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Prologue: A Letter to Ma

Dear Ma,

I've been working with one of my colleagues, Glinda Bridgforth, a financial counselor, on an investment book for women who are very much like the friends and relatives who used to visit our home in Detroit. It's a book for women who work hard and who want something to show for it. It's for those who have struggled but who are determined to create financial success. I know these aren't the typical investors, but that's exactly why your name keeps coming up as Glinda and I work together. You used your gifts as a black woman to make the right choices. You didn't know much about stocks and bonds, but you knew all about making investments.

You invested years of love in me, even when people warned that taking me in was a risk you would live to regret. Who can blame them for being doubtful? When you adopted me, administrators at the Salvation Army Orphanage—where my biological mother had left me—told you that I was a “special needs” child. I was barely three years old, not yet talking, and because of the braces on my legs, unable to walk. Some folks laughed at you, but that didn't dim your determination to raise me to be somebody. Thanks to the healing power of your love, within a year I not only talked and walked, but I could read, write, and count.

Despite my progress, your husband was furious that you had taken me in. He eventually moved away, though he did manage to pay child support. Later, after he died, we were shocked to discover that he had named Ronnie, the cousin you were helping to raise, as the beneficiary of his life insurance—payable at adulthood. Without the extra income from child support, our family had to fall back on your Social Security check. That made us what some people would have called poor, and yet there wasn't a day in my life when I felt impoverished.

That sense of enrichment remained with me even when I was eight and the bank threatened to foreclose on the mortgage. We didn't know how long we'd have a roof over our heads, until that Christmas morning, when your best friends, Mama Mabel and Mama Elsie, not only gave you money for the house but wheeled in new bicycles for me and Ronnie. It was the happiest Christmas in my life. And it wasn't just about the bike. I experienced God's grace through Aunt Elsie and Aunt Mabel's generosity. And I learned something: When we ask God to help us create financial abundance, we must ask not only for ourselves, but so we can help others.

You couldn't have been more generous. For seventeen years you came up with money for me to take ballet lessons, and organized a debutante ball for inner-city girls. There was only one point in our relationship when I worried that you would give up on me. I was in my freshman year of college, the first step on what we hoped would be the road to medical school. Then I got pregnant. You never allowed your disappointment to keep you from helping me to raise Brandon so I could stay in college.

With a son to support, medical school was out of the picture. After classes, I worked at a number of odd jobs until one day, as a receptionist at Merrill Lynch, I came across an exam for people who wanted to become investment brokers, and decided I should take the test myself. Folks thought it was a foolish idea, but you'd taught me to trust my own counsel. Because you believed in me, I believed in myself. I took that exam and failed it, but later, after taking it again, I passed.

I became a Registered Sales Assistant, still typing and answering the phones for brokers, and received a $2,000-a-year raise. My salary went from $16,000 to $18,000, and I was thankful. Then I opened up my first investment account for my son. I requested from my boss to become a full-time broker and started conducting seminars in Detroit. Being the only African American in the office, I thought this would be a new market to tap into. My branch manager said that I could only be a broker in the evening, working for other brokers in the office during the day and never conducting my own business during office hours.

I would leave the office at 5:00 p.m., pick up my son, then return and let him run around the office, while I made phone calls and planned my first seminar with John Rogers, Chairman and CEO of Ariel Capital Management. When John agreed to do this seminar he thought I was a full-time Stockbroker/Financial Consultant. This was because I only called him Chicago time 5:00 p.m.–6:00 p.m. my time, and technically I was.

The seminar I planned was for October 1990, but I had no money to pay for the refreshments and hotel costs. I took a part-time job as a waitress, earning $350 in tips in two weeks, and paid for the seminar. I had over 200 African Americans attend. I opened up 50 accounts that month and became the number-one new account opener in the firm. Then my manager promoted me to a full-time financial consultant.

Soon afterward, I organized a class to teach inner-city women how to invest. Many of them became my customers and have since created comfortable lives for themselves. As my business and investments grew, it was an honor for me to finally help you financially. In fact, another of my favorite Christmas memories is of you opening a box and pulling out the full-length mink that I'd bought you. It wasn't about the coat. It was about the gratitude I felt for your life and your sacrifices.

