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Chapter 1

			
Introduction: Why I Wrote This Book and What It Can Do for You

			Insurance planning. Risk management. Wills, trusts, estate planning. College education planning. Retirement planning. Succession planning. In today’s complex financial landscape, planning is the vehicle that will deliver you to your ultimate destination—if you’ve done it properly. That’s why I wrote this book. I wanted to simplify, explore, and explain the financial industry as honestly as I would if you were sitting across the desk from me.

			Maybe you have questions about your own finances and how they’re being handled. Perhaps you’re just starting out and aren’t sure how to begin. I wrote this book so that you’d have a guide. I wrote it to provide that second opinion you may have been seeking. The more you understand about the many moving parts of the financial industry, the better equipped you’ll be to make sound decisions. People make poor choices about their finances every day, not because they lack intelligence but because they lack the behind-the-scenes information I’m going to share with you here.

			Are You Working with a Financial Planner or a Salesperson?

			Recently, I sat down with two new clients and had a conversation that was similar to many I’ve had in my forty-plus-year career. Because I have to be an educator in meetings like these, I had the unpleasant task of showing this married couple why their financial plan wasn’t what they thought it was. The husband felt terrible and blamed himself. It wasn’t his fault, and I told him that. The salesperson, someone he trusted, had just told him pieces and parts of what he wanted him to hear so that the salesperson could make a bigger commission.

			I told this couple what I’ve told many people over the years when I see some of the products they’ve been sold. “Look,” I said, “the person you’re working with is looking out for number one. The problem is you’re not number one. The salesperson is.”

			Unfortunately, that happens in the financial industry and other industries when greed takes over. I told that husband not to beat himself up because somebody wasn’t straightforward—and in my opinion, wasn’t fulfilling their fiduciary duty and responsibility to do what was right. Then, once we got that out of the way, the couple and I created a plan that put them first.

			I wrote this book because I can’t sit down with you in my office the way I did with them. I wrote it so that the next time someone tries to sell you a financial product, you’ll know the right questions to ask. I wrote it so that you can feel secure that you have a plan and not a promise. And just as important, I wrote this book because after all these years, I am still passionate about this industry and the role I play in it.

			Helping People

			Later, I’ll share more about my values and where they originated. For now, I’ll just say that I believe there are givers and takers in this world, and I’m a giver. Perhaps because of my early life when I had very little, I wanted to help people. But I also wanted to eat. I needed a job. Then I saw one of those ads that were so prevalent in the mid-1970s.

			How would you like to be your own boss? You name your own hours. You come and go as you please. You don’t have to answer to anybody, and you can make a lot of money.

			I didn’t know that dream job being described was insurance sales, but I went on an interview. I knew little about life insurance or cash value life insurance, but the part of the interview that intrigued me was this: “The harder you work, the more you can make,” the company reps said. My parents taught me a very strong work ethic, and I thought if working hard was what it took, I’d be just fine.

			However, the more I came to learn about the business and how it worked, and being mathematically inclined, I crunched some numbers and said to myself, “Some of these pieces and parts just don’t make a lot of sense.” It all boiled down to what my mom taught me as a kid: “Always treat people the way you want to be treated, and you’ll never have to say you’re sorry.”

			So I had to be honest about what I was selling, and I tried to figure out whether this product was what I would want someone to sell to me. More often than not, it wasn’t. I wouldn’t have bought that cash value life insurance policy because it was too expensive. Furthermore, if you did the math, it really wasn’t a great investment. In those early days, whether I was working in insurance or investments, I always tried to do what was right for the client, not what made me the most money. That’s one reason I didn’t stay a salesperson for long, and it’s an important reason I have had such a successful business all these years.

			The insurance company I worked for had us ask questions, but the approach was built around the idea of trying to get the customer to buy cash value building whole life insurance. “If you were to pass away today, how would your spouse be left?” “How much do you want to leave your spouse and your children?” And “How much life insurance do you have?” Back in the 1970s, the norm wasn’t about saving for retirement; it was about trying to peddle life insurance. The idea was to sell the individuals as much as possible.

			All the insurance companies had any number of products, and they insisted that the average person on the street needed to have millions and millions of dollars of life insurance. Our job was to figure out how much they could afford and then sell them a life insurance policy within their budget that paid us the biggest commission. That’s how we made a living, and I never felt comfortable with it.

