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Praise for Fly!



“I love a book written by a smart woman who reinvented herself. Steph Wagner’s debut book, Fly! is not only a cautionary tale about every woman’s need to claim her financial independence, it’s also a triumphant story about one women’s journey to self-confidence and her mission to share the hard lessons she’s learned with women everywhere. That’s true girl power.”


—Bobbi Brown, Makeup Artist and Founder, Jones Road Beauty


“Fly! is both an essential, everywoman’s guide to financial literacy and a moving memoir about how one woman rebuilt her life after things fell apart. With candor and courage, Steph Wagner shares her story of persisting through the hard times, as she offers practical, grounded advice about achieving financial autonomy. It’s an inspiring and useful book for women of all generations.”


—Cheryl Strayed, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author, Wild


“Steph’s story proves that it’s never too late to rise, rebuild, and reclaim your power. Fly! is a powerful guide for creating a life you love—on your own terms.”


—Candace Nelson, Founder, Sprinkles and Pizzana, and Bestselling Author, Sweet Success


“As a stay-at-home mom with three young children, Steph Wagner saw her enviable life suddenly destroyed when her husband left her for another woman and abandoned his financial responsibilities to the family that depended on him. The story of how Wagner took charge of their economic survival and created an even better new life from the wreckage is a powerful inspiration for anyone who’s dealt with unexpected loss—but it’s also an invaluable how-to guide for everyone on building financial stability and the freedom to live your most cherished dreams. As kind and reassuring as your most sympathetic friend, Wagner takes her readers by the hand and walks them safely through the minefield of money and its mysteries. She’s the ultimate role model, because she’s been there, but she also has a rare gift for explaining complex issues in clear, understandable language as she simplifies and demystifies the financial challenges that make so many of us want to start screaming or hide our heads in the sand. Fly! is the perfect guide to help you deal with disaster and turn adversity into good fortune—and it’s a must-read for anyone who’s ready to build the life of her dreams.”


—Leslie Bennetts, Award-Winning Journalist and Bestselling Author, The Feminine Mistake and Last Girl Before Freeway


“Fly! is not just a book—it’s a lifeline and a guide. Steph Wagner brings together financial expertise and hard-earned life experience to speak to women at every intersection—whether you’re running a business, a household, starting over, or simply reimagining what’s next. This is not just a book about women in business—it’s for women in life. With clarity, empathy, and practicality, Steph meets you where you are and shows you how to move forward with intention.”


—Chanel Frazier, Founder, CHF Ventures and former Managing Director, BlackRock


“I laughed, I cried—and, most importantly, I learned more about setting myself up for financial independence and long-term success than I did in twelve years of private school. Steph’s story is powerful. She shares openly and vulnerably, offering valuable tools and insights that give women the chance to learn critical financial lessons we’re somehow expected to just ‘know.’ From me—and all the women who don’t consider themselves financially savvy—thank you, Steph, for writing this book.”


—Lucy Burke, Southern Methodist University, Class of 2023


“From beginning to end, Fly! feels like a conversation with your best friend combined with that Finance 101 course—which, four years after college, I’ve completely forgotten. It’s raw, real, and deeply human—the story of someone who’s been there, lived it, survived it, and then some. But it’s not a story shared for sympathy; it’s shared in solidarity. Steph took the pain from the worst moments of her life and turned it into purpose—and ultimately, joy for herself and a road map for the rest of us. Fly! is a love letter to all women, empowering each of us to build a life of abundance. And all we have to do is start.”


—Abbey McKean, Texas Christian University, Class of 2021


“Steph’s story captured me and pulled me in within the first few pages. I found myself craving more after each chapter. I actually forgot I was reading a book about financial literacy, financial independence, and financial security—it felt like I was hearing a close friend share her life story. Her words and life experiences are powerful and deeply relatable. I learned so much from her financial expertise, yet I never felt like I should already know this stuff. Instead, I felt like I had a friend I could ask anything—someone who truly understands where I’m coming from. I have a 25-year-old daughter, and I can’t wait for her to read it. No one should wait until they’re older, widowed, or divorced to become financially literate. Steph’s book is approachable, engaging, and essential—for all women and young adults.”