Today, I'm a First Vice President of Financial Services at Oppen-heimer & Co., Inc., and the only African American female in sales at that level. I also founded the first youth investment club incorporated in the country and the first Money Camp for teens in the Midwest.

Ma, you've passed on, and I miss you dearly, but your spirit lives on in this book. Because of your example, Glinda and I know that through our experiences and training, and our faith in God, we can help our sisters turn their lives around by showing them the critical first steps for creating wealth. Thank you.

Your Loving Daughter, Gail Perry-Mason
Introduction: Setting the Record Straight





Introduction: Setting the
Record Straight

You might think it's unusual for a practical investment book to open with an emotionally moving letter, like the one you've just read from my very good friend and coauthor, Gail Perry-Mason. In fact, I hope you do find it unusual, because right from the start, I'd like to set the record straight: There's nothing typical about this book.

I began my career on a traditional path, during the seventies, as a manager for a major California bank, where I worked my way up to assistant vice president, successfully managing a $90-million unit and twenty-two employees. I enjoyed being a bank officer for twelve years, but as you will know if you've read my first book, Girl, Get Your Money Straight!, my own road to financial health and well-being was not always smooth. For years I struggled with spending beyond my means, which led to sizable debt, a failed marriage, and near bankruptcy. When I finally decided to take charge of my life and finances, I adopted what I call a “holistic” approach to economic recovery—one that helped me understand myself and the roots of my spending habits, as well as the fundamentals of budgeting, saving, and planning for the future. This ultimately led me down an entirely new path. For the last thirteen years I've worked as a financial counselor, coaching thousands of sisters just like me from chaos and fear to clarity and hopefulness.

Usually, when someone hears the term “financial counselor,” the assumption is that I deal strictly with hard, cold facts and bottom lines. But nothing could be further from the truth. As I learned from my experience, emotional patterns and behaviors determine how we manage our money and, to a large extent, whether that money can be made to flourish. Thus, my holistic approach to creating wealth involves exploring the cultural, emotional, and spiritual aspects of my clients' relationship to money as well as learning the practical skills of money management. Girl, Get Your Money Straight! offered prescriptions for how to recognize emotional and cultural issues that affect the financial basics, from balancing a checkbook to handling credit-card debt.

This book, Girl, Make Your Money Grow!, offers sisters everywhere similar tools for financial empowerment, with a focus on investing. In order to offer you the most effective up-to-the-minute investment strategies available, I have invited Gail Perry-Mason, a dynamic stockbroker and First Vice President of Financial Services at Oppenheimer & Co., Inc., to join me in writing this book. Gail and I may work different sides of the road—she in the high-powered world of Wall Street and I in my more intimate counseling practice—but we have a common goal. We want to help you get better at holding on to your money, especially given the challenges of our new economy, and educate you about a variety of investment options, so you can make your money grow, protect any current assets, and fund your dreams.

Both of us know that even the most clearly articulated investment advice will be impossible to implement successfully if you remain unaware of the emotional conditioning and cultural influences affecting your financial life. Negative beliefs, such as “No matter what I do, things won't change,” or “With all these bills, I'll never get ahead,” can make you feel hopeless and rob you of the energy you need to create change in your life. By taking a closer look at your deepest feelings and opinions—about yourself, your finances, and what you feel you deserve in life—you can uproot any beliefs that are holding you back. And on the flip side, by cultivating a new positive attitude toward money, you can change the course of your financial future.

One emotional issue directly linked to African American women and our financial bottom lines is self-love. If we are lacking in self-love, we may try to mask our feelings of inadequacy by overspending on clothes, jewelry, or cars, as if to prove to others that we are prosperous and successful. Naturally, anyone—male or female, black or white— can feel inadequate or insecure at times, but for African American women these feelings can be particularly acute, especially with regard to cultural perceptions of beauty. We live in a society that for centuries has told us that the color of our skin, our facial features, and the texture of our hair are not ideal. As a result, many of us overspend so we can look attractive and “successful” even when we're consumed with money worries—for example, struggling to pay the rent or to keep up with a child's tuition payment.

