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INTRODUCTION 
October 2012 

 
In November of 2009, I decided to get out of debt.  It was really as simple as realizing 
that I could do it myself.  I could stop waiting for a miracle or a disaster, and I could take 
control of the situation I had created. 
 
It makes sense that I was overwhelmed, because I was not in a little debt.  I was in 
$20,500 of credit card debt.  Even three years later, that number still seems unreal to me. 
 But it was real and it was crushing me and limiting my future. 
 
I knew that after several half-hearted attempts, I was serious about getting out of debt this 
time, so I did what any blogger would do and registered a new domain.  I called it A 
Story of Debt, because I knew I was beginning something important and I wanted to 
share my experiences. I had never written about money before, but I had a lot to say 
about how I had gotten myself into debt and how I was going to get out. 
 
There is very little you need to know about how to get out of debt.  I would suggest only 
that you visit Dave Ramsey’s website (daveramsey.com) and look up his Seven Baby 
Steps.  The rest is all about doing the work, and I think that’s the value in reading about 
the personal experiences of others.  This book is the 14-month story of how I paid off 
$20,500 in credit card debt.  
 
It didn’t occur to me until much later that it was bold to start a story like this without 
knowing the ending. I was determined.  
 
It’s important to me to continue to make this story available for free, because I got out of 
debt for free.  I educated myself with the free information available on Dave Ramsey’s 
website.  For motivation, I listened to the free section of his podcast.  I read personal debt 
blogs.  I didn’t transfer balances around or use a service to consolidate my debt.  It was 
free, because I did it the hard way.  I didn’t look for any tricks.  I just stopped in place 
and changed my behavior.   
 
Doing it the hard way meant that I got the satisfaction of paying off every dollar, and I 
permanently changed my relationship to money.  There were people who offered me all 
kinds of advice and tips, but most of them are still in debt and I am not.  I know how that 
goes, because I did the same thing for a long time.  It wasn’t until I was serious about 
really doing the work and making sacrifices that I was finally able to get myself out of 
debt. 
 
To give you some background on my life at the time I was writing this blog: I was 25 
when it started and had just turned 27 when it ended.  I was a full-time PhD student in 
coursework, which meant that I was spending 9 hours a week in class and at least double 
that on homework.  I worked swing shift in a library, so I went to work at 3pm and got 
off at midnight every night.  I also worked 15 hours a week at a research center on  
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campus.  My life for the entire 14 months it took me to get out of debt was spent working 
15-hour days.  I would go to work or class at 9am and come home at midnight. 
 
It was extreme, but it allowed me to pay off my debt quickly. Sometimes I did compare 
myself to other people—both people who had it easier than me and people who were 
burdened with so much more—but I always knew that I was fighting my own fight.  I had 
to realize that it didn’t matter how I got into debt, it didn’t matter that I was a grad 
student, it didn’t matter that my classmates didn’t have to work as much as I did, it didn’t 
matter that my friends all thought I was crazy, because I had gotten myself into debt and I 
was the only person who could get myself out.   
 
That is not to say either that I did it perfectly or that my life was miserable while I was 
getting out of debt.  I still bought a couple bottles of nail polish and I went out with 
friends when I had the time.  Most days I had a positive attitude about how hard I was 
working, but sometimes I resented people who were sleeping while I was in my 14th hour 
of work for the day.  I made new friends and had new experiences.  My quality of life did 
not suffer; in fact, my life only became richer for this experience.  Things are more 
interesting in the extremes anyway. 
 
I say this several times throughout the blog, but I want to emphasize it here: getting out of 
debt was really hard, but not nearly as hard as it was to live under the crushing weight 
and uncertainty of being in debt and seeing no way out.  The minute I started this 
journey, it felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders.  It was so noticeable that 
even people who had no idea what I was doing could tell that something had changed. 
 
I feel really strongly that the only way to do this is to be self-motivated.  No one could 
have dragged me out of debt, and I couldn’t drag anyone with me either.  What follows is 
the story of how I got out of debt, and my only hope is that it makes you realize that you 
can do it too. 
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THE STORY 
 

The 14-month story of how I paid off $20,500 of credit card debt. 
 

   
 

I Want To Be Debt Free 
NOVEMBER 14, 2009 

 
I had an epiphany this week.  It’s been a long time coming, but I’ve never been this 
serious.  I am in debt.  A lot of debt.  And while I’m getting by and have not missed any 
payments, I have put myself at great risk.  If anything goes wrong, I’m screwed.  One 
missed paycheck and I would be unable to pay my rent.  I make enough money to be 
paying down my debt, but for the last year I have been spinning my wheels. 
 
My journey to get out of debt started with an attitude adjustment.  I am really 
embarrassed by all of the justifications and rationalizations that got me where I am 
today.  I am a smart girl and if anyone had told me the things I was telling myself while 
living beyond my means, I would have recognized their stupidity.  But, I deluded myself. 
 
What’s weird is that I haven’t always had trouble with money. I’ve been working 
continuously since high school.  I always worked more than any of my friends or 
classmates, and I was responsible with my money.  The trouble started when I got to grad 
school.  I had a budget, but I’d never supported myself completely on my own before, 
and I quickly realized I had underestimated the cost of living.  That’s how it started, but 
once the ball was rolling, I traded in all of my good money habits and adopted a new 
method: avoidance. 
 
Breaking the habit of avoidance has been difficult, but once I did it, I realized that though 
my situation is serious, I can handle it.  There is a lot I can do to get myself out of debt.  I 
am already working a lot, bringing in money from multiple sources, and now it’s time to 
be more diligent about not spending and putting money toward my debt. 
 
I will get into all the dirty details very soon.  Facing the numbers is so important to 
getting started on paying down debt.  I want this blog to be about accountability, but I 
also want to explore the kind of thinking that got me here.  I don’t want to for a second 
underestimate the importance of money, but getting out of debt is as much about 
psychology as it is about cash. 
 
Getting out of debt means giving myself a stable future where I can continue to pursue 
my less-than-practical dreams.  There’s no excuse for the situation I’m in and it’s time to 
stop hiding from my debt.  It’s time to do something about it.  For myself. 
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The Debt As It Stands (11/20/09) 
NOVEMBER 20, 2009 

 
I thought a lot about how open to be with these numbers.  It’s easier to admit you’re in 
debt without saying just how in debt you are.  But, if I’m already being honest, then I 
might as well be completely honest.  Here is the truth of my debt as it stands right now: 
 
Credit Cards (In the order I will pay them off): 

 Bank of America Visa:  $2,425 
 Wells Fargo Visa:  $7,266 
 Capital One Visa:  $10,093 

 
Student Loans 
I have student loans as well.  I absolutely can’t talk about my debt situation without 
mentioning them, but right now I’m concentrated on getting my consumer debt paid off. 
The loans pay my tuition and the money I make pays for my living expenses (and debt 
payments).  After I finish coursework, I will no longer be borrowing.  I hope by that 
point to be able to pay all expenses (including school fees) out of pocket.  That means 
that hopefully I will be able to work on paying off the worst of the student loans (the 
private ones) before I graduate and am responsible for monthly payments. 
 

   
 

I Didn’t Learn This From My Parents 
NOVEMBER 26, 2009 

 
Money problems run in families.  But, I didn’t learn this behavior from my parents.  My 
parents have always been very responsible with their money.  Very conservative.  They 
don’t spend it when they don’t have it.  And even now that they are doing quite well for 
themselves, they live frugally.   
 
Both of my parents are among the top ranking people in their respective offices and yet, 
as they both have commented, they drive the oldest cars in the parking lots.  All my life, 
they have modeled good money habits. 
 
That’s why I will never tell them about the debt I am in.  Not at least until I am nearly out 
of it.  I can’t even imagine their disappointment in me.  Worst of all, they would worry.  I 
have really never disappointed my parents, and I cannot stand to now that I am nearly 26. 
 
So, what happened if I clearly should have known better?  I’ll be exploring that as I 
continue to write this blog.  To sum up, I did adopt their good habits and lived with them 
until I was 22.  It was easy, because I worked enough that I always made way more than 
my expenses.  When things were no longer so easy, that’s when I messed up.   
 
I continued on as I always had before, but now I had rent to pay and groceries to buy. My 
little salary couldn’t keep up.  I didn’t recognize that I had a problem, because, well, I 
thought of myself as a responsible girl.  It makes no sense, of course, but I was blinded 
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by my own reputation as a responsible and reasonable person.  No one would ever expect 
I could get myself into this kind of trouble.  Least of all me. 
 
I am in debt.  It’s no one’s fault but my own.  My parents taught me to work hard and 
that’s how I’m going to get myself out. 

 
   

 
Let’s Do This 

DECEMBER 3, 2009 
 
I was nervous to come out of the debt closet.  I suspected I wasn’t alone, but I worried 
that was just projection.  I also suspected that I wouldn’t regret admitting to my debt, but 
when I woke up Monday morning knowing that there was no going back into the closet, 
my stomach was in knots and I almost didn’t want to read the comments. 
 
Of course my initial instincts were annoyingly accurate, which made all the fretting for 
not.  Even my best friend was beyond cool about it.  I am not the only one burdened with 
debt and I am certainly not the only one who understands what that feels like. Like most 
secrets, once it was out there, it didn’t seem like such a big deal. 
 
One thing I did not expect was this general response of, “I’m in debt too.  It sucks.  Let’s 
do something about it.”  That was really moving to me.  I am already pretty crazy 
motivated right now, but the idea of doing this with other people took it to a new level. 
 
So, here’s what I’m doing to get out of debt: 
 

1. Working as much as possible. I’m saying yes to every work opportunity I have.  
Knowing that I’m working toward a goal makes the long hours not so bad. 

2. Cutting my expenses to the bare minimum. My bills are limited to rent, food, 
car insurance and gas, cell phone, and debt payments. 

3. Restricting spending. This includes all non-essential spending, like eating out 
and buying clothes and stuff.  As Dave Ramsey says, I’m working with gazelle-
like intensity right now, so I am being super strict here, trying not to spend any 
extra money except for rare occasions that I have budgeted for.  I might not 
always be so strict, but the motivation is high right now. 

4. Budgeting every month. Right now, I am planning out my finances all the time 
and not just at the first of the month. I want to keep my eye on my money and 
know where it’s going, budgeting for every dollar.  I’m the kind of person who 
thinks budgeting is fun. 

5. Paying down debt using the Snowball method. This means that I have listed out 
all of my debts and am paying down the smallest first. This is another Dave 
Ramsey thing.  He suggests working from the smallest balance to the highest 
(over, for instance, highest interest rate to lowest), because paying off your 
smaller debt quickly will motivate you to keep going.  It doesn’t win as far as 
numbers, but it works for getting people to follow through.  (It happens for me 
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that the interest rates actually correspond so that the highest is on the card with 
my lowest balance). 

6. Blogging to hold myself accountable. I don’t want to use this blog as just the 
place I confess when I’ve messed up and make goals not to mess up in the future.  
There will be some of that, but I’m trying to work through some issues and also 
keep my motivation up.  Talking about it is a way to keep my head in the game 
and be reminded that I’m not alone. 

 
I think getting out of debt is a lot like losing weight where everyone knows how to do it 
(make more than you spend), but it’s actually doing it over an extended period of time 
that’s a challenge.  There really aren’t any tricks, but you do what you need to do in order 
to keeping moving along, because the goal you’re working toward is worth it. 

 
   

 
Sacrifice 

DECEMBER 4, 2009 
 
It seems silly to talk about sacrifice when I’m only sacrificing nice things I want now to 
create a better future for myself. It’s selfish. Not virtuous. 
 
But, still, it isn’t easy and I have been thinking a lot about what I’m willing to give up in 
order to get myself out of debt. The first to go was buying things I don’t need, so there 
ended the spending on clothes and DVDs and music and makeup and nail polish. I have 
enough of all of those things anyway, so I’m not really suffering. 
 
Now I’m starting to think of going the extra mile. That is how badly I want to be out of 
debt. There isn’t a lot of fat in my budget, but one huge monthly expense that drives me 
nuts is groceries. Up to this point, I’ve taken the stance that, well, I need to eat. And if 
I’m trying to get myself not to eat out, then I should buy good groceries, so that I have an 
incentive to eat at home. 
 
November was an expensive month for a number of reasons, and I think it’s brought to 
my mind that maybe I need to make a bigger change than I was originally thinking. Just 
the amount of money I’ve spent on food, eating in and out, has been so ridiculous, and 
now I have about $65 to last me until December 10th if I still want to make my goal of 
putting an extra $500 toward my credit card this month. 
 
It would be so easy for me to give in a little and just put $400 extra toward the credit card 
and use the rest for groceries. But, I don’t want to! I want to keep up with the goals I’ve 
put in writing. 
 
So, I started thinking about whether I could keep my grocery bill extremely low for a 
while. Until my next payday for sure and then maybe up until I go home for Christmas 
(where I won’t have to pay for any food!). I think I can do it, but it will certainly be 
sacrifice on a different level than what I have been doing. 
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To be honest, there’s something fun and very exciting about this kind of crazy 
motivation. Here goes to spending $25 on groceries this week! 
 

   
 

Budgeting Is Not Easy 
DECEMBER 7, 2009 

 
I’m a planner, so I have always made budgets.  I even thought I was pretty good at 
budgeting.  As it turns out, I’m not very good at it at all.  I have three major problems 
with budgets: 

1. Making them is a hell of a lot easier than following them. 
2. Unexpected expenses always come up, which makes planning ahead very 

difficult. 
3. I budget only for my expenses and leave the rest of the money unaccounted for, 

which means it always mysteriously vanishes by the end of the month, while new 
makeup fills my drawers. 

 
None of these is a reason not to budget—they are just complications along the way. 
 
Making a budget won’t change your behavior, but it does make changing your behavior a 
lot easier.  Budgeting has made me very aware of the ways I spend my money.  It’s a lot 
harder to justify some of my spending when I force myself to look at the numbers.  For 
instance, I love pizza and a good pizza costs me about $20.  At one point, I would have 
one a week.  It was my only meal out for the week, but even in that case, I could not 
justify spending $80 a month on pizza.  It didn’t seem that bad until I looked at the 
monthly total.  When you pay attention to where your money is going, it’s a lot more 
difficult to waste it. 
 
It’s frustrating to me as such a planner that I cannot plan for everything.  Things always 
come up throughout the month and when you’re running a tight budget, one unexpected 
expense can completely derail you.  That makes it pretty easy for me to give up or figure 
there’s no point in planning anyway.  I’ve been dealing with this by spending a lot of 
time budgeting.  It’s not something I do once a month, but something I do at least once a 
week.   
 
Dave Ramsey says you need to plan for every dollar, whether you’re spending it or 
putting it toward savings.  Where I’ve been failing in budgeting is only accounting for my 
necessary expenses—the bills that are due.  That leaves the rest of my money to sit still or 
be spent without a plan.  Because it’s not accounted for, it is often spent on things I don’t 
need.  I’ve found this pretty difficult, because it’s hard for me to figure out exactly what 
my income and expenses will be ahead of time.  What I’m doing is making a goal of 
putting an extra $800 toward my debt every month.  With that extra goal in place—the 
extra line on my budget—there isn’t a lot of wiggle room, which means I have to stick to 
the rest of the budget and can’t eat out or buy small things mindlessly. 
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I’ve been doing this for a few weeks now and it’s very powerful.  There is no longer this 
mystery about how much money I have and where it’s going.   As a result, I am in a 
position to do a lot more than pay minimum balances; I’m on my way to paying off the 
first card. 

 
   

 
Self-Delusion #1: I Work Hard, So I Deserve to Spend Money 

DECEMBER 8, 2009 
 
It took some irrational thinking to get me so far into debt and to keep me from doing 
something about it much earlier.  I’m trying to address some of the ways I deluded 
myself. 
 
I work a lot.  I always have, but now more than ever.  I have never been a big spender, 
but small purchases can add up (especially when you really cannot afford them), and after 
working all week, sometimes I like to shop just to distract myself from things I don’t 
want to deal with.  I have convinced myself that because I work hard, I deserve nice 
things. 
 
The self-delusion is that it’s not about what I deserve.  It’s about what I can afford.  And, 
right now, since I’ve convinced myself I deserved all of these things, I cannot afford even 
the occasional shopping trip. 
 
It’s true that I work hard, but that should be all the more reason for me to get myself out 
of debt.  Right now, my money isn’t going toward anything.  I spend it on things I don’t 
need and bank fees.  I am working hard so that I can stay in debt.  What a waste of all that 
energy. 
 
I can sometimes get grumpy and even resentful that I have to work so much, especially 
because I am surrounded by grad students who work part-time or not at all.  I know, cry 
me a river, but it is frustrating sometimes.  
 
Paying down my debt, though, gives me extra motivation during those long nights at 
work.  I have a goal.  I can see the results of all the hard work I’m putting in.  This is so 
much better than spinning my wheels. 

 
   

 
Payday! 

DECEMBER 10, 2009 
 
The most annoying thing so far about working to get out of debt is the wait between 
paydays.  There are things to be done every day, mostly working a lot and not spending 
money, but I only get to feel the satisfaction of progress when the money comes in every 
two weeks. 
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When I was younger, I used to confuse people with my casual attitude toward paydays. 
Sometimes I would even wait for a few checks to come in before I’d bother to pick them 
up.  I needed the money in the long term, but I had almost no bills, so I wasn’t dependent 
on the next payday in order to carry on with my life. 
 
It’s only happened in the last year or so that I am very aware of the next payday, looking 
forward to it and sometimes having to wait for the money to be deposited before I can go 
buy something I need (or don’t need). 
 
Now I look forward to paydays not with desperation, but excitement, because it means 
finally getting that satisfaction of putting extra money toward my debt.  It’s weird how 
some of the excitement I used to feel toward spending money has been transferred to 
saving money or paying down my debts. 
 
Payday is finally here (today for one job, tomorrow for the other), and I am so excited to 
finally be able to make my first significant payment toward the credit card I’m paying off 
first. 

 
   

 
$1000 Down and A New Job 

DECEMBER 14, 2009 
 
I am finally able to make my first big payment toward my credit card and I am so excited. 
I ended November with an extra $500, but I didn’t feel comfortable making it through the 
first 10 days of the month with less than $100 in my checking account, so I waited until 
now to make the payment.  
 
After payday, I had another $500 to put toward my debt.  The sacrifice is working, and 
budgeting out these huge payments toward my credit card helps to keep me on track, 
especially at the grocery store (the only shopping I’m doing).  I have been looking 
forward to this day for weeks and finally this morning, the transfer cleared and I am 
making progress! 
 
I got a new job at the end of last week.  My full-time job remains unchanged, but I got a 
new title at my second, part-time job.  It means more hours at an increased wage.  I don’t 
officially start this job until January, and I don’t know what the wage is (which is killing 
me).  I debated asking, but decided not to (I am more comfortable talking about money 
than I used to be, but it still seems a little taboo to me).  Unfortunately, grad students get 
paid very little for work done around the university.  I make a lot more and have benefits 
at my full-time job that doesn’t require even a BA.  That’s just the way it goes. 
 
I think the new job will mean another $300-500 a month.  That will get me to goal quite a 
bit faster than planned.  My instinct has been to put absolutely all the money I can toward 
my debt.  I’m doing this with the gazelle-like intensity that Dave Ramsey talks about. 
What a lot of people don’t know about me, because I appear so calm, is that I’m really 
about the most impatient person ever.  But, it would really do me well to have at least a 
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little more in savings as an emergency fund.  If my impatience doesn’t get the best of me, 
I will try to put a little bit of the money from the new job into savings. 
 

   
 

From Dave Ramsey 
DECEMBER 16, 2009 

 
I have mixed feelings about Dave Ramsey.  He can be very abrasive and I don’t agree 
with his politics.  But, listening to him is what finally set my mind straight about my 
debt.  For the first time I realized that I am responsible for the situation I’m in and it is 
possible for me to get out of it.  That last part is so important and has changed my life 
already.  Just listening to his program keeps me motivated to keep going. 
 
Here’s what I’ve learned from Dave Ramsey: 

1. The Debt Snowball. I love this method.  It’s given me direction and a clear goal. 
I was spinning my wheels, paying on everything at once and never feeling like I 
was getting anywhere.  Dave is clear that the strength of this method is the 
motivation it gives you to keep going.  You pay the smaller debts first, so that 
you’re encouraged to keep going.  I can’t wait until I can finally pay off my first 
card. 

2. Stop Whining and Take Responsibility For Your Debt. While I sometimes 
find Dave too abrasive, I appreciate that he doesn’t let people get away with 
feeling sorry for themselves.  When we wallow, we allow too many concessions.  
We got ourselves into debt and we’re going to do the work to get out.  It’s about 
personal responsibility. 

3. “If You Will Live Like No One Else, Later You Can Live Like No One 
Else.” Debt is the American way, so it’s easy to justify your way of life because 
that’s what everyone is doing.  But, if you’re willing to sacrifice, save, and scrimp 
like no one else, then you can have financial freedom and live without the 
limitations of debt that everyone else has.  You can be free. 

4. Budget Every Dollar. My problem with budgets was that I would always make 
them for the expenses I had to pay and then leave whatever was left unbudgeted.  
So, as long as I had my bills paid, I thought I was good.  I would spend whatever 
was left instead of putting it toward my debt.  When you budget every dollar, you 
spend it all intentionally.  There’s never that point at the end of the month where 
you wonder what happened to all of your money. 

5. Gazelle-like Intensity. What’s cool about the people who become debt free under 
Dave Ramsey’s influence is that they do it really quickly.  Most people pay off all 
of their debt (except the mortgage) in less than 18 months.  And we’re talking 
about a lot of debt.  You basically do whatever you can to get everything paid off 
as quickly as possible.  Oftentimes that means living very cheaply and taking on 
an extra job; the point is that you don’t have to do it forever. 

6. You Can Do This. This is the biggest gift Dave has given me.  He’s given me 
hope that I can get out of debt.  I don’t have to let it define my life forever.  There 
really is another way.  He doesn’t hide the fact that it’s going to be hard.  You’ll 
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have to work as much as you can and get by on as little as you can, but you can do 
it. 

 
Dave is pretty clear that nothing he says is all that original.  It’s the simplest of financial 
advice, but we have to hear it over and over again in order for it to sink in.  If you’re 
going to get out of debt, then you have to be in it for the long haul and Dave’s show, even 
though the advice is always the same, keeps me on the path. 
 
If you’re new to the world of personal finance, check out Dave’s 
website (daveramsey.com) and looks for his podcast (the first hour of his radio show) on 
iTunes. 
 

   
 

Self-Delusion #2: If I Buy Everything Now, Then I Won’t Have To Spend Later 
DECEMBER 17, 2009 

 
This is my Costco mentality.  I am a very organized person and I like to do everything as 
efficiently as possible.  A monthly trip to Target to buy all of the cosmetics, toiletries, 
snack foods, and cleaning supplies I need is more efficient than one a week. 
 
But, even when I try to grab everything I need, I forget things.  I have to run to the store 
for coffee filters or floss or whatever, so I’m not really saving myself a trip.  On top of 
which, it’s not like I live in the country and it costs me tons of money in gas to get to the 
store.  I live five minutes from almost everything I need.   The lived reality doesn’t quite 
match the theory.  
 
Worst of all, though, when I get in the mindset that I’m just going to spend what it takes 
to get everything I need now, I stop caring so much about the money.  That means that I 
add in a DVD I want or a shirt or maybe a pair of shoes.  What’s another $15 when I’m 
already spending near $100?  Or, what’s another $40 when I’m already spending $100 is 
more like it. 
 
What works better for me is to buy only what I need right now.  My great fear is running 
out of something I need (the horror!), which has turned out to be a ridiculous fear, 
because there are few things I can’t at least wait a couple days for.  Going without has 
helped me to see how easily I can get by with less.  I don’t know that I really save myself 
any money on the things I need, but I have eliminated a shopping trip where I was always 
tempted to buy stuff I didn’t need. 
 
I feel better about myself when I shop this way.  Those trips where I added all those extra 
items to my cart, thinking “what does it matter,” made me feel bad about myself.  They 
made me feel like I’d lost control.  When I buy only what I need, I feel in control and I 
keep my head about me, saying no to those temptations.  Best of all, it keeps me out of 
Target where I’m pretty sure they pump something into the air to make me lose my sense. 
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My Lifestyle 
DECEMBER 21, 2009 

 
When I decided to get serious about debt reduction, it seemed there was nothing I could 
do to reduce my monthly bills.  I have always been very conscious about keeping them as 
lean as possible.  There’s no fat there to cut.  My problem is shopping and the way to deal 
with that was to stop cold turkey. 
 
Still, when you’re trying to do everything you can to get out of debt, you have to look at 
your lifestyle.  There are things I could cut or reduce; the question is whether I’m willing 
to do so. 
 
Here are some of the ways I could cut monthly spending and my thoughts on whether 
doing so is worth it or not. 

 I have an iPhone and the $90 monthly service that comes along with it. I 
absolutely never should have purchased the phone.  I couldn’t afford it and I 
definitely couldn’t afford the monthly bill, but here I am more than a year later.  
It’s hard to imagine going without the phone now, though I know that I could.  
It’s more a question of whether I’m willing to and whether it would be worth it, 
since I’d have to get a new phone and break my contract.  Right now, the answer 
is no.  If it stood between me and getting out of debt, then I would change my 
answer, but I can make significant payments without trading in my phone and the 
smallest possible cell bill I could have would be $50.  For now, the iPhone is 
worth it to me. 

 I live alone. I have the cheapest housing possible for living alone; I’m in a tiny 
studio apartment.  If I moved into a two-bedroom apartment with a roommate, I 
could save about $175 a month in rent.  Right now, it’s worth it to me to have my 
own space.  Only the smallest of apartments around here would really save me 
any money.  I would consider the option if I had someone I wanted to move in 
with, but for now I’m not willing to risk the random assignment. 

 I have my own car. I live in California, so going without a car is practically 
unheard of, but I live and work and go to school all within very close proximity.  
Getting groceries and visiting friends would be difficult, but I could do it.  My car 
is paid off, I pay about $106 a month for insurance, and I spend about $30 in gas 
(because I don’t drive much).  To me, it’s not worth it to lose the independence 
and convenience of having my own car. 

 I wear decent clothing. I don’t wear designer clothing or anything too expensive, 
but if something is worn out, I replace it.  I certainly have more than I need and 
keep up a certain standard of dressing that exceeds what is necessary for my job 
and for being a student.  This, I can cut for now.   Just before getting serious about 
debt reduction, I spent $200-300 on clothing.  I told myself I was just stocking 
up!  Yeah, I’ve fallen for that before.  This time, I’m holding myself accountable.  
I’m going to try not to spend any money on clothing until the beginning of next 
summer and, ideally, beyond that.  When I do buy clothing, I will be very 
intentional. 
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 I use several beauty products. I have spent a lot of money on makeup, 
especially, but also hair care, nail polish, and other beauty products.  It doesn’t 
cost too much to keep it up, though.  Most items don’t need to be replaced often 
and I have forbidden myself from buying more.  I don’t get manicures or 
pedicures and I get my hair cut only twice a year. I can be low maintenance. 

 Health. I wouldn’t normally mention this, but it was a money drain in 
November.  I spent $185 on new glasses when I could have gotten cheaper frames 
and said no to the anti-reflective coating.  I got white fillings when I could have 
paid nothing for the silver.  I’m trying to think reasonably about these things, but 
also long term.  Not keeping up with my health, not choosing quality will likely 
cost me more money in the future.  Plus, I pay for a portion of my health 
insurance and I should be using it! 