—Kelly Topfer, Wife, Mother, and Volunteer
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This book is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information about financial guidance. Neither the author nor the publisher is engaged in rendering legal accounting, or other professional services, by publishing this book. If any such assistance is required, the services of a qualified financial professional should be sought. The author and publisher will not be responsible for any liability, loss, or risk incurred as a result of the use and application of any information contained in this book.


Fly! copyright © 2025 by Stephanie Lynn Wagner


All rights reserved. Except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be used or reproduced, stored, transmitted, or used in any manner whatsoever, including for training artificial intelligence (AI) technologies or for automated text and data mining, without prior written permission from the publisher.
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To Dillon, Cole, and Drew,


May you always think big, chase your dreams fearlessly, and never stop believing in yourselves. Because if you can dream it, you can achieve it. My love for you is limitless—you are the reason I found the strength to rise when it felt impossible. Thank you for being my heart’s greatest inspiration.


And to all the women who’ve walked a similar path and those still finding their way—this is for you.


Live boldly. FLY!









Vision without action is merely a dream.


Action without vision just passes the time.


Vision with action can change the world.
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—Joel Barker, author and futurist, The Power of Vision










Foreword



When I was a little girl, I didn’t dream of boardrooms or balance sheets. I dreamed in color—sparkly dresses, bright lipstick, and the magic of self-expression through fashion. I was a playful kid who thrived on creativity, whether it was color-coding my closet or sketching new ideas in the margins of my notebooks. But if you had asked me then where I saw myself as an adult, there is no way that becoming the founder of a global jewelry brand or navigating the financial intricacies that come with scaling a multimillion-dollar business would have been on my vision board. Honestly, I wouldn’t have even known what those words meant.


So I didn’t set out to be a founder or CEO—I set out to create beautiful things. First it was hats. And I realized that we no longer lived in the 1940s, and most people didn’t wear hats. My business tanked within five years. But I quickly learned that failure is a bridge: If I hadn’t had that experience, I wouldn’t be where I am today. Like so many women who find themselves at the helm of something bigger than they ever planned, I learned quickly that passion alone wouldn’t pay the bills or fund the future I dreamed of.


When I began designing jewelry pieces from my spare bedroom, I poured every ounce of my creative energy into unique gemstone shapes and color palettes. I was completely immersed in the artistry, and pretty much unaware of what it would take financially to turn this dream into something sustainable. The turning point came when I realized I needed a line of credit just to keep going. And when I walked into that bank, I wasn’t just asking for money—I was asking for belief. As a new business owner with no formal education in finance, the whole process felt overwhelming. I had to put everything I owned on the line as collateral. It was terrifying. But it was also the moment I realized that understanding money—how it works, how to talk about it, how to make it work for you—wasn’t optional. It was essential.


And it’s in that space—where creativity meets financial literacy—that I’ve come to believe some of the most powerful growth happens. That’s also where Steph Wagner comes in.


I met Steph several years ago, and our friendship has grown through our shared work to support women’s economic empowerment. She has become a frequent speaker at the University of Texas’s Kendra Scott Women’s Entrepreneurial Leadership Institute, and I’ve partnered with her on impactful Northern Trust events dedicated to helping female founders. From the start, I knew she wasn’t your typical financial expert. She didn’t just talk numbers—she talked life. She connected with our students not just through education but through empathy. Over time, we connected on a deeper level too, realizing that we both experienced personal heartache that could have destroyed us. We both became single mothers early in our careers. Each of us raised three boys, and we have both had this experience during very hard times: looking into the little faces of our kids and realizing failure was not an option.


That kind of experience changes you. It becomes your “why.” It lights a fire in you to succeed not in spite of the challenges but because of them.


What I love most about Steph—and what you’ll feel in every page of this book—is that she doesn’t separate finance from real life. She knows that talking about money isn’t just about interest rates and investment strategies (although yes, those matter). It’s about independence. It’s about security. It’s about being able to make choices for yourself—whether that’s starting a business, leaving a toxic relationship, or sending your kids to college.


This book isn’t just a guide. It’s a road map. It’s full of tangible steps, real-life stories, and the kind of practical wisdom that makes you feel like you’re having coffee with a really smart, really honest friend. Steph doesn’t shy away from the hard stuff, either. She knows the barriers women face. From the staggering statistic that only 2 percent of venture capital goes to women, to the way many of us were raised not to talk about money at all, there are very real reasons why so many women feel behind financially. And yet, she offers a way forward that feels empowering, not shaming.


