
[image: ]

Table of Contents

Title Page

Break the Paycheck-to-Paycheck Cycle

The Simple Formula

What Tommy Learned

Put It Into Practice

What Tommy Learned

Put It Into Practice

What Tommy Learned

Put It Into Practice

What Tommy Learned

Put It Into Practice

The Detour

Different Money, Different Jobs

What Tommy Learned

Put It Into Practice

What Tommy Learned

Put It Into Practice

What Tommy Learned

Put It Into Practice

What Tommy Learned

Put It Into Practice

Copyright © 2026 Jason Preston

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise—without prior written permission from the publisher, except as permitted by applicable copyright law and for brief quotations used in reviews, commentary, or scholarly reference.

Published by Connolly House Press

Author: Jason Preston

First edition, 2026

eBook ISBN: 978-1-950921-53-9

FINANCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL DISCLAIMER

This book is provided for general educational and informational purposes only. It does not constitute personalized financial, investment, tax, legal, accounting, insurance, credit, business, or retirement advice.

The strategies, examples, calculations, and hypothetical situations presented in this book are intended to explain general financial concepts. They may not be appropriate for every reader or financial situation, and no particular financial result is promised or guaranteed.

Financial circumstances, investment risks, interest rates, tax laws, contribution limits, employer benefits, account rules, lending requirements, and other regulations vary by person and may change over time. Readers should verify current information and consider consulting an appropriately qualified professional before making significant financial, investment, tax, legal, business, or retirement decisions.

Investing involves risk, including the possible loss of principal. Investment values may rise or fall, and past performance does not guarantee future results. References to hypothetical returns, projections, or financial outcomes are provided for illustrative purposes only and should not be interpreted as predictions or guarantees.

Although reasonable efforts have been made to present accurate and reliable information as of the publication date, the author and publisher make no warranties regarding the completeness, accuracy, or continued applicability of the information contained in this book. Readers remain responsible for evaluating the risks, costs, and suitability of their own financial decisions.

To the fullest extent permitted by applicable law, the author and publisher disclaim liability for losses, damages, or consequences arising directly or indirectly from the use of, or reliance upon, the information contained in this book.

STORY AND CHARACTER NOTICE

Tommy and the other characters, conversations, examples, and situations used throughout this book are fictional, composite, hypothetical, or presented for illustrative purposes. They were created to demonstrate financial principles in realistic circumstances. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, or to actual events is coincidental.

For permissions, bulk purchases, or publishing inquiries, contact:

Printed in the United States of America


​Introduction — Where the Money Goes

Most people are not struggling with money because they are lazy.

They work. They pay rent, buy groceries, put gas in the car, make minimum payments, and handle whatever problem appeared that week.

Then the month ends, the account balance drops, and the same question returns:

Where did all the money go?

The frustrating part is that nothing seemed especially reckless.

There may not have been a luxury vacation, an expensive shopping spree, or one enormous mistake. The money disappeared through ordinary life—housing, food, transportation, debt, a car repair, a birthday gift, a few meals bought during stressful days, and several smaller purchases that felt harmless at the time.

Individually, most of those expenses made sense. Together, they consumed the paycheck.

Living that way wears people down.

You check your balance before buying groceries. You think about bills while trying to sleep. Spending creates guilt, but constant restriction becomes exhausting. You want to save, yet every dollar seems to have another responsibility waiting for it before the paycheck even arrives.

That is not always a failure of discipline. Often, it is a failure of structure.

Most people are told to save more, spend less, avoid debt, invest for retirement, and make better financial decisions.

The advice is not necessarily wrong. It is incomplete.

It does not explain how to build savings when the paycheck already feels tight. It does not show how to prepare for emergencies without ignoring every other goal.

It rarely explains how to enjoy some of your money without losing control, use credit without allowing payments to consume future income, or begin investing without risking money you may need soon.

Most importantly, it does not explain how all those responsibilities are supposed to work together.

That is what this book is designed to do.

The Security, Growth, and Dreams structure gives money three clear jobs.

The Security Fund protects your present.  It includes emergency savings and other financial reserves that help prevent one setback from becoming months of debt and recovery.

The Growth Fund helps build your future.  It can support long-term investing, education, useful skills, increased earning power, and carefully tested opportunities.

The Dream Fund supports meaningful goals and experiences.  It gives enjoyment a deliberate place in the plan so that building financial stability does not become one long exercise in deprivation.

