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“This book will be of immense help to those who want to 

make sure that their investments and investment strate-

gies are sound, logical, economical, and truly in their best 

interests. I have known and worked with David for numer-

ous clients and am always impressed with his dedication, 

acumen, and good business sense. I can think of no better 

author or example that good investment advisors can 

model than David.”

—ALAN S. GASSMAN, JD, LLM
Florida Board Certified Trust and Estate Lawyer and Author 

“If you’re tired of all the financial misinformation pumped 

out in the media, this no-nonsense guide is perfect to help 

you take charge of your financial life. It’s perfect for the 

business owner or highly compensated professional who 

wants a roadmap to win the money game.”

—DAVID FINKEL
Wall Street Journal Bestselling Author, SCALE: Seven Proven 

Principles to Grow Your Business and Get Your Life Back

“Do you have someone that you could count on to take 

care of your family and your finances if something hap-

pened to you? David earned that position in my life.

I have been doing business and investing with David for 

twenty-five years because I know that if something hap-

pened to me, I could trust him to look out for my wife, my 

family, our money, and therefore, with my life. David is a 

solid citizen. His values ring forth from these pages effort-

lessly because he has lived them. I have had the privilege 

of knowing David as a soldier, leader, friend, business as-

sociate, investment advisor, and family man. To see how he 



has built his family, his friendships, and his business has 

been inspirational. I believe it is important to know how 

someone lives, not just how they do their job. David is 

unique in that his emotional and relational intelligence ex-

cels as much as his financial intelligence. 

This book is a solid read for anyone that wants to build a 

foundation or go all the way to financial independence. 

Some of my greatest gifts to others have been books to 

help them accomplish their dreams. This book will be one 

of them. I am ecstatic that we will all have this book as a 

resource! Bravo, David!”

—KEVIN BELL
Business, Finances, and Asset Development
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To my awesome wife, Caroline, who is my inspiration, 
and to my Mom and Dad for the personal values and 

principles of finance they instilled in me at an early age.
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A  W O R D  F R O M  T H E  A U T H O R :

Doing Something Different

G
rowing up in the Washington, DC, region, I often took city 
transit home from high school. As I watched the commuters 
jostling on the crowded buses, I understood the meaning 
of “the rat race.” I wanted something different than that for 

myself, and so I figured I’d have to do something different. 
Every workday for four decades, my father Paul, a budget analyst, 

steadfastly reported to his job at the US Department of Defense. He 
worked hard to support his family and, in many ways, is my hero. 
But despite his being successful in creating a decent life for us, I knew 
I wanted something different.

I wanted more excitement in life!
My mother Marie’s career came closer to the action I craved. 

A registered nurse, she took several years off when my sister and 
brother and I were little before later working in a doctor’s office. 
She made sure we got a good head start with deep Christian values. 
My parents sacrificed a lot to uphold their values and their faith, 
including sending me to a Catholic high school—Bishop Ireton—in 
Alexandria, Virginia. 

My father also taught us the meaning of money—that it must 
serve a purpose that goes beyond instant gratification. He taught us 
the fundamental wisdom of spending less than we earn and setting 
aside money for the future. Conservative by nature, he bought our 
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cars in cash with the savings bonds purchased through his govern-
ment payroll.

M Y  T U R N  T O  S E R V E  A N D  L E A D

I was born in 1966 during the thick of the Vietnam War, and I heard 
a lot about the conflict while growing up. Through many of my 
parents’ friends and neighbors in the military, I developed a deep 
respect for our armed forces and their mission. A young history buff, 
I spent time at the public library and became aware that many people 
who didn’t have a heart for the mission had been sent to war. Even 
many of the leaders lacked conviction. How can a nation expect to 
prevail when people who don’t want to be there are leading others 
who don’t want to be there?

I resolved that, when my turn to serve came, I’d be in charge. 
And by being in the military, I hoped to maybe do some good.

So, after graduating early from high school, I went off to Notre 
Dame on an ROTC scholarship while waiting for an appointment 
to West Point. As a freshman, I enjoyed the military maneuvers we 
conducted in ROTC—the mock battles and ambushes and even 
assault missions that featured rappelling out of helicopters. I seldom 
went to classes; I must have figured that my brilliant big sister 
attending Notre Dame a year ahead of me was getting good enough 
grades for both of us! 

Nonetheless, through Senator Warren of Virginia and accep-
tance by West Point, I got an appointment to this prestigious military 
school. There, I dove into my studies and responsibilities, eventually 
graduating as a Distinguished Honor Graduate. 

