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To my dad,

Thank you for your endless support and enthusiasm around all my ideas, entrepreneurial spirit, optimism, and always making me laugh despite the circumstance. The values and principles you instilled are in my heart and head in all that I do. I wish you could have read this book; I miss you every day but know I will see you again someday.

JOHN F. MARTIN

1938–2007
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LET ME TELL YOU A STORY
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We humans have communicated through storytelling for thousands of generations. Well before the invention of writing, it was the stories told around the evening fire that passed wisdom from family to family, generation to generation. Our elders, who had amassed a lifetime of stories, were revered.

However, in our current world of bite-sized electronic factoids and company pronouncements from on high, stories and the art of storytelling have been pushed aside. Companies tell us about their wonderful products and services. They communicate in dry corporatespeak. They sell, sell, and sell again.

Think about the difference between a typical company brochure and a beautiful short story. One is sterile, facts created by faceless marketers to persuade potential customers. The other is full of emotion and meaning. As you read a story, youre right there inside the unique circumstances, cheering for the characters.

We love stories!

Imagine youre at a cocktail party. If someone says, Let me tell you a story about how I went from being poor to becoming rich, youre interested, right?

However, if someone were to say, Let me tell you about the importance of investing, is your reaction the same?

The first story about money I remember hearing was at my high school investment club. The teacher who served as our advisor shared with us a little of his own money narrative. He said that public school teachers like him dont make much money, but anybody who spends less than what they make and invests wisely can build wealth. It was this single line that I remember to this day, forty years later: Nobody gets rich on a salary.

The world doesnt need another traditional book about investing and other aspects of managing money. Heck, the personal finance category on Amazon lists some one thousand books on the subject. However, whats lacking in these titles is an understanding of personal finance based on how people think of money in the real world. Whats lacking are stories.

Your Money Narrative is a different kind of personal finance book. It deftly shows us the many ways that people use and abuse money. Rather than preaching about the dos and donts of the financial world, we learn through the interesting stories of young and old, rich and poor, people who are smart with money and those who arent.

Amy R. Cook is the ideal person to write Your Money Narrative. As youll read in the opening chapter, her own money narrative shaped who she became, a top financial planning professional who runs her own business advising clients about their money narratives.

The stories you will read in these pages will help you to understand the fundamentals in an approachable and memorable way. Reading Amys words, I imagined listening to her telling these stories to a rapt audience around a firepit. And just like stories told throughout time, instead of a collection of facts we forget, reading Your Money Narrative delivers wisdom about money we can use throughout our lives.

I never forgot that first memorable story about money that I heard as a teenager. And I used that wisdom, living my life based on what I learned from that story. As a result, Ive enjoyed a life of wealth and happiness.

May your money narrative be equally positive.

DAVID MEERMAN SCOTT

Business growth strategist and Wall Street Journal bestselling author of thirteen books, including Fanocracy
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WE ALL HAVE A MONEY NARRATIVE

[image: img005]

WHEN I WAS FIVE, MY DAD TAUGHT ME HOW TO ride a bicycle. The very next day, we headed to the desert, and he taught me how to ride my first motorcycle, a Yamaha YZ50. I remember how excited he was to teach me how to ride my new minibike. My dad assured me that if I could ride a bike, I could ride a motorcycle. He had a lot of confidence in my ability considering I had just learned to ride a bike the day before; I was scared. Ill never forget the sound of the motor gurgling and how the handle-bars vibrated beneath my tiny palms when I first settled on the seat. My dad gripped the back as he walked alongside me, demonstrating how to twist the throttle. Too much of a pull jerked me forward and too little kept me unmoving, so it took some time to find the perfect hand motion. When I eventually got it right, my speeding heart rate settled down, and my palms dried up, giving way to a new feelingelation. At first, I was only allowed to stay close and follow the mini track he built for me, which was basically a big circle. As my fear subsided, my speed increased, and by the end of the weekend, I whipped along the trails, smiling through the cloud of sand that kicked up from my spinning tires. Well, thats how I remember it now, anyway.

I was inflated with confidence. At the time, I thought I was simply happy that I had a new way of getting around and I could try to keep up with my brothers. Looking back, I realized that its more about the feeling that came with this new skill that truly marked this moment, embedding it in my memory.

On many weekends, Id gear up and get to go to the desert or the races with my dad and brothers. As I stood on the sidelines time and time again, I asked my dad if I could race too. The answer was a hard no, which he said was my moms decision. The reason was simply that it was too dangerous  for a girl. At the time, I felt it was unfortunate to be a girl.

That was when my persistence started to shine. I made it my mission to beg and plead with her to let me race, making all kinds of promises and promoting myself as capable of keeping up with the boys.

