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		Whether you are one of those sisters who owe more than they own, or you are scuffing to make ends meet on a solid income that would make your mama’s jaw drop and say, “Girl, you make how much money?” believe this: We can all learn to shrink our debt, expand our investments, and cultivate financial health, wealth, and peace of mind.

		Believe me, I know this is true. The publication of Girl, Get Your Money Straight! marks my twenty-fifth year as a financial professional. After a successful career as a retail-banking executive, I have worked for the last decade as an independent consultant, coaching sisters just like you and me through the often tricky waters of money management. I call myself a financial recovery specialist, highly experienced in helping clients who are financially challenged in a variety of ways. I assist them in designing and implementing a personalized program of debt reduction and planned spending to stabilize their finances, dig themselves out of familiar money and credit traps, and ultimately build up savings to invest for their futures.

		While I have worked with hundreds of clients from all ethnic backgrounds and walks of life, I have been astonished by the number of eager black women who have flocked to my popular group workshop, Money Management: Achieving Prosperity and Debt-Free Living. In 1994 I presented this workshop for the African American Women on Tour Conference, and a standing-room-only crowd of more than two hundred African American women of all ages showed up at an Oakland hotel, ready to learn the strategies and techniques that would help them get their money straight and foster true financial healing. They brought enough energy into that room to light up the whole city, and it was a beautiful sight to behold.

		I stood before that audience as a money-management expert, but just as important, as a sister. As an African American woman, I know firsthand our hunger for straightforward financial information that directly connects with how we live, the feelings we have about ourselves, how we interact with the world at large, and the dreams we want to realize.

		I also stood before that audience as a firsthand testament to the powers of change that lie within each and every one of us. I am not the kind of financial expert who has always had it all together in my own financial life. I’ve dealt with many of the challenges typically faced by upwardly mobile African Americans who have come of age since the 1970s. Having benefited from access to education and job opportunities most of our parents didn’t have, I am part of a generation of African Americans whose buying power is expected to exceed $533 billion in 2000, up from $350 billion in 1990. That’s a 70-percent increase over the last decade! But access to larger incomes doesn’t automatically bring the confidence and knowledge it takes to manage money well and turn it into wealth. Some of us grew up poor or were raised by folks who grew up with very little and unwittingly passed on to us high levels of insecurity, self-criticism, and self-doubt in all areas of our lives—especially in finance. And like many Americans, once we have money in our pockets, many of us quite innocently get caught up in our capacity to consume. Eventually, we find ourselves bogged down by overwhelming debt and bad credit habits that have been fueled by psychological vulnerabilities that undermine our confidence to control our financial lives.

		I help clients, as I once had to help myself, to examine and work through the close link between how we feel about ourselves in relation to money and how effectively or ineffectively we manage our financial lives. Since both psychological and practical barriers prevent us from moving beyond compulsive spending to planned spending and conscious wealth building, I have found that a holistic approach—that is, one that incorporates both the emotional and the practical and works to heal the individual as well as her bank account—best facilitates change. Such an approach worked for me during my own financial recovery, and I’ve since found that it works for the hundreds of clients I’ve seen in my practice and in the workshops I’ve conducted over the last ten years. Taking a close look inside our minds and hearts is often the key to taking control of our fiscal responsibilities.

		The Psychology of Money Management

		In the 1970s feminists first called attention to the source of a common pattern in women’s financial behaviors—a pattern of passivity and doubt in our ability to take control because of childhood socialization as females. We have commonly been taught and encouraged to leave to men any issues relating to power—specifically control of money. A popular statement was “Oh, don’t worry your pretty little head about such things.” Psychologist Phyllis Chesler in her 1976 book Women, Money and Power explored women’s attitudes, values, and ultimately our habits and actions regarding money in relation to our training and life experience. This social-psychological perspective struck a responsive chord with many people, but not until the 1990s were these psychological insights adopted widely by mainstream financial experts and used to help the general consumer. National bestsellers like Your Money or Your Life by Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin and The 9 Steps to Financial Freedom by Suze Orman are two excellent examples of very helpful books that use this approach.

		People of all races and both genders are products of distinctive cultural histories and family messages that are passed on from generation to generation. These familial and social expectations influence the capabilities, competence, and expectations we have for ourselves in all areas of our lives. Black women, even though we have a longer collective history in the paid labor force than white women, may be especially weighted down by negative messages from our families and the larger society regarding both our personal and economic status, so it’s hardly a coincidence that our financial affairs often mirror an underlying personal sense of inadequacy. In actuality, black women today are the products of generations of resourceful women and men who held their families together with little support—material or otherwise—and despite a lot of economic deprivation. But too often society calls attention to our historically degraded social status rather than our triumphs over it.

