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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to all single mothers who are working diligently to create a brighter future for themselves and their children— you can do it, ladies!
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INTRODUCTION 

Like it or not, a divorced, widowed, or a not-yet married or never-married mother is a woman on her own—a woman forced to take responsibility for every aspect of her newly single life (kids or no kids). A divorced, widowed, or unpartnered mother has to deal with financial realities and make financial decisions that will affect herself and her children for decades. An informed single woman must, indeed, develop the skills and the confidence to make smart decisions and gain control over her financial reality.

Divorce is a financial disaster for most families and for the economy. Almost half of all divorced fathers fail to make their child-support payments. Only 25 percent of divorced fathers pay full child support, but even then it is far more likely that the divorced mother’s—along with the children’s—income has decreased substantially. Average visitation for divorced fathers is around once a month, and divorced women with minor children make up a major segment of Americans living below the poverty line. In addition, single mothers often sacrifice their own welfare—including financial— for the sake of their children.

This book has been researched and written to steer you through whatever personal financial minefields you are navigating and to help you build an operational vocabulary that will give you a real leg up on handling your personal finances. It is designed to be an invaluable resource as you find your way through the money jungle. As your family and finances grow and as you meet critical financial turning points in life, like the purchase of a home or helping your child pay for his or her college education, the advice in this book will guide you. If you apply this information to your finances, you will be on the way to achieving your financial goals and claiming financial independence, one step at a time.


Chapter 1 ON YOUR OWN . . . AGAIN 

WHILE THERE CAN BE MANY, many benefits to being single, being a single mother presents an enormous challenge. Even if you came out of the death, divorce, or separation with a safe cushion of money and assets, you will now be fully responsible for all the financial decisions that will directly affect you and your children for decades to come. If you are not money-savvy, this could cause massive anxiety or lead to impulsive decisions that undermine your long-term security. It’s time to gather yourself and begin again.

Question 1: What do I do if my husband suddenly dies or files for divorce?

First, you have to accept that absolutely everything has changed. You cannot go forward with a solid base if you don’t get a firm grip on what your situation is now and from this point forward. You have to think for yourself, and think smart. The first precept might simply be “do no harm.” If you are uncertain what to do, keep the status quo until you feel more confident about your course of action. Focus on what requires your immediate attention: paying down debt or creating an emergency fund, for example. The first—and very important—task is to discover and record all aspects of your financial situation, as follows:

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Create a list of all your income.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Create a list of all credit card and loan balances.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Create a list of all retirement and savings accounts.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Create a thorough list of all monthly expenditures.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Create a temporary livable budget that reflects your new circumstances.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] List and review insurance policies.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] If needed, name your children as beneficiaries on insurance policies, CDs, bank accounts, and retirement plans.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Select guardians for your children.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Create a rudimentary will and a living will until you can more properly create a lasting one.

Other than fulfilling the necessary, immediate tasks—establishing how much money you really have to live on, how it will be dispensed, and what you have to work with—it’s advisable to wait at least six to twelve months before making major or long-term decisions related to money. Even if you feel pressured, allow yourself time to steady your emotions and learn as much as you can about financial management before making major changes.

Question 2: How do I make long-term, calculated decisions?

After the dust has settled and your grief is subsiding, it’s time to contemplate your long-term goals and to make decisions that will help you accomplish them. Sit yourself down and make a list of things you want to create for the future and what you need to address now to make them happen. Examples include the following:

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Can you afford to stay in your current home?

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] If not, where do you want to live? What can you afford?

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] How can you move up at work or increase your income?

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] What are your long-term financial goals, and how do you plan to achieve them?

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Do you need, or desire, additional education?

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] How will you fund college or additional training for yourself or your children?

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] How will you increase your savings and fund a retirement plan?

What you’re seeking are generic ideas about what you want to create for the future and whether you need to weigh them in making decisions that deal with your immediate, pressing needs.

Some immediate tasks that you need to undertake are:

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Create a household inventory for insurance purposes.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Copy and store important documents.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Set up a system to manage bills.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Balance your checkbook monthly.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Check all credit card statements to make sure the charges belong to you, and match up corresponding receipts.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] File deductible receipts in a tax file, and file warranty receipts in a warranty file.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Check tax returns, and establish a file for each of the last five years.

Question 3: What’s the best way to get organized?

Select a drawer, a file holder, or a basket in which to store monthly bills. Open all mail when it arrives. Discard junk mail, and immediately shred all those endless credit card offers. Then, put all your bills into the designated, easily accessible drawer, file, or basket. Create a monthly payment schedule to remind you when bills are due. You can opt to have most bills arrive the first of the month, the middle of the month, or the end of the month. If you have sufficient money in your checking account, pay bills when they arrive. Alternately, set up automatic payments from your checking account, or select at least two days a month when you pay bills.

It’s prudent to buy and use an accounting program, which are very easy to use and helpful in simplifying and expediting your bill paying.

Question 4: Speaking of averting disaster, how do I hold my ex-husband accountable?

