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    To my twin brother, Stephen. You are gone, but never forgotten. 
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Many people struggle to overcome debt. More often than not, debt is not only a symptom of a problem more prominent than a financial one, but a more significant issue. Until you can look closer at what got you into this mess, the life you imagined for yourself and your loved ones is a glimmer of the dreams you once shared. 

In this book, I want to direct the conversation mainly to my fellow Millennials and Generation X, those children of the 70s, 80s, and early 90s who were left to their own devices as our parents worked during the day and often would be out and about several nights a week for their entertainment. We have a common understanding and a shared perspective, and those experiences are what I draw from.

Growing up in an affluent community, I experienced it firsthand. In my case, I was always more focused on living the life I had when I was a child. I wanted the same type of house, a similar neighborhood and area, with dinners out and vacations to Florida, Martha’s Vineyard, and overseas. Cars were never my thing, but they would be part of the package, including a cottage on a lake; you name it, and this was part of the plan. 

Many of us want, at the very least, what we had when we were younger, if it was a good upbringing. For those of us who didn’t have these things, we consumed enough media from movies and music to aspire to be that generation of people who deserve a particular life, and in many ways, without the amount of effort needed to reach that means.

However, our parents afforded this lifestyle, the reality of our formative years left us unaware of the actual cost. Once you are on your own and reality hits, the actual cost of owning and maintaining that lifestyle comes to the front. 

Early in my twenties, I learned I could live a moderate lifestyle and maintain some of these wants, but having them all without assistance was impossible. There was always the mindset that my ship would come in. I was told that the universe would provide the difference if you bought more of one thing. There was never a time that I doubted that money would take care of itself.

I don't know if that’s the delusion of youth, but the audacity to believe that my screenplays or books would do the trick, with no dues paid or network in place, gave pretenses to the real world. 

The mighty credit card saved the day, creating the illusion of wealth when I didn’t have it, and the slippery slope I would follow and deal with in the years to come. There were points at which I could have adjusted the track I traveled and prevented further harm, but timing is everything, as is experience.

This book is intended to give hope to those looking for motivation or a means to get out of debt for good. There is no better teacher than personal experience; save learning from someone else who has been in your shoes, done stupid things, and lived to find a way forward.  

My financial journey is typical of my generation: cars, personal loans, house payments, credit cards, and everything else in between, while navigating relationships, fights over money, and what that entailed in the long run. I’ve lived it all, and want to share my story with you and what I learned.

The idea of financial freedom and what that meant was vital to each step along this path. I found a purpose in focusing on those debts and creating a budget that eventually eradicated all that drama.

It can be done.

Anything can be accomplished when you set your mind to that goal, but as I will show you, I found that realistic expectations during and after this debt-free journey are vital to living a full life. Some people will jump in and focus so much on their debts that they miss out on the little joys of each success. More importantly, they won’t come up for air long enough to bask in the sun and be present in daily living.

Sure, it’s easier to be focused for a time and to play later. Still, some of you, like me, don't have that luxury when there is so much debt that the journey will last over five years, especially if you are doing this alone in a single-income household and don’t have a career that quickly generates six figures or more a year.

Granted, that doesn’t mean people who make that amount have an easier road. Far from it, these people likely have more debts, more out-of-control habits, and are more prone to live paycheck to paycheck, even if they make double or triple the amount I take in as a teacher. And yet, we are all the same.

We do stupid things with money, but with some effort and focus, we can take control of the situation, come out ahead, and live a full life. 

The following pages contain different topics and stories based on my experiences and those around me. This is meant to be a judgment-free zone. It’s a glorified story hour that lets you know you aren't alone. 

Whether we focus on credit cards, car payments, student loans, timeshares, buying a house, or simply vices, there’s a topic for anyone on this financial journey to freedom. Beyond those topics, we will explore the importance of understanding your relationship with money and your partner if you have a significant other. 

