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Dedication

This book is for Philip and Theo—it’s been awe-inspiring to be a

part of your lives. I’m incredibly proud of the men you have become,

and it’s not just because you listen to my financial advice.
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Introduction

When I was twenty-six years old, I crammed my life into three suitcases and lugged them to Narita Airport in Tokyo. I had just finished up an internship, and I was flying to Italy to move in with my boyfriend. We were starting to get serious, and even though I didn’t have a job lined up, I was excited to start my new life. I walked up to the counter and confidently handed my one-way ticket to the agent. The man frowned at my comically large bags and heaved them onto the scale.

“Sumimasen,” he said in Japanese, “the allowance is one normal-sized bag. You need to pay a fee for oversized luggage.”

“How much?” I asked.

The man glanced at the scale and punched a few numbers into his computer. “You owe ¥57,000.”

“I’m sorry, that can’t be right. Did you say ¥57,000?” I was fairly fluent in Japanese, but I must have misheard him. There was no way I could afford the equivalent of $400 USD. Back in 1991, that was a lot of money—and far more than I had.

The agent spun the monitor around and pointed to the screen. It was indeed ¥57,000. I stood in shock as the other passengers queued up behind me, waiting to check their luggage. Hands trembling, I handed him my Visa card. I knew what was going to happen, but maybe, just maybe . . .

“I’m sorry, your card was declined.” The passengers behind me muttered and glanced at their watches. Tears welled in my eyes. My credit card was maxed out, and it had been for years; I could barely afford to make the minimum payments.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I went to Princeton for undergrad, got my master’s degree at Johns Hopkins, and won a Fulbright scholarship to study in Japan. I had worked on Capitol Hill. I’d just wrapped up an internship at Chase Bank. I had achieved so much, and yet, here I was, a broke twenty-six-year-old who couldn’t afford to get her bags on an airplane. How could I expect to start a career managing other people’s money if I couldn’t even manage my own?

As I broke down rethinking my life choices, the ticketing agent sighed as he eyed the long line of passengers behind me. He waved his hand. “Just go.”

“I can check my bags?” I squeaked.

“Yes. Please just go.”

I felt like the world’s biggest failure as I boarded the fifteen-hour flight to Milan. The thing is, I’m a spender. I always have been. When I enter a store, it’s like a tractor beam draws me to the most expensive items. I like nice clothing. I like to travel. As I was settling into a career in asset management at J.P. Morgan, I still had a ton of debt and bloated expenses. Rent, student loans, saving for a wedding—everything was a priority except for the most important thing of all: my future. I was barely contributing to my retirement savings, mainly because I was in my twenties, and I simply could not fathom that one day I would be older and have to rely on that nest egg.

It wasn’t until my second son was born that I decided I needed to take this retirement thing seriously. I logged into my 401(k) plan’s online planning tool one night and began answering some basic questions: When did I want to retire? How much did I need to live on after I retired? Then the real kicker: What did I expect the inflation rate to be from now until I retired?

The what, now?

At that point, I did what anyone else would do: I logged off the computer and started to do the dishes. Truth was, I had no idea when I wanted to retire, I had no idea what my retirement would look like, and I sure as hell didn’t know what the inflation rate was going to be. And I worked in finance. In any event, there were so many more important things my husband and I could spend our money on, including our two kids. Throw in child care, nursery school, and sky-high real estate taxes in New Jersey, and we were still living paycheck to paycheck well into our forties.

Ironically, despite my personal struggles with money, I was becoming an expert in retirement solutions. My job was to build and manage pension and retirement funds for large organizations, which involved making decisions about what kinds of stocks and bonds were most likely to generate the returns my clients needed. I crisscrossed the country, meeting with investment professionals, and even testified before the SEC and Department of Labor during the depths of the Global Financial Crisis. I was very good at my job, and before long I was skillfully managing billions of dollars of other people’s money and generating great returns for them. But, for some reason, I could not devote the same level of diligence to my own finances.

Why? Because, well . . . saving for retirement sucks. It requires acting against every impulse hardwired into our DNA. Basically, my brain was wired to think thirty seconds ahead, not thirty years ahead. It took several wake-up calls and years of course corrections to get on track.

Except, even though I made every mistake in the book, I had it relatively easy. The truth is, young people today don’t have the same luxury for multiple do-overs like I did. Take John, for instance, a twenty-nine-year-old living in Brooklyn. He works at a start-up and lives in a three-bedroom apartment he shares with roommates. He does his best to budget, but after factoring in student loan payments, rent, taxes, subway fare, and bills, at the end of each month there’s almost nothing left to stash in his savings. Over Thanksgiving, after a few glasses of chardonnay, John’s grandfather turned to him at the dinner table and said, “You know, by the time I was your age, I was married with two kids, and I owned a house. When are you going to start getting serious about your life?”

