CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1: The Day You Stop Trusting the
Showroom

The moment on the lot when the story stopped adding up

The salesman had already said "certified" three times before Walt asked what it meant. Not to be
difficult. He genuinely wanted to know what he was paying eleven hundred dollars extra for. The
young man's face did something Walt had come to recognize over the years: a flicker of surprise,
then a faster version of the same pitch, delivered a little louder, as though volume could substitute

for an answer.

That's the moment. Not a scandal, not a lie you could point to in writing. Just a story that stopped

adding up, and a salesman who assumed you wouldn't notice the seam.

I've heard some version of that story from more people than I can count, and I've lived a version of
it myself. The details change. Sometimes it's a "market adjustment” fee nobody can define.
Sometimes it's a warranty that turns out to cover almost nothing once you read the actual
document instead of the folder it came in. What stays the same is the feeling: a quiet certainty that
you just watched someone decide, in real time, that you were an easier mark than the customer

before you.

That feeling is not paranoia. It's pattern recognition, and pattern recognition is exactly what four
or five decades of paying attention gives you. The trouble is that most of us were taught, politely,
not to trust it in a showroom. We were taught to trust the man in the tie, because he does this

every day and we don't.

Here is the first thing worth writing down before we go any
further: doing something every day does not make a person
honest about it. It just makes them fast.




Why this isn't about being old — it's about being rushed

I want to be direct about something, because a lot of books written "for seniors" tiptoe around it
and end up insulting the reader instead. This book is not premised on the idea that your mind has
gotten slower, your eyesight worse, or your judgment less sound than it used to be. Some of that
may be true for some of us, in some ways, and we'll deal with the practical side of it honestly in

Chapter 10. But it is not the reason the sales floor gets the better of retired buyers so often.

The reason is speed. A dealership makes its money on momentum: the today-only price, the "let
me check with my manager” theater, the paperwork stack that arrives just as you're getting tired
and want to go home. That machinery is not built to exploit old age. It's built to exploit anyone

who slows down to ask a second question, and then gets made to feel like the delay is the problem.

A retired buyer is simply more exposed to that machinery, for reasons that have nothing to do
with mental sharpness. You may be shopping for what you've decided will be your last vehicle,
which raises the emotional stakes on both sides of the desk. You may be less willing to walk into a
shouting match over a fee, because you've spent a working life avoiding exactly that kind of
conflict. And you are, statistically, more likely to be asked to sign quickly, because a sales floor can

tell the difference between a buyer in a hurry to leave and a buyer settling in to read.

None of that is a character flaw. It's a target painted by other people's incentives, not by your own
limitations. I'll say this again in later chapters because it bears repeating: the goal of this book is
never to make you suspicious of yourself. It's to make you accurately suspicious of a process that

was built, quite deliberately, to move faster than your own good judgment.

I think about my own father here, a man who kept the same Ford wagon running for eleven years
out of sheer bloody-mindedness and a coffee can full of receipts. He never once let a salesman
finish a sentence he hadn't asked for. I didn't understand at the time that this wasn't stubbornness.

It was a refusal to be rushed, dressed up as stubbornness so nobody could argue with it directly.

The problem was never your age. The problem is a sales process engineered to outrun
anyone's second thoughts — and a second thought is exactly what you're entitled to take

your time forming.




What this book will and won't ask of your body or your wallet

Let me tell you plainly what's ahead, because I don't like surprises any more than you do.

This book will ask you to look closely at things — a window sticker, a panel gap, a transmission's
service history — and to ask pointed questions out loud, even when the person across the desk
seems in a hurry for you not to. It will ask you to do a little arithmetic before you sign anything,
using a worksheet I'll hand you in Chapter 13 that turns a confusing pile of numbers into one
honest monthly figure. It will ask you to walk a vehicle's exterior before you ever climb in, using

nothing but your own eyes and ten free minutes.

What it will not ask of you: it will not ask you to crawl under a car. It will not ask you to memorize
engine codes or become fluent in mechanic's jargon. It will not ask you to spend money on a pre-
purchase inspection you can't afford, or to distrust every salesperson you meet as a matter of
principle — plenty of them are decent, and treating all of them as adversaries will just make you

exhausted before you've bought anything.

v You will learn to read a document instead of trusting a summary of it (Chapter 2)
v You will learn a ten-foot inspection you can do standing up, in street shoes (Chapter 3)

v You will learn which brands and models earn their reputation, and which trade on it
(Chapters 4-5)

v You will learn the one line that ends a "today only" negotiation without a fight (Chapter
13)

What I'm really promising you is narrower than "never get cheated again," because nobody can
promise that honestly. What I'm promising is this: by the last page, you will know exactly which
questions to ask, in what order, and you will recognize the specific look on a salesman's face when

he realizes you already know the answer.

Consumer Reports' own testing director puts it plainly: "the best bet is to steer clear of
newly-introduced or newly-redesigned vehicles in their initial model year, as that's
when they are almost always the most problematic”. That single habit alone will save

some readers more money than anything else in this book.




We'll come back to that advice in Chapter 6, because it deserves a full chapter of its own. For now, I
want to leave you with the question that started this whole book, the one that was sitting
underneath Walt's confusion on that lot: if "certified" and "as-is" and a five-star rating don't mean
what the showroom implies they mean, what do they actually guarantee — and who decided you

didn't need to know?