We will continue with an example of an actual budget that many, I know, don’t follow. I’ve been there. I get it, but there’s no reason why after reading this book, you don’t at the very least, start a budget and find out where your money is going. It’s your choice, but I like the power of knowing what money is coming in and, more importantly, what money is going out.

Finally, I’ll tell the entire story of my debt-free journey. When I was at my lowest, those calls on Dave Ramsey’s radio show of people sharing their stories on overcoming their debts gave me hope and purpose. I trust sharing each step along the way, might do the same for you.

To that end, we will conclude with lessons learned, a sense of purpose and direction, or at least some food for thought about your financial journey and legacy. 

We are all at different stages with our money and how we use it to reach our goals. We live, we learn, we grow. In this case, I hope you don’t make the same mistakes I did and get some nuggets on improving your overall situation.

Best of luck on your financial future. 

Jonathan Kuiper 
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Credit Cards Don’t Make You Royalty
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At my peak, I owed over $22,000 on my credit card. Even now, when I type that in, $22,000, that’s a lot of money for one guy to accumulate. What’s scary is that this was just with one card. At the same time, I had another $5,000 on a second card, my Discover. 

If memory serves, this was in 2014. I had taken a job in New Hampshire to teach at a lower-performing school district, and according to my numbers, I was finally going to be able to make a dent in these cards. 

You would think that after several years of bouncing around, it would be a no-brainer that perhaps other issues were going on, but that aside, I remember being able to pay the minimums on both cards but never getting ahead. It took another year of teaching and another move until I finally learned to budget well enough and develop the self-control to follow a concrete plan. The debt was gone five years later, but it wasn’t easy.

While I should focus on sharing how I got rid of the credit card debt and closed out my cards, let’s first talk about the audacity of the banks increasing my debt limit with each thousand I paid off and even increasing it more after I paid off the cards. I had to physically call and tell them to lower the limit, only to be asked why I wanted to do something crazy. 

That’s a story for later in the chapter. We need to start from the beginning and look at how I became normal, like everyone else, and accumulated all this debt. There was a time when I didn’t even have credit cards, let alone need one. What happened? How do I go from zero debt to almost thirty thousand in credit cards? 

There’s one logical explanation for this downward spiral. This is what I knew and experienced growing up with my parents. Whenever we went out to eat, they would point at cards, which one we would use that night. We would go on family outings, and the cards would come out to play. My twin and I would take turns while we waited for our next gourmet dish by playing with our parents’ Discover, American Express, and Mastercard. 

Credit Cards, the idea of them was just so normalized and commonplace. It was a rite of passage. You could walk into a department store, and they were ready to sell you their JCPenney, Sears, or Filene’s credit cards. This was long before the days of Walmart, Best Buy, or Kohl's got into the action. 

It’s what we saw as kids. If you want to get a deal, save on your clothes, or get a discount, you apply for a credit card and then take your time paying it off. You didn’t have to have the money upfront; you simply used the card, and the item was yours. There was no need to worry; you could pay it off sooner rather than later. 

As a young, impressionable man, you might have thought I would have seen the math in this and deemed it a bit fishy. There was no questioning, not even in my high school economics class. The idea of being without a credit card was unthinkable and not expected. In our affluent community, if one family had one, another would have two, and so on. 

Even now, looking back, the ridiculousness of it all between the interest rates and those hidden fees causes me to shudder. And yet, to an eighteen-year-old, this wasn’t a big deal, and wouldn’t be well until after the demise of my second marriage. 

Nevertheless, there were warning signs, little cosmic winks to be leery and careful. I remember the Life Goes On episode when Corky Thatcher opened his first banking account. He got his checkbook and went on a spending spree. Poor Corky didn’t understand fully that you can’t just buy things. The sight of Corky having to take his sister’s leather jacket back to the store remains embedded in my brain, and still, I had no qualms when AAA offered me a credit card within the first few days of my introduction to college. 

