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			When Clare Seal reached what seemed like a breaking point in her relationship with money in spring 2019, she turned to Instagram to make herself accountable, posting anonymously about her journey out of debt as @myfrugalyear. She immediately struck a chord, and in under a year has found a following of 45k people, her posts offering advice and solidarity to a growing community of people in a similar situation. A new voice on the finance scene, the once anonymous author has already been sought out by the Telegraph, Huffington Post, Grazia and Hello! Magazine to give her opinion on topics relating to debt, money and the challenges facing millennials. Clare Seal is a working mother of two, and lives with her husband and children in South West England. This is her first book.

		

	
		
			For E & O.
You are, and always will be, worth every penny.

		

	
		
			Preface

			£25k of credit card debt. £2k of overdraft. £0 accessible savings.

			On the 14th March 2019, I sat down and, with trembling fingers, I set up an anonymous Instagram account under the handle @myfrugalyear, with this as the bio. I had just finished adding up what I owed, and it terrified me – I felt like there wasn’t space for it in my body, that I needed to channel it into some external vessel, or it would consume me. I screenshotted my spreadsheet, and nervously tapped out my first post, imagining that I might gain a handful of followers who would help me to hold myself to account as I tried to resolve this.

			What happened next changed my life in a number of ways. It rerouted my career. It changed my goals. It made me more patient, kinder. It opened my eyes, and it made me check my privilege. It put me in touch with the most amazing people, and it gave me a platform. It’s the reason I’m writing this book.

			This book is for you if you’ve ever felt worried about money. If you have debt. If you struggle to save. If you live pay day to pay day. If there’s always too much month left at the end of the money. If you’re technically comfortable, but still terribly anxious. It’s for you if you stop checking your bank balance on the sixth of the month, or if you’re afraid to check it at all. If you wake in the night with the heavy weight of an unpaid bill sitting on your chest, or if you can never find quite the right time to discuss your money worries with your significant other. If someone’s had to bail you out, and you’re struggling with the guilt. If you find financial literature in general opaque, or smug, or intimidating.

			It’s not a prescription, or a one-size-fits-all plan for how to manage your money. It’s not about getting rich quick, or aggressively paying off debt at the expense of all of life’s pleasures. It’s not about bullying yourself into frenzied frugality and then beating yourself up when, inevitably, you need to buy a new toothbrush on a ‘no spend day’. It’s not about making a promise never to have debt again, or to overpay on your mortgage, or to retire early. It’s about gaining control of your finances, so that you are able to live peacefully with your past decisions, enjoy life in the present and plan for the future you want.

			I hope that, as you read, you will see something of yourself in these pages. I hope you will realize that you’re not alone. That everyone else isn’t living an Insta-perfect life, free of financial stress, while you peer in through the Crittall windows, struggling to get by. That there are others whose lives and bank balances have been affected by redundancy, illness, addiction or loss. That you’re allowed to feel angry about being let down by the benefits system or screwed over by childcare costs. That everyone else isn’t making better decisions than you. That very few people are immune to the pressures of social media, and the temptations of relentless offers and promotions, the crippling expense of starting a family. That there’s no need to be ashamed if you’re not quite where you’d like to be, or even if you’re nowhere near.

			I hope that it will help you to rewire the way you think about money, to be kinder to yourself and to make better choices. To have the confidence to open up to your partner, friends and family, or to speak to your bank. To get to a place where you and your money can co-exist in peace. To reach your goals, but not at the cost of everyday happiness.

			Your finances are fixable, but there are probably other things that need a little bit of mending first.

			How did we get here, and is it really all our fault?

			A huge part of this journey (I cringe at the word, but I’ve yet to find a better one) is unpicking the way we think and feel about money, our assumptions about other people, what we feel entitled to and the habits that follow. Ownership of our actions is vital for success in creating a better situation; I know, because I have spent years blaming external circumstances and waiting for things to change, and it has got me absolutely nowhere. The truth is, though, that usually the factors contributing to our own unique financial situations are myriad and complex, and not entirely our own doing. The political, social and economic climate, our background and upbringing, education and mental health all play a significant role.

