
Chapter 1: The Cart That 
Never Empties

The  candle  was  eighteen  dollars.  Emma 
remembered  that  much  clearly,  because  she 
remembered thinking eighteen dollars wasn’t very 
much at all, not compared to the fifty she’d almost 
spent on a different candle from a different website 
twenty minutes earlier. By the time she closed her 
laptop that night, she had bought the candle, a set 
of gel pens she didn’t need for a job that mostly 
used a keyboard, and a phone case in a color she 
already owned. Total damage: forty-one dollars and 
change. Small enough that she didn’t think about it 
again until  three weeks later,  staring at  a  bank 
statement that made no sense to her.

Emma  was  thirty-one,  and  she  worked  as  a 
marketing coordinator at Fenwick Analytics, a mid-
sized software company in downtown Denver that 
made data tools for logistics companies. It was a 
fine job. It paid fifty-eight thousand dollars a year, 
enough to cover rent on a one-bedroom apartment 
near the light rail, a car payment on a five-year-old 
hatchback, and a cat named Biscuit who ate better 
than  Emma did  most  weeks.  On paper,  her  life 
worked.

In practice, her checking account told a different 
story every month. It would start out healthy after 
payday, comfortable even, and then shrink in ways 
she could never quite account for by the time the 
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next paycheck arrived. Not from one big mistake. 
From dozens of small ones, spread out over four 
weeks, each one too minor to feel like a decision.

She had a name for the feeling, though she’d 
never said it out loud to anyone but her best friend, 
Priya. She called it “the itch.” It showed up on a bad 
day at work, when a client called with a complaint 
that wasn’t really her fault but landed on her desk 
anyway. It showed up on a slow Sunday afternoon, 
when the apartment felt too quiet and her phone 
felt too interesting. It showed up on paydays too, 
when the number in her account looked bigger than 
it actually was, and buying something felt less like 
spending and more like celebrating.

The itch always resolved itself  the same way. 
She would open an app, or a browser tab, and start 
scrolling.  Sometimes  she  was  looking  for 
something specific. More often she wasn’t looking 
for anything at all, just moving her thumb across a 
screen until something caught her attention long 
enough to add to a cart. The cart itself had become 
a  kind of  ritual,  a  small  performance of  control 
before the real decision, which she made in about 
four seconds by tapping a button that said “buy 
now” in a friendly, rounded font.

What made the pattern hard to see was that no 
single  purchase  felt  like  the  problem.  Eighteen 
dollars for a candle isn’t a crisis. Neither is twelve 
dollars for a phone case, or thirty-one for a shirt she 
wore twice before it went into the donation pile. 
Each charge, examined on its own, looked like a 
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small and forgivable act of self-care. It was only 
when Emma finally sat down and looked at all of 
them together, three weeks after the candle, that 
she understood what she was actually looking at.

That  Tuesday  night  began  like  most  of  her 
evenings did. She’d had a long day: a project that 
ran behind schedule,  a  meeting that  could have 
been an email, and a commute that took forty extra 
minutes because of construction on Colfax. She got 
home, fed Biscuit,  made a box of pasta because 
cooking felt like too much, and sat down on the 
couch to unwind, which for Emma usually meant 
her phone.

She opened her banking app out of habit more 
than  curiosity,  expecting  the  familiar  mild 
disappointment  of  a  lower  balance  than  she’d 
hoped for. What she found instead stopped her mid-
scroll. Payday had been eleven days ago. In that 
time,  without  a  single  expense  she’d  call  an 
emergency,  without  buying  anything  she’d 
remember  if  you’d  asked  her  that  morning,  her 
checking account had dropped by two hundred and 
sixty dollars beyond her rent, groceries, and gas. 
Two  hundred  and  sixty  dollars  that  had  gone 
somewhere she couldn’t immediately name.

She scrolled back through the transactions, and 
a familiar unease crept in as she recognized almost 
none of them at first glance. A subscription box 
she’d forgotten she’d signed up for.  Two orders 
from the  same clothing  site,  four  days  apart.  A 
“flash sale” purchase from an app that sent her a 
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notification  every  evening  around  seven,  right 
when she was usually tired and looking for a reason 
to  feel  better  about  her  day.  None  of  it  was 
dramatic. All of it was hers.

Emma didn’t cry, exactly. She sat very still for a 
while, the way you do when you realize a problem is 
bigger  and  older  than  you  thought,  and  you’re 
trying  to  figure  out  how long  it’s  actually  been 
happening.  Then  she  did  something  she  hadn’t 
done in months: she opened a blank note on her 
phone and started writing down every purchase she 
could  remember  making  in  the  last  two  weeks, 
guessing at the ones she couldn’t quite recall.

The list took up the whole screen before she was 
done. She looked at it for a long time, Biscuit now 
curled against her leg, the pasta going cold on the 
coffee table.

She wasn’t  broke. She wasn’t  in a crisis that 
would  make  headlines  in  her  own  life.  But  she 
recognized, clearly and for the first time, that she 
had  built  a  habit  of  spending  that  ran  almost 
entirely on autopilot, one small purchase at a time, 
and that habit  was quietly setting the terms for 
everything else in her financial life: how much she 
could save, how much stress she carried around 
money, how in control she actually felt.

What  Emma  didn’t  know  yet,  sitting  on  her 
couch  that  night,  was  that  the  fix  she  would 
eventually land on wasn’t a stricter budget or a 
spending freeze. It was something much smaller 
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and, it turned out, much more effective: a single 
rule about waiting. But that rule was still weeks 
away. First, she needed to understand exactly what 
she  was  dealing  with,  and  how  far  it  reached 
beyond one bad bank statement.
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