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To my mother, Shirese, and my late father, John, Thank you for sacrificing everything you wanted to give me everything I needed.

To my sons, Camryn and Woo, just as my parents sacrificed their dreams to make mine possible, I have poured my heart into paving the way for yours.

This one is for y’all.




INTRODUCTION Reality Check

I still remember the sound of the calculator echoing in my empty apartment. Clicking and clacking. The sound of the buttons filled the silence in the room, and each one was a reminder of the financial hole I had dug myself into. I sat there punching numbers, trying to make sense of a budget that never seemed to balance, credit card debt that never seemed to decrease, and bill collectors who never seemed to stop calling.

I just had to accept it for what it was. I was broke.

Chances are, if you’ve picked up this book, maybe you’ve found yourself in a similar spot. Or you may be familiar with my story, or maybe the name The Broke Black Girl caught your attention. But the truth is, I didn’t always know how to move beyond being broke, and society wasn’t helping.

There is an unfair stigma that surrounds the idea of “being broke.” Being broke is often associated with the reputation of irresponsibility, laziness, or lack of ambition. These misconceptions cast a heavy cloud of shame, silence, and self-doubt on those facing financial hardships and treat “being broke” as a permanent destination instead of a starting point or brief stop on someone’s journey. No one chooses to be broke. While it’s true that our personal finance decisions play a major role in our financial status, the underlying factors around money reveal a different story that extends beyond personal choices. It’s a journey I am all too familiar with, and that’s why I wrote this book. Moving Beyond Broke is not just another financial guide—it’s a testament to the resilience and strength required to transform your financial life.

Financial insecurity isn’t just a matter of numbers not adding up on the back of an envelope or in an Excel spreadsheet; it’s an issue that affects all aspects of our lives. Where we live, where we work, what we eat, whom we date—all the way down to the size of our family. It influences our mental health, our professional and personal relationships, and our overall well-being. If you’ve ever tried to have a good time while worrying about bills, debt, or any expected or unexpected expenses, you know firsthand how financial stress can overshadow even the happiest moments. Yet despite this experience being so common among us, conversations about personal finance often leave out the most important element: the human experience.

I get it. I grew up in a family who did not discuss money. Raised by teenage parents who were not of age to work traditional nine-to-five jobs or even be legally employable, I became aware of the weight of financial challenges at a very young age. By the time I reached my teenage years, I had already developed several unhealthy financial perspectives that would follow me into adulthood. I viewed money as a source of stress and uncertainty rather than a tool for empowerment and security. I avoided discussing anything money-related because I had never witnessed open and constructive conversations about finances in my family.

It wasn’t until I was nineteen, while working at a Fortune 500 financial institution, that I realized just how clueless I was about money. The way my coworkers talked about money felt like they were speaking a different language. I mean, they exuded money, from the clothes they wore to the cars they drove and their overall demeanor. As someone coming out of high school right into corporate America, these markers of success seemed like the ultimate goal to me. For the first time in my life, I was hearing people use phrases like “401(k),” “investment portfolio,” “retirement,” and “emergency savings account.” It was clear that they had reached a level of financial literacy that I could not even grasp. These conversations were being led by people twice my age, triple my net worth, individuals who did not look like me and spoke about money in ways that felt disconnected from my reality. I knew that there had to be a simpler way for everyday people like me, wanting to move beyond being broke, to understand and improve our financial situation while also validating my experience as a Black woman.

Have you ever felt that way? Listening to other people talk about money like it’s second nature while you are left sitting there like an outsider? That feeling of shame and guilt weighing on your chest for not being able to add something to the conversation. Then it’s not just the terminology that is confusing, it’s the overwhelming feeling that you don’t belong in the conversation at all. Why do we feel this way? Why does it seem like we are supposed to hide the fact that we are struggling financially, even though it’s the reality for so many of us? The societal pressure to appear financially secure or financially literate can make us feel embarrassed about our lack of money and knowledge.

Yet being broke isn’t just about lacking funds in our bank account; it often goes deeper than that, touching on the lack of privilege, missed opportunities, circumstances surrounding your upbringing, and sometimes the absence of money. The way society talks down to people for “being broke” only adds to this burden. It is as if we are expected to pretend to live beyond our means to appease other people and be too ashamed to admit our financial status to seek help or maintain a facade of financial well-being even when we are struggling to make ends meet.