		If we’re going to get our money straight, we must become aware of various kinds of emotional conditioning and how we act it out in our financial lives. Perhaps black women more than anyone else can benefit from a holistic approach that addresses our commonplace emotional conflicts. Of course, there are many African Americans who do not struggle with money issues and who have perfectly healthy spending and saving habits. But those of us who do overspend are often caught up in an unconscious attempt to make ourselves feel acceptable in a world that often seems to be working against us.

		In a society in which financial status is an important part of what makes people “successful,” spending often becomes a means of self-affirmation. But spending to make ourselves feel better—to feel as though we have a certain place in the world—can actually trap us in a downward spiral: The more shame we feel over mounting debts and finances that are not as we’d like them to be, the more paralyzed we become, even prone to depression. And the worse we feel, the more we spend. Ultimately, our money woes can feel like a festering wound that never heals. Consider the following stories of two sisters who found themselves in a dangerous cycle of feel-good spending and debilitating debt.

		Living Beyond Your Means

		A typical client is Felicia, who at twenty-seven is challenged by the most important mental hurdle in controlling finances: setting priorities and making choices. Five years out of college, she landed a dream job as 
a marketing communications assistant in a cosmetics company. But despite its glamorous aura, the entry-level job pays only $27,000 a year. That doesn’t go very far in covering her average monthly expenses of about $2,100. Her monthly take-home pay: $1,640. She has been living in the red and falling in deeper.

		A young single woman with no children, Felicia loves to travel and has taken a big trip almost every year since college. She financed trips to Paris and Jamaica by using her rent money, after which she spent months juggling her other bill payments, scrambling to play catch-up. Delinquent payments severely affected her credit standing. Today she takes cash advances on her Visa just to buy transit cards to get to and from work.

		The Secret Spendthrift Syndrome

		My client Corliss, a vibrant and youthful forty-six-year-old sister who wears attractive baby dreadlocks, is blessed with an annual income of $57,000 and had $8,000 in debt. Her income puts her in the top 2 percent of African American women earners, and her debt burden isn’t outrageously high. Still, Corliss shifted uncomfortably in her chair all through our first session. Other than a small 401K retirement savings plan, she had no significant assets. She was renting her apartment, leasing her car, and although she considered herself a homebody and no big-time spender, her paycheck barely covered her total expenses. She didn’t know where her money was going and was afraid she wouldn’t have enough to live on after retirement.

		While she presented a confident image to the world, she admitted, “I’m very embarrassed by my financial situation. I’m forty-six years old, but I feel like a little child. Up until now I’ve never been willing to face my finances because it felt so uncomfortable. I just figure if I look good, everybody will think I’m okay. I’ve got tons of clothes, and it feels really good to shop. But usually by the time I get home I feel terrible and get an awful headache. It’s a vicious cycle and I’m stuck in it. What’s wrong with me?”

		If you, like Corliss and Felicia, haven’t yet been able to set a sound course for growth, don’t worry—this book gives you the tools you need to identify destructive money patterns and take charge of your home economics. I know that you can do it—because I did. More than a dozen years ago I was burned-out by a high-powered banking career and by a marriage that wasn’t working. My finances, too, were running out of control. As I worked to get my life back on track, I came to understand how not feeling worthy and not loving yourself can create patterns of money misuse, leaving us prone to compulsive spending to salve our insecurities. I believe that understanding these potential connections not only promotes health and healing for people suffering from acute financial problems, it can also be a source of valuable insight—an instructive preventive measure even—for many who never fall prey to serious binge spending and the like. We can learn how to avoid sabotaging our own financial security and use the same insights to increase our options for building wealth—whether or not we ourselves are actually secret spendthrifts. I share my own story as a case in point.

