
  
  Praise for Plan Your Money Path

Thanks for your reviews!


⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "Excellent guide to creating a DIY retirement plan using the Pralana online software. The book is thorough without being complex. It is easy to follow and walks you through the process. There is good guidance for retirement in general, and the Pralana Planner guidance is simply a very large bonus."—Bruce W, Amazon reviewer 
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "I purchased this book to learn more about the Pralana Online Calculator, but was pleasantly surprised with the amount of financial literacy and fluency information provided by the author, Bill Hines. He writes with a unique blend of financial information and humor that makes this book easy and fun to read. I read the entire book with a smile and an occasional outburst of laughter."—Todd W, Goodreads reviewer
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "Very straightforward and easy to understand help with entering information correctly in the program. Money well spent"—Ken S, Amazon reviewer
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "Folksy, easy to read style of writing. Very very helpful walk-through of the Pralana online menus, with good insights into where problems in data entry may exist. Bill's review tips helped me find where I'd made a pension plan data entry error that I would not have caught on my own."—Tim R, Amazon Reviewer
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "This book walks you all the way through Pralana Online. It is a full-featured, comprehensive financial planning tool and will provide more comprehensive financial planning than our previous Certified Financial Planner to whom we paid a.75% fee of assets under management."—JB, Amazon reviewer
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "Love the fact that this creates a financial plan for YOU. Not a generic one, but one based on YOUR numbers. This has given me the confidence regarding my retirement plan. Typically I'd have needed a professional financial advisor (they are often interested in selling you various products) to make this happen. But Bill is your financial advisor here guiding you through his book, and Pralana is the tool. I can't say enough good things about Bill's writing style. The book is comprehensive, without fluff, and easy to follow."—DG, Amazon reviewer
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "It is a masterfully concise description of how to establish financial plans to fund and manage retirement. It could be used with other financial software but as I mentioned, I started with this software believing it was the best route for me … The book becomes the resource on the shelf so that you don't have to continuously email Bill with questions about additional details or nuances."—Allen W, Amazon reviewer
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "A big thank you to Bill Hines for writing this book. It's wonderfully easy to read. More importantly, I have picked up many retirement tips while learning about the ins and outs of Pralana Retirement Calculator (PRC) Online. "—AM, Amazon reviewer
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "I have been using Pralana for many years now and IMO it is the best DIY retirement tool. But on the flip side, due to the depth of analytical tools it contains, it has a long learning curve…And wow, it is indeed even more powerful than what I had visualized. Thanks, Bill, for this wonderful book."
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ "I read this from cover-to-cover and enjoyed Bill's light-hearted tone, not stuffy at all. He manages to walk us through the potentially complex subject of setting up a personal financial plan in a very understandable way. By starting with simple, example plan, I can see how he adds income, expenses and investments and ends up with quite a comprehensive plan. Bill also includes practical advise from his years helping many of his own clients. I am looking forward to adopting this for my own use."—CS, Amazon reviewer
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  Second Edition Preface

Let's Do This Again!


I wrote the first edition of Plan Your Money Path to solve a problem—every household needs a financial roadmap. It's always been nearly impossible to get a real one without having it attached to a requirement to sign up for expensive asset management services or complex, risky insurance products. Many families understand that managing their own assets (and beating those asset managers) is a more lucrative option (fund your own retirement, not someone else's!), and it's not that hard to do. Although the book has done very well, nobody gets rich by writing nonfiction books. It's typically a labor of love, or used as a source of credibility. In this case, more the former than the latter. 
This second edition is not just an update to reflect the new features of Pralana Online. Many of the sections on general financial advice, as well as the pre-existing Pralana features, have been updated and expanded with more clarity and precision. Dick and Jane have changed their money path since the first edition! We feel the new example scenario is more realistic and less rainbows and unicorns. You know, like real people. We also have insights from another two years of working with clients of all stripes.
The eye-opening message and guidance of the first edition led to an upswing in my financial planning business, Emanciparé.1 Much of it was from readers who built their own household financial plan and just wanted a second set of eyes on it. We offer an inexpensive service for that, as well as this book. As I was still trying to retire (or, at least semi-retire) I enlisted the help of a true blessing, Grady Moshay. It's not easy to find people in this business who are thoroughly altruistic and care first and foremost about the people we serve, as of our clients are not what you would call "wealthy." It didn't hurt that Grady was already retired from his primary career as well. This wonderful partnership allows us both to be semi-retired, with the goal of getting as many of you to your goals successfully as possible.
Therefore, it is my great pleasure to introduce Grady as my co-author for this second edition. We've worked together to update the text with information on Pralana's new features and other financial planning tips and hacks. We hope you enjoy it!
Final ask: We may lose all your wonderful ratings and reviews from the first edition, as Amazon doesn't automatically carry them forward to a second edition. Please take a moment to leave a star rating or review on Amazon, Goodreads, or your favorite bookstore. They really, really help juice the algorithms to get more folks on the road to financial happiness!
Bill Hines, May 2026