			I started out in the insurance industry in 1976, and in 1978, I obtained my securities license to market mutual funds and variable annuity products through that same insurance company. At that time, it was trying to expand, so we could start asking people more questions about investments. Then my life took a turn in the right direction. In 1979, I started reading about something called financial planning and becoming a Certified Financial Planner (CFP®).

			After reading what articles I could find and doing research, I knew that was a career path I wanted to take because it was truly helping people. Instead of trying to peddle low-yielding, high-cash value, high-commission, whole life insurance, financial planning was looking at the world in a different way. In simple terms, it was trying to figure out the best way of looking at not only what would happen if a client got hit by a bus but also what would happen if they lived to retirement. I was fascinated by the idea of looking at someone’s life from a multilevel standpoint over different time periods and timelines. I had found my calling.

			In 1980, while working on my certification, I left the insurance organization I was with, went to work for a stockbrokerage firm, and got my full securities license with that firm. Soon it became apparent to me that stockbrokers were often no different than insurance agents or car salespeople; they were churn and burn—that is, the practice of making excessive brokerage trades to rack up commissions.

			This was a prominent firm, yet I remember being in the office three nights a week when the branch manager would hand out a script. We were supposed to make sixty to seventy phone calls, read off this script, and try to get somebody to buy this stock or that bond because it was the latest and the greatest.

			Interestingly enough, three months later—whether that investment went up, went down, or laid flat—it was time to sell. Why? Because every time the customer bought, the salesperson made a commission. And every time the customer sold, the salesperson made a commission. Oh, and there was something else. When the customer sold, they had cash, so there was another script to get them to buy something else. Again, to make yet another commission!

			As a planner type, I didn’t fit that mold because I believed that you make your serious money by investing for the long haul, not the short haul. So I left, finished my coursework, and obtained my certification in 1982. At the time, once you met all the accreditation requirements and passed all the exams, you received your CFP® license number in chronological order. My license number is 5,311. There weren’t many of us around back in those days.

			The Bottom Line

			To this day, I believe—and I believe our firm’s success proves—that if you do what’s best for the client, if you do what’s right, in the end, it will come back tenfold.  Today we have a staff of eleven. Bob Mauk, a CFP®, has been with me since the mid-1980s. My son, Joe Jr., also a CFP®, likes to tell people he’s been in the business fifty years, but that’s actually how long he’s been around. (He’s actually been in the business twenty-seven years.) We have a CPA, an enrolled agent, a tax department, and administrative staff members with a variety of skills and experience. We’re a comprehensive planning firm, and we truly do A-to-Z planning, from start to finish.

			A lot of folks say they do that, but the reality is that many know how to do only one thing. It may be investments, it may be insurance, or it may be taxes. We can drill down deep in any one of these areas because we’re knowledgeable in all of these areas. We do investment planning and investment implementation. We do income tax planning and, in many cases, coordinate the preparation of those returns with several outside CPA firms we work with. We do insurance planning and risk management. We do wills and trusts and estate planning with a law firm we’ve used for more than thirty years. We do retirement planning, we do college education planning, and we do succession planning. We also partner with an outside CPA firm and an outside law firm in order to provide the depth and breadth of expertise our clients need.

			When we take on a new client, we leave no stone unturned because all these pieces are integrated, and I don’t think you can deal with just one of them in a vacuum. You have to deal with all the pieces of the financial puzzle in order to see what the whole picture will—or better yet, should—look like.

			The help and guidance we provide are based on lessons learned over decades in terms of trying to help people get a sense for what questions they should be asking and what kind of red flags they should be looking for. That’s what I want to offer you in this book.

			I also want to offer you hope. As I finish this book, our country and the world are dealing with a pandemic and the related financial ramifications. It’s happened before, and, in my opinion, was worse in 2008—because we didn’t know when it would end. With this one, we know there’s a light at the end of the tunnel. And that light is when the virus ends. I recently spoke about our economic situation with Bill Heffner, a friend and client. He shared with me a quote—one of many—from his late father, Ralph Heffner, and I want to share it with you: “Everybody has a little gold dust in their eyes. Just don’t let it turn into nuggets—don’t get nuggets in your eyes. Be careful because greed sets in.”

			That quote gave me chills because of its wisdom, immediacy, and timeliness. Don’t get nuggets in your eyes. So true. It is important to invest for the long term and to be patient during periods of market volatility.  When the stock market goes up and up, people tend to want to get in. They get “nuggets” in their eyes, and they operate based on fear and greed, not sound financial wisdom.

