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What a Year Without Income Taught Me About Money
When my father was diagnosed with stage three colon cancetiin the autumn of my
junior year of high school, the financial consequences for our ily t the first thing

on anyone's mind. They became the first thing on mine withi ths. My father was a
self-employed contractor. When he stopped working, the ir%pped with him. There
was no employer-provided sick pay, no disabilit sur% no savings account large
enough to cover a prolonged treatment period. ]&\Amed seventeen, I had a clearer
understanding of household financial fragility t% adults twice my age.

The Financial Reality %

Our household income dropped imately 70% in the first month after my

father's diagnosis, as he transitio 0 ive contracts to treatment. My mother worked

part-time as a school librarian, Q e had kept flexible to manage our household and
care for my younger brother, who,has'a learning disability requiring significant parental
involvement. Her income, a imately $19,000 annually, became the household's only
reliable source of r

We applied for evkrm of assistance available. My father received Social Security

Disability Insurance after a five-month waiting period, which provided partial income

replacement. A local cancer support organization covered three months of utility bills. A
neighbor organized a meal delivery network that reduced our grocery costs significantly

during the most intensive treatment phase. These resources helped, but they did not close the
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gap. We fell behind on the mortgage by two payments, entered a repayment plan with our
utility provider, and cancelled every non-essential expense including my brother's tutoring

sessions, which he needed and which I felt acutely responsible for losing.

What I Did

I took a job at a grocery store the week I turned sixteen, the earliest age legally

permitted. I worked twenty hours per week during the school ye

store would schedule me during school holidays. I contribute%

expenses and used the remainder to cover my own costs s%mother did not have to. I
arranged to take my brother to the library three aff mo%eek to partially substitute for
the tutoring he had lost. I cooked dinner four ni% free my mother's time.

I did not perform these actions because they wete exceptional. I performed them
because they were necessary and because I pable of performing them. That distinction
matters to me. I am not writing this ess re situation as uniquely difficult. I am
writing it to be honest about what m

responsibility. %
What the Experience S Q
My father complet nt successfully and returned to part-time work eighteen

months after his di

any hours as the

month to household

ationship with money, work, and

he mortgage arrears were cleared. The financial situation

stabilized. But the ex anged how I think about financial planning in ways I do not

expect to lose.

I learned that financial hardship is not primarily a moral failing. It is most often the
result of an absence of buffers: savings, insurance, and institutional resources that exist for

some people and not others. I also learned that the presence or absence of those buffers is not
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entirely beyond individual control, and that building them is worth sacrificing for. That

understanding is the reason I am pursuing a degree in financial planning.

Conclusion

The year my family spent navigating my father's illness and its financial

consequences was the most instructive of my life. It did not make me resilient by accident. It

made me deliberate, which I consider a more durable quality, an e a specific reason

to pursue the work I intend to do. %




