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A recovering miser 
When you’re raised to pinch pennies,  
learning to spend ain’t always easy!

I have a BIzarro cartoon I’ve 
kept for years. A man is holding $1 bill 
and saying something like, “Goodbye, 
old friend. We’ve had some good times 
together. Don’t cry; I’ll miss you, too,” 
while a woman adds, “Eugene, you are the 
cheapest man I’ve ever met.”

Since I’m the cheapest doctor, I can 
relate.

Not what the public expects, right? Doc-
tors are supposed to have open hearts and 
open wallets, quick to brush off the tuxedo 
or gown for a charity ball. We’re supposed 
to be suckers, evidenced by the amount we 
pay for university tuition, handheld gadg-
ets and slick cars, and give to those repre-
senting the Organization to Help Poor 
People Somewhere You Feel Guilty About.

But my family raised me to obsess about 
money. Suze Orman’s financial manage-
ment book, The 9 Steps To Financial Free-
dom, starts off asking you about your first 
memory of money. I have two.

The first is of my grandparents handing 
me the Sears catalogue and asking me to 
pick out anything I wanted for a present. 
I picked a child’s sewing machine, but my 
brother scolded me: “That’s too expensive!” 
They bought it for me anyway, but every 
time I played with it, I felt guilty.

The second memory is of sitting in a 
circle with others in kindergarten while we 
all reported what we got for Christmas. I 
got a $5 bill. “You’re rich!” exclaimed the 
teacher. I didn’t say anything, as all I’d done 
was deposite the $5 in my bank account. I 

got no pleasure from it. So I’ve been saving 
like Scrooge long before the latest eco-
nomic meltdown.

There are some advantages to being a 
tightwad. As soon as I started making some 
decent money, my husband and I bought a 
house and paid down the mortgage. But I 
often think other people are having more 
fun. I’m trying to emulate them.

In my second month of residency, I 
shared a room at a writers’ conference. My 
roommate, a kind-hearted, self-proclaimed 
witch exclaimed after inserting new con-
tact lenses: “There’s something wrong with 
these.” She threw them out and inserted a 
fresh pair. “Much better.”

I gaped at her. In the same situation, I 
would have meticulously rinsed the lens. 
I’d have held it up to the light and flipped 
it inside-out in case I’d been wearing it the 
wrong way around. I’d have rinsed it again. 
I would have kept inserting it and blinking. 
Perhaps I would have worn it for a minute 
or two, my eyeball screaming, tears flow-
ing, waiting to see if I developed a toler-
ance. But my roommate threw that lens in 
the garbage!

The house and other bills
Last year, I wanted to do some minor 
renovations to our house, but I felt stressed 
about it. Financial books advise you to 
keep three to six months’ worth of emer-
gency income socked away. I also wanted 
a cushion in case I ended up taking mater-
nity leave. Not to mention, I thought, we 

should probably fix the electrical wiring 
or consider geothermal or solar heating 
before we did something purely cosmetic 
such as paint the walls, right?

So I did what any sensible pathological 
miser would do: I called my CMA financial 
adviser and explained my dilemma.

She paused. “Are you asking me if you 
can buy some cans of paint?”

When she put it like that, it sounded a 
bit silly. “Well. We’d be hiring someone to 
paint, so it’s a little more than that, but. . . .”

“Melissa, buy those cans of paint!”
The only people who understood were 

my parents. When I started to throw 
out some leftover noodles because they 
smelled off, my father stopped me. “Put it 
in the microwave. If it still smells bad when 
it’s heated up, then throw it out.”

I had to battle that instinct to “eat it any-
way” when I was pregnant. My husband 
periodically quotes a mantra from What 
to Expect When You’re Expecting: When 
in doubt, throw it out. But just recently, I 
chased him with a container of mung bean 
salad, asking, “Just smell it. Do you think 
it’s still OK?”

Slowly, slowly, I am learning to spend 
money on myself. Not just for education or 
my retirement, but for fun. For example, I 
bought new jeans. I still kept a pair of Cal-
vin Kleins from medical school, but even 
though the high-waisted look has come 
back in, I keep the 1999 version sequestered 
in my closet. For what, I’m not sure. I went 
on to buy not one, but several very beauti-
ful coats, all locally made by Montreal 
designers. Of course, I bought the jeans at 
a factory outlet and the coats at the semi-
annual Quebec fashion sale, but the point 
is, I bought myself some non-essential 
things without asking my financial adviser 
for permission! Watch out, world—I’ve 
loosened my purse strings. We might even 
replace some windows this year.

Melissa Yuan-Innes practises emergency 
medicine in Cornwall and Alexandria, Ont. 

BAD ADVICE

The perils  
of cheap 

decorating
Dear Dr. Lifestyle:

Do you give advice on 
renovating and decorat-
ing? I am an orthopedic 
surgeon who recently 
purchased some modest, 
older apartment units as 
investment properties, 
and I would like to spruce 
them up without spending 
a lot of money.—Laura the 
Landlord in Brantford

Dear Dr. Landlord:
While I generally 

consider my six years of 
psychiatry training and 
undisclosed number of 
years in practice to be 
adequate for giving advice 
on relationships, personal 
development and what 
not to wear, I hesitate to 
claim expertise in the field 
of home improvement. 
On the other hand, my 
advanced knowledge of 
human nature and ortho-
pedic surgeons provide me 
with certain insights into 
what these “modest, older 
apartment units” probably 
look like. I suspect they 
need sprucing up in the 
same way Stephen Harper’s 
image needs minor tweak-
ing. (By the way, if any 
federal politicians out there 
are seeking advice on what 
not to wear, I offer a group 
rate.)

Because of my innate 
sense of the fabulous, I 
could probably give you 
some kicking decorating 
advice, but I’m not going 
to. First of all, the editors 
of the Medical Post impose 
a ridiculously low word 
count upon me (Editor’s 
note: True), and I really 
don’t want to have the 
whole “diva” discussion 
with them again. Secondly, 
I’m a bit put out: Not that a 
slumlord would ask me for 
advice on how to spruce up 
tenement housing, but that 
she would want me to tell 
her how to do it without 
spending a lot of money. 
Dr. Lifestyle may lack scru-
ples, but she’s never cheap. 
Have a stylish day!

Dr. Lifestyle (Dr. Lara 
Hazelton) is a psychiatrist 
in Halifax.  
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