		My Financial Roots

		I am proud to be from Detroit—the Motor City. That’s where I was born and where my parents raised their family of six children from 1945 through 1980, always working hard to make ends meet and to educate us for the greater opportunities they expected we would have. The fourth in line, I was a teenager in the 1960s, when the Motown sound dominated radio airwaves and emanated from every Friday- or Saturday-night house party in those days of “blue lights in the basement.” It was a magical time. The auto industry was booming, and many folks we knew who worked for the car factories drove shiny new Pontiac Bonnevilles, Buick Electra 225s, and even the ever-popular Cadillac Eldorado. Meanwhile, Berry Gordy, former auto-worker-turned-impresario, built his Motown label by tapping into talented local singers and musicians seasoned in our churches, community centers, and record hops. My homegirls and I would change up weekly on the girl groups we imitated—The Marvelettes, Martha and the Vandellas, the Supremes. Then there were guy groups we swooned over—Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, the Four Tops, and, of course, the “Tempting” Temptations.

		I grew up thinking our family was pretty much average and middle class. I knew we weren’t poor, because I saw families in my southwest Detroit neighborhood who had much less than we did. We owned our home, always had plenty to eat, dressed pretty well, periodically went south on vacation to visit relatives, and even bought a new car every few years. I also knew there were other kids who had much more than we had—more clothes, larger homes, better cars, and vacations in places I hadn’t heard of.

		But I had no concept of real wealth and was well into adulthood before I realized that my family was not middle class. At best, we were a striving blue-collar family, and my hardworking parents struggled to give their children what middle-class comforts and security we had—Dad by holding several jobs and Mom by vigilant household management to stretch the money as far as she could.

		I can’t remember a time when my dad didn’t work at least two jobs to support us all. He had a full-time job as a steelworker in a local plant. It was tough and dirty work: The hot air at the plant was filled with soot, and Dad put in eight-, twelve-, and sometimes sixteen-hour shifts. But while putting in thirty-six years at the steel mill, he also held down part-time jobs as a custodian, working ten years at one position and twenty-two years at another.

		Mom toiled long hours too, keeping our home spotless, preparing meals, and managing her brood. She also did occasional domestic work in the homes of middle-class white folks and later earned a few extra dollars as a lunchroom attendant at the neighborhood elementary school. But because she was so busy running our large household, she was largely dependent upon my father for financial support.

		My parents shared a strong work ethic, and I know they struggled to meet their obligations, but they always had good credit. My dad told me recently that creating excessive debt was never an issue for him because he knew “it was not hard to get credit, just hard to pay it back.” Ironically I didn’t grasp the substance of that message until I was in my mid-thirties.

		I feel incredibly grateful when I think of what my parents endured over the years to provide the best they could for their family. It took extraordinary courage and sacrifice, and the effort left them little time or energy for emotional nurturing or close attention to building their children’s self-esteem. I don’t particularly remember their saying “I love you” or “I’m proud of you,” but I know my folks nurtured me the best they could.

		And certainly my basic needs were met, along with many of my wants. I remember one incident from my childhood that illustrates how well I was taken care of. When I was about four years old, I begged and pleaded for an umbrella of my own. At last, in total exasperation, my parents relented, though my mother said to my father, “What’s this child going to do with the umbrella when she gets it?” Dad replied, “Just put her coat on and let her stand outside in the rain.” Well, that’s exactly what they did. I was blissfully happy standing alone in the backyard with my raincoat, boots, and my very own umbrella! Looking back, I recognize that this was the real way my parents showed their love for me—not just by buying me something I longed for, but also by creating an entire experience around it.

		Challenging Times in Our Household

		But my father also felt the pressures of living, working, and providing for his family during the days of widespread racial segregation and discrimination. These circumstances understandably contributed to a certain amount of stress in my father’s life. I often felt we had to walk on eggshells around Dad. Always having to assess his condition or mood was nerve-wracking, and I dreaded the drama and chaos of his occasional unpredictable outbursts.

		One time I asked Mom to take us away to where we could 
have some peace. She responded sympathetically but said realistically, “Where can we go? There’s no place I can take all of you kids. I don’t have any money. We have to stay here.” Fortunately, my mother coped, and our family endured. By the late 1960s, all but two of the kids had moved out on their own, significantly decreasing the pressure on Dad, the breadwinner. He gradually mellowed out. Today, my parents are retired, and they are rather laid-back people with wonderful senses of humor that blossomed, it seems to me, after my siblings and I grew up. They take great delight in visits from their children and grandchildren. Dad has watched so many cartoons with his grandsons that he now says, “I kinda like watchin’ ’em.” Needless to say, he’s a much more relaxed man than he was during my childhood.

