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			Introduction

			It’s not about the money . . .

			 . . . because you’re here to change your life.

			Maybe you dream of that white-picket-fence house in the suburbs—or that in-walking-distance-of-everything condo in the city—but you don’t know how to get there beyond “save a whole lot of money.” Maybe you have big plans to launch your own business and need a firm financial foundation to make the leap. Perhaps you’re about to start a family and want to be able to spend on memorable family experiences with your children while they’re young, while also building their college funds so that they can attend their dream college like you did. Maybe you’re doing well financially but feel there’s more you could be doing, if only someone would just sit down and show you the ropes. Maybe you make ends meet every month but are frustrated that your money doesn’t go as far as you’d like it to and wish you could retire your credit card and student loan balances faster. Perhaps you just want to feel more confident and in control of your money, knowing that you’re on track to build a retirement nest egg that will support your ideal lifestyle in your golden years. Or maybe a global pandemic made you realize that you could lose your job—and your paycheck—at any time. Or you may have a big goal that requires money, like traveling around the world.

			Whatever is going on, whatever your big dreams and desires for your life may be, and wherever you’re starting out, this book is for you. My mission is to show you that it’s possible to live your life the way you want to while also being able to meet—or exceed—your financial goals.

			Because the truth is that you get to choose. Just like no two people are alike, no two lives are exactly alike. Not everyone’s financial priorities are, or should be, the same. What you want to spend your money on, what you decide to save for, and what you put first are all individual and completely up to you.

			I’ve spent the last two decades learning every possible thing about how money works, both as a banking and finance attorney and as a single mom struggling to make ends meet, trying to give my child a good life. Today, I help people of all income levels take control of their money and live their best lives now while still building wealth for their future. Some of my wisdom is self-taught; I spent many a night in my twenties learning basic concepts like budgeting and how to write a check (remember when those were a thing?). Then I put myself through Yale Law School so I could make more money to support my family. I spent years shaping policy at the Department of Housing and Urban Development, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB)—the major federal bank regulators in the United States.

			I’m also a single mom who got pregnant at eighteen and had to learn how to manage the little cash I had, fast. Who has been married and divorced and remarried. And who, despite the odds against me, went from living paycheck to paycheck to building a multiple-six-figure nest egg while working a regular nine-to-five public interest job. I have studied or worked in finance for almost twenty years. Long before I’d taken a single law class, I found that I had a knack for intuitively understanding complex financial jargon—a talent that came in handy when a shady mortgage company tried to trick me into an adjustable rate mortgage when I was twenty-two years old. And over the years I’ve also discovered that I can explain these complex financial topics to other people in a way that makes money feel approachable and even fun—a talent that has helped me to build a successful company, One Big Happy Life, where I’ve helped millions of people take control of their finances and start using their money to build wealth while creating lives that they absolutely love. And in this book, I’ll be sharing these essential keys to holistic wealth building so that you can not only master your money but enjoy it, too.

			The first thing I want you to know about this book is that it’s going to take a completely different approach to money and building wealth than you’ve heard before. That’s because so much of the conventional wisdom about personal finance is outdated or not grounded in solid financial principles, or is just something someone made up that got repeated enough times that we all started to believe those rules of thumb are the one and only right way to manage money effectively. I know from my own experience and through working with thousands of our members inside Wealth Builders Society that you don’t have to follow specific budgeting ratios, be uber frugal, be debt free, or sacrifice your life today in order to be financially secure tomorrow.

			The truth is, you don’t have to subscribe to anyone else’s rules. It’s possible to enjoy your life and build a future that’s fulfilling, flexible, and free. I say often that life is the things that happen between your goals. Small changes that are sustainable—which for most of us does not mean pinching every penny—are what will actually stabilize your finances. And the best part is, you won’t have to give up the little and big things that make your days enjoyable.

			Trust me when I say: You can find your own answers.

			Your own path. Your own way of managing money effictively.

			And, like me, you can create a life that you truly love to live while also growing the financial wealth you need to support that life for the rest of your life.

			You might already have a mental image of what that life looks like for you. And if you don’t, no worries; we’ll figure that part out together, too.

