
H

C H A P T E R  1

Chapter 1: Why Your House Is Costing
You More Than It Should — and Whose
Fault That Actually Is

ere is a number worth sitting with: the average American household spent $1,516 on

electricity alone in 2023, according to the U.S. Energy Information Administration. That

figure is not the problem. The problem is how much of it was preventable.

Not preventable in some theoretical, if-only-I-had-a-solar-panel way. Preventable in a Saturday-

morning, tools-you-probably-already-own, work-that-takes-less-than-an-hour way. The gap

between what your house costs to run and what it should cost to run is not filled with complexity. It

is filled with deferred maintenance, learned helplessness, and a service industry that profits from

both.

The Gap Between What a House Costs and What It Should Cost

The EIA data is useful because it gives us a floor. The national residential average sits around $126

per month for electricity. But in Sun Belt states, where air conditioning runs hard from May

through September, that average climbs significantly higher, and summer months routinely double

or triple the baseline.

What the EIA figure does not tell you is the efficiency-adjusted number: what your bill would look

like if your systems were running the way the manufacturer designed them to run. That gap,

between actual cost and optimal cost, is where this book lives.

Up to 30% of household energy consumption can be attributed directly to dirty or

degraded HVAC coils, according to the U.S. Department of Energy1, 2.



Thirty percent. On a $200 summer electric bill, that is $60 a month walking out the door because

nobody cleaned a coil. Over a five-month cooling season, that is $300. Over ten years, with modest

rate increases, you are approaching $4,000 in losses from a single, fixable problem on a single

system.

This is not an edge case. This is the average home.

The Systematic Error: Deferring Maintenance Because It Still 'Works'

There is a logic to deferring maintenance, and it is not stupid logic. It goes like this: the system is

running, the house is cool, nothing has broken, therefore nothing is wrong. Every year this

reasoning holds, it feels validated.

The problem is that degradation does not announce itself. It compounds silently.

I learned this the hard way with my own outdoor condenser unit some years back. The thing ran

every summer. It cooled the house. I never thought about it. Then one August, a technician told me

the condenser fins were so packed with cottonwood debris that the coil was operating at roughly

half its rated heat-transfer capacity. He quoted me for the cleaning. I did the cleaning myself

instead, which we will get to in Chapter 4. The point here is that the system had been "working" for

years while quietly costing me money every single month.

This pattern has a name. I call it the Functional Failure Illusion: the belief that a system which

appears to operate is a system that operates efficiently. The two are not the same thing, and

confusing them is the single most expensive mistake a homeowner makes.

A system that runs is not a system that works. Efficiency loss is invisible until the bill

arrives, and by then, the compounding has already happened.

Research from Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory confirms the mechanism: typical AC coils

foul enough to double evaporator pressure drop in 7 to 11 years, well before the expected 15 to 30-

year lifespan of the component3. The system keeps running. The costs keep rising. The

homeowner keeps deferring.



Three Categories of Home Neglect — and One Root Cause

When I walk into an average home, the deferred maintenance falls into three buckets. Not by

coincidence. By cause.

Invisible losses are the energy category. The dirty coil. The air filter that has not been changed

since the last administration. The refrigerant that has slowly leaked to a point where the system

short-cycles but has not yet stopped working entirely. These losses do not trigger alarms. They

trigger higher utility bills, which most people attribute to rate increases and forget about.

Safety liabilities are the security category. The garage door with an emergency release cord that

any coat hanger and a thirty-second YouTube search can defeat. The hollow-core door between the

garage and the living space. The opener manufactured before rolling-code technology became

standard. These vulnerabilities do not feel urgent because nothing has happened yet. That is

precisely why they matter.

Resource dependencies are the water category. The homeowner who has no backup water source

and discovers, during a municipal outage or drought restriction, that his landscaping, his garden,

and in some emergency scenarios his basic sanitation are entirely at the mercy of a utility he does

not control.

Three different categories. One root cause: reactive thinking.

We are conditioned to respond to failure, not prevent it. The HVAC breaks down in August and we

call for emergency service at premium rates. The garage gets burglarized and we finally install a

deadbolt. The water gets restricted and we lose the garden. In every case, the fix was available

before the crisis, for a fraction of the eventual cost.



The Contractor-Dependency Trap

The service industry is not designed to make you self-sufficient. It is designed to make you return.

This is not a conspiracy. It is a business model, and it is a perfectly rational one from the

contractor's perspective. The problem is that it creates a systematic misalignment between what

you need (competence) and what the service industry provides (access).



