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Dear Liz: I sold my house, paid off
my mortgage and then got a new
mortgage for another home in 2021.
When I applied for the new mort-
gage, my credit score was 830. After
buying the home, my score dropped
to the low 700s. It’s gone up only 2
points in seven months. I have no
other debt. What’s going on?

Answer: Remember, you don’t have
one credit score, you have many. When
you applied for a mortgage, you typi-
cally would be shown three older-gen-
eration FICO scores — one from each
of the three major credit bureaus
(Equifax, Experian and TransUnion).
Your interest rate would have been
based on the middle number. If your
scores were 840, 830 and 700, for ex-
ample, your rate would be based on
830. Any score over 740 typically gets
the best rate and terms on a mortgage,
all else being equal.

The score you’re monitoring now
was probably created from a different
scoring model. If the score is a FICO
score, it probably was created from an
updated formula such as FICO 8 or FI-
CO 9. It’s also possible that you’re
viewing a VantageScore 3.0 or 4.0.
VantageScore is a FICO competitor.

If you’ve been monitoring the same
score all along and it actually dropped
100 points since your application, then
something else is going on. Please
check your credit reports from all three
bureaus and look for a skipped pay-
ment, a collection or some other seri-
ous problem.

Dear Liz: I turned 72 in December
and took my first required minimum
distribution. With the goal of pur-
chasing property next year, should I
put the funds — $6,000 — in my Roth
IRA or just put it in my bank savings
account? Also, should I convert my
traditional IRA to a Roth or just leave
it alone?

Answer: To contribute to an IRA or
Roth IRA, you must have earned in-
come such as wages, salary or self-em-
ployment income. If you don’t have
earned income, your contribution
would be considered an excess contri-
bution that could incur a 6% penalty
for each year the money remained in
the account.

You don’t have to be working to con-
vert a traditional IRA to a Roth, but
there’s typically not much reason to do
so at this point unless you intend the
money to go to your heirs and want to
pay the income taxes rather than have
them do so. Even then, you should run
this idea past a tax pro or a financial
planner since conversions can create
other problems, such as higher Medi-
care premiums.

Dear Liz: Your recommendation
that a retired couple consider a
home equity line of credit to pay for
home repairs astonished me. Ac-
cording to news reports, HELOCs are
becoming harder and harder to find.
Banks that still offer them have got-
ten stricter. And to suggest a reverse
mortgage for a couple who only need
$10,000, I think, is not the best op-
tion for them.

Answer: Lenders did tighten their
requirements for HELOCs after the
pandemic began, and some stopped
offering them entirely. But the situa-
tion is starting to ease.

The original letter writer’s spouse
had proposed using a low-rate credit
card to pay for a new furnace and wa-
ter heater. Using a low-rate card isn’t a
bad option if the balance can be paid
off quickly, but could become expen-
sive otherwise. Low rates are typically
teaser rates that expire after a certain
period. The couple then could try to
roll the balance onto another low-rate
card, but there’s no guarantee they
would be approved for such a balance
transfer.

You’re quite right that a reverse
mortgage wouldn’t be a great solution
if the couple needed only $10,000, but
the letter writer indicated they had lit-
tle in savings.

Liz Weston is a personal finance col-
umnist for NerdWallet. Submit ques-
tions at asklizweston.com.
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Credit score
drop could
mean serious
problems

Question: Are Social Security 
services affected by coronavirus? 
— B. Garcia, Hialeah Gardens

Answer: We are still able to provide
critical services. Please note that all lo-
cal Social Security offices are closed for
walk-in service, though an in-person
appointment may be possible. 

This decision protects the popula-
tion we serve — older Americans and
people with underlying medical condi-
tions — and our employees during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Our local office
employees are answering calls to their
office and our telephone representa-
tives are answering calls to our national
800 number (1-800-772-1213).

Our website offers many safe and se-
cure self-help services and a wealth of
information to help you. 

Please read our COVID-19 informa-
tion page to learn more, including how
to get help from the Social Security Ad-
ministration by phone and online.

Question: What is a “my Social Se-
curity” online account and how do I
get one? — I. Zayas, Doral

Answer: A personal my Social Secu-
rity account is an online service you can
use to check your Social Security infor-
mation and conduct some business

with us. To find all the services avail-
able and how to create an account, go to
our my Social Security page.

You can trust that your information
is safe with us. The Privacy Act of 1974
(5 U.S.C. § 552a) requires us to protect
the information we collect from you. We
respect your right to privacy and we
protect it when you visit our website.

We partnered with Login.gov and
ID.me to provide alternative methods
for members of the public to access
their personal my Social Security ac-
count. You may have previously created
an account with Login.gov or ID.me. If
not, you can create one.

When you access our website to sign
in to your account, you will have the
choice to sign in with a my Social Secu-
rity username and password you previ-
ously created or to sign in with a Log-
in.gov or ID.me account.

If this is your first time trying to ac-
cess my Social Security, you must
choose to sign in with a Login.gov or an
ID.me account. You will be directed to
Login.gov or ID.me to register for an ac-
count if you do not have one.