That message resonates deeply with me. When I was building my company, I often felt like I was making it up as I went along. And in a way, I was. I leaned on mentors, asked a thousand questions, and made a ton of mistakes. But I also had an incredible tribe of people around me—my parents, my best friends, and especially my kids—who believed in me even when I was still learning to believe in myself. I talk about this often when I speak publicly: Entrepreneurship can feel like a solo journey, but it never is. My success is just as much theirs as it is mine.


That’s why, as my company grew, I was intentional about building a culture that reflects those same values. Today, over 90 percent of my team are women. That didn’t happen by accident. It happened because I remembered what it was like to be a working mom with limited support. I wanted to build a place where family, fashion, and philanthropy could all coexist—where women could bring their full selves to work and be celebrated for it.


And that’s exactly what Steph is doing through this book. She’s creating a space where women can show up as they are—whether they’re just starting out or rebuilding after a major life change—and be met with tools, guidance, and encouragement to take ownership of their financial future.


The truth is, even with all the success I’ve been fortunate to experience, I still get nervous about money sometimes. I still feel the weight of responsibility that comes with leading a company and making decisions that affect so many people. But I’ve learned that being nervous isn’t a weakness—it’s a sign that you care. It means you’re invested. It means you’re human.


And that’s why I believe this book is essential right now. Because in a world where uncertainty can feel like the only constant—where the stock market fluctuates wildly and the financial headlines are often overwhelming—we need voices like Steph’s to bring clarity, compassion, and confidence back into the conversation.


So to every woman holding this book, let me just say: You don’t need to have it all figured out. You don’t need a degree in finance. You just need the willingness to start. And with Steph as your guide, you are in incredibly capable hands.


Here’s to taking the reins. Here’s to building the life—and future—you deserve.


Keep shining.


—Kendra Scott










Introduction



One day I had a happy family and a prosperous life. Then suddenly I was alone, sobbing on a park bench and wondering how I’d support my kids. My husband left me and our three sons for a woman with pink hair, 800 cc boobs, and a fondness for gold lamé pants. After 18 years of marriage, I had to start again.


And I did.


Fly! is my story. But if you’re reading this book, I am betting that in some ways it might be your story, too.


What happened to me happens to millions of women. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), in 2022 alone there were 674,0001 divorces in the United States, and nearly one million women became widows.2 And divorce and death aren’t the only unexpected events that can turn your world upside down; there are many other ways you can suddenly find yourself out of control of your life and your money—including a job loss, a health crisis, a sudden disability, an economic downturn, unexpected caregiving responsibilities, and even a global pandemic.


When my husband left, I wasn’t quite sure of the balance in our checking account or whether my name was on the deed of our house. Oh, did I mention that before I was a wife and mother of three, I was a vice president of a Boston-based private equity fund? Silly me.


Consider this: The average age of widowhood is a surprisingly young 59, and more than half of us will eventually divorce. In fact, the divorce rate for people over 50 has doubled in the last 30 years, and for those over 65, it’s tripled.3 We’re also living longer than ever—some of us well into our 90s. All of this means that 80 percent of women will eventually face life alone.4 And most of us will not be prepared for the financial fallout.


When a woman becomes unexpectedly single, her household income drops by as much as 40 percent, which is more than twice as much as a man’s declines.5 Eighty percent of custodial parents are mothers, which means less income to cover their children’s needs. Child support? Don’t count on it! Only 45 percent of parents receive the full amount owed.6


Nearly 50 percent of women ages 55 to 66 have no retirement savings.7 We also receive only 80 percent of the Social Security benefits that men collect.8 Both of these challenges stem largely from lower pay and significant gaps in our lifetime earnings. Some, like me, step off the career path to care for young or disabled kids; others take time off to assist aging parents. And making up for the lost retirement savings and income potential can be nearly impossible. The income issue is compounded for women of color. Today, Black women make just 63 cents for every dollar earned by a white man. It’s worse for Latina women, who earn just over half (57 cents) of what white men do.9


Add to that the fact that over half of us still defer the financial planning and investment decisions to our partners, and it’s no wonder that most of us are ill-prepared to take charge of our finances. Sometimes we voluntarily hand over the financial reins to our partners, and sometimes our partners grab them from us. Here’s what’s especially shocking: Married millennials are deferring these decisions at a higher rate than any other generation.10


Yet, despite all this, many financial institutions continue to assume that the needs of men and women are the same. Some engage in “pink washing”—using marketing tactics that patronize women rather than empower them. The industry further complicates matters with jargon that confuses more than it clarifies. But trust me, there’s no shame in not knowing industry lingo. Smart people with smart ideas speak simply—and should.


