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Surprise! You Have
More Money Than You
Thought You Had!

Some of my most exciting moments are when I find unexpected “surprise” money. You know the kind. While cleaning out the pockets before you throw your jeans in the washing machine, you pull out a five dollar bill you forgot you had. Or when you’re walking down the street and you discover a dollar bill just lying there.

It’s the best feeling, isn’t it?

Well, what if I were to tell you that you have surprise money all around you. In every room of your house or apartment. Money just sitting there, waiting for you to notice it. Yes, you read that right!

You just have to know where and how to look.

Extra cash. Even if you’ve lost your job. Even if you are so far in debt that you see everything in red. Even if your family is eating you out of house and home.

How do I know you can find money right under your nose? Because when my husband, Bob, and I were first married, we were $40,000 in consumer debt—and yet everywhere I looked, I realized that I could find money. I felt so empowered! And within two and a half years, living on just my husband’s military salary, we used all that surprise money to pay off our debts.

Fifteen years and seven children later, we were able to pay cash for our cars (we even gave away three cars!), buy and nicely furnish two five-bedroom houses (moving from one to the other), take wonderful vacations, dress our family in style, build a nest egg for retirement, become debt free, and send three children (so far) to college without college loans. And the best part? My family and I have been able to share our money (more than $100,000) with people and causes that desperately need help. If a military husband, a stay-at-home mom, and seven kids can do it, believe me, so can you!

I’m passionate about saving money, and I’m really good at it (if I do say so!). I can find the smartest and least expensive way to do or have just about anything. And I’m excited about being able to share all my tips with you so that you can save money too.

Yeah, right, I can hear you thinking. I get it. My surprise money is me reusing aluminum foil over and over. Um, no.

One time I had a woman approach me, shaking her head. She said, “Ellie, are you going to tell me I have to wash out and reuse plastic baggies?”

I’ll tell you what I told her. “No! No! No! Unless… you really want to.”

Hello? You don’t have to live like an obsessive Scrooge in order to save money! Why do we put all these downers on saving money?

Sometimes pinching pennies can get old.

Real old.

Way old.

Big-time old.

Stinkin’ old.

Big, fat, double-dog-ugly old.

Which brings me to an important point: too many people think that to save money, you have to live like a monk, taking a vow of poverty, or you have to do extreme, crazy things. Seriously. I have better ways to spend my time! And I assume you do too.

Let me put your mind at ease.

Here is a list of things I am not going to suggest you do in order to save money:


	Ask your grandmother to start saving foil in little balls for you.


	To save water, keep your fish in the toilet bowl and train it to cling to the sides at the first sound of rushing water.


	When at a pizza shop, and the couple next to you leaves half a pizza untouched and uneaten, ask the waitress for a carry-out box.


	When you are driving down the road, pull over your Mercedes wannabe to pick up a piece of fruit you see lying by the side of the road.


	Search the Internet for creative ways to use those bits of soap that are too little to use but too big to throw away.


	Recycle the cotton balls that you take from the top of your vitamin bottles.


	When your friend asks you to meet her for lunch, try to talk her into a restaurant she doesn’t like because it offers “buy one, get one free” and you can get the free lunch.


	Wear the same clothes three days in a row in order to “get your money’s worth” out of the wash.


	Wash and reuse plastic Ziploc bags.




I’m proud of the ways my family and I—and you can!—save money. In fact, in my book Living Rich for Less (the companion to this book), I tell you not only how to save more than $30,000 a year by using my Cha-Ching FactorTM tips, I give you great, practical, and easy-to-implement financial principles to live a rich lifestyle. Now, does that sound like living a life filled with trained fish and aluminum foil balls?

WHAT YOU MAKE AND WHAT YOU (DON’T) SAVE

Did you know that the average American family makes $48,000 per year, and an amazing 85 percent of the population makes $100,000 or less?

Most of the average folks are living paycheck to paycheck. And in many families, ATM withdrawals account for as much as 20 percent of the month’s spending, but they cannot account for a majority of those dollars! They save −0.5 percent. That means most Americans are spending more than they are making.

If you’re like the average person, you don’t pay attention to how much you’re spending.