			So, while taking responsibility for our own part in things and identifying the behaviour we need to change is important, we also need to acknowledge that this problem is deeper and more profound than a simple inability to say no when faced with a 15-per-cent-off code or an invitation to a night out.

			According to the Trades Union Congress, as of January 2019, UK average household debt stood at a staggering £15,400.1 This is clearly a bigger issue than too many holidays, haircuts and houseplants.

			Austerity has had a devastating effect on household finances generally. For those of us raised during the comparatively bountiful late nineties and early noughties – i.e. ‘millennials’ – the financial landscape we have had to navigate in adulthood is nothing like the one we were promised and prepared for growing up. We are priced out of the housing market. We have more debt than previous generations. Our wages have stagnated. The careers that once offered job security and competitive wages – teaching, emergency services, anything in the NHS – no longer offer that stability. A veil of despondency has fallen over many of us, because what’s the point in saving if we’ll never be able to afford a house, or if we’ll have to work until we die, because we can’t afford to save for a viable pension? In an era where there doesn’t seem to be much of substance within our grasp, the instant gratification of a mini-break or a slogan T-shirt is infinitely harder to resist.

			As Ben Elton would say, ‘a little bit of politics there’, but it’s important to recognize that we’re usually not the only ones to blame.

			Why this book, and why now?

			You may be asking yourself why I’ve chosen to write about this now, while I’m still very much in the middle of paying off my debt, rather than in a couple of years’ time, when what I owe is all but a distant memory. During my (not infrequent) bouts of imposter syndrome, when my brain rounds on itself, I ask myself why on earth anyone would want to hear about matters of finance from someone who, at the time of writing, still has over £20k of credit-card debt. Is it not deeply hypocritical? Is it not the blind leading the blind? How will people respond to a book that is being written on a five-year-old laptop that will only charge when closed, resulting in a sort of perverse, enforced time-management technique that actually hampers productivity? Or, as I prefer to think of it, a unique incarnation of Hugh Grant’s thirty-minute method in About a Boy – just without the playboy lifestyle to match.

			Certainly, writing this from a place of solvency, with a bank balance firmly in the black, would be a far more comfortable experience. It would save the awkward, stilted conversations with extended family members, where I try to explain what I’m writing, and why somebody thought it would be a good idea to give me a book deal. It would be far more straightforward to say, ‘Well, actually I had a lot of debt, but it’s all paid off now, so I’m writing a book about how I did it,’ than ‘I’ve been in the shit, financially, for quite some time now, and I’m only just starting to turn things around. I started an Instagram page to hold myself to account, and it turns out that quite a lot of people feel the same way, so I’m writing a book to help us all get on top of our finances.’ Quite the mouthful. 

			There is an assumption, which I shared until quite recently, that you have to be in serious financial difficulty to experience money anxiety or insecurity, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. I want this book to be for everyone who has a less-than-perfect relationship with money – whether you have big debt, or whether you just find it all a bit baffling and want to start feeling in control. I want it to be for anyone who has ever felt a jolt in their stomach as they glance at a bill, or felt the need to lie when relatives enquire about how saving for a house deposit is going, or struggled to stick to even the most meticulously planned budget.

			Holding off until my debt was clear would also have saved the difficult-to-navigate subject of book advances and how that might have affected my circumstances. (I’ll get in there early and say: not much at all. While I don’t think I need to disclose the exact sum, I’m happy to reveal that it was significantly less than the sum of my debt, and will be paid in four tranches – the first of which I’ve not yet received as I write this chapter.)

			Despite all of these complications and uncomfortable conversations, I concluded that there is a plethora of books where people recount their past failures from a distance and – inspiring though they often are – I didn’t want to sit down in front of my computer to write about this, only to find that my access to these emotions had long expired. As someone who has given birth to two children, I can attest to the fact that the human psyche is quite quick to forget pain, and I have come to realize that it is usually when you allow yourself to be vulnerable in the moment that you are of the greatest help to others. I felt that this book should recount the journey in real time, with all of the lumps and bumps that are often smoothed over with the passage of time and the fickle nature of memory, like a big pair of psychological Spanx. I knew how important those peaks and troughs would be to somebody in the same situation – that the minutiae count when it comes to matters of money in real life.