Oh, I was proud of that card. They gave me a $500 limit, and I felt like a king. Then again, the only reason to get it was if there was an emergency. Someone must have thrown that justification at me. Another comment was that this was the only way to build my credit. Everyone knows you have to build your credit if you want to get anywhere in the United States. If only we had known better, the history of credit cards, where they came from, and how, before the 1950s, they weren’t even part of our vocabulary. 

That said, there was that slew of tables at Villanova and again at Stonehill. This was part of our orientation, the welcoming package. All the freshmen were picking up their schedules, moving into their rooms, and saying their goodbyes till Thanksgiving Break. I don’t remember much about the goodbyes, except ensuring that every piece of my room had been filled with everything I thought necessary to thrive away at college. 

Somehow, my cross-country skis, ice skates, hockey sticks, and rollerblades made the journey along with the Pittsburgh Steelers' trash can. With my mind full of such important things, when the final hugs were given and it was clear my mom’s car was emptied, I was left to the remainder of orientation and all that ensued. 

I don’t remember exactly where they put the tables — perhaps adjacent to the signups for the different clubs and activities, along with Army ROTC, which I quickly signed up for — but I remember the credit card companies in the same area. They intermingled with school activities and vendors selling country flags, t-shirts, and posters you would likely find at Spencer's. 

Trust me, my poster on the thirty different types of poop was as much of a necessity as the credit card application that I hastily filled out and didn’t think anything more of until the shiny new card and the $500 limit appeared in my school mailbox. 

Sure, I had worked the entire summer and saved well over $2000 to last me during the school year. That would be almost $4000 in today’s money. It’s a scary thought to think about what inflation does to our mighty dollar, but then again, the purpose of this story is to point out that I had money. I knew how to budget it for spending and how it would be spaced out over the year. 

Part of moving out and going to college is learning to spend appropriately. I got slammed on my first few months of phone bills. I didn’t realize that every local call was still a charge from school, which still bugs me to this day. If you checked your email multiple times a day, on American Online, Compuserve, and others, the price would add up quickly. This wasn’t high-speed internet, let alone Ethernet like we have now. No, this was a dial-up service. 

You might have heard horror stories about people and those first text message plans —  how some people accumulated thousands of dollars in bills because they were charged by the text. That’s not an issue now in 2025, but in 1997 it most certainly was. 

I caught on by December when my $2000 was down to $600. I remember being so upset about how over half of my money was gone because of my stupid school phone plan. It would be moot as I transferred to Stonehill College, only a ninety-minute drive from home. I was already planning for potential summer work to offset my idiocy. 

Then again, I recall the whispers of my twin, telling me to stop worrying about the money. I have only $600, but I would have $1100 if you counted my credit card. That’s when that slippery slope began. 

I used the card here and there during that second semester of school. I kept a small balance because I was told that this was what you should do. Sure, you could pay it all off, but the credit card companies wanted to see you pay the minimum over time, as it would show you could be trusted with credit.

Doesn’t this sound a bit off to you? Truly, it’s the same stuff people are sharing on TikTok, Instagram, and other sites. You have to carry a balance. The more you spend, the more credit you earn. Just make sure not to go over the limit. That’s the one rule. 

It’s like Gremlins. As long as you stay on track, the credit card is your friend. Truthfully, by the summer of 1998, it was my friend. Within one year of having the card, my limit was up to $1000, and would you believe it, by graduation, I didn’t have a full-time job yet, but my limit was up to $2000. 

This was all because I paid the minimum and kept a balance of around $400-500 on the card. Now don’t go out and do that yourself. I’m telling you what happened and how I thought I had this all under control. 

Truthfully, I felt like I was winning at the time. AAA agreed by granting me more credit at the perfect time. 

I was about to take my first teaching job in Arkansas and needed a new computer. In truth, it was more like I wanted a new laptop computer, as mine was now four years old and slow. I couldn’t play all my games or surf the web as fast as I wanted. American Online wasn’t the same anymore when I compared my slower high school graduation gift to what the newer computers were now doing. 