Additionally, and more importantly, many financial institutions fail to recognize that women’s emotional connection to being in charge of their finances can be challenging—often triggering anxiety, stress, and a deeply rooted sense of inadequacy. A 2017 Fidelity Investments survey found that women are less confident than men when it comes to investing, with only 9 percent believing they can outperform their male counterparts.11


And why should any of this surprise us? Until 1974, banks could legally deny women credit, require a male cosigner, or charge women higher interest because of their gender,12 and before 1981, husbands had unilateral control of jointly owned property.13 Is it any wonder, then, that the belief we are inherently less competent with money has been engrained in our psyches?


When women who may not previously have had to deal with their own finances suddenly find themselves needing to take control, it can be frightening. We judge ourselves for not knowing enough. We feel ashamed and fear other people will find out how naive we are in this area of our lives. Even women who most others would think are self-assured and competent—Oh, she’s an attorney, she knows what she’s doing—may not be, at all. I know women who have created multimillion-dollar businesses who don’t feel confident with their personal finances. Remember: Just because you can create wealth doesn’t mean you know what to do with it once it hits your bank account.


I care about women owning their financial power because I know what’s it’s like to lose it. Before becoming a full-time wife and mother, I had a thriving career in finance and a goal of attending Harvard Business School. Then, when I was six months pregnant and had a two-year-old at home, I was asked to board a four-seater Cessna to check out a deal in rural Alabama. I knew something had to give. My husband traveled over 150 nights a year. One of us had to be home. The very next day, I quit. I put my career on hold and, despite my financial aptitude, eventually left all money matters to my husband. What I did not realize then, as a young mom and madly-in-love wife, was that these choices also caused me to relinquish my independence and become a passive observer in my eventual financial downfall.


Thirteen years later I found myself divorced, jobless, and a single mother of three.


My remorse was exacerbated by my loss of purpose and an urgent need to regain my financial independence. I remember thinking, What am I going to do with the rest of my life? How in the hell will I be able to support my kids after being out of the workforce for 13 years? But I also knew I didn’t have a choice. I had to re-create my life and restart my career because the alternative was too bleak to contemplate—54 percent of older women can’t afford to pay for their basic needs.14 I was not going to become one of those women.


And after you read this book . . . neither will you.


Regaining my economic security was one of the hardest challenges I’ve ever faced. I stumbled countless times before finding my way back to happiness, self-respect, and financial stability. But as painful as the experience was, it ultimately became a gift that transformed the trajectory of my life.


In the midst of it all, I couldn’t help but wonder, If I, with my financial background, feel this lost and overwhelmed, how must women without that same knowledge feel when thrown into similar circumstances? How many women, unknowingly, are making the same mistakes I did—setting themselves up for future devastation? And, most importantly, how can I help women understand the urgent need to take control of their financial future—right now, long before a crisis ever strikes?


This became my life’s mission.


I took the lessons I learned during that difficult time and added my financial expertise with a newfound unwavering passion for educating and empowering women to take charge of their money. This journey led me to build a national consulting business as a divorce financial strategist, specializing in helping women who find themselves unexpectedly single—particularly those who were the “nonfinancial” spouse: the one who wasn’t in charge of the money and now must navigate her financial life on her own. I then went on to build an educational platform that has helped thousands of women across the country expand their financial literacy.


Seven years later, I became the National Director of Women & Wealth at Northern Trust, one of the largest and most respected financial institutions in the world. Today, I lead the firm’s advisory practice for women and oversee all creation of content, curriculum, and programming through its Elevating Women platform.


By the time you get to Northern Trust, you already have considerable resources. But no matter how much money you have or don’t have, here’s what every woman needs to know: If you’re not used to dealing with your own money, it doesn’t matter whether you’ve got $2,000 or $20 million—many of the emotional challenges are the same. You fear making the wrong move. You trust yourself too little or others too much. If you have less than you’re used to, you’re scared about how you’ll manage. If you have more than you’re used to, you may worry about the additional responsibility and whether you’re up to the job.


