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There’s This Bizarro cartoon I kept 
for years: A guy is holding a dollar bill 
and saying something like, “Goodbye, 
old friend. . . . We’ve had some good 
times together. . . . Don’t cry, I’ll miss 
you, too,” while his wife says, “Oh, for—
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? 
Doctors are supposed to be part of the 
freewheeling glitterati. Well, not quite—
Paris Hilton lacks a certain white coat 
dignity and sobriety, as far as I’m con-
cerned. But we’re supposed to have open 
hearts and open wallets, quick to brush 
off the cost of a tuxedo or gown for a 
charity ball. We’re supposed to be suck-
ers, starting with the usurers in charge 
of university tuition, swiftly followed 
by hucksters of the latest hand-held 
gadgets, pharmaceuticals, slick cars and 
the Organization to Help Poor People 
Somewhere You Feel Guilty About.

But my family raised me to obsess 
about money. Suze Orman’s 9 Steps To 
Financial Freedom starts off by asking 
the reader to recall his or her first mem-
ory 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. I picked a kid’s sew-
ing 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 in kindergarten while we all said 
what we got for Christmas. I got a $5 
bill. “You’re rich!” exclaimed the teacher. 
I didn’t say anything because all I’d done 
was deposit the $5 in my bank account. 
I got no pleasure from it. So I’ve been 
saving like Scrooge long before the latest 
economic meltdown.

Does this smell bad?
This is the attitude my parents encour-
aged in me. For instance, one time when 
I started to throw out some 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,” he cautioned. 

I had to battle that instinct to “eat it 
anyway,” when I was pregnant. My hus-
band periodically quotes a mantra from 
What to Expect When You’re Expecting: 
“When in doubt, throw it out.” But just 

last night, I chased him with a container 
of mung bean salad, saying, “Just smell 
it! Do you think it’s still OK?”

Basically, my cheapness knows no 
bounds. I once had a roommate who, 
upon inserting her disposable contact 
lenses, decided something was wrong 
with them and threw them out. She then 
inserted a fresh pair, cooing, “Much bet-
ter.” I gaped at her. In the same situation, 
I would meticulously rinse the lens. I’d 
hold it up to the light. I’d flip it inside 
out in case I’d been wearing it the wrong 
way around. I’d rinse again. I’d keep 
inserting it and blinking. Sometimes I’d 
wear it for a minute or two, my eyeball 
screaming, tears running out of my eye, 
waiting to see if I developed a tolerance.

I still keep a pair of Calvin Klein 
jeans from medical school, but even 
though the high-waisted look has come 
back in, I keep them sequestered in my 
closet. For what, I’m not sure.

There are, however, some advantages 
to being a tightwad. As soon as I started 
making some decent money, my hus-
band and I immediately bought a house 
and paid down the mortgage. Not bad, 
eh? But I must admit I often think other 
people are having more fun. So I’m try-
ing to emulate them.

Just last year I wanted to renovate our 
house a little, but I felt stressed about 
it. Financial books advise you to keep 

three to six months’ worth of emergency 
income socked away. I also wanted a 
cushion set aside in case I ended up 
taking maternity leave, not to mention 
the fact that we still had to pay for our 
RRSPs, RESP, disability insurance, life 
insurance, universal life insurance and 
critical illness insurance. 

Additionally, we had the usual 
medical dues to pay to the College of 
Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario, the 
Canadian Medical Protective Associa-
tion and the Ontario Medical Associa-
tion. Then there was car maintenance, 
gas, groceries. And we should probably 
fix the electrical wiring or consider geo-
thermal or solar heating before doing 
something purely cosmetic such as paint 
the walls, right?!

Finally, I did what any sens-
ible 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?”

“Well. We’d be hiring someone to 
paint, so it’s a little more than that, but—”

“Melissa. Go and buy those cans of 
paint!”

And I did.
So, slowly, slowly, I am learning to 

spend money on myself. Now, I’ll even 
spring for a Tim Horton’s coffee at the 
emergency department. 

Watch out, world! I’ve loosened my 
purse strings.

Melissa Yuan-Innes is an emergency phys-
ician in Cornwall and Alexandria, Ont.
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Sick of being labelled as rich, glamourous, well-heeled? 
Not all doctors like to blow money

I’m a doctor, not Paris Hilton 
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