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Managing Your Money 

STAN’S WORLD — ZONING PROBLEMS  

We moved to the Town of Wesƞield with the idea that we would stay for 10 
years and then move on to the next step of our lives. We never defined that 
next step because 10 years is a long Ɵme, and perhaps that explains why our 
former 10-year plan will soon be 20 years old.  

Why didn’t we move aŌer 10 years? The reasons probably sound familiar to 
why so many of you stay in your homes: doctors, family, and the house fits our 
needs. (If you’re younger, you might also be thinking: the schools are good, and 
it’s an easy commute to work.) In a word, things are comfortable. Moving is an 
unknown; some things might be beƩer, others less so. It’s Ɵme to take advice 
from Paul Simon: “Make a new plan, Stan.” (Google it…) 

A few years ago, we called the building department to ask if we could build a 
deck over the footprint of our exisƟng paƟo. The official said we can’t add 
more above-ground footage to what’s already built on our lot, but we’re cer-
tainly welcome to enlarge our paƟo.  

For what it was worth, I explained the reasoning behind a deck vs a paƟo: 
We’re geƫng older, and we want to eliminate the steps down to the paƟo. We 
want to age in place, and steps should be avoided whenever possible. I got a 
sympatheƟc ear, but the code is what the code is, rules are rules, formulas are 
formulas, and the answer was sƟll no.  

The next step was a meeƟng with an aƩorney to talk about a variance. He was 
cauƟously opƟmisƟc that we could get a variance and gave us the name of an 
engineer who could tell us what, if anything, we could build.   

In April 2024, the engineer came out to our house to talk decks. He looked at 
the back yard and asked why we wanted a deck. We explained we’re growing 
older, we want fewer steps, yaƩa, yaƩa. He informed us that the procedure for 
geƫng approvals to build a deck is the same as for a porch. Why not just build 
a three-season room? Why not indeed! He was cauƟously opƟmisƟc that we 
could get a variance and gave us the name of an architect who could draw the 
plans.   
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STAN’S WORLD — ZONING PROBLEMS (CONT’D) 
A few weeks later, we met with an architect about drawing up plans for a porch to be built 
over the footprint of our exisƟng paƟo. As he looked around the backyard, he said he also was 
cauƟously opƟmisƟc that we could get a variance. 

It takes a while to draw plans. Measurements and photos are to be taken. Lots of photos. 
There are sketches, changes, and first and second draŌs. Along the way, there were a few 
computaƟonal errors by the engineer and/or the architect, a few remeasurements, and more 
photos. Did I fail to menƟon invoices? 

Eventually, we had a set of drawings that we could bring to our aƩorney so he could complete 
the paperwork to apply for a variance. Of course, we had to write a few more checks and sign 
a few forms. We were cauƟously opƟmisƟc.   

The town got the forms, but they required some correcƟons. The forms came back. Correc-
Ɵons were made, and the paperwork was resubmiƩed. AŌer a lengthy review, we finally got a 
date for a hearing. But wait; the municipal official who reviewed the applicaƟon found a few 
more errors, so the date had to be changed. These things happen.  

Finally, and I mean finally, a hearing date was set for August 2025, approximately 16 months 
aŌer our iniƟal visit with the engineer. We were ready to go. We had the architect, the engi-
neer, and the aƩorney. And then they added a planner because, well, I don’t know why. It did-
n’t maƩer; it was almost showƟme.  

On the day of our hearing, it started to rain. And rain. And rain. Streets flooded; roads were 
closed; arks were built. Against my wife's beƩer judgment, I drove to the municipal building 
through a truly torrenƟal downpour. I walked to the doors, only to find them locked. A woman 
ran from her car and told me she was the board secretary. The hearing was postponed; didn’t I 
get the email she sent 5 minutes ago? 

I told her how long I had waited for that night, and she was very sympatheƟc to my plea. But 
board secretaries record proceedings at meeƟngs; they don’t set the hearing agenda. She’ll 
get back to me.   

A week later, we got a noƟce for a new date. Because the in-person meeƟng was cancelled 
and their next meeƟng was already booked, our hearing would be held virtually.   

I logged in at the appointed Ɵme and duƟfully sat with my notes in front of me. The board 
president noted that one of the cases before us was cancelled, but they had an emergency 
hearing for the food pantry.  
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STAN’S WORLD — ZONING PROBLEMS (CONT’D) 
During the approximately two hours of tesƟmony and quesƟons during the hearing for the 
food pantry, I perked up when I heard their presenter, a member of the clergy, note that one 
of the changes that was being requested was being sought so their senior volunteers wouldn’t 
have to walk up and down a set of steps. Who needed an aƩorney, an engineer, an architect, 
and a planner; a messenger from God was on our side!   