This type of pressure can drive people to overspend while attempting to maintain a lifestyle they can’t afford, or exhaust all their resources just to survive. The fear of being seen as financial failures pushes many people to conceal their true financial reality. However, I do not believe that “being broke” is a result of personal failure. It’s often influenced by larger issues like low wages, discriminatory practices, and inequality (we’ll talk more about that later), as well as our personal choices. The stigma surrounding “being broke” blinds us to these issues and prevents broader conversations about them. The idea that everyone can achieve financial success if they “just work hard enough” and “stay disciplined” ignores the reality that many are working hard and staying disciplined while navigating the world with far fewer resources.

So where do people who are behind the start line go for financial advice? In 2017, I created an online platform called “The Broke Black Girl,” which became a safe space where we could talk about these real money issues without feeling embarrassed. Why was it important for me to create a safe space for personal finance for Black women? Historically, Black women have been underserved in financial education. I wanted to create a space that provided tailored financial guidance, support, and empowerment. I wanted to create a community where Black women could share their experiences, learn from one another, and build confidence in their financial decisions. Financial literacy is nonnegotiable and critical to our survival. I wanted to eliminate the feeling of isolation or inadequacy that comes from being financially uninformed, similar to what I felt around my coworkers many years ago. I wanted to make sure that no Black woman felt excluded or left behind due to a lack of financial knowledge. So what happens when finance is filled with a bunch of confusing terms, phrases, and patriarchal nonsense? It’s going to be intimidating, and someone who has never been exposed to that type of terminology is going to want to give up before getting started.

So right there, in a private Facebook group, we tackled real-life financial scenarios like saving with limited income, multigenerational living, generational support versus generational wealth, planning for retirement on a tight budget, navigating public assistance programs, single parenthood finances, five-to-nine gigs after the traditional nine-to-five jobs, rebuilding credit after a setback, and stretching limited resources to make ends meet.

Let’s just say the negative perspective surrounding “being broke” found its way into my online community as well, despite how impactful we were. So impactful that in the last few years, through my various platforms, I’ve reached over forty-two states and ninety-six countries and achieved a membership base of almost half a million women. In addition to my website and social media, I started working with public school systems to offer financial literacy to school-age children and in-person events. I have empowered over three thousand attendees to financially support one hundred–plus Black-woman-owned small businesses, generating more than $100,000 back into my hometown, and an online debt elimination challenge that helped hundreds of women collectively eliminate a debt balance of more than $1,000,000 in forty-five days. Yet still I heard countless voices advising me to drop the word “Broke” from my name. But I refused. “Broke” was my starting point, and I wanted to acknowledge that, and I damn sure wanted people to know that me being Black played a part in that too. I wanted to create a space centered on understanding the reality of your circumstances and creating a personalized plan for growth. This was a space for acknowledgment and acceptance, not defeat. This was me saying, “This is where I am, this is who I am, and that’s okay.” I was reclaiming my narrative.

In this book, not only will you find practical advice on budgeting, saving, investing, and paying off debt, but I will walk you through my experience with money. From as early as I can remember, every hardship in my life can be traced back to one thing—money. As a Black woman, my financial journey has been uniquely challenging. Together, we’re going to go on a journey to dissolve the negative notion of “being broke” and redefine it as a starting point from which we can build and grow.

In Moving Beyond Broke, you’ll find a mixture of my personal story and practical financial strategies. We’ll examine the emotional and psychological aspects of money, the deep-rooted impact societal expectations, cultural backgrounds, and personal beliefs have on our finances, and how our upbringing shapes our financial behaviors and decisions. You’ll learn to set realistic financial goals, invest wisely, manage and reduce debt, budget effectively, and save your money. Throughout my story, you’ll see how perseverance has been a driving force in overcoming financial barriers and how it can be used to achieve financial stability.

This isn’t just a book about numbers; it’s about making money less intimidating, redefining what it means to be “broke” and transforming it into a powerful starting point. By leveraging the power of perseverance, you’ll discover your inner strength to move beyond broke through practical financial advice.

Let’s get started.