 I go out once or twice a month. I go out rarely, but when I have the opportunity, 
I usually say yes.  That means spending money on food, drinks, and possibly a 
movie or some other activity.  Compared to other twenty-somethings, I spend 
very little in this category, but it’s hard to justify it at all when I’m trying to get 
out of debt.  Right now, I’m probably not going to cut down from rarely going out 
to not going out at all.  I’m 25 and spend most of my time at work or in school.  I 
need to socialize occasionally! 

 Fast Food/Coffee/Vending Machines. I probably eat out at least once a week.  I 
don’t think of that as being a lot, but looking at the money I was spending, I see 
how quickly it adds up.  I’m trying to limit it only to when I go out with friends, 
but a maximum of twice a month.  If I do eat out, then I’ll concentrate on keeping 
the bill low.  I don’t get coffee a lot, but a cafe recently opened very close to me, 
so I stop in occasionally.  And then there’s the vending machine at work.  Going 
broke 80 cents at a time.  I’m trying to severely limit both and do all of my food 
spending at the grocery store where prices are cheaper and easier for me to track. 

 The grocery store. There’s a lot of fat I could cut here.  I spend between $200-
250 a month just for myself.  That’s not bad for a budget in general, but I’m 
trying to get out of debt!  I’m not on a rice and beans diet, that’s for sure.  I spend 
more than I should, because I don’t really cook, so some of the things I buy are 
prepackaged meats and cheeses, which are not cheap.  Still, I’m trying to get 
myself not to eat out and if there is no good food in my kitchen, I’m more likely 
to give into that temptation.  There is one area where I could cut grocery 
spending: alcohol.  What I drink is cheap, but I could limit my drinking to just 
Friday and Saturday.  That would cut out $5-10 a week from my grocery bill.  
Consider that done. 

 Misc. This is all the random stuff that comes up and the small bits of money I 
spend here and there.  I don’t lead an unpredictable life full of drama where 
money problems are always arising, but there are things you can’t help.  There are 
things I can help, though.  Like random trips to Target and mindlessly buying 
music on iTunes.  There should be nothing left defined as miscellaneous in my 
budget.  I’m trying to account for everything. 
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I know it probably sounds restrictive to watch everything so closely, but I’ve found it to 
be strangely liberating.  There isn’t all this doubt in my mind about what I can afford and 
where my money is going.  I know where it’s going. 
 

   
 

After Christmas Wrap Up and The Most Awesome News Ever 
DECEMBER 27, 2009 

 
I worry it sounds bad to have my after Christmas wrap up be all about the money, but I 
share my feelings all over the internet (so you know I’m deep) and this is a blog about 
personal finance.  Plus, I think money and materialism are now a part of Christmas, so it 
would be silly to ignore them. 
 
I didn’t post earlier about Christmas shopping, because I don’t have a whole lot to say on 
the topic and I didn’t buy anything until the 19th.  My goal was to spend as little on gifts 
as possible.  No one in my family knows I’m in debt (other than my school loans, of 
course), but I’ve been playing the poor grad student card for years already. 
 
I try to exchange gifts with as few people as possible, but some just insist on presents and 
when they buy me something, then it’s only appropriate to reciprocate.   I bought presents 
for my mom, dad, step-dad, brother, sister, and two nieces.  For everyone else, who I 
would buy gifts for if I had the money, I tried to write a thoughtful note in a card. 
Unfortunately, I’m not crafty and baking isn’t really my thing, so writing a nice note is all 
I can do.  Total, I spent about $150 on gifts. 
 
My birthday was the 22nd.  (Payday was the 23rd.) Christmas was the 25th.  My parents 
are divorced, so I get gifts from both.  They usually give money.  My dad is particularly 
generous.  So, after all is said and done, I am able to put $500 of my own money and 
another $1000 from Birthday/Christmas toward my credit card. WHICH. MEANS. I. 
CAN. PAY. IT. OFF. 
 
That’s right, I have the money to pay off my first card.  That snowball is a-rolling! 
 
I made the money transfer as soon as I could on Saturday and it should go through today.  
I just can’t wait to see Amount Due: $0.00 
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Why My Mom Lives in a House With a View, and I’m Going to End Up In A Van 
Down By The River 

DECEMBER 30, 2009 
 

 
 
The picture says almost everything.  That is my mom’s comb and it is older than I am. 
 
My parents don’t live like paupers, but they do live very conservatively when it comes to 
money.  They live in houses they can easily afford, drive cars that are paid off, and don’t 
buy things if they don’t have the money. 
 
I would have replaced that comb 12 times by now.  And I know it’s only a comb and it’s 
clearly in need of being replaced, but there’s a larger mindset that motivates the way I 
spend money and it’s different from the way my parents think about money. 
 
While I was at home, I watched them more closely and when I wanted to go spend 
money, because I have cash in hand and it’s Christmas or my birthday and it’s been a 
good year and I deserve it and I just got a promotion and I will be making more money 
next year and I have a tax return coming pretty soon and there are so many good deals 
right now and I’m on vacation and it’s really not that big of a deal, I told myself to stop 
being a baby and start acting like a grownup who’s trying to make her future a lot more 
stable. 
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The Calming Effect of Having a Plan 
DECEMBER 31, 2009 

 
While home for Christmas, I had a conversation with my step-dad where he said that both 
he and my mom had noticed that something seemed to have changed about me since they 
saw me in August. 
 
Every time I’m in town, my step-dad and I go out for coffee—just the two of us.  In 
August, we talked about how I wasn’t sure all of my school debt would be worth it and 
there were just no guarantees and it seemed like such a risky decision.  I was very vague, 
but I had never been that honest about money before. 
 
Money had finally become such a big stress in my life that I couldn’t keep it inside.  
Introvert that I am, that really tells you something. 
 
When he told me this time that I seem so much more at peace and not so distant, I was 
vague again, but honest in saying that taking control of my finances had made a huge 
difference.  I don’t know how to explain it except to say what I’ve already said: it opened 
up this whole future for me where I’m not struggling with money—where I can afford the 
pet I want and the vacation I dream of, buy a house before I’m 50, have kids some day, 
and just live the reasonable-but-comfortable life I want. 
 
If getting out of debt is something you know you need to do, don’t do it just because it’s 
the right thing.  Do it because it will change your life.  It’s not just getting out that will 
change everything—the change happens the minute you seriously get started. 
 
I am not one for motivational speeches and though I study theology, I took the academic 
track where there is no preaching, but getting out of debt was the second best decision I 
have made in years (the best was starting a blog). 
 
My debt has been holding me in place, limiting even my dreams (which for a dreamer 
like me is again really saying something).  I feel free and the difference is so dramatic 
that it’s apparent to people who know nothing about my debt. 
 

   
 

A Very Big New Year’s Resolution 
JANUARY 1, 2010 

 
I haven’t gone public with just when I think I will be out of credit card debt.  After doing 
the initial calculations, I figured on December 2011.  I have tables that show the whole 
timeline and I have since revised them several times so that December became June. 
 
After I got the promotion, I revised them again and I was astounded: my goal of making 
that last payment changed from December 2011 to December 2010. 
 
I could be out of debt this year. 
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This is a very grand goal and it depends on three really big challenges: 

1. That I continue with gazelle-like intensity. That doesn’t just mean no 
shopping—that means very little extra anything.  It’s definitely lean living and it’s 
not as hard as it might seem, but it’s not easy either. 

2. That things go according to plan. This means that there are no big surprises or 
an abundance of small surprises.  I know that things are going to come up—they 
always do—so this will be more about how I handle them.  For the last year, I let 
the expenses that come up derail me from making any progress.  I’m determined 
not to do that this year, but if I lost a job then I could easily be thrown completely 
off plan. 

3. That I have a job this summer. The weird thing about my full-time job is that 
it’s a regular 9-month position.  I don’t work during the summer.  Last summer, I 
did work because one of my coworkers was on leave, so I took her place.  It’s 
quite unlikely that the same will happen this year, which means I will have only 
my part-time job and the much smaller salary that goes with it.  There are three 
possibilities: I work only the part-time job, I miraculously get to work both jobs 
this summer, or I find one or more other jobs to make up for my normal full-time 
salary. 

 
It’s going to be a very big challenge.  I figure I will either succeed spectacularly or fail 
spectacularly, but either way it will be a big success. 

 
   

 
The Debt As It Stands (1/1/10) 

JANUARY 4, 2010 
 

 
 

Here’s an update on how I’m doing.  This is a screen shot of the iPhone application for 
mint.com.   I definitely recommend it if you have an iPhone.  If you don’t have an 
iPhone, Mint will send you text notifications if you still want access to that information 
on the go. 
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The best thing about this picture is the $0 next to the Bank of America card.  I made the 
transfer last weekend and then waited for three days to see proof of it.   I don’t plan to 
spend on that card ever again, so I could remove it from the lineup, but seeing that $0 is 
so motivating. 
 
That’s basically a picture of my debt snowball.  Next up is the Wells Fargo Visa. This 
one is going to take several months, though my tax refund will speed it up a bit. 

 
   

 
Burning and Earning 

JANUARY 6, 2010 
 
I’ve made the comparison between weight loss and debt reduction before, but I’ve been 
thinking more about it since it’s time for New Year’s resolutions and weight loss is #1 
among them. 
 
In my experience, weight loss is harder, but I am still struck by its similarities to getting 
out of debt. 
 
The thing is that really (and as annoying people will always tell you), losing weight and 
getting out of debt can both be boiled down to the numbers.  You consume less than you 
burn and you spend less than you earn.  But, neither is so simple when humans are 
involved. 
 
The biggest obstacle for me in both is the mind tricks I play on myself.  It’s one thing 
when you know what you’re doing and willfully decide to go against your better 
judgment.  It’s another thing when you convince yourself you are doing the right thing or 
that there really is no problem in the first place. 
 
Even when I am super determined, I have to remind myself constantly of what I’m doing 
and why I want to do it, though both should be obvious.  With both weight loss and debt 
reduction, you have to work hard every day, but you don’t immediately see the results of 
your work.   It pays off, though. It does. 
 

   
 

How I Pay Bills 
JANUARY 11, 2010 

 
My process for paying bills is boring.  I’m writing about it only because it stands in 
contrast to the interesting ways other people go about it.  I don’t pay attention to the 
mint.com alerts or put anything on a calendar or set all my bills in a neat little pile on the 
corner of my desk. 
 
But, I never miss a payment. 
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I do what my dad does.  It’s very simple.  On the tenth of each month when I get my first 
paycheck, I sit down and pay all of my bills. I have them all in a little chart and I go 
through one by one, paying them online. I pay everything except for my rent.  That’s 
what my second paycheck of the month is for. 
 
Date Bill Amount Paid Deducted 
1st Rent $800   
18th WF Visa $200   
21st Cell $90   
23rd Capital One Visa $250   
24th Car Insurance $103   
 
My income sometimes varies (especially from my second job), but the bills are always 
the same.  I know how much I will have left after I pay them.  From there I make my own 
bill for how much extra I will pay toward my debt.  I like to set that in stone, so I’m not 
tempted to spend it either by going shopping or making little concessions here or there. 
Except for the $250 I put aside for food, gas, and household items, everything else goes 
to paying down my debt. 
 

   
 

Of Debt and Anger 
JANUARY 12, 2010 

 
When I paid off my first card, I thought a lot about what to do with it.  First there was the 
matter of not wanting to let it go, because what if something comes up? 
 
After I got over that, my thoughts turned to cutting it up.  That’s what you’re supposed to 
do, right?  But, I had no strong desire to take out my aggressions on a piece of plastic. 
 
Now that I’ve thought more about it, I think I will be quite relieved to be rid of that piece 
of plastic with no option of picking it up again and using it to abandon reason. 
 
It’s just that I know a lot of people who have both rational and irrational anger toward 
credit card and loan companies.  And it’s not like Sallie Mae is my best friend and my 
experience with Bank of America has made me not want to have any experiences with 
them in the future, but I’m not angry. 
 
It would be easy to say that the anger I have is with myself, but that’s not true either.  I 
blame myself for the debt I am in and I know it’s my responsibility alone to deal with it, 
but I’m not really angry at myself.   I made some mistakes and they are embarrassing—
super embarrassing—but still I’m not angry. 
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Not that that’s any great feat.  Really, I’m just not an angry person except when I’m in 
waiting rooms.  Left alone in a waiting room with that piece of plastic, I would surely 
take my aggression out on it. 
 
I’m taking scissors to the card.  I’ll let you know if it takes a surprising turn. 

 
   

 
Financial Mistakes I’ve Made 

JANUARY 14, 2010 
 
I think it’s time I face some of the mistakes I’ve made that have led me to the debt I’m in 
right now.  It was certainly not one thing, but rather a series of things that built on each 
other.  I’ve forgiven myself for these mistakes and I think some of them actually led me 
to very positive developments, but what troubles me about them is that I knew I wasn’t 
doing the right thing, but I did it anyway, sometimes passively and other times actively. 
 
In order of occurrence: 

1. Cutting back on hours at work. In my junior year of college, I was 
overwhelmed with coursework and cut my hours back at work.  It was one 
particular class (Shakespeare!) that was taking up most of my time, but after that 
class was over, I didn’t go back to working those hours.  It felt nice to have time 
to just be a student, which I don’t totally blame myself for, but it meant I wasn’t 
earning enough to pay for college out of pocket.  I set myself behind and had to 
get loans the next year. 

2. Down from two jobs to one. In my senior year, I had an opportunity to work in a 
writing center, so for a while I worked two jobs.  That December, though, I 
decided to cut back to just one.  It was again nice to have more time to be a 
student, but I gave up the job where I could have as many hours as I wanted, 
which meant that when the summer between college and grad school came 
around, I was working only 17 hours a week instead of 40+.  I could have been so 
much better prepared for moving away to grad school. 

3. Buying my car for more than it was worth. This one really burns me.  I just 
hated shopping for cars and so I found one I liked and let myself get talked into 
paying too much for it.  It’s been a good car for me, but I could have gotten a 
much better deal on something comparable.  It’s paid off now, but that was after 
making payments for three years. 

4. Paying too much for rent. When I made my plans for grad school, I budgeted for 
a studio apartment on campus.  But, none was available, so I settled for a one 
bedroom with the promise that a studio would probably be available the next 
semester.  The woman in charge of housing was then laid off, so the list of people 
waiting for studio apartments was lost in the shuffle and I passively continued 
paying more than I could afford for a one bedroom (also because I liked the extra 
space).  I did that for two years.  Easily the most costly mistake I made.  So much 
of my credit card debt is rent from 1-2 years ago.   Just over a year ago, I 
corrected this by moving into a studio. 
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5. Working only 15 hours a week. In my first two years of grad school, I worked 
on campus.  We were only allowed to work 15 hours a week, so that’s what I did.  
I sometimes felt overwhelmed even by that.  The mistake I made was in settling 
for that 15 hours a week even during the summer between those two years.  I 
could have been working more than full time, pulling myself out of the debt I’d 
already accumulated. Instead, I just did what was easy. 

6. Viewing credit as available funds. This computer I’m typing on right now cost 
me $2,000.  I could not afford it at all when I bought it.  I did it on credit, which 
means I still haven’t actually paid for it.  Now, I love this computer, but what was 
I thinking ever buying it?  I didn’t even need it at the time.  I think that I was so 
far in debt that I bought more things thinking, what difference does it make 
now? There was a time when I was losing weight and would use purchases to 
treat myself—weekly spending sprees at Target, basically.  I convinced myself 
I’d earned it.  Never mind if I could afford it. 

7. Taking an extra year to graduate. This one is hard to judge, because it’s full of 
good and bad.  If I had applied to PhD programs the year before (pre-recession), I 
probably would have had a better chance of getting more aid in paying for my 
education.  But, I wouldn’t have ever needed or found my current full-time job 
that’s making it possible for me to pay down my debt while I’m still going to 
school full time.  Another bad was that I had to start paying on my student loans 
and that was a lot of money out every month that didn’t go toward my other debts. 

8. Not planning ahead to find a job. My on campus job ended when I was no 
longer a full-time student.  I saw the end coming, but only passively looked for a 
job.  The result was a month and a half of unemployment when I had zero money 
coming in.  Thank goodness I eventually found a great job, but why wasn’t I more 
freaked out about my imminent unemployment?  That month and a half set me 
very far behind and I lived exclusively on credit.  That’s when this first became a 
crisis. 

9. Spinning my wheels while making good money. I’ve had my job for more than 
a year, but I’m pretty much in the same financial position I was when I started.  
The debt hasn’t increased, but neither has it decreased.  Why?  Well, I did have 
some big expenses come up, but the troubling reason is that I’ve spent too much.  
When I think of what I’ve spent on just makeup and nail polish in the last year, 
it’s enough to make me want to throw up.  I mean, come on.  I don’t know what I 
was thinking. 

10. Using avoidance as my financial method of choice. Things got bad and though I 
was finally in a place where I could turn things around, I chose avoidance 
instead.  It had become the way I dealt with my finances, especially when they 
were overwhelming.  Avoidance meant continuing to spend, never looking too 
closely at the numbers as the credit card balances went up and my checking 
account balance went down. 
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Mid-January Update 
JANUARY 19, 2010 

 
I have spent every January for the last 4-5 years in a funk.  I don’t know what it is.  But, 
there is less than a week left in this January and I’m happy to report that I am not going 
through a mini-crisis.  I’m happy and doing well. 
 
But, it’s not been the best month for debt reduction.  I was looking forward to January, 
thinking it would be the first normal month I’ve had since I decided to get out of debt.  
By the time I made the decision in November, I’d already had several big expenses that 
month.   Then December was a mess of traveling and buying presents and not working 
much at my second job and receiving presents that more than made up for missed 
working hours. 
 
January was going to be different!  But, I forgot about (more like, chose not to think 
about) a few things like school fees I need to pay out of pocket and books for class and 
even more missed hours at my second job (I overestimated by ability to be in two places 
at once).  I have also spent a great deal more at the grocery store this month, which is 
partly to do with me being a little less strict (I should not have gone grocery shopping on 
a Friday night while starving) and partly to do with the fact that school didn’t start until 
this week, so while I was still working full time, I was home a lot more and with much 
less to do, so I ate more.   Then, the screen on my MacBook Pro, which I love like the 
child I don’t have, went dead; I can’t get through life without it, so I have to get it fixed. 
 
Bottom line, January has not been terrible.  I’ve just set a really high standard for myself, 
because I want to get out of debt, like, now! And I’m going to come up short.  Still, I’ve 
already paid all my bills and put $700 toward the WF Visa I’m now trying to pay off. 
After payday, I should be able to put another $300 toward it. 
 
February is going to be awesome.  I will be working a ton and I hope to get my tax return 
(all of which will go toward my debt).  But, I’m not going to do what I’ve done in the 
past.  I’m not going to say screw it! and give up on January.  I’m going to see it to the end 
and get as much success out of it as I can. 
 

   
 

A Pretty Big Set Back 
JANUARY 21, 2010 

 
I got my MacBook Pro two and a half years ago, and I have loved her every day since. 
But, last week she quit on me and I was forced to make a difficult decision. Not only is 
she like a friend, but also replacing her would be very expensive. 
 
I really can’t go without a computer. Not only is the internet a huge part of my life, but I 
have school and work that I need to take care of. And, okay, I’m not really without a 
computer right now. I still have my old Dell, but that’s practically like being without a 
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computer (I’m not a PC hater—I use them every day at work—but this laptop is a piece 
of crap). 
 
There are cheaper options, even within the Mac family, and I did consider them. But, I 
want this computer to last me the rest of the way through grad school and I want to love it 
for all that time. 
 
I am particularly troubled at having to make this purchase, because I haven’t technically 
paid for that laptop I loved so much. I bought it on the card with the biggest balance and I 
won’t consider it paid for until I am completely out of debt. 
 
But, this purchase is a bit different, because I do have the money. I can pay for it right 
now. And, I’m grateful at least that the old girl held out until now, because if this had 
happened three months ago, I would have been screwed. 
 
So, this is a set back and it’s frustrating to lose a month’s worth of progress in order to 
replace a laptop I was happy to continue on with, but getting my tax return will make up 
for it a bit and I really am excited to welcome a new Mac into my life. 
 

   
 

Bad Habits Don’t Die 
JANUARY 23, 2010 

 
January has been so damn expensive. I swear the day I bought my new laptop (which I’m 
now in love with, of course), my car started making a weird noise. It’s only done it a few 
times, but it’s that screeching noise that cars make. I don’t know what that means, but I 
know it will involve spending money in the future. 
 
The problem, though, is that I’m starting to do exactly what I said I wouldn’t. Things I 
couldn’t help came up and I’m starting to use that as justification enough to buy other 
things, however small they may be. It’s like, my plans got derailed, so what does it matter 
now? But, that’s exactly the attitude that got me into debt in the first place! 
 
So, please forgive me for I have sinned. I bought the first two seasons of Weeds, because 
I love the show and they were on sale. I also bought a pizza, which may not be worth 
mentioning, but it’s an expensive meal (or a total of three meals) in a month when I have 
already gone over my grocery budget. 
 
I don’t feel off track. I just feel bad habits creeping up on me and I’m not going to let 
them. Not while I’m working so hard to earn the money to get myself out of debt. 
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The Stress I Put Myself Under 
JANUARY 25, 2010 

 
I was driving home from the grocery store several days ago, going through the numbers 
in my head to figure out if I could still make my January goal.  I do this all the time and I 
get very stressed about whether I can make my goal or not.  The goals are not easy; they 
don’t leave any room for error. 
 
This one time, though, I guess because the answer was that I couldn’t make my goal, it 
occurred to me how silly it is to stress myself out about a goal I made for myself and that 
no one else even knows about (the specific number, I mean) and that is a serious stretch 
(so I am likely to fail and even if I do, I still will have put a lot of money toward my 
debt). 
 
I’m not usually good at following rules I’ve set for myself, but I just really want to be out 
of debt and the thought of getting complacent in this makes me very anxious. 
 
The thing about spending money is that you can’t go cold turkey.  I still have to eat and I 
need a roof over my head!  Sometimes it’s hard for me to draw the line between being 
reasonable and giving myself too much slack.  There are many ways to approach getting 
out of debt and I took a page out of Dave Ramsey’s book and am doing it with gazelle-
like intensity. 
 
This is the way I want to do it, but I can’t say that the stress isn’t really stress.  It is stress, 
but the adrenaline-fueled kind and not the dread-filled kind.  One way I stress myself out 
is by keeping very little in my checking account at a time (it’s overdraft protected with 
my savings account, which has $300 in it).  Often I’m trying to get through a week on 
$50, which I can do since I don’t have to get gas regularly and aside from bills, groceries 
are my only big expense.  It’s a game to see if I can do it. 
 
I think the whole thing occurred to me suddenly as silly because I was in this mindset 
that I am poor and this is all the money I have in the world right now. That’s ridiculous in 
a sense, because I’m actually bringing in quite a bit of money—enough to put hundreds 
of dollars toward my debt every month.  But, it’s completely true in another sense, 
because, of course, I am in debt!  I have available credit, but not money that isn’t owed to 
someone else. 
 
I can see myself starting to think of money differently.  Most importantly, I’m breaking 
the habit of looking at available credit as available funds.  And the challenge is fun. 
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The Upside to Being Busy 
JANUARY 27, 2010 

 
To me, there is a stigma to the words “I’m busy” or at least to saying them out loud to 
other people.  Even now that I know I am really busy, I can’t quite get over the stigma.  
But, I’ll ignore that feeling for now, because I am busy.  Crazy busy.  No-time-for-
anything busy (except blogging, of course, because I can do that from work). 
 
There’s no reason to complain about being busy when it comes to debt reduction, 
though.  It’s all upside.  First, I am mostly busy working.  Working jobs that pay me. And 
they pay pretty decently—I mean, not career well, but better-than-most-of-the-grad-
students-I-know-get-paid well. 
 
What I learned in the first two weeks of January, when I was only working one job, was 
that I am less expensive when I’m busy.  I don’t eat as much and I don’t care as much 
about what I eat.  I also don’t go anywhere, except for school and work, which are all 
within a half-mile of each other. 
 
I definitely don’t shop, because there’s no time and it’s the last thing I want to do with 
my little time off.   I don’t shop even when I’m not crazy busy, because I’ve sworn it off 
while I try to get out of debt.  But, being busy removes all the temptation and 
opportunity, so that I don’t even think about it. 
 
Okay, so maybe there are some risks to being so busy.  Aside from burnout, there’s the 
danger of being too tired to care or be strict with myself.  There’s also the occasional 
problem of not having time to buy proper groceries, which leaves me eating out.  A 
combination of the two is what sometimes gets me.  It’s not that there’s no food in my 
apartment; it’s just that it’s not anything I want to eat and after working so hard, I feel 
like I deserve better.  Fortunately for me, I consider better to be fast food and I’ve been 
making a more focused effort to keep myself better fed this semester, so it doesn’t come 
to that. 
 
To name the last and probably biggest upside, a goal like getting out of debt gives me a 
great deal of motivation that keeps my attitude up when I’m busier than is comfortable 
and tired and dying to go home. 

 
   

 
Fresh Start February 
FEBRUARY 1, 2010 

 
January was a difficult financial month for reasons I’ve already discussed.  More than the 
circumstances out of my control and any small mistakes I made, my mind just wasn’t 
quite in the game.  Or maybe I was just frustrated, because I couldn’t live up to my own 
expectations.  Things weren’t going perfectly and it’s hard to feel like you’re not making 
progress when you’re working so hard. 
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I’m also getting to that point where I’ve been at this long enough now that it’s not at the 
front of my mind all the time, which makes me nervous. 
 
February, I’m feeling good about.  I’m focused and ready to get back on track.  Maybe I 
was never really off track, but with goals, it’s the right mindset that will get you through. 
 
My major goal is to put a huge sum of money toward my credit card and I also want to 
keep myself focused on a daily basis. 
 

   
 

A Mind Trap Fueled By Impatience 
FEBRUARY 3, 2010 

 
Sometimes I fantasize about being debt free.  Just substitute always for sometimes.  I’m 
not thinking about living in a mansion and driving a Mercedes.  I’m just thinking about a 
life with reliable things that I have the funds to replace when I need to. 
 
The recession ripped out from under me the safety net I didn’t know I was relying on. 
 My confidence that I could always get by somehow diminished.  And I wasn’t affected 
in any dramatic way, but watching people who had worked their whole lives losing their 
jobs, having no more protections in place than I do at 26, made everything feel uncertain. 
When it started affecting my parents, however minimally, I was scared.  It seemed that no 
matter what you do, you’re always at risk. 
 
Deciding to get out of debt changed my thoughts about the future as well.  There is a lot I 
can do to make myself financially stable.  It’s just that I’m impatient to get there already. 
 I want a more reliable car and six months worth of expenses in savings and other adult 
things!  
 
But, this has been a mind trap for me before.  A way I delude myself.  I think, I’ll buy this 
quality thing and then I won’t have to replace it.  It’s a variation of I’ll just buy this one 
last thing and then that will be it, which is a variation of I’ll just get high one last time 
and then that will be it (I’ve been watching a lot of Weeds lately). 
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The Debt As It Stands (2/13/10) 
FEBRUARY 13, 2010 

 

 
 
After a bit of a rough financial start to the year, I finally feel like the dust has settled.  The 
new laptop is completely paid off, all school fees are paid for, all books for school are 
purchased, and both jobs are in full swing.  It was frustrating to feel like I was making no 
progress, but a) I know exactly where my money is going and that is different than 
before, b) I am making progress, it just hasn’t been as dramatic as I had planned, and c) I 
didn’t use my frustration over things going wrong as a reason to make it worse or quit. 
 