			We’ll talk more about that in this book, and I’m also going to share information on stock picking, mutual funds, and index funds. I’ll point out common investor mistakes—from thinking the wrong way about investing, to lack of diversification, to emotional investing decisions—you may be making. Just as important, we’re going to talk about quality of life because, when all is said and done, that really is the bottom line. So, let’s get started by looking at some of today’s challenges.

			
Chapter 2

			
Your Investment Challenges

			Maybe you’ve just inherited a large sum of money and aren’t sure how or where to invest it. Perhaps you’re looking at retirement and wondering if you’ll ever have enough to retire. Maybe you just have that feeling in the pit of your stomach that you want someone you trust to tell you you’re doing the right thing. In the previous chapter, I told you about a married couple who came to me with a portfolio that was designed to enhance not their future but the financial gain of their advisor. This couple found out that they weren’t doing the right thing, which is never a pleasant discovery. But once they got over the initial realization, they also found out how to overcome the challenges they faced. You can do the same.

			Most of the new clients who consult with our firm face investment challenges. Perhaps you can relate to that. In today’s complex market, how are you supposed to manage your own financial planning when you are not a financial planner? How are you supposed to trust so-called experts when you don’t have an inside understanding of the industry? First, it’s important to give yourself permission to go into learning mode. For now, let’s just start with the basics, and the first one is figuring out what type of investor you are. In my decades of working with a wide range of customers, I’ve identified three main types along with the mistakes each type makes.

			Different clients have different needs, but regardless of circumstance, most people ask similar questions and have similar goals. We will look at each of these issues in turn in this chapter.

			What’s Your Type?

			Risk Averse

			If you’re this type, you’ve been managing your money by yourself and reached the point where your assets have grown enough that you no longer feel comfortable making your own decisions and need professional help. Growth means higher stakes. Volatility, even though it is a necessity to any serious investor, can create self-doubt.

			Disappointed with Rate of Return

			Maybe you’ve been working with a financial advisor, insurance agent, or stockbroker, and yet you feel that your rate of return is below average, and you don’t know why. The answer might be that you’re paying way too much in fees and expenses (often buried inside the particular investment vehicles being used).

			Involved in Job Transition

			Perhaps you worked for many years, and your employer has now either merged with another company or downsized. If you follow the trend of most individual investors in this scenario, you probably have tied up the bulk of your money in a 401(k) invested in mutual funds your employer picked or in company stock, have a pension plan with a lump sum payout, and/or have stock options or restricted stock in that company. Once your employment with the company ends, the challenge of managing these assets falls to you.

			Each of these types is questioning if they could be doing better, and they are worried about what will happen to them if they don’t.

			When we do an initial assessment with a new client, we see the same common mistakes pop up. Here are a few:

			
					Highly concentrated, risky investment portfolios (oftentimes in passively managed index funds and company stock)

					Life insurance and annuities with high surrender charges used as investment vehicles

					High annual advisory fees, which may please the advisor but reduce the client’s rate of return

			

			Those examples demonstrate how people can have good intentions but make poor choices. Doing nothing can be as dangerous as doing the wrong thing. Some people fall into the following two categories:

			
					Those who don’t want to pay any fees. They try to manage their own investments without realizing they don’t have the expertise or the time needed to monitor those investments on a regular basis. Furthermore, they don’t realize how their emotions get in the way of making sound objective investment decisions.

					Those who have an emotional connection to their investments. Some people don’t want to let go of their company stock, even if it is not furthering their financial goals. Others inherited a portfolio of stocks and bonds or mutual funds when a family member passed away and are so emotionally tied to the portfolio that they do nothing with it.

			

			Most of these people do want a better quality of life and enough money to retire. Unfortunately, figuring out how to achieve their goals is a challenge because they don’t know how to think about money. And hard decisions often need to be made. That is something I’m going to teach you in this book. Before we do that, let’s look at current trends and how you might fit into them.

			Individual Investor Trends Today

			Mutual Funds and Index Funds

			Today many people put their money into actively managed mutual funds or passively managed index funds. In the early days of individual investor trading, mutual funds were created as a professionally managed investment fund to pool money from many investors in order to purchase a diversified collection of securities.

			Here’s what they can invest in:

			
					Stocks

					Bonds

					Cash

					Other assets

			

			These underlying security types—holdings—form one mutual fund, also called a portfolio.

			Indices have been used since at least the late nineteenth century to measure either broad markets or different segments of the broader markets. For example, the S&P 500 index is intended to provide a broad measure of the market as a whole based on the market capitalizations of five hundred large companies having common stock listed on the NYSE or NASDAQ. A market sector index is the weighted average of the price of several stocks in a particular section of the stock market. Index values help investors track changes in market value over long periods of time and are often used as a benchmark for their own portfolio returns.