Your spending plan is actually, well, not a plan at all.

Take a look at the typical family, whom I’ll call the Bensons. They are married with children—two, to be exact.


	They live in a modest three-bedroom, two-bath home with a yard and a lazy dog.


	They don’t have a household budget.


	They have an annual income of $48,000.


	They owe about $8,500 in credit card debt.


	They have two car payments.


	They have a thirty-year mortgage.


	Their savings account has less than $500 in it.


	They have no long-term retirement account.


	They love their kids and want them to go to college.


	They are wondering, Where did all the dough go?




But the really amazing thing about the Bensons is where they think they will be one day. The Bensons believe that one day they are going to earn more money through raises or a better job. They hope they will receive an inheritance or a financial windfall. They figure that someday they will no longer have student loan payments and that childcare costs will go away when the kids are in school-thus cutting down on their monthly expenses. Then they’ll finally have some breathing room. They also believe that


	One day they’ll have their credit cards paid off.


	One day they’ll have a nice savings account.


	One day they’ll get a couple of IRAs.


	One day they will be able to send their kids to college and still have a retirement fund for their golden years.




But they have no plan! They think it will “just work out.” One day, that is. One fine day.

Hello?

The hard fact about the Bensons is that if they continue the way they are now, with no real plan, they will


	Pay five times as much on their house as it is worth (possibly more with the drop in real estate prices and the economy).


	Increase their credit card debt.


	Never get out of consumer debt.


	Get a second mortgage on their home to pay for their kids’ college expenses.


	Never acquire enough savings to retire comfortably.


	Always have car payments.


	Never realize their financial goals.




So much for living the American dream, right?

You may identify with the Bensons—a little too much! Or maybe you don’t quite fit their profile—maybe you’re not married, or married without children, or don’t own a house—but you still feel their pain a little too closely.

Now may be a good time to take a good, hard, honest look at your spending habits. Ask yourself these questions—and be honest!


	Do my family and I currently live by a clear-cut, focused spending plan?


	Do I consistently stick to that plan?


	Do I buy something only because I really need it (not just because I want it)?


	Do I give a portion of my income to my church or a charitable cause?


	Do I have a total consumer debt load of less than 10 percent of my annual income? (For example, if you earn $50,000 per year, you have a non-mortgage debt load of $5,000 or less.)


	Do I save at least 10 percent of my income?


	Do I have a savings account with at least two months’ worth of income in it?


	Do I own a retirement account or mutual fund of any kind?


	Do I buy something because a TV commercial convinces me to buy it?




As you answer those questions, you may feel, well, ill. It can be a rude awakening when someone (me!) reminds you of your situation and where you should be. That’s okay.

The good news is that whatever your marital, housing, or debt situation, you can do something positive. You can change your financial future.

The key is to really pay attention to how you spend your money each month. Every month you spend your hard-earned cash on the following things: mortgage/rent and utilities, transportation, food (including dining out), clothing/dry cleaning/other shopping, recreation/entertainment, vacation, gifts, medical/dental/insurance, big-ticket items (furniture/appliances), education, pets, credit cards, savings (hopefully!), charitable giving, and other incidentals I didn’t include in this list.

And every month, if you’re like the Bensons, you make the payments without much thought or planning.

By picking up this book (along with my other book, Living Rich for Less), you’ve taken the first real steps to changing your future, to taking back control of where your money goes every month. You’re going to be amazed by how much surprise money you’re about to find.

In Living Rich for Less I go into detail about what I call a life-changing financial principle, the 10/10/80 RuleTM. With this principle you give away 10 percent of your income, save 10 percent, and spend the remaining 80 percent wisely. I know people are skeptical when I tell them they need to give and save first, but when you spend the 80 percent wisely, you will more than make up for it. Trust me, I’ve been there, done that. I know it’s possible—and I can show you how to find enough money to live rich and share your wealth.

In this book I’m going to show you exactly how to save money and spend that 80 percent wisely, so that every month you don’t dread those checkbook-balancing-bill-paying moments. Can you imagine? Being thrilled and excited to balance your checkbook and see how much extra money is there?