The three funds do not need equal amounts. They do not need to receive money from every paycheck, and they do not require three separate bank accounts.

They provide a structure for answering a more useful question whenever money becomes available:

What job does this dollar need to perform?

That question matters because money intended for an emergency should not be managed like money invested for retirement. Money saved for a trip should not be confused with rent. A course that could improve your earning power needs to be evaluated differently from an impulse purchase made after a stressful week.

Different goals require different timelines, risks, and boundaries.

This book follows Tommy as he learns those distinctions.

Tommy is not wealthy, financially polished, or unusually disciplined. He works hard, feels behind, and wants greater control over his life without knowing where to begin.

He makes understandable mistakes. He hopes to save whatever remains after the bills are paid. He uses credit because the payment looks manageable and spends emotionally after difficult weeks.

Investing and retirement accounts overwhelm him. Increasing his income feels as though it might require a dramatic career change or a giant business idea.

Tommy’s progress begins when he stops waiting for one major breakthrough and starts building one layer at a time.

He learns to keep part of each paycheck before life absorbs it. He builds an emergency fund and discovers that savings cannot prevent problems, but they can change what happens afterward.

He begins spending with intention rather than treating every enjoyable purchase as a failure. He learns that available credit is not additional income and that small payments can quietly claim large portions of future paychecks.

Through Security, Growth, and Dreams, Tommy gives his money a clear structure.

Then he moves beyond financial defense. He learns which money may be suitable for long-term investing, why diversification and time matter, how skills can improve earning power, and how to test additional income opportunities without gambling the foundation he has already built.

None of those changes makes Tommy rich overnight. They give him something more useful first:

Room to breathe.

Room to absorb a missed shift without immediate panic. Room to fix a car without turning one repair into months of interest. Room to invest long-term money without needing to withdraw it during the next emergency.

Room to pursue a better opportunity without risking rent. Room to enjoy something he planned and saved for without guilt.

That is the kind of financial freedom this book begins with.

It does not mean never working again, becoming wealthy through one perfect investment, or reaching a point where life stops being unpredictable.

It begins when every problem no longer controls the next decision.

You do not need to master every financial concept before starting. You do not need a perfect budget, a large income, or thousands of dollars available to divide among the funds.

You need an honest starting point and one action your current life can support.

That might mean saving $10 from your next paycheck, reviewing one week of spending, opening a separate emergency account, or listing the payments already claiming your future income.

It might mean creating your first three funds, learning how your workplace retirement plan works, or identifying one skill that could improve your earning power.

The first action may feel too small to matter.

Tommy’s did too.

But small financial decisions become powerful when they stop working alone and begin supporting one another.

Savings reduces dependence on debt. Lower debt creates greater flexibility. Greater flexibility makes room for investing, skills, and meaningful goals. Improved earning power can strengthen every fund.

That is how a financial life begins changing—not through perfection, but through structure, direction, and the next decision made on purpose.

Before life gives your next dollar a job, decide what you need it to do.

​

​Chapter 1 — The Paycheck Trap

Tommy sat in his car outside the grocery store, staring at his banking app.

He only needed a few things: eggs, bread, chicken, and gas on the way home. Nothing extravagant. Nothing he could honestly call irresponsible.

Still, before walking inside, he checked his balance again. He had already checked it twice that day, but he needed to see the number one more time.

Rent was coming up. His phone bill was due soon. A minimum payment had just cleared, and his gas tank was almost empty. Somehow, even after working all week, the money already felt like it was disappearing.

Tommy leaned back in the seat and let out a slow breath. He was tired of working hard and still feeling broke.

Money problems rarely arrived all at once. They built quietly. A credit card balance crept higher. Groceries cost a little more. One unexpected expense erased the small amount that had finally started accumulating.

At first, every difficult month felt temporary. Then another came behind it, and eventually, the stress became normal.

That was where Tommy found himself at twenty-four.

He worked full-time at a small restaurant near the edge of town, handling the front counter, cleaning tables, helping customers, and filling in wherever he was needed. When someone called out, Tommy usually took the extra hours.

He was also taking community college classes part-time, hoping they would eventually lead to better pay and a more stable future. But improving his life cost money too. Tuition, textbooks, gas, food, rent, debt payments, and ordinary expenses pulled at every paycheck.

Tommy was not living extravagantly. Most of his money went toward basic life, and that was what made the situation so frustrating.