		

	
		
			One Small Change

			I realize I’ve already made a bit of a song and dance about how this book isn’t prescriptive, but if I could give you one instruction before we start, it would be this: stop saying ‘I’m in debt’, and start saying ‘I have debt’.

			It’s a fairly small shift in language, but I’ve found the removal of the verb ‘to be’ transformative in how I frame the situation in my mind. ‘I am’ is, by its very grammatical purpose, definitive, and hints that there is a permanence to the situation that can make it seem completely insurmountable. Saying ‘I have’ doesn’t let you off the hook, but it reframes the debt as something that’s simply one aspect of your life, rather than part of who you are as a person. It also makes the whole thing a hell of a lot easier to talk about, which is a key part of this process, so I’ll be referring to what we owe as ‘having debt’, rather than ‘being in debt’ throughout this book (apart from in direct quotes from other people and in articles).

			Stop defining yourself by your financial situation. You are so much more than your debt.

		

	
		
			Part One:

			Fixing the Foundations

			There are so many ways in which our relationship with money can be broken. Everything from our background and family history to our mental health and use of social media can play a part, and in order to create a lasting change in both our attitudes and our bank balances, we need to be able to go to the root of the problem. We need to consider what it is that has shaped our attitude and our habits, and look at what needs to happen in order for them to change.

			In the first part of this book, you’ll find hardly any numbers. What you’ll find instead are insights, anecdotes, observations and questions devised to help you to understand why money isn’t easy to deal with in the context of a real, busy, complicated life – and how we can make things better. 

		

	
		
			One

			Broke, Not Poor

			I have been broke. Not in a Carrie Bradshaw ‘I’ll just sell all my Manolos, and my boyfriend will buy my apartment’ kind of way, but in very real, panic-inducing, life-limiting kind of way. I have spent weeks in an unplanned overdraft, twitching every time my phone rang and unable to open a letter without first trying to peer in through the address window in order to steel myself for the contents. I have had long periods of paying essential living costs with a credit card, biting the insides of my cheeks when something needed to be paid by BACS, or in cash. I have had to ask my family for help again and again, never revealing the full extent of the problem, borrowing just enough to cover the absolute essentials.

			I’m not poor, though. Let me explain.

			For two terms that are often used interchangeably (see also: skint), there is a notable difference between what it means to be ‘broke’ – just about managing with little disposable income, big debt and no assets – and what it means to live in real poverty, where you might be skipping meals to ensure that your children are fed, or unable to heat and light your home in winter. I have no experience of the latter, and I recognize how privileged that makes me. I know that, if push came to shove, there are people who would put a roof over my head. I have friends and family who would help me to keep the wolves from the door, and for that I am eternally grateful. Broke is easily fixed, in relative terms. The climb out of poverty, in a country where social mobility is dying faster than any trendy houseplant I’ve ever owned (RIP), is a lot more complicated, and I’m in awe of anybody with the grit and determination to manage it.

			Recognizing that I begin this journey from a place of privilege is important. Our backgrounds shape so much of our relationship with money, and our fundamental understanding of how it works, so that by the time we are adults, our financial instincts are often sewn inextricably into the fibres of our identity. We identify ourselves as ‘good with money’ or ‘bad with money’, as if that defines who we are as people, and isn’t part of a more complex combination of our character, our upbringing and our circumstances. So often that definition of ourselves can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, pushing us to make decisions that perpetuate those labels. It’s the voice telling you to buy the shoes, even though you’ve got a similar pair, because you’re ‘in debt’ anyway – or, conversely, to save that easily affordable bus fare although your feet are aching, because you can’t be certain you won’t need that money for something else later.

			I’ve always been a spender. When we were kids and my sister was given money, she would save it, whereas I would be itching to get out to the shops to buy whatever Beanie Baby I’d had my eye on. The buzz of a new possession has always been a huge draw for me, always scratching an itch, but never for very long. Delayed gratification has never really been my thing.

