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To my favorite money muses with love: Lodena, Sandra, Alanah, & Reagan. You are the generations of compassion and change.
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Introduction

If you are a mom, aunt, grandmother, big cousin, schoolteacher, or have contact with women you mentor in some capacity, this book is for you. I wrote this book so that we, as women of influence, can begin to have important, compelling talks about money with the women who look up to us for advice.

I think the biggest problem we face is knowing that our personal money situation might not be perfect, so we don’t feel comfortable broaching the subject with anyone, let alone any young woman who might actually take the advice we give to them. After all, what if we give them the wrong advice?

The point of this book is not so much to give advice as it is to get the conversation around money going. Just like we talk about men, relationships, beauty tips, and other “girlie” things, we can talk about money. Can you still give beauty tips out even if you are not a high-fashion model? Of course you can! Can you talk about relationships even if you’ve had several that failed? Yes!

The purpose of this book isn’t to make you a money guru. It’s designed to help you become confident when it comes to talking about money with the women you love. These can be your daughters, sisters, coworkers, friends, or any women in your life you want to pow-wow with around money.

My dream is to make money talk as common (and fun) as talking about the latest celebrity gossip, fashion, parenting, mimosa, or whatever it is you find interesting and enriching. I want to see women curl up with this book as they sip evening tea and relax from a hectic day or week.

I’d like to see women sitting on their daughter’s twin bed, hand on their mini-me’s shoulder while looking deeply in their eyes saying, “Daughter, let’s have the talk about money. Here’s what you need to know about me and here’s what I’d like you to avoid and learn from my mistakes.” Just like you’d warn her against silly boys who could break her heart, I’d want you to warn her about the financial negligence and apathy that could rob her of her future.

The point of this book is to start conversations that lead to “the village” to finally talk about and tackle serious money issues that concern women together. After reading this book, my hope is that you’ll take what you read into your tribes and fearlessly talk about your credit score, student loans, or retirement savings at brunch—no matter how embarrassing it might feel.

Hopefully, everyone around you will be relieved that you are starting the conversation and are actually being transparent about it. Maybe they’ll be happy that they can finally talk about their money stress and find some respite from what worries them. Maybe they’ll learn something they never knew about.

Maybe they’ll walk away feeling encouraged about their financial future. Perhaps they’ll get new ideas and a fresh outlook on how to manage their money going forward. What if someone is able to craft a brand-new, well-fitting, and perfectly customized financial plan that makes them look forward to the future because of you? What if they just feel comfortable to air out their fears and concerns about money because of you?

The possibilities of the good that can come from this conversation are endless. Your bravery could be the very thing that inspires someone else to start their own money conversations in their own circles.

The stakes are just too high not to engage in the money talk we all dream of having but are just too scared to share. What better place to start than in our homes with the women on whom we have the most influence? Our daughters are part of the rising generation that will inherit a world for which we prepare them. I say, let’s bring money as front and center as we would education, relationships, and career choices.

If you don’t have a daughter quite yet or don’t plan to, no worries. You’ve still got a role to play in this village-wide conversation. We all do. We’ve all got circles where we need to have that “come to Jesus” moment about money.

Though we’ve got a ways to go, I can see the seeds of change starting to bloom. I’m encouraged when I see “regular” people on Instagram talk about their money ups and downs. On one post someone might admit that they blew their carefully planned budget with weekend partying. On another, that same person might turn down the chance to buy those $600 Christian Louboutins because they’re saving for a down payment on a home.

Then, of course, there’s the influencer crowd whose niche is personal finance. If you follow any of them, many of them are blazing crazy trails when it comes to removing the stigma around money conversations. Even more mainstream artists and actors are touting personal financial responsibility more than ever. (Even though I feel like there’s still more talk about “stunting” than saving, it seems like the tide might finally be changing.)

The way the world is more connected and coming together on topics like money gives me hope that we’ll find solutions to bridge the gender wage and wealth gap sooner than later. You can be on the front lines of this trend or on the tail end trying to catch up. Hopefully, this book motivates you to be the former!

Finally, I want to tell you what money conversations did for me and my financial situation. I delivered a TEDx Talk called “Money Conversations with Our Daughters,” and revealed the money conversations that changed my life.