1.
      https://emancipare.com
    






  
  Foreword

Stuart Matthews, Founder, Pralana


When I retired in 2009, our plan was to finish building a custom home inside a large airplane hangar in north Texas, then develop our mountain flying skills in our highly modified Piper Super Cub, and thereafter spend a good bit of each year flying, camping, and hiking in the backcountry of the American West. With a home built inside a hangar fortress, we could simply turn off the lights, lock the door and fly away for an indefinite amount of time anytime we wished. All good and no worries. 
But it wasn’t to be. As I was finishing the home, my wife’s health took a turn for the worse and I became a caregiver. Her wings were clipped entirely, and my flying became limited to north Texas and hosting some great 4th of July parties at “the hangar.” At about this time, I came across an article in Consumer Reports magazine about the best retirement calculators. I had already built my own Excel spreadsheet to convince myself I could safely retire, so I checked out the CR article with great interest. I had lots of free time to do whatever I wanted to do but was homebound, and I came away thinking I could easily build a better general-purpose tool than any of those featured in that article and that it might be fun to give it a go. I had no thoughts of a second career, but it became an engrossing challenge to design, build, refine, and market such a tool. It was far more difficult and time-consuming than I ever could have imagined.
The challenge of continually seeking improvements and getting the tool recognized was fulfilling and satisfied my need for mental stimulation and a creative outlet while I tended to my caregiver role, and in the process, I became less self-centered and much more motivated to help others. So, the journey began, first as an Excel-based tool and much later, after partnering with the highly talented and hard-working Charlie Stone, it evolved into the web-based Pralana Online.
This is my personal example of the fact that we absolutely cannot predict the future. Regardless, I strongly believe in having a plan and modeling that plan mathematically so I can sleep at night, but with the full understanding that I must adjust the plan periodically as the future unfolds. A major factor in modeling the future mathematically is the degree of fidelity with which one attempts to do it. My philosophy is to incorporate educated guesses and everything I think I know into the prediction and to supplement that with an ability to study the long-term effects of variations in the most unknowable parameters, such as healthcare costs, life expectancy, rates of return, inflation, and government policy. And to do side-by-side comparisons of different settings for these unknowable parameters and different life choices. And easily make updates and changes as life happens.
Over time, there can be wide variations in income and expenses, in your investments and how they perform. There are also choices to be made, such as where to send the kids to college, where to live, whether to take a more rewarding but lower-paying job, when to retire, whether you will work part-time during retirement or travel extensively, whether you will downsize (or upsize) your home at some point, when to take your Social Security benefits, exploring options to minimize your taxes, and so on. 
And there are the what-ifs. If I die unexpectedly, will my family be okay financially? Do I need life insurance? If so, how much? What if the market takes a nosedive right after I retire? How will that affect our retirement plans? What if inflation takes off? What if we need long-term care sooner rather than later? It’s mind-boggling because all these variations, choices and what ifs are interrelated, which is why I think you need a tool that models all the interactions and helps you make sense of the options. 
Modeling multiple options of basic assumptions and virtually all types of income and expense streams, investment options and the associated taxes, and all the interactions, and then making sense of the results, has been the driving force behind Pralana Online. If I get an idea that I want to explore, or if I’m suddenly faced with an unexpected event that affects my plan, it’s quick and easy to just set it up as a new scenario and check it out. I don’t need an advisor; I can do it myself at a moment’s notice, anytime, day or night. It’s liberating to have a plan and to be able to assess the likely long-term outcomes, and to know that if this or that happens, I’ll still be okay. So, I always have an up-to-date roadmap, and it helps me sleep at night.
Stuart Matthews, Founder, Pralana






  
  Introduction

Here you are, in the right place, and exactly where you should be!


