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PRAISE FOR

My Money Journey

“My Money Journey is a must read for people—of any age or experience—who want to be better at managing their financial lives. It is chock full of real-world stories of financial and investing success, and challenge, from people ‘just like us.’ There’s no better way to learn. Those stories, and the summary lessons from each contributor, provide a great road map for readers as they chart their own course to financial well-being.”

—Jack Brennan
Author of More Straight Talk on Investing and the former CEO and Chairman of Vanguard Group

“I loved every bit of this wise book. Its financial success stories don’t owe to towering salaries or complicated investment strategies. Instead, the contributors chalk up their financial freedom and peace of mind to more relatable factors: healthy savings habits, common sense, and a dash of good luck. I saw a bit of my own story reflected in its pages, and it’s a good bet that you will, too.”

—Christine Benz
Morningstar’s director of personal finance

“A real-life look at how messy, complex—but ultimately rewarding—a personal relationship with money can be.”

—Morgan Housel
Bestselling author of The Psychology of Money

“Any book can talk about the blocking and tackling involved in personal finance. What I love here are the stories of the stops and starts, the successes and the oops through the decades of a personal journey. No one’s life is a predictable straight line. It is how we navigate the unexpected that gives us the foundations for financial independence and security.”

—Clark Howard
Renowned consumer advocate and founder of Clark.com

“These 30 deeply personal essays on achieving financial goals are inspiring and instructive. Great reading for all who want to achieve lifetime financial security.”

—Consuelo Mack
Anchor and Managing Editor, Consuelo Mack WealthTrack

“Embedded in the unique and delightful financial life stories of 30 individuals are the most important lessons investors must learn. Financial security requires disciplined, regular saving and investing, minimizing costs (as through indexing) and taxes (as through Roth IRAs), and avoiding common blunders. Perhaps even more important than financial health, loving your work and having a genuine interest in others leads to a fulfilling life.”

—Burton G. Malkiel
Author of A Random Walk Down Wall Street
(50th anniversary edition)
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BY

JONATHAN CLEMENTS

IMAGINE YOU TOOK a group of folks—mostly male, mostly older, mostly upper-middle class, mostly well-educated—and had them describe their financial journey. They’d all be pretty similar, right? You might be surprised. I was.

When I asked 29 writers for HumbleDollar’s website to join me in contributing essays to this book, I wasn’t quite sure what I’d get. But as the last few essays trickled in and I looked over the submissions, what struck me most was the diversity of the stories. There are many paths to the top of the mountain. Most journeys start haphazardly, trying one route and then another. But eventually, successful investors settle down and do mostly the right thing for many years, and they end up with surprising wealth—and nobody’s more surprised than the investors themselves, who discover that a huge pile of dollars has resulted from decades of prosaic prudence.

While each journey described here is unique, you’ll likely notice that certain themes crop up again and again. Here are the eight themes that struck me:

Our parents mold our financial beliefs. This comes shining through in almost every essay. Trust me: If you’re a parent, it’s scary to realize how much influence you have on your children. Really scary. What beliefs from our parents should we hang on to, and which should we discard? For some contributors to this book, it’s been a lifelong struggle.

The key to financial freedom is good savings habits. It’s banal to say it, and yet it can’t be said enough. The virtue of thrift is a theme that runs through almost all 30 essays.

Complexity is unnecessary. Again and again, you’ll hear mention of the same simple strategies. Dollar-cost averaging. Extra-principal payments on a mortgage. Maxing out retirement plan contributions. Indexing. To the uninitiated, the world of personal finance can seem baffling. But once you dig into the details, you’ll discover that complexity is usually the route to high costs and mediocre returns, while simplicity offers not just better financial results, but also a comforting sense of control.

We don’t need to be great investors. That’s just as well, because most of us aren’t. In fact, most folks end up with investment results that trail the market averages, which is why indexing—humbly accepting the results of the market averages—is a strategy embraced by virtually all contributors to this volume.

Success is apparent only in retrospect. It usually takes decades to achieve financial independence, and, along the way, progress often seems grudgingly slow. And then one day, we look back and realize how far we’ve come—and how all those small, sensible decisions have compounded one upon another to ensure a comfortable future. Are you early in your financial journey and saving regularly, but it feels like a game of inches? For inspiration, look no farther than the stories in the pages ahead.

