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A Note Before We Begin 
Most financial books open with a theory. This one opens with a man. 

His name was Aaron James. I called him Pops. He had an 8th grade education, 
never managed a portfolio, never sat in a finance seminar. But for decades, 
whenever anyone in our family needed money — and I mean anyone — they came 
to Pops. And he always had it. 

That is not a small thing. In communities where financial stress is generational, 
where debt gets inherited the same way furniture does, a man who always has it is 
rare. Pops was that man. And the principles he lived by are the entire reason I am 
writing this book. 

This is not a textbook. It is a record. It is the financial education I received 
between age fourteen and adulthood, told as honestly as I can tell it. I am sharing 
it because what Pops gave me is not common, but it should be. 

The concepts are not complicated. The discipline required to execute them is. 
That gap between knowing and doing is what this book is designed to close. 

"I always wanted to be free from stress related to financial issues 
— and I want that for everyone I teach." 

That is the mission behind everything I do at MikePairMoney.com. That is why this 
book exists. 

Read it with a pen in your hand. Mark the things that hit home. Do the work at the 
end of each chapter. And if you implement even three of these principles 
consistently, your financial picture will look different in twelve months. 

Let's get into it. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Growing Up with Pops 
I moved in with my aunt and uncle when I was fourteen years old. My uncle — 
Pops — was steady in a way that I didn't fully have language for at the time. He 
wasn't loud about it. He didn't lecture. He lived it, and he expected you to watch. 

That Christmas, my father sent me $100 — real money to a teenager in 1982. I had 
plans for every dollar: gifts for my cousins, a few things for myself. Pops had a 
different plan entirely. 

He sat me down, told me we were going to the bank, and watched me open a 
savings account and deposited $90 of it. 

I was disappointed. I want to be honest about that. It felt like he was taking 
something from me. But Pops wasn't taking anything. He was giving me the most 
valuable thing a fourteen-year-old can receive: exposure to what it feels like to 
save. 

That one experience at the bank changed me. I didn't realize or understand it 
then. I understand it now. 

"The habit of saving is worth more than the amount saved. You 
learn the behavior first. The math follows." 

 

What Pops Was Really Teaching 
He wasn't teaching me about interest rates or compound growth. Not yet. He was 
teaching me who to build. 

Builders don't spend everything that comes in. They hold some back. Not out of 
fear, but out of intention. Pops modeled that every day. He and my aunt lived 
modestly, but they never scrambled. And their door was always open when family 
needed help, because they had margin built into their lives. 

That image stayed with me longer than any specific dollar amount. 

💡 Chapter 1 Action Step 
If you don't have a dedicated savings account — not a checking account, a 
savings account — open one this week. Fund it with whatever you have right now, 
even $25. The amount is not the point. The behavior is. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The Paper Route: Learning to Save 
Pops didn't just talk about saving. He made sure I had a reason to do it. 

That's how I ended up as a paperboy, waking up before sunrise to deliver 
newspapers. Every week I had a profit — and it wasn't always guaranteed, 
because you had to collect money from your customers yourself — I deposited a 
portion into my savings account. 

Pops had a phrase he repeated until I couldn't forget it: "Pay yourself every pay 
period." 

For a while I thought that was just something adults said. But watching my savings 
account grow, slowly, week by week — that number getting larger because I was 
putting something in it — I started to understand what he meant. 

Paying yourself means treating your savings like a bill. Not what's left after 
everything else. First, before the want list, before discretionary spending. A fixed 
amount, every period, non-negotiable. 

That habit, established at fifteen years old on a paper route, has never left me. The 
accounts got larger. The percentages got refined. The discipline stayed the same. 

"Intentions don't compound. Deposits do." 

 

Why Starting Early Is Not Optional 
I am not going to give you the full compound interest lecture here — that's for 
another time. But I need to make one point clear: the advantage of starting early 
cannot be recovered. 

Every year you delay saving costs you something you cannot buy back, Time. The 
money you might have saved at 22 is worth more than the money you save at 32, 
because it has ten additional years to work. That math is not opinion. It is 
arithmetic. 

Pops put me in front of that arithmetic at fourteen. Most people don't encounter it 
until they're staring down retirement and wondering where the years went. 

If you are reading this as a young person: start now, with whatever you have. If 
you are reading this later in life: start now, with whatever you have. The best time 
was yesterday. The second-best time is today. 