Around 10 pm, they called our case number. When it was my turn to tesƟfy, I quoted the cler-
gy member from the food pantry. We want to stay in our house, enjoy it, and try to keep our-
selves as safe as possible. AŌer hearing from me, the aƩorney, the planner, and the architect, 
the board unanimously agreed. (In truth, I believe it was so late they were too Ɵred to argue.) 
We did it! We had a variance to build a porch! 

It’s now mid-February, and the excitement from that late August night has been somewhat 
tempered. You see, once you have a variance, you must find a builder. And builders must re-
view plans before they can quote a price for a project. And then the builder needs sealed 
drawings from the architect, and permit applicaƟons must be completed, but the paperwork 
isn’t always perfect, so it may have to be resubmiƩed. The builder finally prevailed and called 
to say he had the permits in hand. 

But then it snowed, and the snow turned into ice. And other jobs were almost finished, but 
not quite. And we’re on the list. And then it snowed some more.  

The other day, the builder put his sign on our snow-covered lawn. He’s either almost ready to 
start or he just needed a place to put an extra sign. There’s sƟll ice and snow, but we have a 
sign! 

April 2026 will mark two years from when this saga officially started, and who knows when it 
will end. (Perhaps the next Stan’s World will be a diatribe about how the builder ordered the 
wrong windows.) Regardless of the fate of our porch, take note that change takes Ɵme, and 
nobody, and I mean nobody, is on your schedule.   

GETTING ORGANIZED FOR THE AFTERLIFE 
When we speak with clients about their legal documents, clients oŌen quesƟon why they 
need wills, powers of aƩorney, or health care proxies. The answer is we don’t know how life 
will unfold. Sadly, we’ve witnessed calamitous events happening to people of all ages.  
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GETTING ORGANIZED FOR THE AFTERLIFE (CONT’D) 
If a family with a minor doesn’t have a will and something happens to the parents, a judge will 
likely decide who will get custody of the child. While it’s oŌen difficult to decide which family 
member, or friend, will be assigned custody in a will, it’s unlikely that a lot of couples look at 
each other and say: “Let a judge decide who will raise our kids.” Lacking a will, a stranger, who 
knows nothing about the couple, their family, or their child(ren), will make a very significant 
decision because the parents didn’t have a will to express their wishes. 

As we periodically do, here’s a parƟal list of documents you should retain1,2.  

 Will: “A will is a legal document that lays out who will inherit your assets…and who will as-
sume guardianship of children and pets.” Everyone should have a will. Even if you don’t 
have a family, it’s sƟll likely you own something of substance, like a checking account, or a 
car, or even a pet. (Nobody thinks about pets when they say they don’t need a will.) You 
don’t necessarily have to hire an expensive estate aƩorney to prepare a will, as there are 
plenty of sites online where a simple will can be quickly and easily prepared. Guardianship 
issues aside, in some states, if the deceased has no living relaƟves, the state will inherit all 
the assets. How many people would willingly choose that opƟon?  Regarding where to 
store your will, two recommendaƟons: ensure someone knows where it is stored, and 
make sure the executor has legal access to the document. 

 Healthcare proxy: “To specifically allow a designated person to make health care decisions 
if you cannot, you need a medical power of aƩorney or a health care proxy.” If you want to 
“specify the treatments and end-of-life care opƟons you do or do not want,” you need a 
legal document so your decisions are known. (An advance direcƟve may also be used to 
outline treatment preferences, but it may not be as binding in some states as a healthcare 
proxy.) Of utmost importance is selecƟng someone to carry out your wishes.     

 Power of a orney: This document gives a person you trust the legal authority to act on 
your behalf – for example, by managing business and financial decisions. A durable power 
of aƩorney allows your designated person to conƟnue to manage your affairs, even if you 
become incapacitated. The operaƟve words: a person you trust. 

 Le er of instruc on: Life is about so much more than the mere contents of a will, and a 
leƩer of instrucƟon can clarify how and why you made some of the decisions that were in-
cluded in the will. When it comes to dividing assets among children, for example, fair 
doesn’t always mean equal. A well-craŌed leƩer can help to explain why one child received 
more (or less) than a sibling, or why certain assets were allocated for charitable purposes. 
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GETTING ORGANIZED FOR THE AFTERLIFE (CONT’D) 
 Social and digital media: “Create a document sƟpulaƟng how you want your online ac-

counts and all digital content handled when you die and designate a representaƟve, like a 
family member, to take control.” You’ll also have to “create a list of usernames and pass-
words to help your representaƟve log into your accounts.” While this list should be safely 
stored, your representaƟve will ulƟmately need to access it to carry out your wishes, such 
as turning off recurring monthly payments.  