Don’t discount the role of luck. Our financial success often hinges on things beyond our control. Does our boss take a shine to us—or instead favor others for no apparent good reason? Does our employer prosper, or do we find ourselves struggling to survive in an organization beset by red ink and constant layoffs? Once we have a healthy sum invested, does a booming stock market fatten our nest egg even further—or are we hit by a vicious downdraft?

It seems almost all of us get dealt a bad financial hand at some point in our life. The wound might be self-inflicted, or it may come out of the blue—a major medical bill, a bad investment, a family member needs our help, unemployment, divorce. Such financial hits may set us back, but—as you’ll learn from some of the essays—the damage doesn’t have to be permanent.

We infuse money with meaning. Money is just money in the same way that a Maserati is just a car and the silver cutlery we inherited from our parents is just flatware. My point: These inanimate objects hold meaning far beyond their objective attributes—and how I feel about such things will likely differ from the sentiments you harbor.

It’s worth spending serious time pondering the meaning we attach to money and its many uses. Are we buying the Maserati because we love finely engineered automobiles—or because we want to impress the neighbors? Are we saving diligently because we want the financial freedom to pursue activities we find fulfilling—or are we over-saving because we’re terrified that we’ll end up destitute? In the essays that follow, many of the writers discuss their relationship with money and their efforts to make their peace with the almighty dollar.

At its best, money is a tool that delivers a sense of security, lets us devote our days to activities we’re passionate about, allows us to have special times with loved ones, and lets us help those around us, not just family and friends, but also those we’ll never know personally. How should we divvy up our money among these possible uses? It comes down to our values—to what each of us believes is meaningful and finds fulfilling.

At some point, we need to declare “enough.” Then comes the next hard task: learning to be satisfied with what we have—and enjoying the money we’ve accumulated. This may be the destination we’ve long had in mind, yet most of us find that the journey never quite ends and contentment remains elusive. That isn’t so terrible. We humans are built not to rest and relax, but to dream and strive. There’s great satisfaction to be had from that striving.

Everybody who contributed to this volume has also written for HumbleDollar, the website I launched at year-end 2016. One thing you might notice: Just five of the 30 contributors are women. Despite the many great female personal-finance writers over the years—think Sylvia Porter and Jane Bryant Quinn—it seems that, in many households, money management remains a largely male preserve. I wish it were otherwise.

For the writers involved in this book, the essays often didn’t come easily. It’s hard to step back from your life and write with some objectivity, being neither falsely modest nor excessively self-congratulatory. Money, I believe, is the last great taboo. Most of us are reluctant to reveal the details of our financial life, and yet the contributors to this volume did just that.

And once they did, they were tortured by me.

Many of the 30 essays received an initial edit from Greg Spears, HumbleDollar’s deputy editor. Retired newspaperman Joe Kiefer also pitched in. Many thanks to both of you. Once Greg and Joe were done, I would wade in, sometimes playing the heavy. In every instance, the writers dealt with my questions and comments with great patience.

Among the writers, Adam Grossman deserves a special mention. Not only has Adam been HumbleDollar’s most prolific contributor, but also he set this project in motion in late 2021, when he shot me an email suggesting that HumbleDollar put out a book.

This is the second project I’ve worked on with Harriman House editor Christopher Parker. As with the vast majority of HumbleDollar’s writers, I’ve never met Christopher in person. But if that ever happens, I imagine we’d have a good time—because working with him has always been great fun.

Last but far from least, there’s the lovely Elaine, who has heard so much about My Money Journey that she’s well-acquainted with every writer and knows the pertinent details of all their financial journeys. Thank you for your willingness to listen to me ramble—and for your wise counsel. No, I don’t mention you in my essay. But you are, without a doubt, my story’s unexpectedly happy ending.

JONATHAN CLEMENTS
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If there’s one financial virtue that trumps all others, it’s the discipline required to save great gobs of money. No matter how much you earn, if you don’t take a slice of those earnings and set it aside for your future self, you’ll never achieve financial freedom. Saving diligently is a theme in almost every essay in this book. The six writers in this section have turned frugality into a fine art—though sometimes the personal cost has been higher than they would have liked.