			I know what it’s like to dream of waking up each day feeling excited and energized and in love with the life you’ve created for yourself. I know what it’s like to really, really desire financial freedom, to feel supported and stable. And I know what it’s like to dream of moving beyond stability, to want to create real wealth and to leave a legacy for your family or community.

			If you’re anything like me, it’s been a long road already.

			Today, I adore my life as a married mom of two and a co-founder (with my partner, Joseph) of One Big Happy Life. But it took me a long time to get here. And I made a lot of mistakes along the way (so you don’t have to). My story starts in a small, dingy apartment above a bar when I was just nineteen, living below the poverty line as a single mother-to-be, pregnant with my daughter, Alexis.

			I remember one particular morning like it was yesterday. I rolled out of bed and took a few short steps to the bathroom. It was off the hallway, so it didn’t have any windows and there wasn’t much light.

			I hit the light switch and discovered I wasn’t alone. We saw each other at the same time, I think, the roach and I, because we both froze. I don’t know what it was thinking, but I imagine we shared a similar mix of fear and shock. Yes, I was a Marine who could hit a bull’s-eye from five hundred yards away, but yes, I was entirely terrified of a little bug.

			Roaches are the worst. Roaches take me back to my childhood, where bugs were a part of everyday life. Where they invaded my precious things no matter how tightly the drawers or cupboards were closed. Where money was so scarce that the response to a roach floating in a glass of orange juice was to fish out the roach and drink it anyway, because orange juice was a luxury and the roaches touched everything anyway. (To be clear, while this orange juice story is true, I was not the one who drank it. Because, roaches. Ew.)

			That was a life I had sworn wouldn’t be mine again. I’d promised the tiny baby growing in my stomach that it wouldn’t be hers, either. Yet there I was, pregnant, facing down another roach. That roach wasn’t just a household pest: It was a symbol of everything that was wrong in my life, and of how powerless I felt. I’d tried so hard to eliminate the roaches from my apartment—boric acid, roach baits, I even fumigated the whole place twice—and nothing worked. If I couldn’t even manage to eliminate the vermin from my apartment, how could I possibly hope to build the amazing life that I envisioned for me and my baby?

			I broke the stalemate. I lunged for the roach spray under the sink and gave the bug a taste of floral-scented Raid. Together, we slid to the floor in slow motion, the roach succumbing to the magic of roach spray and me succumbing to just how crappy my life actually was, how far it was from where I wanted it to be, and how impossible it all felt. I was already trying to do my best to manage what little I had. I couldn’t afford a nicer apartment because my sub-$25,000 per year active-duty Marine salary would have to pay for day care and diapers and food.

			I don’t know how long I sat on that bathroom floor, wallowing, sobbing, dreading having to sop up the tiny roach floating in a Raid pool in the corner. But I realized three important truths that day.

			First, this was not the life I wanted.

			Second, that optimism and wishing were not sound life-planning strategies.

			And third?

			I needed money.

			That morning was life-changing because it began my journey with money. To have more of it in my life. To use what I earned to create the life I wanted.

			The more I understood money, the more I came to see it for what it was: an essential tool for creating the life I wanted. By seeing money as a tool, I felt more empowered to learn how to use it effectively. I was excited to learn about how this tool worked and all that it could do for me, whether that was building wealth for my future or buying me my first house and allowing me to travel to new countries. Money was just as essential to my life as food, air, and water. As I grew my money capacity—my ability to use money effectively in every situation—I was able to accomplish everything I’d dreamed of in those early days living in that little apartment, and so much more. After finishing my tour of duty as a Marine, I went on to put myself through college, graduate with my law degree from Yale, and spend ten years as a public interest attorney regulating the banking and consumer finance industries before leaving that career to run One Big Happy Life. Along the way, I built a beautiful life with Alexis, and later with my husband, Joseph, and my son, Reeves.

			Twenty years after struggling to buy my first car and figuring out how to pay for college on my own with a family in tow, I was able to pay for my daughter’s college education and gift her her first car. I’ve been able to grow my wealth and financial stability bit by bit, each year’s effort building on the last, creating a level of financial comfort that nineteen-year-old me didn’t even know to aspire to. And I built up and lived out new dreams—like traveling internationally and becoming a published author—that I never would have believed possible.