			Throughout my teenage years, my experience of money was split definitively into two camps, divided along the line of my two households. My parents had divorced when I was a tiny child, and both had remarried within a few years. I saw my dad every weekend, alternating Friday night only with Friday and Saturday nights. Often, on a Sunday afternoon, I would break away from whatever book I was reading, or film I was watching, to find him, lying on his bed, scribbling columns on a blank piece of paper in his minute, neat handwriting. As soon as I entered the room, he would hurriedly slide it back inside its plastic wallet, tucking it neatly back into his sock drawer before engaging in conversation. It was only years later, looking back, that I realized that they were sums, and that he must have been working out his budget. He had never had money growing up and, although he was now living fairly comfortably on a senior teacher’s salary, frugality was his way of life. Meals were simple, and usually home cooked. We borrowed books from the library, things were mended rather than being replaced, and going shopping would never have been considered a leisure activity. He wore the same clothes until they quite literally fell to pieces. One of the only times I ever saw him argue with my stepmum was because she’d tried to throw away the T-shirt he’d got for completing the Three Peaks Challenge, on the perfectly reasonable grounds that it was now more holes than fabric. He had a forest-green fleece that he wore when it was cold, and when I imagine him, it is zipped up right to his chin, his hands shoved in the pockets with his Ventolin inhaler and his Midland Bank change-bag full of coins. I don’t remember ever seeing him use a credit card, and we never really discussed money beyond a few stilted conversations about how I, as a teen working part time at The Disney Store, couldn’t really afford to spend with reckless abandon.

			He died when I was twenty, and left me £10,000. I spent it, mostly, on a solo trip to Bali, where I tried to figure out who this new, fatherless version of me was. I ate banana pancakes, trekked to the monkey temple and went to surf school. Sounds totally Eat Pray Love, right? But I also got an inner-ear infection so bad I couldn’t even keep water down for days, got lost in some rice fields, spent four hours trying to find my way back to Ubud and got my surfboard leash tangled around a dead, waterlogged cow that was inexplicably floating in the ocean. Luckily, I didn’t get Instagram until 2012, so this trip went largely undocumented.

			I have never felt so out of orbit as I did in those years following his death, and I still get a pang when I imagine what he would think of some of the decisions that I made during that time. A good deal of my money shame comes with an imagined raise of his thick, dark eyebrows – the wordless gesture of disappointment that would make my heart sink as a child and teenager. I often think of how much easier things might have been, had I done what he would have done with the money, and saved it for a rainy day, but a large part of this process has been coming to terms with the fact that I simply cannot change that. I have read so many accounts of people having trouble dealing with inheritances, and it seems that frittering away money that a loved one has left you is probably one of the most human things you can do. I was angry with him for dying, and I was angry with the money for not being him. I think, somewhere deep down, I just wanted it gone. 

			My mother’s attitude to money was very different. She is one of the most generous women you could ever wish to meet – so generous, in fact, that she rarely manages to keep anything back to sustain herself. My parents separated when I was a baby, after which I lived primarily with my mum, just the two of us at first. She remarried when I was seven, and my new stepdad was, in a word, rich. After my sister was born, we moved from our cosy, terraced house in a working-class suburb of Birmingham to a massive, four-bedroomed detached house about a forty-minute drive away, in the greenbelt. I hated that house. The driveway was so big that it had a roundabout in the middle. It had tiled floors, garish wallpaper and a death trap of an unfinished spiral staircase, with a metal bannister painted in green. The garden was huge and very beautiful, with a magnolia tree that draped over the patio. But the whole place was the dominion of my stepsiblings and it was steeped in their memories. It’s the house where we got a dog, where I first logged in to Microsoft Encarta, where I cried in the bath because I didn’t want to go to grammar school. I drive past it, very occasionally, and feel nothing. I don’t really remember the descent into financial difficulty as my stepdad’s first, then second, business failed. I was too young to equate the disappearance of his buttercup-yellow Lotus or the talk of selling up with money problems, and when we did move into a smaller, rented house, I found I liked it better. 