💡 Chapter 2 Action Step 
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Set up an automatic transfer from your checking account to savings on every 
payday. Even $50. Automation removes the decision and the discipline from the 
equation, every single month. 
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CHAPTER 3 

First Job, Military, and the Foundation of Discipline 
My first real job was at McDonald's. I want to acknowledge that plainly, not 
because it was humble but because it was formative. Standing on your feet for 
eight hours and cooking over a hot grill, taught me that every dollar earned is a 
direct result of time traded, I was not taught this in a classroom. 

Juggling school and work was not easy. But the financial habits Pops had planted 
were already growing. A portion of every check went to savings. That was not a 
question I asked myself anymore. It was just what happened. 

 

The Military Chapter 
After high school I enlisted. The military brings a level of structural discipline that 
is hard to replicate anywhere else. Your time is scheduled. Your environment is 
controlled. Your priorities are set for you. And inside all of that, I found that the 
financial habits from Pops fit perfectly. 

Military wages are modest. But modest income managed well, consistently 
outperforms large income, managed poorly. I watched both in the barracks. The 
soldiers who lived paycheck to paycheck on the same salary as the soldiers who 
were quietly building savings — the difference was never income. It was always 
discipline. 

I continued to live below my means. I continued to save a portion of every check. 
Pops was not there, but his voice was. 

 

The Tithing Principle 
In my final year of military service, something shifted. I started attending chapel 
regularly. After I left the military and enrolled in college, I joined a local church — 
and it was there that I watched something that I have never forgotten. 

A close friend of mine was consistently in a tight financial spot. But every month, 
without fail, they gave 10% of their income to the church. I watched them walk a 
tightrope between pay periods. And I watched, with my own eyes, unexpected 
financial provision arrive for them again and again, right when they needed it 
most. 
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That cycle — of giving first, trusting the process, and receiving — moved me 
deeply. I started tithing while still in college. 

I have been tithing ever since. And I can tell you this without hesitation: Tithing 
has been the single most impactful financial decision of my life. Not because of 
some mystical transaction, but because it fundamentally reordered my 
relationship with money. When you give first, you are making a declaration that 
money is a tool, not a master. Everything downstream of that decision gets clearer. 

The reference I would give anyone wrestling with this is Malachi 3:10. Read it. Sit 
with it. Then try it for 90 days and watch what happens. 

"Give first. Save second. Live on the rest. In that order — always." 

💡 Chapter 3 Action Step 
Write down your current income and what 10% of it equals. Then write down what 
you are currently saving each month. If either number is zero, you now have your 
starting point. Pick one and address it this month. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Credit: The Tool Most People Misuse 
Credit is not the enemy. Debt is not inherently evil. But credit misuse is one of the 
fastest ways to undo years of financial discipline — and most people were never 
taught how to use it correctly. 

Pops had a rule I have never forgotten, and I pass it on exactly as he gave it to me: 

"Pay for anything that costs $500 or less with cash. If you don't 
have it, save up for it. Only use a credit card for purchases over 
$500 — and pay it off as soon as possible." 

That single rule eliminates the majority of consumer debt mistakes. Most people 
aren't buried under a single $30,000 purchase. They are buried under twenty-two 
$200 purchases made over six months that felt harmless in the moment. 

 

How to Build Credit the Right Way 
Pops also taught me how to establish credit strategically. His approach: get three 
department store credit cards. Make small purchases on them. Pay them off 
immediately. Repeat. 

The objective was never to carry a balance. The objective was to create a track 
record — a documented history that showed lenders you could be trusted with 
credit because you had demonstrated you understood how to use it. 

This is the math behind a credit score that most people miss. Your score is not a 
measure of how much debt you have. It is a measure of how reliably you manage 
your obligations. Every on-time payment is a data point in your favor. Every late 
payment is a mark against you that stays on the record. 

Once I had that track record established, I applied for a Visa card. Got it. Closed 
the department store accounts — as Pops had advised — and moved forward with 
a cleaner, simpler credit profile. 

 

Pay It On Time. Every Time. 
Pops was non-negotiable on this: if you take on a bill, you pay it on time. Not 
almost on time. Not when it's convenient. On time. 
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Late fees are a tax on disorganization. The lender doesn't care that your schedule 
was busy. The fee hits anyway. And beyond the fee, the late payment affects your 
credit profile and its consequences outlasts the fee itself. 

Build a system — calendar alerts, automatic payments, whatever works for you — 
that makes paying on time the default. Remove the decision from the equation so 
there's nothing to forget. 

💡 Chapter 4 Action Step 
Pull your credit report at AnnualCreditReport.com — it's free and legitimate. Review 
what's there. If you have a score, note it. If you have accounts in collections or late 
payments, identify them. You cannot fix what you haven't faced. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Save, Invest, and Live Below Your Means 
At some point I stopped just following Pops' rules and started understanding them. 
They became mine. And out of that understanding, I developed a mantra that has 
guided every major financial decision I have made since: 

"Save. Invest. Live below your means." 