CHAPTER 1 Earning My First Dollar (Budgeting)

Exhausted and sweaty from a long day, we gathered around our boss to collect our pay at the end of the night, working a wedding reception for the catering company Lewis Kitchen. I was handed $50 while all the other staff got $75 or $100. I just stood there paralyzed, feeling sick to my stomach. I’d started the day excited about my first real job and thrilled to show off my skills, but I was instantly deflated the moment that crumpled $50 bill hit my palm. Worse still, the boss was my dad.

At the time, I was a twelve-year-old seventh grader who didn’t know anything about hourly wages or unfair pay. What I did know was what my dad had always taught me about fairness as a child: treat everyone the same, don’t play favorites, and don’t take advantage of others. So I couldn’t understand why I was paid less than everyone else when I had done the most work.

My dad had always been the cook in our family and used some of his earnings from his restaurant job to launch his own catering company around the time I entered seventh grade. Our family’s small apartment filled up with serving utensils and chafing dishes, and I was thrilled when Dad recruited me for the wedding reception, his first gig. I was beyond excited to be working alongside him. I helped him grocery shop, prepare the food, and load the car before we drove to the event together, dressed in my dad’s uniform of choice: black pants, a white button-up shirt, and black sneakers.

As the day progressed, Dad moved from giving me important tasks like cooking, displaying the food, and serving guests to assigning me duties like sweeping, washing the dishes, and cleaning up. I didn’t know then that I was doing all the chores commonly considered domestic tasks for girls and women. Meanwhile, my male cousins, who made up the rest of the team, spent most of the event carrying boxes, unloading equipment, handling knives, lighting the fire for the chafing dishes, and communicating with the host. I’d practiced all these essential responsibilities with my dad in our own kitchen. For weeks! He knew I could do them well and was more knowledgeable and capable than my cousins, who hadn’t received his training. So why did I feel like my dad was trying to keep me out of the way by sticking me with cleaning while my cousins got to do the important work I was much more qualified for?

I couldn’t articulate or even identify my emotions back then, but I knew I felt awful. I’d noticed that morning that I was the only girl on staff but had thought nothing of it. I figured my dad built a team based on who would be great for the job. I had no reason to think I’d be treated differently. Until I was.

The time I earned my very first dollar also happened to be the first time I experienced feeling undervalued for my skills and underpaid for my work. The unfair division of labor and unequal pay had me wondering what made us different in my dad’s eyes. What was my dad thinking when choosing our tasks and pay? Did he really consider his decisions just, fair, and equal?

I didn’t have the courage to ask him.

This wouldn’t be the last time I would feel this way, and I know I’m not alone. Women are often afraid to negotiate against unfair pay out of concern that they’ll face retaliation or punishment, or the fear that they’ll be seen as aggressive or difficult to work with. This fear is often based on societal expectations and stereotypes about how women should act and be treated. There may also be a lack of confidence in their own skills and abilities to negotiate, or a lack of knowledge when it comes to understanding their legal rights in the workplace.

At twelve years old, I wasn’t fully aware of practices that impact girls and women simply because of our gender. I worried I would come off ungrateful and disrespectful if I questioned my pay. I felt like I was being punished for something I had no control over. I’d worked harder and longer than anyone that day and believed I deserved more than what I was paid. And because of all this, I couldn’t enjoy the money once I received it.

Now that I am much older, a few things cross my mind in an attempt to make sense of why my dad believed $50 was fair. Was it because I was his daughter, so he believed that technically, my financial needs would be met by him anyway? Was it because I was only twelve, and $50 could be considered a lot of money for that age? Was it because my cousins were older than me and more likely to protest unfair pay? Or was it because my work was considered less important and expected of me because I was a girl, and $50 was my father being generous? I believed it to be the latter, which sat with me for years.

I was triggered to later learn that girls start experiencing pay discrepancies early in childhood, with boys being paid twice as much weekly allowance as girls.1 As an adult today, I can honestly say I do not believe my dad underpaid me with malicious intent or even thought about it as deeply as I did, but that’s the thing with patriarchal beliefs: they are so deeply ingrained in society’s everyday practices that even something as innocent as earning my first dollar while working for my father’s business could not escape their influence. But here’s the thing: we are not bound by these ingrained practices and the limitations imposed on us, but by our relentless pursuit of equity, equality, and empowerment. Every setback, every challenge, and every inequity faced is a testament to our strength and perseverance. The history we are up against is intimidating, I know, but it is also the very force that fuels our determination to knock down every barrier (person, place, or practice) that gets in the way of our financial stability. Every step we take toward financial empowerment is a victory won against systemic structures that have tried to hold us back.


