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by Blythe Thimsen

Previous income
$96,000
Current income
$34,000
35% less than
what she made
before switching
jobs

LEAH’S LOVE AND
MONEY LOST

I

F YOU DON’T HAVE DOLLAR SIGNS IN YOUR EYES, YOU PROBABLY HAVE THEM ON YOUR
mind – especially in today’s economy. It is hard to let the financial news of the day slide off
your back – ever-rising fuel prices, skyrocketing grocery bills and fewer of those Greenbacks
papering the inside of your wallet.
Though recent events have made us more aware than ever, the financial health of our
economy and of our personal pocketbooks have always weighed heavily on our minds.
Judging from the quotes listed below, it seems that common sense about money has been
in style for thousands of years. Common sense and actions don’t always align though; people
are always looking for a way to make a buck, save a buck and spend a buck. Sometimes the
best lessons come from others.
So what is life like, financially speaking, for our neighbors here in Spokane? We asked two readers to
share their financial stories, and how they handled difficult situations. The lessons they have learned and
tips they share are ones that you may be able to apply to your financial situation.
*Names have been changed to maintain privacy.

“Money is a good servant, but a poor master.”
~ Dominic Bouhours, b. 1628

“A penny saved is a penny earned.”
~ Benjamin Franklin, b. 1706

“For the love of money is the root of all evil...”
~ 1 Timothy 6:10 (KJV)
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inding myself divorced, I never handled the money, which
was probably a mistake,” says Leah*, a 41-year old single
mother of two living in Spokane. Not knowing what to do
to gain control of her finances, which were uncharted territory, she
enrolled in a financial planning class. “I needed general financial
knowledge: what type of insurance to buy, how mortgages work,
and etc.,” says Leah.
Like many people, Leah says that she received no direction from
her parents about how to handle money. Growing up in a home
where her private college education was paid for, her family traveled
the world together and she never hurt for anything, nor did she ever
have to worry about finances. While it was a delightful life, it didn’t
do much to prepare her for managing her own financial issues. “I
realize it is something I want to teach my kids about before they
leave the house,” she says of money management.
Leah persevered, learning how to tackle her finances with a vengeance. Divorced and with no income, she re-entered the workforce
and has worked diligently over the past 11 years, getting herself to
a comfortable spot.
A year ago, Leah was making close to $100,000 per year and had
a good grasp on her finances. She easily managed to make extra
payments on her mortgage each month, working toward paying off
her 15-year mortgage in twelve years. She would max out her 401(k)
contributions, tithe, save and was still be able to take ski trips and
fun getaways with her children. These were the sweet rewards of her
hard work. Life looked good – and prosperous.
Things changed when Leah made a career change to take a different job that allowed her more flexible hours and to work around her
children’s schedule. “I wouldn’t have been able to do that if I hadn’t
had a good grip on my finances,” she says.
In the same career field, but working for a smaller company, Leah
knew she would be taking a slight pay cut, but was guaranteed she’d
still be making an enviable income. It was an attractive offer. When
it turned out the hiring manager had not been truthful during the
interview and provided faulty information on her company’s financials as well as the pay she would be making, she had already quit
her other job and was fully immersed at her new company. Since
changing jobs, her income has dropped dramatically. She is now
making only 35 percent of her previous income - almost $60,000 less

- which has resulted in a dramatic change in lifestyle for her. “It’s
been very hard to learn to live on less,” she says.
During these hard times she relies on some of the basics she
learned in her financial planning class over 10 years ago and uses
them as her guide.
“It is not necessarily about making more money, but making your
money work for you,” she says about one of the most important lessons she learned. “When I first made money, I didn’t know how to
make it work for me.” It was powerful to put away $900 per month
on top of her tithe, 401(k) and savings. “Now I don’t do that, I just
tithe. But I plan on doing it again.”
For now, like most parents, one of Leah’s major concerns is saving for college. “Because I am a parent, saving for college is premier
in my mind, even over saving for my own retirement, but both are
important.” Finding savings for those two with her new reduced
income is a challenge. “Like everybody else, I have to revisit my
budget in this economy,” she says. “When you have four-dollar gas
or four-dollar lattes, something has to go. Groceries and gas take
preference over lattes and shoes.”
Leah’s adjustments during this economic time are ones that can
apply to anyone:
Eliminate vacations and find more to do around town.
Eat out less often, and look for bargains, whether it is “kids
eat free” or “blue plate specials”; order water rather than
pricey drinks.
Cut corners wherever possible and track your spending.
Telecommute to work when possible to cut down on gas
consumption.
Scale down and do more regional activities that are less
expensive or free. Leah says she now goes to the public
beach at Coeur d’Alene as opposed to staying at the Coeur
d’Alene Resort.
Leah knows this change in her finances is a temporary roadblock
in life. She is exploring opportunities, and knows that the financial
skills she has gained over the past few years will serve her well
as she rides out her current situation. The good news is that she
has established her savings, is working hard and knows there is a
brighter future.
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MONIQUE’S MONEY
MADNESS

