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            Introduction: The Math That Stopped Working

            
                The arithmetic of the American Dream stopped working sometime between the financial crisis and the second pandemic year, and the cohort that did everything they were told to do is the one feeling it most precisely.

I want to be careful with that sentence, because it can be misheard in two directions at once. It can be heard as a complaint, in which case it sounds like the kind of generational lament that has been clogging the discourse for fifteen years. Or it can be heard as a diagnosis, in which case the listener nods and reaches for the planning books — the budget templates, the index-fund primers, the spreadsheets that promise to reverse-engineer a comfortable forty-fifth birthday from a thirty-fifth one. Neither reading is what I mean. The complaint is real but unproductive. The diagnosis is real but premature, because the planning books skip the question that has to come first. What I mean is narrower and, I think, more useful. The standard vocabulary we use to describe wealth in this country — net worth, retirement nest egg, homeownership, the three numbers a financial advisor will ask for inside the first ten minutes of a meeting — was built to measure a different economy than the one a person in their thirties or early forties is actually living inside. That vocabulary is now systematically mismeasuring what an entire cohort has and lacks. This book is an attempt to fix the vocabulary before we go back to the planning.

A few numbers, briefly, to anchor what I mean by the math stopping. In 1985, the median sale price of a U.S. home was roughly three times median household income; by the most recent Federal Reserve and Census figures, it is closer to five and a half (Federal Reserve / Census, 2023 — figures vary by series). The ratio is not a curiosity. It is the difference between a starter home being purchasable on a single median income with a conventional down payment and a starter home requiring either dual income, a parental transfer, or a metropolitan-area arbitrage that itself costs something the conventional chart does not record. Retirement-account math has shifted the other direction, less visibly. The compounding curves printed in the personal-finance books assume an account that began at twenty-two with an employer match, which describes my parents' generation more accurately than it describes mine; the cohort I am writing about opened tax-deferred accounts at twenty-six, twenty-eight, thirty, and is running compounding math on a shorter timeline than the curves assume. The wage-and-pension ladder — that quiet structure by which a college-educated worker in 1985 could reasonably expect tenure, raises that outran inflation, and a defined-benefit pension at the end — has been disassembled in pieces over thirty years, and the BLS tenure data shows the pieces are not coming back (BLS Employee Tenure Summary, 2024 release). None of this is news to anyone who reads the affordability beat. What is news, or at least underdiscussed, is what these shifts mean for the definition of the word wealth.

Personal finance, as a genre, has been remarkably uncurious about that definitional question. The shelves are dense with planning books — what to do with your money, when to do it, how to automate the doing — and most of them open with an unstated answer to the prior question: wealth is the size of your net-worth chart, full stop. The chart includes locked retirement balances, home equity if you have it, vehicle equity, and whatever cash sits in your accounts at the moment of the snapshot. The chart omits the hours of your week that are not for sale, the geographic mobility you can actually deploy, the friendships you have maintained or lost, the cardiovascular cost of the job that funds the chart, the sleep you are running a deficit on, the boredom you no longer have the capacity to tolerate, the health-care liabilities sitting just off the page. The chart omits these things because they are hard to denominate. The hardness of denominating them is not the same as the irrelevance of counting them. A measurement system that omits the things it cannot easily price is not a neutral measurement; it is a biased one, and the bias runs in a particular direction. It overstates the value of what an older generation accumulated under different conditions, and it understates the value — and the depletion — of what the current cohort actually has on hand.

So this book is not a planning book. I want to say that twice, because the reader who picked it up looking for a budget template is going to be disappointed, and I would rather they know now. This is a definitional book. Its argument is that what counts as wealth has been quietly changing, that the planning question (what should I do with my money?) is logically downstream of a definitional question (what is wealth, given the math of this decade?), and that almost no contemporary personal-finance book bothers to answer the second question before answering the first. The book I have written stays on the definitional question. It is for readers who suspect, correctly, that they have been measuring themselves against a chart that was drawn before they were born, and who would like a sharper account of what they actually have and lack before deciding what to do about it.

The architecture of the book is what I am calling the nine Ledgers. A Ledger, as I use the word, is an account of value — something with a balance, a flow, and a measurement problem. The nine I have chosen are Time, Location, Friendship, Stress, Sleep, Boredom, Health, Work, and Money. The order is not a hierarchy and not a sequence. The Ledgers are parallel accounts; the argument develops cumulatively, as the reader watches the prevailing framing undercount the same kind of thing in nine different domains. Each Ledger has a measurement (an honest unit — hours, miles, sleep minutes, blood-pressure readings, dollars), a direction (whether the account is accruing or depleting under current conditions for the cohort I am writing about), and a relationship to the others. Time and Sleep are coupled. Location and Friendship are coupled. Stress and Health are coupled. Work and Money are coupled but not identical, and the difference between them is one of the book's quieter arguments. The Ledgers are not "non-financial wealth" in the sense the wellness industry has degraded that phrase into. They are accounts with measurable consequences, and the consequences show up — in hours, in dollars, in retention rates, in cortisol — whether or not the prevailing chart bothers to count them.