John wisely didn’t take the bait, but the thought gnawed at him for weeks. Why wasn’t he further along? Why didn’t he own a house yet? And why did he have barely anything saved for retirement? The thought of buying a house, raising children, and retiring at sixty-five on his current trajectory seemed about as likely as winning the lottery. John is far from alone. According to surveys by the National Institute on Retirement Security, 72 percent of millennials are concerned they won’t be able to live comfortably and achieve a financially secure retirement. Indeed, in 1989, when baby boomers were roughly the same age as millennials today, they owned over 21 percent of the national wealth. Millennials today own just under 5 percent.

Talk to a typical boomer, and they’ll rehash all the tired old clichés: young people these days fail at adulting, they study worthless subjects in college, they don’t value hard work, they blow all their money on avocado toast and lattes. If you listen to enough Dave Ramsey, you’d probably come away thinking that millennials and Gen Z are too coddled, too addicted to card-swiping, and simply lack the self-control to save for retirement. If they could only be like John’s grandfather—you know, responsible and frugal—they’d be in much better shape.

Except, here’s the part Grandpa conveniently left out. When he went to college in the 1960s, his tuition was just $270 per year. He made less than $12,000 per year during his twenties and thirties, but that was easily enough to buy a home, raise a family, and send his children to college. John’s grandfather never had to think about retirement because his job provided a pension that paid a guaranteed 85 percent of his salary at age sixty-five. In fact, as late as 1990, nearly half of the private sector workforce had access to a pension.

Here’s something that may surprise you. Young people are actually much better about saving than previous generations. A recent survey by the Transamerica Center for Retirement Studies found that millennials began putting away money for retirement at age twenty-five, whereas Gen X started at thirty and it took until thirty-five for boomers to get their act together. Meanwhile, data show that Gen Z are saving even earlier than millennials, setting themselves up to become the most accomplished retirement savers in history.

But if you picked up this book, you might not feel like the most accomplished saver in history, no matter how hard you’re trying. Whether it’s due to student loan debt, sky-high housing costs, inflation, or stagnant wages, there’s no sugarcoating it: most young people simply aren’t saving enough.

You don’t get cheap college, cheap housing, cheap gas, and cheap health care like previous generations did. Instead of guaranteed pensions, you get a DIY 401(k), and it’s up to you to keep it funded and keep it growing. In a time when it costs so much money to simply exist, you don’t have the luxury of making the same mistakes I did. As the Washington Post reckoned, you are “the unluckiest generation in US history.”

With all these headwinds, there’s a good chance you don’t trust the system. After all, the system brought you the Great Recession, which crippled career prospects for millions of college graduates. But the party was only getting started for Gen X and boomers, who already had stocks, and for the next ten years enjoyed one of the longest bull markets in history. Millennials, who owned very few stocks, largely missed out. And just as Gen Z were dipping their toes in the water, they were hit with the COVID-19 pandemic recession, record-high inflation, and the crypto crash. In a time when the world careens from one catastrophe to the next, when you’re struggling to put down roots while billionaires pay a lower tax rate than you do, you have every right to think the system is rigged.

But, in spite of these headwinds . . . you’ve got this.

You can do it. Instead of avoiding the system, you need to hack the system. If you’re in your early twenties and just starting out, you’ve already got enough time—your rocket fuel in the tank—to ensure a secure retirement. If you’re a jaded elder millennial who has already lived through two crippling recessions and is only now able to start saving, you might need to get a little more creative—but you’ve got this, too. Take it from David, who didn’t open a retirement account until his thirty-eighth birthday. In just two years, he has made more progress toward his goals than in the previous two decades. By far the biggest obstacle David had to overcome was pushing aside that little voice in his head saying, “You can’t do this. It’s too late. You have too much debt. You don’t make enough money. You don’t deserve to have a secure future.”

You do deserve a secure retirement and a secure future, even if it feels out of reach today. You deserve to have bigger goals than finally paying off that art history degree. We’re going to explore a lot of hacks in this book to make saving relatively easy and painless, but I’m going to share the most important one right off the bat: time. If you’re in your twenties or thirties, you have an ace up your sleeve that no hedge fund manager can rival. You have the ability to put just a little bit of money away each year and watch it slowly grow into a nest egg that will allow you to have choices about where you live and what you do.