In each of the following chapters I offer a big tip that will take about twelve minutes a week, but those minutes can pay big dividends of $1,200 a month—or more! Then I provide other great, practical tips (more than two hundred total!) that you can put into practice right away to start watching your savings grow. You’ll be amazed by how much extra money you can have at the end of each month.

Ready to figure out your spending plan and put it into action? Then turn the page and let’s go!
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Save Big on Housing
and Utilities


12-Minute Tip #1: When closing on a house, pay attention to lenders who tack on extra charges for services such as title search and document preparation. These can add hundreds of dollars to your closing costs and should be included in the price of title insurance, which, depending on where you live, can be as high as $6,000. Take twelve minutes to interview your lender about the specifics related to these closing costs before you decide to use their services. (See under “Did You Know?” for more details on how to talk with a prospective mortgage broker.) Save $1,200 or more.



Our family lived in military housing the first dozen years Bob and I were married, moving eleven times in thirteen years. By the time we were in one place long enough to buy a home, our main criteria was to make sure that the home didn’t own us. This meant we needed to look hard at our credit-to-income ratio, what utilities would cost us, and then factor in general upkeep. The result was a gorgeous home that we really loved and could actually afford!

The rule of thumb is that 30 percent of your monthly payments should go toward housing and utilities, but just look at the insane numbers of foreclosures around the country and you’ll see that many people are actually spending way more than 30 percent.

According to a recent study conducted by the National Association of Realtors, the average American family spends more than $1,132 a month on a mortgage, including principal and interest. That’s up quite a bit from 2003 when the average monthly payment was $840.1

Rent isn’t much better. Take a look at these major metropolitan areas and their median rents from the first quarter of 20082:

Atlanta: $986

Austin: $907

Boston: $1,645

Chicago: $1,355

Las Vegas: $1,056

Los Angeles: $1,699

Miami: $1,368

New York: $1,751

Phoenix: $939

San Francisco: $1,810

Seattle: $1,211

Washington DC: $1,687

Utilities aren’t much cheaper. The Consumer Expenditure Survey indicates that energy costs have risen 16.6 percent, causing the average American family to pay more than $3,600 per year in utilities.

Not surprisingly, it’s taking a toll on people’s finances, future security, and even family relationships. Experts are now saying that the mortgage crisis is causing an alarming number of couples to get divorced. “Faced with pressure, these couples are blaming one another!” says Scott Daniels, an Ocala, Florida, real estate agent. “Rather than attempt to work together to resolve the problem, they find it easier to separate.”3

It’s time to save your finances, future, and family relationships!

In my book Living Rich for Less I discuss in more depth housing and utilities issues, such as whether or not to buy, sell, downsize, or upgrade, and even include a homeowner’s checklist. That companion book can help you with those details. In this chapter, though, we’re going to focus on how you can save the most money by staying where you are.

[image: ]

OVERALL MAINTENANCE


	[image: ] Buy and use a CFL (compact fluorescent lamp) for every light bulb in your house (nine bulbs on average); save $531 over the life of the bulb.

Installing CFL bulbs is one of the easiest ways you can make an impact on your energy bills. Not only will you save money and energy, but you can pat yourself on the back that you’ve gone green by contributing to a cleaner environment by reducing fossil fuel usage. Modern CFL bulbs offer these benefits:


	• You’ll use 75 percent less energy, which saves you money (see www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=cal.showPledge).


	• You’ll save more than $30 in energy costs over the life of the bulb.


	• CFL bulbs last up to ten times longer than regular light bulbs.


	• CFL bulbs are available in different sizes and shapes to fit almost any fixture.





	[image: ] Purchase products that carry the Energy Star rating on everything from hair dryers to small appliances and especially on large appliances such as refrigerators. Save up to 25 percent in energy costs.


	[image: ] Check your windows and doors for air leaks. Use the appropriate tape to seal leaks.


	[image: ] Have a pest-control professional inspect your home on a regular basis. If you don’t, you gamble on the chance that you’ll have to pay a greater expense later to debug your home, along with the potential expense of repairing structural damage.




