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When Marilyn Zelinsky-Syarto set out to buy a home in Fairfield over 20 years ago, she and her 

husband weren't fussy about style. They hoped to have a family and wanted something with four 

bedrooms and two baths. Most importantly, they wanted to be able to pay the mortgage even if they 

both lost their jobs. They ended up in a ranch home rather than the huge colonial so often considered 

the home of choice in the area. 

Now Zelinsky-Syarto writes a popular blog -- followed by readers around the country -- called Two 

Frugal Fairfielders, filled with tips on money management and how to do more with less. 

But while her blog and Facebook page increase in popularity -- the blog gets an estimated 500 

visitors daily -- her focus on frugality is sometimes a harder sell in her own home. Zelinsky-Syarto 
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says one of her biggest challenges can be convincing her children of the benefits of frugality, 

particularly when they visit friends who may have bigger houses or more gadgets. 

She expands on this in a recent e-mail interview. "It makes me cringe when I overhear things like `I 

have the iPhone 5, you don't and you must be poor.' Or, `My house is so much bigger than yours.' Or 

the best one, `I go to Disney World every April vacation, why don't you ever go?' I've written about 

all of this on my blog, and I have taught my kids to say things like, `We love every inch of our 

house,' which we do! I may get a lot of hate mail when I say this, but there are a lot of parents out 

there who buy their kids the latest, greatest technology but can't afford to own a home." 

Living frugally, she says, isn't about being cheap. "It's about being creative and resourceful and 

living an uncluttered, high-quality life." 

As readers know very well, Connecticut is not one of the easiest places to live on a budget in the 

United States. Zelinsky-Syarto estimates in a recent blog post that what she pays for basics such as 

heating oil, electricity, property taxes, gasoline and cable have doubled -- and in some cases tripled -- 

in the last 20 years. 

Given this disconnect that can be especially wide in Fairfield County, we decided to speak to some 

professionals for pointers on how to make sure we live within our means. 

Peg Molina, director of social services in New Milford, has regularly offered programs in recent 

years called "Living Within Your Means and Setting Financial Goals." She says the economic 

downturn "has definitely made things worse." People are more financially stretched than ever before, 

even as our consumer mindset is unchanged. 

She says she often sees people "paying well over 50 percent of their income toward rent or 

mortgage." (According to the National Foundation for Credit Counseling website, your monthly 

housing costs, including mortgage payments, property taxes, insurance and condominium or 

cooperative fees, if applicable, should total no more than 28 percent of your monthly pre-tax 

income.) 

 

The danger with paying more than that for housing, Molina says, is that something can always go 

awry. If a budget has no safety net for car repairs, appliances that break, birthdays and wedding gifts, 

then we either need to think about more income (a different job? another part-time job? a roommate? 

go to court to get the child support that's not being paid?) or lower expenses. 

The story of Grace Decker (not her real name) of Fairfield is a cautionary tale. Decker, 49, and her 

engineer husband Matthew (whose name has also been changed), 51, first started to run into trouble 

when some unexpected expenses cropped up. First the air conditioner went, which needed 

fixing. The car was next. They bought new dining room and patio furniture. Eventually they found 

themselves with $50,000 in credit card debt. 

They buckled down and paid a little extra back each month. They decided to start paying off the 

credit card -- they had three -- with the smallest amount owed, followed by the next-smallest. 

Whenever they received any company bonuses or tax refunds, they immediately applied the entire 

amount to the debt. 

After five years, it was completely paid off. "When we paid that last credit card," Grace Decker says, 

"I gotta tell you that weight was lifted. It's a beautiful thing." 
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They still have credit cards, she says, but they don't use them. They only keep them, Decker says, to 

pay things such as their E-Z Pass bill. "Now what we're trying to do," she adds, "is build up our 

savings. Because if he ever got laid off, we'd be in trouble." 

Their resolve is clear if you were to walk into their living room: They don't have any furniture in it -- 

none. "But that's OK. We're not going to get any until we have the money saved for that." 

Julie Pryor, owner of Pryority, a holistic health and fitness center in New Canaan, sees the emotional 

and physical impact of living what she calls an inauthentic life all the time. "Unrealistic expectations 

and financial issues can manifest in physical pain, emotional stress, mental haze and stifled 

spirituality," she says. 

 

The pressure in some communities to maintain a certain lifestyle and match the success of neighbors 

can make it easy to fall into debt, she says. But this lack of authenticity and overcompensation in 

terms of financial matters can be a classic trigger for lower back pain and foot problems. "There is a 

literal and figurative blockage in your foundation," she says. "You may feel you don't have a foot to 

stand on." 

Freeing up your wallet, then, to purchase what you need rather than what you want can bring 

physical and spiritual freedom too -- or, as Pryor puts it, "a sense of wealth in a healthy, peaceful 

mind and body." 

Do You Have a Debt Problem? 

Signs that you may be living beyond your paycheck are myriad, traditional finance wisdom holds. 

Here are a few signs that our experts say may suggest you have a cashflow problem. 

-- Large credit card debt. Generally you should be able to pay off your credit card debt each month. 

-- You can't pay monthly mortgage and/or utility payments. 

-- Lack of an emergency fund. How much to have put aside depends on the risk level you're 

comfortable with. Most experts recommend an emergency fund of several months' worth of expenses 

-- think 3-6 months -- to help alleviate periods of financial stress. 

-- Your solution to a credit crunch is to apply for another credit card. For simplicity, have a few 

credit cards that you can easily monitor rather than one for every store you frequent. Limiting the 

number of cards can help keep spending in check and payments on schedule. 

-- You regularly need to choose between paying one bill over another. A slow or late payment history 

-- as well as having a number of items in collections due to lack of payment -- can negatively affect 

your credit rating. 

Getting Started 

Want to scale back but not sure where to start? Here are a few pointers offered by our experts. 

-- Think of your means as a pie, with slices allocated to your mortgage, education, savings, credit 

card debt, etc. If one slice grows, you have to reduce the other pieces to stay whole. 
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-- Keep fixed expenses -- mortgage or rent payments, car payments, utilities, insurance premiums, 

groceries, etc. -- to 50 percent or less of your pre-tax income. 

-- Strive to save at least 20 percent of your after-tax income to give yourself a healthy financial safety 

cushion and more financial flexibility if life tosses you a curve ball. 

-- With the exception of your home and education, pay for things with money that you have in the 

bank or don't buy them. 

-- Keep your fixed expenses low and stockpile cash for living: save to spend. 

-- Be intentional with how you use your money -- spend less on stuff and more on what's important. 

-- Drop the financial baggage when talking to your kids about money. If you have to say no to 

something to continue to live within your means, give kids an explanation that they can understand -- 

and give them choices so that they can play a role in helping your family keep within budget. 
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