they don’t want to make the effort needed to Do Anything About It. They want orchids on their budgets
         – but that’s as far as they get.
     

      
      
      This isn’t very intelligent, because almost anyone with spirit can wangle an orchid or two, and have a lot of fun besides.
         We are all for fun and orchids, and we propose to go into the matter in our modest fashion. And we’d like to begin by protesting at the spiritless
         way in which so many people accept what they refer to as their ‘lot in life.’ Granting that each of us has a lot, it doesn’t
         have to be a five-by-seven, or a site on an alley with a wall for a view. This is a universe where, if only you’re sufficiently
         determined to wriggle towards the best, the chances are all in favour of your getting the best, orchids included. And, as
         it happens, conditions have never been so favourable for those of us who are not millionaires, but still want the orchids
         (or parties or attractive apartments).
     

      
      One helpful fact is that we no longer have to be Substantial. Not so long ago, it was a distinct advantage to be pointed out
         as a person whose family had been Pillars of Society for a couple of generations, with an impressive bank-account and all
         the paraphernalia that went with it. Unfortunately, you were expected to repeat the performance. Nowadays, this point of view
         is becoming a little stodgy. Most of the people who Get Around and have the best time seem to come out of the Everywhere into the Here with very little in their pocketbooks. They keep just
         a couple of laps ahead of their bills, and that only with effort. But what matters is not the margin, or the background; it’s
         the wit that they show in keeping ahead and the grace they display against any background.
     

      
      There are, of course, as many ways of meeting these problems as there are people in the world, but in this matter, they can
         be divided into two groups. One group includes the people who use their difficulties as an excuse for Letting Things Go, and
         the other takes in those individuals who have the brains and energy to do Something About It.
     

      
      Every circle has its Escapists, of course, who go over the side on the slightest excuse, and especially if their trouble is
         financial. The most fashionable trick is to Get Away From It All by heading for an island in the South Seas or a cabin in
         the woods. This is all very well if you have no responsibilities to keep you home and like living on bananas or bear meat.
         But most of us have to pull up stakes and put them down again a couple of miles from where we started, and we’re not too well
         fitted for the Great Outdoor Life anyway. The people with spirit make the less dramatic change enthusiastically, and those who have ingenuity besides do it smartly.
     

      
      The most completely spiritless are those who do it with embarrassment, apparently not having observed that being ashamed of
         a lack of wealth is as dated as a hobble skirt. Lots of the Best People now live in made-over garages, or pent-houses that
         are only slightly transformed attics, and Thrift, in its best forms, is every bit as smart as the advertisements claim.
     

      
      The one thing you ought to be ashamed of is economizing grubbily. Nobody who matters cares a pouf what your income is these days, but people do care how you live and how you act about it. The scale isn’t important, but
         the effect is. There are few things more boring than to see people counting their pennies mournfully or making you uncomfortably
         conscious of the need for constant counting, and few things more attractive than to see people living charmingly and cheaply.
         Women who talk poverty and complain about the things they can’t have are invariably tiresome, and women who make something
         gay out of next to nothing are sure to be exciting.
     

      
      Even quite dull people can live smartly if they have plenty of money, and the money often makes them duller. A slight financial pressure sharpens the wits, though it needn’t
         sharpen the disposition. But it takes an interesting person to have an attractive ménage on a shoestring and to run it with
         gaiety and charm.
     

      
      The trick is to have the right attitude, as it is with most things in life. To economize, if you have to economize, with gaiety
         and an air. It’s amazing, considering how general the problem is, how few people do this. Anybody can economize drably and
         untidily, and a disheartening number do. Most people run down instead of cutting down. But not the interesting people. They
         grasp the somewhat obvious fact that any problem so pressing is worth conquering, and with as much zest as possible.
     

      
      We are not putting forth the Pollyanna-like theory that you can have just as much fun with very little money as you can with
         a lot of it – though everybody knows plenty of poor people who are happier than the rich ones, to back up even this unpalatable
         notion. We are claiming that, given the right point of view, you can have enough fun, and it doesn’t have to be dowdy fun or dimmed by a forced making-the-best-of-it attitude, which spoils anything. And we claim that if you sit down and are miserable because you can’t have caviar and mink, or even chicken and
         caracal, you haven’t very much spunk.
     

      
      We even claim, much as we hate to sound smug, that most of us could have just as much fun as we’re having now on a lot less
         money. Worse than that, that we’d have fun planning how to do it. This isn’t as gloomy an idea as it sounds, and anyway a
         good many of us will have to have fun on less money. Money is something that changes hands as rapidly as a basketball during a fast game.
     

      
      If you take out your address-book and read through from A to Z, you’ll be startled to find that a fair proportion of the people
         listed have changed their scale of living during the last few years, some of them moving up and more of them moving down.
         It isn’t improbable that if you haven’t done the same thing, you may next year. But if you have to, it needn’t be a change
         for the worse, whichever way you go; it can be merely a change to something different. And most of us need a change every
         now and then.
     

      
      The first thing not to do is to go around complaining about your lot in life. There is no one in the world who can’t think up enough causes for complaint to make him (or her) pretty eloquent on this subject, if he really
         tries, as so many do. There is, for instance, that large group of youngish married women whose children are just old enough
         not to occupy all their time and whose husbands’ incomes are not quite as large as that of the man in the big house on the
         corner, and who tell you bitterly and repeatedly of the cross they have to bear in not being free to go out in the world and
         get a job. These ladies see themselves as poor creatures with suppressed genius, or at least talent, beating their wings against
         a cage. It doesn’t occur to them that they have a job which could fill all their time if they did it as well as it could be
         done, and that their attitude towards it would cause them to be fired (deservedly) in any other. They substitute Well Enough
         for Superlatively and have a dozen excuses for every weak spot in their performance, and they would be distinctly annoyed
         if you told them that it was their own fault that they don’t find their job more interesting.
     