My grandmother, Lodena Pouncey, was born in Mississippi and came to Chicago during the Great Migration with thousands of other Blacks that wanted to escape the oppressive racism of the deep South. This racism was salient and far-reaching—stifling both the soul and the pocketbook.

As a youngster in Chicago, she earned money by cleaning homes for wealthy people in the suburbs. She didn’t make tons of money doing it, but she managed to get married, buy a home, and build a life that would help her support both friends and family members financially for years to come.

Whenever someone needed a place to stay or new tires for their car, my granny was always able to help. In fact, when I needed a place to stay, she took me in and allowed me to live with her rent-free. She even helped me pay bills like my car note and student loans. I later found out that I wasn’t the only person she helped in this way, either.

How was she able to do all of this? Until this day, I still have no idea! But I do know that she was the kind of lady that talked about money all day, every day.

She’d tell me stories of how she grew up during the Great Depression and picked cotton as a young girl. Her family was so affected by the Great Depression that she became frugal with a capital F. When living with her, I saw that she saved plastic baggies and paper towels while freezing everything from sweet potatoes to milk.

I didn’t understand her frugal ways, but subconsciously I realized I was soaking them up. Not only did I absorb many of her money-­saving mannerisms, I was also subject to her very direct admonishments around money and all things financial.

In my early 20s, my modus operandi was ignoring bills at all costs. I’d let mail pile up and ignore notices until I couldn’t anymore. (I even got my license revoked once because of this bad habit.) My granny would never let me live this type of behavior down.

She’d rip open my mail and demand that I told her what was going on. She’d say, “How are you out here talking on the phone, running the streets, and having fun in your life if you’ve got bills to pay?”

I didn’t have a good answer for her, but she’d scold me enough until I’d eventually felt guilty about ignoring bills and routinely neglecting my financial responsibilities. She’d ask me how would I run my family finances if I couldn’t handle my own, as a single woman, properly. Then she’d remind me of where she came from and the obstacles that she overcame to become financially responsible. She’d tell me, “If I can pay my bills, so can you.”

She’d teach me to buy in bulk, then freeze anything that could be frozen. She’d encourage me to pay ahead on bills whenever I could.

Granny was also a stickler for education. To her, it was the ultimate form of financial responsibility—getting an asset that no one could ever repossess or revoke. She always told me, “What you get up here, no one can take from you,” as she peered over her bifocals while pointing to her head.

After spending more time with her, I began to understand where she was coming from. In essence, all the frugality, all the saving, all the good money habits were for the purposes of going higher and being a productive, educated member of society. It wasn’t misery for the sake of misery. It was financial prudence for the sake of elevation.

Truthfully, I didn’t appreciate all her money lessons at first. At the time, I was so annoyed that she wouldn’t let me live and mind my business, no matter how poorly I was minding it.

However, I learned that her scolding, fussing, and setting good examples planted seeds in me that would serve me until this very day. Without even realizing it, she influenced me to study economics and is very likely the reason I’m a writer and speaker that covers personal finance and entrepreneurship.

The money conversations that she had with me changed my life. She’d tell me about her money mistakes and triumphs and even shared about the times she knew she got swindled. The conversations were open, honest, and introspective. I got to see her process and reprocess money memories so she could make sense of them and package them into advice she thought would be more useful to me. That alone was so valuable!

My Granny’s understanding of financial matters wasn’t sophisticated, but it was still effective. She understood that giving and generosity, according to the natural laws of mathematics, should have made her poorer. But she’d observe with awe and wonder every time she prospered because of her giving. I got to witness that, too.

Bottom line—money conversations don’t have to be painful, insightful, or profound. They just need to happen—and happen more often. The deep revelation and mind-shattering epiphanies will come, but they still need to start somewhere. They start with thoughts that turn into words that are weaved into conversations that help us work out the best money paths for ourselves, our families, and eventually the world.

This is the gift that my grandmother gave me. For it, I am eternally grateful. This is the gift I’ve enclosed in every chapter of this book so you and your daughters, cousins, nieces, roommates, and powerful circles of women can do the same!