T

his past May, Monique*, a 32-year old high school teacher from
Spokane, walked across the stage at Gonzaga University and
collected her diploma. As she walked off the stage with the
piece of paper that said she now had a Masters in Education, there
was something she was pleased to know she didn’t have: debt.
Monique had successfully graduated from her masters program
debt free, which just a few years ago would have seemed impossible.
She was over $40,000 in debt, caught up in a financial nightmare and
clueless how to get ahead.
“My biggest financial mistake was relying on credit cards,” she
says, explaining how she got in the situation in which she found
herself. “I had one and I used it, especially right when I got out of
college.” She was working as a substitute teacher as well as patching
together part time jobs. “I had to use it to make it through the
month. I knew I was in financial trouble when I was substituting, I
wasn’t an idiot. When I was putting stuff on my credit card, well, it
was that or not pay my rent. I knew what a hole I was digging myself,
but there was no choice.”
“I thought, ‘this is temporary’ and that I would always be able to
take care of it. But it got so big. I could never make a dent in it,” she
says of the amount that she owed, which soon toppled the $40,000
mark. It wasn’t just careless retail spending that was hindering her
ability to pay it down. “There are so many things coming in on a daily
basis – rent, utilities, car insurance, renter’s insurance… all these
bills, you don’t realize when you are in college that you’ll have them.”
In addition to that, student loans from four years at a private school
for her undergraduate degree were weighing over her.
Three years ago, Monique got to a point where she had to make
a crucial decision. For five years she had been making payments on
her credit card balance and was “making no dent on the debt.” At
that point she had gotten a full-time teaching job and was bringing
in a substantial paycheck, but three-quarters of what she was
making was going to paying down the interest on her debt, leaving
her with a slim margin on which to survive. With so little left over
for survival, she continued to put herself at risk for slipping further
into debt.
She made the decision to file for Chapter 7 Bankruptcy before the
Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act of 2005
took effect in October 2005. A Chapter 7 Bankruptcy is one that
discharges all of your debts – wiping clean your slate, but leaving
your debtors without the payment owed to them. Many see it as
an irresponsible decision, in a sense making others pay for your
financial floundering.
“I decided to file because there was no way I was going to get
out,” says Monique, defending her decision. “For some people it is
an easy decision; for me it wasn’t. For me, I did it so I could have a
life. At the end of the day I made a decision because I could never
afford the things I needed and press forward in life.” One of the
things Monique needed was to get her Masters as part of her job
requirement, and she could not do that without “having a clean
slate.”
She bit the bullet, filed for bankruptcy and did it knowing it was
going to be a whole new world for her. “I’m never going back in
debt,” she says of the experience that was emotionally exhausting.
She has been true to her word, and since filing has made impressive
strides.
“I don’t have a credit card,” she says, despite the fact that she
received six credit card offers in the mail the week after she filed. “I
don’t’ trust myself yet, I could get into trouble.”
It is not exactly easy to operate in today’s world without a
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trip. “It is not necessarily the most user friendly, but it is really
good for me,” she says of being credit card-free. “I live on what I
make. It hasn’t been perfect; it is a learning process.
Monique finished her two-year masters program and owes
nothing on it because she paid as she went. That means that for
the last two years, she has devoted between one-third and onehalf of her monthly income to paying for her education, eliminating
the need for student loans and more debt. “As hard as it’s been,
come July I’ll be done paying and I will not have incurred one iota
of debt. “
It wasn’t easy. For two years she didn’t have a car. Her previous
car was reposessed during her bankruptcy, and she didn’t replace
it; instead, she shared cars with two of her siblings when they were
not using them, and carpooled whenever possible. Rather than
have roommates in a pricey place, she lives with her mom and stepdad, sharing one-third of the rent, which cuts down on housing
costs, while still requiring her to pay her fair share and contribute
financially.
That is a far cry from what is was like for Monique growing up. “I
didn’t have any money worries because my parents didn’t make us
work, so that we could play sports,” she says. “Looking back, I wish
I had some sort of class that taught me about managing money. I
think it should be a required part of high school education, part of
what we teach. Look at how many adults are in financial trouble.”
“Working with high school students, I am scared for them
because they don’t work but they have amazing cars, cell phones,
computers and laptops. They shop for clothes and things they don’t
need. A lot of my students don’t realize the cost of things because
their parents take care of them. Parents give their kids things
because they love them and don’t want them to lack, but the reality
of what it is going to be like for them when they get older and have
to be responsible for money is not there.”

MONIQUE’S FINANCIAL RULES
Think before you buy. I don’t buy it unless it is something
I walk back to two or three times, and generally, I don’t buy
things. My money now goes to monthly expenses and
savings.
Pay bills automatically with your bank’s on-line bill pay.
Set up short-term savings for special purchases.
Realize you can’t have everything you want.
You have to plan for what you want and stick with your
budget to accomplish it.
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