Holly Smith Peterson, 50

life

GIG HARBOR, WA
mortgage: $875 for a
three-bedroom house
car payment: $0
latest splurge: $4 for a
happy-hour Bloody Mary
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“As a single mom of three (ages 17,
15, and 13), having a flexible schedule
is everything. I could be making
three or four times as much doing
media relations for a Seattle tech

on any
These eight women open up about how much money they make, and
prove that the dollars don’t matter as much as everything else that fills their days.

firm, but being a freelance writer,
editor, and spokesperson gives me
more time with my kids. We live in a
little house on an island that my
ex-husband and I picked for its safe,
family-oriented community with
excellent schools. I could knock our
cost of living down by a third if we
moved to certain parts of nearby
Tacoma, but it’s not worth it just to
save money. Still, since cash is often
tight, I pick up babysitting, dog
walking, house-cleaning, modeling,
and voice-over work. Reading all
those books to my kids is finally
paying off! Not commuting to the
city saves me money too—$5,000plus a year in gas, maintenance, and
bridge tolls alone. As a family, we
save in a lot of ways: We don’t have
cable or buy video games, and we go

to the library to use the Internet. We
have a reduced-cost membership at
the YMCA (it’s based on income),
where we work out and swim and
my kids attend camp. Thanks to
cutting back in those ways, I’m able
to put away up to $1,500 a month,
not just for our future but for things
my kids are really excited about
now, like college classes for my high
school–age daughter and driver’s
ed for my oldest son. Sometimes
it is hard, but I wake up hopeful every
day. And I do things that make
me feel like my best self: I pay $150
quarterly to get my hair highlighted,
which is key because I’m often
on camera—but I do my own nails.
I put my career in the slow lane,
but when I look at my kids, I know
the trade-offs are worth it. Money
can be spent on fleeting things, but
memories are a legacy to be passed
along for generations.”

B Y K E N R YA R A N K I N N A A S E L

ST. PAUL, MN
mortgage: $800 for a
two-bedroom townhouse
car payment: $0
latest splurge: $65 for
pre-vacation waxing

“I’m not married, but family tops
my list of priorities. I bought my
townhouse here because it’s just
1½ miles from my eldest sister
and her family. I put down about
$36,000 and pay an extra $500
each month so I can eliminate my
30-year mortgage in half the time
or less. The salary from my
full-time job in television traffic—
I make sure the commercials and
programming run on time—
covers my necessities, but I also
pick up another $5,000 or so a year
via contract work in promotions
and merchandising. It’s nice to
have a cushion to save or spend on
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vacations and eating out, and it’s
a good way to use other parts of
my skill set. But it means my
income varies, so I cut back on
extras when contract work is
sparse and save as much as I can
when it’s abundant. Anyway, salary
is far from the most important
factor in why I do what I do; twice,
I’ve turned down jobs that paid
more. The first offer would have
moved me out of state, and I wanted
to stay to watch my nephews grow
up and to be close to my mom after
my dad passed away. The second
time, I worried the position would
detour me off my career path.
When I’m not working, I’m
dancing and volunteering—that’s
what moves me. I study everything
from ballet to hip-hop at a studio
in Minneapolis. It’s $60 a month,
but I’ve earned tons of credits from
helping out at the school, so that
money stays in my pocket. Besides
budgeting at least $3,000 a year for

Uyen said “no
thanks” to a
b
better-paying jo
.
far from family

charity, I try to spend two hours a
week volunteering with a nonprofit
that preps and delivers meals for
sick people who are homebound.
I’ve found that when I focus on the
things that make me happy,
money fades into the background.”
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Uyen Nguyen, 35

The single
mom’s trick to
raising three
happy kids:
Spend money
on memories.

life

“After two years of living
in New York City, I realized
ATLANTA
I was handcuffed to a job
I hated just to stay in a city
mortgage: $915 for a
I wasn’t sure about. So I
three-bedroom house
($600 covered by a renter) packed up and moved back to
car payment: $270/month the South, where I was born
and raised. I used to be a
latest splurge: $80 for
marketing manager, which
a pair of BCBG boots at
left me drained at the end
DSW, 20% off
of each day. Now I work in
marketing strategy, which is more big-picture brainstorming.
It energizes me. My mentor was concerned that it was a step
down, because I went from managing a team to working
solo, but it pays more and it’s much more fulfilling. I love
what I do and I still get to write and run my personal-finance
blog, L Bee and the Money Tree. Plus, I’m able to achieve
a lot more on my salary because the cost of living is much
lower here. A year and a half after I moved to Georgia, I
bought a foreclosed property. It was exhausting—I felt like I
was in over my head. But it all worked out, and I even have
an extra room to rent out. My brother snapped it up for $600
a month, so now I get to have him nearby to binge-watch
Bloodline on Netflix with me and cut the grass. I have more
discretionary income, too. I spent about $600 seeing plays
last year, about $300 a month trying new restaurants, and
$90 a month for the gym and waxing. I don’t go out of my
way to hunt for bargains, but I make smart choices—I
saved $1,000 on my car by asking CarMax to search other
locations for a better deal. Whether it’s having a flexible job
or living in an area you love, it’s important to build a life
full of elements that make you comfortable.”