Payday was Wednesday and combined with payday for Job #2 last Friday, it was so nice 
to sit down to pay bills and realize I had enough to pay for everything, even though there 
were extra bills, and still have money to put toward my debt. 
 

   
 

A Lifestyle 
FEBRUARY 15, 2010 

 
The further I get into my Out of Debt Journey, the less I think about it.  I knew this would 
happen, of course, and I even looked forward to it.  It’s no fun being preoccupied with 
money all the time.  But, it makes me a bit nervous, because when you’re 
focused intensely on something, you feel like you’re doing something about it, but when 
you’re relaxed, you worry you’ll slide backwards into bad habits. 
 
This is becoming a way of life, so I am working through how I want to live as someone 
getting out of debt.  Like, do I make these little concessions for things I want or do I 
continue full steam ahead?  Is my focus just getting out of debt or is it learning to be less 
materialistic?    
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I am already changing the way I think about money, but I could go much further.  I could 
get out of debt so that I can think less about money.  Or getting out of debt could be the 
first step in getting more serious about saving and investing and building wealth. 
 
I guess all the time that passes between paydays leaves room for a lot of thinking. 

 
   

 
A Bank Deal 

FEBRUARY 16, 2010 
 
My approach to getting out of debt is very simple: make as much money as possible so 
that I can put as much money possible toward my debt.   None of my accounts were in 
bad standing, so I didn’t take any consolidation loans.  I haven’t sought out no-interest 
credit cards to transfer my balances.  I basically just stopped in place and started paying 
off the lowest balance first (the snowball method). 
 
In a sense, it’s not the most strategic plan.  In another sense, though, it is, because the 
point is actually finishing and not just having the best start.  I’ve taken the Dave Ramsey 
approach of doing this the most legitimate way possible instead of the most savvy. 
 
I must admit that I am generally suspicious of any of these financial deals.  And, rightly 
so.  Even my own bank is constantly trying to get me to sign up to receive Credit 
Advising for free (except for the monthly fee they’ll start charging after the trial is over). 
And then there is my own psychological trap of taking the easy way out in order to 
continue on with my bad habits. 
 
But, there’s no sense in being stupid about this.  If I see a good deal, it might be worth 
taking, even if I’m a tiny bit suspicious still.  Wells Fargo (my bank and holder of the 
card I’m currently paying off) just sent me an offer.  The deal is that if I call them before 
March 5th ready with a one-time payment of at least 10% of my total credit card balance, 
they will reduce the interest rate for a 6-month period.  So, basically, I will be doing what 
I’m already doing (making large payments) and for doing that one time, they will 
temporarily reduce my APR. 
 
The only thing that makes me hesitate at all is that they will then reduce my credit limit 
by that amount (not entirely sure how this works). It’s silly, but available credit gives me 
comfort, especially in the process of paying off my debt.  But, ultimately, I do want my 
credit limits to be lower, because they are too high for the amount of money I make and 
after I am out of debt and have some money in savings, I won’t need that available credit. 
 
So, now the only thing is figuring out how much I can possibly put toward that card 
before March 5th, because the more I put down, the more my interest rate will be reduced 
for this six month period (in which I hope to pay off the entire balance). I’m not sure if 
the $500 I just put toward my card a few days ago will count toward this one time 
payment (but I think so).  If I can put another $750 toward my debt this month (and I can) 
then that should reduce my APR from 19.5% to just 8%.  If I can possibly swing more 
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money toward my debt (I do get paid by Job #2 on the 5th, but that would be cutting it 
close), then I could reduce my APR to as low as 4%.  That would save me so much 
money in interest and allow me to pay off this card extremely quickly. I will report back 
with the results. 

 
   

 
A Want List 

FEBRUARY 18, 2010 
 

For the last week, I’ve been having this debate in my head about whether or not to create 
a want list.  A want list would be a list of things I want to buy when I get out of debt.  It 
seemed like a good idea at first.  That way, instead of obsessing over something and 
debating whether or not to make a budget exception and buy it, I can say no for now and 
put it on a list for later so that it’s out of my mind. 
 
The down side is that I worry this perpetuates the same thinking about material objects 
that contributed to my debt in the first place.  Maybe the better thing to do would be to 
stop focusing so much on the things.  
 
Rather than think about the things I want, I can focus on the things I want to do.  The 
other problem is that what started out as a very selective list suddenly ended up a mile 
long and includes things even like a new car.  Do I really want to get out of debt only to 
buy a bunch of stuff I don’t need?  Is that the point of all this work? 
 
There are other upsides, of course.  I can’t so easily put the things in my want list all into 
the Useless Junk category.  Some of the things I want will help me do the things I want to 
do.  Some will help me see the things I want to see.  Some are fun.  And others are 
necessities that I need to live well.  Maybe adding things to a list of stuff I won’t 
purchase for more than a year is just something I can do to make myself feel better right 
now, but when the time actually comes when I can afford those things, I’ll no longer want 
them. 
 
It’s still a debate for me.  I think I can make a list without becoming further obsessed 
with things and doing so will allow me to stop thinking, obsessing about things. 
Because when you write stuff down, you no longer have to think about it, worrying you 
won’t remember.  It’s just that I like so much to cross things off of lists, so this could be a 
problem for me. 

 
   

 
The Ulta Call 

FEBRUARY 20, 2010 
 
I used to write a lot on my personal blog about my love for Ulta.  It was so bad that no 
one could pass an Ulta without thinking of me and telling me so later.  For those who 
don’t know, Ulta is this amazing store full of makeup and nail polish and hair products; 
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what makes them different from a drug store or Sephora is that they have both the drug 
store brands and high-end brands.  Basically, it’s everything good in this world under one 
roof. 
 
Something about the feel of the store and all the rows of makeup calms me and brings me 
joy.  I actually hear choir bells as I walk toward the store. 
 
But, I haven’t been to Ulta in months.  Even before I got serious about getting out of 
debt, I thought it was a good idea to avoid Ulta where it is too easy for me to drop $100 
and walk out with a small bag full of items.  The number of times I did do that is 
embarrassing.  Though most of the money I’ve spent at Ulta in the last year or two was 
actually money I had in my bank account and not credit, that was money I should have 
been putting toward my debt.  I spent enough to keep myself exactly where I was. 
 
I have plenty of makeup and an entire drawer full of nail polish (a big drawer), so I don’t 
generally feel deprived not to be spending a bunch of money shopping every week. 
Sometimes I even enjoy shopping among the items I already own.  On top of which, I 
don’t have the time to go shopping, so it’s not a regular temptation for me. 
 
Oh, but sometimes I still think of Ulta and it calls to me.  I think of just stopping in to get 
the Ulta experience, but not walking out with more than $10 in makeup/nail polish.  That 
would be reasonable and well within my budget.  I will do it at some point, I’m sure, but 
there’s something to be said about avoiding it completely.  It’s easier not to shop when 
you don’t know what you’re missing.  Also, my past experience suggests that the lights 
and smell of Ulta have a direct effect on my decision-making abilities.  Makes it easier 
for me to rationalize ridiculous purchases. 
 
So, for now I will keep resisting.  It’s better for morale that I avoid the store that 
represents the worst of my association of personal well being to materialism.  But, Ulta 
cannot be denied forever and I hope we can one day have a healthy relationship. 
 

   
 

A Good Job 
FEBRUARY 22, 2010 

 
Since starting my new job this semester, several people have asked me why I’m still 
working at the library.  I politely respond with, “Well, that’s how I support myself.  And, 
they pay me significantly more per hour, provide me with health insurance, and give me 
paid vacation and sick time.  How could I afford to give that up?” 
 
My new job may be a better opportunity geared more directly toward my professional 
goals, but since taking it, I have grown even more thankful for my library job.  Though 
I’m 26, my job at the library, which I started a year and a half ago, was the first I ever had 
with benefits.  I still marvel at them. 
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When I got back from a two week Christmas vacation to my normal paycheck, the full 
amount there as if I’d worked all those hours, I felt incredibly fortunate.  When I talk to 
my uninsured or underinsured friends and remember that I have very affordable medical, 
dental, and vision coverage, I feel comforted.  Knowing that getting sick doesn’t mean 
losing working wages immediately is such a relief. 
 
As lucky as I feel, as surprising as it still is, I yet managed to be reminded, as if I’d 
forgotten, of the reality that if I miss a day at my second job, that is money lost.  If a 
holiday interferes with working hours, the day off is tinged with a bit of disappointment, 
because again it is money lost.  I even regret taking time off to go out of town.  Maybe I 
wouldn’t feel that way if my budget wasn’t so tight that I count on those hours to keep up 
with my plan of getting out of debt. 
 
I also, of course, get paid a pretty ridiculous wage, especially for having no benefits.  It’s 
very typical for a grad school job and for a non-profit.  And, it’s worth it for the 
opportunity, for the connections I’m making, and because I like the job, but it certainly 
doesn’t allow for much security. 
 
I’m happy to do both, even though it means little-to-no free time.  When you have a good 
job, especially one you enjoy, you don’t give it up.  And that’s a conservative take, 
especially when there’s such an emphasis on the internet and with my generation of 
taking big risks to do the job you love—usually working for yourself.  I understand that. 
 I mean, I’m pursuing a very impractical career because it’s what I want to do, but I think 
taking big risks is only possible when you prepare the way by acting responsibly.  On top 
of which, I have zero desire to work for myself; I like someone else cutting me a check, 
withholding taxes, and keeping the business going.  It’s also important to know how you 
work best. 

 
   

 
My Budget 

FEBRUARY 24, 2010 
 
There was a request for this a while ago and I don’t want to keep people guessing as to 
how I’m able to put so much money toward my debt, but if you hear me complain about 
how much I work, then it’s probably not much of a mystery to you. 
 
Here’s my monthly budget: 
 
Income: $2900 — $3100 between two jobs. 
 
Bills 

 Rent: $800 
 Cell: $90 
 Car Insurance: $103 
 Gas: $30 
 Food: $200-250 (Try to keep it to $200, but it’s a struggle) 



   32 

 Household: $50 (This includes a lot of things like quarters for laundry, cleaning 
supplies, etc.) 

 Capital One Visa: $250 
 WF Visa: $200 (This is the card I’m working to pay off.) 

 
*I also pay $53 a month for medical, dental, and vision, as well as put some money 
toward retirement, but that’s all subtracted from my paycheck, so I never count it as 
income. 
 
I’m usually able to put an extra $1300-1400 (on top of minimum payments) toward my 
debt each month. 

 
   

 
Acting Rich 

MARCH 1, 2010 
 
There’s this book out by the author of The Millionaire Next Door called Stop Acting Rich. 
I have not read either book, though my understanding of author Thomas Stanley’s 
philosophy is that millionaires live frugally and that’s how they grow and maintain their 
wealth.  This reminds me of the only millionaire I’ve ever known—an old boss of mine. 
He drove a Honda only a few years newer than mine, wore a watch he must have 
purchased at a drug store, and worked all the time.  He matched the profile of most self-
made millionaires. 
 
My goal in life is not to become a millionaire, but deciding to get out of debt changed the 
way I look at my financial future, and living well below my means even when I don’t 
have to certainly appeals to me as a lifestyle if it means a secure financial future. 
 
But, really, I need to take a step back.  Even just the title Stop Acting Rich is something I 
needed to hear a couple years ago.  Compared to others, maybe I never did live like I was 
rich.  I’ve never purchased a new car or even a pair of jeans that cost more than $100.  In 
hiding my debt, though, especially from myself, I made several bad money decisions, 
pretending that money was not a problem for me.  Just little things even.  
 
Buying makeup and nail polish, because oh the pretty colors and I have to have it. 
Replacing an iPod way before it should have given up on me, because taking it in to be 
fixed seemed like too much trouble and that shiny new Classic was just irresistible. 
Agreeing to additional medical tests, though I didn’t think they were necessary.  Buying a 
new laptop, because I’d wanted it for so long and, hey, I work hard and maybe it will 
help me write that novel (really stupid, but I did finish my first novel on it).  Buying an 
iPhone, because I just landed a new job and maybe I haven’t started working yet, but I 
will soon be bringing in my biggest paychecks ever  (Apple gets me in a lot of trouble 
apparently).  Agreeing to plans I wasn’t that interested in and knew would be too 
expensive, because I didn’t want to be the one to say something. 
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I have been so hesitant to make money an issue ever, which is silly because being frugal 
is nothing to be ashamed of, money is an issue for most of the people I interact with 
regularly, and I cannot afford not to think about money. 
 
It’s weird being a grad student, because you have no money and usually you’re collecting 
debt.  But, you’re not poor, because poor people don’t have enough money to pay rent 
and buy food and go to the doctor, and I’ve never gone hungry.  There’s more to the 
equation than cash in hand; there’s also available resources—like financially stable 
parents, available credit, and money-earning potential. 
 
It’s deceptive, though, because it made it possible for me to live for a long time in the 
mindset of someone with money.  At the time I decided to get out of debt, I had nearly 
exhausted all of my resources.  I had almost no available credit while already working 
full time.  Few options left but to go to my parents, which was a thought so terrifying to 
me that I would exhaust every other option first. 
 
I worried that going public with my debt on the internet and with a few close friends 
would make me feel uncomfortable—like I was being watched and judged for my 
spending habits.  Instead it has been such a relief to bring money into the conversation—
to stop pretending like it’s not a concern for me.  It doesn’t mean I never spend anything, 
never go out for drinks, or judge other people for their spending habits.  It just means I’ve 
stopped living like I’m rich. 
 

   
 

How Other People Spend Their Money 
MARCH 3, 2010 

 
When I was younger, I don’t remember ever thinking much about how people spend their 
money.  In the years when my mom was single, money was obviously an issue for us, but 
she worked hard and did everything she had to do to make sure we had what we needed. 
As they got older and more financially stable, I remember noticing that my parents lived 
like poor people even though they made more than all of my friends’ parents. 
 
Later, I grew judgmental of people spending irresponsibly.  I remember when I was 
working at Bed, Bath, and Beyond as a freshman in college and a coworker told me she 
had $7 in her bank account.  That was inconceivable to me.  I had thousands of dollars in 
my bank account and I was still nervous about money.  As a student, I was sometimes 
resentful that I had to work so much more than the other students I knew, but working 
was an important part of my identity and I wouldn’t have quit if given the option. 
 
When I got to grad school and quickly started accumulating debt, I became much more 
aware of how the people around me spend money.  Mostly, I was just very confused 
about how my fellow grad students supported themselves.  It’s still a mystery to me.  I 
mean, some of them don’t work at all.  
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As a person in debt, for a long time I believed I was all alone.  Then, I began to suspect 
everyone was secretly in debt.  Now that I’m a person getting myself out of debt, I 
sometimes watch people who seem to be good with their money, realizing they all have 
the same conservative habits.  More often, I just focus on my own efforts. 
 
I spent too long worrying about what other people were doing with their money, 
assuming that if they were doing okay, if they weren’t worrying about money, then I 
should do the same.  This journey has been about personal responsibility for me and it’s 
changed my focus on money inward. 
 

   
 

I Have Financial Amnesia 
MARCH 8, 2010 

 
Lately I have been thinking back over my financial past and finding a lot of empty spaces 
in the timeline.  I remember financial decisions I made my first year of college in extreme 
detail.  I remember how much I had in my accounts and what I did with that money.  But, 
thinking about just the last year, I can’t even remember how I went about paying my bills 
or what I thought when I did or what my minimum payments were.  I don’t remember 
anything. 
 
Except for a tiny portion of my school loans, all of my debt has been accrued in just the 
last 3.5 years.  Since I started graduate school.  I was in credit card debt from the moment 
I moved down here, because, well, I moved down here with nothing and that budget I’d 
been obsessing over for the entire summer was laughable in the face of reality.  But, it 
was just temporary.  Only $1000.  I’d get myself out of that.  Except, I was making very 
little money and living in California is expensive. 
 
I’ve said a number of times that my financial method of choice became avoidance.  I 
went from being very diligent with my finances (from the age of 17 or so (when I started 
working) up until 22) to avoiding them almost completely.  I didn’t even like to look at 
the numbers. 
 
I several times decided I was going to get my stuff together.  I would look at everything 
and stop avoiding the problem, but the only way to get out of debt is to make money and 
15 hours a week at my school’s library was not cutting it.  I’d bought into a lifestyle.  Not 
a lavish one in the typical sense, but a life where money was not what was important.  
Achieving the dream was important—getting the education, having the time to study, 
living in the comfortable bubble of my school’s campus. 
 
I deluded myself into thinking that either there was no problem or it would somehow 
miraculously work itself out (all my critical thinking skills and I actually believed this).  
Of course, I did on some level know there was a problem.  In those moments of clarity, I 
switched from delusion to avoidance. 
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I’m still mystified by my Swiss cheese memory of the last three years—the last year, 
especially.  I guess I don’t remember what I was thinking about my finances, because 
though they were weighing on me heavily, I did my best not to think about them. 
 
In November, I stopped avoiding my finances.  When I faced the numbers this time, I had 
things in line to really do something about my debt.  By things, I mean money and jobs. 
This lifestyle is not as comfy as my previous one where my nights were spent at home 
and many of my days were free for studying, but I am a lot more at peace than I was in all 
of those years, avoiding not just the elephant in the room, but the one standing on top of 
me, blocking my air. 
 
I was shocked—and I never admit to being shocked by anything—to find that facing my 
debt and dealing with it was like dropping weights off of my shoulders. It made a 
difference in other areas of my life where avoidance had become my full-time job.  You 
know the way you watch scary movies with your hands over you eyes, the spaces 
between your fingers allowing just the tiniest peek at what’s playing on the screen?  I was 
walking through life that way.  And because this post doesn’t have enough metaphors 
already, it was like I was a cartoon character waiting for the anvil to fall.  I didn’t dare to 
dream, because whether or not it would work out seemed completely up to chance. 
 
I didn’t want to admit to myself that I’d made mistakes, but what I really didn’t want to 
do was put in the hard work of fixing those mistakes.  I’d never been afraid of hard work 
before, but grad school alone had me feeling overwhelmed and my debt was even more 
overwhelming.  I never thought about it this clearly, but the great fear was that I was 
going to have to give up on my dream.  I was going to have to quit school or at least slow 
it down, which was scary to me, because I didn’t know what else I would do (not that I’m 
not capable of anything else, but I didn’t want to do anything else).  Of course, what’s 
ridiculous is that I was avoiding my great fear by making it an even bigger possibility.   
 
That’s the problem with avoidance.  You’re too scared to face your problems, so you 
avoid them long enough that they grow legs and scary fangs and finally make themselves 
impossible to ignore. 
 

   
 

The Job Front 
MARCH 10, 2010 

 
It’s ridiculous that we’re in a recession and I actually have too much work.  Despite that, 
I’m in a (kind of) recession mindset where I feel guilty saying no to work and everything 
feels unstable, especially considering my debt.   The reality is that I’m not on the most 
stable of ground, but the soil is getting firmer with every dollar I put toward my debt and 
I’m finally starting to feel that as I work on my second card. 
 
But, the point of this post is that I recently received some promising news.  I think I’ve 
mentioned before that my full-time job is a 9-month regular position.  So, it’s permanent, 
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but I only work nine months out of the year and have summers off.  Last summer, though, 
one of my coworkers was on leave, so I filled her place and worked all summer.   
 
Looking back on that, I think, “thank God!” because I would have been utterly screwed 
to go without my regular paycheck for three months.  I don’t know why I wasn’t more 
freaked out. I don’t know why I wasn’t more freaked out about a lot of things, but I guess 
that’s what happens when avoidance is your financial method of choice. 
 
The promising news is that I talked to my boss last week and even though we don’t have 
anyone leaving this summer, she does think it’s a good possibility I’ll be able to work.  
There couldn’t be better news when it comes to getting myself out of debt.  Continuing to 
work a million hours is the only way I can meet my New Year’s Resolution of getting out 
of debt this year. 
 
My boss is going to talk to the director to see if this is a possibility.  I’m certainly not 
counting on it yet, considering how strongly the recession impacted our budget, but it’s 
promising at least.  Unlike last year, I’ve been thinking for months about what my job 
situation will look like during the summer.  Surviving on just my second job is a 
possibility, but it would put getting out of debt on hold and I would probably be running a 
slight deficit each month.  It’s certainly not ideal, but there is something appealing to 
having some time off.  I’m not sure if I’m really willing to hold off on the last leg of 
paying down my debt, but at that point I should be halfway done and I think it would be 
worth considering. 
 
We’ll see how this all works out, but it’s looking more promising and I’m glad I went to 
talk to my boss about this so early. 

 
   

 
It Was The Shopping Too 

MARCH 11, 2010 
 
It would be really easy for me to say that all of my debt is a result of grad school.  It was 
what I had to do to live the dream!  The dream just got away from me a bit.  It’s true that 
I’m almost certain I would not be in debt if not for grad school and that a great 
percentage of my debt is comprised of rent and food and books for school.  I didn’t 
suddenly adopt an extravagant lifestyle.  I kept my expenses low and tried to make good 
decisions. 
 
I guess in my mind, this is a nobler kind of debt.  What it says is that I did it for a good 
reason.  It wasn’t a result of a lack of discipline.  It benefits my sense of self to look at 
my debt this way. 
 
But, this view doesn’t tell the whole story.  First, I don’t know that it’s really worth 
dividing up debt into noble and not.  It’s still debt, borrowed at a high percentage, and 
I’m not off the hook for it.  It was stupid and I could have avoided it by working more. 
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Second, once I had debt, my strong decision-making abilities sometimes took a vacation 
and that self-control, well, I had some trouble exercising it here and there.  It was stupid 
and irresponsible, but it’s really easy to say, what’s $100 when I’m already $5,000 in 
debt? What’s a new pair of jeans? What’s Arrested Development on DVD?  What’s a 
$2000 laptop? I mean, I need a laptop.  Plus, this is the one Veronica Mars uses! I let 
myself focus on things other than the bottom line. 
 
The last year and a half was the worst.  I’d started working full time at the library.  I had 
a few other jobs on the side and I was finishing my thesis.  I was working hard and I used 
that as the reason I deserved nice things.  I just happened to run straight into a little 
makeup and nail polish obsession. 
 
It’s hard to describe what happened next.  In part, I don’t understand it, but another part 
of me sees how easily I could do it again.  I started turning my brain off.  I started 
shopping as a way to deal with my problems.  I was really stressed out, trying to graduate 
and waiting to hear back from PhD programs.  There was so much uncertainty in my life 
and just blogging about it wasn’t enough. 
 
I described this in an earlier post, but you cannot underestimate the power of Ulta on a 
troubled mind.  The place brings peace.  It’s bright and clean and there are pretty little 
things everywhere to fill up the holes in your life or at least let you forget about them for 
a while.  I would go and spend nearly an hour there looking around, never leaving empty 
handed.  You wouldn’t believe how quickly nail polish adds up.  I spent a great deal of 
my free time this way.  It made it easier to avoid a lot of things. 
 
I did feel guilty and one of the things stressing me out—one of the things I was trying to 
avoid—was my debt.  I would convince myself that in the grand scheme of things, none 
of this mattered that much.  Plus, I was making quite a bit of money, so I could afford it.  
But, there really is no such thing as standing in place when it comes to debt.  Not when 
you’re being charged high interest on a huge sum every month.  I was making all of my 
minimum payments, but they weren’t getting me anywhere. 
 
Those shopping trips were almost trance like.  I left all reason behind.  I could give them 
up for a while and behave, but then ruin my progress a few weeks later.  I’m dealing now 
with the things I was avoiding then.  I not only want more than I ever have before to get 
out of debt, but it seems like a real possibility for the first time.  I’m going to do this and 
I’m not going to let irrational thoughts stop my progress. 
 
I often think about that point when I’m finally out of credit card debt.  When I will have 
money to spend and will allow myself to do so.  I want to continue spending money with 
purpose—with intention.  I don’t want to go back into a trance, because I never woke up 
feeling like myself. 
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On Not Buying Stuff 
MARCH 15, 2010 

 
I haven’t written much about what it’s like to not buy stuff.  Not even stuff you really 
want. 
 
Cutting spending is probably the most difficult thing about getting out of debt.  Working 
a lot is hard too, but I would be doing that even if I wasn’t digging myself out of debt and 
even though I am sacrificing free time, it often doesn’t feel that way to me.  It’s not the 
same as sacrificing all the pretty, shiny things that come in bright colors. 
 
I haven’t done a perfect job.  I’ve splurged a few times (mostly on TV shows on DVD—
my weakness!).  Often I feel like I’ve splurged even when I’ve only bought stuff I 
needed.  I guess that in my brain, any spending at Target feels like splurging, even when I 
walk out with a mop and toilet paper. 
 
The easiest thing to do is avoid temptation at all costs.  This is why I haven’t been to Ulta 
in months.  I don’t window shop, I don’t look at stores online, and I don’t let myself think 
about the things I want without the phrase “. . . when I get out of debt” tacked onto the 
end. 
 
I know that people will say, “Oh, sometimes you have to treat yourself” and “one little 
thing is no big deal,” and those are all very reasonable responses, but rationalizing is 
what allowed this pretty smart girl to make a lot of stupid decisions.  On top of which, I 
don’t need any of those things and after entertaining the idea for a while, once I make the 
decision to keep on walking, not to reach for my wallet, I feel empowered and ten 
minutes later that temporary hole in my life that opened up just wide enough to fit that 
NARS blush has closed up and healed over. 
 
It’s not all easy to pass by.  Lots of things—like, again, all that gorgeous NARS blush!—
will be there in a year when I have the money to pay for it.  But, then there’s the limited 
edition nail polish and the great sales!  Most recently, I was majorly tempted by a 
MacHeist software bundle.  Over $250 worth of software for $20.  One of the programs 
included is regularly $20 by itself and I have wanted it for a long time.  And, OMG, no 
time to think, because the deal ends in one hour!!! I was actually reaching for my wallet 
when I came to my senses.  The answer to, “Do I need this?” was obviously no.  But, 
then I had to ask myself, “do I really want this?”  No, not that much.  Maybe I will 
eventually buy some of the apps, but I don’t need them right now. 
 
Sometimes the answer to the question, “Do I really want this?” is going to be yes.  But, 
even if I do want it, there’s no reason for me to decide in an instant.  I’ll take a page out 
of my mother’s book and think about purchases for a while.  If I still really want 
something, then I will make an exception.  But, the fact that it’s on sale is not a reason to 
buy something I wouldn’t normally.  Here’s why: I’m in debt.  Even if I pay cash for 
something, that’s money that is not going to pay down my debt.  So, I am in a sense, still 
paying interest on that item. 
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The story of my life is that I have sky-high expectations for myself, I then of course fall 
short, and I’m so preoccupied by my failure that I don’t realize how far I’ve come.  I’m 
pretty happy with my progress so far, but I had a real moment of pride the other night 
when I realized that I haven’t been shopping in four months.  I’ve only purchased a few 
non-necessities and I could name them off for you right now, counting them on my 
fingers.  Even that mop I bought at Target was only purchased after a major debate in my 
head. 
 
When you’re getting out of debt, all those days that fall between paydays (even if you 
have two paydays like I do) can be pretty boring, but saying no to temptation can be 
surprisingly empowering. 
 