Every month followed the same pattern. Money came in. Bills went out. The rest disappeared somewhere between gas, food, school, small purchases, and whatever unexpected problem showed up next—a car repair, a slow week at work, or a textbook he had forgotten to budget for.

Every time Tommy thought he was beginning to move forward, something pushed him back again.

What bothered him most was not simply having little money. It was feeling as though he was making no progress.

He wanted to stop bracing himself before checking his bank balance. He wanted some savings, less debt, and enough breathing room that one surprise expense would not knock his entire life sideways.

Tommy did not expect to become rich overnight. He just wanted to know what to fix first.

​The Customer in the Porsche

THE FIRST TIME TOMMY really noticed the car, he was wiping down a table near the front window.

The lunch rush had passed. The restaurant smelled faintly of fries and coffee, and the soda machine hummed behind the counter.

Then a dark gray Porsche pulled into the parking lot, and Tommy looked up before he meant to.

The car sat low and wide, its paint catching the afternoon light as it turned into a space near the entrance. When the driver shut it off, the engine settled with a deep mechanical rumble.

Tommy had seen it before. The same customer had been coming into the restaurant for months. He usually ordered coffee, opened his laptop near the window, answered emails for a while, left a decent tip, and went on his way.

What made Tommy curious was that the man did not look the way he expected someone driving a Porsche to look. He appeared to be in his late forties and usually wore jeans, work boots, and a plain T-shirt. No designer clothes. No flashy jewelry. No attempt to make sure everyone noticed him.

If anything, he looked like someone who worked with his hands.

There was something else Tommy noticed too: the man never seemed rushed.

Most customers came through the door staring at their phones or looking irritated before anyone had even spoken to them. This man ordered his coffee, took his usual seat, and worked quietly. He carried himself like he had enough time to finish one thing before worrying about the next.

Tommy wondered what that felt like.

For months, he said nothing. Asking about someone’s money felt awkward, and part of him assumed the answer would not matter anyway. Whatever life the man had built seemed far removed from Tommy’s own.

But that week had been particularly frustrating. His account was low again. Rent was approaching, his car needed work, and the extra hours he had picked up had made him tired without making him feel any further ahead.

When the customer closed his laptop and walked toward the counter, Tommy finally spoke.

“Hey, can I ask you something?”

The man stopped. “Sure.”

“What do you do for work?”

The man smiled slightly, as though he had been asked that before.

“A few things now,” he said. “But I started in construction.”

That surprised Tommy. He had expected finance, technology, or some career that sounded polished and unreachable.

“Construction?”

“For a long time.”

The man picked up his coffee, but Tommy asked another question before he could lose his nerve.

“What helped you get ahead?”

The question came out more directly than Tommy intended, and he immediately felt exposed. The man could probably hear everything behind it—the low account balance, the car problem, and the feeling that Tommy was working without moving.

But he did not laugh or brush him off. He thought for a moment.

“I stopped waiting to save whatever was left,” he said.

Tommy frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Every time I got paid, I put something aside first. It wasn’t much when I started. But if I waited until the end of the month, there was never anything there.”

The man reached for his wallet and placed a tip on the counter.

“You have to learn how to keep some of what you earn,” he added. “Otherwise, making more won’t fix much.”

Then he nodded toward Tommy and walked outside.

Tommy remained behind the counter with the cleaning rag still in his hand. He watched the Porsche pull out of the parking lot, but this time he was not thinking about the car.

He was thinking about the sentence: I stopped waiting to save whatever was left.

That was exactly what Tommy had always done. He paid rent, bought gas, covered food, made minimum payments, and hoped something would survive until the end of the month.

Nothing usually did.

He had always assumed saving would begin later—after he earned more, after school, after his car stopped needing repairs, or after life became less expensive.

But perhaps later was the reason it never happened.

That night, Tommy searched for information about paying yourself first. He ignored the complicated investing strategies and promises of overnight wealth. He only wanted to understand one thing:

What would happen if he saved before the rest of his paycheck had a chance to disappear?

That Friday, he decided to find out.

​The Leftover Problem

FRIDAY CAME, AND TOMMY’S paycheck landed in his account.

For a moment, seeing the balance made him feel better. Then he started thinking about everything waiting for it.

His phone bill was due. His gas tank was low. Rent was approaching, and he still needed groceries for the week. A few small charges had already cleared before he had even decided what to do with the money.

By Saturday afternoon, most of the paycheck was already spoken for. That was how it usually happened.