According to the government, more than half—half!—of all fathers who owe child support do not pay it. The Child Support Recovery Act of 1992 enacted laws that make it a federal crime for fathers to default on court-ordered child support due children living in another state. Your local child support enforcement office can assist you in taking measures to force payment. (You can also find help online, at www.singleparentcentral.com.) If you report the father’s failure to pay to the IRS, for example, they will divert any refunds he earns to you.

If your former husband or partner fails to pay child support, it is imperative that you act immediately by filing a motion for contempt of court. Although it’s wise to use an attorney, this is something you can file and present to a judge. But don’t wait, because it will take weeks before you have a court date. On that date, the alleged violator must appear in court to explain why he has not complied and why he should not be held in contempt. If the person is found guilty of contempt, the judge can seize his assets, levy fines, and even send him to jail.

Question 5: How do I track down a deadbeat dad?

As of 1998, federal law requires employers to turn in the names, addresses, dates of birth, and Social Security numbers of all new hires, which means that even if the father has crossed a state line, it’s easier to find him today than it was in the past. Some of your options for tracking down a deadbeat dad include searching these areas:

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Motor vehicle records 

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] County tax records 
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[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Social workers 

Although it can be difficult and frustrating, holding the father financially accountable is important to your children’s future.

Question 6: How do I handle finances if I hook up with a new man?

If you’re at the move-in stage, ask for a meeting at which you will share credit reports, FICO scores, credit card and loan balances, and net worth statements. This will be your opportunity to find out his true situation and to find out how he handles his financial responsibilities. It would also be a good idea to ask to see the last three years of income tax reports, as well as records of child or spousal support and payroll stubs. You are entitled to know the absolute truth about his financial situation.

Question 7: Should we keep our finances separate?

In the beginning, particularly if you aren’t buying a house together or otherwise mingling debt, it makes sense to keep the majority of your finances separate. You can establish a common household account, and then as the relationship grows, you can begin to merge your financial assets and debt. It’s always wise to have some money that remains yours to control, whether it’s a clothing budget or mad money.

It’s also important to discuss behavioral expectations. If you want to sit down together every month to pay joint expenses, balance the checkbooks, and create new goals, make sure he understands how important this is to you. If you agree to turn everything over to him but are uncomfortable not being on top of things, ask for a monthly meeting in which you review all the finances. Maybe you want joint meetings before any major purchases, or you’d like to establish joint savings that build toward the purchase of a new car. Whatever you require to make you feel secure, knowledgeable, and powerful within the relationship is, and will remain, important. It’s the failure to talk about finances clearly that creates problems that can quickly become—or at least feel—insurmountable.

Question 8: Should we find a way to make it official?

Absolutely! Instead of counting on your romantic feelings to pacify all problems, take the time to write out a very concrete “cohabitation agreement” that will specify the financial agreement you have worked out together—your mutual rights and obligations with respect to joint and separate property from now on. Define both partners’ expectations and how they will be met, or worked toward. Without a written cohabitation agreement, it will be difficult to exercise your right to receive support, share in assets acquired during the length of the relationship, make medical decisions on his behalf, or claim an inheritance.

Question 9: What if he moves into my house?

Your house is most likely your most valuable asset. As such, it’s not wise to rush into co-ownership of houses, so if he is moving into your house, you may want him to pay rent for a period of one year, at which time you will renegotiate. If you decide to purchase property together, consult a lawyer or financial consultant to determine the best way to structure ownership. “Joint tenant” means that the survivor owns the property in event of the other’s death, while “tenants in common” means that the property goes to the deceased’s estate, so that heirs end up owning the property. If you’re paying down 60 percent to his 40 percent on a new house, state that clearly, and specify how you want that to be handled in the event of a sale.

Question 10: What about my other assets?

Of course you will also want to protect your assets. Make a list of everything you own, including investments, furniture, and heirlooms. Co-ownership from the point of cohabitation can be negotiated, but what’s yours prior to the relationship should remain yours. Also, to fully protect your children, leave them listed as your beneficiaries on bank accounts, insurance policies, investments, or wills. If you decide to marry, by all means renegotiate the financial agreement, keeping in mind that once you marry, each person will become mutually responsible for both parties’ financial management.


Chapter 2WHERE YOU WANT TO BE:
SETTING GOALS

CREATING PERSONAL FINANCIAL goals is extremely important and worthy of your complete attention. James Cash, the founder of J. C. Penney, said it in a more succinct and poster-worthy way (as in, paste it onto your bathroom mirror so you can live it as a credo): “Give me a stock clerk with a goal, and I’ll give you a woman who will make history. Give me a woman with no goals, and I’ll give you a stock clerk.”

Question 11: What’s the single most important thing I need to do?

Establishing, and then living up to, a set of goals that will propel you forward and create financial health. Creating goals is a means to an end. Goals provide a roadmap. They give you a point on the horizon to focus on and then help you harness the energy to get there step by step. Long-term goals are really the formulation and clear statement of your dreams—what you want to accomplish in your lifetime. Short-term goals are the blueprint for achieving those dreams. Only by illuminating the stepping-stones along the path are you able to take potent steps that lead you forward. Pablo Picasso, one of the greatest and most productive artists of all time, believed in goals and stated so clearly: “Our goals can only be reached through a vehicle of a plan, in which we must fervently believe, and upon which we must vigorously act. There is no other route to success.”