Welcome to the start of the rest of your life—the one where you aren't wandering in the (financial) dark without a flashlight. The one where you have a clear roadmap to your financial future and the mathematical confidence that you and your family can have the life you dream of. This book contains thousands of dollars worth of professional financial planning advice, hints, tips, and hacks. 
We do a poor job of teaching financial literacy in the United States. The status quo keeps you unaware of when you can stop working. It keeps the tax money rolling in while you spin on the hamster wheel through old age and sickness. In the past (and actually, present) investment or insurance pros use financial plans as a lead-in to expensive asset management services or complex, expensive, risky insurance products.
Your financial plan isn't their focus and isn't where they make their money, so it doesn't get the ongoing care and feeding it needs. The plan is often, "You need to buy my stuff or magic investing formula to succeed." That won't cut it. A financial plan is the most valuable thing for you and your family. Your plan may show you're not quite there yet. Many struggling families will see this result at first. The silver lining is that it will tell you what you need to do to get there and can guide you toward that dream.
The problem with the old way is, one weekend you and your spouse might muse about retiring early, buying a vacation home, a boat/RV, or other dream over a glass of wine, and want to know if it's do-able. You then have to wait until Monday, try to contact your advisor, wait to get on their dance card, and likely pay mo' money. What a buzzkill! This book is the answer to those problems. It shows you how to take control and build your own financial plan, using high-fidelity, inexpensive software, not the watered-down, simplistic financial/retirement planning "tools" you find all over the internet.
Why is asset management expensive? Most advisors charge 1% or more of assets under management. At 1%, that's over $800 per month on a million-dollar nest egg. You don't write a check—that payment comes out of your investment profits (often by selling shares that will then never again pay dividends or grow in value), so you never see clearly what you're paying. 
On top of that, they may put you in expensive managed funds that earn them commission (which the fund pays, but they build the expense into your fees). They may gamble or day trade with your money, resulting in long, complex statements full of investments you don't understand and that are robbing you (or your heirs) of a life lived.
One percent doesn't sound like a lot, but the additive impact over years can greatly reduce what you would have had to enjoy otherwise. The sad part is that it's unnecessary. It's extremely difficult to beat a simple, inexpensive index fund over the long haul, especially after factoring in their far lower fees. There's nothing to manage in those index funds—they simply track the index (such as the S&P 500, total US stock market, or international indexes). Diversity is undefeated!
Why are some insurance products complex, risky, and expensive? Because that's what keeps you dependent on them once you buy the sales pitch and product. The sales pitches are often misleading, and the fees are often egregious. The contracts are so long and complex that consumers give up trying to understand them, putting their faith in the sales pitch. They are risky in that you are turning your money over to the selling insurance company, not "investing" it.
You are buying a product; your money is gone for a promise. If the company goes belly-up or sells your policy to an offshore private equity firm (common these days) that doesn't have to follow stringent US regulations, you could be in trouble. The states have bailout programs that may pay pennies on the dollar, but there are no bailout funds; they simply try to find another insurer to pick up the policy. As more US-based insurance companies sell their policies to off-shore private equity, that becomes harder to accomplish.
This is true of annuities and complex permanent life insurance policies like indexed universal life (IUL). Will you really need to be paying thousands of dollars a month for life insurance in your old age? The sales pitches for those can be very misleading. Of course, one could make the same argument about term life insurance, which is the good kind. 
Term policies are temporary and inexpensive, so there's less risk. Group policies through employers are a good way to buy term policies, and you can often add additional coverage during open enrollment. Be aware that if you leave the company and need to buy it on your own, it could be difficult if you have developed any pre-existing conditions and more expensive as you have become older.
