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Introduction: Investing Doesn’t Have to be This Hard!

			Start Small, Think Big was born out a hundred “aha” moments I experienced when friends and family and even complete strangers encouraged me to put this information into book form. Having previously written a book and done the work to market and promote it, I was hesitant. As much as I love the writing and creative part, I find the marketing journey extremely daunting. I’m not sure if this is an affliction that most writers have, but it certainly is a struggle for me.

			 

			I remember my son coming home from a high school life skills class, where they were being taught the basics of investment. He insisted that I really did need to write a book about investing because the way I explained it to him made a lot more sense. Although this was a statement echoed by other people I had assisted to get into the do-it-yourself investment world, it definitely had a lot more impact coming from my son.

			 

			Armed with this critical revelation, I was inspired to try to explain the complex world of investing to young adults and beginners of all ages in the hopes that they would gain something from it. If this helps even a handful of people experience that magical aha, I can do this moment, it’ll make it worth the time and effort that I put into writing this book.

			In my investment journey, I have been heavily influenced by great books, such as The Wealthy Barber by David Chilton and Rich Dad, Poor Dad by Robert Kiyosaki. So my goal was to write an easy-to-read and entertaining story that would teach young people and new investors about investing while also allowing them to enjoy the process.

			 

			Start Small, Think Big, tells the fictional story of three friends as they learn the fundamentals of investing. After following this step-by-step approach, they gain enough confidence to create their own financial plan. I understand these characters intimately because I have personally lived each of their financial journeys. I have lived their fears, self-doubts, frustration, and their financial wins and losses. I started my financial literacy as Max, evolved into the role of Ren, and had my biggest “aha” moment as Julie. These lessons took me twenty years to learn, so I sincerely hope that this book serves as a shortcut for you on the path to financial freedom.

			 

			I sincerely believe that this book can make any investor a millionaire, help them achieve financial freedom, and enable them to think big and dream big!



	

Chapter 1: Why Investing Is So Confusing

			 

			“MAX”

			I walked into the bank and went to the front desk. There were lots of people standing around and chatting. Two tellers were talking to some customers at the front, and there were others in glass bubbles eagerly hitting the keys of their computers. I glanced around the bank at all the glass cubicles and wondered if they were playing computer games, checking sports scores, or doing bank work. Who knew? At the very least, there were certainly a lot of people working hard at trying to look busy.

			“Can I help you?” one of the tellers asked, as I stood there waiting.

			“Hi, I’m here to see Sheila,” I replied.

			“May I ask, who is here to see her?” the teller asked politely as she picked up the phone by her computer.

			“Max Taylor,” I responded.

			Sheila, the banker, came around the corner. She was about my age and was wearing a light grey skirt and plain white blouse. She definitely looked like a banker, and her wardrobe definitely said, “Hey, I’m not a frontline teller anymore.”

			“Hi Max, come into my office,” she said, motioning for me to follow her.

			I walked back to the far depths of the bank to another glass bubble. I thought that she must not be all that high on the bank totem pole to be so far back, but perhaps that meant she was important. Maybe the further away from the actual customers, the better. Who knew? She invited me into her bubble, and I sat. She immediately began clicking away at her computer.

			“So, it’s that time of year again!” she exclaimed.

			“Yep, time to make another donation,” I said sarcastically.

			“You mean, contribution,” she quickly corrected.

			“Right… contribution.”

			“Well, let’s pull up your account and see where we are,” she stated as if there was going to be some sort of surprise. “Hmmm, it looks like we are up, which is always good,” she said, as if I just doubled my money.

			“What’s the good news?” I asked, having a good idea about the answer to the question.

			“Well, your fixed income seems to have been the backbone of the account. You are up 2.6% year over year in that account,” she said, with a note of victory in her voice.

			“How about the rest?” I asked.

			“Well, you did well on some of the equity funds, but certain industry cycles and the U.S. led tariff wars have dragged others down,” she stated in her matter-of-fact smug voice.

			“What’s the bottom line?” I inquired, fearing the actual number that would come next.

			“Well, overall you are in good shape, but I would definitely say the portfolio has had mixed results this year.”

			I knew the tone… mixed results are banker speak for brace yourself! Shit’s about to hit the fan!

			“How mixed?” I asked, getting impatient with her games.

			“Overall, the portfolio grew 3.9%, which isn’t bad considering how some sectors have been hit,” She declared, trying to make a convincing argument.