Underneath the nine Ledgers, I want to name one more distinction that runs through the whole book. I will call it the liquid and locked distinction, and I will deploy the words liquid and locked sparingly throughout, because the metaphor does its work best when it is not overused. The distinction is this. Some of what you have can actually be deployed within this decade — your hours, your geographic mobility, your relationships, your skills, your attention, your cash buffer. Call those the liquid assets. Some of what you have is nominally on your balance sheet but cannot be deployed within the time horizon that matters most to a person in their thirties or early forties — the retirement account locked until 59½, the home equity you do not have because you do not own a home, the inheritance you cannot count on because it is probabilistic and may be consumed by long-term care. Call those the locked assets. The standard net-worth chart, the one a financial advisor will sketch on a legal pad in the first ten minutes, is overwhelmingly a measurement of locked value. The cohort this book addresses is asset-poor in liquid terms in ways the chart does not register. That is the quiet argument of the whole book, and I will return to it most explicitly in the Money chapter and again at the close.

A note on who this book is for and who it is not. I am writing for readers between roughly thirty-two and forty-two who completed the prescribed sequence — college, often graduate school, eight to fifteen years of steady employment — and who at this age do not own a home, do not have a meaningful pension, and have a tax-deferred retirement account that started somewhere in their mid-twenties and has not caught up to the cost of a starter home in any zip code they have lived in. Renters. People without children, or with one. Urban and second-tier-city dwellers. People whose parents owned by the age they are now and who have noticed, quietly, the discrepancy. I am also writing for slightly older readers — Gen X, forty-three to fifty — who recognize the same arithmetic in younger colleagues and want a sharper vocabulary for the discrepancy. I am not writing for readers in active financial crisis. This is not a book that will help a reader who is choosing between rent and groceries, and it would be insulting to pretend otherwise. This book assumes margin — income above subsistence, some discretionary hours, some agency over a schedule — and is honest about the fact that not everyone in the cohort has margin, and that the structural forces (housing, healthcare, childcare, education, wages) that produced the math the book describes are not fixable from inside an individual's budget. I will not pretend they are. I will not pretend a mindset shift is going to close the gap between a 1985 ratio of home price to income and a 2025 one. The argument is narrower than that, and I think it is more honest for being narrower.

One more thing about the planning-versus-definition distinction, because it is the hinge the rest of the book turns on. I am not opposed to planning. I think planning is good, on the whole, and I think the contemporary personal-finance writers who do it well — Ramit Sethi at his most precise, Katie Gatti Tassin in the Money With Katie register, the better corners of the Boglehead boards — are providing a real service to readers who have already settled their definitional question. The trouble is the readers who have not settled it, and who are being handed planning tools that presuppose a definition the reader does not actually hold. The result, for those readers, is that the planning tools produce a kind of low-grade dissonance — the spreadsheet is balancing, the contribution rate is on track, the projection at sixty-five is in the green column, and yet the person running the spreadsheet has a persistent and accurate sense that the spreadsheet is not measuring what they actually have. That sense is not a mindset problem. It is a measurement problem, and it is the problem this book is trying to fix.

There is one more thing I should name before I close the introduction, which is the relationship between this book and the doom-spiral version of the same data. The numbers I have referenced — the home-price-to-income ratio, the retirement-account-start-age problem, the wage-and-pension-ladder timeline — are the same numbers a different sort of book would marshal to argue that the cohort is comprehensively, unrecoverably worse off than its parents, and that the appropriate response is anger, or resignation, or the kind of dark online register that has been the dominant millennial-money mode for several years now. I have a lot of sympathy for that register. The anger is correct as an emotional response to a structural arrangement that has produced predictable losses for predictable people. The trouble with the register, as a basis for sustained writing about money, is that it is uninformative. Knowing that the math has changed does not, by itself, tell anyone what to do next or even what to count next. The doom register and the manifestation register, in the end, share a defect — neither one is willing to do the bookkeeping. This book is willing to do the bookkeeping. The bookkeeping is, I think, the use I can be to a reader who has read the doom essays and the planning books and is still without a vocabulary that fits.

What I am promising, then, is a clearer account. Not a plan, not a five-step program, not a system. An account, in the bookkeeper's sense — a balance and a flow, honestly counted, in nine different columns that the standard chart was drawn too narrow to include. From an honest account, a planning conversation becomes possible on terms that match the math of this decade. From a dishonest account — and the standard chart, for this cohort, is a dishonest account — the planning conversation has been running on numbers that have not been right for a long time. The first Ledger is Time, and the place to start is with a statistic almost nobody who writes about money has bothered to look up.

            

        

    
            Ledger One: Time

            
                In the most recent American Time Use Survey, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that a working adult between thirty and forty-four, employed full-time, with no children in the household, has roughly four hours and twenty minutes of what the survey calls leisure and sports time on an average weekday (BLS ATUS, 2023 release, figures rounded). The number is smaller than people expect when you read it to them out loud, and it is larger than the same people's lived sense of their own week. Both of those reactions are interesting. The number is also doing a particular kind of work in this chapter, so I want to pin it down before going further. Four hours and twenty minutes is the residual — what is left after paid work, after sleep, after commuting, after eating, after the unpaid domestic labor the survey labels household activities, after personal care. It is not "free" time in any morally laden sense. It is unallocated time. It is what the survey can find on the calendar that has not yet been spent.