ROAD TO RETIREMENT by Dennis Friedman

SAVING MYSELF by Kristine Hayes

FREED BY FRUGALITY by Sanjib Saha

EARLY AND OFTEN by Mike Zaccardi

TAKING CONTROL by Jiab Wasserman

NOW AND THEN by Jonathan Clements
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BY

DENNIS FRIEDMAN


Dennis Friedman retired from Boeing Satellite Systems after a 30-year career in manufacturing. Born in Ohio, Dennis is a California transplant with a bachelor’s degree in history and an MBA. A self-described “humble investor,” he likes reading historical novels and about personal finance.



WHEN I WAS in my early 20s, many of my friends wanted to buy expensive new cars. But I wanted to save money. In fact, I was probably too thrifty. Some people wear their frugalness as a badge of honor. But I was sometimes embarrassed by my spartan lifestyle.

I was a college graduate with a history degree. There weren’t too many jobs for someone like me. That could be the reason I was squirreling away so much money. Later, I did get an MBA, but that insecure feeling never went away.

Most of the homes I lived in were small apartments without the standard conveniences you would expect when renting or buying a home. Some of my apartments were so terrible I was embarrassed to invite friends over. In 1980, I was looking for an apartment to rent. I walked by an older building that had two vacancies.

One was a studio apartment located on an alley above a garage. The rent was $300. The other apartment was a one-bedroom with a long and narrow floorplan facing the street. It reminded me of a bowling alley lane. The rent was $500. I chose the studio apartment because it was cheaper and I could save more money. I was making decent money at the time, working as a production control planner, but I was determined to live well below my means.

It wasn’t the safest place to live. A drug dealer lived in the apartment next to me. My car was broken into more than once. One day, someone stole my clothes from the laundry room. But none of that fazed me—until the new owner raised my rent to $390. At that moment, I realized I needed my housing costs to be more stable and predictable if I was ever to reach financial freedom. I knew if I kept renting, my landlord could increase my rent at any time. I’d have no control over one of my biggest expenses—my home.

MY FIRST BIG INVESTMENT

In 1985, I found a small 789-square-foot, one-bedroom condominium for sale in Long Beach, California. It was on the top floor of a nice-looking, secure, three-story building and overlooked the street. It felt like you were in a treehouse because the top of a big tree was hanging over the front of the unit. It was within walking distance of the beach and plenty of good restaurants. It seemed like the ideal place to settle down. The owner was asking $102,000, but I was able to negotiate the price down to $91,000.

The next morning, I woke up with buyer’s remorse. I felt anxious about being a first-time homeowner. I’d never purchased anything that expensive before. The only other thing I’d bought of any real value was a new 1976 Mercury Capri, and that cost just $4,500. I went to work that day thinking about all the things that could go wrong with owning that condo: What happens if I lose my job? What happens if I can’t get a home loan? Is that big tree out front going to be a problem? Is it going to be too noisy facing the street?

I was sitting in my boss’s office at Hughes Electronics discussing some manufacturing issue, when he asked, “Is there something bothering you?” I guess my demeanor revealed the uncertainty I felt about the purchase.

I told him I’d put a deposit down on a condo, but I was thinking about canceling the transaction. I said, “I don’t know if it’s a good deal for me.” Cliff was reassuring. He pointed out the upsides of being a homeowner. It could increase my net worth because I would build equity if the condominium rose in value. I could also deduct the interest on the home loan and the property taxes on my tax return. It started to sound like a pretty good deal, after all. It was what I needed to hear.

The condo was one of the best investments I ever made. My mortgage payment was only about $150 a month more than the rent I’d paid for that crummy studio apartment. Later, I refinanced at a lower interest rate and my mortgage payment was even less. I eventually paid off the mortgage in 14 years.

The condo purchase put me on the road to financial security. Because of my low and stable housing costs, I was able to save a lot of money during the 35 years I lived there. I maxed out my 401(k) plan contributions. When I reached age 50, I added regular catchup contributions to the plan. Any other extra money I had left over I invested in a taxable account at Vanguard Group. My salary kept going up and my housing costs were going down. It was a perfect scenario for someone who’s an avid saver. I thought I’d reached nirvana.