We’re Up Against History

Unfortunately, my experience with my dad was not unique. Women have been subjected to wage and workplace discrimination for generations, and we still are today. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, women were restricted to low-paying jobs and earned less than men while doing the same work. Our entry into paid employment has played a major role in the growth of our economy. But even still, the wage gap continues. Currently, white women earn eighty-three cents for every dollar a white man earns,2 and Black women earn sixty-three cents for every dollar a white man earns.3

Black women have historically faced economic challenges, including wage inequities, limited access to credit, and disproportionate burdens of unpaid work and labor. Despite these challenges, Black women have demonstrated financial resilience and resourcefulness, but that rarely comes easy.

Although I would like to believe that times have changed since my experience with my dad twenty years ago, society has not made much progress when it comes to women and money. It’s been only fifty years since the Equal Credit Opportunity Act was established in 1974, making it unlawful for lenders to discriminate against women.4 The Women’s Business Ownership Act wasn’t signed into law until thirty-five short years ago in 1988, the same year I was born, eliminating laws that required women to have their husband or a male family member sign their business loans.5

It may sound like a bunch of legal jargon when we talk about laws and acts being established and passed, but when we attach real people and real scenarios to them, we get a better understanding of how detrimental some of those patriarchal laws have been to women well after they were terminated. Sixty years ago, if my grandmother wanted to purchase a home or take out any line of credit, she would have needed her husband, father, brother, or even her son to cosign for her, even if her own financial statements proved that she indeed could have covered the line of credit on her own.

This means women have had only less than one generation to take advantage of most opportunities to earn an income and build wealth for ourselves and our families. Even still, we are met with many other adversities, in and out of the workforce. Meanwhile, men have had centuries to build wealth and pass it down, further widening the income and wealth gap between the sexes. The obstacles to earning a sufficient income only increase for Black women. Black women lose close to a million dollars over the course of a forty-year career because of unfair pay practices.6 That’s an additional $25,000 per year that could have gone to saving, investing, increasing our quality of life, reliable transportation, healthier food choices, better childcare and education for our kids, and being able to take on the jobs we want instead of the jobs we need. While being paid unfairly, Black women are still expected to financially cover the same expenses as our non-Black counterparts, but from much smaller paychecks.

Discussions about the gender wage gap are important, but they’re not enough. I’m talking about the systematic, financial oppression of women of color throughout history. Black women have borne the brunt of generations of gender and race discrimination in every aspect of wealth building and financial freedom—from being considered property to being blocked from owning property, redlined in the housing market and sidelined in the workplace, constantly overworked and underpaid while being told to be grateful for crumbs falling off the table while being denied a seat.



Reclaiming Our Right to Be Financially Free

I know these harsh statistics can make an already difficult situation feel worse. But stay with me. I wrote this book to help Black women thrive despite the financial limitations we face, and to do that, it helps to know the facts so we can rise above them. The truth is that women are most likely to experience pay inequality in the workplace, in every country, and in every industry. The median income for young Black women between twenty and twenty-nine years old in America is only $21,400 per year.7 Now, I’m referring to earned income here, which is the money that you get from any work that you perform, whether that’s from your employer or self-employment as a business owner. This looks like hourly wages, salaries, bonuses, commission pay, tips, or any net earning from gig work.

The key word to focus on here is “earned.” The definition of “earned” here is to obtain money in exchange for labor or services. In other words, you get money for the work that you put in. Everyone has the right to be paid fairly for the work they do. I first felt the sting of pay inequality when working for my dad. At the time that injustice hurt emotionally, although aside from having less spending money in my pocket, it didn’t harm me logistically. My parents covered my basic needs. But raising girls in a world where pay inequality is the status quo sets us up for a lifetime of undue struggle.

Earned income determines most people’s ability to meet their basic needs. This poses a big challenge for so many Black women, who face a wider pay gap despite participating in the workforce at a much higher rate than any other women.8 Most of our experience with money exists at the intersectionality of sexism and racism, and this upholds harmful practices that work directly against our ability to earn a sufficient wage. We are often left working twice as hard for half the pay while still trying to maintain a household and manage our finances with much smaller opportunities. Pay inequality leads to women having fewer financial resources to support themselves and their families. It also makes it extremely difficult for them to achieve financial independence. Add to all this that, statistically, women are expected to live longer than men. Longevity paired with low income means women must continuously find strategic and relevant methods to do more with less.