It never worked, and it became a recurring theme in my childhood. Not only could my brothers do more because they were older and bigger, but they were allowed more freedom in general because they were boys. I understand now that this protection was out of love and concern, but it never stopped me from fighting the perceived injustice and trying to win where I could and prove myself. As it turned out, being the little sister and the baby of the family proved to have its advantages, especially with my dad.

My relentless efforts continued, and they finally agreed to let me enter a bicycle race. I was very excited and nervous to show what I could do on the big day. It was a race of two, me and one other little girl; the result was devastating. As much as I wanted to win, I fell short and was lapped by my competition. I broke down in tears and cried. Initially, my dad tried to rationalize the situation and said I came in second place, which came with a trophy. But, even at five, I knew that second place in a race of two only meant one thing: there was one winner and one loser, and I lost. My dad put his hand on my shoulder and convincingly told me that I had lost because she had a far lighter and better bike than I did and that he couldnt afford to buy me a bike like that.

Aah  okay. If we had more money, Id have won the race. This experience formed my first money narrative. The future would prove that although I have a competitive spirit, athleticism was not my strong suit, and it probably had nothing to do with the bike at all, but nonetheless, it was comforting at the time.

A couple of years later, my parents hit hard financial times, and our house, which sat at the top of the hill, up a long, windy driveway in the canyon, went into foreclosure, and we had to move. As I watched my dads incredible stress, I decided that money was again the missing component. Another money narrative was formed. At seven, I had no context around the situation and formed an opinion and decision based on the facts as I saw them.

My dad spoke transparently about our financial position daily, so there were no surprises. We all knew our situation. He was gifted with finding humor in all situations, and this was no exception. There was a constant ebb and flow of being broke and having enough to get by. But when it came to certain occasions, the money seemed to appear miraculously. Christmas was always magical, filled with things we never imagined receiving during the rest of the year.

$$$

My dads stress surrounding finances didnt go unnoticed by me. Even at a young age, I remember a constant undertone of urgency regarding money. It was like the background music on my childhood playlist, just loud enough to hear over the eighties and nineties soundtracks that rippled through our home. During these years, the weekly pizza day at school or the occasional skate night was not guaranteed; our situation seemed to change from week to week. But somehow, Christmas never missed us, and once a year, the gifts under the Christmas tree shined with newness. Back then, it was a miracle; today I imagine it created additional stress to figure out how to make that happen.

The constant rumblings about money in my home shaped my little brain into believing that more money was the solution to all of lifes problems. In some ways, this was true. With more money, we could pay the mortgage and hold onto my parents American dream that they were so proud of. With more money, I wouldve had a better bike, and I wouldve been the girl winning the race. Maybe more money would have relieved my dads stress and the heart issues soon to surface. If you grow up with enough money, then it becomes less of an issuealmost nonexistent. But when you grow up in a family where conversations around money and the hope of having more are the average dinner conversation, well, money becomes everything. Money would have solved some of these problems, no doubt, but the question that never occurred to me was, How much more did we need? Would $1,000 solve our problems? $10,000? $100,000? $1,000,000? More importantly, was this about money at all?

My money narrative was clear: I had fear around money and not having enough. The glaring problem was that I was clinging to a story without all the facts and details. Without all the details, it can feel like an uphill battle trying to find a solution.

These early determinations served me in some ways; I ventured out to make a few bucks on my own, starting at around eleven with a paper route, followed by many more jobs throughout my teen years. My parents always supported my initiatives, from lemonade stands to forming my own babysitters club, and even made me business cards to hand out. For me, the idea of being able to do something that generated money was directly attached to a sense of security. The problem was that from one venture and dollar to the next, fear continued to grip me. I hadnt determined how much was needed or what I was trying to accomplish, so I continued to stack my dollars with no idea about how big the stack should be, which naturally resulted in disappointment.

Unsurprisingly, most people immediately think of money when they hear the word security. We are bombarded with terms like financial security, securing your financial future, and a thousand other terms relating to money management. Even the portion of the US federal government that administers retirement, disability, and survivor benefits has the word in it. Social Security. For most people, financial security equates to peace of mind.

As a child, I learned quickly that more money would solve all our problems and remove the threat of losing safety and protection. Fear can have a powerful grip and snowball into more catastrophic fears that arent based on reality. I feared living under a bridge with a shopping cart in tow, even though my real life never got to a place that was anywhere near that. In actuality, even during difficult financial times, my parents always looked after us and provided for us.

The bridge entered my thoughts again when I found myself divorced at twenty-five, single-handedly responsible for two young children with only a high school degree and minimal job experience.

I was frightened, with a million thoughts running through my mind and past money fears resurfacing like an old enemy that had grown significantly in size. I was no longer responsible for just myself, but also had two little girls to care for. My determination was bolstered to fight the statistics I knew I was facing, and true to my early money narrative, I only saw two options: sink or swim. I knew I had to swim. As a single mom with no skill set to put me at an advantage, I took on multiple jobs to get the ball (and cash flow) rolling. It wasnt adding up.