Lauren Bowling, 28

Charlie with
her number-one
inspiration, Gavin.

y to
You can D.I.Y. your wa
a.
a better life, says Monic
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“My life is enriched by
my 10-year-old son, my
friendships, and my
travels. Though I’d love
mortgage: $914 for a
to move closer to my
three-bedroom house
family in Dallas, we live
car payment: $586/month
in Houston because
latest splurge: $24.99 for a
my son’s father is here
faux-leather jacket, 29% off
and I know the importance
of a young man having his father in his life. I teach third
grade at the public school where Gavin’s in fourth, so we
have bonding time every day on the drive. We live 10 minutes
from the heart of the city, where homes are less expensive and
still close to everything: I work, play, and go to church within
10 miles of my front door. I love shopping, but I don’t like to
pay full price for anything, so I sign up for loyalty programs to
get sale alerts and coupons. I budget $130 a month to get my
hair, nails, and eyebrows done—a must for a single girl—and
another $30 for the gym. What really makes my life full are
the people in it: my family and friends. I love to get together
with girlfriends once a month, and we take an annual trip to
Vegas. Gavin has been bitten by the travel bug too. We’ve gone
to Disney World and the Caribbean, but his favorite trip was
an old-school (that is, super-cheap) road trip to Orange Beach,
AL. I offset the cost by running a small photography business
that brought in about $3,000 last year, cooking most nights
and eating leftovers for lunch, and shopping discount grocers
like Aldi—corn is corn, and no one can tell the difference!
I find happiness in simple things, like Gavin’s smile,
Mexican food, a great workout, waking up with my health
and strength. Teachers are paid so little, but I get to make
a difference in kids’ lives daily. What more can I ask for?”
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Charlenette “Charlie”
Jones, 36, HOUSTON
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“I’ve been a stay-at-home
mom to three kids (ages
DELPHOS, OH
7 through 15) for the last
decade, and I run two
mortgage: $950 for a
home-based businesses,
three-bedroom house
car payment: $140/month designing children’s
clothing and accessories.
latest splurge: $75 for
I’m not yet turning a profit,
a bathing suit
but I love my work because
I get to let my imagination run wild. I’m the type of woman
who sees something I love and figures out how to make it
myself to save money. We’re huge D.I.Y.ers, plus my husband,
Brian, is a fabricator and welder, which helped when we were
remodeling our house, a $70,000 fixer-upper. It took us a year
and a half, but we saved about $60,000 by doing the kitchen,
laundry room, office, dining room, and downstairs bath
ourselves. I’m especially proud of our kitchen island: We
created it from a bathroom vanity we bought on Craigslist
for just $35. I also love finding a good deal—99 percent of
our clothing and household items are from garage sales and
secondhand stores. We tend to spend on things that create
lasting experiences: We pay about $280 a year plus shoes and
equipment for the kids to play football, basketball, baseball,
and softball, and we bought a $200 Xbox 360 Kinect for
family game night. We have a lot of fun together, but I have
to say, one of the things that makes me most excited these
days are the major changes I’ve made for me. Last year, I
quit smoking after nearly 20 years (which saves me $300
a month!) and started eating better and exercising five days
a week. I lost 30 pounds. I have more energy to do activities
with the kids, and I’ve showed them that if they want to
improve their lives, they are the only ones who can do it.”

Monica Wreede, 35

Single girl leaves
the big(ger) city,
never looks back.