CHAPTER 1

My Money Story

As an economics major and finance writer, I get so many questions about money. People, women especially, want to know how they can manage their money better and become more financially stable.

As you may or may not know, personal finance is really very personal. It’s not just numbers and equations. Though math can help inform our decisions when it comes to money, it’s not the only thing that can influence how we handle money matters.

When I talk about money with people, I like to ask them about their money story. When people ask me for advice, I often share as much of my money story as I can so they can understand my perspective (which may or may not serve them very well, but I let them be the judge.)

I think sharing my money story is a way to model money transparency, and I think it will help you understand my take on money and finance. So, here’s the why behind how I feel about money today.

The first time I remember learning about money and how it really affected my life was around the time my parents got divorced. Prior to that time, I don’t remember my parents really talking about how expensive life was or if there was ever enough money. We’d go somewhere, and my parents would pay for whatever they needed, transacting most of their business without so much as a complaint.

I felt like I had a happy childhood in that pretty much whatever we asked for was given to us. If we wanted a toy, my parents would get it. If we had a taste for ice cream, it was not a problem to go out and grab a cone.

My grandmother loved spoiling us and taking us to McDonald’s whenever we asked her to. I remember that she hated it when we wasted food but still, there was never any talk about anything costing too much or money being short.

That all changed when my parents got divorced. I believe I was around six years old when they started the proceedings. About three years went by and the divorce was final, at which point my mother purchased her own home —just a few blocks away from my dad. It was at this point that I became keenly aware of our money situation.

Though both my parents were gainfully employed as working professionals (my mom was a nurse and my dad was an engineer), they both seemed to talk much more about money and the restrictions around things we could do. Now, there just wasn’t enough money to do everything we wanted to do.

Looking back, this makes sense. There were now two households to support and manage instead of one. And even years after their divorce, my parents were still in court over custody arrangements and child support. As I understand, this was pretty expensive for the both of them.

Eventually, my dad went on to start another family. He got married and had two more children. At that point, he would have to cover child support along with the cost of supporting his new family. I remember that my dad constantly complained about paying child support while my mother griped that my dad didn’t give her enough money.

At this point, it seemed, that almost everything we did was dictated by the money that my parents had (or didn’t have). I started to understand that it was better to eat at home than to eat out. It cost less and would help my mother stretch her paycheck longer. It was then that I began to cook so that my mother could save money on the food budget.

When my mother became a homeowner, she also became responsible for maintaining her home. She had to do repairs and things like mowing the lawn. The only problem was there wasn’t always a lot of money in her budget to do that. She worked a lot and didn’t have time to do it and she didn’t have the money to hire anyone either. So, we picked up the slack. My brother and I began to mow the lawn.

It might sound so noble that us kids chipped in to help my mom when she needed it. But actually, we were entitled little brats that totally resented the situation. That much I remember!

We felt like we shouldn’t have to do so much work and were pretty vocal about it. We didn’t mince words when we talked to her about the situation. I believe this often made her feel guilty and caused her to spend more on things like clothes and special outings to make up for our “broken” home life.

That single-mom guilt guided a lot of her spending decisions and many times, she’d just be treading water financially in the name of giving us a good life. I love and respect her for her deep desires to give us so much, but I also realize that she could and should have put her foot down in some areas. Nevertheless, as a single mom, things can just be so much more difficult and complicated.

Fast forward to high school (by the time I was about 16 years old), my mom and I couldn’t get along anymore and I was sent down the road to live with my dad. Of course, my dad obliged and provided me with whatever I needed while I crashed on his basement couch.

Though I lived with him and his new family, in some ways, it was like living alone. I came and went as I pleased and got into a lot of counterproductive things as a result.

Amazingly enough, I never snubbed my studies. Sure, I skipped school a lot, but I was also diligent about keeping up with my grades. My biggest motivation was getting good grades so I could finally move out and be on my own. I felt that getting good grades would get me into college, so I gave my best when it came to academics.

I had a good friend in high school, named Tiffany, who was meticulous about things like money, scholarships, internships, etc. When I didn’t know what to do on this front, I just followed her lead. When she announced she was going to get a job, I did the same thing. When she got a checking account, I went and opened one, too.