Those are not three separate ideas. They are one integrated posture. Saving 
creates margin. Investing puts that margin to work. Living below your means is 
what makes both of the first two possible. Remove any one of the three and the 
whole structure weakens. 

 

What "Living Below Your Means" Actually Looks Like 
It does not mean living like a monk. It does not mean never eating out or never 
buying things you enjoy. It means building your lifestyle around what you earn, not 
what you could spend if you maxed out every available credit line. 

For me, it looked like this in practice: one car payment at a time, maximum. No 
chasing material possessions as a substitute for meaning. Vehicles that were 
reliable and affordable — I gravitated toward Honda and Acura in the $10,000 to 
$17,000 range — rather than status symbols financed at high rates.  Those 
amounts imply that I only buy used cars. 

Pops and my aunt lived the same way. Modest house. Modest car. Consistent 
habits. They were never scrambling. And they were always the people other family 
members could turn to when something went wrong. That position — of being 
able to help — is not built from income alone. It is built from discipline. 

 

On Investing 
Saving without investing means your money loses purchasing power over time to 
inflation. Investing without saving as a foundation means you have no cushion 
when markets move against you — and they will. 

I expanded into mutual funds, individual stocks, options, and equity investments 
over time. Each of those vehicles has a different risk profile, a different learning 
curve, and a different appropriate use case. We'll address investment tools in 
detail in a later section. 
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What I want you to take from this chapter is the sequence: savings account first. 
Emergency fund funded. Then investing begins. In that order. 

 

Peace, Patience, and Self-Control 
Some years ago I was reading through Galatians — specifically the passage about 
the fruit of the Spirit in chapter 5, verse 22 — and I saw my financial life described 
in theological terms. 

Peace. Patience. Temperance — which is self-control. 

Those three qualities, applied to money, are the entire game. Peace means you 
are not making financial decisions from a place of panic or anxiety. Patience 
means you can delay gratification long enough for investments to compound. 
Self-control means you can distinguish between a want and a need in real time 
and act accordingly. 

The financial pyramid I describe to every client is this: God first, then savings, then 
the lifestyle you build on that foundation. When the order is right, the structure 
holds. When it gets inverted — when lifestyle spending crowds out savings, which 
crowds out everything else — the stress that follows is predictable and 
preventable. 

💡 Chapter 5 Action Step 
Write down your current monthly income. Then write down every monthly 
expense. Calculate the difference. If there's nothing left, or less than nothing, that 
gap is your first financial project. If there's a surplus and you're not investing it, 
that's your second project. Either way, now you know where you stand. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Learning from What I Watched 
Not every financial lesson I received was taught to me directly. Some of the most 
valuable ones I learned by watching what happened when the principles were not 
followed. 

I had relatives who earned real money. Good jobs, visible income, the trappings of 
a comfortable life. And I watched many of them cycle through financial crisis 
repeatedly — not because life was uniquely cruel to them, but because the 
income that came in went right back out, or was already spoken for before it 
arrived. 

Expensive lifestyles built on debt aren't prosperity. It's a ticking time bomb. The 
interest payments, the stress, the strain between pay periods are real, and they 
compound the same way investments do, just in the wrong direction. 

"High interest rates are a tax on financial disorder. The lender 
gets paid either way. You decide which side of that equation 
you're on." 

 

The Contrast That Clarified Everything 
The contrast between what I saw in those relatives and what I saw in Pops and my 
aunt's home was not subtle. Same family. Different outcomes. The difference was 
never luck. It was never income. It was the principles being applied — or not 
applied — consistently over time. 

Pops and my aunt had peace. Not because life never threw them difficulties, but 
because they had built the financial structure that gave them room to absorb 
difficulty without it becoming catastrophic. 

I made a decision, watching all of this: I was going to be on the side of the room 
that had options. And the only path to that outcome was discipline, applied 
consistently, before the crisis — not during it. 

💡 Chapter 6 Action Step 
Think of someone in your life whose financial situation you do not want to 
replicate. Write down two or three specific behaviors you observe in them. Then 
ask yourself honestly: do any of those behaviors show up in your own choices? 
Identifying the pattern is the first step to interrupting it. 

 

Page 12  |  MikePairMoney.com 



Me, Pops, and Money  |  Mike Pair 

CHAPTER 7 

Building Your Own Financial Strategy 
Pops gave me a foundation. What I built on it is mine. And what you build on these 
principles will be yours. 