   
 

Revisiting the Want List 
MARCH 17, 2010 

 
I wrote a couple weeks ago about the debate in my head over whether to create a want list 
or not.  The pro was that writing down my wants would stop them from just floating 
around in my head, tempting me.  The con was that it would really be better for me to 
stop focusing so much on stuff.  The last thing I want to do when I’m finally out of debt 
is go buy a bunch of stuff I don’t really need. 
 
Soon after I wrote that post, I quickly forgot about the debate.  It suddenly seemed like a 
non-issue, perhaps because the temptation had passed for all those shiny things I wanted.  
It became pretty obvious that I’d be just fine without them. 
 
No more than a week later, it struck me again, but different this time.  I stopped thinking 
of it in terms of this DVD and that necklace and this set of nail polish.  I didn’t feel so 
impatient.  I was thinking much more in terms of the life I want to lead once I’m out of 
debt.  I was thinking about priorities. 
 
Priority #1 will be building up a $5,000 Emergency Fund.  That’s 3-4 months worth of 
expenses for me.  Then I will get to do the fun stuff.  Like, new clothes! (After more than 
a year of zero to limited shopping, I will be in need.)  Then I’ll start saving for a newer 
car.  No more loans for me.  This one I’ll pay for in cash.  Next, I’ll increase that 
Emergency Fund to $10,000. 
 
If I continue working like a crazy person, then meeting these financial goals will not take 
me very long, even though I plan to loosen up my spending in general even as I save.  
After I’m driving a more reliable car, wearing decent clothes, and resting comfortably 
with a healthy emergency fund, then I will do two things. 
 
First, I’ll start paying down my student loans.  Not at the crazy pace I paid off my credit 
card debt, but still pretty seriously.  I want to really be debt free. 
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Second, and perhaps even in conjunction with the first, I will think about changing my 
lifestyle.  You know, by maybe not working so much, maybe moving to a larger 
apartment, and maybe getting a dog (can’t really do the third of these things without 
doing the first two). 
 
Who knows how my life will change in the next couple years.  My priorities may shift 
dramatically, but when you’re working every day to get out of debt, it’s really motivating 
to think about what you’ll do when you actually get there. 
 

   
 

The Debt As It Stands (3/15/10) 
MARCH 18, 2010 

 

 
 
This is what the debt looks like after making the big payment that got me a reduced APR 
on the Wells Fargo Visa.  Because I made a big push to do that, I won’t be able to 
contribute quite as much this month. Still, I am going to reach a major milestone and I’m 
so excited!  I keep saying this same thing, but I feel like I’m really making progress.   
 
I guess I need to keep repeating that to myself, because so many times before I was 
planning on doing something about my debt and would even get started in a sense, but I 
never ended up doing anything more than spin my wheels and stay in place.  Interest 
makes even staying in place a struggle when you’re so far in debt. 
 
I’m back from my trip to Phoenix.  I knew there was no way I’d get away with spending 
nothing.  In total, I spent about $90 on travel and food.  $50 of that was covering 
breakfast for my family one morning.  It was the least I could do, since my sister paid for 
the hotel, my Dad bought my plane ticket and paid for most of our food and drinks, and 
my brother treated at the ball game.  One thing I’m really looking forward to once I’m 
out of debt is being more generous with my money, treating people and picking up tabs 
and tipping well.  I want to continue to be generally conservative with my money, but 
that will be a meaningful exception.  So, you know, suck up to me now and it might pay 
off one day! 
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It’s Going to Happen This Year 
MARCH 19, 2010 

 
I said I wasn’t expecting anything and I would not have been shocked had it not worked 
out, but it did work out and in the best possible way. I mentioned a week or so ago that I 
had asked my boss whether working this summer would be a possibility.  Technically, 
my full-time job is only for 9 months out of the year (only while school is in session).  
Last summer I filled in for a coworker who was away, so I ended up working all summer 
anyway. I had hoped I’d be able to do the same this summer. 
 
Yesterday was my first day back at work after a few days off. After lunch, my boss found 
me and said she had news. The news: not only can I continue to work full time through 
this summer, but they are going to make my job a full 12-month position. 
 
This is such a relief.  Even in future years when I will not be focused on getting out of 
debt, I won’t have to worry about supporting myself through the summer or think about 
looking for other jobs to fill in that gap.  And, as evidence that I work for great people, 
they wanted to make sure I knew that any time I need to take an extended time off (for 
school, for travel, etc.), I’d have a job to come back to.  They act like I’m doing them the 
favor of working here, but I consider this a great job. 
 
It took me a second to figure out exactly what this means.  It means I can reach my New 
Year’s goal of being out of debt by the end of this year.  Like, nine months from now.  As 
soon as I got home from work last night, I started crunching the numbers to be sure.  It’ll 
still be a push, but totally within the realm of possibility. 
 
My motivation really was never lacking, but with such a clear date in mind and without 
uncertainty to cloud it, I feel more focused than ever.  There’s a lot of hard work ahead of 
me still, but I don’t have any doubt I can do it. 

 
   

 
Saving for Risk and Uncertainty 

MARCH 24, 2010 
 
Dave Ramsey always says, live like no one else, so later you can live like no one else.  
That means, be the weird one now scrimping and saving, bringing your lunch from home, 
driving a beat up car, or in my case, working a million hours.  So that later, you can live 
like no one else, whether that means taking nice trips or retiring early or, most simply, 
living without the burden and limitations of debt. 
 
Debt is hugely burdensome and I didn’t even begin to realize the stress it was putting on 
my life until I saw another way.  It’s also very limiting.  In my life right now, I am 
physically able to do just about anything I want to do, but I am so limited by money that 
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my hands are tied.  Forget taking off for Europe, I can’t even afford to take the afternoon 
off to head to the beach less than an hour away. 
 
I cannot afford to take any risks.  I can’t live spontaneously.  I have jobs to show up for 
so I can earn paychecks that are already promised to credit card companies.  One missed 
paycheck and I could not pay my rent next month. (Thankfully, I have a job that covers 
sick leave and I have other resources to keep me off the streets.) 
 
Looking ahead at my financial future, I want to get myself in a position where I can 
afford to take risks.  I never thought that was important to me until I realized how limited 
I am.  I’m not exactly a girl who lives on the edge.  But, you know, I am a dreamer.  I 
want to write novels and live in New York City and travel and see my favorite artists in 
concert. 
 
I’ve said several times that even just beginning the process of pulling myself out of debt 
opened up a world of possibilities to me.  This is what I’m talking about when I say that.  
People like me let ourselves think that it’s worth taking on debt to do the things we want 
to do with our lives, but getting out of debt is the best thing I can do in order to live the 
way I want to live. 
 

   
 

In The Open 
MARCH 25, 2010 

 
For a really long time, I was the only person who knew about my debt.  The first two 
years I was in denial, so it wouldn’t have even occurred to me that I had a problem.  I 
swear, reasonable person that I am, I somehow believed things would work themselves 
out.  This was just life as a struggling student.  Later I recognized the problem, but I was 
making a lot of money, so I thought dealing with it would be no real effort. $20,000 in 
debt. No big deal? Ridiculous. 
 
When I decided to really get out of debt, it felt different than all the times I’d flirted with 
it before.  Within two weeks, I’d spilled my guts to the internet.  It’s impossible to admit 
problems before you realize they’re problems.  Once you know they’re problems, then 
comes the shame.  But, when they change from just problems to problems you’re dealing 
with, sharing becomes a lot easier. 
 
That’s how I feel about blogging my debt out on the internet.  It’s embarrassing, still, to 
admit where I am.  All this work later, and I’m still very far in debt.  But, most of the 
time I don’t even think about it.  I made mistakes.  Not some girl I used to be, but me.  So 
now I’m dealing with those mistakes—not someone who swooped in for the rescue, 
but me. 
 
Don’t be fooled, though.  I am not usually this good at admitting my mistakes.  You see, 
people have this idea of me and over the years, I’ve bought into it.  This girl, I’m sure, is 
far more rigidly constructed in my mind than in all of theirs, but the members of my 
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family are all alike in that we prefer to deal with our problems on our own.  If I told my 
family about my debt, they would be concerned. They would also judge, though I grow 
less and less concerned with that all the time. 
 
I know that keeping your problems a secret only makes them seem worse and admitting 
them sets you free in many ways.  But, I think I’m doing the right thing for me in keeping 
my debt problem a secret from my family until it is no longer a problem.  I have enough 
support to deal with it and I am fiercely motivated all on my own. 
 
When I have paid off my credit card debt, I will tell my family.  I am not ashamed to 
have made the mistakes I did and I will be really proud to have dealt with them.  Maybe 
they will be shocked.  Maybe they won’t be surprised at all.  But, it’s a big deal for me 
and I want them to know that. 

 
   

 
There’s Something That Needs to Be Said 

MARCH 29, 2010 
 
Last week I wrote about how I don’t plan to tell my family about my debt until I’m done 
paying it off.  That was a weird post for me to write, because the lesson I’ve learned over 
the last few years and that I’ve repeated over and over again on my blog is that letting 
people in is good.  It doesn’t come naturally to me, but when I open up, I almost never 
regret it. 
 
Letting people in isn’t easy for me, because it’s never been a habit of mine.  I often don’t 
even think to tell people what’s going on in my head.  But, there are other reasons I don’t 
do it.  I don’t like to tell people things, because I worry that I’ll fail and then, I don’t 
know, people will know that I’ve failed or I’ll have to answer to my failure.  It’s no more 
complicated or less shallow than I like to save face whenever possible. 
 
Is that part of the reason I don’t want to tell my family about my debt?  Absolutely.  I 
probably don’t have to tell you that, generally speaking, that’s stupid.  When you tell 
people what you’re doing and what you’re struggling with, they can support you and help 
you. 
 
So, here’s my thinking on this seeming contradiction.  I need support in order to do this.  
I need to be honest with myself and other people, because this doesn’t all boil down to 
calculations; there are psychological reasons that I made stupid decisions. But, I have 
support.  And, this is what needs to be said: Thank You!  I can’t tell you how much just 
knowing other people struggle with this stuff comforts me.  Having people actually root 
me on is even more amazing. 
 
I think you have to be smart about where you look for support and with my family, even 
though we’re all very independent, I think they would do more than root me on. I can do 
the hard work of this all by myself.  I just need people to understand what I’m going 
through and you (and a few close friends) are doing exactly that. 
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Starting this blog seemed like a weird idea.  I mean, there are tons of personal finance 
blogs out there, but I wondered if I would really have that much to say.  Is it really 
anymore complicated than make a lot of money and spend very little?  No, that’s the 
exact method that works and it’s simple.  But, it’s just like weight loss where the what to 
do is simple, but the actually doing it requires everything you’ve got.  And when you’re 
so focused on something, you have to talk about it, because you have a lot to say!  I love 
writing for this blog.  I’m thinking about all of these things all the time and it’s nice to 
work them out more clearly in writing and then share them.  Little old arts and 
humanities me never imagined she’d find money so interesting, and in a way that is 
perfectly in line with all of this fancy education I have. 
 
After almost five months of blogging, I asked myself for the first time the other night 
whether I would be doing so well if not for this blog.  It’s hard to say.  I certainly never 
find myself about to buy something and then think about the blog or being accountable to 
anyone reading, and put the thing back.  I am crazy motivated without any of that 
external influence.  But, the real way this blog has helped me is what I’ve already said: 
it’s given me support and a team of cheerleaders. You cannot underestimate the power of 
either. 
 
So, really, thank you.  I’m getting there and you’re helping. 
 

   
 

A Clarification 
MARCH 30, 2010 

 
In my recent post about saving for risk and uncertainly, I think I came across as saying 
that I was working really hard now to save so that if something unexpected happened to 
me in the future (loss of job, medical problems, car problems), I would be okay.  Like, I 
was sacrificing fun or living the life I want, so that I could be safe. 
 
What I was actually saying is that I’m getting myself out of debt and into a better 
financial situation now so that I can live a life where I do spontaneous and exciting things 
and take risks.  I want to be able to take off for the beach for an afternoon or hop a plane 
to Vegas or pack up and move to New York City, but in the situation I’m in now, that’s 
not possible.  I’m working really hard right now—not for the next 20 years, but just right 
now—to get myself into a place where I have the financial freedom to do the things I 
want to do.  My hands are tied by debt and I want release from that. 
 
This is all connected to something I’ve been thinking a lot about.  When I was digging 
myself further into debt, I often used the justification that I had to spend money or not 
worry about money in order to really be living.  It was an immature attitude that money 
talk is boring and caring too much about money is bad.  In truth, I was living really close 
to the edge, but was it wind-through-my-hair thrilling?  No.  It was terrifying when I 
thought about it, so I mostly avoided thinking about it. 
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In terms of really living, I never would have expected this, but I feel like I’m living more 
now that I’m scrounging and saving than I ever did when I was buried in debt.  When I 
was in debt, my future was a brick wall.  Planner that I am, I couldn’t even think about 
the future, because that’s how heavy the burden of my debt felt. 
 
I could launch into a discussion of whether it’s better to live responsibly or enjoy the 
moment, but the shocking thing is that living responsibly has led to far more enjoyable 
moments than I ever felt under the weight of my debt.  What I’m doing now, working a 
lot and spending nothing extra, I wouldn’t call easy, but it doesn’t feel like sacrifice 
either.  I don’t feel like I’m giving up my life now for a better life far in the future.  I’m 
working hard now with clear goals for how I want to continue living my life. 
 

   
 

April is Going to Be Awesome 
APRIL 1, 2010 

 
March was not as stellar as I hoped.  Really, it was fine, but I budget my money so 
closely that one unanticipated expense throws me off and then there’s no chance of 
making up that ground, because all my other money is already accounted for and I can’t 
work more hours when I’m already working too many.  I have ridiculous expectations, 
but I deal with them in a much healthier way than when I was younger.  I’m still really 
excited about my progress. 
 
But, April is going to really be amazing.  It’s one of those magical months where the pay 
schedules are really working in my favor.  At the library, the way hours worked out with 
Spring Break and then March being a 31-day month, I’m getting paid for 13 days worth 
of work on my next paycheck instead of the normal 11.  And, then, since Job #2 pays 
every other week and April happens to be one of those months where we get paid three 
times, it’s like I’m getting a whole extra paycheck. 
 
What this boils down to is that I’m going to be able to put more than $2,000 toward my 
debt this month.  After April, I will have paid off more than half of my WF Visa.  I dream 
of being able to knock the whole thing out by the end of May, but it looks like it will take 
me until June.  Then I will be on my last card.  Of course, it’s the one with the biggest 
balance (around $10,000), but as is the genius of the snowball method, by the time I get 
to paying it off, I will have no other debt payments, so every dollar I make that doesn’t go 
to my small number of bills or putting food in my mouth, will go straight to my debt. 
 
Here begins my sixth month of this journey.  I can’t believe how fast it’s gone.  If anyone 
out there is still on the fence, considering getting serious about paying off debt, let me tell 
you, it’s not easy, but I can’t think of anything harder than continuing to live with a huge 
debt hanging over my head.  That was a million times more stressful and exhausting than 
working a lot and living without new things. 
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Keeping Up With the Crowd 
APRIL 7, 2010 

 
I don’t think I’ve ever attended anything that could reasonably be called a cocktail party.  
I’ve never driven a car more luxurious than a Civic.  And, I don’t own designer anything. 
 
My lifestyle has never been extravagant, but when you’re on a rice and beans budget, you 
shouldn’t be ordering $20 pizzas. 
 
It’s only now looking back that I see my effort to keep up with the Joneses is part of the 
reason I’m currently in debt.  I was really just keeping up with the life I’d grown 
accustomed to since I first started making my own money in high school.  The kind 
where you can afford to eat out or go to the movies when you want to and buy new music 
when it comes out and pick up your favorite foods at the grocery store.   Later it included 
owning a nice laptop and camera and iPod and iPhone, going out regularly for drinks, and 
buying nice makeup. 
 
It all seemed perfectly reasonable and, you know, everyone was doing it.  No one else 
made money an issue, so I didn’t either. 
 
Only, I don’t know about everyone else, but that credit card I put down on the counter 
was not getting paid in full every month.  Still on it was the last iPod and too many meals 
out to count.  It’s strange how you can get swept up thinking this is normal and therefore 
okay when you’ve got hard proof evidence every month that it is not okay. 
 
It really doesn’t matter what other people are doing and once I started living differently, I 
was surprised to find no shame in it.  At least in these times of economic crisis, money is 
not a taboo subject.  Often when I say, “Yeah, I’d love to do that, but let’s find a cheaper 
restaurant,” the other person responds enthusiastically.  My life has not suffered since I 
stopped trying to keep up with the crowd. 
 

   
 

It’s Shockingly Possible 
APRIL 8, 2010 

 
When I was in college, I was annoyed by anyone who said anything to me like, “get 
ready for the real world!”  When you’re already working hard at a job (or two) and going 
to school, it’s irritating to have someone imply that you’ve got it easy. I work among 
students who really do live in a college bubble.  They attend incredibly expensive 
universities and never see a single bill, because their parents cover everything.  That 
wasn’t my experience.  My parents generously helped me out, but I saw every bill and no 
one contributed more money to my education than I did.  While I still think it’s 
obnoxious to say condescending things like that to young people, there was a lot about 
post-college life that took me by surprise and the biggest was the real weight of 
supporting myself. 
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Of course, my story is not typical in that I went straight to graduate school (it’s not 
exactly rare either).  It didn’t hit me right away.  I’d spent the summer obsessing over my 
budget and I realized almost immediately that everything was going to cost a great deal 
more than I’d planned, but even still, it wasn’t until my second semester that the 
responsibility of it all landed like a weight on my shoulders.  It probably took another 
semester after that for me to grow bitter.  Then I started looking around, thinking, “how 
does anyone support themselves?”  It started to feel impossible to me. 
 
I mean, there’s rent, which was costing me almost $1000 a month.  And then food, which 
it turns out you need.  I had a car payment for a while and then there’s always car 
insurance.  Toilet paper and cleaning supplies and shampoo also seemed essential.  I had 
minimal health insurance, because it was required by my school; it suited me fine until a 
year in when I actually had some health issues and that’s when it hit me just how good 
I’d had it under my parents’ plans for so long.  After the bills passed through my 
insurance company, I had to pay almost everything out of pocket.  I had no dental 
insurance, so my pearly whites which had had the privilege my entire life of being seen 
by a dentist every six months received no treatment.  Glasses and contacts I also paid for 
out of pocket.  And then there were the million other things that come up in adult life, 
like licensing fees and tires that need replacing and missed wages because you went 
home for Christmas to see your family. 
 
I was stuck there for a long time, feeling pessimistic about money and adulthood.  Then I 
was lucky enough to land the perfect job right before the economic crisis hit (anyone else 
looking for a job then knew that it had already hit California).  I hugged that benefit book 
tight and marveled at a thing called Paid Time Off.  I started earning my biggest 
paychecks ever. But, it was still so hard to even keep up.  By then I had significant credit 
card debt (a result of a deficit I’d been running those earlier two years) and even the 
minimum payments were becoming hard to manage.  Of course, that habit I had of going 
shopping to make myself feel better wasn’t improving matters either. That year was 
particularly difficult, because I was a less-than-halftime MA student just finishing my 
thesis, so I was making big student loan payments every month. 
 
When I started my PhD this fall, I had the weird optimism that things were going to 
magically get easier money-wise.  I would still be working full time, but I wouldn’t be 
paying on my student loans.  Sure, I still have huge amounts of credit card debt, but no 
bother.  Of course, things got worse.  My car broke down and I had to wait a week to get 
it fixed, because I had no money.  After a week, I had barely enough to get it fixed, but I 
ended up overdrawing my checking account—for the first time in my life—by $2 and 
there was nothing I could do until the end of the week when I got paid.  I wish I could say 
that’s when I hit bottom, but it took me at least another month and a half to finally, after 
three years, get serious about paying off my debt. 
 
I’d wanted to believe for a long time that the problem wasn’t me.  Supporting yourself is 
just really hard, so of course I was struggling. 
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When I stopped avoiding my finances and took control instead, I realized that I had been 
the problem and that, excuse the cheese here, I could be the solution too.  I stopped 
spending money on anything I didn’t need.  I couldn’t believe how much money was 
disappearing from my accounts every week, going to nothing I could remember later. 
When I looked closely, not only did I have enough to pay all of my bills, but I had 
hundreds extra to start putting toward by debt. 
 
I’m now working a second job to speed up the debt reduction, but I could support myself 
with my measly full-time salary, and once I no longer have to make payments to credit 
card companies every month, I’ll be able to do that easily.  It’s true I don’t live an 
extravagant life.  I drive a car from 1997, I live in a nice apartment the size of a small 
box, I don’t eat out often, and I don’t travel much, but it’s a nice life anyway and when 
I’m not on a war path to destroy debt, it will again include luxuries like belonging to a 
gym and buying music and books. 
 
Supporting myself was never impossible, but for a long time, I made it seem that way. 
 

   
 

Payday! 
APRIL 9, 2010 

 
I feel like I’ve been waiting for this day forever.  When you’re getting out of debt, 
nothing beats the days you get to put a big lump sum toward your massive credit card 
balance.  It feels like it’s been a long time since I’ve last been able to do this, but I guess 
it’s only been a few weeks.  Today, after paying my bills and leaving some money in my 
account to, you know, eat and stuff, I have $1000 to put toward my debt.  And it feels 
awesome. 
 
I know that for some people, every check they write or money transfer they make to a 
credit card company is with spite.  Like, take this!  You don’t own me. I don’t feel that 
way.  For me, it’s just pure excitement.  It’s another step toward my goal.  Not that I have 
no criticism to offer of credit card companies, but I knew their deal going in and I still 
borrowed their money.  I will be thrilled on the day when all of the money I earn is my 
own, but for now it’s enough just to be making progress. 
 
This month, I’m getting myself more than two thousand dollars closer to being out of 
credit card debt.  The work, it’s hard, the things I am not buying, they are real, but 
strangely, this journey is a lot of fun. 
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My Future Relationship to Stuff 
APRIL 12, 2010 

 
I spend a lot of time thinking about when I’m finally out of credit card debt.  It’s a 
thrilling idea to me and I just love thinking about what I’ll do and how I’ll feel.  I have a 
clear plan in mind even though I’m at least nine months away from putting it into action. 
 
But, there is something that bothers me a bit.  Even though other people might not 
describe me this way, because I’m reasonable and level headed, what I know about 
myself is that I’m no good at moderation.  I tend to think in terms of all or nothing, 
especially as it relates to goals.  If I’m having cake, I’m not going to eat two bites.  If I’m 
trying to get fit, I’m not just taking the stairs instead of the elevator.  If I like a band’s 
music, I’m listening to nothing else for weeks and months. 
 
It’s obvious even in my approach to debt reduction.  Thanks to this blog, I know a lot of 
people getting themselves out of debt.  They’re taking an extra shift here or there, cutting 
out pedicures, eating at home more often, and putting an extra hundred dollars or so 
toward their debt every month.  Meanwhile, I’m in overdrive.  I tried the reasonable 
approach more than once and each time I slid quickly into apathy.  I can’t do it. 
 
The question in my mind is how will I transition from the crazy pace I’m at now to a 
moderate approach to money?  I will have known both extremes and it will be time to 
find the middle way.  I think I’ll be lost at first (I often feel that way, because I put so 
much energy into each goal that I don’t know what to do with myself when it’s done), but 
I’ll find my feet. 
 
What I’m really trying to avoid is setting myself up to resort back to old habits.  I don’t 
worry about myself going back into debt, but I do worry about falling into those old traps 
of mindless spending that never brought the satisfaction I expected. I have a lot more 
thinking to do about what my future relationship to stuff will be.  I’m becoming 
accustomed to going without it and though I will certainly loosen the purse strings, I hope 
to keep that general attitude, looking for fun and excitement in other things—the kind 
that actually deliver. 
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The Debt As It Stands (4/14/10) 
APRIL 14, 2010 

 

 
 
I can’t say how awesome it feels to see the WF Visa in the 3,000 range.  Somehow that 
just seems so much smaller than 4,000.  I’m now more than halfway done paying it off 
(the original balance was $7,500).  It’s going to be mid-June before I’m completely done 
with it, but I’m getting there! 
 
Apparently, they had a possible information leak at Bank of America, so that card up 
there with the zero balance—the one I paid off!—was recently replaced with a shiny new 
one.  You know how I like shiny things, but the new one is sitting in my desk drawer 
along with the old one.   I’m just excited that I get the satisfaction of cutting up two 
cards.  I plan to close that account in a few months, probably after I pay off the WF Visa. 
Seeing the change since last month is crazy. 
 

   
 

Strategies I Use 
APRIL 15, 2010 

 
I’m not one for giving tips, but I have developed a method for getting out of debt, most of 
it exceedingly obvious and borrowed from other people.  Some of it designed to combat 
the mind tricks I use to sabotage myself.  A lot of it unconscious. 
 
Here are the strategies I use: 

1. The Snowball Method. This is taken right from Dave Ramsey, of course.  What 
can I say, but that it works.  I wrote out all of my debts, and started knocking 
them off, smallest to biggest.  Paying off the small stuff first leads to early 
victories (I had my first a little over a month into this journey) and encourages 
you to keep going. And then when you get to the big debts, you can put a lot of 
money toward them, because you’re not also making minimum payments on other 
debts.  It’s not the most strategic in terms of the bottom line, because you’re not 
concerned with what has the highest interest rate, but it is ultimately the smartest 
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thing, because it’s not about getting the best start—it’s about getting to the finish 
line. 

2. Go All Out. This is also part of the Dave Ramsey method, but it works for me, 
because this is my general approach to goals.  As I’ve said, I’m not good at 
moderation.  I just end up getting nowhere.  Instead, I’ve made getting out of debt 
my way of life.  I don’t buy things and I work a million hours.  Not buying things 
gets a lot easier as time goes on and I’ve gotten a lot better at it.  The work, 
because I can’t afford the financial loss of giving up my full-time job or the loss 
of opportunity giving up my part-time job, is what I would be doing anyway, but 
having a goal in mind makes it so worthwhile.  Going all out means that I can see 
the end and it gets a lot closer every month. 

3. Don’t Think of What You’re Missing, Because You’re Not Missing 
Anything. I’ve never been good at window shopping, so it’s best for me to just 
completely avoid temptation.  It’s really easy to fall into the mind trap of if I’m 
not spending, then I’m not living.  Spending money is fun, so it seems to follow 
that not spending money is not any fun.  If you think too much about the pretty, 
shiny things passing you by and the money you’re not spending on that perfect 
haircut and the fancy drinks you’re not having out with friends, then it does feel 
like you’re depriving yourself, but it’s surprising how many of those things you 
don’t miss and how much cheaper it is to drink at home (still with friends).  I’m 
going to enjoy nice things when I can afford them, but in the meantime, I don’t 
pine for nail polish colors I don’t know exist or makeup I haven’t seen in person.  
It’s like a sugar addiction where the longer you’re away, the easy it is to stay 
away and the less you feel like you’re missing out.  If something is truly worth it, 
I’ll make an exception, but most of it is not worth it. 

4. Keep Very Little Money in Checking. This is a personal trick I use to make 
myself feel poor and to make sticking to my budget a challenging game.  When I 
go to the grocery store with $200 in my checking account, I’m less concerned 
with sticking to the $50 budget.  When I go with $60 in my checking account, 
there are (kind of) real consequences to overspending.  I have overdraft 
protection, so I won’t be charged fees, but that would dip into my savings and I 
regard my savings as sacred.  I seem to get more out of my money this way and I 
feel like I have a better sense of where it’s going. 