By the time we were applying for college, I pretty much just copied her—applying to many of the same schools and everything. She told me all about scholarships, and we even applied to the same ones together! Tiffany was light-years ahead of her time when she suggested that we apply for internships.

Once again following Tiffany’s lead, I did just that and was hired to work at a premier telecom called Lucent Technologies. At the age of 17, I was already working in corporate America and would later go on to work for Verizon as a college intern because of this experience.

Tiffany was a friend and role model to me. She saved her own money and bought a car when she was 17. When she wasn’t working or interning, she was selling candy she purchased in bulk from Sam’s Club in our high school. I met her when we were eight years old, and even in third grade she was trying to sell me bookmarks and friendship bracelets!

It became clear to me that money mentorship doesn’t always come from parents or relatives. I was drawn to this friend because she was fun but I stuck around because she was smart and helped me get a jump-start understanding money early on in life.

I didn’t totally get it though. Even though I had a number of jobs by the time I had turned 17, I pretty much spent every dollar that came into my hands. I remember getting paychecks that would be $100 or a little more (which was huge to me as a 16-year-old). Then I’d go straight to the nearest department store and spend the entire thing on one, single outfit.

One of my biggest accomplishments was earning an extra $500 in commissions as a telemarketer when I was 16 or 17. I sold the New York Times newspaper to people all around the country. Whenever I got people to buy a subscription, I’d get an extra commission on top of my hourly rate.

My goal was to be a top seller for that month so that I could make enough to cover everything I needed for my high school prom. To my surprise, I made the goal and I felt like I was the most accomplished person in the world.

Then, I proceeded to spend every last penny of that jackpot paycheck on my high school prom. As a result, I needed my mom to give me more money, since I went over my budget! To top it all off, I knew I was pretty short on the money I needed for college. I still thought that prom was a higher priority and had no problem making that irresponsible financial decision.

My thought process at the time was that I might be able to take out student loans for my tuition, so I didn’t think that much about it. Then, my grandmother kept telling me how she’d been putting money away for me for college since I was a little baby. So I thought that there was a good chance that I’d have everything covered.

Boy was I surprised when it came time for me to go away to college. The money that my grandmother had been putting away all those years? It was a whopping $1,800!

My granny didn’t know much about investing in securities like stocks or bonds, so she put the money in a low-yield money market account. Of course, she probably didn’t realize the power of compound interest and probably didn’t expect my college education to be almost $30,000. After all, her experience with the Great Depression likely taught her that the stock market was too risky and not worth investing in. So, I can’t fault her at all. It was just the time she grew up in.

In all, I think that money might have just covered my books for my first semester in college. Either way, I was so thankful that she thought so much of me and saved up the money. It’s something that I’m doing for my kids and I’m sure she was the one that gave me the thought in the first place.

After my first semester in college, I realized that I probably wouldn’t have enough money to finish my education. I was seriously contemplating going back home and doing something else with my life. But then, I learned that I could get a private loan to cover all four years of my tuition.

The only problem was that the private lender wanted me to have a cosigner. I didn’t have a strong enough credit profile or income prospects to warrant giving me a loan—even if it was for school. I asked my parents to cosign, and they declined.

My granny, though, came through and happily cosigned that loan for me. Why she had so much faith in me, I’ll never know!

As soon as we both signed on the dotted line, the checks started coming. At the beginning of every semester, I’d get a refund check from my private loan money. Sometimes it would be around $1,200, and other times it could be a couple thousand.

I had no idea, but I had the option to give this money back to decrease my final loan balance. In my defense, I did use some of the money to cover living expenses that I truly had. For example, a couple of years I did stay off campus and use the money to cover my rent.

But even then, I’d have plenty of money left over. I would use that money to go shopping or take trips. Plus, I had taken advantage of the many credit card offers presented to me on the University’s quad. In exchange for t-shirts, bottles of soda, and free pizza, I happily signed up for several credit cards (on which I would eventually default, but that’s another story).

Some years I was working 20, 30, or even up to 40 hours a week while I was studying. During the summers I was working full time and making more than enough money to make extra payments on my student loans. Do you think I did it? No!