 Watch those beneficiaries: AŌer you’re done signing your will and have a good under-
standing of how your estate will be distributed, go to all your accounts that have a benefi-
ciary, such as an IRA or a 401(k). The beneficiaries of IRAs and 401(k)s are not governed by 
your will, so make certain the beneficiaries listed on those accounts align with your wishes. 
(Sadly, you wouldn’t be the first person whose 30-year-old IRA went to an old boyfriend or 
girlfriend because the beneficiary designaƟon was never updated. 

FUN WITH CHARTS 
When you hear the phrase ‘the market is rich,’ it refers to the stock market having a high P/E 
raƟo. A P/E raƟo is a stock’s price divided by its earnings over the past 12 months. Thus, if the 
share price of a stock is $100, and the annual earnings for that stock are $10, the P/E raƟo is 
100/10 = 10.  
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FUN WITH CHARTS (CONT’D) 
Stock valuaƟons maƩer. The chart below3 shows the correlaƟon between P/E raƟos and future 
returns. NoƟce, for example, what happens to stock prices when P/E raƟos peak. Over suc-
ceeding years, stock prices oŌen go down. They’ll eventually boƩom, rise, and peak again. (As 
the chart shows, these cycles recur over and over, for various lengths of Ɵme.)  

As shown on the graph, the term P/E fwd (forward) is the price of the S&P 500 Index divided 
by its projected earnings over the next 12 months.      
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FUN WITH CHARTS (CONT’D) 
The chart below4 shows the 30-year average forward P/E raƟo is 17.1, while the chart above 
shows the forward P/E raƟo as of 1/31/2026 was 22.0. Seeing that, your first reacƟon might be 
to sell everything and head for cash.  

Yes, we’re heading towards a peak, or may even be near a peak, but we don’t know where the 
top is. And selling too early may mean ‘leaving money on the table.’ Rather than randomly 
picking peaks and valleys, we address record-seƫng stock prices by rebalancing and building 
up the fixed-income sides of porƞolios. But that’s not new news; you already know that. 

One caveat worth noƟng about current stock valuaƟons. There is a significant concentraƟon of 
mega-cap technology stocks within the S&P 500, and tech stocks oŌen have higher P/E raƟos 
because they tend to grow faster.  

We’ve witnessed outsize valuaƟons by formerly dominant companies in the past (e.g., GE, 
IBM, General Motors), and we’ve also seen those once-great companies lose their leadership 
posiƟons. While some may argue “This Ɵme it’s different,” we’ve also heard those words 
uƩered far too many Ɵmes.   
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FUN WITH CHARTS (CONT’D) 
The takeaway from high P/E raƟos is to temper your expectaƟons for market returns over the 
next few years as the cycle plays out. Yes, the average return of the S&P 500 may be approxi-
mately 10% over the past 100 or so years, but history also shows it’s never a smooth ride. 
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S.F. Ehrlich Associates, Inc. 

has been providing finan-

cial advice on a fee-only,  

independent basis for over 

25 years.  

Managing Your Money is 

compiled enƟrely by  

Stanley F. Ehrlich and  

John Zeltmann. 

QuesƟons or comments 

are always welcome (and  

encouraged!). 

Did we men on?  If you have a friend or family member who you 

think might benefit from a discussion with us about financial 

planning and asset management, please pass along our phone 

number and email address.  Long-term growth is not only crucial 

to porƞolios, it’s also criƟcal to a business. 

If you have a friend, co-worker, or relaƟve who’s in need of fi-

nancial advice due to a pending or actual job loss, please give 

them our contact informaƟon.  We’re always glad to speak pro 

bono with people who need a hand. 

CLIENTS: Please remember to contact S.F. Ehrlich if: a) there are 

any changes in your financial situaƟon or investment objecƟves, 

b) you wish to impose, add or modify any reasonable restricƟons 

to our investment management services, or c) you’ve changed 

your permanent residence.

S.F. Ehrlich Associates, Inc. 