Financial strategy is not one-size-fits-all. Your income, your family structure, your 
age, your risk tolerance, your goals — all of those factors shape how the 
principles get applied in your specific life. What I can give you are the 
non-negotiables. The architecture that works regardless of the specifics. 

 

The MikePairMoney Financial Hierarchy 
Here is how I structure every financial conversation I have with clients, and how I 
structure my own finances: 

•​ Give first — a minimum of 10% off the top, before any other allocation 
•​ Save — a minimum of 10% into dedicated savings and investment vehicles 
•​ Live — build your lifestyle on the remaining 70–80% 

That sequence is not arbitrary. If you change the order of the hierarchy, it creates 
predictable problems. The person who lives first and saves what's left rarely 
saves anything. The person who gives last gives inconsistently. The order matters 
because human psychology works against us in the absence of structure. 

 

On Vehicles and Depreciating Assets 
I want to spend a moment on something practical that costs a lot of people a lot of 
money: automobiles. 

A vehicle is a depreciating asset. The moment it leaves the lot, it is worth less than 
what you paid. That is not a reason never to own a car — transportation is a 
necessity for most people. But it is a reason to be intentional about how much of 
your income you commit to one. 

My approach: reliable, affordable vehicles in the $10,000–$17,000 range. Honda, 
Acura, and similar makes that hold up over time without bleeding you in 
maintenance costs. One car payment at a time, maximum. And the moment that 
payment is done, redirect what you were paying toward savings or investing — do 
not immediately fill that space with a new payment. 
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On Building an Investment Foundation 
Investing is where your saved money goes to work. But investing before you have 
an emergency fund is a structural mistake — because if something goes wrong 
and you have no cash buffer, you are forced to liquidate investments at whatever 
the market price is at that moment, which may be less than what you put in. 

The sequence: savings account first. Three to six months of expenses in an 
accessible emergency fund. Then broaden into investment vehicles — mutual 
funds as a starting point for most people, individual stocks and options as your 
knowledge deepens. 

I have been investing since the early 2000s. The market has been up significantly 
and down significantly in that time. The people who survived both directions were 
the people with sufficient cash reserves that they were never forced to sell. 
Liquidity is not glamorous. It is essential. 

💡 Chapter 7 Action Step 
Calculate your emergency fund target: take your average monthly expenses and 
multiply by three. That is your minimum target. By six months is the goal. Write that 
number down. If you do not have it funded, that is your primary financial project 
until it is. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Why MikePairMoney.com Exists 
There came a point where I looked at what I had been given — by Pops, by 
experience, by years of living these principles — and I recognized that it was not 
common. 

Not the information itself. The information is available. But the mentorship. The 
relationship where someone sits across from you, not because they are paid to, 
but because they genuinely want to see you get it — that is not something 
everyone has access to. 

I saw it in my community. Smart people. Hard-working people. People with real 
income potential, making decisions based on what they saw modeled growing up 
— and what got modeled was the stress side, not the stability side. Debt cycles. 
Paycheck-to-paycheck living. The anxiety of never quite having enough margin to 
breathe. 

Nobody was teaching the alternative. Or at least, not in a way that connected. 

"What Pops gave me, he gave informally, relationally, over years. 
I built MPM to give that same thing to anyone willing to receive it 
— at scale." 

MikePairMoney.com is structured around four tracks: Foundations, Wealth 
Building, Retirement, and Insurance. Each track addresses a different phase and 
need. But the core underneath all four is the same — the principles I learned 
starting at age fourteen from a man who never set foot in a finance class and still 
figured out what most people never do. 

This is his tribute. And it is my mission. 

💡 Chapter 8 Reflection 
Think about who in your life plays the role Pops played for me — someone who 
modeled financial wisdom, not just talked about it. If you had that person, honor 
them by applying what they showed you. If you didn't, you're finding that resource 
now. That's exactly why this book exists. 
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CHAPTER 9 

Financial Literacy Is Not Optional 
Here is the thing about financial education that most people miss: the absence of 
it has consequences just as real as the presence of it. 

You are making financial decisions every day whether you are equipped to make 
them well or not. Spending decisions. Saving decisions. Credit decisions. The 
question is not whether you will engage with these choices — you already are. 
The question is whether you will engage from a position of knowledge or a 
position of habit. 

Most financial habits are inherited. Not intentionally — no one sits a child down 
and says "let me show you how to stay in debt." But children absorb the financial 
behaviors of the adults around them the same way they absorb language. It 
becomes their baseline. And without deliberate intervention, it becomes their 
pattern. 