Take, for example, Valerie, a globetrotting, Vanessa L. Williams look-alike. She had beauty and a well-toned “killer” body to match, and really seemed to have it all together. Today, Valerie is the proud owner of a three-bedroom, two-bath brownstone in Brooklyn. And when her eleven-year-old “hoopty” automobile became terminally ill, she was able to lay it to rest and buy a used SUV immediately. But two years ago, when I first met her, it was a different story. “I'm not financially responsible, I don't manage money well, I need to clean up my credit report, I have credit-card and IRS debt, and I'm feeling lethargic!” she vented without stopping to take a breath during our first counseling session. An associate television producer, who many thought belonged in front of the camera instead of behind it, Valerie was fed up with the financial anxiety caused by having her head in the sand—and not just during her business trips to India and East Africa!

Although she was earning over $100,000 at her dream job, Valerie didn't feel successful because her life was hampered by financial fear. For example, there was the time when an unexpected delay in her expense reimbursement check happened during a month when she had excessive personal spending on her corporate credit card. The result was that she couldn't even make a partial payment on the account and ran the embarrassing risk of having her company notified. Or the time when she accumulated $750 in unpaid parking tickets and had her car booted while working in New York City. On top of that, at age thirty-five, her biological clock was ticking and her desire to own a home and become a mom seemed a far-fetched reality when her relationships tended to self-destruct after only a few months of bliss.

When we started working together, Valerie needed a shift in consciousness and commitment to change her financial life; she had to come out of denial and admit she spent compulsively and had a habit of creating excessive drama when it came to money. During one of our sessions, she recalled as a child watching her mother's frustration with life after deciding to sacrifice her dream of becoming a doctor for the sake of her husband's legal career and eventual judgeship. Valerie readily admits that her mother shopped compulsively, perhaps because she was unfulfilled or perhaps as a way to also justify the violently abusive marriage she chose to stay in. But eventually her mom garnered up the courage to leave Valerie's dad. Now, many years later, she remains alone, lonely, and financially insecure. Valerie's greatest fear was “I don't want to end up like my mother.”

Valerie used her financial counseling sessions to “come clean” and acknowledge her compulsion to spend as well as her insecurity when comparing her lack of material accomplishments with those of other professionals. During a particularly tearful session, Valerie felt intensely ashamed for having bounced a check to a friend. Had she not blanked out for a while and spent unconsciously, the check would have been good. Given that she was in such distress, I insisted she attend a Debtors Anonymous meeting that afternoon, where I knew she would find she was not alone in her dysfunctional spending and would hear the continually reinforced message that financial sobriety was possible. “It was a huge relief to sit in there and realize I didn't have to do it by myself,” she said. Valerie also began meditating through her occasional anxiety attacks as a way to get herself centered. This was a much more healthy way to get grounded as opposed to buying a gorgeous blouse or shoes that she lusted after—because, up to this point, there was always something she was lusting after.

On a practical level, Valerie was overjoyed when she got an opportunity to consolidate most of her debt into a personal loan with her credit union. She cut back on personal travel and lavish dinners and, of course, clothes. (This one is still a bit of a challenge for us. But she's greatly improved.) Valerie keeps her corporate credit card in a safe-deposit box across town, and she has opened an Internet bank savings account so she doesn't have easy access to her funds. Her interest rates are still a bit high due to her credit rating, but it's gone from poor, to fair, to sufficient for a loan approval.

“It feels amazing to have my bills paid on time with money left over,” Valerie admits. But she constantly has to fight the urge to splurge, especially when she's under extreme stress, as she was while in New York after the devastating 9/11 terrorists attacks. “It was scary. There were bomb threats, the air was awful, and it was hard to breathe,” she said. But her biweekly financial counseling check-in helped her stay focused on her goal of owning a home. In addition, the affirmation “I am enough” helps when she feels inadequate or lonely. Acknowledging those feelings as just that—feelings—helps Valerie detach from comparisons to her mom. “And facing my money makes me feel better,” says Valerie. “It's easy to go into denial. But when I'm in stores and my spending starts to get crazy, I just take myself by the hand and say, 'You're leaving the building!'” Her next goal—adoption!