			After we left the big house, my mother and her husband started a business together, in her field of expertise rather than his, and the ebb and flow of money became as tangible within our house as any piece of furniture. There was either an abundance or there was none, but every time things started to get really hairy, a big invoice would be paid, and it would seem that the building itself breathed a sigh of relief. The frequent trips to Pizza Express would be reinstated, and life would continue as before. I would hear snatches of conversation about loans and trips to see the bank manager, but I never worried too much, and when, aged eighteen, I needed to replace the brake pads and discs on my car, I took out my first overdraft.

			When I started university and opened my student bank account, I ticked the boxes for an interest-free overdraft and interest-heavy credit card on the application form. I absorbed the extra £2,000 of my overdraft into my ideas about how much money I had to spend. I had fully excavated it in a matter of months, despite my maintenance loan and a generous allowance for living expenses from my family. I’m still in it now. 

			The first time I wrote all this down, solid black lines started to appear, connecting the dots between how things were growing up, and my behaviour now as an adult. I recognized that the reason I felt able to remain wilfully oblivious for so long was that I was waiting for that bail out, always assuming it would come. And it usually did, in the form of some birthday money, or a utilities refund, or, in more difficult times, in the form of help from family when I was forced to admit that I was struggling.

			When I first left university, I was earning £16k per year on a punishing hospitality schedule, feeling that I was entitled to treat myself to whatever material possessions I desired because I was working so hard. My rent was almost half of my monthly salary, and I was spending the rest with reckless abandon – mostly to impress other people, or to try to make up for what I felt I was missing out on, working such antisocial hours. I got into a cycle of using payday loans, promising myself each time that this was the very last one, only to swiftly realize that there was no way to make it through to the next pay day without borrowing again. Some respite came in the form of family members giving me a place to stay, rent free, for a couple of months while I got back on my feet – but I still didn’t get it. I plateaued at a sort of kneeling position, and I still had no idea what it was to live within my means.

			My husband and I met at university, and started working together after our final exams, both opting to stay put rather than heading home – Birmingham for me, Newcastle for him – or to London. It took us four years of friendship to start a relationship, and four weeks of dating to accidentally start a family. In my naiveté, money was not really one of the myriad things that I panicked about when we learned of this unplanned development in our future. I worried about work, sure, but I had no idea of the impact that statutory pay would have on our situation, and I continued to ignore the warning signs long after our eldest son was born. We stumbled through the years that ensued, always saved just in the nick of time by a new job with better pay, or a bonus, or a family bailout. My husband had some terrible luck with jobs in the hospitality industry, where the hours are often punishing, and the bosses are often feckless, but looking back, I’m not entirely sure that this even really contributed to our financial situation. We could have managed through the crossover periods, had we had a handle on things, but we were clueless.

			A Pinterest-perfect wedding and a second baby later, things started to spiral out of my control. I managed the finances in our family, and the more I let them slide out of my grip, the less I felt able to be open about our situation with my husband. He was still (and is still) working long, antisocial hours, at the expense of his health and happiness, and we were desperately struggling to make ends meet. We would skirt around the issue, allowing it to come to the boil with increasing frequency, but always somehow muddling through, and never really changing anything. I still feel the tight grip of shame on my heart when I think of the frivolities – the scatter cushions, the seagrass baskets, the Insta-famous houseplants – that cost our family its financial stability for that period of time. It’s something that I am having to prise away, finger by finger, by making better choices and allowing time to elapse. It’s hard to forgive yourself for what you perceive to be weak moments, but it’s an essential part of the process of healing your relationship with your finances.

			There’s something about recounting my story that feels somewhat self-indulgent, but my reason for sharing my path to this point is not to wallow, or to make a point about how I am somehow a ‘better’ person now, in the style of the sort of self-help book that you might find on Bridget Jones’s shelf. It is simply to acknowledge how I got here, the mistakes I have made – there are many, and I have plenty more to share – and to tell you that I know we don’t all begin from the same starting line.