When I sold my condo in 2020 for $380,000, my old studio apartment on the alley above the garage was renting for $1,564. If I’d stayed there, or rented another apartment, I never could have saved the amount of money I did. At the time I sold the condo, my housing costs were approximately $600 a month. That included homeowners’ association fees, property taxes, insurance and utilities. I rarely had any out-of-pocket expenses for repairs.

A MISTAKE PAYS DIVIDENDS

While I was doing a good job of saving money, I wasn’t doing a very good job of investing it. I was constantly jumping in and out of different mutual funds and stocks, trying to find the right investment—until the day I got some fatherly advice.

I used to call my mother every day just before I left work. If I didn’t call her, she would think something was wrong. One day, I called and my father picked up the phone. He started talking about this guy on the radio who was giving out investment advice. He encouraged me to listen to his show at the weekend. I was skeptical, but I gave it a try. It was the early 1990s. The host started talking about something called Spiders—otherwise known as Standard & Poor’s Depository Receipts—and about a Vanguard 500 index fund. At first, I had no clue what the guy was talking about. I didn’t know you could buy a mutual fund or an exchange-traded fund that tries to match the performance of an index, such as the Standard & Poor’s 500. But the more I heard him talk about how these types of investments cost less, generated less taxable income and were highly diversified, the more I liked what I heard.

The one thing he said that really caught my attention was this: If you invest in an index fund, you take away one of the biggest risks in investing—underperforming the stock market. After all the years of unsuccessfully trying to beat the market by investing in actively managed funds and individual stocks, this statement rang true. I began to make low-cost, broad-based index funds the core holdings in my investment portfolio.

Unfortunately, I also listened to something else the radio show host said—and that advice cost me money and sleep. He was a market-timer. He issued a major buy signal for the Nasdaq Composite index and suggested buying an exchange-traded index fund that’s now known as Invesco QQQ Trust. I bought QQQ at $70 a share and watched it fall to $20. I found myself invested in the most volatile part of the stock market during a savage bear market. As the share price plunged, I felt like I had jumped out of an airplane without a parachute. And I wasn’t the only one. I had talked my sister into it. Then my dad jumped in. He didn’t want to miss out on the opportunity. I felt terrible for sucking them into this mess.

It took many years before QQQ reached my breakeven share price. I learned an important lesson about trying to time the market: It’s extremely difficult to predict what the stock market is going to do in the short run. After that financial fiasco, I decided to keep it simple and become a long-term investor. When I retired, almost all my money was in just three funds. I had roughly 35% in Vanguard Total Stock Market Index Fund, 20% in Vanguard Total International Index Fund and 45% in Vanguard Total Bond Market Fund. I’d learned the hard way that these three funds were all I needed to help me reach my financial goals.

A LESSON FROM MY FATHER

Although I had a fairly sizable investment portfolio when I retired, I still didn’t feel financially secure, in part because of a conversation I had with my father. I received a phone call one evening from my dad. He asked if I could come over right away. I knew it must be important because I lived about 25 miles away, and the rush-hour traffic at that time was terrible.

When I got there, we went upstairs to a small room that my parents had made into a study. He handed me a tablet and pen, and started telling me where all their money was. I knew right away what my father was doing. He was getting his affairs in order.

My father had been battling cancer for two years. He went through many rounds of chemotherapy and radiation treatment. He’d even tried experimental treatments to combat the disease. He’d finally realized he wasn’t going to make it. My dad wanted to make sure I knew where every nickel and dime was located, so I could help my mother when he was gone. Most of the money was at Vanguard, but there was also money at a few banks and a brokerage house.

As I listened to my father, I realized how important it is to have sufficient guaranteed income for life. He knew it would be difficult to survive on just his Social Security benefit and their modest retirement savings. My dad had taken his Social Security at age 65. My mother also had a small pension of $495 a month from her days as a switchboard operator at a department store. They had declined the survivor’s benefit option on my mother’s pension, which meant my father wouldn’t have received anything if she died first. They thought her pension was so small it didn’t make sense to take the survivor option and get an even smaller payout, plus a woman’s life expectancy is longer than a man’s. It turned out to be the right decision. My mother lived until age 96, passing away seven years after my father.

