
Chapter 1: The Morning the 
Repair Bill Arrived

Nina Alvarez had a system, and for fourteen 

months it worked.

Every dollar she earned as a paralegal had a 

job before it  hit her checking account. Rent, 

$1,180.  Renters  insurance,  $19.  Groceries, 

$340.  Gas,  $110.  Phone,  $65.  Student  loan 

payment,  $210. A gym membership she kept 

meaning to cancel,  $38. The list ran down a 

spreadsheet  she’d  built  herself,  color-coded, 

formula-checked, updated every Sunday night 

with  a  cup  of  tea  and  the  kind  of  quiet 

satisfaction that comes from watching a plan 

hold  together.  When  people  asked  how  she 

managed money on a paralegal’s salary in a city 

where rent kept climbing, she’d shrug and say 

she just paid attention. She wasn’t wrong. She 

did  pay  attention.  She  paid  attention  to 

everything  except  the  one  category  her 

spreadsheet didn’t have.

On  a  Tuesday  in  March,  her  2015  Civic 

wouldn’t start. She had it towed to the shop two 
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blocks from her apartment, the one with the 

same mechanic she’d used for three years, a 

man named Doug who had never once tried to 

sell her something she didn’t need. That was 

part of what made the call so hard to hear. Doug 

wasn’t padding the bill. The timing chain had 

stretched  and  damaged  a  valve,  and  the 

alternator was going too, probably had been for 

weeks. Parts and labor: $1,650. He could have 

it done by Thursday.

Nina  did  the  math  sitting  in  the  shop’s 

waiting  room,  an  outdated  home  renovation 

show playing on a television bolted to the wall. 

Checking  account  balance:  $340.  Savings 

account, which she thought of as her cushion: 

$612, most of it earmarked in her head for a 

friend’s wedding in June. Between the two, she 

had  $952  toward  a  bill  that  needed  to  be 

$1,650.

She  had  a  credit  card.  She’d  paid  it  off 

eighteen  months  earlier  and  kept  it  for 

emergencies,  which  she  supposed  this 

technically  was,  even  though  the  word 

“emergency” had never once appeared in her 
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budget spreadsheet as its own category. She 

put the repair on the card. Interest rate: 24.9 

percent, a number she’d glanced at once when 

she  opened  the  account  and  never  thought 

about again, because she’d never planned to 

carry a balance.

Here is  the part  that surprised her most, 

looking back. The car repair wasn’t the crisis. 

The  car  repair  was  one  bad  afternoon.  The 

crisis was everything that happened over the 

following three weeks, as a single unbudgeted 

expense worked its way through a system that 

had no room to absorb it.

The  rent  was  due  on  the  first.  Nina’s 

spreadsheet  had  already  allocated  her 

paycheck for that month, and the $1,650 didn’t 

fit anywhere in it, not really. She could have 

paid  the  minimum  on  the  new  credit  card 

balance  and  kept  everything  else  running, 

which  is  what  she  did,  telling  herself  she’d 

catch up next month. But next month had its 

own math: the minimum payment on a swollen 

credit  card  balance,  plus  interest  that  had 

already started compounding, plus a wedding 

3



gift she’d promised months earlier and didn’t 

want to back out of, plus the ordinary fact that 

her paycheck was the same size it had always 

been,  arriving into  a  budget  now carrying a 

new, unplanned obligation.

By the second week, she was juggling. She 

paid the phone bill five days late and ate a $10 

late fee. She moved $80 out of groceries into 

the  minimum  credit  card  payment  and  ate 

mostly rice and eggs for a week. She stopped 

opening the banking app notification that told 

her  when  her  balance  dropped  below  $100, 

because seeing it didn’t change anything and 

only  made  her  stomach  hurt.  She  was  still, 

technically, following a budget. She just wasn’t 

following it very well, and she couldn’t figure 

out why a system that had worked for over a 

year had come apart so fast over one repair bill.

The honest answer, which took her another 

two months and a conversation with a coworker 

to arrive at, was that her budget had never been 

broken. It had been incomplete. It handled the 

money she could predict with real precision. It 

had no answer at all for the money she couldn’t.
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That  gap is  the subject  of  this  book.  Not 

because Nina made some obvious mistake that 

a  smarter  person  would  have  avoided,  but 

because her mistake is close to universal. Ask 

ten people with a working budget whether they 

have a category for “the thing I can’t predict 

yet,” and most will describe an emergency fund 

in vague terms, a number they’re supposed to 

have  and  mostly  don’t,  sitting  somewhere 

between a goal and a guilt trip. Almost none of 

them will describe it as a structural part of the 

budget itself, built and funded with the same 

seriousness as rent.

By the end of that March, Nina’s Civic ran 

fine. Her finances did not.  It  would take her 

until the following winter to fully recover, and 

along the way she’d rebuild her entire approach 

to money from the studs up. The next chapter 

starts where that rebuilding started: with the 

uncomfortable discovery that a well-run budget 

and  a  crisis-proof  budget  are  not  the  same 

thing, and that most of us have only ever built 

the first one.
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