And speaking of having choices . . . what do you want when you retire? If you’re anything like me, the word retirement makes you think of my grandparents’ retirement, which featured old people, golf courses, and early bird specials. It’s hard to get excited about saving when you’re picturing Great Aunt Muriel playing bingo in The Villages.

There certainly are people out there who worked at the same company for forty years, clawed their way up to vice president, then retired at sixty-five with a gold watch and a Palm Beach condo. They spend their twilight years puttering around the house in slippers, playing golf, and traveling to see the grandkids. If this is your ideal retirement, then great! We’ll get you there! Perhaps your version of retirement is quitting the grind at fifty and living your ultimate #VanLife fantasy surfing Baja California. Or maybe you don’t like the idea of stopping work; study after study shows that seniors who keep working into their seventies and eighties maintain a higher sense of purpose and are less likely to experience cognitive decline. But no matter what you do, retirement means you have the freedom to change your mind at any time.

As you read through this book, I want you to keep the following questions in mind:

When you retire, where do you want to live?

How will you spend your weekdays and weekends?

Do you want to travel?

Do you expect to be mentally and physically strong?

How much money will you need?

You don’t need to answer these questions now—and you might not be able to answer them for many years. But this is the first of many hacks we’ll learn to keep your brain thinking about the future. Your life will change dramatically in the next three to four decades. Your definition of retirement will change a few times. Perhaps it will change many times. That’s perfectly okay. The only thing that shouldn’t change is your financial security.

This book is divided into three sections. Coming up first, we’re going to break down exactly how this whole saving money thing works. It might not seem realistic to retire with millions of dollars when you can only contribute a few thousand dollars per year to your 401(k) or IRA, but I’m going to introduce you to the life-changing magic of compound returns, and show you how it’s possible. Next, we’ll explore why exactly we suck so much at saving, why it’s not our fault, and how we can hack our brains to get better. Then it will be time for a heart-to-heart with your bank statement, and I’ll help you figure out exactly how much you need to save moving forward to meet your goals.

In Part II, I’m going to introduce you to your retirement STASH. Is that an acronym? You bet it is. And I promise it’s going to fundamentally change how you approach spending and saving. Your STASH stands for:

Save for a Rainy Day: Your Oh Shit! Fund

Tax-Advantaged Savings: Your Guide to 401(k)s and IRAs

Assess Your Budget: Balancing Retirement and Debt

Stay the Course: Making the Most of Your Retirement Savings

Have Fun: Saving for Vacations, Weddings, and Buying a House

That’s five letters and five simple steps to securing your future. We’ll break down exactly what tools you have at your disposal and how to maximize them for your benefit, whether you work at a Fortune 500 company or you’re juggling half a dozen side hustles.

Finally, in Part III, we’ll address what happens when life throws a wrench in your plans, from getting laid off (or getting fired after cursing out your boss) to changing careers to having a major unplanned expense. These course corrections are inevitable but manageable if you plan ahead. Finally, we’ll discuss when and how to invest your non-retirement dollars when the time comes.

You might be anxious about the future. You’re not the only one. Surveys show that more than 40 percent of young people report being “chronically stressed” about money, and a recent Deloitte study ranked “my long-term financial future” as the number-one cause of stress among millennials and Gen Z. I know firsthand that these fears don’t get any better the longer you put off saving.

But what if you could eliminate the number-one cause of stress? Imagine entering your forties and fifties knowing that your future is fully funded and fully secure. Can you imagine how liberating that must feel? I want my two sons—one a millennial, one Gen Z—to have that freedom one day, and I want the same for you. No matter how far along you are in your saving journey, no matter how overwhelmed you might be feeling, you’ve got this.





Part I

You Can Have the Future You Want—Yes, Really, You





1

Multiply Your Money with the Magic of Compound Returns

Pop Quiz: If at age twenty-one you invested $5,000 in a retirement account and never contributed another cent, how much would it be worth when you turn sixty-five? Assuming a historical average market return of around 7 percent per year, you’d have more than $100,000 on your sixty-fifth birthday. But if you’re diligent and save just $5,000 every year until you retire, you’d be sitting on a cool $1.5 million.

That might sound too good to be true. No, this isn’t witchcraft or some sketchy Ponzi scheme. It’s just the life-changing magic of compound returns: the single greatest weapon in your financial arsenal.