			Privilege

			There are many different opinions on the validity of ‘The Privilege Walk’1 as a method for teaching children about the socio-economic factors that often dictate the shape of someone’s life, but I find it an excellent demonstration of the concept that I’m trying to pinpoint. The exercise usually takes the form of a race, with a cash prize at the end. Participants are lined up, and then instructed to take steps forward and backward, depending on whether a set number of statements, for example whether they have divorced parents, apply to them. Once the statements have concluded, some participants will be within a few steps of the cash, whereas some will be meters away from even crossing the starting line. As a physical manifestation of an idea that is very difficult for some people to grasp, I find it incredibly powerful. It also helps me to understand the shame that I feel, as somebody who was born within reaching distance of that prize, but who now finds themselves on the floor with a sprained ankle, all because I got distracted by something shiny.

			Both of my parents went to university and worked in professional jobs, and I would consider both my upbringing and the life I lead now to be solidly middle class; by and large, there’s always petrol in the car and hummus in the fridge. I am acutely aware, however, that skipping back even one generation demonstrates how socially mobile both sides of my family have been. My maternal grandmother grew up in a tenement in Greenock, near Glasgow, sharing one room with her parents and three brothers. She is a sensational woman, who came to England at nineteen, almost seventy years ago, and hasn’t lost one drop of her musical Scottish accent. I was brought up on her tales of the poverty they suffered, but also of the warmth, togetherness and sense of fun that held their family together. I would drink in her soft, gentle voice, recounting the real-life ‘meet-cute’ of her first encounter with my grandfather, allowing it to feed my whimsical, romantic spirit. It seemed to me, throughout my childhood and well into early adulthood, that money couldn’t possibly be as important as, say, love. I suppose that demonstrates a tendency in my character to sweep over the difficult bits and focus only on the loveliness. I can’t quite decide whether that’s such a bad thing overall, but it’s certainly left me unprepared for areas of life that require a higher degree of pragmatism.

			Of course, I now realize what a privilege it is to have been able to grow up in a socially mobile family, where the ground was prepared for me to go forth and make a success of my life. Where there would always be someone to catch me if I fell. Not everybody is that lucky. 

			In fact, some people of my generation are the catchers – they are the ones who have broken out of childhood poverty to earn well, often supporting their own parents throughout their adulthood. I’ve heard from a number of people for whom the feeling of shame of growing up poor – in itself completely proof of the fact that our money shame is often not entirely logical – has endured even once they’ve found relative financial security. Something I like to do frequently on my Instagram account is to ask questions, and share the answers. All of the replies detailed in this book have been shared with the permission of the person who wrote them, and I hope they will help you to see just how common it is to have a less than healthy relationship with money. Whether or not I recognized the feelings and behaviour described myself, patterns would emerge and my inbox would be flooded with people saying ‘I thought it was just me’. When I asked about money shame, one person responded:

			I was born in a squat and now earn a very good salary but feel bad for my parents. I pay their bills and for other things (I used to live in Australia and would pay for their trips out there) but I never really feel like I am not the really poor girl who washes her clothes in the bath.

			The woman who wrote that response was kind enough to discuss things further with me, in an exchange that helped me to understand a whole different kind of relationship with money and work. Her frank words about what it’s like to make the transition from relative poverty to a position of wealth will stay with me for a long time – the way in which it has affected her relationships with everyone in her life, and with herself, is very moving. If ever there was a testament to how intrinsic money is to our experience of life, this is it:

			It’s not easy to explain how having money after growing up without it leaves me feeling on a day-to-day basis. It’s always made me feel ‘other’.

			The first difference is that my parents have no money. My brother and I pay for their bills, and at Christmas we buy my dad his annual supply of shower gel, or something basic like that. They live in poor conditions, and not having jobs (both are on disability living allowance for various long-term illnesses) has removed them from the society that works, meaning they have no friends or interaction with greater society. 

			Most of my friends are from very wealthy backgrounds, and I think I earn more than most of them – by at least double. When I got to university, I was so excited for there to be more of a level playing field – I thought that everyone would be skint – but the reality was that, at my uni, most people had their rent paid by their parents. That was when I realized that even though we were adults, the financial backing of my fellow students’ parents, and the silent blanket of confidence this gave them, would stay with them throughout their adult life. It was hard to recognize that I would never feel that. 