When you’re living in fear and avoidance, it’s hard to think beyond money. But once you conquer that fear, you gain control of not only your finances but also the direction of your life. And as you move toward living a more genuine and meaningful life, your options and opportunities begin to multiply exponentially.


I can’t make you rich, and I can’t make you an investment genius. But if you follow the simple lessons in this book, I can help you feel more confident with your finances, better prepared to make big decisions, and finally liberated to make the most of life’s many chapters. Fly! will prepare you for whatever comes your way.


I’ll walk you through the exact steps I took to rebuild my life—both financially and emotionally. This step-by-step process is a road map to help you improve your relationship with money, better understand your current financial landscape, and discover how to make more confident decisions around your wealth. You’ll learn how to set transformative goals, craft a comprehensive plan to turn your vision into reality, cultivate an empowering and supportive network, and discover how financial independence can enhance your relationships and unlock exciting new possibilities you never imagined.


But first, I will begin by telling you my story because, in many ways, it is so achingly typical. If a financially savvy person like me could lose complete control over her money, it could happen to anyone. I have worked with brilliant women, respected in their fields, who had no idea what was going on with their own finances until disaster struck. I knew one physician, a top neurologist at a major New York hospital, who only realized she was broke when her wealth advisor called and asked, “Do you know what your husband is doing?” (She had $200,000 in credit card debt and hadn’t noticed.) Another woman, an esteemed author, lost all her money not once but twice—that second chance she gave her husband just didn’t work out. He was trying to keep up with her success and thought racking up a secret six-figure debt to make up for his lost income was a good idea. They got divorced but not before he asked, “Don’t I get some credit? At least I didn’t have an affair with some intern.”


“At least if you did that, this all would have made sense!” she shot back.


But this book isn’t just for those whose worlds have been turned upside down by divorce, widowhood, or financial crises. I hope my story and the lessons I share serve as a wake-up call for every woman—no matter your age, background, or life circumstances. Whether you’re in your 20s or 60s, single or married, juggling multiple responsibilities as a mother, retired, or just starting your career, this is your call to action: I want each and every one of you to recognize the critical importance of financial independence.


It’s not just about avoiding hardship; it’s about feeling prepared for whatever life throws your way—both the good and the bad. It’s about shifting from a reactive mindset to a proactive one, especially when it comes to financial literacy. It’s about seizing opportunities, pursuing dreams, and living life boldly—on our own terms.


But this will only happen when we stop seeing ourselves as victims and stop telling ourselves worn-out narratives like “I suck at math,” “This is my husband’s job,” or “I’m bad with money.”


Before you can elevate yourself, you must stop putting yourself down. At the same time, you must stop saying it’s someone else’s job to fix your situation. It’s not. It’s yours. You want to make the most of your life? Own it—including your financial independence.


So, what is financial independence? First let me tell you what it’s not. It is not about obtaining a specific account balance, having a particular net worth, or knowing you have enough money to never work again. Financial independence comes from taking responsibility for creating, building, and defending your worth. It is about owning your life and realizing that no one—not your spouse, not your parents, not your friend or boss or lover—can protect and grow your wealth better than you. If you believe—with absolute certainty—that you can handle whatever comes your way, you can become focused, resourceful, and persistent, and you will attain financial freedom even in the face of obstacles.


That’s not just a goal; that’s your future.










Part One




My Wake-Up Call to Financial Independence











Chapter One



The Last Day of My “Perfect” Life


June 11, 2010, was the last day of my “perfect” life—the only life I had known for nearly 20 years. Summer break had just begun for my three sons, which meant that I was beyond exhausted by 9 p.m. I plopped down on our oversized sofa with a glass of red wine in one hand and the cable remote in the other. My husband, whom I’ll call Richard, grabbed a glass, too, and we snuggled up to watch a movie together. It was called Up in the Air—ironically, about a traveling salesman with a black American Airlines Concierge Key card who was involved with a married woman.


As the movie ended, Richard turned to me without saying a word. It was clear something in the story had unsettled him. Never in our 18-year marriage had I questioned his faithfulness, but the shifty look in his eyes at that moment made me feel like he was hiding something. Reluctantly, I asked, “Is there someone else?”


And there it was: a quiet yes.