When I left my parents’ house that night, I knew it would be wise to delay my own Social Security benefit until age 70. I saw the worried look on my father’s face, knowing that my mother’s savings might run out, and that his Social Security and her small pension might not be enough for her to live on. Still, waiting until 70 to take Social Security wasn’t easy. It was difficult to withdraw money from savings to cover all of our living expenses, especially after drawing a paycheck for 40 years. Knowing that all my friends and acquaintances weren’t waiting until 70 also didn’t help. But I kept thinking about my mother, and how a larger check would have made her life more financially secure. I wanted that for my wife.

There was another reason to delay my benefits. It lowered my taxable income. While I waited to claim Social Security, I was able to make larger Roth conversions. That means I’ll have smaller required minimum distributions starting at age 72.

The wait for a larger check was well worth it. My Social Security today is over $40,000 a year. If I ever have to have a conversation with my stepson about our money, I’ll be able to tell him that my larger check should be more than enough to cover our basic living expenses for as long as we live. Meanwhile, we’re enjoying ourselves. We can spend more freely knowing we have a financial backstop. The experts might be right when they say retirees who have predictable income are happier. When you add together my wife’s Social Security benefits and mine, they’re large enough to support us during periods of market turmoil. That means we can give our portfolio time to rebound from any market hit. Maybe most important, the bigger check gives us peace of mind.

When I look back, I was obsessed with the idea of saving enough money so I could retire early. I did retire early, at age 58. Even so, I still felt financially insecure—until I started receiving my Social Security benefit.

TOMORROW IS HERE

Although I now have a financially comfortable retirement, I also have regrets. I wish I had traveled more earlier in life rather than waiting to do most of it when I retired. Instead of accumulating more wealth than I needed, I should’ve invested some of that money in a trip to Europe, Asia or even Australia. It doesn’t seem right that a 70-year-old man, who loves to travel, has been out of the country just twice—to Canada and Mexico, and that’s if you count Tijuana.

I waited until retirement to do some of the things I’ve always wanted to do, and that might have been a mistake. Almost immediately after retiring, I had caregiving responsibilities for my parents, and that was followed by the pandemic. Together, they’ve kept me from doing the things I’d planned to do in retirement. It’s been 12 years and counting since I quit work, and I’m still waiting to fully experience what retirement life is supposedly all about.

I feel a sense of urgency to get on with my retirement. I don’t feel like I’ve lived a full life yet. It’s a painful feeling that no amount of money can cure. The only way to make that feeling go away is to experience life. That’s what I plan to do with my remaining time.


THREE LESSONS

*If you buy a reasonably priced home and live there for the long haul, you’ll lock in your housing costs and, as your income rises, you should enjoy ever more financial breathing room.

*Broad market index funds take away one of the biggest risks of investing—the risk that you’ll underperform the market averages.

*Don’t defer all your dreams until retirement. You may find that, when the time comes, life events or ill health prevent you from doing the things you’ve always wanted to do.
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BY

KRISTINE HAYES


Kristine Hayes has a master’s degree in biology and spent 24 years working as the biology departmental manager at a small, liberal arts college in Oregon. Her pastimes include dog training and competitive pistol shooting. She and her husband recently retired to Arizona.



I LIKE TO THINK that what happened to me in my mid-40s wasn’t a midlife crisis, but instead a midlife reinvention.

I transformed myself physically and mentally. I lost 20 pounds. I took up CrossFit. I learned how to shoot guns and began participating in—and winning—pistol competitions. I spent a considerable amount of time evaluating every aspect of my life. I thought long and hard about what made me happy and what didn’t. I pledged to purge everything that no longer provided me joy. My beloved Welsh Corgis made the cut. My husband didn’t.

Getting divorced after nearly 20 years of marriage wasn’t as traumatic as I expected. I’d felt trapped in a loveless relationship for years. For more than a decade, my husband and I had lived like college roommates rather than life partners. We went on separate vacations. We kept our finances separate. We had few friends in common. Everything, from our taste in music to the hobbies we pursued, was completely different.