			I put my head down and went quiet for one of those long painful pauses. I heard on the news that inflation last year was well under control at 2.2%. I did the quick math in my head, and once you deduct that from my supposed stellar 3.9% return that my genius banker just announced, I realized that I beat inflation by 1.7%. How could I possibly retire if my registered retirement savings plan grew at a measly 1.7%? A wave of panic flooded over me as I thought of the perspective of working fifty years before I could truly have financial freedom. It was time to face facts. I was never going to get there. It was hopeless.

			“Well, you seem a bit disappointed with that. Is everything OK?” she inquired, as if I didn’t have the right to be disappointed with 1.9%. As if I should be grateful that I was even in the positive in the first place! Did she know how hard I worked? Did she know that I skipped my daily coffee runs and cancelled my weekly bar binges with the boys to save this money? I wondered if she knew that I was driving a ten-year-old Toyota that was being held together with duct tape and prayers so that I could do the right thing and put some money in a retirement plan.

			“I guess I’m a bit confused,” I said. “When I bought the oil and gas fund last year, you said it was undervalued and had lots of potential upside. What happened to that?” I asked, hoping that maybe she forgot some portion of the portfolio that was secretly doing well.

			“Well, we all know where oil and gas is, don’t we!” she said. She stated the obvious, like I was some sort of idiot that didn’t have access to the internet, oil prices, or even a good old-fashioned newspaper. I felt embarrassed for even asking the question.

			“The good news is,” she continued, “we have a new fund that has had a good run. Very consistent double-digit returns, and the fund manager has won several awards,” she concluded.

			I thought for a moment. Could this be it? Perhaps this is the one investment that will turn things around for me. “OK, let’s put it all into this new fund!” I excitedly suggested.

			She scrunched up her face in disapproval. “Well, I wouldn’t go that far. Remember, we need to follow your risk profile, which is at least 60% fixed income. How much are you thinking about contributing this year?” she inquired.

			Wanting to jump on this hopeful new fund that could turn my financial life around I said, “I would like to put all eight thousand into the new fund if that’s possible,” asking permission like some sort of primary school child.

			“That would be a great contribution to that fund,” she exclaimed, limiting my access to this new magical fund to only new investments.

			“It might be a dumb question, but why don’t we sell some of the fixed income and dump it into the new fund. I want to go all-in!” I exclaimed, excited about the prospect of possibly turning around my investment life in one foul swoop.

			The face scrunched up again in disapproval. “Well, it’s your portfolio, but remember, this isn’t Vegas. We want to ensure we have a balanced portfolio that minimizes risk and one that is fully diversified. I mean, the entire eight thousand contribution into this product makes your risk profile a little unbalanced, but I think it’s worth the risk,” she stated. Her messaging was clear: touching the portfolio is out of the question, and I’m already doing you a big favour by permitting you to put the whole eight thousand in.

			“OK, sounds like a plan,” I quickly quipped, worried she was going to pull the eight thousand off the table and force me to buy more of the evil fixed income that would damn me forever into mediocrity.

			“Great,” she exclaimed. “Let’s make it happen.” She clicked some buttons, and I heard the printer behind her whirring into motion.

			“I need you to sign here and initial there, and we are all done,” she said with her banker authority.

			I quickly signed the document without reading it, grateful to get a shot at the new fund. The fund that will finally get my retirement back on track with this new award-winning fund manager.

			“There we go… all done for another year,” she exclaimed.

			I thanked her and headed out the door. I was confused, wishing I knew more about this magical world of investing. I got to the car and put the key in. Once, twice, three times the charm and the engine finally roared to life. I exhaled, relieved that old Betsy had started one more time. On my drive home, my confusion turned to frustration, and my frustration turned to anger. This better be the year because my sacrifice and hard work had to start paying off, or else I would be working until I was dead. It’s my last hope!

			I got home to my five hundred and fifty square foot bachelor apartment, dropped my gym bag off, and called my mom.

			“Hey Mom, it’s me… guess what? I made my RRSP contribution,” I stated proudly.

			“Fantastic, sweetheart. Good for you. You are working so hard and saving. I am so proud of you. You know what they say, slow and steady wins the race,” she said for the thousandth time.

			“Yep, I know, but Mom, I have one question.”

			What’s that sweetheart?, she asked.

			“Does anyone ever finish the race?” I was truly curious if anyone actually did make it to the end. If the race was even winnable.

			“Of course. You are doing great. You need to stay the course,” she replied in her comforting manner.

			“Maxy, keep your head down, and all your hard work will eventually pay off,” she encouraged.

			“Thanks, Mom… I will?” I said as I hung up the phone.

			I knew her words were meant to encourage, but I couldn’t help thinking that I might be on a very long hard road. My parents worked hard, saved hard, and sacrificed so that I could go to university. They planned to retire at sixty-five, but Dad’s heart attack cut the plan short at sixty-two. I often wondered if they won the race or were forced to give up from exhaustion? Like my old Toyota, my dad’s engine stopped working.