			Over time, a mutual fund that aimed to mirror an index emerged. This became known as an index fund, which at face value can sound attractive to the inexperienced investor. Costs are low, but this is because, unlike mutual funds that are actively managed, index funds are not managed. They work on autopilot to mirror the market. An index fund is the ultimate passive investment, a formula-driven type of system. Since success is measured against the index that is mirrored and the cost structure is lower, it should be no surprise that many studies indicate that index funds outperform most managed funds.

			Fortunately, you do not need to choose to either invest in an index fund or invest in all the managed funds out there. You can be selective.

			Good mutual fund management companies have analysts and researchers who visit companies and talk to CEOs and the senior management of those companies. They have teams of forensic accountants who scour financial statements looking for irregularities. They have teams of retired CIA and FBI interrogators who teach their managers, analysts, and researchers how to read body language, voice inflection, and eye movement in an effort to gain insight into whether the answers CEOs are providing to questions are telling the whole story. Reducing risk through active management, therefore, comes at a cost.

			In my opinion, this cost is worth it. It may add a bit of subjectivity, but it is an informed subjectivity. It may be hard to match an index fund during a broad upswing, just based on full investment, lower costs, and the mathematical result of the index fund owning all of the winners, but when market rises are more selective or markets fall or are disrupted, it would seem to make more sense to know that someone has given some intelligent thought to what you actually own. Because we know for sure that on the way down, the index also owns all the losers. An index fund is designed to avoid underperforming the index. It is not designed to manage risk. I think the question becomes, Would you rather have your investments selected and monitored by well-trained and well-informed professionals or based on a list created by a financial publisher? The list may show good results compared to most funds, but I would still rather know my investments have been chosen with some scrutiny and continue to be monitored by professionals—professionals who often do, in fact, have long-term track records of outperforming the indices.

			Stock Picking

			As I mentioned before, many individual investors try to pick stocks on their own, which is challenging. They have to do their own research, while professional money managers have access to research and analysis. You’d be unrealistic to think you could do as well without that level of research and analysis, not to mention experience.

			Over the years, we have come across individual investors who have been picking individual stocks and bonds. When they come to us initially, part of our comprehensive planning includes looking at tax returns and investment statements in prior years. We analyze their performance and their choices over time, looking at the stocks that were winners and those that were losers. We’ve discovered that clients who are picking stocks often remember the winners that they held onto, and they forget the losers that they sold.  They have short memories when it comes to what did not work out and long memories when it comes to what did. This selective recall is human nature, but it prevents you from honestly reviewing your overall success—or lack of it.

			This approach to portfolio management on a day-to-day basis is problematic because the investor is not looking at each stock and analyzing the company the way active managers do before making subjective decisions to buy or sell. The typical investor lacks the time, the research tools, and/or the expertise to do so.

			If you would like to dabble in the market yourself, then take a slice of your investment pot and consider it gambling money. If an investment does well, that’s great, but if it does not, you’ve gambled (and lost) only one slice of the investment pie. The rest has been invested with professionals who are taking different approaches to actively managing money in broadly diversified stocks. Not only does this approach minimize risk, but it also highlights how a slice of the pie compares to slices that are being actively managed by professionals.

			Common Individual Investor Mistakes Today

			Earlier I listed the three categories in which many individual investors fall. These three types are the Risk Averse, the Disappointed, and the In Transition. Many of them face common challenges in the marketplace today. These mistakes generally involve thinking the wrong way about money, failing to diversify, failing to set goals and objectives or prioritize, failing to ensure the goals of their investment vehicle align with their own goals, investing emotionally, or procrastinating. Let’s take a look at these mistakes.

			Thinking the Wrong Way about Money

			Focusing on rate of return alone is dangerous. In fact, it’s the biggest mistake people make when thinking about money because it overlooks how much risk one takes in an effort to get that rate of return.

			Studies have shown that when certain assets are doing well, investors move all their money into those assets. However, when these stocks pull back, which is inevitable in the business cycle, those investors go into panic mode. They get out of the market and wait for an upswing before they are comfortable enough to reinvest their money.

			Many people were so badly burned in the financial meltdown from October 2007 to March 2009 that they kept their money liquid because they lost trust or confidence in themselves and/or the market. They no longer felt they knew what to do with their money, and fearing another pullback, they stayed out and lost out when the market rebounded.