When you are paid less than you are worth, trying to thrive financially is like running up a down escalator. It doesn’t mean anyone in this situation is stuck forever, but we need to take action to break out of this cycle.

Looking at the big picture, we need to teach our young girls the power of negotiating as early as possible. When I got my first taste of unfair pay at twelve years old, I didn’t have the words to describe what I was feeling. But now as an adult, I truly believe that had I had more encouragement to be confident and assertive, it would have empowered me to speak up for myself or at least ask why and put the responsibility of making sense of this back on my father instead of myself. When girls and women learn to negotiate, they become changemakers, actively shaping their own financial futures.

That said, it’s important to note that while teaching young girls to negotiate is essential, it should not be their sole responsibility to ensure they receive fair treatment. Systems and policies should be in place to ensure that girls and women are not discriminated against and are given equal opportunities. Negotiation skills are just one tool that girls and women can use to help level the playing field, but it’s also critical that we work toward systemic change.

But systemic changes take a long time. As we teach our girls to stand up for their financial rights, and we push for a world wherein they won’t have to fight for those rights, we need to take control of our financial futures now. We can do this despite the history we were raised in or the forces working against us today. This entire book is designed to help you do exactly that. We do not have to be bound by the constraints of our circumstances.

I’ve started this book with a spotlight on income because the first step to reclaiming your financial future is to pay close attention to your income and spending. Yes, everything is harder when income is limited. But it’s still essential to have a spending strategy while you work on growing your income. Looking back at my family’s money situation, it’s clear to me that this was missing from my parents’ financial picture.

When I was growing up, my parents did not discuss finances with my siblings and me. Still, in a small two-bedroom apartment, you are bound to see and overhear things, and those things made me curious about our financial situation. I would overhear my dad complain about the cost of certain things, and this made me believe we didn’t have a lot of money. There would be times when we would have to shop at the discount store for groceries, and even then, Dad would complain about the prices. Other times, my parents would be so low on funds that they’d have to get household items like toilet tissue or light bulbs from the corner store, where they were often three times the price, with a promise to pay later. Yet in the same week, Dad would buy every kid in our neighborhood, including all four of his children, popsicles when the ice cream truck drove down our street. Don’t get me wrong—I love this memory of him. It reminds me of what a big heart he had even through tough times. But his contradictory financial behaviors confused me. They made me question the seriousness of his financial complaints or whether money really was an issue like he made it seem.

Looking back now, it’s clear to me that my parents were struggling with two very real financial limitations:


	1. They were trying to support four kids on a very low income. Growing up, every adult I knew worked a service-based job that did not pay well. I remember waking up as my dad left the house before dawn to make it to the barbeque restaurant he worked for, or begging my mom to let me stay up late to wait for my grandma to come home from her job at the local nursing home. I didn’t fully understand it as a kid, but it was very difficult for my parents to make ends meet as a family of six with jobs like these. They were stuck in a cycle of waiting for payday and, even then, not having enough to cover the basic necessities.

	2. They did not have the financial tools to change their situation. Nor did they have the educational resources to learn more. Despite those barriers, they tried. My dad’s attempt to launch Lewis Kitchen was full of optimism, but he never managed to grow it into a profitable business. I believe things could have turned out differently for our whole family if my parents had had a better understanding of how to manage and grow their money, both personally and professionally.



It’s hard to break out of a challenging money situation without tools to help you rise above whatever limitations you’re facing. And the first one you need is one of the most powerful ways to take action—and the most basic: a budget to track your income and spending.



Your First Financial Tool: A Budget

It’s possible my dad had budgeted some cash to treat us kids to the ice cream truck whenever he pleased, but knowing what I do now about my parents’ financial situation back then, it’s unlikely. The more probable truth is that he was spending from the heart because he wanted to give his kids joy on a summer afternoon. That was my dad—spend it today and figure the rest out tomorrow. As a parent myself, I get it. There’s so much beauty in wanting to make your children happy during tough times. But it’s also confusing for a child to witness, especially a child who is curious about money, when spending that $8 on ice cream meant he might have to cut corners on something else later.