			You can, too.

			Let’s start with a major lesson I learned that day (which was not about how to find the most effective, least expensive can of Raid). Money was the reason I wasn’t living the life I wanted. I could wish and hope for opportunities to come my way, but all the thoughts and Disney princess–style “I want” songs weren’t going to pay the deposit on a nicer apartment. If I wanted more out of life, I needed more money. And I needed to be more effective with the money I had so that I was making the most of what I did have. Money touches everything we do, from where we live to where we grocery shop to who we hang out with. Every choice we make has financial implications. Just like air, money is always there, whether we think about it or not.

			What’s unique about money is how much we ignore it. How little we’re taught about it. The ways we don’t acknowledge it. How we avoid even mentioning it. Or how we use coy euphemisms like “I make a good living” or “It was a great value” in order to talk around money instead of saying actual numbers.

			If you’ve ever thought that you’re “bad” with money, you’re not alone. And it’s definitely not your fault, because it’s very likely no one taught you what to do with it. Most schools don’t teach Finance 101, and even if you were lucky enough to get some knowledge from your parents or pick up a thing or two from the internet, it’s rarely enough to feel confident about the decisions you’re making. And then on top of that, not everything we’re taught is true or is good for us. Those well-meaning bits of financial advice and rules of thumb are often errors, inconsistencies, and inaccuracies in the way we talk about money, which can hurt our ability to manage our money effectively.

			We’re often told what to think instead of being taught the skills we need to help our money work for us. Not to mention that the way we’re taught about money is often entrenched in shame, fear, and lack. It’s not surprising that most people avoid thinking about their money unless they absolutely have to. And when they do think about it or deal with it, the process doesn’t feel great. The good news is that money doesn’t have to be that way. You can learn how to manage your money effectively and how to enjoy it, too—even in the inevitable moments when things don’t go quite as planned and you experience financial setbacks.

			Of all the things that matter, that have a day-to-day impact and that directly affect our quality of life, money is probably the most neglected. Studies overwhelmingly show that most of us in the United States are not where we want to be financially. In fact, recent research indicates that 64% of all Americans are living paycheck to paycheck, including 48% of those who make six-figure salaries. More than half of US adults have no emergency savings to cover an unexpected cost of $1,000 or more, and roughly half of those between the ages of fifty-five and sixty-six, with retirement just around the corner, have no personal retirement savings whatsoever. It’s no surprise that so many people feel frustrated with their finances.

			If you are one of the many, many people who think they are “bad” with money or that they are struggling more than everybody else, let me reassure you that you are not alone. I know from talking with our members inside Wealth Builders Society that a lot of them feel that way. In fact, most of us probably feel the way you do. But you’re not bad with money. You just haven’t been given the opportunity to learn how to create a plan that will work for you. Once you do, you can change your life, drastically and surprisingly quickly. Because money is the fuel behind our dreams, our happiness, our fulfillment, and being able to achieve what we want for ourselves.

			You’ve probably heard that money can’t buy happiness (which is a total myth, by the way—studies show that spending according to our values does make us happier). While just having money won’t automatically solve every problem by itself, it can certainly make life easier—or harder, when you don’t have enough of it.

			Think about it this way. What do you do when you’ve had a rough day at work, but there’s nothing in the fridge or you just don’t want to cook? If you have money, you can order takeout. If you don’t, it’s a grousing trip to the grocery store or microwaved beans from the back of the cupboard. In addition to allowing you to order pizza when you want it, having money gives you choices. I don’t just mean funding a nice vacation, although that’s certainly a perk. You can choose to help people you love, or donate to causes that you care about. Money is usually the first thing we need when we are faced with a difficult situation, or even a celebratory moment.

			When you shift your perspective to see money not as good or bad but as a tool to build the life you want, it’s easier to make decisions that align with your goals. Your dream life and your financial life are intertwined. We can’t have one without taking control of the other. When I graduated high school and enlisted as an active-duty US Marine, I didn’t see money as something I could control. It seemed to appear like magic in my bank account on the first and fifteenth of every month. The military gave me a roof over my head and food to eat, which meant that I was okay even if I had only fifty cents to my name.