Tommy got paid, covered his bills, bought what he needed, spent a little on ordinary life, and hoped something would remain at the end of the week.

Usually, nothing did.

His old pattern was simple:

Paycheck → bills → food → gas → spending → maybe savings

Tommy had never thought of that as a system before. But it was one, and it placed his future at the very end of the line.

If the week went perfectly, he might save something. The week rarely went perfectly.

There was always another tank of gas, an extra food run, a charge he had forgotten about, or something small that felt harmless in the moment. By the time Tommy checked his balance again, the money was gone.

He used to see that as a personal failure. Maybe he lacked discipline. Maybe he simply was not good with money.

But the customer’s words had given him another possibility. Maybe the problem was not that Tommy refused to save. Maybe he was asking savings to survive everything else.

The following Friday, another paycheck arrived. This one was $450.

Tommy opened his banking app and stared at the balance. His phone bill still needed to be paid. He needed gas and food, and rent was still coming. Moving money away before handling those things felt backward.

For a moment, he considered waiting. Then he remembered what the man had said:

I stopped waiting to save whatever was left.

Tommy transferred $50 into a separate savings account.

He watched the checking balance drop from $450 to $400, and his first reaction was not excitement. It was worry.

Had he moved too much? Would he need it later in the week? Would some expense appear that he had forgotten about?

Tommy almost transferred it back. Instead, he closed the app.

He paid his phone bill, put gas in the car, bought groceries, and planned the rest of the week around the $400 that remained.

Nothing about his financial life had suddenly become easy. His rent was still due, his car still needed work, and $50 was not going to solve either problem.

But when the week ended, the money was still there.

For once, Tommy had not asked savings to survive whatever happened to be left. He had given it a place before the rest of his paycheck started disappearing.

It was only $50, but it was the first part of a paycheck that had stayed.

​The $50 Shift

AFTER THE FIRST TRANSFER survived the week, Tommy began wondering whether he could do it again. Saving $50 once was one thing. Moving that amount every payday was different.

Before committing to it, he needed to know whether the numbers would actually work.

One night, Tommy sat at the kitchen table with his phone, a notebook, and the previous month of transactions open in front of him.

Until then, he had usually judged his finances by feeling. If there was money in his account, he assumed he was doing all right. When the balance dropped, he became more careful. He had never looked at the entire month at once.

Tommy brought home about $2,200 a month after taxes. His weekly checks changed depending on his hours, but most landed somewhere between $500 and $550.

He started with the expenses he already knew:

Rent and utilities ............................. $650
Food and groceries .......................... $300
Gas and transportation .................... $220
Car insurance ................................... $120
Cell phone .......................................... $90
School payment ................................ $150
Debt minimums ................................ $140
Regular monthly expenses: about $1,670

Then Tommy went through the rest of his transactions:

Streaming service he rarely used ........ $16
Coffee and breakfast before early shifts ................................................ $38
Two lunches with friends ..................... $47
Convenience-store stops ..................... $31
Takeout after long workdays ............... $74
Textbook and school supplies .............. $82
Laundry, toiletries, and household items ................................................. $55
Small car expense he had forgotten about ................................................ $68
None of those purchases seemed outrageous on its own. Some were necessary, while others had simply been convenient. Together, however, they explained where much of the remaining money had gone.

Tommy added everything again.

His basic bills were not the entire problem, but neither was he secretly wasting hundreds of dollars on one irresponsible habit. The real issue was that the money left after his regular expenses had no plan.

Some of it covered legitimate costs that changed from month to month. Some disappeared through convenience spending. Whatever remained stayed in checking until another expense found it.

That left Tommy with a decision: could he afford to save $50 from every paycheck?

Most months, the answer was yes—but not by pretending the rest of his expenses did not exist.

He canceled the subscription he barely used and set a smaller amount aside for takeout and convenience spending. He also left room for irregular costs such as school supplies, car maintenance, and household purchases instead of treating each one like a surprise.

Then he wrote down his goal:

$50 per paycheck
About $200 per month
The plan was not aggressive enough to transform his life overnight. It was simply an amount he believed he could repeat without falling behind on his bills, and that mattered.

Tommy had spent years making financial decisions one purchase at a time. Now he was beginning to look at the month as a whole.

The first $50 transfer had been an experiment. By turning it into a repeatable monthly goal, Tommy had begun building an actual plan.

​The Power of Separation

AFTER TOMMY CREATED his monthly plan, he noticed another problem: all of his money still sat in the same checking account.