More than anything, I wanted to keep my house and the security it provided. After working a bunch of part-time jobs, I got a job doing administrative work for an architectural firm. When the in-house notary left the company, I eagerly offered to obtain the licensing to fill the gap. I utilized this additional credential to pick up extra work at night doing mortgage loan signings, which turned into a steady contract with multiple jobs coming in each week. It didnt take me long to realize that my evening loan-signing gigs were adding up to nearly as much as my day job in less time.

As I went through stacks of documents in the evenings, my comfort and familiarity increased. I knew I needed a path to increase my income potential, and at the time a real estate license was all that was needed to go into the mortgage business. With my dads entrepreneurial optimism and encouragement to go for it, I got licensed, created a reserve cushion with a loan on the house (in hindsight, a risky decision that could have been a disaster), and jumped in with all that I had, determined to succeed. With it being the early 2000s and interest rates moving to all-time lows, timing was on my side.

I was on the phone nonstop, and application packages poured in. Within a couple of months, I was at the top of the list of around forty loan originators in our office month after month. I became a success story despite the odds stacked against me. When people would ask what my secret was or how I was doing so well in the business, I didnt know the answer. It didnt feel like I was doing anything special other than talking with people all day and helping them with possible solutions; my peers were doing the same thing. In hindsight, it was bigger than that; as I worked to diffuse my fears around money, I became attentive and empathic in helping others try to do the same.

Through the years, I have learned to cut myself some slack; perfection is impossible, and growth comes from lifes ups and downs and decisions we make along the way. The allure of financial planning is that it is both proactive and progressive; we all can be active players in our own stories. Sure, there are things we cant control in life, but we can all choose to take control of our household financial decisions. Planning with intention and purpose feels really good too.

When I transitioned into the financial planning industry, I continued to learn and fill my education gaps. I worked full time while pursuing a bachelors degree, followed by the Certified Financial Planner certification and a masters degree in personal financial planning. The studies about behavioral finance opened my eyes to many of my own money narratives and eventually resulted in this book.

My money narrative has dramatically changed over the years, and yours can too. By clearly defining my goals, I was able to slowly move the needle and remove emotion with daily financial decisions. Like any other skill, it takes practice  and more practice. As Lewis Carroll famously said, If you dont know where youre going, any road will take you there.1

Financial goals are like other goals that we set out to achieve. When one goal is reached, we may set a new one or make a change midway. If there is a setback, adjustments may be necessary. Consistency is key to growth, and by tackling different things in stages, successful outcomes emerge over time and habits are formed.

It is not a coincidence that my path led to a career as a financial planner. As I worked toward eliminating my own fear around money, I helped others do the same. I feel grateful and blessed to be a part of my clients lives and financial team as a source of guidance, encouragement, and friendship as they craft their own unique financial blueprint and legacy.

Your Money Narrative

My money narrative will be different from yours simply because we all have unique stories and have experienced life differently.

The money narrative of a sixty-something newly retired couple will be very different from that of a twenty-something single person starting out in a professional job. The same is true for that of someone who is married without children versus someone who is married with several children.

As David said in his foreword, we humans are natural storytellers. Long before the written word, we were telling stories to communicate with others and to process information in our own minds. Stories are the heart of human existence, and whether you realize it or not, a scene is always unfolding itself in the inner workings of your brain. Money stories are no different. When you become aware of your own money narratives, you can question their validity, think about how they came to be, and modify them if they are not beneficial as you work toward your goals.

Money narratives can be passed down within families and cultures and are often partial truths based on our unique experiences or from others who passed them down to us. We each hold our own version of the truth, but the defining question to consider is whether these beliefs are helping us achieve our goals or undermining our progress.

For example, the Great Depression formed money narratives based on deprivation and poverty. Young adults coming out of this era were afraid to spend money and held on to things for fear they wouldnt be able to replace them. As financial means increased, the habits and internal beliefs didnt just disappear; they were carried on for decades and passed on to future generations.

Long before money was invented, people bartered for goods and services as a means of survival. The ability to trade items was a gateway that allowed people to obtain items they wanted and needed. But, in its most basic form, money is paper. Our decisions around money are not about the sheets of green printed paper we exchange or the numbers we see on a bank or investment statement; they are about survival, taking care of the people we love, giving back, and leaving a legacy that is meaningful.

This book is a culmination of short stories based on fictional characters with relatable dilemmas you may identify witheither in your life or with someone you know. You may discover money narratives that changed your life in a positive way or uncover stories that need an update. Either way, by pulling the curtain back and examining your own money
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