			But when I faced solo parenting a baby, I knew that my approach had to change. I had tried to be super frugal—which is how I ended up living in a roach-infested apartment above a noisy bar—but I quickly realized that, with the expenses a little one brings, I still didn’t have enough. (If you are a parent, you probably recognize this conundrum.) Everything I’ve been able to accomplish in the past two decades has been with the intention of creating the life I want, and that has usually involved earning more money. I knew that every step I took toward my goals would cost money. I also knew that I wasn’t going to do everything overnight, so I strived to make my day-to-day as good as it could be, too.

			Now I’m going to help you do the same. I’ll show you how it’s possible to put your money to work building your future while still being able to enjoy your life today. Like I said, I’m not a big fan of conventional financial advice because it tends to be all or nothing. It tells you that you need to live below your means but never teaches you how to dream bigger for your life and your legacy. It tells you to sacrifice happiness now for happiness later—without acknowledging that you will never. Get. Those. Years. Back. And it teaches you that if you can’t or don’t want to cut out your daily latte, then you are the problem, when the problem is actually the one-size-fits-all generic advice trickled down from the 1980s when pensions were a thing. That approach just doesn’t cut it anymore.

			You deserve an approach that’s balanced and flexible. One that starts with what matters to you most instead of leaving it until the end. One that you understand intuitively because you’ve taken the time to craft it yourself, and one that empowers you to keep learning even as your money—and your life—changes. In this book, I will share how to get there. Because there is a middle ground between financial irresponsibility and worrying over every dime. I live there, and so do the thousands of people who have been through my program, Wealth Builders Society. I’m here to show you how you can enjoy your life today, and save for the future, and reach financial freedom. All at the same time.

			I know from my own experience and those of our members in Wealth Builders Society that when we start with an end in mind and know the whys behind our decisions, we’re more likely to stick to our plans. That’s where my motivation stemmed from. I didn’t know everything I wanted that day when I sat crying on my bathroom floor next to a dead roach, but I had an idea, and that spark was enough to propel me forward. I started simple, and so will you.

			We’re going to start right now, in fact. But I won’t ask you to check bank balances or calculate your net worth. Instead, I just want you to think about what you want. What is your first goal?

			For me, an early goal was to have $50 in my bank account when the next paycheck arrived. I didn’t know what I would do beyond that, and that was okay.

			So often, we’re afraid to take any path that’s not obvious or clear. Whenever I have the opportunity to talk with the members of the One Big Happy Life community and our Wealth Builders Society members, I hear statements like:

			“But what’s going to happen if . . . ?”

			“How do I know for sure about . . . ?”

			“Can you guarantee this is going to work for me?”

			My answer to all these questions is always the same: Life doesn’t come with refunds. There’s no way to be 100% sure of anything. So, if you’re reading this book with the intent to transform your life and your money—which I assume you are!—then I have your first step right here: Trust yourself to know what’s best for you. With the right information and tools at hand, you are more than capable of making financial decisions that will put you solidly on the path to the life you want.

			Then I want you to do one more thing.

			Believe.

			Believe in yourself, in your innate capability, in your enormous potential to make that small step happen. That’s what I did. The life I’m living right now started with a simple belief that it was possible for me—even though everyone told me it was impossible. To this day, I still can’t tell you exactly what it was that allowed me to believe so strongly in my vision for my future despite having zero support and zero evidence that I could make it happen. But I can tell you that my belief in that future is the thing that drove every action I’ve taken to get me to this point. Belief is the first step of many to make your dreams come true, even if you can’t see the exact path to how from where you’re standing right now.