			It’s put a strain on my relationship with my parents in more ways than one. In the past my mum has said to me that I look down on her, which upsets me more than I can explain. I really, truly don’t look down on her, it’s just that such a big part of me wanted to be comfortable and wanted the security of money. 

			So I am in this odd in-between place of never feeling like I am the same as my friends from different backgrounds, but I also don’t feel the same as my parents anymore because I live so differently to them. 

			In terms of my relationship with money and how I spend, I find it easier to live on less money but there have been other consequences. When pay day comes, I spend a lot – trying to pay for happiness for my parents, and clothes to try to get rid of the feeling that I am judged for how I look. I think this comes from being poor at school and never feeling that I looked the same as everyone else. 

			I worked so hard and smart to try to break through the poverty barrier and to feel like I belonged by having money, but it hasn’t worked. I grew up poor enough to know that the phrase ‘money doesn’t buy you happiness’ is only said by people with money. I have realized that not having it is everything, and having it is nothing. You just find other things to worry about – earning more, buying more shit, saving more. It doesn’t fix anything. 

			It also has become more complex since I had my daughter, a year ago. Right now, she’s small enough to be oblivious, but I really fear the day when she starts noticing the difference between my parents and my husband’s parents. I am so fiercely protective of my family that this new family world I have created scares me. My daughter is also going to have things I never did, and sometimes I get mixed feelings about the future that I am going to provide for her. Is it jealousy? Is it fear that I will spoil her? Is it feeling like she will have such a different childhood to mine that we will be so different that we won’t be able to relate? I don’t know.

			Perhaps I will never feel quite right, but I’m trying to make peace with it. I now tell people that I grew up poor, and am almost proud. It used to take about a year and a bottle of wine for me to confess my ‘dirty secret’, because I felt ashamed that I grew up so poor, and that I had so little money compared to my friends. I used to try to buy the guilt in our differences away, but I now do it as a nice thing to do. It’s probably the same outcome, but the feeling of guilt is gradually lessening. 

			Through it all, I know if I lost my job tomorrow, I would clean toilets for a living until the end of my days if I needed to. My upbringing taught me to be a grafter, and I am finally proud of that.

			As someone whose journey has taken me in somewhat the opposite direction, it was eye-opening to see how emotive the subject of money could be, even for people who were completely financially solvent. As I’m quickly learning, simply getting more money is very seldom the answer.

			Education

			Only now does it strike me how bizarre it is that, by and large, it’s left to our parents to teach us about money, and how to manage our personal finances. I certainly wasn’t taught it at school – unless you count my larger-than-life form tutor, telling us a story about how she had taken out a store card to take advantage of the discount, but then cut it up as soon as she got home and paid it off straight away. I, along with thirty other blank faces, had no clue what she was talking about without context from the wider curriculum, and it was quickly forgotten in favour of some of her other antics. I now know that she was talking about how to avoid paying interest, of course, but you could argue that it’s a little too late for me. She lives a few doors down from my best friend now. I kind of hope she doesn’t read this book. 

			Having parents who are free of their own money hang-ups, who can equip us with the skills and, let’s face it, the financial support we need to get off to a good start is a very rare privilege. Which isn’t to say that everyone else has rubbish parents – mine were/are wonderful – just that this vital life skill is somehow not given the same weight in child-rearing as, say, breastfeeding, baby-led weaning and limiting screen time. So, either we get lucky – our parents are shining beacons of financial excellence, who guide us just enough to empower us to take control of our own finances, while also factoring in the unique economic challenges of each generation – or we’re left to find our own way. When you think about it like that, perhaps it’s not so shocking that so many of us struggle. Maybe it’s not all our fault?