High-fidelity financial planning tools will help you determine if you need term life insurance to cover any exposures for your family. Our goal is to ensure you're self-insured—the best kind of insurance. It's a shame to see the insurance industry bending political arms to have these products made available inside worker retirement plans. Simple annuities like Qualified Longevity Annuity Contracts (QLACs) and Single Premium Immediate Annuities (SPIAs), which start paying you in the short term, are better than those where you expect to get the money well into the future.
We don't mean to demean everyone in the business. If you prefer to have someone manage your assets and the math works, there are many investment advisors, financial planners, and insurance agents who are truly altruistic and take the fiduciary standard seriously. Their pricing is transparent, upfront, and no-nonsense. Use resources like adviceonlynetwork.com1 to find them. You'll know you've found one when you're told exactly what you're getting and what it will cost, with no run-around or need to listen to a long pitch first. 
Always vet them at FINRA Brokercheck2. Search on both the advisor's name and the company name. Look at their ADV form, which says how they make their money in sections 4 and 5. Look for any disclosures on the site and in the ADV, because that's where anything they may have done wrong in the past is documented. If you're a high net worth person or family, or have a complex financial situation, you are more likely to get value from that professional expertise.
We're professional financial planners and financial counselors. There are no sales, gimmicks, or hooks in this book. If you want to use the third-party planning tool we show, you'll have to buy it. It's inexpensive, and we have no financial relationship with their excellent team. This book's mantra is financial simplicity and having as few people (and contracts!) between you and your money as possible. It's time to take control of your financial life, and we hope to illuminate the path for you.
This book will first take you through some general financial planning context, and then through the steps to building a financial plan for a sample family. Along the way, we'll discuss the different inputs and assumptions required for any financial plan, as well as how to interpret the results and put your plan into action. This book uses Pralana Online3 as the planning tool. This book is not a user manual for that tool (its actual user manual is fantastic). We won't go into every obscure nook and cranny of Pralana, because it would get boring and those side areas aren't relevant to most people.
This book is more of a casual, informative walk-through of how to use the tool to set up a financial roadmap for the average household, using an average household as our example. It is how we would guide you, as a client, to learning and using the tool for your own benefit. We won't spend a few hundred pages telling you, "Click here. Type this." That would be tedious. We'd much rather take you through a representative sample, page by page, discussing the inputs, analysis, and results with all the hints, tips, and insights we can conjure up.
We'll minimize the use of screenshots, as they're quickly outdated and a detriment to those who need to or prefer to listen to audiobooks. We won't use them for pages with just a few simple inputs. It will also help to apply this book to high-fidelity financial planning tools other than the one we will use in this book. Screenshots are a conundrum because the graphs use color, but it's prohibitively expensive to use color in a book. They're also detailed, and it's hard to see that detail in a physical book (you can pinch and zoom in the eBook, of course). We've had to crop many of the screen shots so the detail would be visible in the print books. So, as a compromise, we'll put the high-resolution full-color graphs in a PDF that will be free upon request by emailing info@wildlakellc.com.
This is a book about creating your own financial plan, using a sample representative family and reviewing their configuration, optimization, and analysis. We cover the most commonly used settings, inputs, and assumptions. The user manual is now built-in to the tool, context sensitive, comprehensive, and exceptional, so please defer to it to clarify or add to anything in this book that you don't fully understand, as well as the extremely helpful user forum at the Pralana website4.