I collapsed to the floor. I could not form a single word—only a scream of disbelief and despair. He was my partner, my lover, my everything. In an instant, everything I thought was, was not—and everything I thought would be, would never be. My best friend suddenly became a stranger.


I raced up the steps to our bedroom, buried myself under the comforter, and sobbed uncontrollably. Scenes from the past 20 years flashed before me. Our story had the fairytale beginning from the day we met at a college party to the day, several years later, when he proposed at the foot of a roller coaster. His tears of joy as he said his vows to me at our wedding, the thrill when we brought each of our three sons home from the hospital, how we beamed with pride as we built our first home.


Together—and from literally nothing—we had created a life that most can only dream about.


Just two weeks earlier, over dinner, Richard had reassured our middle son, Cole, whose best friend’s parents were in the midst of a nasty divorce, that he “never, ever” had to worry about that happening to us. But he had not stopped there. He went on to tell our sons how he hoped they would be lucky and patient enough to find a wonderful woman to spend their life with—just like he had.


I had assumed that woman was me.


Like all marriages, of course, we had our share of challenges. Given Richard’s intense travel schedule, raising three boys essentially on my own was utterly exhausting. By the time Friday night arrived, it often took all my energy just to crawl into bed. Any parent of young children knows what it’s like to be touched constantly, and by the end of each day, I wished I had a force field around me so I could deflect all those tiny hands. In my state of “too much touch,” physical intimacy became more of a chore than a pleasure. But doesn’t this happen to all young parents? I believed this was just a stage—a temporary pause for both of us amid the demands of daily life.


I spent the next hour staring into darkness. As I struggled to process how and why this happened, I began to consider my part in the mess. Perhaps I was oblivious to the warning signs. I suppose I put our kids’ needs in front of my husband’s one too many times. Or maybe we weren’t having enough sex. I threw off the covers, got out of bed, and headed back downstairs. Richard was spread out across the sofa with his arms crossed over his face. The only light in the room was from the stars, which were shining bright. I walked over and climbed on top of him. He then lowered his arms and, as he hugged me tightly, said, “Thank you, God.”


I wiped the tears from his face and calmly replied, “Let’s fix this.”


•••


Infidelity happens for specific reasons or for none at all. But I would argue that the way we deal with betrayal and other types of traumas—as well as all the emotional and financial issues that go with them—almost inevitably can be traced back to our childhoods. Certainly, this was the case for Richard and me. Maybe we were searching for a happily-ever-after more than most.


We met at the University of Southern California (USC), but Richard wasn’t your typical private school rich kid like many of our classmates. His mother became pregnant with him at 18 and ended up marrying his father less than a year later. Unsurprisingly, she was soon a single mom. Richard had three fathers by the time he was 10. The second one left in the middle of the night.


He never saw that man again.


By the age of 15, Richard was essentially raising himself. And from the stories I heard, it appeared the only thing Richard and his mother had in common were their beautiful brown eyes. Richard was president of his senior class and a self-proclaimed conservative; his mother, on the other hand, was a free-spirited Dutch immigrant who gleefully extolled the merits of socialism. Despite their differences, Richard adored his mother. He recognized, and deeply appreciated, the sacrifices she made as a young mother in the heart of the South during the late 1960s. Her decision to keep him certainly was not the popular choice. He was more of a friend and, eventually, more like a father to her than a son.


After graduating high school, Richard had a full ride to the University of Texas. But his ambitions extended far beyond the Lone Star State. So, he packed up his car in August 1987 and headed west to LA. Richard worked multiple jobs throughout college to help subsidize USC’s $30,000-a-year undergraduate tuition. His mother and stepdad number three did the best they could to help, but $100 a month didn’t make much of a dent. So along with his diploma came nearly $100,000 in student loans and credit card debt. And while his fraternity brothers drove shiny new BMWs that their rich daddies paid for with cash, Richard drove a 20-year-old Volvo P1800 that lacked working brakes and a door handle.


I not only did not care but admired him immensely for it. Even at that age, I recognized the value of tenacity and the benefits that come from making it on your own.


I was born in Rockford, Illinois, a city in the Rust Belt most notable for its output of heavy machinery, hardware, and tools. Both my grandfathers worked in factories, and each built their homes with their bare hands. I remember at my wedding, surrounded by friends from USC and a world of privilege, when my grandfather pulled me aside and asked, “Don’t you know any bricklayers?” Although he was proud of my parents’ upward mobility, my work ethic, and all I had accomplished up to that point, this was his way of reminding me to never forget my roots and the values he taught me. God, I miss that man.