5. Count Additional Debt Payments as Bills. Dave Ramsey says to budget every 
dollar.  What this means for me is that I figure out every month how much I will 
have left after bills and food, and then I make that into a new bill for my debt.  So, 
if know I’ll have $700 extra, then I make a bill in my mind for $700 due to my 
credit card company, even though the minimum payment is only $200.  Once I 
have this goal in mind, I’m really determined to stick to it.  If I didn’t plan this 
way, I’d think, $600 toward my debt sounds pretty good, but if I know it could be 
$700, then I will do what I need to do to make goal. 

6. Don’t Use Credit Cards. I know this couldn’t be more obvious, but when you’ve 
had a bad relationship with credit cards, it’s hard to break the habit right away. 
And when you have really ambitious goals, it’s hard not to spend on one card just 
so you can make your goal paying off another.  I didn’t do well with this from the 
start.  Christmas presents and my books for this semester were all put on credit 
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cards even though I had the cash to pay for them.  I did it because I wanted to put 
that cash toward paying off other cards.  I knew I was doing nothing to reduce my 
total debt, but somehow it still seemed like a good idea.  It was when I realized 
how different it felt to buy on credit than with cash or debit that I knew it wasn’t 
going to work.  Credit has never felt like real money to me, so I’ve always been a 
little stupider in spending it.  A lot of people go to using only cash when they’re 
getting out of debt.  I knew right away that wasn’t going to work for me, but using 
my debit card exclusively does.  That way, it’s real money I’m spending and I can 
easily track what I’m spending it on by using something like mint.com. 

7. Indulge Your Organizational Desires. I love plans and charts.  They’re fun to 
me, especially when color-coded.  It’s really easy to spend so much time making 
plans that you never actually do anything toward your goal, but since I am making 
progress, I’ve given myself license to waste as much time as I want planning out 
my money and making pretty tables.  Sure, the overall plan hasn’t really changed 
from the beginning, but I have the entire debt journey tracked out.  What I’ll pay 
every payday and how much it will reduce the balance.  Sometimes I don’t get as 
many hours in as I planned or an unexpected expense comes up, and since I’ve 
budgeted so tightly, it’s time to reassess.  That means new plans and charts!  It 
may be silly to some people, but going over all the calculations and designing 
pretty charts makes me happy and keeps me motivated.  It’s a free thrill and that’s 
exactly what you need when you can’t reward yourself with things that cost 
money. 

8. Talk About It. I travel in circles where money only comes up in sarcastic 
comments about never having any, usually said while throwing down a credit card 
for drinks.  But, I’m learning that money really isn’t a taboo subject.  People are 
surprisingly open to talking about it if you just bring it up, in real life and on the 
internet.  Throughout a year and a half of blogging, I never said anything 
substantial about money.  The very first day I did, I heard back from a huge 
number of people who have been reading me most of that time, and it turns out 
that we all think about money—we all have to think about money.  My debt is no 
longer my little secret, so I can talk about what I’m doing and I can get support 
from people who want me to succeed. 

9. Do It The Hard Way. Getting out of debt is just like losing weight where it’s 
obvious how to do it, but people still look for tricks and magic pills.  Now, I’m 
not saying you should be stupid about this, but most anything that isn’t common 
sense is going to work as well in the long run as diet pills.  You can transfer 
balances and consolidate and borrow money from people, but so often those 
things just let you prolong your bad habits.  They remove the urgency and 
sometimes even your own responsibility.  It’s the same logic as the debt 
snowball.  If you’re just looking at the numbers, then of course you’d pay high 
interest debts first, but if the real goal is to be debt free, then you have to think 
about the psychology too.   It was such a powerful experience to accept my debts 
as they stood, knowing that I got myself there and I was going to get myself out 
by working hard and living within my means.  I’m setting myself up to really be 
debt free and I’m building lifetime habits, because when you do the work with no 
tricks, you have all the more reason never to put yourself in that situation again. 



   53 

10. Accept the Challenge. I don’t know quite how to explain this other than to say 
that getting out of debt can be surprisingly fun.  For so long, money was a dread-
filled subject for me.  I would feel the dread in my stomach every time I thought 
about my debt, so I took to not thinking about it.  But, it should come as no 
surprise to anyone that succeeding at something is exciting and succeeding at 
getting out of debt, once you get serious about it, really isn’t that hard.  Your hard 
work is worth it the moment you see your credit card balances going down. 

 
   

 
Priorities 

APRIL 26, 2010 
 
I should say that my financial priorities have shifted a bit since I started this process and 
it’s changed my plan for getting out of debt and how I think I’ll spend money in the 
future.  The thing is that I have student loan debt.  Mountains of it.  I actually have a post 
in my drafts folder with the total amount.  It’s been sitting there since January, but I’m 
not ready to post it yet, because right now the focus is on my credit card debt.  To be 
honest, while I am now a great deal more optimistic about paying off my student loans 
than I was before, the total amount is so overwhelming that I’m not ready to start 
thinking about it seriously yet. 
 
I used to think that as soon as I was done with my credit card debt, I would immediately 
start paying on my student loans, even though they won’t yet be in repayment.  I guess I 
was under the influence of Dave Ramsey and maybe I hadn’t quite anticipated the way 
getting out of debt would become a lifestyle for me.  One that I can’t keep up 
indefinitely. 
 
Don’t get me wrong.  I don’t like student loan debt hanging over my head.  Maybe it 
doesn’t feel as real to me as it should, but I am looking forward to paying it down and it’s 
not something I’m going to hold off on just because I don’t have to pay yet.  But, I don’t 
think I can keep up the crazy pace with no break after I pay off my credit card debt and I 
don’t think I have to.  My priorities will probably continue to shift as I go along, but 
here’s where they stand right now. 
 
The first priority is to get out of credit card debt. That has not changed at all. 
 
The next priority is to start working on my Emergency Fund.  I want it to be at least a 
couple thousand before I start spending any money, but once I have a bit of a cushion, I 
will start loosening up my lifestyle to include my long lost friend spending money.  I once 
anticipated allowing myself to spend a big lump sum on new clothes and accessories (it 
will have been more than a year since I’ve bought any), but I think the smarter thing to do 
and the thing more in line with how I want to spend money in the future would be to allot 
a specific amount each month and spend out of that.  At the same time, I will continue to 
build my E-Fund.  When I think of all the money I put toward my debt every month, I 
realize how quickly I can build an E-Fund, which makes me feel more comfortable 
spending reasonably at the same time as I work on it. 
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Before I thought I would only put in savings the recommended 3-6 months expenses 
before moving onto my student loans, but I think now that I will instead put away 
significantly more ($10,000 or higher).  I don’t know what my future holds, but I’d like it 
to include travel and moving, so I would feel more comfortable with significant savings.  
Worst-case scenario, if I later got myself into trouble when it’s time to pay student loans, 
I will be able to keep up with payments using my savings. 
 
At some point in the saving process, I will start saving for a newer car.  It’s a purchase 
I’m going to have to make eventually, and because I want to pay in full without a car loan 
of any amount, I will have to save for it. I think before I was in denial about having to 
buy a newer car, because I have a Honda and they’ve always run forever for me (and 
everyone else), but it will need to be replaced eventually and I would like a newer car so 
that I feel comfortable doing some traveling in it. 
 
Then, I will start paying on my student loans.  Probably still a year or two before I 
graduate. 
 
The basic change in my mind is that I’m not going to hold off doing the things I want to 
do, like travel and occasionally buy stuff, so that I can spend the next five years attacking 
my student loans like a crazy person.  Because that’s what I’ll become: a crazy person.  It 
will probably take me close to 7-10 years to completely pay them off and that will still be 
an intense pace, but in the meantime I will get to live like a normal person.  I also feel 
like it will be smarter for me financially, even considering the interest on my loans, to 
have a significant amount in savings. 
 

   
 

Payday! 
APRIL 30, 2010 

 
This post serves no purpose but to share my excitement that it is payday at Job #2 today.  
Payday at my full-time job was Monday and with that combination, I can pay rent, buy 
food for the next few weeks, and most excitingly, put another $1,000 toward my credit 
card!  April, with its extra payday, has just been awesome. 
 
May already seems disappointing, because I’ll only be able to put $1,500 total toward my 
debt for the month.  Yeah, only.  It’s strange the way I think now. 
 
But, I will be that much closer to June, which is the month I will reach the halfway point 
of this journey ($10,000 down, $10,000 to go) and finish paying off the WF Visa.  Then I 
can start working on my last card.  It has the highest balance, of course, but because I 
won’t be bothered with making payments on any other cards, I will be able to throw a ton 
of money at it every month. 
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On (Still) Not Buying Stuff 
MAY 3, 2010 

 
Here I am, starting month seven of not buying stuff.  I think I can count the exceptions 
I’ve made on one hand (nail polish in December, laptop and Weeds (seasons 1 and 2) and 
30 Rock (season 3) in January, and the 30 Day Shred in April).  I’m probably forgetting 
something, but you get the idea.  You also get the idea that I have a DVD problem. 
 
As I’ve said before, once you get into it, it’s really not that hard.  January, as you can see 
above, was a rough month, but since then, I’ve become extra awesome at not buying 
anything.  Being incredibly busy has something to do with it, but if I wasn’t trying to get 
out of debt, then I’m sure I could find many opportunities to spend. The internet makes it 
easy. 
 
Last week, I probably felt the most tempted I’ve been in a long time.  As much as I’d like 
to play up the drama for the sake of this post, there was still no chance of me actually 
doing anything.  I’m well trained now. 
 
I was tempted only because dressing like a homeless grad student is starting to get to me.  
I was sitting next to this older guy in class and he was wearing nice and new-looking 
jeans and a button down, well-ironed shirt and I thought to myself, “I used to wear new 
jeans too.” I felt kind of slobbish in my well-worn jeans with the cuffs curling up and the 
denim fading more all the time. 
 
But, I have nicer clothes I could wear if I put in the effort to choose something other than 
jeans.  I don’t currently have the time for such efforts, because I’m always working, so I 
will still go ahead and blame my sloppy clothes on my debt.  My resolve is strong not to 
buy any clothes.  As it gets to be summer, I can reach for capris and, as I continue to lose 
weight, I can reach for the nice jeans I have in a smaller size. 
 
I think it would be cool to get through the end of the year (or until I’m debt free), which 
would be 14 months total, without buying any new clothes.  I know I can make it through 
the summer, but fall is something else.  We’ll see. 
 

   
 

It Wasn’t Any Fun 
MAY 5, 2010 

 
I don’t have many illusions about my financial life before I decided to get out of debt.  
When I talk about spending nothing now, it doesn’t feel like I’m depriving myself, 
because I remember what it was like then.  I was spending money I didn’t have and I 
didn’t feel free and I wasn’t happy. 
 
Here’s the annoying thing.  Even before I got serious about my debt, I was always 
worrying about money and thinking that I should be better.  So every time I would go buy 
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something I couldn’t afford, it was the last time. I never even went out for dinner without 
thinking that I shouldn’t be spending the money. 
 
In many ways, I was frugal, so I wasn’t living an extravagant lifestyle. I wasn’t having 
any fun with my money.  I didn’t even get much satisfaction from the shopping I did.  It 
was just a distraction that brought momentary excitement. 
 
For most of the last year, the balances on my credit cards were so high that after making 
minimum payments, there was almost no available credit before the interest was added 
and the card was maxed out again. I was paying hundreds of dollars a month just to keep 
my head above water and that money was going to nothing. 
 
I would have to work as much as I do now just to support my debt problem, so the fact 
that all of this hard work is now going to getting me out of debt is so awesome that I can’t 
imagine going backwards.  Back then, I had all of this same stress, but there was no end 
in sight.  Now there is an end in sight and plenty of milestones to celebrate along the way. 

 
   

 
The Debt As It Stands (5/19/10) 

MAY 19, 2010 
 

 
 
I was feeling like I hadn’t made any progress, because May has been a slow month with 
smaller paychecks and I did do some spending, but apparently I have a short memory, 
because I’m still down almost $1500 from last month. 
 
I am striving to have the WF Visa paid off by this time next month.  I think I can do it, 
but it will be a push. 
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Students with Credit Card Debt 
MAY 24, 2010 

 
I came across an article last week on The Huffington Post that focused not on the school 
loan debt that most students graduate with, but the credit card debt.  According to Sallie 
Mae, college seniors graduate with an average of $4,138 in credit card debt.  When 
you’re paying off $20,000 in credit card debt, $4,000 doesn’t seem like such a big deal, 
but most of these students are beginning their financially independent lives already in 
debt. 
 
I mean, I graduated from college without any credit card debt and still ended up buried in 
it.  Though my path is slightly out of the ordinary, since I went straight to graduate school 
and I will be in graduate school for a long time, I suspect that most of these students will 
get further in debt before they start paying any of it off. Even for the declining few who 
get excellent jobs right out of college, there will be other expenses, including especially 
bills for student loans that will start arriving six months after graduation. 
 
I am very political and very liberal, yet my reaction to these circumstances (my own and 
all recent graduates) is not that something must be done with these credit card companies 
or even that students should graduate with more knowledge in basic economics, but 
rather what a terrible way to start your independent life.  Debt is like an anchor that pulls 
you down.  You can get by for a long time, going further into debt to do the things you 
really want to do, but it will catch up to you eventually.  It caught up to me in the months 
before I decided to get out of debt. 
 
While it’s hard to be optimistic about American attitudes toward debt changing large 
scale, I grow more optimistic all the time that debt doesn’t have to be permanent. For too 
long, I let the idea that everyone was in debt comfort me as my own debt grew out of 
control.   
 
I guess I have had to give up certain things to get out of debt.  It was a lifestyle change to 
stop spending and to start working like crazy.  But, it isn’t permanent and to me it’s 
worth 14 months of really hard work to have financial freedom. 
 
I’m not quite on the Debt is Evil platform, but I am on the It Doesn’t Have to Be This 
Way platform and especially the, It Doesn’t Have to Stay This Way platform for those of 
us who are already buried. 

 
   

 
What Was I Thinking? 

MAY 26, 2010 
 
I don’t beat myself up too much about my debt.  It was stupid to get myself into this 
situation, but it happened over time and as a result of all kinds of circumstances and bad 
decisions, and I’m happy with where I am in my life.  It’s enough for me to be righting 
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the wrongs now, and I think I’m learning more about money from this experience than I 
ever would have without it. 
 
But, I must admit to regularly asking myself, “What was I thinking?”  Three years I let 
this build.  I was growing in so many ways and becoming a more responsible adult and 
getting a great deal smarter, but all the while I was ignoring this huge problem. 
 
Sometimes when I’m thinking about it, my debt seems to undermine all the other things I 
was doing then.  I read journal entries and blog posts and think, “how could you have 
been having all these realizations and feeling like you were really being honest about 
things when there was this big debt monster in the closet?”  It definitely keeps me from 
romanticizing the me of the past.   
 
More often my thoughts go to, “Why wasn’t I terrified by my total lack of a safety net?”  
When I think of how close I was to having to ask my parents for money, I cringe.  What 
would I have done if I’d lost my job?  I wouldn’t have even been able to pay rent for 
another month.  And in this terrible economy, that was a real possibility.  My company 
laid several people off just last summer. 
 
When I think of how carelessly I was putting my whole future at risk, especially my life 
as a student, it’s really hard to imagine what I was thinking.  I guess I wasn’t.  Or, I 
couldn’t believe I was just like so many other people, getting in over my head.  Or, the 
problem was so huge that I had no idea where to even start.  Or, I knew what it would 
require and I wasn’t ready to put in the effort.  Whatever was going on, I’m glad it’s not 
going on now. 

 
   

 
Money and Parents 

MAY 28, 2010 
 
My mom and step-dad are coming into town today.  I’m really excited, because I only get 
to see them a couple times a year and I love them and I could use a few decent meals. 
 
My parents started teaching me about money when I was in Kindergarten.  My mom 
believed very strongly in the allowance system, where you earn your money and you 
decide how to spend it.  The parents of my friends would just buy them that toy, but I 
always had to decide whether that toy now was worth missing out on what might come 
later.  I had the responsibility.  It was the same in college.  My parents agreed to pay for a 
certain amount every year and coming up with the rest was on me.  That doesn’t mean I 
just paid for trips out for ice cream or weekend vacations; that means I paid for the 
majority of my education. 
 
It is hard to write on a blog about my debt that my parents did a good job in preparing me 
to live financially independent.  The truth is that they did do a good job, but I made my 
mistakes anyway. 
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So, that’s the history of the money relationship I have with my parents, but in the present 
things are different.  I’m 26 and my parents still pay for meals when we eat out, they send 
us kids money every now and then when my mom gets a bonus or their tax return is 
higher than expected, and they even cover most of my flights home to visit them.  It’s 
nice to have generous parents who can afford these kinds of things even though they 
certainly aren’t rich, but I grow more and more uncomfortable with it every year. 
 
When I was 22, it was okay, but at 26, I should at least be picking up the tab on meals 
once in a while.  In the time I have been of age to do such things, I have been broke and 
in debt.  But, some of my debt is due to shopping, so while I was feeling like I couldn’t 
afford to be generous and pay for a trip to Applebee’s or something, I was buying myself 
new clothes and makeup.  I felt guilty about that and immature. 
 
Now, it’s a bit of a different situation, because I’m still in debt, but all of the money I’m 
making is going to getting out of debt.  So, I have the money, but I have a strict budget to 
stick to and I don’t want to go off course if I don’t have to. 
 
When I am out of debt, I will pick up the tab and buy nicer birthday presents and cover 
all of my own flights home to visit.  That’s not so far away, but I want to do something 
for them while they’re here, however small, even if it’s just covering the cost of our 
planned trip to In ‘n Out.  It’s the least I can do. 
 

   
 

What This Experience Has Taught Me About Money 
JUNE 7, 2010 

 
I imagine this list is something I will have to continue adding to as I go, but at the 
halfway point of this journey, here is what I’ve learned about money.  You might notice 
an almost complete lack of numbers and facts.  That’s because most of what I’ve learned 
about money has to do with what I think about money and my relationship to it.  Most of 
these are obvious and I should say that I might have even been able to write a lot of this 
list before I got serious about my debt, but I have since learned them not just on a 
conceptual level but on a practical, felt level, if that makes sense.  They’re real and 
tangible to me now and not just good ideas for when I grow up. 
 
Here’s what I’ve learned about money: 

 You have to take care of it for yourself. I’ve always been very independent and 
responsible in most regards, but when it came to my debt, I was for so long 
expecting that something or someone would come along and make it all okay.  I 
finally had to take responsibility for my debt and realize that I could get myself 
out.  No one was going to do that for me.  And no one is going to keep me 
motivated and accountable on this journey.  The responsibility is with me. 

 Available credit is not the same as available cash. This journey has not 
convinced me that credit cards are the devil, but it has convinced me that they 
aren’t my best friends.  For a long long time, I treated my available credit as if it 
was money in my pocket to spend.  I also treated it as an adequate safety net—



   60 

there for emergencies.  Why get by on less or hold off on buying that shiny thing 
when you can painlessly swipe a card and pay for it later?  If I’d ever calculated 
the interest on those purchases, maybe I would have felt differently. 

 Money is an issue, so stop pretending it isn’t. I was so hesitant for so long to 
even bring money into regular conversation.  Like, “I’m sorry, I’d like to do that 
but I don’t have the money right now.”  Or, “hey, I’m struggling with money and 
I could use your support as I deal with it.”  Money is an issue for almost 
everyone, so it has a place in conversation and it isn’t tacky to be upfront about 
your financial limits. 

 It’s not shallow to be concerned with money. I study the humanities, right?  No 
one is in this business for the money, because there isn’t any.  But, we all still 
have to eat and go to the doctor and, most importantly, buy books!  There’s this 
whole lifestyle that it can be easy to fall into.  It’s one that involves a great deal of 
time for studying.  In order to support myself, though, I have to work a lot.  So, 
sometimes that means I don’t study enough and miss lectures and can’t meet with 
groups at any time of the day.  I value my financial stability over my pure love of 
philosophy.  That’s okay. The only way I can keep up this lifestyle is by taking 
care of things now. 

 You can value money without letting it become your primary motivation in 
life. It’s strange, really, because even though I used to spend a lot more money 
than I do now, I would say that I care about money more than I did then.  I see 
what money can do for me.  It can help me live the way I want to live.  I think a 
lot about how much money I’m making and how much I can save.  But, I don’t 
think money is corrupting my values or determining every choice I make.  It’s 
actually opening doors for me, because things that seemed impossible now seem 
within reach. I’m no longer counting on getting by on hope and good karma.  I’ve 
got the numbers worked out and I know how to get there. 

 It’s possible. This was the biggest surprise to me.  I’d come to think of supporting 
myself and living a comfortable lifestyle as impossible.  But, it isn’t.  It does take 
hard and consistent work.  I can’t take off to study abroad at any opportunity or 
show up to work only when I feel like it (like some of my classmates), but I can 
do it without killing myself. 

 There’s no such thing as sitting on your debt. For a year, I was in a place where 
I could make my minimum payments with no problem and still have spending 
money left over.  So, that’s what I did.  When I think now of the hundreds—
hundreds—of dollars in interest I paid every month, I realize that my debt was 
growing all that time and I was throwing money away. 

 Savings can allow you to take risks. When the bottom fell out of the economy 
and it seemed that even well-established people were on this sinking boat, I felt 
like no matter what you did, you would always be vulnerable to these kinds of 
situations.  That is true to a degree, but if you build up a solid foundation and 
have a safety net to catch you, you can not only weather these storms, but you can 
also afford to take risks and live more adventurously.  When my debt was 
growing, I was living recklessly.  I think adventurously is a better option. 
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I’m Still Broke, But Not As Broke As I Used to Be 
JUNE 14, 2010 

 
I had this strange experience when my parents were visiting.  I was having a problem 
with my car, which my step-dad fixed, but then on our way back from the auto parts 
store, my car started doing something else weird.  
 
We were sitting at a light and it was super hot (no air conditioning) and my car was going 
crazy and I had no idea what to do (lucky me, one car ride out of thousands, my step-dad 
happened to be in the car with me), so we were yelling over the top of my engine revving, 
and I was immediately thinking, “Nooo, I don’t have the money for this!”  I felt very 
helpless and overwhelmed, thinking that I wouldn’t have my car, which I depend on. And 
what was I going to do? And I didn’t want my parents to know that I’m not in a position 
to handle this. 
 
I appeared calm throughout, but it actually took me a couple hours to have the very 
positive realization that I’m not helpless and I actually do have the money and resources 
to deal with this.  I’m used to thinking I’m teetering on the edge of ruin, because I was 
for a while. 
 
I am still more than $10,000 in credit card debt, so I’m broke.  Actually, I think of broke 
as having a few dollars to your name and I have several negative thousands to my name.  
But, I make a great deal more than is required simply to keep up with my bills, including 
minimum payments on my credit cards, and even if my car needed a thousand dollars in 
repairs it wouldn’t set me back more than a month in my journey out of debt.  I could 
actually pay cash—no added debt required. 
 
It’s a big difference from last September when I absolutely had to get my tires replaced 
(they were all in beyond desperate need and then one went completely flat) and I had no 
available credit (all of my cards were maxed out) and only $250 to my name (the tires 
came to $245) and payday wasn’t for another week and I didn’t have any food in my 
apartment.  That was rock bottom. 
 
I want to be out of debt.  The reason it took me a second to realize I could handle repairs 
if necessary is that I hate the idea of getting a month behind on this goal.  I tend to be 
very all or nothing, even though I know that’s a stupid way to think, so in my mind, being 
in debt is being in debt, no matter how far in debt you are or whether you’re doing 
something about it or not.  But, I was surprised early on in this journey by the difference 
it made to my mental state simply to be doing something about my debt rather than just 
sitting on it.  And now I’m surprised, though I shouldn’t be, of the practical difference it 
makes to have paid off almost $10,000 in debt, even though I have another $10,000 to go. 
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The Debt As It Stands (6/16/10) 
JUNE 16, 2010 

 

 
 
Oh, so close!  It was my goal to have the WF Visa paid off by this point in the month, but 
it’s not going to happen until my next payday.  It was already going to be a stretch, but 
then I threw myself off by forgetting to turn in my last timesheet at the part-time job.  I’m 
working most of my hours out of the office this summer, so I keep forgetting to get my 
time sheets in and signed.  The good news is that I’ve earned the money—I just don’t 
have it in hand! Look out for my ZOMG! THE WF VISA IS PAID OFF AND I AM 
NOW HALFWAY DONE PAYING IT ALL OFF in a couple weeks. 
 
I keep opening the mint.com app on my iPhone just to stare at that $600 balance.  It’s 
making me very happy. 
 
I found out this week that I will be getting small raises at both of my jobs.  We’re talking 
minimal.  Like, probably only an extra $20 or so a month between the two, but I’m pretty 
excited, because I wasn’t expecting anything at all, considering I work for two non-
profits and we’re in a recession. I don’t know the official numbers yet, but I should 
receive the raise at my full-time job starting at the beginning of our fiscal year (July) and 
the other at the start of the school year (September). 
 

   
 

Goodbye WF Visa. Hello Halfway Point. 
JUNE 25, 2010 

 
People often comment saying that they can’t believe how fast I’m paying off my debt.  
Sometimes I can say, “I can’t believe it either!”  But, more often I think, “Are you 
kidding me? I’ve been at this forever.” 
 
After eight months of really hard work, I have paid off my second card and more than 
$10,000 total.  Yay! That’s a lot of freaking money and certainly more than I’ve ever had 
at one time.  $10,000 is the total amount I earned many years while working part time 
and going to school.  To think that that isn’t just the amount I earned in 8 months, but the 



   63 

amount I had left over to put toward my debt after paying all the bills to support myself, 
well, that’s crazy. 
 
I wouldn’t be honest if I said I’m not a little frustrated.  As the person running the 
numbers every week, I feel like I should be further along.  But, that’s because something 
gets lost in the way I report my progress.  I started this journey with three maxed out 
credit cards.  While I’ve always focused on paying off one at a time, I’ve still had to keep 
up with the minimum payments on the others.  The minimum payment on the first card I 
paid off, the BoA Visa, was about $80. The WF Visa was about $200.  And, the Capital 
One Visa was $250. 
 
So, the most exciting thing to me about reaching this point, about paying off the WF 
Visa, is that now I only have one place to focus all of my money and attention: the 
Capital One Visa with its $10,000 balance. 
 
I have no idea why Capital One ever gave me a credit limit of $10,000.  I remember when 
I first got the card in the mail more than four years ago; I thought that they must have 
made a mistake.  Obviously, they did.  Or, maybe they didn’t considering all of the 
interest I’ve paid them and the fact that I will not be defaulting. 
 
You know in Harry Potter where when you do that thing, the name of which I cannot 
remember, and all of the people you killed with your wand start coming out of it in the 
reverse order that you killed them?  Well, I feel that way about the Capital One Visa.  
This card more than the other ones represents a lot of really stupid decisions.  Things I 
should never have purchased: a MacBook Pro, an iPhone, trips to Ulta.  Paying down its 
balance is like erasing those mistakes from my life.  And it’s a relief. 
 
So, here I begin the home stretch.  I’m aiming to pay off the last $10,000 in the next six 
months.  Watch out Capital One Visa, because I’m coming for you. 