After successfully registering for
your Login.gov or ID.me account, you
will be redirected to our website to read
and agree to the my Social Security
Terms of Service. 

From there, you can complete the
registration and access your my Social
Security account.

If you are unable to create an account
or encounter a problem with your per-

sonal my Social Security account, you
may call us at 1-800-772-1213 (TTY
1-800-325-0778), Monday through Fri-
day, 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. At the voice
prompt, say “helpdesk.” Or, you can
contact your local Social Security office.

Question: Will creating a my Social
Security account affect my credit
score or credit report? — V. Worthing,
Miami Springs

Answer: When we verify your iden-
tity through an identity services pro-
vider’s “soft inquiry,” it will not change
your credit score. Your report will show
that Social Security made a soft inquiry.
Lenders cannot view soft inquiries on
your credit reports.

Soft inquiries are generally removed
from your credit report after 12 months.
We will not make any other inquiries
when you use your my Social Security
account.

Please be aware that if you have a
fraud alert on your credit report you
cannot create a my Social Security ac-
count online. You first must ask our
identity services provider to remove the
alert. Contact your local Social Security
office to create a personal my Social Se-
curity account without removing the
fraud alert.

There is no charge to set up a per-
sonal my Social Security online ac-
count.

Evelyn Linares is a public affairs spe-
cialist for the Social Security Admini-
stration. If you have Social Security
questions, call 800-772-1213.

Walk-in service at Social Security offices still on hold

Evelyn Linares 
Guest columnist

For 35 years, celebrity chef and res-
taurateur Rick Bayless has packed his
Frontera Grill on New Year’s Eve, an
annual tradition for scores of longtime
customers at the acclaimed Mexican
restaurant in Chicago’s River North
neighborhood.

But as 2022 dawned, dashed hopes
and empty tables were on the menu at
Frontera and restaurants across the
city and suburbs, as diners stayed
away in droves amid the omicron
surge. A psychological and financial
blow after two years of pandemic dis-
ruption, it has left the once-vibrant
Chicago restaurant industry on the
verge of devastation and in desperate
need of federal relief, Bayless said.

“A lot of the restaurateurs and chefs
that I’m talking to are just about to give
up,” Bayless said. “They’re incredibly
discouraged. Nobody knows what to
do at this point, because the numbers
are so low.”

The restaurant industry has been
hard hit by the pandemic, navigating
closures, indoor dining restrictions, la-
bor shortages, supplier price increases
and declining revenue. In 2020,

90,000 restaurants permanently closed
as sales fell by $240 billion across the
U.S., according to the National Restau-
rant Association. Although the industry
showed signs of recovering last year, the
one-two punch of the delta and omicron
variants has halted the momentum.

In a January survey conducted by the
association, more than three quarters of
Illinois restaurateurs said revenue were
lower last year than in prepandemic
2019. Declines have accelerated since
the highly transmissible omicron vari-
ant hit in December, with 97% of Illinois
restaurants reporting lower indoor din-
ing demand in recent weeks, according
to the survey.

One of Chicago’s most influential
restaurateurs, Bayless opened Frontera
in 1987, adding the adjacent Topolobam-
po two years later and more recently,
Xoco, to his Mexican restaurant portfo-
lio. 

Like many operators, Bayless pivoted
to emphasize takeout during the pan-
demic, offering everything from weekly
suburban food deliveries to Topolo At
Home, a five-course carryout from his
Michelin-starred Topolobampo. Last
year, as vaccinations rolled out and in-
door dining restrictions eased, his busi-
ness recovered to about 75% of 2019 lev-
els, but has since fallen back to 45%

amid the omicron surge.
“We never built back to where we

were, but in the fall, we kind of hit an
equilibrium that we thought we could
maintain,” said Bayless, 68. “The sad-
dest part of the whole thing is that De-
cember, when we were all hoping for a
strong holiday season, the bottom fell
out.”

Frontera will hit 40 to 50 customers
on its best nights this month, Bayless
said. He had hoped to fill 145 seats for
New Year’s Eve, but sold only 68.

“If you go to a restaurant and there’s
hardly anyone there, then it feels awk-
ward,” Bayless said. “You think either
you’re doing the wrong thing by going
out, or the restaurant’s not very good.
We want a full room.”

Bayless has fared better than some
Chicago restaurateurs, in part because
he was one of a fortunate minority to re-
ceive a federal grant last year from the
oversubscribed Restaurant Revitaliza-
tion Fund. 

The Independent Restaurant Coali-
tion, a grassroots group that sprung up
as the pandemic took its toll on the in-
dustry, found 42% of businesses that
did not receive a restaurant grant are in
or on the verge of bankruptcy, according
to a nationwide survey conducted this
month.

Prominent Chicago chef Rick Bayless, who operates the Frontera Grill and other acclaimed Mexican restaurants, says his
business is at 45% of pre-COVID-19 levels. E. JASON WAMBSGANS/CHICAGO TRIBUNE/TNS

Celeb chef Bayless says omicron
puts restaurant industry in peril
Robert Channick
Chicago Tribune
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