			Your debt is not your character

			I think that, to an extent, your natural character dictates the way that you interpret situations, and the way that you react to them. Try as I might to be pragmatic, I can only usually manage a brief period of realism before my inner fantasist distracts me with daydreams of kitchen islands and trips to the Maldives. I know that upon hearing my grandmother’s story, a different child might have absorbed a different message, and resolved to live a simpler, less materialistic life – because if you can have a happy childhood sharing a few square feet with five other people, then surely you can survive without a Dyson Airwrap. This is how I explain how siblings can emerge from very similar childhoods with completely different goals in life, and it’s been an important step for me in absolving myself of some of the guilt I’ve had to face when embarking on this climb. That other version of me might not have had the optimism to battle through university while being eaten alive by grief, or survived a year in a provincial Italian town, where the main language was a thick dialect – of German. Such a large part of untangling our fragile, complex relationship with money is reliant on being able to accept our past decisions and, ultimately, who we are as people. To acknowledge that making different decisions going forward doesn’t mean we have to waste our energy on berating ourselves – rather, that we simply need to try to understand ourselves better. We don’t have to change our personalities, but perhaps we can change the way we react to certain triggers. Relieve some of the pressure that comes from living in a world where our every success is to be captured and immortalized on social media. 

			There’s a reason that it’s not as simple as just ‘not spending’, after all. Re-evaluating our relationship with money forces us to do more than just look inside our wallets or bank accounts. We have to look inside ourselves. We have to think about what it is that we value and how we want to spend our time on this planet. Who we are. Who we want to be. What’s important to us.

			We need to get to know ourselves, and accept all parts of our character. Even the part that spent £42 on a baby gro. But that doesn’t happen overnight. We are talking about fundamental change here – not of our personalities, but of our mindsets.

			The more accounts of money management that we can read and recognize, the less alone we will feel. The looser the grip of that shame becomes. In June 2019, I read an article for Stylist magazine by author and journalist Poorna Bell, whom I have long admired thanks to her seemingly effortless way with words, and her absolute strength in the face of adversity. The piece was subtitled ‘Why we need to talk about our money f**k-ups’, and it was one of the first things I’d seen in a mainstream publication that made me feel like a normal person. She wrote:

			I work a lot in the space of addiction, and there is a strange parallel between that and money, in terms of how we moralize it. We assign values such as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, with no acknowledgement that a person’s ‘bad’ relationship with money isn’t necessarily because they are selfish or irresponsible, but instead dependent on what they were exposed to as a child. And in the same way that we believe sobriety is the cure to addiction, we believe that simply having more money can fix our issues with it.2

			This was one of those penny-drop moments for me. It was when all of the thoughts I’d been having about how complicated personal finance really is compounded. I finally realized why I was having to look in so many different places in my life to find out why my relationship with money was so awful. Because it’s not as simple as ‘bad with money = bad person’ and ‘good with money = good person’. We are not defined by what we earn, what we own, or what we owe.

			Real Life Money

			We all have a different past, different motivations and different susceptibilities, but, as long as we continue to live in modern society, we all need to learn how to live with money – how to decide what’s worth our hard-earned cash and what isn’t, how to make those micro-decisions every day, how to deal with the emotional fallout of a credit-card blowout or an unexpected bill. We need to learn to navigate social media without that gnawing sensation of inadequacy. To take the carefully styled and edited photographs, passed off as a breezy everyday snap, for what they are: a carefully curated highlight reel, where all of life’s drudgery is piled up on the other side of the room, behind the camera. That endless scroll of high-exposure, low-saturation beauty can make even the savviest person question their whole life, and look at what they need to buy in order to bring it up to scratch. We need to accept that our financial decisions are not a reflection of our value as people, and acknowledge that, in the end, there are far worse things that a person can do in their life than spend too much money.

			I’m not here to absolve you, because no absolution is required. Whatever poor decisions you’ve made, no matter how much debt you have, however secret you’ve kept your struggles, there is a way forward. I hope I can help you to see it. I hope that this book will help you to understand the reasons why you feel the way you do about money, and to see what steps you can take to reframe your finances in the context of your life. To feel less alone. To let go of the shame and guilt, and make a plan to go forwards, unburdened. Your goals may even change during the course of reading the book, as mine may during the course of writing it, and that’s okay too.

			After all, you’ve got other shit to worry about. 
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