At first, I aspired to become a pilot but was persuaded to go 
into the US Army Infantry and Rangers where, I was told, I’d have 
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the greatest impact as a leader. I attended the US Army Airborne 
School in Fort Benning and got my wings, then spent the summer of 
1987 at the Fulda Gap in Germany with the 11th Armored Cavalry 
Regiment.

My high class ranking at West Point allowed me options as to 
where and how I would serve. I chose the infantry so I could become 
a US Army Ranger, and I chose Fort Bragg where the 82nd Airborne 
Division was based. 

I approached going to US Army Ranger School as a way to 
strengthen me and make me better able to serve. In my unit, I vol-
unteered to march straight into the danger zone and tackle whatever 
challenges came my way—always preceded by painstaking prepara-
tion. As a rapid response unit, the 82nd Division was often deployed 
quickly to trouble spots—where the action and excitement would be.

A  D I F F E R E N T  K I N D  O F  S E R V I C E

During my military career, I was also an enthusiastic investor, so a 
1999 career change to financial planning came naturally. Themes 
from my military years carried through into my financial services 
career, including thorough preparation and a dedication to serving 
others. Through all those years, I have maintained an adventurous 
spirit imbued with deep values that came from the quality of my 
upbringing. My parents shaped me well and for that I’m forever 
grateful.

During my years of service in financial planning, I’ve met many 
people in need of solid financial guidance. Often, they’re thriving in 
their careers but are unsure how to turn their hard-earned income 
into wealth. They seek reassurance they’ll be able to retire comfort-
ably, and they know they need to be prepared financially, but how? 
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With a barrage of information and conflicting advice on financial 
topics, they wonder which “advisors” are truly on their side and not 

primarily interested in lining 
their own pockets. 

As their financial situa-
tions get more complicated, 
they feel apprehensive. Many 
are unsure of what they want 
to accomplish in life, so when 
contemplating their future, 
they feel more stress than 
excitement.

If this describes you, 
you’re not alone. In my two decades of practice, I’ve helped hundreds 
of people gain control of their destinies and attain financial freedom. 
We have worked together to:

• Develop better financial habits to achieve meaningful things 
in the world.

• Set a course to realize their dreams and even share part with 
less fortunate people.

• Put in place strategies to prepare for unforeseen fiscal 
emergencies. 

If that’s what you seek, this book will be your guide.

W H A T  T O  E X P E C T  F R O M  T H I S  B O O K

Perhaps you picked up this book for specific tips on where to invest 
your money. However, for the most part, your investment decisions 

Themes from my 
military years carried 
through into my 
financial services 
career, including 
thorough preparation 
and a dedication to 
serving others.
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depend on your circumstances and priorities. That means a good 
strategy for one investor could be disastrous for another. 

Let me reassure you that I understand the problems you face. 
Although I was successful in my military career and had a good start 
as an investor, I still felt unsure of the next steps to take, the proper 
strategies to follow, or the people I should trust with my finances. 
(You’ll read about that in the Introduction.) As those questions 
loomed large, I began an odyssey to acquire a thorough financial 
education. Doing so led me to establish a fee-only advisory firm, 
BlueSky Wealth Advisors, that I still lead today.

Consider this book to be a survey of the wisdom I’ve gained 
through my education and two decades of experience as a profes-
sional advisor. As I share my experiences, good and bad, I’ll also 
introduce you to a variety of lessons learned through my clients.

I invite you to come with me on a financial journey through 
these chapters. Along the way, remember this: if you want something 
different, you must do something different. Let’s discover what this 
means for your portfolio and your life!
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Saving Livelihoods

A s an army infantry officer in Iraq in the early 1990s, 
I saw events during the Desert Storm campaign I can 
never forget. However, few experiences have influ-
enced me as much as what I encountered years later 

while on the slopes of Mount Rainier. There, I met a deadly force 
that ultimately changed the course of my career and my life.

In 1990, I was a young man eager to take on any challenge. I had 
endured intense qualifying training to become a US Army Ranger, 
and I had given it my all. I had also seen what happened to my peers 
who messed up or couldn’t take it. They didn’t make it. 

No way would I quit or even show myself vulnerable to getting 
injured. For example, in the US Army Ranger School, I broke my 
foot during a paratroop exercise and still marched through the desert 
in Utah with a broken foot. Ever since my time at West Point, the 
lessons had been clear: Don’t complain. Watch out for your buddy’s 
back. Trust that someone else will watch out for yours. 