HEATING AND COOLING


	[image: ] Clean heating and cooling system filters regularly, and maintain heating and air conditioning units.


	[image: ] Keep thermostats set at moderate comfort—68 to 70 degrees in winter and 74 to 78 degrees in summer. Save as much as 40 to 50 percent in hot climates and 12 percent in cooler climates.


	[image: ] Lower the heating and cooling systems when your home is vacant for more than eight hours.


	[image: ] Use a clock-operated thermostat so that it automatically adjusts when you aren’t home during the day or at nighttime.


	[image: ] Change the vacuum cleaner bag to improve efficiency. It saves electric energy—and human energy too.


	[image: ] Install storm windows and doors.


	[image: ] Check with your electric company to see if they offer discounts for “banding” your air conditioner. We save $150 a month by agreeing to have a device on our unit that allows the power company to periodically turn it off if there is an energy shortage in a different part of the state. In the three years we’ve had the band, we’ve never noticed the difference, other than the credit on our electric bill!


	[image: ] If you’re not using something, turn it off. When you leave a room, flip off the light switch. If you aren’t using an appliance (a hair dryer, for instance, or your coffee maker), unplug it.


	[image: ] Buy Energy Star-rated dishwashers and hot water heaters. Save up to 25 percent in water costs.


	[image: ] Set your water heater thermostat to a moderate setting of around 120 degrees Fahrenheit. This keeps the water hot enough to wash clothes but cool enough to prevent badly scalding little hands.


	[image: ] Wrap the water heater with an insulation kit. This keeps the hot water at its higher temperature while using less energy. You can purchase one from Home Depot or at any home improvement store.


	[image: ] Periodically drain the water heater from the bottom to remove sediment and allow for more efficient operation.


	[image: ] To save water and electricity, use your dishwasher, clothes washer, and dryer only when full.


	[image: ] If you’re going to be away from your home for more than three days, turn off the water heater.


	[image: ] Water your lawn in the early morning hours and only once a week (if possible).


	[image: ] Make sure attic insulation is at least six inches deep. Save 10 percent on heating and cooling.





Did You Know?

One of the most important—and easy!—things you can do is read your utility bills each month and check the meters for accuracy. Too many people pay their bills without scrutinizing them to make sure they’re paying the correct amount. Don’t be one of those people!



ROOM BY ROOM

One reason the average American family is not recession-proof is because they live a consumptive lifestyle, especially at home. So let’s take a room-by-room tour of your home and see how much we can save. Save $1,185 room by room.

Kitchen


	[image: ] Combine oven dishes. Select menu items that will cook at the same temperature rather than heating the oven twice at two different temps. Bake as many dishes at once as possible. Save $125 in energy costs.


	[image: ] Use cloth napkins and real plates. Yes, it’s less convenient. But it’s cheaper to wash than to buy paper. Save $95 per year.


	[image: ] Use quality paper products. Sometimes the cheaper versions of paper products end up costing you far more. The Bounty paper towels I use are 25 percent thicker and clothlike, making it easier to handle my cleaning needs. I use half as many sheets because I just rinse, wring, and reopen to get tougher jobs done—this saves me money in the long run. Save $50 per year.


	[image: ] Maintain your refrigerator. Check seals on your refrigerator and clean the coils. Save $50 per year on energy costs.


	[image: ] Use slow cookers and pressure cookers instead of the oven.


	[image: ] Stop the dishwasher after the wash cycle or use the economy cycle. The warmth from the wash cycle will dry the dishes.




Family Room


	[image: ] Practice a cover-up. If you still have young children at home, you may want to wait to have your furniture recovered. Purchase a quality slipcover for $65 instead of buying a new sofa for $850. Save $785. Place a crocheted doily for $15 on the coffee table to cover scratches made by a speeding Corvette (Hot Wheels size!) instead of purchasing a new table for $130. Save $115.


	[image: ] Catch it quickly! The best way to make sure oopsies on the carpet and furniture don’t stain is to attack them as soon as they occur. You may want to alert the baby-sitter as well! Keep carpet and upholstery cleaner nearby to save on the need to have anything professionally cleaned. Save $95.