As part of the divorce settlement, we agreed to sell our home, along with almost everything we’d acquired over the previous two decades. In a matter of a few days, I went from living in a 3,000-square-foot, completely remodeled home to inhabiting a 600-square-foot apartment that hadn’t been updated in at least 30 years. The few pieces of furniture I needed were purchased off Craigslist.

Even though nearly every aspect of my life had been disrupted, I found myself happier than I’d been in years. But one stress weighed heavily on my mind. Financially, I had no idea how I would negotiate the second half of my life.

In 2013, when my divorce was finalized, I’d been working for the same employer for 15 years. I was making $57,000 a year while residing in an area of the country where the cost of living was 30% higher than the national average. I knew almost nothing about managing money or investing.

I walked away from my divorce with a used car, two dogs and about $80,000 in cash from the sale of our home. I’d managed to retain the full balance of my 403(b). I did, however, forfeit half of a small state pension-plan benefit that I’d become vested in decades earlier.

I spent the better part of the next year getting comfortable juggling my day-to-day finances. I started tracking every dollar I spent, a habit that remains with me to this day. I keep a small notebook detailing my income, as well as every expenditure, no matter the size. By late 2014, I was comfortable that my income and spending habits were in equilibrium. I had more than enough each month to cover rent, utilities, insurance and food. I was able to cover any discretionary expenses that arose. I decided it was time to start educating myself about investing and retirement planning to ensure I’d continue to have a financially stable life.

I soon found myself spending all my spare time learning about personal finance. My reading list included Women and Money by Suze Orman and Th Millionaire Next Door by Th mas Stanley and William Danko, as well as the annual financial guide that morphed into HumbleDollar.com. I listened to Dave Ramsey podcasts every night before bed. I read blog posts by Mr. Money Mustache. I poured over the vast amount of information posted on the Bogleheads.org forum.

It wasn’t always easy to decipher the information I was taking in. I often felt overwhelmed and risked analysis paralysis. I knew I needed to develop a plan to make small, systematic changes in how I managed my finances.

MY JOURNEY BEGINS

I started 2015 with a resolution to put my financial house in order. The first step was to calculate my net worth. With no debts, the calculation wasn’t difficult. The total value of my retirement accounts, my cash savings and my car came to just over $250,000. I felt good knowing that, at age 47, that figure meant that I’d exceeded the median net worth for my age group.

Next, I reviewed how my retirement funds were invested. I was vested in a TIAA 403(b) plan. Every month, my employer contributed an amount equal to 10% of my salary to the plan. Between 1998 and 2004, all my contributions were directed into a guaranteed return account. I assumed that investing my funds safely—the account was guaranteed to earn a minimum 3% annually—was the best way to ensure that I’d build a sizable nest egg.

In 2005, a TIAA representative convinced me that I was invested far too conservatively for my age. The rep suggested that I consider contributing to a mutual fund account. Starting later that year, I chose to direct new contributions into a stock index fund.

When I reviewed the performance of my 403(b) account in 2015, I wasn’t unhappy with the rate of return I had been earning. My money had been growing, albeit at a slow pace, for 17 years. I was, however, convinced that I needed to invest in accounts that would deliver higher returns over the long run. I also knew I needed to start contributing a larger percentage of my salary toward my retirement savings, so my nest egg would grow faster.

The final component of my financial roadmap was to establish a specific goal. I knew that, without a target to strive for, I’d be more likely to fail. I decided to aim to have my retirement account on its own reach $250,000. I planned to get there by steadily contributing a portion of my salary to a stock-based mutual fund. Starting in 2015, I set aside $500 a month from my paycheck and invested it in a growth-stock index fund. The money my employer contributed to my account was split between a 2035 target-date retirement fund and an international growth fund.

As my account balance grew, I was motivated to save even more. Soon, I was contributing $1,000 a month. By 2016, I was setting aside almost 50% of my paycheck each month. Living frugally became a game—one I enjoyed playing. I borrowed books from the library rather than buying them from Amazon. I made my lunch every day so I wouldn’t be tempted to eat out. My entertainment was limited to those shows and movies I could watch for free using my Amazon Prime membership.

I also began taking on freelance writing assignments as a way to supplement my income. The amount I earned varied wildly. Some months I brought in nothing, while other months I earned an extra $400 or $500. By late 2016, I’d achieved my first financial goal. My retirement account hit the $250,000 mark for the first time.