My first duty assignment after US Army Ranger training was 
at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, with the 504th Parachute Infantry 
Regiment of the 82nd Airborne Division. I showed up as a brand-new 
second lieutenant early in 1990, just after the unit returned from the 
invasion of Panama that had deposed the dictator Manuel Noriega. 
When the Iraqi forces of Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, 
the 82nd Division was sent to secure the Saudi Arabia border in the 
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Gulf War. We stayed there about a year during the build-up of troops, 
the air war, and the ground war before returning to the United States 
in mid-1991.

Once I got back, I tried out for the elite 75th Ranger Regiment, 
was chosen for the 2nd Battalion, and headed out to my assignment 
at Fort Lewis near Tacoma, Washington. I was proud to be part of 
the same battalion that, on D-Day in World War II, had scaled the 
hundred-foot cliffs at Normandy with rope ladders and grapples to 
knock out the German guns at Pointe du Hoc. As part of our training, 
we spent time with the SAS in Britain. There, the rigorous training 
included getting pummeled with water from a fire hose during POW 
escape-and-recapture maneuvers outdoors in Scotland in the middle 
of winter! 

On my next major mission, I was bound for Somalia to join 
the supposed peacekeeping and humanitarian initiative, Operation 
Restore Hope. The summer before our deployment, I set out to 
climb Mount Rainier—an exciting accomplishment worthy of a US 
Army Ranger, I thought. After reaching the summit, I made my way 
back down to my pickup truck and pulled out onto the mountain 
road to head home. 

S U D D E N LY  M Y  W O R L D  C H A N G E D 

My training at West Point and with the Rangers had prepared me to 
face the elemental struggles of man against nature and the indignities 
and atrocities of man against man. But nothing had addressed the 
monumental challenge that pitted man against elk. 

One moment I was cruising along; the next I was wildly swerving 
to avoid striking an elk crossing the road—a beast as big as my truck. 
My vehicle careened off the road and flipped onto its roof in the 
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ditch. I kicked out the back window and crawled out of it to hike to 
the nearest farmhouse a mile away. There, I called the police for assis-
tance. By the time we got back to my truck, somebody had stolen 
all my hiking gear and my wallet, too, which I’d left on the console. 
Without it, I couldn’t even prove my identity.

In the years ahead, my whole body ached, and I had lost feeling 
and strength in my right arm. I toughed it out because I couldn’t 
admit to anyone, including myself, that I was injured and in pain. 
Duty called me to Somalia. My unit was not part of the forces that 
faced heavy fighting in Mogadishu. Instead, we remained at the 
staging area rehearsing our mission. As much as I wanted to be 
where the action was, due to my injuries, I had trouble carrying 
my rucksack, aiming a rifle, and wearing a parachute. I knew I was 
fortunate to stay put.

Following the Somalia mission, I was sent to the Infantry Officers 
Advanced Course at Fort Benning in Georgia. After graduating, I 
was selected to attend the Special Forces Assessment and Selection 
Course at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. This course turned out to be 
another three weeks of physical and psychological hell. I managed 
to make it through and was chosen to attend the full Special Forces 
Qualification Course, even though, by then, I could barely use my 
right arm. After a short while in the “Q” course, I finally saw a doctor 
who noted considerable damage to vertebrae in my upper spine. My 
rendezvous with the elk had left me with serious neck problems.

In late 1994, I was chosen to fill an opening for an officer with 
US Army Ranger Regiment experience in the US Army Special 
Operations Command. For the next five years at Fort Bragg, I held 
various positions within the special operation community. My opera-
tional experiences ranged from Bosnia in the European theater to 
Iraq and Liberia in the Middle Eastern theater. My final position 
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was that of company commander at the US John F. Kennedy Special 
Warfare Center and School.

During those years, I regained most of the use of my arm. Also, 
an MRI showed remarkable improvement in the condition of my 
vertebrae—to the point of not needing the recommended spinal 
fusion. Still, my physical issues destined me to a desk job with Special 
Ops rather than doing what I loved—experiencing the excitement of 
being in the field with the troops. 

While my neck injury was slowing me down, the prospect of 
family obligations was giving me pause. I had to redefine myself. 

F A R E W E L L  T O  T H E  A R M Y , 
H E L L O  T O  L O V E

So began my metamorphosis from a soldier to a financial planner/
advisor. That might seem a radical change of pace, but today, working 
with my financial planning clients, I relive these familiar themes 
learned in the military: 

• Set your sights on clear goals and pursue them diligently. 

• Be prepared for everything and anything. 

• Get in shape to face the big risks out there. 

• Surround yourself with people you can trust. 

• Understand your limits but never limit your potential. 

• Do it right—and do what’s right.

Something else happened that forever changed my trajectory. Not 
long after meeting the elk on that lonely mountain road, I had a 
greater life-altering experience. I fell in love.