I’m not judging my dad for buying us ice cream when times were tough. Actually, that gesture captures one of the most important parts of budgeting that I encourage everyone to do: make room in your budget to spend on things that make you feel good—whether it’s ice cream for your kids, monthly salon visits, or dinner with friends. Even when money is tight. Especially when money is tight. Doing this will keep you motivated to stick to budgeting and let you spend in a way that won’t harm your larger financial goals. It also debunks one of the biggest myths about budgeting that stops most people from ever getting started: that budgeting is restrictive.

The first time I heard the word “budget,” it felt like a punishment because it seemed so limiting. Yet the more I learned about budgeting, I understood that it is one of the most liberating financial tools you can use. Let me say it again: your budget is not a punishment for overspending—it’s the foundation for creating the life you want by spending money intentionally in service of your goals and aligned with your values. Creating a budget puts you in full control, which is especially important when your income is limited. We don’t always have control over how much money we make, but we do have control over how we spend the money we earn. Even on a very limited income, a budget allows you to set aside at least some money for small luxuries (yes, you can have your double latte with extra whip), save for bigger splurges over time (holidays and trips), and eventually reach your most audacious financial goals (buying your first home or traveling the world for a year).

If my parents had budgeted, my dad would have known that on some weeks, his dollars would have served him better if he’d put them toward saving for a rainy day; other weeks, there was enough cash to put toward treats for the kids. And once they’d budgeted long enough, they probably would have had enough control over their finances to have a regular flow of cash for spontaneous spending or possibly a better understanding of exactly where they stood financially. They wouldn’t have had to lose as many precious dollars to high interest payments. Maybe they could have even saved and invested some. But they did their best with what they had and what they knew; in their own way, they did teach me how powerful intentional spending can be.

My mom has always said you have to work with what you’ve got. That’s exactly what we’re doing when we budget. We’re making the money we have work for us in a way that moves us toward our financial goals. I know it can seem ridiculous to even think about budgeting when your income is low, but one thing you’ll quickly realize about money management is that the habits we create around the earned income we have access to, both now and in the future, are the biggest contributor to our success. Our mindset matters much more than how much we have in the bank at any given time.

So let’s wrap our minds around budgeting. I like to think of finances as laying the foundation of a house. Before you can build your dream house, you first have to make sure the foundation you build your house on is solid. The key to having a sufficient foundation is not to allow your total monthly expenses to exceed your monthly income. And I get it; that’s easier said than done, and we’ll talk more about that throughout this book. For now, it helps to know that your budget is the support system for every other floor or room you want to add to your financial house. Before you can decide if you want to save, invest, take a vacation, or buy a new outfit, your budget must be strong enough to carry the weight of those new expenses. If your expenses start to exceed your income, the foundation—your budget—becomes weak and can put the entire house at risk of crumbling.



Let’s Build Your Budget Blueprint

So how do you make sure that your budget is balanced and the foundation is solid? Before you start laying the foundation, you have to create the blueprint. The blueprint is the plan you’ll create after getting clear on your income, expenses, financial goals, and habits. This plan will outline how you will manage your finances and serve as a guide to achieve your financial goals.

Start by taking an honest look at your income and expenses. The key here is to take an honest look. Many budgets are unrealistic because they’re built on assumptions and goals that are overly optimistic. It’s too easy to hope that our bills will be the same each month or that our income will be more than it is. Many people also create budgets based on estimations of how much money they will save, which in many cases turns out to be less than what they’d anticipated. All those factors play into creating an unrealistic budget.

So let’s put aside any assumptions and estimates and look at real dollars to create your budget blueprint. We’ll start with your income. Gather all your reliable income sources (that is, income that you will receive 100 percent for sure), such as your salary, side hustles, child support, alimony, etc. Statistically, more than 72 percent of parents raising kids with nonresidential parents do not receive child support at all.9 Of the 28 percent of parents who do receive child support, a third only get sporadic or irregular payments, so if child support is not money you can absolutely count on, don’t factor it into your monthly budget. Factoring in irregular income can make your budget unpredictable. Instead focus on calculating your baseline income. Determine the minimum amount you can depend on each month. This baseline should be used to cover your essential expenses, helping keep your budget intact despite any fluctuations in your income.