When you feel like your income is never enough, when you’re saddled with high-interest student loan debt, when you’re overpaying for that crappy apartment with crappy roommates in that crappy neighborhood and you’re living off crappy meals from crappy Tinder dates, you still have one massive advantage: time. As the renowned educator and speaker Stephen Covey once wrote, “The key is in not spending time, but in investing it.” You can apply that idea anywhere in life, but perhaps nowhere more effectively than in retirement saving.

In your twenties and thirties, everything is a priority except retirement saving. When I first started working after college, I’d get my paycheck every other week. It always seemed like it was gone the minute it hit my bank account. Rent, utilities, gas—at the end of the month there was barely anything left to make a dent in my credit card bill. Then one day I got a $800 bonus, enough to pay almost half of what kept rolling over on my credit card each month. Instead, I picked up a baby grand piano in a moving sale. (Yeah, I was that kid.)

Well, my $800 piano ended up costing me closer to $8,000. If I had stuck that bonus check in a retirement account, it would have 10x’d by the time I was starting to think about retirement. That’s because of the magic of compound returns, in which a single dollar saved in your twenties is worth $10 in your fifties. Now, there’s nothing wrong with treating yourself once in a while, but there are a lot of $800 pianos in life. They’re vacations, expensive restaurants, and designer jackets. Unnecessary streaming services, time-shares, and the newest phone every year. The splurges you can “afford” now become a lot more unaffordable when you look decades down the road.

This chapter is all about shifting your perspective. I guarantee that when you understand the superpower at your disposal—time—you’ll become the greatest investor of your generation. And you literally don’t have to do anything but wait.

Still confused? No problem—let’s start by taking a look at how the magic actually works.

Compound What, Now?

Are you the right-brain type with an English degree? Do you run and hide in the bathroom when it’s time to figure out how to split the dinner bill with your friends? Have no fear, we’re going to keep this simple.

In high school you probably studied something called “compound interest.” You had to answer a question like: “If Bob deposited $100 into a savings account with a 3.5 percent interest rate compounded monthly, how much would he have after two years?”

It’s all coming back to you, right? You just have to start with a super-easy formula, A=P[1+(r÷n)]nt, where P is the principal and r is . . .

I’m kidding—I’m kidding. Don’t donate this book to Goodwill just yet. We’re not going to have to do any real math. Instead of money, let’s think about compound returns in terms of something more fun and delicious.

Let’s say you eat a hundred bagels per month. You’ve got a bagel addiction and it just cannot be satisfied. One day the bagel fairy shows up and tells you that she is going to increase your bagel quota by 10 percent every month. As you think about all those deliciously boiled bagels coming your way—and, ahem, real New York–style bagels are always boiled—you do a little math on the back of your bagel wrapper. This seems easy enough, right? Ten percent of a hundred bagels is ten, so . . .

Month 1: 100 + 10 = 110 bagels

Month 2: 100 + 10 + 10 = 120 bagels

Month 3: 100 + 10 + 10 + 10 = 130 bagels

Month 4: 100 + 10 + 10 + 10 + 10 = 140 bagels

Month 5: 100 + 10 + 10 + 10 + 10 + 10 = 150 bagels

Month 6: Possibly a food coma

Sounds deliciously unhealthy, but that’s not actually how compound interest works—and that’s not where the true magic appears (besides the whole bagel fairy business). You don’t just get an extra 10 percent of your original hundred bagels; you get an additional 10 percent of your total number of bagels each month. So instead, you’re looking at:

Month 1: 100 + (100 × 10%) = 110 bagels

Month 2: 110 + (110 × 10%) = 121 bagels

Month 3: 121 + (121 × 10%) = 133 bagels

Month 4: 133 + (133 × 10%) = 146 bagels

Month 5: 146 + (146 × 10%) = 161 bagels

Month 6: Definitely a food coma

See what I did there? Because you’re compounding your bagel consumption each month, you end up with sixty-one extra bagels after five months. If you have a savings account, you also see the same dynamic at play—except instead of the bagel fairy, you get grumpy old men in suits who decide interest rates. If you have $1,000 in your account and you earn $10 in interest, the next time your bank crunches the numbers, you’ll receive interest on $1,010. You also see this process work against you: when you don’t pay off your credit card bill each month, your card issuer will charge interest to your account each day based on its average daily balance. This is why it can be so hard to pay off long-term debt like student loans.

The same process works for investments. Suppose you invest $10,000 in Anne’s Bagel Company. The first year, the shares rise 10 percent—it’s a big year for bagels! Your investment is now worth $11,000. Based on good performance, you hold the stock. In the second year, the shares appreciate another 10 percent. So, your $11,000 grows to $12,100. Rather than your shares appreciating an additional $1,000 like they did a year ago, they appreciate an additional $1,100 because the $1,000 you gained in the first year grew by 10 percent as well. Extrapolated over years and decades, that turns into a lot of cash. That’s why someone who invested $1,000 in Apple Computer, Inc. in 1980 would’ve had $1.6 million in 2022.