That residual is the asset this chapter is about, and the argument is that the personal-finance literature does not count it. There is a whole genre of planning books that will spend three hundred pages telling you how to optimize your money flows and not one paragraph on the question of how many discretionary hours you actually have in the seven-day week you are running those flows through. The omission is not casual. It is structural. The vocabulary of conventional personal finance is built around money as the scarce resource and time as the abundant input — hours are what you sell, and the sale is denominated in dollars per hour, and the planning question is always how to convert more hours into more dollars or, in the FIRE register, how to bank enough dollars that you can stop converting hours at fifty. In both directions, time is being treated as a means to money. It is never being treated as a stock in its own right.

I want to dissect this error carefully, because the error is doing a lot of work that goes unnoticed. The conventional framing of time begins with the opportunity-cost calculation, which is the move where you take any hour of your week and ask what it would have earned at your effective hourly rate had you sold it on the market. The opportunity-cost frame is useful for a narrow class of decisions — should I hire someone to clean my apartment, should I cook or order delivery, should I do my own taxes — and it is corrosive when applied universally, which is how the personal-finance literature increasingly applies it. The corrosion is this. Once every hour of your week has an implicit dollar value, every hour spent on anything other than earning, investing, or planning becomes a hour you are choosing to spend below market rate. The frame turns rest into a luxury purchase. It turns a long walk into a thirty-eight-dollar expenditure. It turns a phone call with a friend into a cost.

Nobody who actually lives inside that frame describes it that way. They describe it as discipline, or as being intentional, or as making their time work for them, and they say the language with a certain forced cheer that does not survive close listening. The frame is doing the same thing money math does when it omits the locked-value problem — it is producing an answer with a precision that disguises a structural mismeasurement. The mismeasurement, in the case of time, is that the residual hours are not interchangeable units of potential earning. They have functions the earning frame does not see. They are recovery time. They are the friendship account's maintenance window. They are illness-buffer, the unallocated capacity a body draws on when it gets sick or when somebody close to the person gets sick. They are slack — the system word for the spare capacity that lets a complex schedule absorb a disruption without collapsing.

The labor economist Juliet Schor was making a version of this argument in the early 1990s in The Overworked American (Schor, 1992), and the argument has only gotten sharper since. The hours have not redistributed. The work-week, formally clocked, has held roughly steady for full-time U.S. workers across forty years, but the porousness of the work-week into the rest of the day has increased dramatically — email after dinner, Slack on weekends, the laptop open during what the ATUS would code as leisure — and the porousness does not show up in the working-hours statistic. The Brookings Institution, in a series of papers on time-use shifts among college-educated workers, has documented the divergence between formal hours and effective on-call hours (Brookings, time-use research, 2010s through early 2020s — citations vary). Johann Hari's reporting on attention captures the cognitive version of the same problem (Hari, 2022): the four hours and twenty minutes of residual time are increasingly fragmented across a screen environment that does not let any one of them complete a thought.

The result is that the time-account looks, to the conventional measurement, full — there are hours available, the spreadsheet says so — and feels, to the person living the week, empty. That gap between the measurement and the lived account is the heart of the error. It is the same gap the money-Ledger runs in the other direction, where the net-worth chart looks full of locked retirement value and the person's actual liquid-deployable cash is much smaller. Time and money are both being mismeasured by their own conventional frames, and in both cases the mismeasurement is the same kind of mistake — counting what is nominally present without asking whether it is actually deployable.

I want to introduce Devon here, because the abstraction needs a case.

Devon is thirty-eight, a public defender in Atlanta, eleven years into his career, married, no children. I have changed his name and adjusted one or two professional details per journalistic convention, but the time-accounting that follows is his. We talked for about ninety minutes one Sunday afternoon and again in a shorter follow-up call. Devon was, I think, the most precise person about his own hours I have interviewed for this book, which is partly a function of who becomes a public defender — he has had to bill, justify, and account for his time in fifteen-minute increments for over a decade — and partly a function of the particular kind of exhaustion that brought him to the conversation in the first place. He had recently started keeping a personal time log for reasons he described as diagnostic rather than productive. He wanted to see what was actually going on.

What he found was that his formal work-week, the one his salary nominally bought, was fifty-two to fifty-eight hours, depending on caseload. His commute was a little under an hour round-trip on a normal day. His sleep was running about six and a half hours, which he knew was insufficient and which he was unable to extend. After paid work, sleep, commute, the unpaid maintenance of an apartment shared with his husband, and the unallocated time he was spending on his elderly mother's medical appointments — she lives forty minutes away and has been navigating a slow neurological diagnosis — Devon had, by his own log, between two hours and three hours forty-five minutes of residual time per weekday. He had more on weekends, though less than he expected, because his mother's appointments and the case-prep he could not finish during the week consumed
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