      
      There are also the women who go to offices in a martyr-like frame of mind, cherishing the belief that they would be knock-outs
         in the rôle of devoted wives and loving mothers. Perhaps they would, and then again, perhaps they wouldn’t. If you’re martyr-like in one rôle, you’re pretty apt to be martyr-like in another. Theories
         about maladjustment are all very well, but it usually takes only an average amount of intelligence to do a little readjusting
         if the need is acute.
     

      
      Whatever your lot in life, it’s merely a challenge to your resourcefulness, a set of materials with which to work. Maybe you
         would rather play polo than pingpong, but if you’ve got an old pingpong set and no ponies, you’ll get a lot more fun out of
         life from being a pingpong champion than from taking a dispirited whack with a polo mallet every now and then.
     

      
      CASES

      
      Case I: Mrs A. – Mrs A. is a handsome woman with exceptional charm and a great deal of pride. Until recently, she had a dashing
         husband who belonged to the promoter type and who, when he was rich, was very, very rich and when he was poor was broke. Mrs
         A. was visible only during the affluent periods. At these times, the A.’s lived in great elegance on Park Avenue and Mrs A.
         wore clothes from Bendel and entertained in lavish style. Between these periods, they disappeared into oblivion.
     

      
      Only a few friends ever succeeded in tracking them down during their meagre moments and then it was only to find themselves
         unwelcome in a shabby, badly run house in a cheap suburb. Their hostess was no longer a handsome person; she was merely a
         large, slovenly woman who had let herself go. She was, moreover, sulky. She showed resentment towards her husband for getting
         her where she was, resentment towards her guests for finding her there, and resentment towards Life for picking her as the
         victim of these particular circumstances. The guests, who had genuinely enjoyed Mrs A.’s wit and good game of bridge even
         more than her hospitality, and were ready to enjoy them rich or poor, retired in confusion, with that flat feeling that does
         nothing to help the donor’s popularity.
     

      
      When the A.’s emerged, however, all was more or less as before until the last time.

      
      Recently, Mr A. had an unusually long period of prosperity, but Mrs A. did not benefit by it, as he has transferred his affections
         and his name to a young lady who used to work in a shop and always managed to be chic, well groomed and cheerful on a very small salary. Personally, we don’t consider Mr A. a great loss, but
         unfortunately the ex-Mrs A. (who now seems to have retired into permanent oblivion) doesn’t agree with us.
     

      
      Case II: Mrs L. – Mrs L. is married to an artist who has a charming disposition and some talent, but who is an almost total
         loss at bringing home the bacon. Mrs L., however, is a wise lady who reasons that if that is the way Mr L. is made, there
         is not much that she can do about it except cut the bacon as thin as possible and serve it up with gaiety.
     

      
      In their two-room-and-kitchenette apartment, she has substituted atmosphere for expensive furnishings, working quite logically
         on the theory that most of her friends won’t know economy from Art. She also makes her own appearance contribute to the decoration,
         occasionally using the same principle quite shamelessly and very successfully. She does all the work, including the family
         laundry, but she keeps a mirror over the kitchen sink, exercises to keep her figure trim and flat, and always has one dress
         on hand that makes her look more like a countess than most real ones do. When she can’t manage a dress in the current style, she manoeuvres an old one into a period effect and wears it without apology, often causing
         envy in her friends’ bosoms.
     

      
      In addition, she goes to all the free exhibits, knows a hundred fascinating facts about the museums in her city, makes the
         most of the nearest public library, and reads all dramatic criticisms in the paper so consistently that you’d never guess
         she hadn’t been to all the best plays.
     

      
      When you drop in to see her, Mrs L. serves you tea and paper-thin slices of bread-and-butter with such an air that you think
         she’s chosen these refreshments from among a hundred tea-time possibilities; and you probably berate your own maid later for
         the vulgar profusion of food that usually accompanies your tea. Mrs L. also discusses current goings-on with such a fund of
         information and animation that you wish you could get around as she does.
     

      
      Mrs L. agrees with the ladies who envy her her lot, since they, she realizes, are not married to Mr L.

      
      (We are glad to report that Mr L. appreciates her.)

      
      Case III: Miss S. – Miss S. is an almost penniless young woman who feels that the world owes her a living and is pretty remiss
         about paying up. She is firmly determined to get what she thinks she deserves out of life, but she has no intention of working for it. Her method,
         therefore, is to use all her wiles and ingenuity in wangling invitations (preferably for weekends or longer) out of her friends
         and stretching the duration of her visits as much as possible. Between times, she parks with her relatives.
     

      
      Miss S. is not unattractive and she swims, dances and flirts with at least average expertness. She is also almost always available
         to hostesses needing an Extra Woman – a fact which makes her rating fairly high on guest lists.
     

      
      She is, of course, denied the privilege of choosing where she will go or when, she has to turn on all the charm she has a good share of the time in the houses she visits, and she is not always welcome in her relatives’ establishments.
         But she has not yet realized that she works harder and for longer hours than most girls with nine-to-five jobs, and that while
         they are building up reputations for efficiency which will be profitable in the future, the only reputation she is getting
         is the undesirable one of being a sponger.
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