NOTE: Some knowledge of personal finance topics is necessary to do planning. We provide context where we can, but can't go into the nuances, as the book would quickly become unwieldy. We cover those topics in the prior book, Kiss Your Money Hello (and Financial Stress Goodbye)5. We don't want this to appear as an upsell by mentioning that to excess throughout this book—you can get it for free from your library. If you find yourself unable to do this with confidence, head to the Advice Only Network6 and other resources mentioned above.

PS About that cover… We wanted something to symbolize our life path and financial journey. The trees represent the major goals in our lives. Money lies scattered along the path to represent how it helps us to achieve those goals. Our money path continues even after we pass, typically with some type of estate left behind (which we'll cover). That's why the image on the book cover doesn't end. If you look closely, a figure is poised at a beacon leading upward, to what comes after a life well lived. And that's why you need a plan. Let's go build it together.
PSS If we could ask one thing—if you enjoy this book, please leave a rating or review at Amazon, Goodreads, or your favorite book site. It's hard to get visibility without them. Welcome aboard! 
Bill Hines and Grady Moshay, Emancipare.com


1.
      https://adviceonlynetwork.com
    
2.
      https://brokercheck.finra.org/
    
3.
      https://pralanaretirementcalculator.com
    
4.
      https://pralanaretirementcalculator.com
    
5.
      https://books2read.com/kissyourmoneyhello
    
6.
      https://www.adviceonlynetwork.com/
    






  
  Chapter one
What's a Money Path and Why Do I Need One?

It's a Financial Roadmap for the Rest of Your Life!


Questions, We All Have So Many Questions!
What goes through our minds when we lie awake at night after a hard day at work? Some of these questions might sound familiar. 
	Will I have to work until I die?

	Will the people I leave behind be okay after I’m gone?

	When can I stop going to this job I no longer enjoy? 

	When exactly can I retire?

	Can I quit or take a sabbatical and maybe travel the country in an RV?

	Can I afford to send my kids to college, tech, or trade school?

	Will my family be in financial trouble if I get laid off?

	Can I have my dream (early/FIRE?) retirement?

	Will I have enough money for long-term care?

	Should I do Roth conversions?

	Should I create a charitable trust?

	How should I invest?

	How can I pay the least taxes over the rest of my life?



These are the kinds of questions that keep folks up late at night, or quibbling among themselves. A money path answers these and many more. We often call it a financial roadmap because it lays out the money moves you should make over the rest of your life. It’s a living plan you can (and should!) update or what-if to your heart’s delight.

NOTE: Throughout this book, we will use the terms money path, financial plan, and financial roadmap interchangeably. They’re the same thing. We dislike the term retirement plan because this is a plan for everything financial over the course of your life, not the end of it! A true money path will consider money for your kids' education, your future homes and cars, relocations, jobs, side hustles, and so much more, not just retirement. You should have a financial plan early in your adult working years, so it evolves with you and your goals throughout your life.

Until recent years, you could only get a true, high-fidelity financial plan by submitting yourself to professional money managers or insurance people. There weren't any high-fidelity consumer-facing tools available. There were only simple tools that were nowhere near the fidelity needed to answer your questions with precision. If you use narrowly focused tools that do things like optimize your Social Security strategy, taxes, or Roth conversions, be aware that they are operating in a vacuum. The math around these decisions is highly context-dependent and can only be done correctly when calculated as part of your overall financial picture and plans. Please don’t make big decisions based solely on what they tell you!
Don’t get us wrong—there are still a bunch of low-fidelity financial planning tools out there. The good news is that there are actually a couple of high-fidelity, inexpensive, consumer-available products that you can trust to build your own money path. With a plan in place, you can simply pull it up over that glass of wine and ask whether the math still works if you decide to retire early, move to Hawaii, and buy that boat. You get the idea. It’s a magical thing! We’ll discuss a few options and pick one to guide you through building your very own plan as we go through this book.
Many people have realized they don’t need an investment advisor to manage their assets. The cat’s out of the bag. Personal finance bloggers with big megaphones and vast audiences drive this point home regularly. Heck, if you know when you plan to retire, or when you need that college 529 plan money, you can simply pull up a Vanguard target date fund for around that year and see exactly how the best pros in the business think you should invest your money! They're essentially a recipe book. And guess what you’ll see—the same simple portfolio of four to five index-fund ETFs we and many other altruistic advice-only financial writers advocate for. It’s not magic, and the vast and growing population of DIY investors, Bogleheads, FIRE (Financial Independence/Retire Early) advocates have figured it out. Fund your retirement, not someone else's.
We just showed you an easy trick (inspecting Vanguard target date funds) to get an idea of how you might invest your money and avoid tons of fees. Hey, we're only in chapter one, and this book has already paid for itself countless times over! There are other variables to consider, such as your personal tolerance for risk and volatility. We cover risk tolerance with clients, and you should factor it in as well, for
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