I was making relatively good money in college and getting all of these refund checks pretty regularly, but the thought never occurred to me to make payments toward my loan. In fact, I don’t even think it occurred to me that I would ever have to pay this money back at all!

I was in for a rude awakening about six months after I graduated. By then, I had started working at my first job. I started getting bills from the bank to repay my loan. I couldn’t believe they had the audacity to want me to pay back the money I borrowed.

At the time, I was making less than $25,000 a year. But I had taken on the burden of an expensive apartment in the suburbs, a new car note, and other living expenses. If I could do it all again, I’d get a cheap car with cash and stay with a relative rent-free. This would have helped me act like a responsible adult and pay the bills that I made while in college.

But I didn’t. Now, I was at a loss at how I would pay this money back. The kicker was that since this was a private loan (not a federal loan) I didn’t have any options for deferment or forbearance. I simply had to make payments as they came—no excuses.

Eventually, I would get overwhelmed and just start to ignore the notices. Because my grandmother was a cosigner on the loan, she began to get notices and eventually called me about them. She would ask why I wasn’t paying my student loan off. I told her I just didn’t have the money.

She knew I was probably just living beyond my means and really didn’t care to pay the money back. She was right. But she wouldn’t let me go out like that.

My granny offered to help pay my bill until I could get myself together. After a while, she even welcomed me into her home after I got tired of paying rent at my suburban apartment.

Right when I moved in with her, I quit my job and had no income—so much for that plan. But she was still patient with me and continued to help with my bills by both paying some of my bills and lecturing every five minutes about how to handle my money.

Not long after I moved in with her, I started dating my now-­husband. I was ecstatic at the prospect of getting married. Looking back, I think my granny was just as excited because it meant that I could get off her payroll and onto someone else’s!

She would help me put together dinners for him and got so excited when he would come visit me at her house. She was probably so ready for me to move on with my life, but she felt like she had to bring us together. After seeing him just a couple of times she started referring to him as her son-in-law. I thought that was pretty funny and sweet.

During our courtship, however, she continued to impart her financial knowledge. She’d tell me, “Make sure you all get on the same page about money. Tell him about your money situation and make sure he tells you about his.”

Her sage advice did prompt me to start having those conversations with him while we were dating. I tried, the best I could, to outline the money that I owed and what kind of career path I thought I would take so that I could get it paid off. My then-boyfriend and now-husband did the same.

So far, it seemed like we both agreed that our goal was to pay off our student loan debt, become homeowners and business owners, and strive to build wealth together. Not too long after we began dating, we got married.

Our first daughter came not too long after our nuptials. This is when things got interesting. First, we both agreed that I would stay home with our daughter as long as possible. We even contemplated homeschooling her. This meant we would have to live on one income for quite some time.

The only problem?

My husband had underestimated his student loans to the tune of $20,000. Instead of having a combined $40,000 in student loan debt we soon realized that we really had $60,000 worth of student loan debt.

For hubby, one of those loans was with a private college that proceeded to garnish his wages almost as soon as we got married. Not only were we living on one income at the time, but it was being ravished by both of our student loan payments, the garnishment, and other consumer debt like my husband’s car note and both of our expensive SR-22 car insurance.

My husband actually made good money, but we both happened to have made poor financial decisions. It looked like we had too much debt for our dream of being a homeschooling family. It was starting to feel like we’d never be able to meet our goal when we pitted family vision against our income.

For the sake of total transparency, I do want to add that during this time we still received a lot of family support. Both our parents and my grandmother continued to chip in and help us out when we needed it. We still had some very difficult times financially, but I do want to disclose that we also had a fair amount of help in the process.

However, we knew that this extra help was not a permanent solution to our money problems. We really wanted to get to the root of our money issues so that we could make sustained progress toward our money goals and the life we desired to live as a family.

Long story short—we both became resolute in our efforts to pay off all of our debt. We didn’t do everything right, but we eventually made it our reality. The road was bumpy and filled with obstacles, but it all started when we found a plan.

As fate would have it, I had stumbled upon American’s favorite debt-free guru, Dave Ramsey, while driving in the car one day. I heard him on some scratchy AM radio station talking about living a life that was free of all debt. He didn’t even like it when people had a mortgage on a home. I thought he was totally and utterly insane.