15 Alden Street, Suite 12 

Cranford, NJ 07016 

Fax: (908) 789-1115 

Stanley F. Ehrlich 

Phone: (908) 789-1100 

stan@sfehrlich.com 

John Zeltmann, CFP®, CFA 

Phone: (908) 789-1944 

jzeltmann@sfehrlich.com 

1 Schupak, Amanda. “Let’s Talk About Death.” The New York Times, 17 July 2025. 

2 Feinberg, Shaina. “Death, and PreparaƟon for It, in an Age That Avoids Both.” The New York Times, 16 Mar. 2024 

3 “S&P 500 index at inflecƟon points,” Slide 4, Guide to the Markets, J.P. Morgan.  Jan 31, 2026.   

4 “S&P 500 valuaƟon measures,” Slide 5, Guide to the Markets, J.P. Morgan.  Jan 31, 2026. 

 

 

 



 

10 

 

 

IMPORTANT DISCLOSURES 
S.F. Ehrlich Associates, Inc. (“SFE”) is a registered investment advisory firm in New Jersey that offers investment adviso-
ry, financial planning, and consulƟng services to its clients, who generally include individuals, high net worth individuals, 
and their affiliated trusts and estates. AddiƟonal disclosures, including a descripƟon of our services, fees, and other 
helpful informaƟon, can be found in our Form ADV Part 2, which is available upon request or on the SEC's website at 
www.adviserinfo.sec.gov/firm/summary/121356. 

If you are an exisƟng client of SFE, it is your responsibility to immediately noƟfy us if there is a change in your financial 
situaƟon or investment objecƟves for the purpose of reviewing, evaluaƟng or revising any of our previous recommen-
daƟons and/or services. 

This newsleƩer is for informaƟonal purposes only and is not intended to be and does not consƟtute specific financial, 
investment, tax, or legal advice.  It does not consider the parƟcular financial circumstances of any specific investor and 
should not be construed as a solicitaƟon or offer to buy or sell any investment or related financial products.  We urge 
you to consult with a qualified advisor before making financial, investment, tax, or legal decisions. 

InformaƟon contained herein has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable. While we have no reason to 
doubt its accuracy, we make no representaƟons or guarantees as to its accuracy.  The opinions and analyses expressed 
herein consƟtute judgments as of the date of this newsleƩer and are subject to change at any Ɵme without noƟce.  Any 
decisions you make based upon any informaƟon contained in this newsleƩer or otherwise are your sole responsibility.  

No graph, chart, formula, or other device can, in and of itself, be used to determine which securiƟes to buy or sell, or 
when to buy or sell such securiƟes, or can assist persons in making those decisions.   

Any securiƟes menƟoned in this newsleƩer are for illustraƟve purposes only and should not be construed as investment 
advice or a recommendaƟon to buy or sell. There is no guarantee that a parƟcular client's account will hold any or all of 
the securiƟes menƟoned in this newsleƩer. AddiƟonally, from Ɵme to Ɵme, SFE’s officers, directors, employees, agents, 
affiliates, or client accounts may hold posiƟons or other interests in the securiƟes menƟoned in this newsleƩer.  

Any historical index performance provided herein is for illustraƟve purposes and includes the reinvestment of dividends 
and income, but does not reflect advisory fees, brokerage commissions, and other expenses associated with managing 
an actual client account. An index is an unmanaged group of stocks considered to be representaƟve of different seg-
ments of the stock market in general. Index performance does not represent actual account performance. One cannot 
invest directly in an index. A descripƟon of each index menƟoned in this newsleƩer is available upon request. 

Any hypotheƟcal performance shown or discussed herein is for illustraƟve purposes only.  HypotheƟcal performance 
results have inherent limitaƟons, including: they are generally prepared with the benefit of hindsight; do not involve 
financial risk or reflect actual trading; and do not reflect the economic and market factors, such as concentraƟon, lack of 
liquidity or market disrupƟons, trading costs, and other condiƟons, that might have impacted our decision-making when 
managing actual client accounts. Since trades have not actually been executed, hypotheƟcal performance results may 
have under- or overcompensated for the impact, if any, of certain market factors.  

 It should not be assumed that future performance of any specific investment, investment strategy, or index (including 
any discussed in this presentaƟon) will be successful or profitable or protect against loss.  

Any forward-looking statements or projecƟons herein are based on assumpƟons. By their nature, forward-looking state-
ments involve a number of risks, uncertainƟes, and assumpƟons that could cause actual results or events to differ mate-
rially from those expressed or implied by the forward-looking statements. You should not place undue reliance on for-
ward-looking statements, which reflect our judgment only as of the date this newsleƩer was published. 

 

 