 
   

 
My Credit Score 
JUNE 29, 2010 

 
In my drafts folder, there is an unpublished post from several months ago where I say that 
I don’t care that much about my credit score.  My point was only that for the immediate 
future, I was going to make my financial decisions not based on how they might affect 
my credit score, but how they would help me get out of debt and set me up for long-term 
financial health. 
 
In most cases, those two things are not different, but I was thinking specifically of things 
like closing credit cards or reducing my credit card limits.  People sometimes overreact, 
especially to closing accounts, because it may mean a short-term hit to your credit, but I 
don’t want to have three credit cards open with $20,000 in available credit. 
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My credit score didn’t seem like that big of a deal to me, because it was in a place where 
it could only go up and I was not planning on borrowing money for several years. 
 
I still have the same general concern more for my long-term financial health than what 
might temporarily reduce my credit score by a few points, but a few things have changed 
the way I think about my credit score. 
 

1. I was too much under the influence of Dave Ramsey, who doesn’t care at all 
about his credit score, because he’s a millionaire who owns his own business and 
pays for everything in cash.  I agree with Dave that we have a messed up system 
if your financial health is measured by how much money you’ve borrowed and 
paid back, rather than your actual net worth, but I’m not in the same position as he 
is to completely buck the system.  I never want another auto loan, but I do want to 
buy a house one day and I want my credit score to get me a good interest rate.  In 
the meantime, I’m a renter and once I’m no longer living in student housing, my 
credit score could make or break me getting an apartment.  I had completely 
underestimated the number of circumstances where my credit score might come 
into play. 

2. I think the reason I didn’t want to think about my credit score was because I was 
ashamed of it.  More than even my debt, my credit score represented my total 
failure.  It’s one thing to have debt with accounts in good standing, but I had three 
times been late with student loan payments, so my report showed delinquency.   
At a certain point, I was extremely paranoid that someone in my family would 
pull my score (without my permission) and know that I was in trouble.  This 
paranoia of mine actually changed my political views on the privacy of personal 
information. Now that I’m in a better financial position, I feel more comfortable 
talking about my credit score and even just thinking about it myself. 

3. I seriously underestimated the way it would make me feel to see my score going 
up.  It started on the low end of poor and now it’s fair and bordering on good.  I 
was so ashamed of having messed it up and seeing that score improve has lifted 
all of that fear that someone was going to find out I’d been so irresponsible.  It’s 
also made me way more optimistic about getting that apartment in the future or 
that mortgage.  It has the power to open doors that were closed, even if I won’t be 
walking through most of them. I didn’t expect it to improve so quickly. 

 
   

 
Life After Debt 
JULY 1, 2010 

 
I’m sure that when I’m finally out of credit card debt, there will be a short time when I 
won’t know what to do with myself. But, it won’t be for lack of thinking about it. Post 
debt life occupies a lot of space in my brain. 
 
Sometimes I fixate on the things I will buy. I make lists and then delete them when the 
fever passes. 
 



   65 

More often lately, I’ve been thinking about my quality of life after debt. That’s code for, 
will I continue to work like a crazy person? 
 
The thing is that I don’t want to just be a broke person with no credit card debt. I want to 
get myself into a position where I am financially stable, where I don’t have to stress 
about every unexpected expense, and where I can afford to do things like visit friends all 
over North America. I’m never going to be rich, but this experience has taught me that if 
I’m smart and responsible with my money, I don’t have to be poor either. 
 
I have a lot of dreams and it’s frustrating and hard to pursue them when I am at work all 
the time. I really couldn’t ask for better jobs, but they take all of my time and energy, so 
that there isn’t much left to divide among my other interests. I often think of how nice it 
would be just to work full time and not have another job, let alone school on top of that. 
 
It’s been my plan to spend 2011 working hard and saving as much as I can, so that I can 
cut back on work after that, but sometimes I wonder if I’m willing to hold out that long. I 
think it’s going to take me a long time to figure out this money-life balance, but I don’t 
regret my current crazy pace 
 

   
 

Canceled 
JULY 6, 2010 

 
Last week I did what I’ve been meaning to do since I paid it off six months ago and 
canceled my Bank of America Visa.  It was a bad card with a high interest rate and a 
yearly service fee and I always knew I would cancel it, even if closing an account means 
a short-term hit to my credit score.  I don’t think it will do much damage considering it’s 
my youngest account (I’ve had other accounts and cards much longer). 
 
I felt a certain freedom from it the moment I paid the card off, but I closed the account 
with satisfaction.  I don’t have ill thoughts toward any of my creditors, but I got the 
closest with this Bank of America Visa.  It was my fault for ever signing up for a card 
with such terrible terms, but I actually applied for a better one and when I didn’t qualify 
for that, they sent me this one instead without asking.  I should have sent it back and said 
no thanks, but I was desperate for credit then.  It’s true, the creditors have all the power 
when you’re desperate. 
 
I hadn’t been impressed with Bank of America customer service up to this point, but they 
made canceling the card a simple process.  Considering I haven’t spent a dime on the 
card in months and they slashed my credit limit from $2500 to $500, they probably 
weren’t too sad to see me go. 
 
I actually had the extra satisfaction of cutting up not just one card, but two, because 
they’d recently sent me a replacement card that I hadn’t yet activated.  I knew this was 
my only chance to take revenge on the plastic, since I’ll be keeping my other two credit 
cards open even once I’m out of debt, and it felt good. 
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Interest 
JULY 12, 2010 

 
When my debt was just sitting, I didn’t think that much about the interest I was paying.  
At least, not until the point where my cards were so close to their limits that when the 
interest hit they were in danger of going over limit.  The fee for going over my credit 
limit ranged from $25-38 on my three cards.  I don’t know how many times I paid over 
limit fees, but I know that it was more than once. 
 
Fees are bad, but what about the hundreds of dollars in interest I was paying?  If you 
notice in my The Debt As It Stands, the balance on my Capital One Visa has remained 
almost the same for the last eight months, yet I have been making minimum payments on 
it this whole time. That’s maddening. 
 
In the early years of my growing debt, I simply was not making enough money to do 
anything but make minimum payments.  In the year before I finally started doing 
something about my debt, though, I was making plenty of money and yet still mostly 
making only minimum payments.  Sometimes I would make an extra payment of $500 or 
even $1000, but in the end the interest kept me from getting anywhere. 
 
As I’ve said before, my debt doesn’t make me angry at the people I have borrowed 
money from.  Their terms were clear from the beginning and I borrowed anyway.  And, I 
don’t say that from on high and it’s not like saying I have no regrets, where obviously 
you do have regrets and you’re trying to convince yourself not to.  The anger just simply 
isn’t there. 
 
What is there is a desire to get out of these relationships where I give more than I ever 
get.  I want to be free of creditors, so that the money I work really hard to earn is all my 
own.  When I started this eight months ago, I was paying almost $300 a month in 
interest.  I knew just off the top of my head how much interest I was paying on each card, 
but I’d never added it up before.  That’s absolutely ridiculous.  And that money was 
never mine.  I owed it before I’d even earned it.  Some of the language out there about 
being a slave to your lenders seems over the top to me, but maybe the exaggerated 
language is just what we need to hear to work hard so we can be free. 

 
   

 
Growing Up 

JULY 14, 2010 
 
I’ve said several times here and on my personal blog that deciding to get out of debt was 
about growing up for me.  I’m sure there are many mature adults who are in debt, but I 
was in denial about my debt. I was still waiting for someone or something to come make 
it all better.  So, deciding to get out was first about facing my problems and, second, 
about taking responsibility for them myself. 
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I’m realizing now that it is also about independence.  Now, I have been living 
independently.  If I wasn’t, then I never would have accumulated this debt.  But, I had 
never faced the fact that I was failing at living independently.  If I needed any proof of 
that fact, I think the credit card balance of $20,000 should have done it. 
 
In my artsy/academic/liberal circle, we try to minimize money as an issue, but I can’t 
think of anything that is more central to living independently.  I’m realizing this more and 
more all the time.  I mean, my car has to this point and continues to be the biggest What 
If in my budget—the thing that, at any moment, could cost me hundreds of dollars that I 
would have no choice but to pay.  A problem with my car could cripple my 
independence, but the only thing required to alleviate that stress is money. 
 
More than finally being able to afford a few nice things and maybe some travel, knowing 
that even if something were to happen to my car, I would be able to easily cover it, is 
exciting to me.  Of course money doesn’t solve every problem, but it does fix cars and a 
broken car stresses me out and stress hurts the quality of my life. 
 

   
 

The Debt As It Stands (7/15/10) 
JULY 15, 2010 

 

 
 
It’s pretty awesome to be down to one card even if I don’t feel like I’ve made much 
progress since.  It’s always been quite depressing to think that even when I make it to the 
last card, I’ll still have $10,000 to go, but now I’m taking it down.  I know I always say I 
don’t feel like I’m making any progress, because that is how I feel most of the time, but 
when I put up these posts and then look back even just to the previous month, I do see 
that I’m making progress. 
 
This last month has been quite expensive in terms of fun things to spend money on, like a 
$13 ticket to Eclipse and $180 at VidCon ($80 ticket I purchased in January; $100 spent 
on food and parking), and now I’m planning a trip home, which will cost me some money 
in lost wages at my part-time job. But, it’s all worth it.  I think I could easily be spending 
more money on all of these things by slipping into that mode where I think, “well, I’m 
already spending money here, so why not just buy whatever I want?” 
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This has been just like every other goal I’ve pursued where I set the standard at perfection 
and I am disappointed that I can’t achieve it, but just doing pretty well most of the time 
makes for progress. 
 
If the picture looks a little different to you, it’s because I canceled the Bank of America 
Visa and removed it from the list. 
 

   
 

What To Do With An Extra $120 a Month 
JULY 21, 2010 

 
I got a big surprise the other day. 
 
For those who don’t know, I work at a library full time.  That’s the job that pays my bills 
and gives me health insurance and paid time off.  But, I also have a part-time job working 
for a research center on campus.  That’s the job that allows me to network with people in 
my academic field and it’s helping me get out of debt a little faster, but there are no 
benefits and no paid time off and the wage is, well, pretty typical of grad school jobs and 
not all that much more than I made in high school. 
 
That’s all just back-story.  The point is that Monday I got a pretty big raise at the part-
time job.  Like, a 14% raise.  Together with the tiny, tiny raise I’m getting from the 
library, I’ll be taking home about an extra $120 every month. That’s significant to my 
budget. 
 
I’m a little bit torn with what to do with that extra money.  My budget is figured out 
down to the last dollar, which is easy when you commit yourself to not spending 
anything.  I mean, there isn’t much to account for.  I only have bills for car insurance, cell 
phone, and rent.  I spend very little on gas.  Groceries are my one fluctuating expense, but 
I try to keep the total at about $250 a month.  Normally I would just redo my payment 
schedule to account for this extra money, but I’m hesitating. 
 
I keep things pretty lean.  I have very little savings, I keep almost nothing in my checking 
account, and I put everything I possibly can toward my debt.  I don’t want to admit it, but 
sometimes I’m almost reckless about it.  It is still my goal to be out of debt by the end of 
the year even if I have to open a lemonade stand on New Year’s Eve to do it.  But, maybe 
this money would better serve me going to savings (I could always throw it at the debt 
later) or or or [gulp] maybe it would better be spent.  Like on maintaining my car. 
 
I also thought about just pretending it isn’t there, because things come up every month 
and I make exceptions for things like drinks and pizza and nail polish once in a while, so 
in truth I often fall about $100 short of my stretch goal, which means readjusting my 
chart every few months.  This wouldn’t mean changing my spending; it would just mean 
more easily reaching my goal each month. 
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But, this post has become an exercise in figuring out what I want to do, because by the 
end of it, I’ve decided to readjust my goals to account for at least an extra $100 every 
month.  I have less than six months left, so I might as well go all out. 
 

   
 

My Budget (Updated) 
JULY 28, 2010 

 
It really hasn’t changed much, but since I just posted about how much money I put 
toward my debt every month, I thought I should update you on my budget.  I used to use 
a simple table to track it all, but now that I’m down to one card, my budget is too simple 
to be worth tracking.  I know my bills off the top of my head and (with the exception of 
rent) I pay them with my first check of the month. 
 
Here’s my monthly budget: 
 
Income: $3000 — $3200 between two (sometimes three) jobs. 
 
Bills 

 Rent: $800 (It’s going up to $815 in September) 
 Cell: $95 
 Car Insurance: $100 
 Netflix: $10 
 Gas: $30 
 Food: $250 
 Household: $50 (quarters for laundry, cleaning supplies, toiletries, etc.) 

 
*I also pay $53 a month for medical, dental, and vision, as well as put some money 
toward retirement, but that’s all subtracted from my paycheck, so I never count it as 
income. 
 
I’m usually able to put $1700-1800 toward my debt each month. 

 
   

 
Ask Me a Question. Please? 

July 29, 2010 
 
The thing is that I really don’t know who reads this blog. People will sometimes tell me 
they read it and I am always surprised. 
 
As I was writing my posts for this week, I started wondering if there was any part of this 
story I’d left out or anything I’d said that left people with more questions than answers.  
A big part of this whole process was going public with my debt, the point of which was 
to admit to myself that it was a problem, and I can’t think of any part of it I’m not willing 
to talk about. 
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So, I guess this is one of those posts where I ask you to ask me questions.   
 
Anything about how I got into debt, how I’m getting out, student loans, paying for grad 
school, working too much, why I still have an expensive cell phone, or whatever.  And 
don’t worry about being nosy, because I’ve already put all of this information out there 
and I don’t mind talking about it. 

 
   

 
How Did You Get Into Debt? 

AUGUST 2, 2010 
 
Question: How did you get into debt? 
 
I didn’t have any debt in undergrad.  I worked really hard and had almost no expenses 
other than my education, most of which I paid for myself.  I started accumulating debt the 
minute I started grad school.  I came down here with a very detailed budget, but 
supporting myself turned out to be a lot harder than I expected.  I would have been fine if 
I wasn’t in grad school, but I bought into this lifestyle of studying hard and working only 
15 hours a week at a job that paid just above minimum wage.  It was not sustainable 
beyond my first semester.   
 
Most of my early debt was food, rent (my school did accept credit card payments for 
rent), medical bills, books for school, and basic living expenses. 
 
From there, I didn’t make the best decisions.  I kept up my normal practice of spending 
reasonably, but still spending even though I didn’t really have the money.  I made a 
couple of stupid purchases, like a new laptop and an iPhone (love them both, but I didn’t 
have the money).   
 
Once I was already in debt, it was pretty easy to turn my brain off and buy things, though 
I never went crazy hitting up the mall or anything.  Really, the worst thing I did was not 
work enough. 
 
It was not ignorance that got me into debt.  My parents are smart and conservative with 
their money and so was I for the first five years I was making money.  It’s hard to assign 
any reason to it, because it doesn’t make sense, but I had really never failed at anything 
and I was not willing to admit that I had and I also wasn’t willing to give up my sweet 
grad school lifestyle where we pretend that money isn’t that big of a deal. 
 
I got over both of those things.  I couldn’t admit the problem until I was ready to do 
something about it, like work almost four times as much as I was and not spend 
anything.  I’m grateful only that it didn’t mean giving up my studies, which was my 
biggest fear and the #1 reason I avoided the problem for so long. 
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How Do You Decide What to Spend Money On? 

AUGUST 3, 2010 
 
Question: How do you decide what to spend money on? 
 
I decided at the very beginning to hold onto three luxuries: living alone (it would 
obviously be cheaper to have a roommate), keeping my iPhone (I could save about $40 a 
month with a cheaper phone), and alcohol/going out with friends. They were basically 
quality of life decisions and it wasn’t that I absolutely refused to compromise on any of 
them, but I knew that I could still do this pretty quickly without giving those things up.  I 
still consider them luxuries, since I could do without, but they are worth it to me. 
 
With everything else, my basic rule is don’t spend anything at all, which actually works 
much better for me than constantly entertaining the idea of buying things.  When I want 
something, the answer is always no.  That solves about 95% of the to buy or not to 
buy dilemmas I face. 
 
Most things are pretty easy to deem luxuries and because I have the end in sight, I can 
say you can have that when you’re out of debt. That is a trick I play on myself, because I 
will forget about most of the things I had to have by the time I have money to purchase 
them.  Even if I really want something and I am considering making an exception, I try to 
push it off as long as I can, hoping I’ll just get over it. 
 
It’s harder with the things that exist in that gray area between need and want.  Most stuff 
is easy to avoid, because I don’t even see it.  I don’t go window shopping or even look at 
things online.  But, food and cosmetics can be harder to decide on.  I try to spend as little 
as possible, but I’m not out to torture myself and I never had any intention of eating rice 
and beans for 14 months.  Sometimes I’m more lenient and other times more strict, but I 
want to be out of debt so badly that I’m usually willing to sacrifice. 
 
And I do make some exceptions, most of which I have confessed here.  But, I try not to 
make any impulsive money decisions.  Even if I’m going to spend money on something I 
don’t need, I do it deliberately.  I especially try not to let myself get caught up in sales.  
It’s tempting when that TV show you’ve wanted on DVD forever suddenly drops $20 in 
price, but I can wait until I really have the money for it.  
 
Even though my default answer is don’t buy it, there are still decisions to be made, and it 
isn’t always easy.  In fact, not buying stuff is probably the most difficult part of this 
journey.  It would be easy for me to make a lot more exceptions.  I mean, what’s an $8 
bottle of nail polish when you’re putting $1700 a month toward your debt?  I guess I just 
want to be out so badly that I’m not willing to make many exceptions. 
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What About Your Student Loans? 
AUGUST 4, 2010 

 
Question: What about your student loans? 
 
I have never said what my student loans amount to.  I wrote a post with the number at the 
beginning of the year.  It was the first time I’d faced it, though my estimate was pretty 
close, but then I decided not to post it, because I wanted to focus on my credit card debt 
and that just seemed like this whole other huge thing. 
 
I think it’s time to say the number.  This is my last year of coursework, so it’s my last 
year borrowing money.  The total at the end of this year will be about $125,000.  That’s 
also the grand total; my fees after that will be a few thousand a year and I will pay that 
out of pocket.  I already pay all of my living expenses out of pocket.  So, that’s not the 
total when I graduate, but the total about 2-3 years before I graduate. 
 
I know that number is ridiculous.  It probably doesn’t seem as ridiculous to me as it 
should, since everyone I know is also in massive student loan debt, some of them as 
much as double what I have.  Many of them will also be making more than me, of course. 
It is overwhelming to think about, but I know now that I won’t be in student loan debt 
forever. 
 

   
 

Why Did You Decide to Ignore Your Debt? 
AUGUST 5, 2010 

 
Question: Why did you decide to ignore your debt? 
 
My first reaction was to say that I never decided to ignore my debt, but maybe that’s not 
true. 
 
I moved to California with only what I could fit into my Civic.  I didn’t have any 
furniture or really anything that I needed.  I had about $1,000 to get myself settled, but 
ended up spending more like $1500.  I was lucky to get a job right away and loans would 
cover my rent, but I was in the hole already. 
 
I remained optimistic that this was, of course, just temporary, but instead of digging 
myself out, the hole just kept getting deeper.  I really never let myself think it was 
hopeless.  I was waiting for a miracle up until the point I decided to just do the hard work 
myself. 
 
I was so unwilling to let anything keep me from getting my degrees and quitting seemed 
like the only way to do anything about my debt, so I made my decision and ignored it 
instead.  Of course that doesn’t make any logical sense, because ignoring my debt only 
made it worse and seriously threatened my chances of continuing on as a grad student. 
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If I wasn’t going to do anything about it, then I had to ignore it.  I’m not capable of just 
sitting with a problem, so instead I deluded myself into thinking it would all work itself 
out. 
 

   
 

Would You Do Anything Differently? 
AUGUST 6, 2010 

 
Question: Would you do anything differently? 
 
The simple answer is that I wouldn’t do anything differently.  For all the mistakes I made 
getting myself into debt (and it was several mistakes and not just one), I’m happy with 
the choices I’ve made getting out of debt. 
 
I swear I’m not saying this just to say it, but I don’t entirely regret this whole experience. 
I have learned so much that I wouldn’t have learned if I hadn’t completely messed up and 
then had to pick up the pieces myself.  I haven’t learned all that much that I didn’t 
already know about money, but I’ve learned a lot about priorities and taking 
responsibility and just all I’m capable of.  I’ve established a relationship with money that 
I can carry through the rest of my life. 
 
If forced to give an alternate answer, maybe I would say that I’d approach this all more 
reasonably.  You know, not cut out everything and work constantly.  Instead just get 
organized and start putting a couple extra hundred toward my debt every month.  If I 
wasn’t super impatient and a little crazy, maybe I would have done it that way. 
 

   
 

What does your budget look like? Where did you cut the most? What about hanging 
out with friends? 

AUGUST 10, 2010 
 
Question: What does your budget look like?  Where did you cut the most?  What 
about hanging out with friends?  
 
My budget is really simple, but it doesn’t just happen to be that way.  I live in a really 
small apartment.  I sleep on a really uncomfortable futon.  I drive a car that does not have 
working air conditioning (I live in Southern California).  I don’t buy stuff.  I don’t spend 
much on entertainment, because I have almost no free time.  I make a few exceptions for 
going out with friends, but not more often than once a month or so.  And I work 
absolutely all the time. 
 
In other words, getting out of debt is a lifestyle for me and it’s required a lot of sacrifice. 
But, it’s not permanent.  It’s just what I’m doing right now to make my own life better. 
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The thing I’ve cut the most is spending. I just don’t do it at all.  Working so much makes 
that easier.  There really isn’t enough time to spend money.  In all honesty, having 
internet friends keeps me entertained at work and the most they cost me is a bottle of 
wine.  My real life friends know I’m in debt and they understand I’m busy working and I 
can’t spend a lot when we go out. 
 
My jobs are not super well paying.  I just work a lot of hours and have very few 
expenses, so that’s how I’m able to put so much toward my debt.  The obstacles will 
always be there.  For a long time, it just seemed like it was one thing after another and, 
you know, it still is that way, but I don’t let that stop me anymore.  I keep doing the best I 
can, which almost always means putting less money toward my debt than I had planned, 
but that’s still enough to make a lot of progress. 
 
It’s not easy, but if I remember anything about the time before I started kicking debt’s 
ass, it’s that being hopeless in debt was even harder. 

 
   

 
The Debt As it Stands (8/17/10) 

AUGUST 17, 2010 
 

 
 
I haven’t made as much progress as I wanted to, but August has been and continues to be 
an expensive month.  I went home, I had car expenses, I need to purchase another plane 
ticket to Washington, school is starting, and I had a time sheet issue that meant money I 
normally would have had by now won’t be coming in until Friday. 
 
And, I finally splurged on the one big ticket item I knew from the beginning I would not 
be waiting to get out of debt before purchasing: iPhone 4.  I was holding off as long as I 
could, but I came home from vacation to a very big payday, so I paid all of my bills and 
then I went to the Apple site and ordered it.  Can’t wait to have it in my hands. 
 
Even though I’m always kind of frustrated with my progress, now that I’m below the 
$10,000 mark, every lower number just feels so exciting.  My debt gets more manageable 
all the time. 
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Having Fought For It 
AUGUST 19, 2010 

 
I was at work a couple weeks ago when I pulled up the Mint app on my iPhone and saw 
that, according to Mint, I was no longer in debt, but actually had a net worth of $54.  
Considering my net worth usually has a negative sign in front of it and also lights up in 
the color red, this was pretty exciting to me. 
 
But, unless I fell asleep the night before and woke up in January, I knew it wasn’t right.  I 
saw the problem right away; it was reporting my Capital One Visa with a $0 balance 
when it should have shown something around $9,000.  Normally when Mint is having 
trouble accessing the right information in an account, it will tell you, but this time it 
looked quite certain that there was no balance on the card. 
 
In the time it took me to pull up my account on the Capital One website and see that my 
debt was exactly where I thought it was, my mind cycled through some fantasy 
scenarios.  They were all ridiculous and they all went along the lines of, what if somehow 
my debt was wiped clean whether by a fairy or Capital One? What if today, I was out of 
debt? 
 
Now, I’m sure I could get used to the idea, but my first reaction was, no.  It’s just that this 
has been such an important experience for me and I want to see it to the end.  I want 
to earn it.  If someone were to rescue me now, it would take away from that.  This fight is 
mine and I’m winning it. 
 
I advocate getting out of debt the hard way, not only because I think it’s the kind of 
experience that can change your life, but because it’s also the most effective way.  I’ve 
read a lot of stories about people borrowing money, transferring balances in circles, and 
looking for an easy way out (like I did for years).  Sometimes they make progress, but 
usually they just push their debt around. Some actually get out of debt, but then go 
straight back into it, because they haven’t learned anything.  Do the smart thing, by all 
means, but remember that the smart thing is the one that keeps you out of debt for life. 
 
I’ve said before that my life was changed the minute I decided to get out of debt, and it’s 
true that my thinking about money was instantly transformed, but I’m still learning 
something through all of these months of hard work, and I’m not done yet. 
 

   
 

This Time Last Year 
AUGUST 26, 2010 

 
This time last year, I hit rock bottom in my financial life.  School was just starting, I was 
sick, my car had a flat tire, and I didn’t have any money or available credit.  I was almost 
at a point where not asking for help was no longer an option.  But, I was stubborn, so I 
walked everywhere in 100 degree heat and dragged myself to the grocery store to buy the 
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least expensive medication I could find.  Then I waited out the next week until it was 
finally payday. 
 
You can float along a very long time without feeling your debt.  This was the first time 
I’d really felt it.  The first time it was so limiting that I couldn’t go about my normal life.  
The first time I had to strategize how I would eat for the next week with only the food I 
already had in my apartment. 
 
It was scary and I was very aware that if one more thing went wrong, I was done.  Worst 
case scenario, I guess I would have had to call my parents to ask for money, which is a 
million miles from ending up in a box on the sidewalk, but in my mind, it was just about 
that bad. 
 
I made it to payday.  By then I was no longer sick, but I got my car fixed and bought 
some groceries and said to myself, “Wow, that was a close call.”  You’d think I would 
have been scared into action, but I wasn’t.  I’m sure I made some kind of an effort to at 
least avoid being blindsided like that again, but as soon as there was money in my bank 
account I continued on as I had before.  Things didn’t click for another two months. 
 
Things could hardly be more different this year.  I have $12,000 less credit card debt, 
money in my accounts, and plenty of available credit. Most importantly, I’m not ignoring 
a huge problem in my life.  But, I don’t always feel the difference.  I guess because I have 
my get out of debt game face on.  I feel broke all of the time and I still stress about 
unexpected expenses constantly. 
 
The truth, whether I choose to accept it or not, is that I am in a much better place and 
while I’m hoping for clear weather until I reach shore, I’m now capable of weathering a 
pretty huge storm.  It would take a lot more than a flat tire and acid reflux to take me 
down now. 

 
   

 
Watch Me As I Go 
AUGUST 30, 2010 

 
While I’ve still been working 55 hours and six days a week this summer, it’s certainly 
been a lot easier than the 15 hours days I was working when school was in session.  I 
have at several points this summer, especially while enjoying a previously forgotten 
delight called free time, marveled at how I was able to pull off working so much during 
the school year.  I kept eyeing the end of August, thinking, “how can I do this again?” 
 