A standard professional AC tune-up in 2025 runs between $75 and $200 for a basic visit, with

comprehensive diagnostic packages reaching $350 to $5504, 5. Much of what happens during that

visit, roughly 70 to 80 percent of the procedural value, is work a homeowner with basic tools and

two hours can replicate. Coil cleaning. Filter replacement. Drain flushing. Fin straightening.

Thermostat calibration check. These are not mysteries. They have been made to feel like

mysteries.

"Most homeowners spend money securing their front door while
leaving the garage — the largest moving entry point on the entire
house — protected by little more than an aging opener and a thin

wire cord." — First Choice Garage Doors Editorial Team, 2026

The same dynamic applies to security assessments and water systems. The trade keeps the

knowledge proprietary not through gatekeeping, but through the simple absence of a clear,

written, plain-language alternative. This book is that alternative.

What a Tradesman Sees When He Walks Into Your Home

When someone with field experience walks into an average single-family home, four items surface

almost every time, ranked here by the return you get on fixing them yourself:

1. Dirty condenser coil (outdoor unit). The ROI on cleaning this yourself is immediate and

measurable. Supplies cost $15 to $306. The energy savings from restoring full heat-transfer capacity

can reach $200 to $400 over a single cooling season7. That is a return measured in hundreds of

percent, not tens.

2. Unsecured garage emergency release. The fix costs nothing if you have a zip tie in the house.

The vulnerability, left unaddressed, makes your garage openable in under ten seconds with a coat

hanger8. The downstream cost of a break-in, including property damage, which occurs in roughly

half of garage burglaries9, is orders of magnitude higher.
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3. Clogged condensate drain line. This one is invisible until water appears on the air handler

cabinet or, worse, the ceiling below it. A quarterly flush with diluted bleach prevents it entirely.

The repair bill when it fails does not.

4. No supplemental water source. This is the longest-horizon item on the list. A driven-point well

in suitable sandy soil costs $325 to $650 in materials10, 11. A drilled well averages $5,000 to $18,000.

The gap between those two numbers is largely accounted for by labor and equipment, not

knowledge.

Case: On r/HVAC, multiple users reported that after cleaning severely neglected condenser

coils, their unit stopped short-cycling and their monthly electric bill dropped $30 to $60

within the first billing cycle. One user described it as "like getting a new AC for free." The

cleaning cost them an afternoon and less than $30 in supplies.

The Promise of This Volume

This book covers one month of focused work across three systems: your AC, your water

independence, and your garage security. Not because those are the only systems that matter, but

because they are the three that carry the highest combined cost of inaction for the average

homeowner between now and five years from now.

By the time you finish this volume, you will have a measurable delta-T reading on your AC system

that tells you whether the coils are clean. You will understand whether your soil and water table

make a driven-point well viable on your property. And you will have closed the garage emergency

release vulnerability that, statistically, your neighbors have not thought about yet.

These are not aspirational outcomes. They are checkboxes with a wrench.

Chris Marshall, CEO of The A/C Guys, put it plainly: "Maintenance isn't optional — it's the

difference between an efficient system that lasts 15 years and a neglected one that breaks down in

five."12. He was talking about HVAC. The principle applies to every system in this book.



Your activation exercise for this chapter: Before you read Chapter 2, pull your last three summer

electric bills and calculate your average monthly cost for June, July, and August. Write that number

down. By the time you finish Chapter 4, you will have a basis for comparison. If your coils are

fouled, you will see it in the next bill. If they are not, you will know your losses are coming from

somewhere else, and we will find them.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

▸  The gap between your actual utility costs and your optimal costs is largely explained by

three categories of deferred maintenance: invisible energy losses, unaddressed security

vulnerabilities, and absent backup resource systems.

▸  The Functional Failure Illusion (a running system equals an efficient system) is the single

most expensive reasoning error homeowners repeat year after year.

▸  Roughly 70 to 80 percent of the value in a professional AC tune-up is procedurally

replicable by a homeowner with basic tools and two hours.

▸  The four highest-ROI items in the average home are all fixable without a licensed

contractor: condenser coil cleaning, garage release cord securing, condensate drain

maintenance, and supplemental water sourcing.

▸  Measurable results are the only results worth pursuing. Establish a baseline before you

touch anything. Numbers before action, every time.

But knowing that your house costs too much to run is not the same as knowing how to think about

fixing it. The four deferred items above are symptoms. Each has a mechanism behind it, and if you

fix the symptom without understanding the mechanism, you will be back at the same problem in

three years. Chapter 2 builds the mental model that makes every fix in this book faster, cheaper,

and permanent.