One afternoon, he opened his banking app and saw a balance of $620. For a moment, the number made him feel comfortable. Six hundred twenty dollars seemed like enough.

Then he remembered what the balance actually contained.

Part of it was for rent. Some needed to cover gas and groceries. His phone bill had not cleared yet, and $50 was supposed to remain saved. The account showed one number, but that number was carrying several different responsibilities.

Tommy had spent years looking at his checking balance as though it represented money he could use. If the number seemed high, he relaxed. If it seemed low, he became cautious.

But the balance never told him which dollars were already committed. That made it easy to spend money twice—first in his head, then later when the bill arrived.

So Tommy stopped leaving his savings in checking.

Each payday, after setting aside his $50, he moved it into a separate savings account. The money still belonged to him, and he could reach it if he genuinely needed it. But it no longer appeared beside the money available for the week.

Almost immediately, the two accounts began to feel different. Checking was for bills and current expenses. Savings was meant to stay.

That separation did not eliminate temptation, but it created one extra step. If Tommy wanted to use the money, he had to open the savings account, make a transfer, and watch the balance fall.

That pause gave him time to reconsider.

One evening, after a long shift, Tommy thought about ordering food instead of cooking. His checking balance was lower than he wanted, and for a moment, he considered moving $20 out of savings.

He opened the app and looked at the $50 sitting there—the first amount he had managed to keep. The takeout did not feel worth starting over, so he made something at home instead.

There would be times when using savings was necessary. A real emergency mattered more than protecting a perfect balance. Everyday spending, however, was different.

By placing the money somewhere separate, Tommy had made it harder to spend without thinking. For the first time, his account balance did more than tell him how much money he had. It helped him remember what the money was for.

​Stop Trusting Willpower

FOR THE FIRST FEW WEEKS, Tommy moved the money manually. Every Friday, after his paycheck arrived, he opened the banking app and transferred $50 into savings.

At first, he liked making the transfer himself. Watching the savings balance rise made the progress feel real.

Then came a difficult week.

His work hours had been lower than usual, his gas tank was nearly empty, and a school payment was due. When Tommy opened the app that Friday, the paycheck looked smaller than he had hoped.

He stared at the transfer screen and began negotiating with himself. Skipping one week would not erase everything he had saved. He could leave the money in checking, get through the next few days, and transfer twice as much after his next paycheck.

The plan sounded reasonable. It also sounded familiar.

Tommy had spent years promising himself that he would make up for things later, and later had a habit of moving whenever he got close to it.

He completed the transfer, but the decision bothered him for the rest of the day—not because he regretted saving the money, but because he realized how close he had come to abandoning the plan.

Every payday gave him another chance to negotiate with himself. Some weeks, he would feel disciplined. Other weeks, he would be tired, worried, or distracted. If the habit required him to make the right decision every single Friday, eventually he would make a different one.

Tommy did not need a stronger promise. He needed fewer decisions.

That evening, he scheduled an automatic transfer for every payday. The money would move into savings shortly after his check arrived, before he could spend it or convince himself to wait.

The following Friday, Tommy received a notification while he was at work:

Transfer complete: $50

He had been busy helping a customer and had nearly forgotten it was payday. By the time he checked his account, the money was already where it belonged.

There had been no debate, no staring at the screen, and no promise to catch up later. The transfer had simply happened because Tommy made the decision in advance.

Automation did not remove every financial choice from his life. He still had to plan his spending, adjust when expenses changed, and decide when an actual emergency justified using his savings.

But one important choice no longer depended on how he felt that week. Tommy had stopped asking willpower to do a job that a system could handle better.

​Adjust, Don’t Quit

A FEW WEEKS AFTER AUTOMATING his savings, Tommy received a smaller paycheck than usual.

The restaurant had been slow, and there had been fewer extra shifts available. At the same time, gas cost more than he expected, and he needed another book for school.

For the first time since starting his plan, the automatic $50 transfer felt too aggressive.

Tommy considered canceling it for the week. Fifty dollars would not solve his financial life, he reasoned, and skipping one transfer would give him more room until his hours returned to normal.

But canceling the transfer completely bothered him. He knew how easily one skipped week could become two. The habit had only recently begun to feel real, and he did not want saving to disappear from the plan whenever money became tight.

Instead, Tommy changed that week’s transfer from $50 to $10.

Ten dollars looked almost insignificant beside rent, food, gas, and everything else waiting to be paid. It would not cover a
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