			Now, maybe this whole belief thing feels a bit woo-woo to you, given that this is a book about building wealth and managing your money effectively. So I want you to think about it this way: Belief is a precursor for action. Meaning, we only ever take action on things that we believe, on some level, are true. Here’s an example of what I mean by that. When I was a kid, I used to be deathly afraid of the toilet monster—you know, the monster that comes out of the toilet at night when you flush it. The only way to be safe from the toilet monster was to make sure you were back in bed and fully under the covers by the time the toilet was done flushing. Then you had to stay covered until the toilet stopped running, a sign that the toilet monster had retreated to his lair. As a child, I spent night after night racing back to bed, worried that the toilet monster would get me. I believed. So hard, in fact, that I suffered many a slammed toe, knee, and hand in the pitch-black race back to bed. Until the day came that I finally stopped believing that the toilet monster was real. The nighttime races ended. A toilet became just a toilet. It’s a silly story, to be sure, but it does illustrate the point well. When we believe, we act like the thing we believe in is true. The belief is what keeps us going through the pain of bumping into obstacles and setbacks on the way. The key to changing anything in your life, no matter how small, is first to believe that it’s at least possible.

			This book isn’t just about belief, though. There’s real work you’ll also need to do in order to build the rich and fulfilling life you want. I’ll show you how to dig into that belief and combine it with the numbers so that you can make that dream life your reality.

			I’ll offer a framework, one you can start with, execute, and tweak as life happens. Because life is why you’re busting a budget every month, if you’re making one at all.

			Life is why you dip into savings when the car breaks down, or why your credit card balance is never $0.00. And life is why so many people get to their golden years only to find that they didn’t set aside enough to be able to retire and afford their ideal lifestyle. The framework I’m going to teach you is made for real life. It’s intended to be flexible enough to adapt when it needs to, but still to hold you accountable to actual numbers—numbers that you will define based on your vision of a deeply fulfilling life.

			It puts you in charge of what to spend your money on. I know from experience—my own and those of the millions of people I’ve had the pleasure of teaching these principles to over the years—that the desire to change our financial lives often comes from a deeper craving for a different life. It’s not about seeing a number get bigger just for the sake of it. It’s about the values we aspire to live out. It’s a desire to know that the work we’re doing, the way we’re making our money, and the way we’re spending that money are all creating that fulfilling life we feel called to live.

			Money can help us achieve happiness, but let me be clear: Having more money isn’t what creates happiness in our lives. It’s about the choices we make with our money. And it’s easy to fall into bad habits, or to follow the path that other people have laid, not just with our finances but with our thinking, being, and behaving. The genius of the framework I’m offering here is that it will allow you, chapter by chapter, to see what works for your specific situation. The framework you’ll put into action puts you in charge. You will learn how to really evaluate your situation, your relationship with money, your habits, and what you’re doing to make your life as joyful as it can be.

			My story is proof that you can get there. Because if you’re anything like me—and the thousands of others who have used this same framework inside Wealth Builders Society—these tools will give you what you need to finally feel good about your finances. And that is life-changing.

			So. Now that you know what you’re in for, let’s dig in. Pull out a pen and paper, or just consider:

			Why do you live the way you do?

			Why do you own your house? Rent your apartment? Live with whomever you live with?

			Why do you work where you work?

			How do you spend your days?

			And is that—any of that, all of that—what you want?

			Back when I was just starting out, my goal was to simply feel secure. And to me, counting coupons and worrying about the price of a coffee—well, I knew I wanted a life where I didn’t have to do that, where I could buy my lattes and drop things in my grocery cart without having to be vigilant about the price. I’m here to give you permission to feel less stress about whether you’re doing the “right” thing with your money, because there is no right thing. You can build a seven-figure nest egg without cutting out your daily latte from the cute coffee shop down the street. Or maybe you’re a matcha tea kind of person, and you don’t feel like you’re missing out by making it at home. The choice is up to you.

			But you need to shift how you see and use money.

			Instead of starting with a budget and a debt-payoff plan, like every other personal finance book ever printed in the history of humankind, you’ll start by defining what a good life is for you. What do you want from your life today? In five years? In ten years? Once we have your future mapped, I will help you figure out where you are now. That helps you see the gap between where you are and where you want to go.

			Next, I’ll demonstrate how the choices you make right now can affect what happens a year from now, five years from now, and when you decide to retire. I’ll explain some of the common mistakes people make with their finances, which can seem as innocent as using an emergency fund to replace a busted car tire.

			Along the way, I’ll provide a framework you can use to secure your financial future—right now and for decades into the future. That’s a pretty good ROI (return on investment) for buying this book, if you ask me.