EYEING RETIREMENT

When I turned 50 years old, in May 2017, I began thinking seriously about how much longer I wanted to work full time. In the course of my personal finance education, I’d been introduced to the Financial Independence, Retire Early (FIRE) movement. I’d read stories of people who stopped working long before their 60s.

I began to think it might be possible for me to leave behind full-time employment when I turned 55. At that time, I’d be eligible to receive an early retiree health insurance plan through my employer. That benefit meant I’d have the freedom to take a part-time job without worrying about having access to healthcare coverage.

I felt confident I could continue the pace of my savings for another five years. Even though I didn’t particularly enjoy living in an apartment, I was resigned to staying there a few more years. I didn’t foresee any large expenses that would hinder my ability to keep saving a large portion of my salary. I decided my second major financial goal would be to have enough financial stability to shift to part-time work at age 55.

For the first time in my adult life, I felt like I had a solid financial plan and a lofty goal to go along with it. I took comfort in knowing that, when I turned 55, I could always reevaluate my situation. If I needed to, I could continue to work full time until I reached financial security.

A CHANGE IN PLANS

Life throws everyone curves and, for me, 2018 was a year of major upheaval. Unlike 2012—when I’d purged my life of everything that left me feeling empty—2018 was a year overflowing with happiness. I brought home a new puppy. I moved out of my run-down apartment and became a homeowner again. And the change that brought me the most happiness? I got remarried.

The financial plans I’d put in place as a single woman were suddenly no longer applicable. The flow of money previously directed to my retirement account was rerouted to a mortgage company. Overnight, I went from being a one-person, two-dog household to a member of a two-person, four-dog family. I questioned whether my goal of early retirement was still achievable.

My husband, who is 13 years older, was already retired when we married. We both looked forward to the day I could stop working. We were eager to relocate to a different part of the country, since both of us were growing weary of Pacific Northwest weather and politics. In 2019, we visited two locations we were considering for retirement. We were priced out of the housing market at our first pick. Our second choice, a 55-plus community just outside Phoenix, Arizona, still had homes available in our price range. We put in offers on three houses before landing one. The community had everything we were looking for: multiple recreational facilities, easy access to medical care, and a thriving group of active retirees. I also felt good knowing that, if I later needed a part-time job, there were employment opportunities available in the community.

Purchasing two homes in less than a year put a serious strain on my limbic system. I took comfort in knowing that both of our homes were modest structures. Each had been built in the 1980s. Neither had been significantly updated or renovated since being constructed. As a capable do-it-yourselfer, I wasn’t put off by the prospect of investing a bit of time and energy into fixing up the houses.

Buying two homes just a few months before housing values began increasing at a record pace turned out to be one of the most beneficial—and luckiest—financial moves I’ve ever made. Both homes appreciated handsomely between 2020 and 2022, and we walked away with a hefty gain when we sold our Portland home in early 2022. That was when I gave notice to my employer—and set off to enjoy early retirement.

WHERE I STAND

In late 2021, I transferred 40% of my total retirement portfolio into the TIAA Traditional account. Because of the way the account is structured, some of my money is guaranteed to earn just 1%. But most of it is set at a guaranteed return of 3%. The actual crediting rates are consistently higher than these minimum levels. The remainder of my TIAA account balance is invested in a couple of stock index funds. My state pension fund is guaranteed to earn 7.5% annually.

Should I choose to annuitize my TIAA Traditional account, I’ll have numerous options when it comes time to draw money out. I can take interest-only payments or monthly lifetime payouts, or I could systematically withdraw all the money over ten years. While the annuity option doesn’t come with a guaranteed annual cost-of-living increase, the fund has typically increased the payouts it makes to recipients, including a 5% increase for 2022.

I’m hoping I won’t have to touch any of my money prior to age 65. During our initial retirement years, my husband and I plan to live on his retirement income. We also have the proceeds from the sale of our Oregon home. Should we need it, I can claim my Social Security benefit at age 62. My husband is delaying his benefit until age 70.