But then several weeks ago, I was talking to one of my coworkers, who’s been in a 
similar situation, and he and I were trying to explain to another of our coworkers that you 
just do it.  You really don’t know what you’re capable of until you push yourself to the 
limits. Not to continue to force Nike slogan-like motivational statements on you, but 
there’s no secret except to just do it.  And that made me feel better, because I know that 
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I’ve done it before and I can do it again.  That simple thought has taken away most of my 
anxiety about the end of summer and the start of fall. 
 
Adding to my motivation is that the finish line finally seems so close.  There has been a 
lot of time between the exhilarating start and the fantastic end.  Months and months of 
just plugging along.  But now the end is only four months away and I can smell it, feel it, 
taste it.  Getting there is, to me, worth whatever it takes and I’ve been working on making 
all the preparations necessary to start the final sprint.  Most important has been to get my 
mind in the right place. 
 
I was certain of success from the beginning. I guess because getting out of debt is really 
so simple.  There’s never been a point where I didn’t know what to do or I was confused 
by someone else or I could possibly convince myself that not getting out was the better 
option.  It took me a long time to get my mind in the right place, but then it was and I’ve 
had complete focus ever since, which stands in contrast to the rest of my full-of-
distraction life. 
 
Getting out of debt has been my biggest priority this year and it has demanded a lot of my 
attention and nearly all of my time.  I’m looking forward to my money being my own 
more than anything, but I’m also looking forward to having this burden off my back.  I 
think about money all the time and not having enough of it/expenses coming up/not 
making my debt goals are a constant source of stress for me, often even when I don’t 
realize it.  I’m making a lot of money and yet I always feel broke.  I’m tired of that. 
 
I’m going to do everything I can to be out of debt by the end of the year.  I want to start 
2011 differently. 
 

   
 

When I’m Not Here 
SEPTEMBER 13, 2010 

 
I of course live most of my life away from this blog and there is something about the 
everyday journey of getting out of debt that seems to get missed.  A couple times a week, 
I talk about the mental journey, and once a month I share my progress in numbers, but 
what do I do every day? 
 
First off, it’s probably a lot messier than the numbers can capture.  Messier even than all 
my talk about motivation, and especially my talk about not buying stuff.   I’ve written 
about the lack of decisions involved when you’ve accepted that you’re going to get out of 
debt no matter what.  Indeed, it is a very powerful mental trick just knowing that the 
answer to every, should I buy this? is no you should not.  It makes things simple.  It cuts 
out all of that distracting deliberation.  But, there are still many decisions to be made all 
the time.  There are many days in every month that I don’t buy anything at all—not even 
chips from the vending machine.  But, I still eat out at least twice a week when I really 
only mean to do it once, and I still debate buying the cheap beer I’m just fine with or the 
slightly more expensive beer I really enjoy, and my schedule is so crazy that sometimes 
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I’m left with very few options other than chips out of the vending machine.  Yeah, these 
expenses are small, but they add up, and they are not part of the plan.  It is really rare I 
buy something I absolutely don’t need, like nail polish, but that happens too.  I am proud 
of how little I buy, but I don’t mean to make it look like I’ve got a perfect streak going 
over here. 
 
Second, I work all the time.  I’m at work right now as I write this.   It’s 11 pm, I’ve been 
working since 9 am this morning (started at the part-time job and now I’m at the full-time 
job), I still have another hour to go before I can go home, and I’ve been doing this all 
week just as I do it every week.  And, you know what? I like my job, but there are a 
million other places I’d rather be right now.  Like, my bed.  There’s probably a gap 
between talking about working all the time and actually being in hour 14 of a 15-hour 
day.  Even here in hour 14, though, I can absolutely say it’s worth it.  No question. 
 
Third, I’ve got my budget imprinted on my brain.  I’ve heard a lot of people say they 
make budgets, but then never look at them again (I used to do the same thing). 
Obviously, that doesn’t work.  I go a little crazy, because I love organization, but my 
budget, which from the very beginning has accounted for my entire journey out of debt 
from start to finish, is revised at least twice a month and probably something closer to 
four times a month.  You can’t just budget for your expenses; you have to budget for 
every dollar.  In my case, that means that every dollar that doesn’t go to bills and living, 
goes to my debt.  If one thing changes, like an expense comes up or I don’t make as much 
that week as I was expecting, then I have to readjust the budget.  If you see me writing 
lists of numbers on scratch pieces of paper, that’s what I’m doing. It might sound tedious, 
but the whole point of it is that I always know how much money I have and where it’s 
going. 
 
Fourth, the stress. I’ve said this a couple times recently, but the stress about money just 
does not go away.  It’s different from the money stress I had before I started.  That was 
dread.  This is just that I want to be out of debt so badly that it makes me nervous to think 
of anything hindering me. More than that, really.  There’s an urgency to this for me that 
makes it never register that I’m doing just fine.  The truth of the day to day is that I’m 
always stressed about money and I never forget that I’m on this journey. 
 
And, fifth, failure is not even on my radar.  I knew from the beginning that I was going to 
get out of debt, and I have never doubted that.  I love in fiction when characters make up 
their minds to do something and then do whatever it takes to make it happen, but that’s 
also really frustrating, because things almost never happen that way.  If they did, I would 
have written my second novel this summer.  I would have done a lot of things over the 
years.   Even with all my stress about money and the anxiety that comes with being 
overworked, I have this confidence (something I can almost feel in my body) that I’m 
going to get out of debt.  Not just some time eventually, but by the end of this year.  I 
have that knowledge in me all the time and it motivates all the rest of this. 
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The Debt As It Stands (9/15/10) 
SEPTEMBER 15, 2010 

 

 
 
If you’re paying close attention, you’ll notice a big change from last month.  It was a 
couple things.  I was pretty conservative in August, because I knew there might be some 
unexpected expenses with the start of school.  Once all of that passed, I was able to throw 
that money toward my debt. 
 
Then my school loans came through and I somehow overestimated the cost of tuition, 
which left me with a refund.  I was very intentional in not doing that before, because I 
didn’t see the point in paying off my credit card by taking on more school loan debt (even 
though it’s at a lower rate); it also wasn’t an option for me when I started, because I could 
never get enough in school loans to cover my credit card debt (don’t think I didn’t hope 
for a long time that that would be my way out).  After buying books for school and 
covering some other expenses that came up in August, I was left with about $1,000 extra, 
which I put toward my credit card debt. 
 
October will also be big, because it’s one of those glorious months with three paydays (at 
the part-time job).  Ah, that number is getting small! 
 

   
 

Talking About Money 
SEPTEMBER 20, 2010 

 
Money is not a topic that is supposed to come up in polite conversation.  I remember my 
parents specifically teaching me as a kid that it was rude to talk about it.  I was only 
allowed to know how much my parents made if I promised never to talk about it outside 
of the family.  Talking about money when you have it is tacky, and as I’ve learned in my 
twenties, talking about money when you don’t have it is just depressing. 
 
I didn’t talk about money before starting this blog, because I was embarrassed by my debt 
and because it was so overwhelming that I didn’t know what to do about it.  Money is 
actually a topic that comes up often among grad students, but only in the most vague and 
unhelpful way: we joke about not having any.  We shrug our shoulders, while we drink 
beer, and say things like, “maybe I can make a fort out of my books and live there.”  I 
guess it was nice to know that we were all in the same boat, but it was that kind of 
attitude that made me complacent even as I was sinking. 
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I remember writing the words (though I’m not sure if I ever published them), “I will 
never blog about money.”  I couldn’t write about money while keeping my debt a secret 
and no way was I ever going to blog about my debt!  Plus, what could I really say?  I was 
just floating in the water, waiting for my rescue boat.  A life preserver at least. 
 
Then I decided to swim to shore myself.  Doing something about my debt made it seem 
less embarrassing and it was such an experience that I didn’t think I could do it in 
silence.  I didn’t start this blog to help anyone or even to hold myself accountable.  It was 
just that I had so much to say. 
 
Now, as I sometimes realize in embarrassing situations, I have lost all touch with the 
taboo of talking about money.  It’s not depressing to me or even deeply personal.  Of 
course there is a personal side to it and I am sharing my personal story here, but money is 
no longer a sensitive subject to me.   
 
Even my debt, which I was so ashamed of because it was evidence of such great personal 
failure, doesn’t bring me shame anymore.  I can count off for you every mistake I made 
and every little thing I still struggle with.  I’m not hiding any of that from myself and 
what does it matter what other people think when I’ve already got the problem under 
control? 
 
I think that’s it.  Money used to depress me, because my relationship to it was 
characterized by avoidance and shrugs.  I didn’t want to be reminded of it. Now that I’m 
in control, it doesn’t have that kind of power.  I still see how money can cause problems 
in relationships, resentment among friends, and awkwardness among acquaintances, but 
if you can’t even talk about your own struggle with money, then maybe you’re not being 
honest with yourself about it. 
 

   
 

My Whole Independent Life 
OCTOBER 5, 2010 

 
I was trying to figure out what about my life without credit card debt will feel so different 
from anything I’ve experienced before.  I mean, I haven’t actually been in debt that long 
and I’ve always worked a lot, so I used to have spending money and I used to make smart 
decisions with it. 
 
I thought, well, it’s not exactly true to say I’ve been in debt all of my adult life, because if 
you’re not an adult by 18, then surely you are by 21.  I was working two jobs, going to 
school, and doing pretty well for myself at 21. 
 
What is true, though, is that I have been in debt all of my independent life.  It started 
basically the second I stepped foot here in the California.  I paid for most of my own 
education, but I’d never before then paid for rent, food, car insurance, and medical 
expenses.  Those expenses are such a burden when you don’t have the money for them, 
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but now that I do, I take a certain satisfaction in covering all of those expenses myself 
with money I’ve earned and not credit. 
 
The thought of paying for all of those things I need and then having money left over on 
top of that will truly be new. 
 

   
 

I Could Not Have Done This Last Year 
OCTOBER 8, 2010 

 
I don’t need any reminders that getting out of debt is worth it, but today I got one 
anyway. I’ve found the perfect way to celebrate getting out of debt: spending New Year’s 
Eve in San Francisco with some of my favorite people. 
 
I’m purchasing my flight today, but I committed to the idea the second I heard it.  And I 
can’t help but think that not only could I not have made this happen if I hadn’t been 
working my ass off for the last year to pay down my debt, but I wouldn’t have even let 
my mind entertain the idea.  My debt made me not even consider amazing opportunities 
like this. 
 
If you’ve only got a little debt, then you may decide an experience like this is worth 
adding a little more debt, but I don’t think I need to tell you that I was not in a little debt.  
This time last year, I was more than $20,000 in debt and interest alone (after making 
minimum payments) was enough to max out my cards every month. 
 
I’ve never lost sight of the fact that all of this work has been in an effort to make my own 
life better, but now I get to see it doing exactly that.  I get to visit a city I’ve been dying to 
see, meet people I’ve been talking to for years, and sip wine in a fort while wearing a 
tiara.  Really, what could be better? 
 
It’s more than just the money, because in truth, this trip won’t cost me much.  I’d be 
flying home to Washington anyway and this is just a minor detour on my way back.  It’s 
that I could be confronted with a crazy idea and say, “Yes!”  It’s that I won’t have to 
spend the whole trip worried about money and feeling guilty for every expense.  It’s that 
I won’t have to waste any time before enjoying the benefits of 14 months of incredibly 
hard work. 
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The Debt As It Stands (10/18/10) 
OCTOBER 18, 2010 

 
 

 
 
Progress! 
 
Not as much as I wanted after purchasing my ticket to San Francisco and dealing with 
some minor car trouble.  But, October is one of those glorious months with three paydays 
(at the part-time job), so I’m finally below $5,000 total, which means I’m more than 3/4 
of the way done.  I should still be out of debt by the end of the year.  I am so ready.  It’s 
getting hard to put everything off until I’m out of debt. 
 

   
 

It Doesn’t Feel Real 
OCTOBER 26, 2010 

 
I guess because I’ve been distracted, when I look at my current level of debt, it doesn’t 
feel real to me. 
 
I started with such a high number that even after working hard for a long time, it was still 
a really high number.  I remember when I reached the halfway point—$10,000 paid off 
and $10,000 left to go—and it was really exciting, but also pretty discouraging.  All of 
that work and to still have a huge amount of debt. 
 
I’ve thought a lot about being out of debt, but I realize now that those thoughts were 
always fantasy-like.  I can tell, because in my fantasies I dress a lot better than I do now 
and I don’t worry about stupid things.   
 
Now that it’s only a few months away, I’ve come to realize that I won’t be a completely 
different person by the time I’m out of debt.  I will be me, but my credit cards will not 
have balances. 
 
Seeing my debt in the $3,000 range is unreal.  I mean, I actually don’t experience it as 
being real.  I stare at my phone and give the Mint app curious looks, because I’m not sure 
how I got here. 
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Of course I don’t mean how in the practical sense, because that’s very easy to explain.  
There is no mystery about it.  I mean how in the time has passed so quickly, I’m actually 
getting somewhere, thank God I made the decision to do this sense. 
 
I imagine it will only seem more unreal as the number dwindles to nothing. 

 
   

 
Consumerism 

OCTOBER 28, 2010 
 
I have always had the vague intention to blog about consumerism.  Not in general, of 
course, but as it relates to me and my debt and my future life without debt.  I haven’t, 
because I’ve never felt like I had much to say about it.  I realize now that it’s not really 
that I have nothing to say about it, but rather than I fall so middle of the road on this topic 
that it hardly seems worth debating, even with myself. 
 
I could almost genuinely say that consumerism is not a huge topic for me, because it has 
never caused a problem in my life.  I could go on and on describing myself as someone 
who is quite reasonable about stuff, neither shunning it nor lusting after it.   There are a 
few nice things I really enjoy, like my MacBook Pro and my iPhone 4, but when people 
start describing Apple fans as if we worship our gadgets, I think they’re being ridiculous.  
I may joke that my relationship with my computer is the best I have going right now, but 
I know I’d be just fine if we ever broke up. 
 
All of that is very true about me except when it’s not.  First of all, I’m kind of the 
opposite of a hoarder.  I am constantly getting rid of everything.  I make at least a 
monthly trip to the Goodwill, bringing several bags full of stuff with me every time.  If 
it’s not perfect, if I don’t use it, then it’s gone.  Sounds great, really, but what happens is 
that I get rid of things so that I can replace them with new things.  It’s almost compulsive 
and most definitely perfectionistic. 
 
Second of all, 2008 and 2009.  In talking about how I got into debt, I always say that it 
started with moving and paying for school and covering living expenses, but then once I 
was in debt, I started making bad decisions.  At first just in keeping up with a lifestyle I 
was used to.  Nothing extreme at all, but being able to replace things that were worn out, 
buy books and music, and go do things when opportunities arose.  Later it took a turn for 
the very unreasonable. 
 
I’ve written about this before, but something crazy came over me in late 2008 and 
extended far into 2009.  I started shopping compulsively.  It was not the easiest time for 
me.  I was finishing my MA and applying to PhD programs and there was just this 
overwhelming cloud of uncertainty hanging over my life. Combine with that that I’d just 
started working full time at the library, so I had money or, considering my debt, the 
illusion of money, and I started shopping to make myself feel better.  Really, buying stuff 
to fill holes in my life and spending my time shopping to distract myself from thinking 
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about the things bothering me.  I continued doing that up until the point I decided to get 
out of debt. 
 
After almost a year of not shopping at all, it’s quite easy to again think of myself as 
someone who is not easily consumed by stuff, but I can’t shake knowing that tendency is 
within me.  I am quite confident I won’t go into credit card debt again, but I worry about 
going back to compulsive consumerism as a way of dealing with things, even if I can pay 
in full every month. 
 
I wish I had something more profound to say about going from compulsively buying stuff 
to not buying anything, but I don’t.  It wasn’t a very hard transition to make, though I will 
say that sustaining a habit of not buying anything is hard.  I once worried that I’d gone 
from one extreme to the other without really learning moderation.  I don’t worry that 
much about it anymore, in part because I’m in such a better mental place now than I was 
back then.  The strange truth is that my debt filled me with such overwhelming dread that 
my only way of dealing with it (other than getting out) was to distract myself from it by 
shopping, which of course only compounded the problem. 
 
I crave a hard and fast rule.  That’s the easy part about not buying anything.  There’s very 
little decision-making involved.  But, moderation will be a welcome challenge for me.  
What gives me confidence is knowing that unless I am purposely deluding myself, it’s 
really quite easy to tell the difference between healthy and unhealthy consumerism.  I 
absolutely knew that shopping I was doing was to distract myself and I even knew that 
my pathetic way of dealing with my debt was only making it worse.  It just felt bad.  I am 
sure to mess up sometimes, but I’m optimistic that I can have a healthy relationship with 
stuff, that I can consume ethically, and that I’ll know when I’ve gone off course. 

 
   

 
It Doesn’t Matter If It Was Different 

NOVEMBER 4, 2010 
 
I guess the embarrassing thing about debt is that it suggests you have no self-control.  For 
that reason, I held on for a long time (and maybe I still do) to the claim that my debt was 
different.  It went to rent and groceries and textbooks!  And, okay, some nail polish too, 
but that was only after I was in over my head. 
 
I don’t like the image of me being stupid enough to go shopping and then throw down 
plastic time after time when I knew I didn’t have the money.  I think, that’s not me.  The 
fabulous movie montage I’m picturing in my head, no, that’s not me.  But, what’s the 
difference, really? 
 
The debt is the same either way and the same amount of work is required to pay it off.  
That I don’t have a closet full of fabulous shoes to show for my debt is not exactly a point 
of pride.  An education? Sure, but if I’d been smarter and worked harder, I could have 
this same education without the credit card debt.  It was not necessary, even if I’ve tried 
to convince myself otherwise. 
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Thinking that my debt was different, like I wasn’t exactly like all the other millions of 
people in debt, did nothing but make things worse for me and delay my taking any 
responsibility for this mess.  Fooled by my own self-importance. 
 
It’s the same.  I’m the same.  And getting out is the same. 

 
   

 
Now They Want Me 

NOVEMBER 9, 2010 
 
It has recently come to the attention of Capital One that I am getting ready to pay off the 
Visa they gave me more than four years ago.  I don’t blame them for being taken by 
surprise.  It’s been maxed out for nearly two years now.  In that time, they haven’t paid 
me much attention aside from monthly statements and changes to terms. 
 
Now they see me slipping away and they’re trying to hold on. 
 
In the last week: 

 Monday: A letter saying I’m pre-approved for a $30,000 auto loan at my local 
Nissan dealer. 

 Tuesday: Another letter, this time offering a special very low APR on balance 
transfers, but only for valued customers like myself. 

 Wednesday: Nothing.  I was heartbroken. 
 Thursday: An email making sure I received the offer about the balance transfers. 
 Friday: My regular statement. Confusing, since I’ve been receiving it 

electronically for years.  Oh wait, more checks for balance transfers are included! 
 
These offers are not the least bit tempting, since I only drive Hondas and I don’t have any 
balances to transfer! Also, I want to be out of debt—not in different debt. 
 
There was a time, even shortly after I started paying down my debt, where the letters I 
received from creditors said things like, “Yeah, I don’t think this is going to work out” 
and “We can stay together, but there will be some changes, like a lower credit limit and 
higher fees.”  All of these, “Please don’t leave us!” letters from Capital One and my 
regular bank are a nice change of pace. 
 
But, sorry, I’ve moved on. 
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It’s Been a Year 
NOVEMBER 11, 2010 

 
At this point, I feel like there’s a milestone to celebrate just about every week.  This one, 
though, is worth mentioning.  A year ago this month, I started this journey to get out of 
debt. 
 
I can’t say the exact day, because this didn’t start with a light bulb moment.  At some 
point in early-mid November, I guess it finally occurred to me that I didn’t have to wait 
for a miracle that wasn’t coming.  I could get out of debt all by myself.  That was the 
realization that had to take place. 
 
Then I decided to blog about it.  After some debate about the name, I registered this 
domain on November 13, 2009.  It felt kind of hypocritical to spend $10 on a domain 
right after deciding to get out of debt, but I knew I wanted to write about this.  I wasn’t 
entirely convinced I had the follow through.  I mean, really, $20,500 is such a ridiculous 
number.  What kind of a crazy, over-confident girl would I have to be to think I was a 
match for that? 
 
One thing was as certain as it had always been for me: no one could know I was doing 
this.  No one could know that by my fault alone, I was drowning in debt.  Maybe I would 
say something once I’d won the battle.  Then I could collect congratulations without 
disapproval.  I could not help but worry what everyone would think of me. 
 
So I wrote furiously to an audience of no one.  I got a taste again of what it’s like to be a 
new blogger, starting from scratch and with no connections.  I missed everyone, but it 
was nice to feel like I could write whatever I wanted, because no one knew me.  That 
didn’t last long.   
 
Managing a third online identity was too much for me.  I quickly messed up and 
commented on a blog friend’s blog with my debt blog username. I reduced this blog to 
nothing, hid all of the posts, and thought about what to do. 
 
The thought of being open about my debt was another realization.  It had not appeared to 
me as a possibility before.  Once it was in my mind, I couldn’t get it out, though I tried so 
hard to convince myself it was an awful idea.  I knew I was going to do it, but that didn’t 
stop me from hesitating a while longer. I wrote a post for my personal blog, scheduled it 
to publish early the next morning, and then before going to bed, I wrote my best friend a 
Facebook message telling her about my debt, so she wouldn’t have to find out by reading 
my blog.  The next morning, I woke up sick to my stomach, terrified to check my 
comments. 
 
Sure, I’d never received anything but support before, but this was such an extreme 
situation that I wasn’t counting on it this time.  Still, when I got it, I wasn’t surprised.  
What did surprise me was all of the “Yeah, me too” comments.  I’m really grateful for all 
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of the continued support, from the “Yeah, me toos” and those of you who have never 
been in debt. 
 
A year later and I’m having that typical experience of feeling on the one hand that no 
time has passed at all and feeling on the other hand that I don’t remember a time before I 
started working to get out of debt.  In the spring, it came with a rush of adrenaline, and 
now it’s more of a quiet confidence that if I can do this, then I can do anything. 
 

   
 

The Debt As It Stands (11/16/10) 
NOVEMBER 16, 2010 

 

 
 
I’m still on track!  On track to be out of debt by the end of the year, that is.  Good thing, 
because I am so ready and I really can’t think of a better way to start 2011.  Strange to 
think there’s only one more of these mid-month update posts to go. 
 

   
 

Preparing for the Real 
NOVEMBER 18, 2010 

 
I’ve thought a lot about being out of debt, but I realize now that those thoughts were 
always fantasy-like.  I can tell, because in my fantasies I dress a lot better than I do now 
and I don’t worry about stupid things.  Now that it’s only a few months away, I’ve 
come to realize that I won’t be a completely different person by the time I’m out of 
debt.  I will be me, but my credit cards will not have balances. 

 
Please forgive me for quoting myself, but this thought was such a revelation to me when I 
wrote it.  I used to think obsessively about my post-debt life.  I thought a lot about things 
I would buy and how I might live.  Everything was, “When I’m out of debt . . . .”  But, it 
seems to me now that none of that was based in reality at all.  I was not the person I am, 
but the when I get my life together version of me. I figured I had at least a year to become 
perfect and awesome. 
 
As the months passed, I slowly stopped thinking so much about the things that I would 
buy.  I threw away every list I wrote.  With a little distance, the things on them never 
seemed worth my hard-earned money.  My priorities changed and then changed again.  
My debt has always been on my mind and the end of the year has always seemed like the 
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light at the end of the tunnel, but there have been other things to distract me and there has 
always been so much further to go. 
 
Now it feels like suddenly I am so close and I am not prepared!  All I have are these 
fantasy scenarios where money is no issue at all and my hair always looks perfect no 
matter what.  In truth, I know that I could hit the light like a brick wall and still get back 
on my feet without much of a struggle.  But, that’s not how I want to do it. 
 
It’s just that for years now, most of my spending decisions have been tinged with guilt 
and regret.  It was always, “I really shouldn’t be buying this” and “I really don’t have the 
money.”  During this process, it’s been “I have the money, but it should really be going 
to my debt instead.”  I suspect these thoughts will be hard to leave behind.  I also suspect 
that I’ll make some decisions that I will later regret. 
 
My general attitude to money will be marked by moderation, which will mean regularly 
reminding myself to take my time making decisions (not my normal style).  Of course I 
have a specific budget in mind and will be keeping a close eye on it, but things will 
change.  I’m not entirely sure how yet, especially concerning how much I will continue to 
work, but I don’t intend to keep living like someone getting out of debt (at least not the 
way I have been getting out of debt). 
 
It will take me some time to recover from 14 months of not buying stuff.  I haven’t been 
horribly deprived, but my wardrobe could use some serious rehab.  I need new glasses.  
My car requires maintenance.  And there are things that I want!  I mean, I’m not a robot. 
 
So I started working on a new list.  A very reasonable one.  A simple plan for what to buy 
when (immediately, January, February, or sometime way down the road).  Maybe I will 
throw it out too, but for now it’s giving me peace of mind.  It’s also making me even 
more excited and impatient.  I mean, you put “new shower curtain” on a list and suddenly 
you can’t even stand to look at your old one. 
 
The bigger priorities have long been mapped out, but they will require some revision as 
well.  I’m going to be ready. 

 
   

 
There Will Be Mistakes 
NOVEMBER 23, 2010 

 
One thing that really scares me about being debt free is knowing that I will continue to 
make mistakes with my money. 
 
My debt situation was so extreme and I reacted to it in such a strong way that I feel like I 
should know enough now to never make another mistake with my money.  But, I just 
know it’s not going to happen that way.  The answers aren’t always easy and while I’ve 
corrected a lot of my behavior, I’m the same person I was before. The most important 
part of that sentence is the admission that I am, you know, a person. 
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To be clear, I don’t worry about going back into credit card debt.  The circumstances that 
led to my debt in the first place no longer exist now that I make enough money to easily 
support myself.  And after working this hard for so many months, I just couldn’t do that 
to myself again.  I actually look forward to being responsible with my money. 
 
So debt is not the worry.  It’s more the small and impulsive decisions I should have 
enough sense to avoid and the subsequent guilt and feelings of failure.  It’s the adult 
things like learning more about the retirement I’ve been contributing to for a couple years 
now.  It’s the risks, like deciding when to quit my part-time job, so I can stop working 
15-hour days.  It’s the big expenses, like trips and a newer car. 
 
Really, it’s the pressure of having to make decisions.  And it’s not so much fear as it is 
frustration, because I have set the standard at perfection.  What makes me nervous is that 
I can be very slow to admit, more to myself than anyone else, that I have made a mistake. 
Really just because I take everything so personally that I’m not always willing to deal 
with having been wrong.  But, through this whole process, money has become way less 
personal to me and I think that will make it easier for me to make smart decisions and 
recover quickly from the not-so-smart decisions. 

 
   

 
I’m Good 

DECEMBER 9, 2010 
 
In the summer of 2009, I thought for a moment that it might be a good idea to at least 
face my debt, so I decided to pull my credit score.  I don’t remember the exact number, 
but it was bad.  Technically speaking, it was poor. 
 
It had taken quite a while for it to finally catch up to me, but by then it was in the 500 
range, and I let myself be too embarrassed about it to actually do anything. 
 
Later in the year when I started this whole thing, my credit score was not a big priority.  I 
figured I’d just get myself out of debt and hope that my credit score would eventually 
reflect that hard work.  It remained something of a sore subject for me, because more than 
the debt itself, it was a sign that I’d messed up and I expected it would follow me even 
after I’d erased all other signs of my failure. 
 