I said to myself, How could someone talk about being debt-free for 30 minutes straight? This is the most bizarre thing I’ve ever heard of! I soon found out that not only did he talk about being debt-free for 30 minutes straight, his radio show was actually longer and it came on almost every single day.

I was intrigued by his antics. It wasn’t before long that I picked up a copy of his book, Total Money Makeover. I read it in just a few hours and was totally convinced that this was the plan that could help us pay off debt so that we could homeschool our kids.

I told my husband about it and his first reaction was that it seemed a little weird that we’d be able to do it. We were already struggling and barely making it some weeks. How on earth would we be able to pay off all the debt we had accumulated?

As best I could, I explained everything I thought we needed to do in the process. He listened intently and said, “Ok, let’s do it,” very nonchalantly. My husband isn’t very emotional, so I took that as sign that he’d be totally committed to the process—and he was!

We started by creating a budget and understanding where all of our money went. As you can imagine, even though we said we were struggling, we found that we spent a lot of money on things we really didn’t need.

We ate out quite a bit, had a pretty high grocery bill, and spent a lot of money for our cable and cell phone bills. The only thing I knew to do at this point was cut back on some of these things. So we did. Then, we limited our spending on groceries and eating out. We used cash for these budget categories because that’s where we tended to overspend. When the cash was gone, that was it—no going over budget or dipping into our extra cash stash. Any leftover money was used to pay down debt.

After mastering the art of frugality, we figured out that there wasn’t much else to cut from our spending. The next natural step was to increase our income. The only problem was that I still wanted to stay home with our daughter. So, I started selling things on Craigslist and eBay. I could do this from home without a problem.

Then, I started tutoring and providing other support services to small business owners. I soon discovered that I was good in the area of sales and marketing. I was able to land a few consulting gigs with business owners that wanted to revamp their sales strategy and grow their sales department.

That side hustle eventually morphed into a full-scale database consultancy that I owned and worked in from home. Depending on the projects I was working on, I had anywhere from three to five people working under me. I had contractors and clients based all around the world and could work from the comfort of my own home.

This extra income, coupled with our extreme budgeting strategies, would eventually allow us to pay an extra $2,000–$3,000 per month just on our debt. It was exhilarating and almost unbelievable. But it was happening!

There was another fortunate, huge blessing factor that enabled us to make this happen. Our “claim to fame” so to speak, was that we moved to the inner city of Chicago to expedite our debt repayment.

Right around 2009 a relative of ours inherited a home but didn’t want to move to the “hood.” In fact, they knew that they wouldn’t get much on the market for the house anyway, so they offered it to us.

It was paid for and would require some cleaning out and fixing up to be livable. The catch? It was located on the south side of Chicago in what is pretty much known as a gang war zone (though it’s improved dramatically since we’ve moved in).

At first, we declined the offer. We were suburbanites and had no desire to raise our young family in the inner city. But my husband, in all his wisdom, reminded me, “We did say that we never wanted to go into debt again and that if we got a house it would have to be without debt. What if this is that opportunity?”

After some soul searching and prayer, we accepted the offer. It took us about a year to get it ready because we were using cash to renovate it. When it was all said and done, we finally moved into a mortgage-free, rent-free home.

I won’t lie, we were both terrified at the prospect of living there. Friends and family warned us that we were making a bad decision.

Was financial freedom really worth our safety? It was the question we asked ourselves over and over again while we lived there. Thankfully, our safety living there was never a problem, but it wasn’t without some inconveniences.

Once, someone vandalized our air conditioning unit to get a couple dollars worth of copper from the metal recycling facility. It was during a record-breaking heat wave the entire country was experiencing. The estimates to fix it were between $3,000 and $4,000.

My husband is a letter carrier and spends his day out in the heat. Needless to say, he’s a huge fan of air conditioning. At the time, we had to decide whether we’d fix the unit or continue paying off debt. Like a trooper, my husband said, “Let’s pay off this debt!”

That summer was hard. We put a window unit in the room and we all piled there at night to get some relief from the heat. However, we continued to pluck away at our debt as we always had. Just a few months later, we paid it all off at the end of 2013.
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