Open a spreadsheet and create a line item for each monthly income source and the amount. If any of them fluctuates, like income based on an hourly schedule that changes each week or flexible gig work, look at that income source’s trend over the course of several months (or however much data you have) and put a number that represents its average. For example, if a side hustle earned you $600 in January, $200 in February, $300 in March, and $500 in April, put $400 in that income source’s line—at least for your blueprint. Remember, we’re starting out by creating a plan for your budget so you have a sense of what you can afford. The budget you use to track day-to-day spending will be based on the real dollars that go in and out of your bank account each week. We’ll get to that in a minute. For now, write down all your reliable income sources and the monthly amount for each.

Next, calculate your monthly expenses. This is often a rude awakening for many people. Start by making a list of your fixed monthly expenses. These are bills that usually stay the same each month, like rent, mortgage, and loan payments. Next, make a list of your variable monthly expenses. These are expenses that you still pay monthly but that fluctuate from month to month. Variable expenses include groceries, personal care, utilities, home or car repairs, and entertainment.

We would like to believe we don’t spend as much money as we actually do, and it can be shocking to realize how much small purchases add up. No—I’m not about to lecture you to cut out your daily coffee if that’s your thing. Keep small joys if you can factor them into your budget. I’m talking about the purchases we need just to get by. They add up fast, whether they’re routine items or unexpected. In my household of three, we easily spend $100 a week on our big grocery run, and then another $50 to $75 on quick trips to the store to replenish essentials like bread for school lunches, peanut butter, batteries for my son’s dead Xbox game controller, or ginger ale for the stomach bug my twelve-year-old brought home from school for the fifth time. There is always something we didn’t expect we’d be buying in a given week. More often than not, if you are not tracking your expenses regularly, these expenses can add up over time and push you over your budget. We need to expect the unexpected if we want a real, honest budget. Sometimes what we consider unexpected expenses are things we can anticipate if we take a closer look at our patterns and circumstances. Car repairs, medical bills, and home maintenance are not entirely unforeseeable—they are a part of life. By acknowledging that these things are likely to happen and planning for them, we shift our mindset and habits from being reactive to proactive.



Don’t Forget to Factor in Annual Expenses

Maybe this has happened to you: It’s the middle of the month and you’re feeling pretty good about your finances. Your rent and utilities are paid; you sent in your credit card payment; your fridge is full; you even have enough cash on hand for takeout on Friday night. Then, boom! You get an email that your annual car insurance bill is due in two weeks. That’s $600 you need to pay out of thin air. Suddenly, you’re not feeling so good about your finances anymore. We’ve all been there. But the thing about these surprise bills is that they’re not really surprises. They’re often just not on our radar until they’re due.

Factoring in annual expenses is an important piece to creating a budget that accurately reflects your financial situation. These are expenses that accrue once a year, such as property taxes, vehicle registrations, insurance premiums, summer programs for your children, subscription fees, and holiday expenses. They can be easily overlooked, and failing to account for them in your budget can lead to financial stress and feeling overwhelmed when those bills are due. Annual expenses are usually much more expensive and harder to cover out of pocket within the same month that they are due.

To factor annual expenses into your monthly budget, divide each expense by twelve to decide how much money you should put to the side each month in your budget. That $600 car insurance bill breaks down to $50 a month. If you’d like, you can create a separate savings account for annual expenses and put money into that account each month, to be used only when it’s time to pay those bills. By taking the time to plan for these expenses, you can avoid feeling overwhelmed when they land and have peace of mind knowing that you’ve prepared in advance.


Fact-Check Your Blueprint

Before you do any other number crunching, you have to fact-check your income and expenses. Compare the income sources and monthly expenses against your actual spending, which can be found in your financial documents like bank and credit card statements. This is a sure way to get a better understanding of exactly where your money is going. Review your financial statements line by line for the last three to six months. That is a good enough time frame to determine your true spending habits and expenses. Organize each transaction into different categories like housing, food, transportation, personal care, entertainment, etc. Some banks have free online tools that analyze your spending for you and even show you a pie chart that breaks down your spending categories (more on banking tools in chapter 3). Once you have a clear sense of your spending, adjust your blueprint as necessary. Then subtract your expenses from your income to determine how they work together and where you might need to change.