If everyone else had a new computer, I deserved to get one, too. My grades were solid, and I graduated with honors, so this new computer was merited. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have the money up front or had a new car payment. No, no, no. The $2000 spending limit on my card meant I could get whatever computer I wanted, and I intended to follow through on my plan.

A few weeks before I headed to Arkansas, I maxed out my card and bought the best computer for $1800. 

When school started, I made somewhat of a budget. For some reason, having a maxed-out credit card didn’t sit well with me. Perhaps it was because it was more money than I had in my savings. I made sure to have $500 in my checking account as a buffer, and the more money I accumulated, the number had to be $1000 or I would be an emotional wreck. 

I’m not sure why I felt this was the magic number, but the fact that I owed more on the card than I had in my account made me pause my spending habits for the coming months. 

Don’t get me wrong — I could have paid off the card significantly earlier, but I wanted to go out a few times a week for dinner, head to Little Rock for an overnight trip once a month, and catch a few ice hockey games. I was in no rush, save that I simply planned to pay off $250 a month towards the computer with the plan to have it gone by June. 

That was the extent of the planning. I’m sure some of you can relate to that logic. Sure, I would still use the card for other things, but I included that money in my monthly check. 

By the end of the school year, I had met my goal and had completely paid off my credit card. As I drove away from Arkansas and back to my mom’s house in Maryland there was no credit card debt. I don’t want to admit it, but that was in 2003. 

Before 2019, this was the only time I didn’t carry a balance and accrue thousands of dollars in credit card debt. It’s mind-boggling to think that I finally grasped this debt at twenty-three, not my car payment (as that was considered good debt), but the credit card, which was under control. 

While I should have maintained this mindset, lifestyle creep reared its ugly head, and I made the first of many poor decisions in the years to come. 

That’s the key to all of this. I learned one lesson: I could pay off my card, but I also felt entitled that I deserved certain things and could do whatever I wanted, of course, with reason. 

By June, the card had a zero balance, and AAA rewarded me with a new credit limit of $4000. That’s right, they doubled it for me during the year. I was so proud of myself. Why wouldn’t I be, right? 

Around this time, I decided to enlist in the United States Navy, but my departure date wasn’t until December. I should have kept my control in check and only spent what I earned during my transition job as a landscaper — do you know what I did instead? 

I put it on my card if I went out to eat. The checking account couldn’t dip below $1000, so any additional fun stuff would simply go on the card. For me, it all made sense. The Navy would give me a twenty-thousand-dollar enlistment bonus, so I had money to be awarded to me come December. 

I was naive and spent like a member of Congress. How much money did I put on my credit card by December? It’s crazy — it was almost maxed out, around $5500 on a $6000 limit. 

The credit card company was so lovely. They kept increasing my limit even as I approached the max and paid only the minimum on my lead-up to boot camp. I was at peace knowing that money was waiting for me. It was okay to take a few trips back up north to New Hampshire and do other pet projects because I wasn’t poor. No, no, no. I had that $1000 in my account, and money was coming by the end of the year.

Let me tell you a little secret I didn’t know about then. A recruiter's job is to get you to report to boot camp and nothing more. I’m not saying my recruiter lied, far from that. Misrepresentation or not informing me fully of the small print would be more to the truth of what transpired. Had I known this information, I’m reasonably confident I would not have lived it up during those six months waiting to depart for Great Lakes.

Instead of patting myself on the back for paying off that credit card, I knew that using it for money I would get in December was asinine. I knew this right after I had to sign a slew of paperwork at Great Lakes. 

The way the bonuses work is relatively straightforward. As you complete each training phase, you get part of the bonus. I didn’t know this. I assumed you got it all after you completed boot camp. We can call Uncle Sam many things, but wise would be a fair assessment on this front. 

You don’t want to give twenty thousand dollars to eighteen and twenty-year-olds within weeks of wearing a uniform. That’s a lot of money to give someone who hasn’t even completed the year-and-a-half-long program to serve in the fleet finally. 

