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Chapter 1: The Myth That Keeps You Broke

Why 'I'm just bad with money' is the wrong diagnosis

Somewhere around age fifty-eight, I sat at my kitchen table with three bank

statements and a calculator, certain I was about to confirm what I'd suspected for

years: that I was careless with money. That somewhere in my own spending,

undisciplined and lazy, was the reason my savings never grew the way they

should have.

I found something else entirely. A gym membership from a city I hadn't lived in

for two years. An insurance "protection plan" I never remembered agreeing to. A

streaming service renewing at a price I'd never actually paid attention to, month

after month, quietly.

None of that was carelessness. It was design.

"I'm just bad with money" is the story most of us over fifty tell ourselves when

the numbers don't add up the way we expect. It's a tidy explanation. It requires

no investigation, no phone calls, no confrontation with a company. You just

decide you're the problem, feel a little bad about it, and move on. But it's the

wrong diagnosis, and a wrong diagnosis guarantees the wrong treatment.

Consider the scale of what's actually happening around us. Roughly 57% of

American adults report living paycheck to paycheck1, and 27% of US adults have

no emergency savings at all — the highest level Bankrate has ever recorded2.

That's not tens of millions of individually undisciplined people. That's a pattern.

And patterns that widespread point to a system, not a character flaw.



If nearly six in ten households are running on
empty, the problem isn't that six in ten people
forgot how to manage money. The problem is

what's being taken from them before they ever get
the chance to manage it.

The difference between overspending and being overcharged

Here's a distinction I wish someone had handed me thirty years ago:

overspending is a choice you made. Being overcharged is a choice someone

else made, on your behalf, without asking.

Overspending looks like this: you knew the steak dinner cost forty dollars, and

you ordered it anyway. You knew the vacation was a stretch, and you booked it.

These are decisions, even when they're bad ones, and they deserve to be

evaluated honestly.

Being overcharged looks completely different. It's the "was" price on a

supermarket shelf that was never actually the price last week (we'll unpack

exactly how that trick works in Chapter 5). It's a loyalty-card scan that charges

you a different number than the one printed on the shelf. It's a subscription that

renewed itself at a higher rate the moment your attention drifted elsewhere.

“



The average American now spends about $111 a month on subscriptions alone —

up from $90 a year earlier — and roughly $21 of that monthly total goes toward

services they don't even use3. That's not a spending decision. Nobody sits down

and decides, "I'd like to pay $252 a year for nothing." It happens because a

company designed a system where forgetting to cancel is the default outcome,

and remembering to cancel requires effort most of us don't have time to spend.

The average American underestimates their monthly subscription spend

at $86 — the real average is closer to $219 a month, according to one

consumer finance survey. That gap is the whole book in one number.

(Osaka Wire, consumer finance survey recap)

One consumer survey found that nearly half of shoppers sign up for free trials

"just to test something out" and then simply forget to cancel (ABC7, consumer

survey). That single habit, multiplied across a household over a decade, is where

a shocking amount of money quietly disappears. It isn't laziness. It's a business

model built around the gap between your intention and your follow-through.

How the shame story protects the companies charging you, not you

Shame is useful — to somebody. And it's rarely useful to the person feeling it.

When you believe you're "just bad with money," you stop looking outward. You

don't call the insurance company to ask why your premium jumped again this

year. You don't scan your bank statement for charges you don't recognize. You

just quietly resolve to try harder next month, and next month arrives with the

exact same leaks, because you never went looking for where the water was

actually escaping.



That's precisely the outcome that benefits the company on the other end of the

transaction. A customer who blames themselves is a customer who never files a

dispute, never calls a retention desk, never questions a renewal. Grocery

investigations have found scanner error rates running roughly three times higher

than what regulators consider acceptable at some stores, costing consumers an

estimated $1 billion to $2.5 billion a year nationally4. Those errors don't get

corrected by shoppers feeling guilty about their grocery bills. They get corrected

by shoppers who check their receipts.

I think about a story a Redditor shared in r/Frugal after being laid off just weeks

before their second child was born. Facing a real income cliff, they didn't spiral

into self-blame about being bad with money. They went line by line through their

spending and cut it from $2,127 a month down to $1,093, canceling Netflix,

Amazon Prime and Spotify and switching to free alternatives (Yahoo

Finance/Benzinga recap). That's over $12,000 a year recovered — not by earning

more, and not by suffering through some grim austerity, but by refusing to

accept charges that had simply become background noise.

Case: Facing a sudden income drop before a second child arrived, one

household cut annual spending by more than $12,000 without a lifestyle

collapse — mostly by canceling subscriptions that had quietly become

"normal."

That household didn't get lucky. They got specific. They stopped asking "why am I

bad with money" and started asking "what exactly am I paying for, and did I

actually agree to it." That shift in the question is the entire hinge of this book.



What this book will and will not ask you to do

Let me be clear about what's ahead, because I know how tired you may be of

financial advice that assumes you have three free hours a week and the patience

of a spreadsheet enthusiast.

This book will not ask you to track every coffee. It will not ask you to build a

color-coded budget in an app you'll abandon by March. It will not ask you to give

up things you genuinely enjoy in order to save nine dollars a month.

What it will ask you to do is far narrower, and far more achievable: sit down

periodically and check whether the money leaving your accounts matches

something you actually chose. That's the entire method. Chapter 3 walks you

through a one-night statement sweep that most households complete in under an

hour and that typically turns up between four and nine charges nobody in the

house can immediately explain. Chapter 4 hands you a list of the renewal traps

most likely to be draining an older household specifically. Chapter 7 gives you

word-for-word scripts for the retention desk calls that intimidate almost

everyone, because nobody teaches you how to have them.

You are not the leak. You are the person who hasn't yet been shown where

to look for it.



KEY TAKEAWAYS

▸  Widespread financial strain (57% living paycheck to paycheck) is a

systemic pattern, not evidence of millions of individual failures.

▸  Separate every charge into two categories: a spending decision you made,

or a charge that happened to you without a clear yes.

▸  Subscription creep is real and measurable — the average gap between

perceived and actual subscription spend runs well over $100 a month.

▸  Shame keeps you from investigating; investigation is the only thing that

actually recovers money.

▸  This book asks for periodic attention, not daily tracking — the method is

designed for a busy life, not a spreadsheet hobby.

Try this tonight: Pull up your last credit card or bank statement and circle any

charge you cannot name the exact product or service for within three seconds.

Don't cancel anything yet. Just circle. We'll do the full sweep together in Chapter

3, but this small exercise alone tends to surprise people.

I didn't recover the money I found at my kitchen table by becoming a different,

more disciplined person. I recovered it by finally asking the right question

instead of the familiar, comfortable, wrong one. That question is where the next

chapter begins: if it isn't your own carelessness draining the account, then

exactly how is the money getting out?


