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I Bought a Car and Now 
I'm Afraid of Every 

Warning Light 
How to Handle Servicing, Insurance, 
Costs, and Basic Car Care Without 

Pretending to Be a Mechanic 

Max Paradox 

PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS! 
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INTRO 

You have owned the car for six days when it happens. 

You are stopped at a traffic light, feeling reasonably 
pleased with your new ability to go wherever you want 
without consulting bus timetables, when a yellow symbol 
appears on the dashboard. It is small, bright, and shaped like 
something designed by a committee that had heard of 
engines but never actually seen one. 

You stare at it. 

It stares back. 

The car is still running. Nothing is smoking. There is no 
explosion, grinding noise, or dramatic loss of a wheel. Yet 
within approximately four seconds your brain has 
progressed from "What is that?" to "I have made a 
catastrophic financial decision." 

At the next safe opportunity, you park and begin the 
traditional ceremony of modern car ownership: searching 
the internet. 

"Yellow dashboard symbol engine looking thing." 

Excellent. The internet responds with roughly nine million 
pages explaining that the problem could be extremely minor, 
moderately expensive, very expensive, or somehow related 
to a component whose name you have never heard before 
but which already sounds financially aggressive. 

You click a forum. 

One person says it was a sensor. 

Another says the engine needed rebuilding. 

A third writes, "Ignore it, mine's been on for three years." 
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This person has seventeen replies underneath, fourteen 
of them furious. 

Congratulations. You bought transportation and 
accidentally enrolled in mechanical theology. 

That is the strange part about owning a car. Before you 
have one, the job looks simple. Put fuel in. Pay insurance. 
Occasionally take it somewhere for servicing. Drive. 

Then the car becomes yours, and suddenly you are 
responsible for a machine containing thousands of parts, 
several mysterious liquids, computers, belts, hoses, filters, 
tires, brakes, sensors, and one glove compartment that 
somehow fills itself with receipts you will absolutely need 
one day but will never be able to find on that day. 

Nobody really tells you what level of knowledge a normal 
owner is supposed to have. 

Do you need to know how an alternator works? 

Should you be able to identify brake fluid by sight? 

Are you expected to understand what a control arm 
bushing is without looking impressed and saying, "Right, 
yes, the bushing"? 

And what exactly are you supposed to do when a 
mechanic looks serious and says, "Your front links are 
getting tired"? 

Tired? 

Do they need replacing or a weekend away? 

Car ownership creates anxiety because the 
consequences seem expensive while the language sounds 
specialized. When somebody tells you your washing 
machine needs a pump, you may not enjoy the news, but 
you probably do not feel personally embarrassed for failing 
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to understand the internal hydraulic architecture of the 
appliance. With cars, people often feel they should 
somehow already know. 

So they pretend. 

A mechanic says something technical. 

You nod. 

"Yes, that makes sense." 

It does not make sense. 

You leave, sit in the car, and immediately type the phrase 
into your phone. 

There is no prize for this. 

You are allowed to own a car without knowing how to 
repair one. You are also allowed to ask what something 
means, why it needs replacing, how urgent it is, and what 
will happen if you wait. 

That is one of the central ideas of this book: competence 
as a car owner is not the same thing as mechanical 
expertise. 

You do not need to know how to rebuild an engine. You 
do need to recognize when continuing to drive could be 
unsafe. 

You do not need to identify every component under the 
hood. You do need to know what basic things you are 
expected to check, and where the correct information for 
your particular car lives. 

You do not need to diagnose a strange noise. You need to 
describe it well enough that someone qualified has a useful 
starting point. 
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You do not need to memorize your entire insurance 
contract. You should know what kind of help you actually 
bought before you are standing next to a disabled car in the 
rain, discovering that "roadside assistance" has several 
fascinating footnotes. 

This sounds obvious when written down. 

It becomes much less obvious at 7:12 on a winter morning 
when the car makes one weak clicking noise instead of 
starting and you have to be somewhere at 8:00. 

Cars are excellent at choosing timing. 