			There had to be a better way.



	

“REN”

			My shiny red sports car hurtled down the highway passing the slow-moving vehicles and trucks, weaving in and out of the lanes as it cut and bobbed through traffic. I knew I was already ten minutes late for my meeting with my financial advisor. Perhaps I could make up time if I took the toll highway. The car zoomed off the overpass and sped up even faster.

			The building was one of the bigger ones among many reaching high into the sky. Glass as far as the eye could see. I was comfortable in this setting. It felt like home. I rushed into the tower and headed to the very top floor. A stunning well-dressed receptionist greeted me and parked me in the waiting room despite the fact that I was already twenty minutes late. I often thought that these guys had a standard ten-minute waiting period no matter what time you turned up for your appointment to show you who’s boss and make sure you knew who the alpha in the room was. The beautiful receptionist came back.

			“Mr. Tinsdale is ready to see you now,” she informed me politely.

			“May I bring you water or a latte?” she inquired.

			“Water would be great,” I replied. I was still parched from running from the parkade to the elevator.

			“Sparkling or still, Mr. Lee?” she asked.

			“Sparkling would be great,” I replied, grinning at being addressed as Mr. Lee. She was probably my age and calling me by my father’s name. Shit, I’m probably younger than her. Still… made me feel important that I was Mr. Lee and not just little Ren. The only reason I was even standing in this golden loft for the rich was Daddy. This was his advisor, and this was my obligatory meeting with his fancy, Ivy League educated financial advisor. The whole process was a joke, considering it wasn’t even my money that was being invested. It was Dad’s money being invested in my name. The annual visits to this lofty palace were Dad’s attempt at educating me about money and investing. As if I could learn anything from this so-called advisor whose suits were worth more than my entire retirement contribution.

			I walked into the massive boardroom. There was seating for at least twenty, and I wondered how many damn advisors were going to be in this year’s meeting. My eyes shifted to the floor to ceiling windows that overlooked the city and clear views of the Lake and CN Tower. It was stunning…if the suits didn’t intimidate you, then the views most certainly would. It was breathtaking, and I wondered how much rent this boardroom alone cost, never mind the five floors of office space.

			The receptionist pulled the chair out, singling the exact spot where they wanted me to sit. I was sure that it was strategic to ensure anything I looked at impressed the hell out of me.

			“Renshu… great to see you!” John’s voice boomed as he walked into the boardroom. He jabbed his hand into my face and aggressively shook my hand.

			“It’s Ren, just Ren,” I replied as I shook his hand, knowing I had made this clarification at least five times before.

			“Ren, this is James. He is one of our junior analysts who will be joining our meeting today. Is that OK with you? he asked, but it wasn’t a question nor a request.

			“Of course. Nice to meet you, James,” I sputtered.

			“Hi,” James said. He was clearly someone who was more comfortable being in front of a screen than in front of humans. A sentiment that I could relate to.

			“Howse your parents?” John boomed.

			“Good, yeah good… Dad says hi,” I muttered.

			“So, we are looking at the portfolio again, and I think you will be happy with the results,” John boomed.

			“Ummm, good. That’s great,” I managed to spit out, not even having a clue what good meant. In truth, none of this was my money, so whatever the total turned out to be, it would be all gravy.

			Pay yourself first, my dad would always say. So I guess that evolved into him paying it first on my behalf. I think he gave up encouraging me to save money after I showed him my pay cheque. He was a successful lawyer and senior partner in a large firm, four towers over from this one. He built a large firm in Hong Kong and saw the opportunity to move to Canada when his Hong Kong firm merged with a Canadian firm. I was first generation Lee to be born in Canada, so he was utterly disappointed in my career choice. He always hoped I would follow in his legal footsteps instead of wasting my time playing with computers my whole life. After all, the firm already had the name Lee on the door.

			“Your account is up 6.05% year over year,” John declared. “Been a good year for your portfolio,” he finished.

			“Why?” I responded.

			“Why what?” he inquired.

			“Well, Dad says I’m supposed to be learning about these stocks and stuff. Why is that good?” I finished. I didn’t mean to challenge him but was sincerely curious about why something was considered good and bad in the world of investing.

