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‘DOUGH’ GIRLS 

  “Smart Cookies”  
Angela Self, 
Sandra Hanna, 
Andre Baxter, 
Katie Dunsworth 
and Robyn Gunn.  
Photo by Julia 
Xanthos/Daily 
News

Thersday 

Five friends fi nd the recipe for fi nancial success: a  support group
  BY NICOLE LYN PESCE

F
orget fancy accountants or high-priced fi nancial plan-
ners: The best way for women to turn their money 
troubles around is with a little help from their friends.

Jennifer Barrett, 36, a freelance writer from Brook-
lyn, spent years covering personal fi nance for News-
week. 

Ironically, her own money situation was a totally differ-
ent story. “I had done everything wrong for a while in my 
20s,” she admits. “I cashed out a 401(k). I had 
$30,000-plus in credit-card debt. I was living 
paycheck to paycheck.”

Then a couple of years ago, she joined a sup-
port group with a college friend. They met or 
spoke by phone confi dentially each week to 
work through their money mistakes.

Today, Barrett boasts no debt, has an envi-
able 840 credit score, and invests in two retire-
ment accounts. “I just needed someone to sym-
pathize with me,” she says, “and the group kept 
me motivated and focused and inspired.”

Barrett isn’t the only woman who’s touting 
money clubs over book clubs. 

Andrea Baxter, Angela Self, Katie Duns-
worth, Robyn Gunn and Sandra Hanna formed 
a money group after getting inspired by an Oprah episode 
on personal fi nance. Dubbing themselves “The Smart Cook-
ies,” the Canadian women just released “The Smart Cook-
ies’ Guide to Making More Dough,” which offers their tips 
and tricks for fi xing fi nances without sacrifi cing a social life.

The Smart Cookies created a support group that met 
each week and kept them accountable while also celebrat-
ing their progress. “If we had a fi nancial adviser telling us 
to save such-and-such amount, we’d look up say, well sure, 
but what do you know about my life? You’re on a different 
plane,” says Gunn. “But we [the Smart Cookies] can under-

stand where each of us are coming from.”
Be selective in picking your money group members. They 

should be people you respect that have your best interests at 
heart, but with no real personal stake in your fi nances. They 
should also be committed to their own success, and it helps 
if you share similar lifestyles.

After fessing up to their fi nancial fumbles, the group set 
long- and short-term goals, and crunched the numbers to 
fi gure out how much they were making and what they need-

ed to set aside.
And remember the purpose of the money 

group. You’re meeting with like-minded wom-
en to set and reach fi nancial goals and to pro-
vide accountability and support to one another, 
so you should conduct meetings professional-
ly. Pick a chairperson, stick to an agenda of key 
items and assign tasks at each meeting.

For example, each week one of the Smart 
Cookies would research a specifi c fi nancial 
topic — from choosing the best cell phone to 
how to buy stock — and present it to the group. 
“Now we’re all fi nancially literate,” says Dun-
sworth.

Decide on a central location convenient for 
everyone to meet, or rotate meetings at each 
other’s homes. And decide from the outset how 

often you plan on meeting and stick with the same time and 
day, so the meetings become a part of each member’s regu-
lar schedule.

A year after they started, the Smart Cookies improved 
their fi nances dramatically, and now host their own TV 
show on the W Network in Canada. But the biggest reward 
was the fast friendship that formed between them.    “It was 
also really important to make it social and to make talking 
about money fun,” says Self. “There’s a different level of 
openness and trust when it’s with your girlfriends or people 
who are like-minded.”

 $ TIPS FROM THE 
SMART COOKIES
1 KNOW YOUR NUMBERS. Pull your most recent 

paycheck for your net income each month. 
Then calculate how much you owe monthly to your 
landlord and creditors. Next, add up what you invest 
in your savings account, retirement fund, stocks or 
bonds. Finally, tally the extras: utilities, groceries, 
clothes. Now you know where all your money is 
going!

2 SET GOALS. Picture what you want your life to 
look like in fi ve years. Do you want kids, to own 

a house, to make more money, or all of the above? 
Then plan your perfect day. Where are you? What 
kind of work are you doing? This motivates you to 
keep your eye on the prize and work toward the life 
you really want to live.

3BEWARE THE EXTRAS. Your miscellaneous 
spending — on shoes, haircuts, your gym 

membership — is almost double what you think it 
is. Baxter learned she was spending $100 a month 
alone on coffee. “When we tallied it up, it was 
shocking,” says Dunsworth. “I was spending $1,500  
a month on magazines, coffee, cosmetics.”

4  FIND HIDDEN MONEY. It’s not all about cutting! 
Scrutinize your cell phone and cable bills for 

questionable charges you can get back. Do argue 
that parking ticket in traffi c court. Consign your 
clothes. Gunn saved $250 a month by making 
her own lunch. “I used to be too lazy to claim my 
expenses at work,” says Dunsworth. “You can fi nd 
hidden money in little things like that.”

5 USE THE RATHER FACTOR. “Some people might 
say, ‘I’d rather give up my car than stop drinking 

coffee.’ And in a city like New York, you can do 
that,” Dunsworth says. “I’ll take the bus and have an 
extra $500 a month to spend on coffee or whatever 
I want.” When Barrett feels the urge to splurge, 
she walks past the dream apartment that she’s 
saving up to buy. “Keep your eye on the prize,” she 
says. “Have that larger goal so that you don’t lose 
perspective.”

JULIA XANTHOS/DAILY NEWS
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AN EXACT REPLICA OF A 
FIGMENT OF MY IMAGINATION
By Elizabeth McCracken
Little, Brown, $19.99

 When a baby is stillborn, so many 
people don’t know how to acknowledge 
what has happened. It seems to some 
that it’s going  too far to say a child 
was lost. In “An Exact Replica of a 
Figment of My Imagination,” 
the beloved author Elizabeth 
McCracken (“The Giant’s House”) 
tenderly exposes how wrong, how 
insensitive, that thinking is.

