Squeeze a Nickel
By Marc Silver
Last night on the way home, we stopped for gas.
My wife reminded me, again, that it doesn’t matter if the Safeway gas station is a couple of cents more than the ARCO a mile from our house. It’s only a few cents. It doesn’t change anything.
She stayed in the car while I went inside.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out thirty dollars. Then I added a quarter I had been carrying around for more than three weeks. I placed it on the counter and said to the attendant, “Thirty twenty-five.”
It filled the tank.
My wife had no idea what I was doing.
That small exchange stayed with me the rest of the evening. The quarter. The precision. The need to finish the number exactly.
At the end of May, I will turn seventy-seven. I consider myself a reasonably self-aware man. Which has led me to this realization.
I’m cheap.
There. I said it.
Over my lifetime I’ve accumulated more money than I will ever realistically spend. I take three or four cruises a year, spending about three months on a ship. My wife and I have traveled most of the world. We live in a house larger than we need. I carry no debt.
And yet I still squeeze a nickel until the buffalo cries. 
I rarely spend money on myself. My favorite grocery store is Grocery Outlet. I feel a small, private victory walking out with a receipt that says I saved more money than I spent.
Both of my parents lived through the Depression. That fact alone explains a lot. 
My mother’s parents were from Lithuania and her father was a card-carrying Communist. My father’s parents escaped the pogroms of Russia after the revolution and worked hard to build a successful business.
But my father’s story was more complicated than simple scarcity.
He was born into privilege. My grandfather owned what was once the largest sweater mill on the East Coast. My father attended a well-known military school, then Temple University. Then the Depression came and took most of it away.
By the time I came along, he had reinvented himself, first as an actor and singer, eventually landing at Variety magazine. We lived in an affluent part of Encino, in the San Fernando Valley. Our home was over 3,600 square feet on half an acre. The Roy Rogers estate was two doors down. George Barris lived across the street. Next door was a well-known music producer. My mother never had to work.
On the surface, it was abundance. As a child, I thought we were poor.
After all, we were the only family in the neighborhood without a Cadillac or Lincoln in the drive. My friends were given anything their hearts desired. I had to work for my allowance. But to understand my father, you have to know one more thing.
Before I was born, my parents lived near LA’s famous Farmers Market. One day my father came home to find a steak in the refrigerator. My mother had gone to the market, and the butcher, using an old trick, had gently pressed the meat while it sat on the scale, nudging the weight and the price up. My father was furious, not at my mother, but on her behalf. She was a practical woman. She told him, if you’re not happy, go take care of it.
He was 6’4” and about 225 pounds. He took the steak back. He resolved the issue.
When he returned, she told him simply, from now on, you do the shopping.
And from that day on, he did.
So, when my father took me to Gelson’s Market, Encino’s most upscale store, he would reach past the pristine cans and pick up the dented ones from the discount bin.
Same store. Same neighborhood. Same comfortable life.
Dented cans.
That’s where I learned it. There was nothing wrong with the dented can. It simply offered better value for the money.
I know, intellectually, that I am secure. I have insurance for every contingency, life, medical, homeowners, long-term care. I research every purchase for months. I check gas prices online before filling the tank. I know I can easily afford a nicer dinner, and yet my wife and I go out to Chili’s or Applebee’s every week. She thanks me every time I take her out, even when it’s just Burger King.
Even though I want to give her whatever her heart’s desire, I know, at some level, that my relationship with money costs her something too.
That’s the part that stays with me.
You can live well and still never quite trust that it will last. I know the rational case against this. I know the math. But knowing something and feeling something are different countries, and I have spent most of my life living in one while visiting the other.
What I never understood until recently is that the strategies we learn to survive childhood don’t ask permission before following us into old age. My father reached for the dented cans not because he had to, but because some part of him never stopped believing he might have to again. And I learned from watching him, not from what he said, but from what he did.
Now I’m seventy-seven. Or nearly. And I find myself wondering, at what point does a habit stop being prudent and start being a wall? At what point does protecting yourself become a way of keeping life at arm’s length?
I don’t have a clean answer.
But I know this.
My wife was sitting in the car, unaware of the quarter I had been carrying for three weeks.
I walked back out, got in, and drove home.
The tank was full.