			As I’m sure you’ve heard before, markets are driven by greed and fear. People tend to put all their money into the markets when it’s high because they don’t want to miss out on the market run-up. Then, when markets drop, they become afraid of losing their money and take it out of the markets. We will discuss this more in chapter 11.

			Failing to Diversify

			Related to mistakes in thinking about money is the mistake of nondiversification.

			People often end up with a highly concentrated portfolio because they invest in the company for which they work. If they work in a company, believe in a company, get a paycheck from a company, and live and breathe that company, they often lose objectivity and forget that every company, sooner or later, makes a mistake. Numerous Fortune 500 companies have. At one time, people believed General Electric was the greatest company on the planet, but they lost a lot of money when GE’s stock price was cut in half. McClatchy, once the second-largest newspaper chain in the country, founded in 1857 in Sacramento, California, declared bankruptcy in 2020. Publisher of the Miami Herald, Kansas City Star, and other regional dailies, McClatchy took on large debt with its $4.5 billion takeover of Knight Ridder in 2006, but the digital boom won. Times change, and the way we invest must change as well.

			Another failure-to-diversify scenario emerges from within the market itself. In 1998 and 1999, at the height of the technology boom, many investors focused on internet stocks, technology, and telecommunications. At the time, well-diversified, actively managed portfolios did not do as well as those invested in a basket of high-tech companies. A client came to us in late 1999 and said, “I understand diversification, but an acquaintance of mine is a professor at Duke University, in the finance area in the business school, where he’s been modeling these technology stocks. And he’s been doing significantly better than my portfolio.”

			The client had been doing well by following our advice and had been earning returns of 10 percent on average over many years, but enticed by tech-stock returns, he decided to move his account. Then the tech bubble burst. Two years later, he was left with only 20 percent of his original investment. He let greed get in the way of common sense. He was so focused on rate of return that he ended up with a portfolio highly concentrated in one industry, which cost him dearly. Holding 20 percent, 30 percent, 40 percent, or 50 percent of your money in a single stock or a single index or industry sets you up for a fall. The key here is to remember that broad diversification is your friend.

			Failing to Set Goals

			Let’s make that not setting realistic goals. That’s one of the most common mistakes individual investors make. The financial world is complex. People aren’t taught in school how to manage their financial affairs. Because of technology today, paychecks are automatically deposited in the bank, and bills are automatically paid. This allows people to ignore their finances, which means they put off planning for their future, for retirement, or for a major expense.

			Failure to prioritize, or failure to know what to prioritize, is another common investment mistake. Many individual investors focus on the rate of return before looking at their investment goals and objectives. The first questions you ask should not be, “What is my rate of return, and how much money can I make?” but “What am I trying to accomplish, and why am I trying to accomplish that?”

			Is your goal building a nest egg for educating children or donating to a philanthropic organization, or is it accumulating enough so that you can retire, live comfortably, and pass something on to your children?

			Once you know what you want and why, you can decide how to go about achieving those goals. We will discuss this in more detail in future chapters.

			Once you establish goals, you can buy individual stocks and bonds or invest in a portfolio of diversified mutual funds. The issue then becomes deciding on which mutual funds in which to invest. Again, a mistake many people make is going with the ones that are showing the highest rate of return.

			Failure to Align Personal and Investment Vehicle Goals

			When deciding to invest in a mutual fund, the first questions you need to ask yourself are: What are the goals and objectives of the particular mutual fund? Are they buying stocks or bonds or both? If they are buying stocks, are they buying large blue-chip companies, medium-size companies, or small companies? Are they buying companies that take all their profits and plow them back to grow the company, or are they taking some of their profits and paying the shareholders in the form of dividends? Are they investing in companies that are headquartered in the United States or in other parts of the world? How a mutual fund is investing money has a direct effect on the ultimate rate of return an investor will see. If how the money is invested isn’t a factor, then the investor ends up taking far more risk than is needed to reach their goals.

			A second factor to assess when investing in a mutual fund is who is managing the money. As I mentioned previously, index funds are passively managed based on the particular index that they are mirroring. The portfolio manager does not have the ability to make subjective decisions on what to buy and sell. For an actively managed fund, rate of return is related to how a fund is being managed and who is managing it. For example, if the manager has been managing a fund for two years and the investment decision is based on the ten-year rate of return, then it is being based on the performance of the person who preceded the current manager. It’s also important for you to check whether the managers have significant amounts of their own money invested in the mutual fund they manage. Do they have skin in the game?