 “This is the happiest story in 
the world, with the saddest ending,” 
she writes.

 She and her husband, writer 
Edward Carey, were living frugally in 
a home for single mothers converted 
into a family dwelling in the French 
countryside in 2006 as she was 
gestating. The nonsense womb name 
for the baby was Pudding. He was 
cremated as Pudding Carey.

 A year later, she gave birth to a son 
and, to this day, doesn’t know what to 
say when someone asks if this is her 
fi rst child. The answer is no, but then 
there is so much to explain.

 With her fi rst pregnancy, it was 
a week after her due date that she 
noticed Pudding wasn’t moving much. 
Only  days before, she had a diagnostic 
scan and all was well. This day would 
end with her being told the pregnancy 
 c’est fi ni. 

“At that moment, I felt so ruined by 
life, I couldn’t imagine it ever getting 
worse, which just shows my sense of 
humor was slightly more durable than 
my imagination.”

 She then had to deliver her stillborn 
child. One dear friend had the wisdom 
to ask, “Was he a beautiful baby?” 
When Mother’s Day came around, 
she reassured herself, “Of course, 
you’re a mother, just one who’s learned 
a hard lesson.”

 It was her many friends who 
embraced Pudding as a child they 
had all lost that saved and solaced 
McCracken and her husband in many 
ways. A child she still thinks of every 
day, if not every hour.

 “I want a book that acknowledges 
that life goes on but that death goes 
on, too.”

 So she wrote this beautiful and 
wrenching memoir.   Sherryl Connelly

Your weekly must-have

health
THE DAILY GRIND A WEEKLY Q&A WITH A WORKING NEW YORKER

The straight-talking trainer is fi lming 
the seventh season of “The Biggest 
Loser,” but she’s taking her no-
nonsense expertise to a whole new 
level with the fi rst celebrity fi tness 
game, The Jillian Michaels Fitness 
Ultimatum 2009 ($39.99 from Oct. 21), 
designed for the Nintendo Wii.

With all the trimming

How is the game different from a regular 
exercise DVD?

It’s completely different. A regular fi tness 
DVD is one exercise routine. They’re effective, 
but I’m not going to ask a 12-year-old to do it. 
Plus, some of us get sick of the typical work-
outs. This is an actual game where you’re nav-
igating an obstacle course, in the same way 
you would do boxing or tennis on the Wii. 
You’ll be doing tire runs or rowing down a river 
or skipping stones, like a boot camp, and you 
can compete with your family’s time.

Sounds like you need a pretty big TV room.
Actually, you don’t. Because it works with 

the Wii and the Wii fi t, if you’re jumping rope, 
it’s like high knee lifts or jogging in place, 
which can all be done within a 2-foot space.

Does it burn as many calories as hitting the 
gym?

It can. If you’re playing it to the best of your 
ability, you should burn between 300 to 500 
calories an hour.

 Was the technology involved in making the 
game pretty complicated?

It’s been at least six to nine months, with 
everything from designing the exercises to 
wearing the little motion ball sensors and go-
ing through the movements, shooting vid-
eos and dialogue, doing the descriptions, the 
graphics, everything. This is like basic train-
ing, then the next one could be like the Green 
Berets or the Navy Seals’ hell week. We’re 
already planning for Ultimatum 2010.

Before you were a video game star, you were 
a TV star. How did you get involved with “The 
Biggest Loser”?

It was a fl uke. A client at my gym was a Hol-
lywood agent and he mentioned the idea for 
“The Biggest Loser.” I was like, “Nah, I’m not 
interested. I hate reality shows and the name’s 
awful.” I think the fact that I was so diffi cult 
made them think, “This is the girl.” They said, 
“We’re going to give you six people and you’re 
going to run their life.” I said, “Oh, that’s cool,” 
because I’m a control freak.

 You’re pretty tough on your TV trainees. Have 
you always been fi t?

Not at all. I was an overweight teenager. I 
got into martial arts when I was about 14, and 
it was my martial arts instructor that turned 
my life around.

On the show, has anyone’s bad habits truly 
shocked you?

We have now in season seven some 
contestants who are so unhealthy. 
They’re on 12 different medications. 
They’ve got diabetes, high cholesterol, 
high blood pressure and they’re in their 
60s. It never ceases to amaze me that 
within weeks, they’re off all their 
medications, they’ve lost 30 pounds 
and they feel 10 times better.

 With more people cutting back on spending, 
gym memberships may be the fi rst thing to 
go. How does someone stay in shape without 
going to the gym?

You only need minimal investments, wheth-
er it’s a game, a fi tness DVD or an online train-
er. The Internet is a great resource for infor-
mation. If you Google “exercises using your 
own bodyweight,” 20 different things will 
come up for free.  Also, learn how to count cal-
ories, then you’ll understand the math behind 

weight loss. Simple math is all it is, 
calories in, calories out.

 What are your best methods for staying mo-
tivated?

Write down all the reasons why you want 
to get in shape. If you’re trying to decide 
between oatmeal or a doughnut, go back 
and look at that list.

Get Jillian’s tips on eating health-
fully with our exclusive video report at 
NYDailyNews.com.

Jillian Michaels
Age: 34

Job title: Trainer and life 
coach 

Years on the job: 17 years 
as a trainer and fi ve years on 

“The Biggest Loser”

Hours per week: 60 to 70 
hours during fi lming.

a fi tness guru
9 QUESTIONS FOR ...

4
7

 
nydailynew

s.com
D

A
ILY

N
E
W

S
Thursday,

O
ctober

1
6
,
2
0
0
8