		But as I grew older, I never forgot that conversation I had with Mom about her inability to leave home and take us with her. I understood her economic dependence on my father, and I was determined not to place myself in a similar situation. At age eight I made a decision always to be in control of my money and my life. I never wanted to be without my own resources or trapped in a diffcult living situation with no place to go for support. At least, that was my plan. Little did I realize that as a well-paid, independent, professional woman, I could create other financial traps for myself.

		My Upwardly Mobile Path As a Young Professional

		Always an excellent student, I majored in education and earned a bachelor of science degree from Western Michigan University. I always knew that I would teach one day, but I had no way of knowing that my true subject matter would grow out of my own very personal triumphs and losses as well as my professional training.

		I got my first exposure to the financial-services field working at a credit union and for a finance company during my college years. I was hired into a bank-management-trainee program after graduation, and in 1976 began a twelve-year career with a major California bank. I always felt I had to exceed my bosses’ expectations in the workplace, because I knew all too well that black folks have to be better than average to remain employed in corporate America, let alone ascend the corporate ladder. Even with affirmative-action programs and equal opportunity employment, we contend with the residual legacy of the “last hired, first fired” practices blacks lived with during the pre–Civil Rights era. Ultimately I rose to assistant vice president and successfully managed a $90-million unit with twenty-two employees. I was recognized within the bank a number of times for outstanding achievements in retail management. The responsibilities I had for increasing income and reducing expenses while motivating staff and working with customers on checking, savings, loans, and other banking services actually provided me with the foundation for the financial recovery methods I teach now.

		During my first years at the bank, I was only dimly aware of the subtle yet pervasive discrimination that black women and men face in the corporate workplace. Still, I always felt somewhat like an outsider within management circles of white men, and I had no mentors or advocates within the company who could make my way up through the ranks any easier. “I do a good job here,” I thought, “but I just don’t quite fit in with these people.”

		I have one particularly vivid memory of frustration during my many years at the bank: Once, while discussing with my white supervisor two job offers I wanted to make to potential employees, he suggested I offer a higher salary to the white female candidate, who was right out of college, and a lower salary to the black woman, who not only had a college degree but also two years of experience. Although he may have had some unstated reason to justify the wage disparity, I felt insulted at having to respond tactfully to what I perceived to be blatant unfairness. Luckily, the final decision was mine, and I hired the sister at the appropriate salary—a small victory I quietly cherished.

		But difficult daily struggles against inequality continued around me. Unfortunately, I had no one to look out for fairness in my salary increases when I became a manager. Years after I triumphantly hired that sister at a just salary, I was caught by surprise when a white female executive mentioned in passing to me that my own salary was lower than those of white male managers. I don’t know whether they had comparable experience, but it’s interesting to note that according to United States Department of Labor statistics, as late as 1996 black women earned 62 cents for every dollar earned by white men.

		Investing in Love

		While I moved ahead in my career, in my private life as a single black woman I was concerned—as were many of my sisters—about the shrinking pool of eligible black men available to me, with increasing numbers dating outside of their race or falling prey to drugs and the criminal justice system. Still, I was to meet and marry the man of my dreams during this period of my greatest career growth.

		Let’s call him Jeffrey. I know it sounds trite, but the man who is now my former husband really was tall, dark, and handsome—an ex–
professional baseball player with a lot of personal charisma. By the time we met he was an experienced sales executive turned entrepreneur with grand ambitions for wealth and independence. Jeffrey was the first man I dated who seemed to know his purpose in life—he believed he could be financially independent and could help others acquire great wealth in the process. Raised in the South during the Civil Rights Movement, he had seen enormous change take place in his lifetime and had his own visions of making a positive contribution to the planet by creating black millionaires using a network marketing system.

		So Jeffrey and I shared common personal and professional goals, and his dreams and visions for the future profoundly resonated with my own. After a year of dating we decided to live together. Jeffrey worked his fledgling business full-time, and I worked part-time with him, using my full-time banking salary to support us. We later married and, like other couples, began to build an economic framework for our life together: We established joint credit and bought property. But over the next eleven years, we evolved from a healthy partnership into unhealthy codependence: My primary focus in life became what Jeffrey wanted and needed to the exclusion of my own ambitions and happiness. Ultimately, I became so absorbed in his concerns that I no longer could identify, articulate, or resolve my own. In hindsight, I can see how much of my self-esteem I invested in my ability to please my husband. As we’ll discuss in the next chapter, this is a very common mistake made by women in relationships, and for black women who have even more at stake, the consequences can be doubly devastating.

