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Dedication


Most of my family never learned the basic facts about money. There were many reasons for this, some personal, others social. But in any case, they never gained the knowledge needed to become free and secure in regard to money.


But most of my family members did have a lot of common sense and a strong desire to make their lives better. And although their lives were often hard, they were not angry or bitter. They often said, ‘As long as you are alive and kicking, you can change what will happen in the time to come.’ The wisdom of this saying has stayed with me my whole life.


All progress starts with one step forward – or, in this little book about money, with one word, one sentence, or one page. This book is offered to all people who believe that knowledge will help them make their lives better ‘in the time to come’. When it does, as my Uncle Son used to say, ‘Your soul will look back in wonder.’




Introduction


My Money Story


As a money expert, I’ve been on a number of TV programmes to give financial guidance about saving and spending wisely. I’ve helped people with serious money problems to understand the reasons for their troubles and find answers. I enjoy helping people and I find this work very rewarding.


However, my TV shows have given many people the wrong idea about me. When people meet me, they often say, ‘I guess you’ve always been good with money.’


‘Not at all,’ I answer. ‘In fact, when I was young, I made terrible money choices. I probably made more mistakes than you!’ People are always surprised to hear this. Actually, I think some don’t even believe me!


I think I know why people find the truth about me surprising. We believe people really remain the same, from childhood to old age. Of course, everyone goes through changes in life. People leave school, get a job, maybe get married or have children. But we usually think that, deep down, we remain the same, no matter how our lives might change on the surface. That’s why you hear sayings like, ‘You can’t teach an old dog new tricks!’ The idea is that people’s habits never really change.


People often think this way about their money habits. When I chat with people who are having money troubles, they often talk as if they can’t ever change. They say things like, ‘I’ve never been good at finances.’ ‘My parents were bad with money, and so am I.’ ‘All I know how to do with money is spend it.’ ‘I wish someone else could take care of my money because I’ll never work it out!’


There may be some truth in these statements, but the idea that change is impossible is just wrong. Maybe you’ve made money mistakes in the past, like many other people. That doesn’t mean you must be trapped by those mistakes. Life is about learning and growing. Anyone who is willing to read this book and try the seven steps I suggest can learn to be better with money. I know, because I had to learn the same lessons. I learned them the hard way, by making costly mistakes.


I grew up in a large, hard-working family in a small farming town in Florida, in America. My mother earned money to put food on the table by cleaning other people’s homes. This was very hard work, but it didn’t pay much, so cash was scarce. Treats like trips to the nearby town were rare. If I fell over when I was playing and tore a hole in my trousers, well, I just had to wear the mended pair until next year, when Mum might have money for a new pair.


When I grew up, I was lucky enough to win a scholarship to a good university. That meant I was able to attend the kind of university my mother could never have paid for. I studied hard and earned good grades. After finishing my course, I went to work as a teacher. It was my first real job, and I was very excited to have it.


Oddly enough, that’s when my money troubles began. As a child, I rarely thought about money, and I never missed most of the things I couldn’t have. Once I had my wages in my pocket every two weeks, I quickly discovered a world full of great things to buy! I soon learned about the fun of going out to dinner with my friends, going to the theatre and taking holidays. I loved shopping for clothes and pictures, books and music.


I soon got my first credit card.∗ It seemed like magic. I could buy something I wanted even if I had no money! I just handed over the card, and the shop assistant would give me my nice new item with a smile and a cheerful, ‘Come again.’ When the bill arrived at the end of the month, I didn’t have to pay the full amount. I could pay just a few dollars and then go out shopping again. After a while, I reached my credit limit on that card. No problem. I just got a second card, and then a third, and then a fourth.


∗ See the Word List at the end of this book, where I explain the meaning of money terms like ‘credit card’.


Before long, I was sinking deeper and deeper into debt. I owed a couple of thousand dollars here, a few hundred there, another thousand somewhere else. It added up to a scary mountain of debt. A time came when I couldn’t afford even the minimum payments on my credit cards. I found myself lying awake at night, wondering how I was going to pay my rent.


At last, I said to myself, ‘I can’t go on this way.’ I decided to look honestly at what I’d done wrong. I had to start with the fact that the problem was me, not someone else. The credit card companies weren’t to blame. Neither were the shops, with their tempting sales, or my friends, who enjoyed spending money with me, or my boss, who wouldn’t pay me enough to cover my bills. The bad choices had been mine, and the only person who could fix the problem was me.


I took a dramatic, painful step. I removed the credit cards from my wallet, grabbed a pair of scissors, and cut the cards into little pieces. (I kept just one card to use when I travelled.) I vowed I would stop spending too much, pay off my bills, and get out of debt. I also vowed I would never fall into the same trap again. In the end, I kept both vows.


Was it easy? No way. It was a struggle, and it will always be a struggle. I still have to fight myself when I see the word ‘SALE’ in the window of a shop I love. It takes lots of my strength to turn my head away and walk past (and I admit I don’t always succeed). But most of the time I keep my money demons – demons like greed, desire and lack of patience – under control.


If you are having money troubles of your own, my story may sound familiar. I’m sure the details are not the same, but the fear and worry are. You’re not alone. Millions of people have had the same problems as you and I. At the moment the economy is in trouble. Some people are losing their jobs and struggling to keep up with the bills. Your money problems may be feeling really hard to cope with, but that doesn’t mean that you cannot tackle them.