A battery can function without complaint for months and 
then retire on the exact morning when you have a 
presentation, a dentist appointment, and no clean socks. 

A tire will not usually lose pressure when you are relaxing 
at home with nothing planned. It prefers the airport. 

Insurance renewal does not arrive during the month in 
which you unexpectedly received extra money. It arrives 
after you bought a washing machine. 

Maintenance has a sense of theater. 

Part of becoming comfortable with a car is accepting that 
some costs and inconveniences are not evidence that you 
made a terrible purchase. Machines need maintenance. 
Parts wear. Tires age. Batteries weaken. Wiper blades 
eventually stop wiping and begin moving water around the 
windshield in a style best described as abstract 
expressionism. 

The real question is not, "How do I make sure nothing 
ever goes wrong?" 

You cannot. 
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The useful question is, "How do I make sure ordinary car 
problems do not become chaos?" 

That is what we are going to build. 

You will learn how to separate urgent warnings from 
things that merely need attention, how to keep servicing 
from becoming a collection of forgotten dates, how to 
understand what a workshop is proposing without 
pretending to be one of the mechanics, and how to make 
financial decisions when the repair estimate contains 
enough digits to affect your posture. 

You will also learn what not to do. 

You do not need to open the hood every Sunday and 
stare into the engine bay until knowledge enters your body 
through exposure. 

You do not need to buy twelve tools after watching one 
maintenance video. 

You do not need to diagnose your car by combining a 
forum post from 2014 with a comment from someone called 
DieselWizard92 and the fact that your cousin once had 
"something similar." 

And you definitely do not need to interpret every 
unfamiliar sound as the opening scene of an expensive 
disaster. 

A useful owner works with categories, not panic. 

Some things mean stop. 

Some mean check soon. 

Some mean schedule maintenance. 

Some mean observe. 
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And some mean your reusable water bottle is rolling 
around under the passenger seat again. 

Learning the difference is far more valuable than 
memorizing the names of parts. 

There is another reason people get overwhelmed: car 
care tends to arrive as separate problems. Insurance is one 
problem. Tires are another. Servicing is another. A warning 
light is another. A weird noise is another. Then there are 
documents, costs, inspections, breakdown cover, fluids, 
batteries, annual appointments, seasonal jobs, and the 
occasional parking-related scratch that somehow becomes 
the only thing you can see for three days. 

Individually, most of these are manageable. 

Together, they can make the car feel like a needy metal 
pet with administrative requirements. 

The solution is not more attention. 

It is better structure. 

If the right dates are written down, you do not need to 
remember them. 

If you have one reliable place for service records, you do 
not need to conduct an archaeological excavation of your 
email every time somebody asks when the oil was changed. 

If you know who to call after a breakdown, you do not 
need to become a roadside logistics manager while standing 
beside traffic. 

If you understand what questions to ask a mechanic, 
technical language becomes much less intimidating. 

The goal is to reduce the number of moments in which 
your entire strategy consists of saying, "Oh no." 
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There will still be surprises. A stone can crack a 
windshield. A sensor can fail. A perfectly maintained car can 
develop a fault because mechanical systems have never 
signed an agreement promising to respect your schedule. 

But surprise does not have to equal helplessness. 

Your minimum version starts today with something 
deliberately unimpressive: find the owner's manual, the 
insurance or roadside-assistance details, and the place 
where you want to keep service information. That might be a 
folder, a note on your phone, or a paper file. It does not need 
branding. It does not need tabs in five colors. Nobody is 
coming to audit your stationery. 

Just make the information findable. 

And if even that feels like too much because life is 
currently providing more urgent entertainment, use the Plan 
B version: save the roadside-assistance number in your 
phone and locate the manual. 

That alone is better than nothing. 

This book will not turn you into a mechanic. 

Good. 

You already have enough things to do. 

It will help you become something much more useful: the 
kind of car owner who notices, asks, checks, plans, and 
knows when to hand the problem to somebody with the 
correct tools. 

Then the next time a light appears on the dashboard, you 
may still feel that tiny pulse of alarm. 

You are human. 