		Living in “Virtual Prosperity” to 
Maintain an Image of Success

		To be fair, the seeds of my financial problems had been planted long before I met Jeffrey. For years, I had stable employment as a bank executive, earned a good income, and maintained good credit, my own apartment, and a car. Still, I was living paycheck to paycheck instead of creating a comfortable life below my means.

		For several years, the direct sales business that Jeffrey owned—and in which I later became a partner while still maintaining my banking job—didn’t grow in the way we’d hoped. I persevered because I truly believed in both him and the business idea. But one day I gave Jeffrey an ultimatum: Either he made his business produce more income or he needed to get other employment. He eventually took a commissioned sales job and made a promising start. But we were very influenced by a watchword heard frequently in our circle of associates: “If you want to achieve something, you have to act as if you already have it.” For us that meant “If you want to be financially successful, you must spend as if you already are.” The focus of our ill-advised spending became not wealth-building per se, but creating the image of success.

		The 1980s were a time of “virtual” prosperity for us. Virtual because our lifestyle was mostly financed by debt and numerous preapproved credit cards with high limits. Nonetheless, our capacity to consume made us feel like we had arrived. Our newfound spending power was so exciting that we were on a high as we shopped without concern for price tags. If we wanted something, we simply charged it. For vacations, we didn’t just book a cruise, we traveled in deluxe suites. Once, when all the suites were booked, our travel agent managed to get us the “owner’s suite,” which was very much like a luxury condo. We even held a cocktail party there, entertaining other couples on board. That pumped us up for a long time. We were making good money, but we were also caught in a vicious cycle; the more we made, the more we wanted—and the more we spent. We had lots of fun, but the reality was that we were broke, although we certainly looked good.

		If Jeffrey wanted something and I thought it would make him happy, I found a way to make it happen. We acquired high-end electronics, rental property, and a house in the Oakland hills with spectacular views of San Francisco Bay. Although we had acquired all these “things,” they never seemed quite enough—not for Jeffrey and not for me. Still, despite growing discontent and increasing debt, it never occurred to me that my husband and I wouldn’t be together forever.

		The Time Bomb Explodes: A $50,000 Debt Burden

		Our combined income by the mid-1980s was nearly $100,000, which was not too bad. I had always managed our household money, paid 
the bills, and maintained our bank accounts. But over the years, our reckless spending led to a whopping $50,000 in unsecured debt (i.e., money that was owed to institutions or individuals with no collateral attached) through credit cards, lines of credit, and personal loans.

		I continued making a good salary at the bank, but because of the heavy debt burden, I found myself sinking into a sea of financial obligations without a life raft. I had failed miserably at the commitment I made to myself at age eight to control my money and my life and was now in a situation similar to my mom’s, feeling hopeless, with nowhere to go for help and financial support.

		It’s not as though there weren’t signs all along the way that our finances were headed downhill. Things had been incredibly tight for a long time. We had arranged several debt-consolidation loans, combining all our credit-card balances into one loan that usually resulted in a lower monthly payment. There had been a slow payment here or there, maybe even a creditor telephone call every now and then. But it didn’t come to a head until there was an unexpected break in a sewer line on our income property that would cost $8,000 to repair. This enormous nonoptional sewer expense was terrifying because it added pressure beyond the tipping point. This is how I came to see that our financial situation was completely out of control.

		I took charge, got creative, and found a way to deal with the situation. I obtained a hardship withdrawal from my 401K plan at work to repair the sewer problem. But while that solved our immediate crisis, it didn’t help our general finances. Besides, there was growing trouble in the marriage. Jeffrey had become emotionally distant and it seemed we’d come full circle; I once again carried the majority of the financial burden in the household—except now our debt was huge and unmanageable.

		By this time it was 1988, and I was still with the bank, not only as manager of the operation but covering three other positions as well, because I had lost key staff members. Not able to fill those positions immediately, I shouldered the extra load. I found myself working from seven A.M. to seven P.M., plus another two or three hours when I got home at night. I was running hard on a treadmill and falling farther and farther behind. I asked my supervisor for additional hands, but his reply was “I don’t have anyone available to help you, and I can’t lower your goals. Keep your staff motivated and do the best you can.” Had I been a white manager, I wondered, would I have received more assistance? But needless to say, I had to play the cards I’d been dealt, and soon I was simply burned out. As a friend of mine puts it, “I was so burned, I was crispy!”