I don’t know how I missed this fact. Honestly, it wasn’t even something I had considered, so I was shocked when I saw the small print that stated I would be getting $2500 after boot camp. There would be another $4000 after I completed the first phase of Navy Nuclear School, another following Power School, and the last training phase before going out on my first duty assignment. It was something like that —  I don’t remember the exact numbers, but the twenty thousand was divided so that I couldn’t pay off my credit card after Great Lakes. 

I could rationalize that I was still getting the money and that it would eventually work itself out. Who got accepted into the Officer Candidate School in the first training phase? Yeah, this guy. Even though I completed the initial training after boot camp and Power School, my bonuses were null and void because they had selected me for the program.

In the blink of an eye, twenty thousand became under five. 

As a gainfully employed sailor, I rationalized that the salary raises would more than offset this tactical blunder. It was all good. I managed to pay down my credit card to around $1000, which aligned with my checking account number. 

What happened next? 

I was in less than a year, and this guy decided to fall for the first woman who batted an eye. That’s a story unto itself, but concerning my debt, I did what every other sailor was doing at the time. We all fell quickly and often; before we could even catch a breath, it was time to buy a diamond ring. 

There wasn’t much forethought, just pure emotion and hormones. Somewhere in there, within six weeks of getting to know this woman, I put down $3500 for a diamond. I didn’t have the money, but my credit card was ready and able to be used. 

The scary thing about all of this was that this would be the low-water mark for my card until 2019. Are you seeing the pattern here?

That diamond ring simply magnified the problem. I continued to rationalize my spending and why it was okay based on the amount of money I was making and, over time, how much it would cost to pay off the card entirely. 

I didn’t consider this an issue. My officer money would cover the ring by the time I graduated from Officer Candidate School, so that I would be as good as gold even without the enlistment bonus. 

This was my pattern for the next ten years. It was okay to spend money I didn’t have on my card because such an amount was coming. But as so often happened when that time came, that money was earmarked for something else. I should have woken up to this destructive pattern sooner, especially after that diamond ring was never returned when the engagement was called off, not even ten months later. 

Dave Ramsey often shares how he has a PhD in dumb things, and I know that my credit card legacy and spending habits with them were as good as any doctorate in the field. I can’t believe how much more there is to my credit card story. I’m not just sharing it for public shame but for perspective. 

Your journey is undoubtedly unique, but doing dumb things with money and credit cards is not solely for one person. Credit card companies make billions of dollars yearly from people like you and me who thought they could beat the system, were always looking ahead, and felt like it was just another piggy bank to draw from. 

How wrong we were, or at least I’ll say how wrong I was. 

Looking back, after the ring wasn’t returned to me, I saw that colossal debt was just sitting there. My monthly payments had crept up, but nothing I couldn’t handle. And yet, around this time, licking my wounds, I transitioned out of the Navy and returned to education. 

At this point, my credit card number went from one to two, and balance transfers and zero percent interest allowed me to zero out one card and put it on the other. As is so often the case, I didn’t close my AAA card because it had been good to me. They had now increased the limit to over ten thousand dollars with an interest rate of 5.9%. Try getting that number in 2025.

The same thought patterns prevailed, but instead of thinking, "I can use this card for dinner or that DVD I want," I shifted slightly. Why would I close that account, knowing I had this safety net should anything happen? Where was I going to have $10,000 available should something occur? 

I can hear the naysayers, but my credit card came in handy between the diamond ring fiasco and my eventual transition out of the Navy. Tragically, my twin brother passed away in an automobile accident. My mom didn’t have the money at that exact moment to cover his funeral expenses. 

When the funeral home asked for payment, I knew immediately that my credit card had the additional balance to cover the $4000 tab. I still don’t understand how renting a casket, a viewing room, and then a cremation would add up to that much. This was in 2005, so who knows how much the “cheap” side of funerals runs now, twenty years later. 

Any idea of getting rid of my credit card was thrown out the window when this tragic event occurred. Being able to cover the cost of my twin brother’s final party seemed like a godsend. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
EMOTIONAL
SPENDING

There’s Still Time Millennials






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