Financial literacy is that intervention. It is the point where you stop running on 
inherited default settings and start making intentional choices based on how 
money actually works. 

 

What Financial Literacy Actually Covers 
It is not just budgeting. That is the most common misconception — that financial 
literacy means knowing how to track your spending. Tracking is a tool. Financial 
literacy is the full picture: 

•​ How to build and protect savings 
•​ How credit works and how to use it strategically 
•​ How to invest — and in what sequence 
•​ How to prepare for retirement, not just work toward it 
•​ How insurance works as a protection vehicle, not just a bill 
•​ How to make giving a structural part of your financial life, not an 

afterthought 

All of that is what MikePairMoney.com is built to address. And all of it traces back 
to what Pops showed me in practice, starting with a $100 Christmas gift and a 
bank account. 
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Who This Is For 
I built MPM with a particular urgency around young people, because the math 
works best when you start early. But the principles apply at any stage. 

If you are 25 and just starting out — these fundamentals applied now will 
compound for decades in your favor. 

If you are 45 and feel behind — you are not out of the game. You have more 
earning years ahead than you likely realize, and disciplined application of these 
principles from this point forward will still produce meaningful results. 

If you are 60 and approaching retirement — the conversation changes in specifics 
but not in essence. We move from accumulation to preservation and distribution. 
The same discipline that built the account now manages the withdrawals. 

Wherever you are: start from where you are. That is the only option available to 
you, and it is a real one. 

💡 Chapter 9 Action Step 
Share this book with one person who you know needs it. Tag them. Send it. Hand it 
to them directly. The return on that investment is not financial — but it is real. 
Because the person Pops gave this to turned around and built a platform to give it 
to thousands more. That chain started with one relationship. Yours can too. 
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CHAPTER 10 

A Tribute to Pops 
I have written this entire book, and I still don't think I can fully put into words what 
Aaron James gave me. 

He gave me the first savings account.  The rule about cash and credit. The 
example of a household that always had enough because it always managed 
carefully. He gave me a picture of what financial peace actually looks like — not in 
theory, not on a spreadsheet, but lived out in daily decisions, repeated over 
decades. 

He was not a wealthy man by conventional metrics. He did not drive an expensive  
car or live in a lavish home. What he had was something more durable: stability. 
Freedom from the particular brand of stress that comes from financial disorder. 
And the ability — always — to help someone else when they needed it. 

That is the life I wanted. That is the life I have worked toward. And that is the life I 
believe these principles can build for anyone willing to apply them. 

"It's not just about the money. It's about the peace that comes 
from knowing where you stand and having made decisions you 
can stand behind." 

 

The Legacy Keeps Moving 
Every person who implements these principles — who starts a savings account, 
who gives first, who pays their credit card on time, who builds an emergency fund 
before they invest — carries Pops' influence forward without ever having met him. 

That is what a legacy does when it is built on truth. It travels farther than the 
person who first lived it. 

MikePairMoney.com is my attempt to steward that legacy responsibly. The four 
tracks, the webinars, the one-on-one conversations — all of it is in service of one 
goal: giving people the financial foundation that Pops gave me. 

If this book moved something in you, do not let that remain a feeling. Convert it 
into an action. Open the account. Run the numbers. Start the budget. Make the 
call. 

That is what Pops would tell you. I know because he told me. 
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Thank you, Pops. 

Love, 

Mike 

 

MikePairMoney.com 
Manage. Grow. Protect. 

Page 19  |  MikePairMoney.com 

https://www.mikepairmoney.com

	 
	A Note Before We Begin 
	Growing Up with Pops 
	What Pops Was Really Teaching 

	The Paper Route: Learning to Save 
	Why Starting Early Is Not Optional 

	First Job, Military, and the Foundation of Discipline 
	The Military Chapter 
	The Tithing Principle 

	Credit: The Tool Most People Misuse 
	How to Build Credit the Right Way 
	Pay It On Time. Every Time. 

	Save, Invest, and Live Below Your Means 
	What "Living Below Your Means" Actually Looks Like 
	On Investing 
	Peace, Patience, and Self-Control 

	Learning from What I Watched 
	The Contrast That Clarified Everything 

	Building Your Own Financial Strategy 
	The MikePairMoney Financial Hierarchy 
	On Vehicles and Depreciating Assets 
	On Building an Investment Foundation 

	Why MikePairMoney.com Exists 
	Financial Literacy Is Not Optional 
	What Financial Literacy Actually Covers 
	Who This Is For 

	A Tribute to Pops 
	The Legacy Keeps Moving 