Baby’s Room


	[image: ] Make your own baby wipes. I did this for our five youngest children until they were well into their toddler years. Here’s the recipe:


	1 round plastic container with lid (about 6 inches tall and wide enough to accommodate a half roll of paper towels)


	1 roll Bounty heavy-duty paper towels (no cheap store brands)


	4 tablespoons baby oil


	4 tablespoons baby shampoo


	4 tablespoons baby bath


	1 to 2 cups water (depending on the absorbency of the towels)







Cut a small X (about an inch long) in the plastic lid of the container. Cut the paper towels in half to make two short rolls of towels (use one and save one). Put the three liquid ingredients in the bottom of the container and add one cup of water. Stir well. Place the paper towel, cut side up, in the water for a few minutes. Then turn it over, cut side down, to let the other side absorb the liquid. Let it sit for five minutes.

If the roll of paper towels still has dry portions on it, add more water, ½ cup at a time, at five-minute intervals, until towels are completely damp (not dripping, just damp).

After the cardboard center of the paper towel tube is wet, gently pull it out of the center of the towels. Pull the towels from the center and thread through the X in the lid of the plastic container. Seal. This will keep fresh for up to one month. Save $140 per year, per baby.

Bathrooms


	[image: ] Fill a quart-size plastic milk or juice bottle with water. Put it in your toilet tank. This fills up space, and you use less water every time you flush. Some people use bricks in their toilet tanks to displace water—but bricks can erode and clog your pipes. Save $150 per year.


	[image: ] Fix leaky toilets and faucets, especially hot water faucets. One leaky faucet wastes more than 1,300 gallons per year.


	[image: ] Take a shower instead of a bath. This can save as much as 50 percent of the total hot water used in your home.


	[image: ] Buy a water-restricted showerhead to give plenty of water and little waste.


	[image: ] Coordinate baths to conserve hot water. It takes 10 percent of the hot water in the tank to heat the lines to the bathroom. Run the herd in and out of the shower and bath in the same hour.


	[image: ] Buy the same color towels to save big bucks every year. If you choose white towels, you won’t have to buy a new set if one is stained or mildewed. Save $55 per year.


	[image: ] Fix broken tiles and chipped grout in the bathroom immediately in order to minimize water damage to tiles and the wallboard. The average replacement after major damage costs $350 compared to a $30 repair. Save $320.




Bedrooms


	[image: ] Just like the towels in the bathroom, buy the same color linens. If you choose all white sheets, you’ll only have to buy a top sheet or a fitted sheet if one is torn or damaged. Save $85 per year.




Office (Phone Savings)


	[image: ] Check to see if there’s a toll-free number for the long-distance call you’ll make by dialing the toll-free operator at 1-800-555-1212.


	[image: ] Check with your phone service provider to see if unlimited long-distance calling is available for your plan.


	[image: ] Don’t call directory assistance. You’ll pay for the call. Instead, call 1-800-Free-411 (1-800-373-3411). You’ll have to listen to a brief advertisement, but you’ll get the number you need. Just make sure you have a pen handy; this service will not direct connect you.


	[image: ] Dial direct whenever possible; don’t ask an operator for assistance—unless you want to pay a bundle for the call.


	[image: ] Ask your operator for credit on wrong numbers and disconnects or dropped calls.


	[image: ] Choose a long-distance carrier that bills in six-second increments so you aren’t charged for full minutes when you only use a fraction of a minute.


	[image: ] Prepaid calling cards are less expensive if you buy the three-cent-per-minute option that many warehouse clubs sell.


	[image: ] Check your bill carefully; get credit for calls you didn’t make.


	[image: ] Evaluate your need for a cell phone—especially one that has all the bells and whistles.


	[image: ] Use cell phones for emergencies only and for long distance if those minutes are free in your plan.


	[image: ] If you’re not satisfied with your cell phone service, don’t go into the provider’s store, instead make a phone call! Ask to speak to cancellations and you will automatically bypass customer service and be connected with a specialist who wants to keep your business and knows all the codes, deals, and special plans you can be put on in order to retain you as a customer. These are deals that are not usually
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