When I reflect on my personal finance journey, I ponder the things I would have done differently. I wish I had fought to retain my state pension rather than forfeiting half to my ex-husband. I wish I had started contributing a portion of my paycheck to my retirement plan when I was in my 20s, instead of waiting until I was in my 40s. I wish I had invested in more aggressive mutual funds at a younger age.

But I can’t change the past. The roadmap that led to where I am now is filled with twists and turns I never saw coming. I also know I can’t put a price on happiness. At this moment in my life, as I sit at my kitchen table writing and watching our four dogs frolic in the backyard, I’m as content as I’ve ever been.


THREE LESSONS

*If you set specific goals, including target dollar amounts, you’re more likely to make financial progress.

*Two regrets that folks often voice: They wish they had started saving earlier in their career—and they wish they had allocated more of their savings to stocks.

*Make plans, but be prepared to remake them: Our lives are subject to frequent upheaval—sometimes good, sometimes not—and that can necessitate big financial changes.
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BY

SANJIB SAHA


Sanjib Saha is a software engineer by profession, but he’s now transitioning to early retirement. Self-taught in investments, he passed the Series 65 licensing exam as a non-industry candidate. Sanjib is passionate about raising financial literacy and enjoys helping others with their finances.



WHEN I TOOK a job with a U.S.-based software company and moved to the States in 2000, I wasn’t planning to live here permanently. I came under the H-1B visa program, which allows non-immigrant foreigners to obtain temporary employment. I figured I might work in the U.S. for a few years and then return to India, where I grew up.

Things didn’t quite turn out that way.

I started my career as a software engineer in Kolkata, my hometown. But as a lover of travel, I seized opportunities to work abroad and get to know new cultures. My plan was to work in other countries while I was young, before heading back to Kolkata with my wife to settle down. America was on my bucket list. An opportunity came almost by accident.

While working in Ireland in the late 1990s, I returned to Kolkata to visit my parents. I bumped into an acquaintance who lived in the U.S. and worked for a software company. In those days, many software engineers regarded his employer as the premier software company. Sensing my envy, he asked for my résumé. I was skeptical about my prospects but, on his insistence, I typed up a CV.

After returning to Ireland, I forgot about the whole thing, but he didn’t. A recruiter called me to set up a few phone calls to check my technical knowledge. Once I had cleared that hurdle, the recruiter offered to bring me to the U.S. headquarters for interviews. An all-expense-paid trip across the Atlantic sounded like a great deal, and I was soon on a plane heading to the Pacific Northwest.

The dozen or so interviews over two days were grueling. I was bombarded with all sorts of questions, including brainteaser puzzles and bizarre algorithmic problems. By the end, I felt I had wasted everyone’s time. Demoralized, I returned to Ireland.

When the recruiter called back the next week, I was almost certain that I hadn’t made the grade. But to my surprise, she offered words of congratulation: I had made it.

My coworkers and supervisor at my Irish employer advised me to accept the position. I leaned toward doing so, but there was a downside: Taking another foreign job in my early 30s would delay my eventual return to India.

On the other hand, the upsides were too attractive to ignore. The chance to be part of a transformative company might never come my way again, I’d get to explore a beautiful country full of natural wonders, and the job might be my ticket to financial freedom—for two reasons.

First was the promising math of working in a high-income country before returning to one that has a low cost of living. Even modest savings would go far in my hometown. I’d already saved a bit from my previous overseas jobs. A few years of saving in U.S. dollars would mean increased financial security.

Second, my pay package included stock options—a benefit I’d never before heard of. The recruiter explained that, when the options vested, I’d reap the profit from any rise in the company’s share price since my starting date. The stock had been on a tear for nearly a decade. If history was any guide, she said jokingly, the options would make me a lot of money. Little did I know that all my options would expire worthless and that the stock wouldn’t recover for 15 years, thanks to the bursting of the dotcom bubble. So much for getting rich quick.

Because I was naïve enough to extrapolate past performance of the company’s stock into the future, the overall compensation package looked unbelievably attractive. Great work, beautiful place, generous pay. What more could I ask for? I accepted the job offer and moved to the U.S. in early 2000.

COMING TO AMERICA

The new chapter of my life started well. That summer, I visited a close friend of many years who was also now living in the U.S. It was refreshing to catch up with him and spend time with his family. His wife suggested that I buy a house
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