			His demeanour became defensive. He turned to the junior analyst. “James, can you please explain to Ren here why his portfolio had a good year?” he asked with an arrogant smirk on his face, like my question wasn’t even worth the air in his lungs. It was clear that my puny hundred thousand was so insignificant to this man that he even had to outsource his answers. Ordinarily, John didn’t deal with these nuisance accounts. The only reason I was getting fifteen minutes of his time was the millions Daddy had invested with him. I was a favour to Daddy dearest, or perhaps Big John was hedging his bets. One day my dad would bite the big one, and my puny account might suddenly be big. After all, I was an only child. Who else would inherit the Lee fortune?

			“Ren, your portfolio was 50% fixed income or bonds as we call them. They saw a 2.6% return boosted by the equities that saw a 9.75% overall return,” the junior analyst explained.

			“Can I take a look?” I asked, thinking that I should at the very least memorize a few of the stocks that I owned in case my dad quizzed me.

			James pushed the very expensive-looking folder towards me. I opened it up and read some of the line items as if I was an experienced investor.

			“What’s this negative number?” I inquired, pointing at the large minus sign at the bottom of the page.

			James paused and looked towards John for permission to tell me.

			“That’s the firm’s service fees and expenses, Ren,” John uttered in a matter-of-fact tone.

			“Is that normal?” I asked, genuinely shocked at the size of the number.

			“Did you think we work for free here, Ren?” John stated in a challenging, authoritative voice.

			“No, no… of course not,” I muttered, still shocked at the almost $4000 bucks they were charging my portfolio and thus my father.

			“James, can you provide a breakdown of the expenses, fees, and transactions costs for this account?” John asked, not even knowing the answer himself.

			“Of course, Mr. Lee… I can run to the office and print the transaction sheets from my computer,” he timidly replied.

			“No, no, that’s OK,” I quickly replied, not wanting to piss off John any further. I mean, what the hell did I care? It was all Dad’s money. I didn’t give a shit what these guys were pocketing.

			“Ren… I can assure you that you are getting your family’s portfolio management discount,” John boomed, meaning for me to take that message back to good ole Dad.

			“Thanks, Mr. Tinsdale. I appreciate that,” I pathetically offered, still shocked

			“Ren, I received the cheque for this year’s contribution. So $5k into the TFSA, and it looks like you got a raise last year!” he declared. “Your RRSP contribution will be $12,000. Well done, Ren!” he exclaimed, but I wasn’t sure if he was being genuine or sarcastic.

			“Any idea what you want to put it into,” he asked. As if I had a choice or say in the matter. He knew I was clueless about investing and was making a point of how much of an investment idiot I was.

			“NVIDIA,” I replied. “I hear it is doing really well. I mean, really killing it,” I said, trying to counter his arrogance and offering up literally the only stock I have ever heard anything good about.

			“Yes, not a bad choice, but it’s very expensive right now,” John offered, like it was diamonds that were out of reach for my poor, pathetic portfolio.

			I smiled and gulped the remainder of my overpriced sparkling water that Dad was clearly paying for.

			“Well, John… whatever you guys think. That’s what we’re paying you the big bucks for,” I chided, purposefully using his first name in front of his underling, trying to assert some of my family’s authority over this arrogant prick.

			“Sounds good, Ren… I’ll have James put together some recommendations and shoot them off to you. Or would you prefer I sent it to your father?” he replied, asserting his authority over me and sending a clear message that he was the alpha in the room.

			“You can send it to me,” I meekly replied.

			“Perfect,” he stated and then glanced down at his watch. “Ren, I have to run to a partner meeting. Do you mind if James finishes up here?” he asked, standing up and jabbing his big meaty hand into my face again.

			I stood up and braced my hand for the traditional bone crushing. “I think we are done here, anyway,” I uttered. I turned to James and shook his hand as well. His handshake was at the junior analyst level because his grip was polite and soft, like mine.

			 

			We stood up and exited the room. I took the fast elevator down to the parkade, and as I descended to ground level, my stress dropped with each floor. Thank God another year was done.

			I jumped into my beautiful, shiny Porsche Boxster convertible and brought the engine to life. It roared alive as I gunned the gas so I could feel the clean vibrations of its power. I pressed the button to pull the roof back and felt the sun beam onto my face. I gently tossed it into gear and sped down the highway, happy to be back in control of my beautiful red machine, the one thing in life that made me truly happy. I drove towards the burbs and away from the glimmering lights of the city that I called home. I hated leaving the warmth of the city, but I was equally excited about meeting up with my old college roommates. I looked forward to catching up with them and forgetting the confusion and humiliation of the afternoon in the tower. As I drove, my mind kept being pulled back to the lavish office space, the beautiful receptionist, the stunning views. Was it all necessary? Did this make Dad feel better about the world of investing? Did it give him confidence that these guys were taking care of his money? It all seemed ridiculously over the top to me. There had to be a better way.
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