I can’t give you a time machine to go buy Apple stock, but you’ve already got the next best thing: time itself. If you’re in your twenties or thirties, you just have to start saving money in a retirement account, invest it, and let it grow. Don’t worry, we’re going to cover exactly how to invest, and what to invest in, later in this book.

* * *

THE $1.2 MILLION GYRO

The average twenty- and thirtysomething spends around 44 percent of their food dollars—nearly $3,500 annually—on eating out. And a big bite (sorry) of that is on lunch. I get it; making your own lunch and bringing it to the office is a total drag. But consider what would happen if you took just $5 out of your daily food budget and invested it in a retirement account. If you eat out for lunch three times a week, cut it down to two. It doesn’t have to be a big change.

Within five years, and assuming typical market returns of 7 percent, you’d have around $13,000. Keep it up for forty years, and you’ll have over $400,000. If you forgo the food truck altogether and invest $15 daily, you’d have over $1.2 million at retirement. Suddenly that gyro looks a lot more expensive.

* * *

No Risk, No Magic

At this point you’re probably thinking: “Okay, but what’s the catch?” The stock market goes up and down, after all. Companies go bankrupt. There are booms and busts, recessions and depressions. You’ve already lived through several economic catastrophes and certainly there will be more. Wouldn’t it be safer to just stash your money in a savings account?

I understand this reasoning. Millennials have experienced not one but two financial crises. And in 2022, when many Gen Zs began investing for the first time, they were greeted with a 20 percent decline in the stock market and a $2 trillion cryptocurrency crash. So yes, that savings account might seem like a warm safety blanket. You might not accrue much interest, but you’ll never lose anything.

You’re not alone if you feel this way. An analysis by the investment company BlackRock found that compared to Gen X and boomers, savers under forty hold the greatest concentration of their assets (65 percent) in cash. Meanwhile, 85 percent of millennials consider themselves “conservative” or “very conservative” with their savings. This might seem responsible, but consider that the average savings account provides a whopping 0.3 percent interest. In 2022, inflation hovered around 7 percent. Keeping the bulk of your savings in cash might seem safe, but you’re actually losing money. When your retirement savings aren’t invested, time becomes your enemy.

Now, it’s certainly true that
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	Not Contributing to Your 401(k) or IRA. Every dollar you save in your twenties is worth ten dollars in your fifties. Just about the single biggest financial mistake you can make when you’re young is not taking advantage of the time at your disposal. Skipping just a few years of retirement savings in your twenties will mean you have to save much more when you are older. The early saver in the chart above saved a total of $24,000 over ten years, while the late saver saved a total of $72,000 over thirty years. Yet the early saver has more money at age sixty-five thanks to the magic of compound returns.

	Not Having an Adequate Emergency Fund. We’ll discuss this in Part II, but building a six-month emergency fund is one of the only things, next to food and shelter, to prioritize before retirement saving. Your emergency fund should be in an easily accessible savings account and hold enough money to tide you over in case of a job loss, medical emergency, or other major unplanned expense.

	Being Underinsured. Most people hate buying insurance because it means paying for something you may never use. Apart from the obvious ones—health and auto insurance—few young people think about insurance, especially if they aren’t homeowners. Except, all it takes is one roommate leaving the door or window open for a burglar, or a burst pipe in the kitchen, to ruin your life. Don’t replace that stolen laptop with your own money; invest in some cheap renter’s insurance and let someone else pay for it instead.

	Saving for Your Children Before Yourself. Once you become a parent, the most natural thing in the world is to put your children’s needs in front of your own. I know I would literally have not eaten to ensure my two boys were fed. It’s easy to do the same when it comes to saving for college. Except, there are many ways to pay for school, but there is only one way to pay for retirement.

	Buying Too Much House. Trust me when I say to be careful of this one. I’ve done it twice. Given the run-up in housing prices, you might be tempted to stretch and take on as big a mortgage as the bank will give you. That’s before you need to worry about a new boiler, a new roof, mold, maintenance, and the countless other big and small items that add up to tens of thousands of dollars. Home ownership is gratifying and can lead to wealth creation, but that is not guaranteed. What is guaranteed, though, is that you’ll have to spend a lot more on your house than just the mortgage payment.
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started, read Your Best Financial Life.”
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