Like both of my grandfathers, Richard was resilient and enterprising. And although he had a strong bond with his mother, he did not exactly have a firm grasp of what it was to be a father and husband. After all, he’d seen all the men in his life cut and run.


When I met Richard, I fell hard, but I wasn’t at all interested in a serious relationship. I had big dreams of my own: Wall Street, an Ivy League graduate school, and then the cover of Forbes. I had absolutely no desire to ever get married. Given my parents’ relationship and all I’d witnessed growing up, I thought I’d have to be insane to want that. As a little girl, I spent endless nights peering out my bedroom window, praying that God would help me save my mother and build a cocoon around me, woven with silk strands of hope and dreams. Because outside of this imaginary cocoon, I rarely felt safe. Our home was filled with screaming and fear. The highs were so high, but the lows were even lower.


My mom was more like a sister than a parent—sound familiar? As an only child, I found in her a confidante, a best friend, and a partner in crime, defending ourselves against the enemy—my father—day after day, night after night. We didn’t want witnesses to our lives, so few outsiders were ever allowed into our home. Not even my grandparents knew the truth of how we lived. Family dinners were spent in silence, and talking was rarely permitted. We ate on TV tables and watched reruns of M*A*S*H and The Dick Van Dyke Show. That is, when meals weren’t thrown onto the floor.


Everything had to be perfect.


Undercooked French fries or pizza cut into uneven pieces would cause my father to fly into a rage. My dad was determined to control every aspect of my mom’s world—from the money she spent and the clothes she wore (jeans were not allowed, skirts preferred) to how and with whom she spent her time. My mother was an intelligent and highly successful woman, yet she was too frightened to leave. He threatened to destroy her career, leave her in financial ruin, and even kill her. His ultimatums paralyzed her. Appeasing him seemed like her only choice. Consequently, I was determined to become independent, both financially and emotionally. And I vowed never to allow any man to change that—and I stuck to it.


Until the day I met a certain Southern boy.


From our first kiss on the steps of Von KleinSmid Center in the middle of campus to our first “I love you” at Gladstones, a beachside restaurant in Malibu, Richard and I were inseparable. I no longer envisioned my future—I pictured our future. My dream of working on Wall Street was quickly replaced by working as an analyst at an investment bank in West LA—admittedly a tall order since there were only a few. But I did it. I became one of two hires out of 1,250 candidates at Jefferies & Co., off Santa Monica Boulevard. My compensation package in 1992: a $10,000 signing bonus, $60,000 base salary, another $60,000 as a guaranteed bonus, and a straight shot to Harvard Business School.


Just one year earlier, Richard’s search for his first job hadn’t been quite as successful. As a business major with an emphasis in real estate, his sights were set on becoming a commercial broker at a top firm. But the economic downturn that racked California in the early 1990s made getting a job in that industry virtually impossible. So, Richard did what he did best: He pivoted quickly and found the first job he could, selling phone systems to small businesses.


His base salary was just $14,000 a year. So he put two suits, two ties, and two dress shirts on a credit card and set off to build a career. To cover his exorbitant credit card and student loan debt, he slept on a futon in the corner of his biological father’s 900-square-foot apartment in Marina del Rey. On the outside, Richard wore a huge smile and exuded optimism to everyone he encountered, but with me it was different. We would regularly sit inside my car in the parking lot of his dad’s apartment, where he would sob.


This wasn’t how he envisioned things when he left Texas four years earlier. Despite having a job, he had no money for food, clothes, gasoline, or insurance. He was worried that he would lose everything before he even had anything. But then the grit that had defined Richard since he was a boy would resurface and conquer his self-doubt. After every setback, he’d come back to say, “No matter what, no one can take my degree from me.”


Just after my graduation day in June 1992, Richard proposed to me at Disneyland, with the diamond from one of his mother’s three previous wedding rings. “Life is a roller coaster with fast times and slow times, with steep climbs and great falls,” he said as we headed up the first ascent inside the walls of Space Mountain. As we started our initial descent, he yelled, “Will you marry me?”


“Yes!” I shouted back.


So now I had two reasons to be screaming on the roller coaster.
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