5

Saving Livelihoods

I had met Caroline while I was stationed at Fort Lewis. This 
Georgia girl was in Seattle to pursue her graduate studies at the Uni-
versity of Washington. A couple of friends at West Point had gone 
to high school with her in Atlanta and introduced us in Washing-
ton. Caroline and I met socially, but we didn’t date then; she had a 
boyfriend at the time. Yet even though she returned to Georgia to 
begin her teaching career, I never forgot about her. 

When my military career brought me to Fort Benning not far 
from where Caroline was teaching, I looked her up right away. We 
met for a date in Atlanta, and then I invited her down to check out 
Fort Benning. On the day she was to visit, she arrived earlier than 
I expected. She had to wait a few hours until I finally showed up, 
sweating under the weight of a heavy backpack. “I was out training,” 
I explained to her. “I had spare time, so I started getting ready for the 
special forces training I’ll be doing up at Fort Bragg.”

Caroline’s expression seemed partly bemused, party amused. 
“On my way down here from Atlanta,” she later told me, “I saw this 
crazy guy along the road, twenty miles out in the middle of nowhere, 
lugging a huge backpack. So that was you?” I confessed that, yes, 
that crazy guy was me. Not so crazy by US Army Rangers standards, 
though. That’s what Rangers do in their free time. They work out; 
they run; they go to the gym; they prepare to become prepared.

As our relationship deepened, Caroline took a teaching job in 
a town about thirty miles from Fort Bragg so we could continue 
our courtship. We knew by then we had something special, but our 
values prevented us from moving in together. Before long, I asked her 
to be my wife, and we married in 1995.

Besides the neck issues I dealt with constantly during that phase, 
it was not lost on me that the divorce rate among soldiers in US 
Army Special Operations was something like 90 percent. I vowed my 
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marriage and family life would come first. I knew I had served well, 
and I felt called to serve in another way. 

So, before the turn of the millennium, I said farewell to the 
military after a decade as a US Army Ranger and Special Operations 
soldier. I received an honorable medical discharge. Miraculously, it 
would be nearly fifteen years before I would need surgery to replace 
my three crushed vertebrae.

I N V E S T I N G  I N  M Y  F U T U R E

But then what? I looked back on my life for clues as to where I’d best 
fit in. Who and what had shaped me? I needed to better understand 
myself, so I could gain a clear picture of what I’d be doing for the rest 
of my life. What was David Blain meant to be? 

In my middle-class household, my parents were not wealthy, but 
they were certainly rich in the values they passed on to their children. 
I was taught to always be honest, work hard, spend frugally, and save 
for the future. Toward that end, I learned the basics of investing. I 
also learned to be an entrepreneur.

My entrepreneurial bent had come at a young age. Every 
morning, I got up in the dark to deliver The Washington Post, and 
I mowed lawns in the afternoons and on weekends. With a friend, 
I started a bicycle recycling business. After we finished our paper 
routes, we’d collect old bikes left at the curb with the trash. Then, in 
my buddy’s garage, we disassembled them, built new bicycles from 
the parts, and sold them for a nice profit. We did the same with 
discarded lawnmowers. What a good income for a teenager! Dad 
took me to the local bank to invest in certificates of deposit that, at 
the time, were yielding remarkable 14 and 15 percent returns. The 
concept of using my money to make more money captivated me. 
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I continued working and dabbling in investments until I went 
away to the University of Notre Dame and then to West Point. There, 
in addition to math, science, and engineering, I took an elective on 
finance and investment. It was taught by a brilliant army major with 
an MBA from Harvard who, at the age of thirty-something, had 
achieved financial freedom. He motivated me to begin investing in 
earnest. 

After graduating in 1989, my military career progressed 
nicely—and so did my portfolio. I did well with stocks and bonds 
and branched out into real estate. As my investment earnings grew to 
nearly as much as my army pay, I sought out a professional advisor. 
I had hired a CPA to help with my taxes, but I needed an advisor 
who could do more than fill out my tax forms. I wanted advice on 
reaching my long-term goal of financial independence and minimiz-
ing the amount of tax I had to pay. 

What I found was that most “advisors” just wanted to sell 
something. One firm “specializing in the planning needs of military 
officers” invited us to seminars where, over a free dinner, we heard 
a pitch for life insurance. I’m single and I don’t need life insurance, I 
thought, and these folks want me to buy tons of it. The firm also 
peddled mutual funds to earn a 50 percent commission during the 
first year. 