This book has been written to help you master your own money demons. It will teach you how to spot the times and places when you get careless about spending money. It will help you to know your money personality, which is your inner self that guides your money choices – good and bad. If you are in debt, it will show you how to pay back what you owe and stop being afraid every time the phone rings or a bill arrives in the post. It will teach you how to save, even if your income is barely enough to pay for the things you need. And it will show you how to share your new wisdom about money with the people you love. Your whole family can then enjoy the good things that wise use of money can bring. The results may sound like magic, but the steps it takes to achieve them are simple.


As for me, I now feel I know my own demons and how to control them. A little while ago, I was filming a TV programme in Chester. I passed a fancy shop and saw a stunning watch in the window. I felt as though a button inside me had been pushed, hard! (It was a watch that pushed my button, but for you, it might be something else, like a new car, a sharp new outfit, or a holiday trip you can’t afford. But we all have something that pushes our buttons, don’t we?)


During a break in filming, I visited the shop. I told myself, ‘It’s just to look.’ As I walked in the door, I felt myself growing weak. The friendly salesman showed me the watch from the window. It was even more handsome up close. Then he said, ‘If you like the watch, you may like these, too,’ and he showed me a stunning pair of cufflinks. It was easy to picture them shining on my own wrists. Another button had been pushed!


My hand reached for my credit card, but I caught myself just in time. ‘I need to think about it,’ I said to the salesman, and I walked quickly out of the shop. I knew that the worst thing I could do would be to give in and buy the watch there and then. Taking the time to think about your spending is one simple way to take control of your own bad habits.


Some hours later, I remembered that I already had a pair of cufflinks like those in the shop. ‘And I have a couple of watches that tell very good time,’ I thought. ‘Why buy one more?’ My gut desire was fading. The demon had been beaten, at least for today. I felt pleased with myself for being strong, and for not wrecking my monthly budget.


I know that if I can learn to master my money demons, so can you. I also know that, once you do, you’ll be more relaxed, happy, and fulfilled than ever before. Money won’t control your life any more. Instead, you will be the one in control, using money as a tool to make your life and the lives of the people you love more enjoyable.


Do you like the sound of that? If so, turn the page, and we’ll get started.




Step 1.


Track Your Money Habits


The funny thing about money is that most people think about it a lot. They think about wanting it, earning it, and spending it. They fret about the problems caused by the lack of money, and they dream about the things they could do if they had a lot of it. Yet they rarely think about their own money habits, the day-in, day-out actions that shape their financial lives.


This explains how we can get to the end of the week and find ourselves with an empty purse or wallet, yet with no memory of how we spent the money. ‘Where does it all go?’ we wonder. And then we quickly forget the question, so that the same thing happens next week.


If you want to take charge of your money life, you need to break this habit. You need to become aware of how you relate to money. Once you know where your money comes from and where it goes, you’ll be able to make changes to improve your life. You can take control of your spending, and begin to make choices that will give you greater pleasure and peace of mind. Who knows, you may even get to the end of the week and find a few pounds left in your pocket!


Learning about your money habits isn’t hard. In the next few pages, I’ll describe eight exercises you can use that will make it easy. You don’t have to try them all. Even one or two will help. But the more you try, the better you’ll know your own money habits, and the better you’ll be able to make useful changes in the ways you relate to money.



1. For one month, write down every time you spend money, as well as the feelings that go with it. Start by buying a little notebook. This will be your money diary. For one month, carry your money diary with you wherever you go. During that time, write down everything you buy, no matter how big or how small. List what you buy and the amount of money you spend. Include things for which you pay cash (like your morning coffee, newspaper or bus fare) and things you buy with a cheque, a credit card, or a debit card (like a new CD or an item of clothing).


At the end of each day, take a moment to write a brief note describing how you feel about that day’s spending. Do you feel joy? Guilt? Regret? Sadness? Pleasure? Of course, every day you will write something different. One day you might write, ‘I’m so happy about the new shoes I bought today. They’ll look great with the outfit I’m wearing tomorrow. I can’t wait to see what my friends at work say!’ Another day you might write, ‘I feel bad about spending so much money on snacks and drinks at the pub tonight. I really meant to save that cash for the weekend. Hope I can do better tomorrow.’


Sometimes keeping the diary will feel like a bore or a nuisance. You’ll think about stopping, or skipping a day or two. Don’t! The notes you write will tell you a lot about your money habits, good and bad. They will help you see the ways in which money causes you stress and joy. After keeping your money diary for a month, you’ll know yourself much better. And as a result, you’ll start to be able to make smarter choices about what to do with your money.



2. List your sources of income. Start by thinking about all the people and places you got money from during the past twelve months. As you think, write them down on a piece of paper, along with the amounts you received from each one. A few of these sources will be obvious, like your earnings from your job or any benefits from the government. Others may be easy to forget. Did your spouse, parents or other family members give or lend you money? Did you get money from a boyfriend or girlfriend, or from someone you used to be married to? Did you get paid for doing part-time work? Did you win money from a lottery, a contest, or gambling? Did you get money from a lawsuit or an insurance claim? List all the places you got money from.
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