Question 12: How do financial goals serve me on a daily basis?

Goals help you every day by helping you come closer to fulfilling your dreams. In fact, the first step is to contemplate what is most important to you and to establish a list of values. Values are your spiritual bottom line—what will ultimately bring you meaningful pleasure. Of course you value your children, but what is your intention toward them? Perhaps it’s building a secure future, which could entail establishing educational funds and providing a stable home in a safe neighborhood. Perhaps it’s having more time to spend with them while they are young, or creating a business that will support all of you for the next ten years and build resources for your retirement, so you won’t be a burden on them.

Question 13: What should be my first and single most important goal?

The absolute first thing you need to set your sights on is creating an emergency fund. Every financial advisor/writer in the world stresses this point, and every struggling woman moans. Of course it’s hard to accumulate a single month’s expenses—let alone the recommended three—to cover emergencies. It’s the reason insurance was invented, but emergencies arise that are beyond insurance. Cars break down, children break legs (requiring a babysitter while they recover), roofs leak, hot-water tanks fizzle, landscaping fries, and sometimes a woman needs a break.

Fat emergency-fund accounts accumulate interest and allow you to sleep soundly. Make your first short-term goal to be opening an emergency savings account of at least two month’s salary. This cash pillow is requisite before you make any big purchases or start investing.

Question 14: How do I create long-term goals?

Long-term goals often require you to work toward them by fulfilling a series of short-term goals over a long period of time. The long-term goals are really your dreams—the circumstances you want to create that will bring you inner happiness—but they require a belief that you’ll get there eventually. They also require an ability to sustain belief and expend energy.

To create these kinds of goals, you need to look deeper than the task at hand. If your heart’s desire is to build a foundation of security for yourself and your children, that’s a laudable and valid lifetime goal, but you will need to break it down into a series of achievable goals. Long-term goals might include buying a home in three to five years; saving $30,000 over the next ten years; paying off your mortgage in twenty-two, rather than thirty years.

Once you define what you want, why you want it, when you want it, and how to get it, write specific, measurable, and achievable goals. Create target dates and a list of tasks required. Then place a list of your goals in prominent places—your bedroom, your home office, and your refrigerator—so that the daily reminder will spur you on to success.

Question 15: How do I create short-term goals?

Short-term goals break down your long-term goals into manageable bites. Each time you achieve a short-term goal, you are moving closer to the ultimate, long-term goal behind it. Some believe in doing something daily that works toward fulfillment of your short-term, manageable goals. As long as you create them and set a viable deadline for achieving them, you’re on the right track. Short-term goals should be all of the following:

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Specific: You should be able to state the goal in positive language and break it down to its smallest denominator.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Measurable: The goal should provide quantifiable, visible results within a certain time frame.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Attainable: Attaining the goal should be a bit of stretch, but definitely within your reach.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Valuable: Achieving this end should align with your core values.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Progressive: Achieving this goal should also be a step toward a long-term goal.

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Primary: Your identified goal should be a top priority that will motivate you to get going.

Question 16: How do short-term goals differ from tasks?

People often confuse short-term goals with tasks, and it’s important to distinguish between them. Tasks are a series of to-do items that you need to address to move you closer to achieving a short-term goal. A short-term goal is a bar you set for yourself that achieves something of value. If your short-term goal is to get your finances organized, you could break it down into the following tasks:

1. Buy filing folders.

2. Separate all your bills, bank statements, loan statements, investment statements, tax returns, and so on.

3. File the physical copies in clearly marked folders.

4. Research and buy a financial and budget tracking software program.

5. Enter all the pertinent data that will allow you to stay on top of your monthly finances.

Question 17: How do I decide which goals take priority? 

If you have massive credit card debt, or delinquent accounts, addressing these crisis situations needs to be a top priority. The cost of carrying high-interest debt or allowing delinquencies to affect your FICO score will defeat goals before you get them off the ground. Once you’ve fought the debt dragon, you can refocus your goals on savings and wealth creation.

Question 18: How do I increase my chances of meeting my goals?

Accentuate the positive. The whole point of making goals is that you are creating a positive vision of your future. If goals are conceived as punishment, you won’t feel inspired to achieve them. Instead of writing, “I won’t spend any money on luxuries for six months,” write “I am choosing to pay down my credit card debt to zero.” It’s not deprivation; it’s empowerment!

Question 19: How often should I review my progress?

It’s advisable to review your progress toward short-term goals at least every three months. Some questions to ask include the following:

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Are your short-term goals effectively working toward your long-term goals? If not, what needs to be changed?

[image: Il_9781598699654_0006_001] Are you making the returns on your investments that you need to meet your long-term goals? If returns have been falling short, you either need to save more, or find a higher-return investment to meet your goals.
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