I found those practices to be egregious. As a result, I developed 
a distrust not only of that firm but of the wider industry and the 
types of advisors out there. I concluded that, if I wanted to invest 
confidently, I would need to invest in myself. I made it my mission 
to develop expertise in financial matters. Before long, my peers were 
asking me for tips on investing and taxes as their informal financial 
advisor.
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Seeing my military career wind down, an acquaintance suggested 
I become a financial advisor at the firm where he worked, a large 
national stock brokerage. My expression must have let him know 
what I was thinking: No way! I don’t want to sell stuff to people!

“It’s not like that,” he assured me. “It’s like running your own 
business, and we do actual planning to help people. It’s not all about 
selling our products.” 

However, I found out otherwise. I joined the firm’s training 
program, and by the end of the first week I had my assignments: 
write down the names and phone numbers of at least a hundred 
people I knew and cold-call them. When I had finished that, I was 
expected to go door-to-door in my neighborhood. Nope. Not the job 
for me. After the third week, I moved on. Next, I got interested in 
working for a so-called planner who turned out to be little more than 
an annuity salesman. Again, I moved on. 

While wrapping up my final days in US Army Special Opera-
tions, I attended a conference of the National Association of Personal 
Financial Advisors (NAPFA). There, I felt as if I’d finally met my 
people. These professionals were truly helping their clients. They had 
no interest in making sales pitches. In fact, NAPFA members weren’t 
allowed to even have a securities license to sell products. They were 
committed to the fiduciary standard and true financial planning. 

These planners were doing what I wanted to do—serving others 
honorably and treating people as I wanted to be treated. Finally, I was 
not alone in my values. The public wanted what I had to offer, and 
NAPFA provided the inspiration I needed to start my new career.
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E V O L U T I O N  O F  B L U E S K Y 
W E A L T H  A D V I S O R S

To do things my way, I concluded, I’d need to go back to my entre-
preneurial roots. So, that year—1999—I launched my financial 
advisory and investment practice, initially named Blain Investment 
Counsel and later, DL Blain & Co. I settled on the name BlueSky 
Wealth Advisors in 2013.

To qualify as a NAPFA member, I had to take a fiduciary oath, 
submit a financial plan for peer review, and have my business practices 
examined for any conflict of interest. It was exciting to become a 
part of this dedicated but small group—only 500 nationwide at the 
time—that wanted to change the way financial advice is delivered. 

At first, I charged a percentage of assets under management, a 
traditional fee structure. Originally, my focus was on helping people 
with their investments, but I saw how seriously people needed good 
advice and assistance in areas where I could add value. Meanwhile, I 
moved toward a planning fee in combination with the percentage of 
assets. A decade or so later, I went to a flat fee. 

That evolution just made sense. BlueSky Wealth Advisors helps 
people in both their accumulation and distribution stages of life. 
Older clients with significant wealth have uncomplicated needs and 
take relatively little of our time, while young professionals with small 
portfolios need help with exceedingly complex business and family 
needs. I concluded that the best way to charge people was based on the 
complexity of their situation and not the size of their portfolio. Why? 
Because it doesn’t take ten times the effort to manage $5,000,000 as 
it does to manage $500,000. We have since refined the algorithm for 
our fee, tailoring it to each client’s personal and financial situation, 
specific requirements, and choice of services. Under traditional 
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models, BlueSky could collect more fees from some of our clients 
than we do. That doesn’t mean we should. 

Day after day and year after year, I advise clients to pursue 
the goals that are meaningful to them. Otherwise, what’s the point 
of financial planning? Having a vision and a mission in your life 
and career brings real purpose to your money. Conversely, having a 
fortune without a focus defeats the purpose of building wealth. 

In my own life and career, I strive to put my values into practice 
and to do what is right and what is fair. My colleagues at BlueSky 
share that ideal. We are committed to providing high-quality advice 
free of conflicts so we can serve people with their routine matters or 
their biggest challenges. We help families recognize and deal with 
dangers that could put them inches away from devastation if we’re 
not careful. To be fearless without regard to consequences would be 
foolhardy. Forgive the cliché, but it is true: discretion is the better 
part of valor. 

S A V I N G  L I V E L I H O O D S 
I N S T E A D  O F  L I V E S

I take seriously the trust families have placed in BlueSky to help 
shape their futures. They believe in my leadership and depend on 
me, and I must never let them down. I am still a soldier. I know that, 
but ultimately, those I serve will be the judge. 

Together, we must constantly review the plan, survey the 
landscape, scan the horizon, and look for anything that is out of 
place or missing as we keep moving ever onward. Doing it right is 
still a huge responsibility, and so is doing what is right. 