		It’s hard to forget the tremendous dismay I’d feel each morning as I got in my car to begin the twenty-minute drive to my office. Tears would stream down my face as I rolled through the streets of Oakland. Trying to blink them back, I wondered, What happened here? I used to love my job, and even though it’s always been a challenge, I used to enjoy that aspect of it. Now it’s just not fun anymore.

		I remember working with a client on bank approval for a $100,000 line of credit. His paperwork was in order and I was confident it would be approved. But when the loan department granted him only $50,000, I completely lost it. I broke down and cried on the telephone with the loan officer! This was not my personal application, but I took my client’s lower credit limit as my personal failure, and I felt worthless.

		Stunned by my own reaction, I turned to the employee assistant department to discuss my uncharacteristic, unprofessional behavior regarding the customer’s loan approval. After explaining the event and the current office situation to the counselor, she thought it would be good for me to take some time off work. But I immediately responded, “What about my customers? What about my staff? They’ve been through so much already. I couldn’t possibly think of leaving them right now!”

		In a disturbing trend, the bank’s needs had now become more important than my own personal well-being. I wouldn’t take a leave of absence; I did, however, agree to follow her suggestion and have further consultation with a psychiatrist who specialized in work-related problems. At that appointment, the doctor listened intently as I described the recent series of events, asked a few questions, and then concurred with the counselor that I needed a break. I didn’t like hearing that advice any better than the first time. Not only did I not want to abandon my staff, but Jeffrey and I desperately needed my paycheck. A leave was simply not a viable option, I thought.

		Finally, I decided a therapist not associated with the bank would be able to give me an objective viewpoint and could make more appropriate suggestions on how to deal with the circumstances. I contacted noted San Francisco psychologist Dr. Brenda Wade, an African American sisterfriend whom I had known for several years and whose work I respected. After I related my banking experience to her, she looked at me in shock and said, “Glinda, those are horrendous conditions to be working under!” Ultimately she, too, suggested I take some time off—advice that I declined once again.

		I knew, though, that the anxiety was catching up with me. I was overstressed trying to balance so many things at once—my husband’s happiness, my job responsibilities, our creditors’ requirements, employee problems, requests from my in-laws, even our dog’s needs. I came to think that only I could fix things. I had assumed this weight gradually, over time. But now that these people expected me to handle it all, that made it worse. I became angry and resentful from giving, giving, giving. No one seemed to come to my rescue, and ultimately 
I turned the anger inward and became ashamed, embarrassed, and depressed. I was hardly eating or sleeping, and my weight dropped from 115 to 98 pounds.

		The Holistic Road to Recovery

		Three professionals hadn’t been able to persuade me to take time off, not because they weren’t skilled, but because of my extreme state of denial and dysfunction. But the morning I got on the scale and saw that I weighed less than 100 pounds, I saw my choices clearly. I knew that with another week in that environment, functioning at that pace, my health—in fact, my very life—would be at risk.

		It was not worth my life, so I could see now that a leave of absence was truly necessary for me to regroup. It was a Wednesday morning when I went into the office, called my supervisor, and between sobs informed him that Friday would be my last day. Still, I hadn’t anticipated the profound feelings of failure that came with taking this leave. Emotionally, I felt I had lost my sense of identity because I was no longer a bank manager. But during the leave of absence, I was able to do a major reevaluation of my life and my finances and begin a much-needed recovery. Ultimately, I decided that though banking had provided an excellent foundation, the time had come for me to move on. I resigned.

		While on leave, my marriage had further deteriorated, but I made a pact with myself and Dr. Wade to commit to a conscientious effort for one year to save it. Jeffrey and I attended couples counseling briefly, and there we were introduced to new skills that enabled us to communicate with each other a little better. We tried talking together without accusing or blaming the other or becoming defensive.

		Our couples counseling lasted only a short time, but Jeffrey and I continued to work on our relationship for the year I had committed to give it. By then it was evident that the common objectives, trust, and love we once shared had eroded and disappeared under the weight of our problems. Had we been able to communicate more effectively earlier, things might have turned out differently. But eventually, the time came for me to take definitive action, so I chose to move out of the house. Jeffrey and I were separated for about a month before I actually filed for divorce.

		Because Jeffrey did not pay off any significant portion of our 
debt, creditors aggressively pursued me for payments. I was left with roughly $50,000 in consumer debt; our income property was in foreclosure; the house I had lived in was in default; I was on disability and I was going through a divorce—all at the same time.

		It had always been my intention to be responsible for
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