Many women like Valerie feel more comfortable placing the bulk of their money in low-interest savings accounts as they accumulate funds for their goals. Certainly, given today's unstable economic climate, it's easy to understand their reasoning. As my friend Monique Greenwood, author of Having What Matters, puts it, “Money doesn't grow on trees, but it doesn't grow under the mattress either.” Fear keeps too many of us from investing. In fact, according to one study, 24 percent of African Americans feel that investing is too risky, as compared to only 14 percent among whites. While it is true that there are more risks involved in investing, throughout this book you will learn ways to minimize those risks and fears, and you will gain the knowledge and confidence you need to make savvy decisions and make the market work for you.

The point is, an abundant life is possible for you and it will take some risk for you to achieve it. Who wouldn't want an abundant life? I suppose there are probably some. But I'd be willing to bet that most sisters desire the comforts of a luxurious, if not lavish, lifestyle. Yes, we want good health for ourselves and our loved ones. Yes, we want world peace. But offer a sister a chance to kick back and collect a substantial check every month and she'll be the first to say, “I'm in!”

If this is the life you dare dream about, then it's imperative that you step up and step out. Step out of your comfort zone of financial mediocrity. Let's say you take a risk—meaning you get aggressive or at least consistent in investing for the next ten or fifteen years. Perhaps then you can frequently jet off to Jamaica, Fiji, or any other tropical island just like the sister relaxing on the cover of this book!

What's the alternative? For many it's living paycheck to paycheck until they die. Now there's a strong incentive to at least be open to investing! Webster's Dictionary defines invest as “To put (money) into something, as stocks or property, in order to obtain profit or interest.” Holistically, Gail and I define invest a bit more broadly: To put something into something in order to obtain profit or interest and appreciation. You see, all of us actually invest now—in relationships, kids, jobs, church, and ourselves. But when it comes to investing our money, we want a sure thing. Our rate of profit must be more than the next person's or we feel we've failed. But check this out. It's okay to be a conservative investor to start. Contributing to your retirement plan— that's investing. Putting money into real estate or in an investment club—that's still investing!

A metaphor for investing that really resonates with me is the way I learned to drive a car with a manual transmission. At age seventeen, I was thrilled to get my first car—a used 1962, dark green, Chevrolet Impala. I affectionately named it “The Green Hornet.” It was a big tank of a car! My dad bought it from a coworker for $200 so that I could get back and forth to my summer job before I started college the following semester. The only problem was that although I had a year's worth of driving experience, I didn't know how to drive a stick shift. Some of my neighbors whispered among themselves, “Why'd he buy that big old car for that girl?” But Dad never questioned himself or my ability to learn. The task at hand was getting me trained.

In the field of psychology it's common knowledge that people block out traumatic childhood experiences from memory that are too painful. Clearly, that's what happened to me as I learned to drive this car. I can, however, remember sweat running down my face, and sweat rings immediately forming under my arms each time I got behind the wheel for a driving lesson. My father was incredibly patient—my anxiety stemmed from my fear of stripping the gears, causing whiplash for one or both of us each time I came off the clutch too fast, and the embarrassment of doing this in front of my neighborhood friends!

Eventually I learned to shift to the appropriate gear, ease off the clutch, and press on the gas pedal so smoothly that few knew the Green Hornet was anything but an automatic transmission. For me, the same principle exists with investing. Start slow (small investments), get the feel of it (monitor performance), then shift to the next gear (add more stocks), gather speed (increase investment dollars), and ultimately get in fifth gear and cruise down the highway of financial freedom!