I’ve come to terms with my debt since then.  It’s easy to do when the number starts 
seeming reasonable.  So my credit score is no longer something I want to hide myself 
from. 
 
Then there’s the fact that my score is fine now.  Technically speaking again, it’s good.  It 
did take some time to show improvement, but as my debt went down and opened up 
available credit, my score went up.  It’s now in the mid-700s 
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It did exactly what it was supposed to do without any magic required.  And while I have 
every intention of getting it to excellent, I’m good for now. 
  

   
 

The Debt As It Stands (12/14/10)!!!!! 
DECEMBER 14, 2010 

 

 
 
So, this is the last of these posts.  How crazy is that?  The next time I update you on my 
progress, I will be out of debt. 
 
I’ve thought several times to write a post about how excited slash impatient I am to be 
out of debt, but not only is that incredibly obvious, but I find a way to mention it in every 
single post here and on my personal blog.  That’s how excited I am! 
 
But, very impatient too.  Thank goodness this is such a busy time of year.  Plenty of 
distractions. 
 
I’m below the $1000 mark.  96% of the way there! 

 
   

 
Balance: $0 

DECEMBER 23, 2010 
 
I paid off the last of my credit card debt today! 
 
I am so excited.  Mostly about what it means for how I can live my life now.  I feel like I 
can finally take a deep breath.  I’ve put so much pressure on myself to pay off this debt 
and before that it was the debt itself that was crushing me.  Now I’m free. 
 
I feel like I could have written this post better six months ago than I can now.  I would 
have been full of wisdom and inspiration. My current attitude is something else.  Maybe 
distraction.  More likely disbelief.   A little uncertainty about what to do now. 
 
It frustrates me to feel unsettled, but I think this is a really good place for me to be.  I 
thought I would pay off my debt and be on to the next thing immediately, but this 
hesitation I feel has me approaching this new reality cautiously. 
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I started accumulating debt when I was thrown into a new situation.  One I could not 
handle no matter how much I had prepared for it and budgeted.  But, I stuck with my 
plan, because I didn’t know what else to do and it took me too long to realize it wasn’t 
working.  Self-delusion clouded my vision. 
 
I have plans for what to do now, of course.  I’ve been writing and rewriting them this 
entire time.  But, I want to pay attention this time to what works and what doesn’t.  I want 
to think and rethink what’s worth it to me and what isn’t. 
 
For now, though, high fives and air kicks and fist bumps.  I did it. 

 
   

 
Thanks! 

DECEMBER 27, 2010 
 
Thanks for all of your congratulations everyone.  The same people who wished me well 
on day one were congratulating me last week and have been cheering me on this whole 
time. 
 
I was never dependent on this blog for motivation or accountability, but it has given me 
this tremendous opportunity to work through the kind of thinking that got me into debt 
and the kind that got me out. 
 
More than that, your support has made me feel less alone in all of this.  Dave Ramsey 
always says if you’ll live like no one else, then later you can live like no one else. I have 
been living like no one else for more than a year now and sometimes it felt discouraging 
and isolating.  Sometimes it was just difficult and it was nice to know there were people 
out there who knew how hard I was working. 
 
Thanks for congratulating me at every milestone.  Thanks for being as excited for me as I 
am.  Thanks for letting me know every time you pay off a loan or a credit card; it gives 
me a chance to return the congratulations. And thanks for reading!  
  

   
 

It’s Really Nice 
JANUARY 4, 2011 

 
It is so nice not to worry about money all the time. 
 
I thought I’d feel a greater sense of relief after paying off my debt.  Maybe I would run 
up some stairs, listening to “Gonna Fly Now.”  Or pull out a big red marker and cross Get 
Out of Debt off of every list I’ve ever made.  At the very least, I would break my arm 
patting myself on the back for accomplishing the biggest goal I have ever attempted. 
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Instead, I feel this very quiet pride in being able to easily pay for the things I want. I 
don’t cringe every time I pull out my debit card to buy the things I need and the things I 
don’t (you should have seen how sparkly that nail polish was).  I can treat other people.  I 
can buy the foods I really like.  I don’t stress about things breaking down.  I’m not 
running on luck, crossing my fingers that something doesn’t go wrong. 
 
This is the feeling I was working so hard for, but I wasn’t sure it would really come 
along.  I thought I might replace stress about debt with stress about savings. I thought I 
might go crazy filling my life with all the things I’ve sacrificed the last 14 months.  But, 
I’m not even really tempted.  I have money today and I will have money tomorrow, so 
the sense of urgency I felt building up my debt and paying it off is not there. 
 
I guess this is the transition period, but I feel settled already.  And it’s really nice. 

 
    

 
I’m Not Sure About This Being Reasonable Thing 

JANUARY 11, 2011 
 
I have a confession.  When I was in debt, there was something kind of thrilling about 
buying stuff.  It was knowing I shouldn’t, but doing it anyway.  I’m not a wild person, so 
I guess this was the lame way I rebelled. 
 
Part of it was this thought I often had where, like an addict, this was going to be the last 
thing I’d buy and then I would be set to not buy anything else for a long time.  It was the 
pizza you eat the night before you start a diet.  The last hurrah that leads into the 
excitement of taking control of your life.  Except, then there was something else to buy 
and look at those shiny things over there.  (The time I finally was serious about paying 
off my debt, there was no final shopping trip.  I got started with no hurrah at all—just the 
thrill of getting out of debt.) 
 
Another confession: the first thing I did after making the final transfer to clear my credit 
card balance was tweet and blog about it.  The second thing I did was go shopping.  I 
mean, it was December 23rd and I had purchased zero Christmas presents, so I had to.  
Of course I shopped for myself as well. 
 
Don’t get me wrong, it was nice finally buying new jeans.  I really needed new shoes 
too.  But, I walked through the stores and I picked things up and even though they kind of 
sparked my interest, I put them back down again, because they didn’t seem worth the 
money or worth the space they’d take up in my apartment.  I knew that if I really wanted 
them, then I’d buy them later.  I didn’t delude myself into thinking that nice scarf would 
really make much of a difference in my life. 
 
Without the thrill of buying what I shouldn’t or the urgency of getting that shiny thing 
now or never, I found myself making incredibly reasonable decisions. Stuff lost some of 
its appeal.  Obviously, this is a great place to be, but now I have to look somewhere else 
for thrills.  I’m considering starting a fight club. 
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I Hope This Is Obvious 
JANUARY 13, 2011 

 
When I first started paying off my debt, I was looking at a balance of more than $20,000 
and thinking, why didn’t I do this earlier? 
 
I thought that for two reasons.  First, it turned out that doing something about my debt 
was so much easier than just stressing about it.  I cannot say how miserable it was to feel 
crushed by the weight of not just all the money I owed, but the guilt over having put 
myself in that position.  
 
Second, if I had started earlier, then I would be further along, of course! I took the only 
option available to me and started at the beginning. 
 
I never despaired, but it was not easy. I sometimes experienced the never-tweeted-about, 
never-blogged-about “ZOMG. I work more than anyone. I never get a break. My life is so 
hard. No one understands” thoughts, but I always had enough perspective to remember I 
was doing this for myself.  I was giving up my free time to make my own life better. 
Selfish, really, but the good kind of selfish, because how much can you help anyone out 
when you’re limited by debt? 
 
What I’m saying is that it’s worth it.  Worth it to do whatever you have to do to get your 
own life in order.  And worth it to sacrifice a little so that you can live better later.  Not 
when you retire, but sooner than you might expect. 
 
But, as cool as it is to be out of credit card debt, the year I spent working toward it was 
pretty amazing too.  I gave up stuff, and stuff is great, but it’s probably the easiest thing 
to give up. This year, I was just as happy and had just as much fun as years previous.  I 
kept working toward my academic and career goals.  I wrote a lot.  I met amazing people. 
 I made plans, imaginary and real.  I remained sane.  And all with the extra bonus of 
feeling good about what I was accomplishing in paying off my debt. 
 
If I gave up too much, then I would regret it now, but instead I thank everything that I 
was smart enough to just get started already. 

 
    

 
Going Forward 

JANUARY 17, 2011 
 
Here are my financial goals now that I am out of credit card debt: 

1. Save. I got out of debt with really nothing of an emergency fund. (I wouldn’t 
recommend this, but this is how I did it.)  $10,000 is the goal I have in mind.  
That’s about 6 months worth of expenses.  I’d like to accomplish this by the end 



   94 

of 2011.  That’s a pretty doable goal and will also allow me to save for other 
things like travel. 

2. Work less. It is tempting to keep working 15-hour days, because I can do it and it 
would mean reaching all of my financial goals very quickly, but I don’t want to.  I 
want more time to be a student and more time to be a human being.  This means 
quitting one of my jobs. 

3. Retirement. This is kind of embarrassing, but I’ve been saving for my retirement 
for a couple years now and I have no idea what I am doing.  However my 
employer originally signed me up is exactly how it has remained and whenever I 
receive a statement, I look at it like it’s written in another language and then I put 
it away.  There are counselors we can meet with, but I’ve put off doing so until I 
paid off my debt.  I don’t have a retirement savings goal in mind yet, but I do 
want to figure out what I’m doing. 

4. Student Loans. Ah, yeah, those.  I’m not really out of debt at all.  I have a ton 
more still to pay off.  I’m several years from graduation, so my loans are not yet 
in repayment.  I want to have a solid emergency fund in place and then I’ll dig in 
on the student loans.  I will be paying on them for quite a while, but not forever 
like I once thought. 

  
   

 
Farewell 

JANUARY 20, 2011 
 

My journey out of debt has ended, and so now it is time to end this blog as well.  I have 
never ended a blog before, so I’m not sure what to do, especially considering I’m not 
really going anywhere.  I guess that gives me a place to start.  You can always find me at 
writingtoreachyou.com. 
 
Thank you again for all of your support! 
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EPILOGUE 
 

I ended A Story of Debt about a month after finally getting myself out of debt.  I knew I 
could continue to write about personal finance, but I really felt like the story was over, 
and I was ready to move on.  But, money is always an issue and I have written about it a 
few times since.  Here are those posts. 
 

   
 

 “You Know You’re Not in Debt Anymore, Right?” 
MARCH 28, 2011 

 
I spent 14 months working really hard and thinking a lot about what it would be like to be 
out of debt.   Is it just as I expected it would be?  Not really. 
 
Getting out of debt was like being on a diet.  It made me really want the things I couldn’t 
have, but as soon as I could have those things, I didn’t want them that much anymore.   I 
am most surprised simply not to care that much about the things I thought would matter 
to me. 
 
I wasn’t sure while I was working my way out of debt if I’d really changed my 
relationship to stuff.  I should have learned it wouldn’t make me happy if I wasn’t already 
and even the excitement it brought wouldn’t be worth much by the time I got it home.  I 
had lived more than a year without buying things and I had been just fine.  I was relieved 
to discover that I had learned those things.  I had changed. 
 
Up until the last few months of paying off my debt, I had this silly idea that once it was 
paid off, I would be a completely different person.  I thought of post-debt me as Fancy 
New Ashley.  I thought of the nice clothes I would buy and the regular trips to Ulta I 
would take.  It turns out I didn’t develop an interest in fashion the minute I paid off my 
last card and I’ve gotten rid of more makeup in the last three months than I’ve 
purchased.  But, far from being disappointed to be same old me, I find that I like myself 
more than I ever have. 
 
It was really nice to be able to let go of the mistake I’d held onto more than any other. 
The debt was always that thing creeping in the back of my mind—the reason I wasn’t 
good enough, wasn’t the person I pretended to be, wasn’t an adult at all.  I thought that 
letting go would be difficult.  It wasn’t. I also thought that after spending so many years 
stressing constantly about money that I would continue to worry about it regardless.  I 
was wrong about that too.  I don’t worry that much about money anymore, and with 
every dollar I put in savings, I stress about money less and less. 
 
And, savings!  I haven’t had any money in savings since I was an undergrad and that 
money always went to paying tuition.  I have more than $2,000 in savings now and I 
frequently pull up the mint.com app on my phone just to stare at that account and smile.  I 
thought it would take more discipline to get myself to save, but it’s exciting actually, and 
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I find myself putting off those things I kind of want to buy, figuring that if I still want 
them in a few weeks, then I’ll spend the money, but for now I’ll just save it. 
 
The two things I am happy to spend money on are things that make my life easier and 
going places/doing things with other people.  Working fewer hours is so worth it.  Not 
worrying about what I’ll do if my car breaks down is comforting.  Buying a $5 salad on 
campus instead of starving until class is over makes me a less grumpy person. Booking 
flights to see people is like living someone else’s life. Not thinking about how much these 
drinks are costing me is awesome. 
 
It’s not what I expected, but it’s pretty amazing.  Choosing to do whatever it took to get 
myself out of debt is easily one of the best decisions I ever made (and made over and 
over again until I’d paid off the last dollar).  I’m still kind of amazed that I did it and 
really proud of myself. 
 

   
 

How To: Get Out of Debt 
MARCH 7, 2012 

 
Many of you have heard this story already, but you may have forgotten it.  I forget 
sometimes too.  I used to be in credit card debt.  A lot of it.  The number: $20,500.  Then 
on a random day in November of 2009, I was like, “I’m not going to do this anymore,” so 
I worked and lived like a crazy person for 14 months and paid it all off. 
 
Here’s the best How To I can give on the emotional and practical aspects of getting out of 
debt, but know that if you let any kind of justification or delusion keep you from #7, then 
you are doing it wrong. The only way is to work harder than you ever have before.  But it 
will be worth it. I promise. 
 

1. Decide to.  You may have to decide more than once that you’re going to get out 
of debt.  I did.  Sometimes I decided and then proceeded to do absolutely nothing. 
Sometimes I decided and made it as far as #5.  I don’t know what was different 
the time I decided and then finally did it, but from that moment, I was ready to see 
it through to the end no matter what it took.  I had to stop thinking there was 
anything special about my situation (like I wasn’t exactly like every other person 
in credit card debt), forgive myself for being so stupid, and then take control.  On 
a day so unspecific that I don’t even remember it exactly, I realized that I could 
do it all by myself, so I did.  Keep deciding to do it until you do it. 

2. Face all of your debt.  I did this a couple of times, thinking that seeing the 
numbers would scare me into action.  They terrified me, for sure, but then I went 
right back to ignoring them.  The time you’re finally ready to be serious, they will 
probably still make you sigh, but then those numbers will just become fact. You’ll 
start looking at them without emotion.  Money quickly became so matter-of-fact 
for me that not even 25 years of being told that money was not a subject for 
public discussion could stop me from sharing every detail.  You do not have to be 
public with your numbers, but for me that was an important part of facing them.  
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And, hey, don’t forget to face the really scary number of how much interest you 
are paying every month.  The most expensive thing you can do is stay in debt. 

3. Emergency fund.  Many suggest that you should start with $1,000 in savings in 
case something should come up.  This is good advice that I didn’t take.  I just 
couldn’t stop myself from throwing every available dollar at my debt.  It is still 
advice that I will pass on. 

4. Organize your debt in the order you will pay it off.  If you try to pay 
everything all at once, you will not get anywhere.  Continue to make minimum 
payments on everything, but choose one account to focus on at a time and put 
everything toward paying that one off.  I suggest Dave Ramsey’s Snowball 
method where you pay off your accounts in order of lowest balance to highest. 
Yes, the smartest method is to pay off high interest accounts first, but the truly 
smart thing is to do whatever you can to actually get yourself out of debt. It won’t 
matter how smart you are if you start and never finish.  The snowball method is 
good for motivation; you pay off small balances and get some early victories and 
then when it’s time to pay off the high balances, you no longer have minimum 
payments on a bunch of accounts, so you can throw all of your money at those 
high balances and pay them off quickly. 

5. Decide what sacrifices you are willing to make. Some people pay off their debt 
while making only very minor sacrifices and it takes them years.  I did not have 
patience for that.  I stopped eating out, canceled everything, and bought nothing. 
There were a few things I was not willing to give up, and I made them very clear: 
I continued living alone, kept my iPhone, and went out a few times a month with 
friends.  It was not easy, but it really wasn’t that hard either.  And at every point, 
it was worth it.  I was sacrificing in order to improve my own life.  What I learned 
was that my happiness had very little to do with stuff. 

6. Budget your debt payments as bills. On my several previous attempts to get out 
of debt, I would always budget for my bills and then just figure that whatever was 
left I would put toward my debt. This is a terrible idea.  Your debt is a bill. 
Budget not just for the minimum payments you owe, but for the most you think 
you can pay off on top of that.  As far as anyone is concerned, that is a bill that 
you need to pay.  The important part of thinking of it this way is that you will 
make sacrifices to be sure you can hit that amount.  It is not whatever is left at the 
end of the month, but this really specific number that you know is within reach. 

7. Work harder than you ever have before. The unromantic details: I worked two 
jobs, which totaled 55 hours a week, and slept very little, because I was also a 
full-time PhD student in coursework (another 20-40 hours a week).  Sometimes 
by the last day of the week, I was so tired that I really should not have been 
standing on ladders at the library.  I was actually far more resentful of how much I 
had to work—of the fact that when everyone was enjoying a lazy Sunday, I was 
working, and while everyone was sound asleep, I was working—when I was just 
sitting on my debt.  The minute I was serious about paying it off, I had purpose 
working those late hours. Whenever people asked me how I did it, I could only 
say, “I just do.”  I felt like it was what I had to do, so I did it, and most of the time 
I was surprisingly happy about it.  Because the truth is that being in debt was so 
much harder than paying it off.  I would rather be at work feeling good about 
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myself than be in the comfort of my apartment feeling like my entire world may 
crash down at any moment, and that’s how I felt when I was in debt. 

8. Expect things to come up. Keep going.  My computer died, my car died, there 
were weddings and graduations and birthdays and unexpected school and medical 
expenses.  Things come up.  Every single month.  For everyone.  This is not 
unique to you and it’s not a sign that you should quit.  Just keep going.  There are 
going to be a lot of months where the thrill of getting started has worn off and 
you’re nowhere near the end, but just keep going.  When I had paid off $10,000, I 
wanted to be thrilled with myself, but I could only think that I had already put in 
so much work and I was only halfway finished.  But I kept going, and because I’d 
already paid off 2 of my 3 cards, the last $10,000 went really quickly because I 
wasn’t having to make minimum payments on other accounts.  Just keep going. 

9. You did it.  Give yourself a big hug.  Also, tell everyone, and make them give 
you hugs too. 

 
Getting out of debt is the single most significant thing I have ever done.  That really good 
feeling you get when you accomplish something, I actually had from the moment I knew 
I was serious.  It was empowering to take control after years of living under the crushing 
weight of debt. 
 

   
 

How I Avoid Spending Money 
JULY 5, 2011 

 
I’m a grad student who works full time in a library.  As you can imagine, I’m not exactly 
pulling in a lot of money over here, so this is how I make what I have work for me.   
 

1. I have very few bills.  My only monthly bills are rent (includes all utilities), cell 
phone, and car insurance.  This is something I wrote a lot about on my debt blog 
and once someone said to me, “must be nice,” as if it just happens that I have so 
few bills and is not a result of decisions I’ve made.  I don’t have the expense of 
living in a house, because I live in a studio apartment. I don’t have a car payment, 
because I own a car that has been on the road since 1997 (and I’m trying to get rid 
of that too). I no longer belong to a gym. I have made a point of having few bills 
because it allows me so much flexibility. My paychecks aren’t already spent 
before I even get them. 

2. I don’t subscribe to any monthly services except for Netflix.  I mean, I’m only 
human, I need my Netflix and I absolutely get my money’s worth by using it 
every day.  But, otherwise, nothing is deducted automatically from my accounts 
and I am unwilling to make the commitment to spend $5-12 a month for anything. 
That money adds up quickly, no subscription service is worth it to me, and I think 
it’s easy to lose track of those purchases when they are automatically deducted. 

3. I do not belong to any deals sites.  No Groupon or Fab or HauteLook.  I try not 
to buy anything on sale that I wouldn’t pay full price for.  If I decide that I want 
something and find that it’s on sale, then I’m overjoyed.  But I don’t look at sales 
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and then decide that I want something.  I’m not saving money by getting a 
discounted price on something I don’t really want and may not use. 

4. I unsubscribe from all emails that come from stores and I don’t look at 
shopping blogs. This helps me avoid the temptation of coupons.  If I’m going to 
buy anything online, then I’ll usually just do a quick search for discount codes 
and the same deals will come up.  As for avoiding blogs, that’s also about 
temptation.  I was looking at nail polish blogs when every new collection was 
released (so, constantly) and I would see things and think “must. have. now.”  I 
stopped paying attention to that stuff and my quality of life was not affected at all. 

5. I don’t go shopping unless I’m looking for something specific.  You may be 
noticing a theme here: I do not put myself in the path of temptation.  I have no 
idea what I’m missing. It’s wonderful. 

6. I tend toward minimalism. My rule of thumb is just don’t buy stuff. You have 
to pass a pretty serious test to get a spot in my small apartment. I think about 
whether I’m really going to use you. I think about whether you’re going to add 
anything to my life. I think about whether I would take you with me if I moved 
tomorrow.  I think about how easy it would be to put you down and walk out of 
the store empty handed.  This is something that just gets easier.  I’ve gone from 
needing to talk myself out of purchases to needing to talk myself into purchases. 

7. I eat (and drink) at home.  So I don’t really cook, but I still do most of my 
eating at home.  It is just so much cheaper, and I try to stick to a lifestyle that 
means not eating out a lot.  This is something I would likely do differently if I 
wasn’t sticking to a budget, but food falls too low on my list of priorities to spend 
money eating out all the time.  I also try to shop smartly at the grocery store, so 
that eating at home isn’t such a sacrifice and I don’t buy food that goes to waste. 

8. I mostly travel to places where I can stay with a friend and don’t need a 
hotel.  Okay, so now we’re getting into an area where I actually do spend money. 
 The reason I don’t buy stuff and I don’t eat out a lot is because my money goes to 
plane tickets.  Travel is (obviously) so much more affordable when you don’t 
have to pay for a hotel, and staying with someone also means you probably won’t 
be eating all of your meals in restaurants.  Plus, I mean, staying with friends is 
usually fun. 

9. I try to pay attention to the kind of spending that makes me happy and the 
kind that doesn’t. Stuff does not make me happy, and that is a lesson I learned 
when I spent 14 months not buying stuff and found my quality of life was 
unaffected.  I know that nothing I buy is going to change my life completely or 
make me a different person.  But, music makes me happy and I insist on paying 
for it, so that’s something I spend money on.  I love live music too, so concerts 
are worth it to me.  And, books!  Movies and TV on DVD, though, I almost never 
buy because I found I was collecting that stuff more than I was watching it. I have 
learned these things by trying and failing and reevaluating.  I continue to do that, 
and I find that I get it wrong less and less all the time.  You have to sort out your 
financial priorities for yourself and you’re probably not going to get it right 
immediately. 

10. I know I have to make sacrifices. When I was adding to my debt, I had a very 
Liz Lemon, “I can have it all!” attitude. I didn’t want to say no to things, I didn’t 
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want to make money an issue, and I didn’t want to settle.  Now I am better at 
setting priorities. I’m okay living in a small apartment that’s undecorated, so it 
looks a lot like a dorm room.  I don’t need a new car.  I can say, “sorry, I’d love to 
go, but I can’t afford it.”  It’s not easy, and I struggle with different parts of it 
(especially saying no to trips), but there is a satisfaction that comes with being 
smart with your money.  Plus, way less stress. 
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AFTERWORD 
October 2012 

 
It has been three years since I decided to get out of debt and almost two years since I paid 
off my last credit card.  All of those hours I spent working gave me a lot of time to think 
about what my life would be like when I was finally out of debt.  My life is not as 
dramatically different as I might have expected, but I have done things I never could have 
done while I was in debt. 
 
It’s hard to judge my expectations against reality, because my expectations changed so 
much throughout the process of digging myself out of debt. I had imagined that I would 
buy a new car and move into a bigger apartment and start attacking my student loans, but 
that would require that I continue to work 15-hour days.  After so many months of almost 
no free time, I decided very quickly that what I wanted most was to work less.  So I 
began the slow process of quitting my second job. 
 
In addition to working less, I also wanted to travel.  That meant forgoing all of those 
plans for a new car and a nicer apartment. I thought that getting out of debt would mean 
having it all, but instead it meant developing clear priorities.  I knew that I wanted to 
work less and travel as much as possible, so that’s where I channeled all of my money. 
 
I kept up most of the habits I developed while getting out of debt.  I still spend very little, 
so that I can put my money into plane tickets.  I started thinking more seriously about my 
tendency to get rid of everything and realized that I had a natural inclination toward 
minimalism.  That only made it easier to spend less money on stuff and more money on 
experiences.  I wondered what my future relationship to stuff would look like and I was 
surprised that it changed very little after I finally had the money to buy things. 
 
After thinking about money so intensely for more than a year, I wondered if it would 
continue to play a big role in my life.  Would I continue to be interested in personal 
finance?  Would I learn about investments and start growing my wealth?  As it turns out, 
no.  I am still interested on a personal level, and I like to write about money and debt in 
my own life, but if I ever had any fear about becoming obsessed with money, I don’t 
anymore.   
 
I also don’t think of money as the enemy.  I don’t disregard its importance like I did 
when I was in debt.  I get a lot of satisfaction out of being able to support myself.  But I 
think first about the life I want and then I think about the role that money plays in it, 
rather than chasing money and assuming I’ll figure out what I want to do with it later.  I 
don’t think of wealth just in terms of money; wealth is also having the freedom to travel 
and the time to write. 
 
The minute that getting out of debt felt like a real possibility, my whole future opened up. 
I did not magically become Fancy New Ashley, but Regular Old Ashley has been able to 
travel to so many new places and spend time with friends who live far away and pursue 
scary writing dreams.  And it’s not just about the money.  In order to get out of debt, I 
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had to change the way I thought, and those were changes that have lasted.  When I doubt 
my courage or my commitment, I can always think, “Well, you faced your biggest 
mistake and kicked its ass, so you can probably handle this too.”   
 
I was studying existential thought for part of the time that I was paying off my debt, and 
though they seem to be completely unrelated, they came to inform each other in my 
mind.  Existentialism has a reputation for being depressing, but it’s actually quite 
optimistic.  It’s about seeing things as they really are and then deciding what you are 
going to do given the circumstances.  If you strip away delusion and don’t expect anyone 
to save you, then you are left to decide how you are going to create a life out of what you 
have.  It is hard to face reality and it is hard to take action, but you have the freedom and 
the power to do it.  What I’m saying is, whatever your situation is, and I’m sure it’s 
different from mine, you can change it.  Start where you are and start moving toward 
what you want. 
 
I tend to shy away from motivational speak, because much of it falls flat for me.  But, 
getting out of debt was one of the best decisions I ever made, it is the biggest goal I have 
ever accomplished, and it changed my life. This part of my story is so important that even 
though the memory of all of that hard work is still fresh, I don’t regret that I was in debt. 
Kids, don’t make the mistakes that I did, but if you’re already in debt, then get yourself 
out.  Don’t make one more excuse for why you can’t or shouldn’t have to.  Just do it. 
 
And, listen, here’s the deal you didn’t know you were getting yourself into by reading to 
the end of this book.  If you decide to get out of debt, if you pay off a single card, if you 
get a second job, if you do anything to better your financial situation, then you have to 
tell me about it so that I can be excited for you.  Find me on twitter @writetoreach or 
email me at writetoreach@gmail.com. 
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