			Another factor to assess when deciding to invest in a mutual fund is whether it is highly concentrated or well diversified across different industries for the reasons we discussed earlier in this chapter.

			The answers to these questions—how it’s being managed, who is managing it, and how diversified it is—can steer the investor clear of common mistakes. At this point, they can look at rate of return, which we’ll discuss in more detail later in this book.

			Emotional Investing

			No one likes to lose money, but this fear leads to investment mistakes. It is important to remember that no industry goes up forever. Every industry has a cycle. We do not know when that cycle is going to turn. When oil was one hundred dollars a barrel, everyone loved energy; then it dropped to under thirty dollars a barrel, and everyone hated energy. The truth is that there is value in thirty dollars a barrel, but individual investors tend to buy high, and then when they get burned, they don’t want to go back. That’s where emotions get in the way of making rational decisions. When it comes to investing, emotions have an adverse effect on investor outcomes.

			Procrastination

			Another common mistake the individual investor makes is procrastinating. In fact, procrastination is probably one of the biggest reasons why investors do not do well. They do not take action.  They may not be comfortable where they are, but still, they bury their heads in the sand. They put it off until tomorrow, and tomorrow turns into ten or fifteen years. It’s not unusual for someone to say to us after our first meeting when we’ve done an assessment, “Gosh, I wish I’d come to see you ten years ago.” (So do we.)

			Because we understand the challenges that exist in the marketplace and in the individual lives of investors, we focus on what is inherently one simple goal: helping clients accumulate and grow their assets so that at some point in time they can draw a line in the sand and say, “From this day forward, I’m working because I want to, not because I need to.” Putting this financial plan in place changes the whole complexion of an investor’s outlook on their career and on their life because the financial burden is lifted. In the process of lifting it, they learn to think the right way about their money and the goals they have around spending it and investing it.

			Takeaway

			
					Many challenges face the individual investor in today’s marketplace. Some of these relate to the investment vehicles available or recent trends, and some relate to mistakes the individual investors tend to make for the various reasons discussed in this chapter.

					Understanding your goals allows you to assess whether you are diversified or too concentrated. You can see how much of your net worth is tied up in the company you work for or in indices or funds that may or may not be in your best financial interest.

					The first question every investor should ask is where they want to be in three or five years or even how long they want to work. If you have not asked this question, it may be time to sit with a spouse or partner, talk this through, and devise a plan. We will talk about the ways to do that in later chapters. First, I want to share with you how the values of our company were derived from my early life experiences. 

			

			
Chapter 3

			
Lessons—and Values—Learned

			In the introduction of this book, I mentioned that childhood taught me values that have stayed with me throughout my life and career, and that I’m proud to say I’ve passed along to those, including my son, who work with me. I believe those values have helped me avoid some of the common mistakes others make.

			Lessons from Childhood

			I was born and raised in humble beginnings in a small town about twenty miles outside of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. My father’s education ended at the tenth grade and my mother’s at the eleventh. My father worked hard at two jobs to support the family. Unfortunately, he was addicted to gambling, which created financial troubles in our household. These early experiences, good and bad, were formative, and I was fortunate enough to develop some values that have become an integral part of my life and business today.

			The Value of Proper Planning

			As a child, I couldn’t do the things other kids in the neighborhood did. Other families had two cars. They could go on nice vacations. If we wanted anything, we could not expect it just to happen the way it did for the neighbor kids. If we were to have anything, we had to plan for it.

			Each week, in those days before credit cards, my father gave my mother a certain amount of money with which to buy groceries, pay the bills, and run the household. On Saturday mornings, before he went to work at his second job, my brother and I went to the local grocery store with Mom to shop.

			We walked the aisles while she went through her grocery list. She would ask us to go and get something off her list and put it in the cart. My brother and I would usually find something else we wanted, such as cookies or snacks, and we’d throw those into the cart too. I vividly remember getting to the checkout counter and my mother being told the total was more than she had. We had to go through everything and take the cookies, snacks, and other impulse purchases back to the aisles. Although that was embarrassing, it taught me that we could not just throw everything that we wanted in the basket. If we wanted cookies and snacks, we had to learn how to plan and budget for them.

			[image: ]

			Mom purchased this old-time miniature adding machine to help her keep track of the groceries that we put in our cart so that we wouldn’t be embarrassed at the checkout counter.

			Today, many people put what they cannot afford on a credit card and think that they’ll figure it out later. In those days, it was humbling to realize how much we had to think about living within our means, especially when our means compared unfavorably to those around us.
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