Girl, Make Your Money Grow! was written for the woman who wants to put her money where her dreams are, whether she is a corporate officer in a Fortune 500 company or a sister on an assembly line. Gail and I feel that we already know many of you, for we have traveled throughout our home state of Michigan and around the country, addressing women who've gathered in five-star hotels as well as church basements to hear our message. Up to this point, if you've been fearful of investing and yet you sense that it's one of the best ways to acquire wealth, this book can help you. If you're frustrated because you work hard but have little to show for it, this book can help you. If you're ashamed of being in debt and feel stuck, this book can help you create a balanced financial plan so you can meet your current responsibilities, start saving, and take your newfound expertise to the next level by making your money grow.

We know that many of you are likely already familiar with the intricacies of investing. You're among the growing percentage of African Americans who have brokerage or mutual fund accounts, up from 50 to 71 percent in recent years, according to a 2002 study by Ariel Mutual Funds and Charles Schwab & Co. And we know that many of you noninvestors are among an increasing number of African Americans who are hoping to move beyond their reluctance, learn about the market, and begin investing at some point.

As you read on and learn the basics of investing, you'll be heartened by the stories of sisters such as Kenya, age thirty-five, a research analyst in Atlanta. Kenya triumphed over a decade of accumulated debts and overspending when she worked through issues related to her difficult childhood years, which included an alcoholic mother whose erratic spending habits filled her children's lives with turmoil. You'll also meet Diane, a retired schoolteacher in St. Louis, who, at fifty-four, reminds us that wise investing can help make up for lost ground. After her husband of fifteen years walked out on her and her son in 1993 and wiped out their checking, savings, and retirement accounts, Diane downsized her spending habits—from the car she drove to the food she purchased—and educated herself about investing.

If your major source of income is your job, you need this book— and it can change your future. In today's economy, when making it is so much harder than ever before and more layoffs are happening every day across all professions, you can't look to your job as your only major source of income. Getting by with just a job means you are your only income-producing asset—and for many of us, JOB stands for “Just Over Broke.” When you stop working, your money stops working too. When your money is invested, however, it doesn't need to sleep, or take a lunch break, or take time off to go to the dentist. It works 24/7. And if circumstances change and you lose your job or need to take time off, your investments are still there, chugging along, giving you the flexibility and security you need to weather difficult times.

Our title, Girl, Make Your Money Grow!, refers to techniques for increasing and “growing” wealth through investments. But, just as significantly, it honors our history as people who literally made crops grow. Many of our ancestors were agricultural workers in Africa, accustomed to laboring long days under the blazing sun—one reason slaveholders risked so much to keep our people working in captivity. As brutal as our ancestors' experiences were, their agricultural tradition continued after emancipation, when millions of sharecroppers survived by farming land that belonged to others in exchange for part of the crop.

As with so many millions of African Americans, my family's history was changed as my parents joined the great migration, moving north and west in search of more opportunities. Married in 1945, my parents, who were originally from Monroe, Louisiana, moved to Detroit after my father completed a five-year stint in the military. Dad soon found a job at a steel factory, where he worked for thirty-six years. My mother, who'd previously worked as a domestic, remained home to raise me and my five siblings and tend to the two-bedroom home my parents purchased in 1949 for $7,900. She had more than enough to keep her busy, and she didn't need a garden, but she started one anyway. She grew onions, tomatoes, peppers, and big beautiful collard greens, just as her mother had grown corn, okra, greens, and sweet potatoes. Even today, Mom continues to plant vegetables and flowers.

I mention this because I want to take us back, just for a minute, to that time in the lives of those who came before us. I want us to remember the sacrifices our parents made, leaving behind all that was familiar as they learned to survive in urban environments. Often they were surrounded by the tall buildings of banks and investment houses, where they didn't necessarily have to see signs to know that entry was reserved “for whites only.” None of this slowed our parents, of course, who continued to work hard, investing in the struggle for civil equality so that we could one day gain entry into what was then an unwelcoming world.

Well, girl, your time has come! The doors have been pried open, as increasing numbers of us are making our way through corridors of power. According to a recent New York Times article, the number of sisters who work as professionals tripled between 1960 and 1990. The number of those who've earned bachelor's degrees has increased 73 percent in the last decade. Those entering law school and graduate school have increased more than 120 percent in the past twenty years. And all that education has literally paid off. On average, we African American women now earn the same median income as our white counterparts. Now we're ready for the next step, one in which our money works for us. And unlike other hurdles we've faced in recent decades, discrimination in financial matters is not the barrier it once was. “Green is green,” says Cheryl D. Creuzot, a very successful colleague, who adds, “When it comes to investments, no one cares who's handing over the money.”