			Throughout the book, I’ll share exercises that will help you take action and move your financial dreams closer to reality. I suggest dedicating a notebook or a folder on your computer for these exercises so you can start to have all your answers in one place.

			Let’s get started creating the rich life you deserve.

		

	
		
			How to Use This Book

			It’s Not About the Money is laid out in five parts made up of short chapters, which include exercises, prompts, and step-by-step instructions. I suggest you first read the book from start to finish, completing each chapter’s exercises and then moving on to the next chapter. After that, dip in wherever and however is helpful. If you need a refresher on the time value of money, pop back into part 1. If you’re feeling that your capacity to spend money comfortably is under strain, revisit part 3 and redo the exercises there. However you revisit this book, do revisit it. You are holding a tool and a reference for every stage of your money practice. Remember, it’s about progress, not perfection, and I’m here for you every step of the way.

		

	
		
			Money Glossary

			These are the important terms that will come up over and over as we go. I’ll introduce many of them in more detail later, so think of this glossary as a handy cheat sheet to refer back to as you read.

			
				asset—anything you own that either has value and could be sold for cash (such as a house or an investment portfolio) or is held in cash (such as a checking account). The total value of all your assets is your starting point for determining your net worth.

				bond—an investment vehicle that allows you to own, and earn money on, part of a loan taken out by a large entity like a company or government. Bonds pay a fixed amount every year, which makes them less volatile than stocks (which can fluctuate either up or down) but also means that the returns tend to be lower. They’re also not entirely without risk, as the bond issuer (the entity paying back the loan) might default on the loan (stop paying it back).

				budget (see also spending plan)—a plan for how you’ll spend your money over a given period of time

				capacity—a set of skills and mindset shifts that you exercise in one of seven key areas of money management

				compound interest—when you earn money from an investment (a return) and that return is added to your principal balance and then also earns interest. Example: $1,000 invested at a 5% monthly rate of return would earn $50 in returns for a total balance at the end of the month of $1,050. In month two, you get a 5% return on both the initial $1,000 and the $50 return from month one, earning $52.50. So at the end of month two, your total balance is $1,102.50. You gained an extra $2.50 in month two because of compound interest.

				credit—the ability to borrow money (take on debt)

				credit score—a number that lenders use to help determine whether to grant you a line of credit and/or offer you a loan, and what interest rate they should charge you. Your score is affected by things like your amount of existing debt, how long you’ve had credit lines open, how often you pay on time, and other factors.

				debt—money that you borrow from a lender and pay back by an agreed-upon later date, usually with interest

				discretionary expenses—expenses that you can spend money on and include in your spending plan but are optional. Example: restaurant meals, salon visits, cable, various subscriptions, and so on.

				emergency fund—money set aside for major unexpected financial upheavals, like losing a job or suffering losses in a natural disaster. Usually measured in the number of months of mandatory expenses it could cover. So a three-month emergency fund could keep you fed, clothed, and sheltered for three months without income.

				financial freedom number—the amount of money you’ll need to sustain your preferred lifestyle when you stop working. The size of your retirement nest egg.

				holistic wealth—a concept of wealth beyond acquiring things or money, where each area of your life is at its fullest, richest, deepest, and most meaningful

				income—the money you earn from work, or otherwise bring into your life, that is available for you to spend

				inflation—the decrease in the purchasing power of money over time

				interest/interest rate—interest is the amount a lender charges you to borrow money. Usually expressed as a percentage of the total amount, or the interest rate. You earn interest when you put your money in a savings account or buy a certificate of deposit. In the latter situation, you’re the lender to the bank, and the bank is rewarding you for the use of your money while it’s held in an account at their institution.

				investing—putting your money into assets that will grow and/or produce income over time. This can mean things like buying stocks, bonds, or mutual funds; acquiring real estate to rent out; or buying an ownership interest in a business.

				joy—one of the core purposes that money exists to fulfill in our lives

				liability—any debt that you own or are responsible for. When calculating your net worth, you subtract the total value of your liabilities from the total value of your assets.

				loan—an agreement from a lender to let you borrow a given amount of money according to set terms and conditions

				mandatory expenses—also known as fixed expenses, the essential, non-optional things in
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