Time to Get Real: Working with Your Real-Time Budget

Your blueprint is a starting point to help you figure out where you stand financially so you can create a realistic budget. If you find that your reliable income is, say, $3,000 a month, but in fact-checking you find you spend more like $4,000 a month, your real-time budget needs an adjustment. In other words, you either need to find a way to get your monthly income up to $4,000 to cover your expenses or find a way to get your monthly expenses down to $3,000 so you’re not spending more than you have. This is essential to financial security. You may be able to live beyond your means for a short time by dipping into savings to cover expenses, or by racking up credit card debt, but this is not sustainable, and it’s the opposite of wealth building.

Having a budget is usually the first financial tool I recommend, since it’s what will help you keep your income and expenses synced. Creating a budget may seem overwhelming, but once you get started, I promise it will be empowering to see where your money goes as you gain control over your income and expenses. And while a lot of people find it challenging to create and follow one, I’m going to ask you to create four, a budget for different phases. Yep—don’t worry, this is worth it. If I’m going to teach you how to budget, I’ll teach you the way that has worked best for me. I swear it’s a lot less painful than it sounds, and it will give you peace of mind in the future. I’ll walk you through the steps for creating your budget in the worksheet at the end of this chapter. For now, let’s look at each type of budget I recommend.


Four Types of Budgets

Being a single mom comes with financial challenges, but I’ve found a way to navigate them by creating four different budgets to alternate between depending on my household’s needs. Besides different life phases and situations requiring budget



    













Identifying Room for Change





Maximizing Your Income








Zero-Based Budgeting for the Win




	1. Align Your Budget with Big-Picture Goals: Your foundation must always be ensuring that your budget reflects your personal values and financial goals, which will shift seasonally throughout the year and depend on your specific phase of life. Your budget is not a punishment for overspending but a way to create the life you want. For example, if you aim to save for a down payment on a house, you might prioritize savings over less essential spending. This is where you could use your custom Debt and Savings Budget rather than your regular one.

	2. Start Each Month at Zero: Begin each month with a budget where your income minus your expenses equals zero. Every dollar you earn that month must be assigned a specific purpose, whether it’s for expenses, savings, investments, or debt repayment. Your budget should equal zero after subtracting your expenses from your income.

	3. Justify Every Expense: For each new budget period (usually a month), evaluate each expense category. Just because you spent money on something last month doesn’t mean you should include it in the next month’s budget. Ask yourself if each expense is necessary and contributes to your financial goals.

	4. Prioritize Your Spending: Rank your expenses in order of importance. Essentials like your rent, mortgage, utilities, groceries, transportation, and debt payments will top the list, while discretionary expenses like dining out, entertainment, and luxury items will be lower on the list. This part is where your four different types of budgets come into play. If cash is low in a particular month, your discretionary expenses need to be minimal so that you can cover your essential expenses.

	5. Adapt to Changes: Zero-based budgeting provides flexibility to adjust your budget as your financial situation changes. Sometimes, you won’t need to alternate between your four different budgets but could make a smaller calibration. For example, if you get a raise, decide how to allocate the extra income. If expenses rise, determine where to cut back.

	6. Detailed Tracking: Keep a detailed record of your expenses on paper, in your spreadsheet, or using your bank’s online categories. This will help you identify areas where you might be overspending and need to cut back.

	7. Regular Reviews: At the end of each month, review your budget. Did you stick to it? If not, understand why and adjust the next month’s budget accordingly. Do this for three to six months to gain a deeper understanding of where each dollar goes.






How to Create Your First Budget—Worksheet



	1. Open a spreadsheet and create a line item for each monthly income source (alternatively use paper and pen).


	2. Now calculate your monthly expenses and create a line item for each.


	3. Fact-check your blueprint.







	1 https://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/ct-life-kids-allowance-gender-gap20180803-story.html.

	2 https://www.payscale.com/research-and-insights/gender-pay-gap/#module-15.

	3 https://hbr.org/2021/08/black-women-arent-paid-fairly-and-it-starts-as-early-as-age-16.

	4 https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-12/chapter-X/part-1002#1002.2.

	5 https://www.congress.gov/bill/100th-congress/house-bill/5050.

	6 https://leanin.org/data-about-the-gender-pay-gap-for-black-women.

	7 https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/factsheets/at-a-glance/earnings-women-age-race-ethnicity.html.

	8 https://blog.dol.gov/2021/08/03/5-facts-about-black-women-in-the-labor-force.

	9 https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2022/demo/p70-176.html. https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2022/demo/p70-176.pdf.
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