“My family has lived on our
farm for six years. I gave
OXFORD, NE
up running my 75-student
piano studio back in
mortgage: $890 for a
Omaha, but the move was
four-bedroom house
car payment: $244/month the fulfillment of a dream
for my family. I was raised
latest splurge: $320 to
go skydiving with one of on a farm in South Dakota,
and I’d always wanted my
her daughters
kids to have that experience
too. What’s more important to me than how much money
I could be making is being able to teach my five kids (ages
26, 20, 18, 16, and 14) how to be resourceful and independent.
Living here has done that for them; they’ve been able to
raise animals and grow their own gardens, for instance.
Three of them still live at home, but all of them have jobs
and buy what they need, whether it’s a phone, clothes,
cars, or gas. I’m really proud of them. My husband and I
spend about $90 a month on things for each child, like
school supplies, enrichment classes, and field trips. As for
me, I only have 30 piano students these days, but I’ve been
able to expand my other work as a fitness instructor and
health coach. I also play in the praise-and-worship band at
church, which fulfills me spiritually. When I have an extra
$100, I invest in a trip to the chiropractor or naturopath, or
I take a health or exercise class that helps me move my
personal-training career forward. We stretch our money by
raising and growing 50 percent of our own food, skipping
cable, and burning wood to heat our 115-year-old house. Our
cars are older, but they run fine, so who cares? We spent
the last year paying down $4,900 in credit card debt, and
we’ll have it paid off by the end of the year. I feel free!”

Janita Pavelka, 51

Janita with four of
her independent,
money-wise kids.
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Five people in a twoal, if
bedroom is no big de
.
you love where you live
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“I’m an entertainment
business manager, which
GRANADA HILLS, CA
basically means I handle
celebrities’ money. My
rent: $2,350 for a
husband, Michael, who
three-bedroom house
works in maintenance and
car payment: $311/month
landscaping, has been
latest splurge: $150 for a
in and out of work for the
new cell phone, 25% off
last four years, so we’ve
downsized, cutting our housing costs literally in half. We gave
up our $1,000 car leases for a $311-a-month VW and a
paid-in-full 2009 Mercedes, and we eliminated little luxuries:
I save about $150 a month by doing my own hair and nails.
The upshot? We’ve learned that material things don’t mean
much, but love will take you further than you can imagine.
We live in the suburb where Michael and I grew up; we used
to own our home, but we moved when he lost his job. It’s
worked out, though, since you get more for your money here
versus the area where I work, and we’re close to Los Angeles,
mountains, and beaches. Plus, the local charter schools
are amazing (and free), and both of our families are nearby,
which makes it the perfect place to raise our son, Kingston,
5. Although $100,000 is a big number, rent is already half
my net check each month, so it’s tough to save. We budget
for my hubby’s $24-a-month gym membership, and I scored
a discounted Amazon Prime membership, which we use for
free shipping and unlimited streaming. Our favorite place to
hang out is 94th Aero Squadron, a restaurant along an airport
runway. They have an inexpensive Sunday brunch, so we sit
and eat while Kingston watches the planes take off and land.
We hope to teach him that money alone can’t buy happiness—
it’s a tool for living a life you have to create on your own.”

Sherrlene Reno, 41
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“I realize that anywhere
else in America, $100,000 is
NEW YORK CITY
a lot, but the cost of living
in New York City makes us
co-op fees: $2,000 for a
two-bedroom apartment solidly middle-class. Our
two youngest kids, 11 and 8,
(mortgage is paid off!)
share a bedroom, and our
car payment: $0
latest splurge: $1,000 for oldest, who’s 15, has a loft
plane tickets to husband’s bed and desk in a closet off
the kitchen. I get to set my
college reunion
own schedule as a freelance
writer, so I’m here when the kids get out of school, which
eliminates child-care expenses. And that’s good, because we
spend a lot on school. My husband, Scott, is a teacher and
native New Yorker, and he worried that our kids would get
short shrift in the public school system, so we’ve spent
nearly $250,000 educating them in private schools so far. To
afford their education—and enjoy our life here—I cut costs
in ways that don’t make us feel deprived: I cook, we ride the
subway, and we are all over freebies like museums and
Shakespeare in the Park, an outdoor summer theater festival.
Though we could live more expansively in another city, our
kids are getting a great education, and this is the best place
for my career. New York City is the hub of publishing; living
here means I can meet with editors and go to conferences
and events. Plus, now that the kids are older, I’m picking
up some TV writing and production work, which I used to
do full-time. There are expenses to running a freelance
business, but while I spend $250 a year on my website, I save
at least $5,000 by having Scott handle my IT issues! We
have everything we need and spend our time enjoying it,
rather than worrying about how to earn enough to get more.”

Alina Adams, 45

Yes, even fam
ilies
with six figures
need a budget
.