And she should know. Cheryl was twenty and an honor student at the University of Houston when a white executive from a financial planning firm suggested that she pursue another career. He stated that he could not see a young black female talking to a cigar-smoking oilman about his money. Cheryl took the insult in stride, earned several degrees, including two law degrees, and three years later returned to the same firm, where she convinced another official to hire her. Today she is the owner of that firm, Wealth Development Strategies, L.P., where she manages thirty-two financial planners who handle millions of dollars from people of various races and ethnicities. To put it simply, Cheryl makes their money grow!

How to Use This Book

It is our greatest desire that you learn how to create an abundant and prosperous life. Using our different strengths, Gail and I coach each other, our clients, our friends, and our family. We'll be coaching you through a series of exercises to make your dreams a reality.

To document your life-changing, awe-inspiring journey, you'll need to purchase a notebook for a Make Your Money Grow journal. To start out on the right foot, avoid buying an expensive, lavishly decorated, Hallmark cards-style diary, especially if you can't afford it. Instead, use an inexpensive notebook. You'll devote the first half of the notebook to emotional and spiritual exercises, and the second half to notes you will take when you start your guided investment research.

So here's your first action step: Begin by writing in large letters across the top of the first page: I CHOOSE TO LIVE AN ABUNDANT LIFE! Contemplate that thought for a few moments. Understand that you have the power to make choices, and that each decision can move you closer to a life you love. Now let's decide what an abundant life looks like for you. Close your eyes and visualize in your mind's eye having a life that brings you joy. Don't compare the dream that warms your heart and nourishes your soul with anyone else's dream. If you do that, it will most assuredly diminish your enthusiasm. It can push you to focus on something you really don't want or need. For example, a $1 million mansion in Georgia sounds good, and I'm sure none of us would turn it down if it were given to us, but is it what you really want, and are you willing to work toward it? Perhaps a $200,000 bungalow in New Mexico where you can live comfortably with your aging parents “feels” more ideal for you at this stage in life. Or maybe a $100,000 co-op in Cleveland, without high overhead and property maintenance responsibility, best suits your vision of abundance.

Now, whatever the vision, write at least one page on it in your journal. Be sure to put today's date on the page so we know where your consciousness is currently. Go easy on yourself, and be compassionate if you have some distance to go to get to your vision. Be forgiving of yourself if you're not where you feel you should be. Write the affirmation I forgive myself for all choices made, in the past, that have delayed me from manifesting my prosperous life. Know that you are worthy and deserving to have the financial growth to fund your dreams.

Now here's what you can expect in Part One of Girl, Make Your Money Grow! We answer the key question: Why should you invest? Then we say, “Get Ready”—this is what you need to do to get your money straight. Here's how you maximize your current income, pay off debt, and avoid habits that lead to financial self-sabotage.

Part Two says, “Get Set”—this is what you need to do to stay straight. After you've modified your spending and cut expenses where necessary, here's how you increase your income for investments. Also, this is where you more fully identify your dreams and set target dates so you can maintain focus and discipline.

Part Three says, “Now Grow!” Though this information is technical, we simplified it and broke it down step-by-step to show what's needed to “holistically” put your “whole” financial house in order and set the stage for growth without irrational fear. We guide you through the process—one foot in front of the other, always going in the right direction—toward financial growth. The chapters are basically prioritized so you nourish and till the soil to ensure healthy financial growth.

If you commit to this process, you will be empowered to take action and create:


	a mind-set for an abundant life


	an appreciation for what you have and a willingness to make it grow


	a discipline for giving attention to your finances


	a basic knowledge of investment vehicles


	a confidence to know what goals should be accomplished and when




So here's to you, sister, as you tend your financial garden and give a whole new meaning to the notion of greens! Ready? Set? You “grow,” girl!
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