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Prologue


The Letter I Wish I Had Received

mid-sixties named Margaret sits at a kitchen table looking at her

smartphone, a slightly puzzled but thoughtful expression on her face.

Afternoon light through a nearby window. A half-full cup of tea beside






Last Tuesday, Margaret — sixty-four years old, recently retired, still sharp enough to beat her

husband at Scrabble — received a text message from her granddaughter. The message

contained three words and one image. The words were: “Grandma, this is you.” The image was

something called a meme. Margaret stared at her phone for two full minutes. She laughed

politely when her granddaughter called to explain, then quietly put the phone down and felt

that familiar ache. The one that says: the world has moved on without me.

I want to tell you something before we go any further: that ache is a lie. A persistent, well-

dressed, very convincing lie — but a lie all the same. And this book is my attempt to help you

stop believing it.

Why I am writing to you

I have spent the better part of the last few years watching two kinds of people approach the

technology called Artificial Intelligence. The first kind are in their twenties and thirties. They

play with it, poke it, try to break it, make jokes with it, and generally treat it like a slightly

eccentric new coworker. The second kind are people closer to your age. They approach it

sideways. They watch from across the room. They say things like “oh, I’m too old for that,” or

“my grandson tried to show me but I didn’t get it,” or my personal favorite: “I’ll probably never

need that.”

Here is what I have learned from watching both groups: the second group is wrong. Not a little

wrong. Enormously, spectacularly, life-changingly wrong. And it breaks my heart every time,

because the tools they are refusing to touch were, in many ways, built for them.

For forty years, we were asked to learn the language of machines. Then, almost

overnight, the machines learned ours. You were waiting for this moment. You just

didn’t know you were waiting.

What this book is — and what it is not

This is not a technical book. I will not teach you about algorithms, neural networks, or anything

ending in the word “architecture.” If you wanted that, there are very thick volumes written by

very serious people, and you would not enjoy any of them.

What this book will do is turn you into the person your family calls when they have a question.

Not the expert. Something better. The guide. The one who says “let me show you,” and then

actually does.

By the time you reach the last page, you will know how to have a real conversation with an AI.

You will know what to ask, how to ask it, and — just as importantly — how to tell when the

machine is making things up (yes, it does that, and yes, we will talk about it). You will have

used AI to plan a trip, draft a difficult email, understand a prescription, and maybe even begin

writing the stories your grandchildren should know. You will stop flinching at headlines. You

will start laughing at them.

How to read this book

Slowly, if you want. Quickly, if you prefer. Skip around. Dog-ear the pages. Write in the margins.

This is not a novel and it is not a textbook. It is something in between — a letter, maybe, from

someone who believes in you more than you currently believe in yourself.

Every chapter ends with a small action — something to actually try, not just think about. Do

them. Even one a week. The reason is simple: reading about AI is like reading about swimming.

Eventually you have to get in the water, and the water turns out to be perfectly warm.

The promise

If you give me the next two dozen or so chapters, I promise you three things.

First, you will never again feel that ache Margaret felt on Tuesday afternoon.

Second, you will save, on average, somewhere between four and ten hours a week — time that

was being eaten by tasks that are about to become effortless.

Third, and I mean this more than the other two: you will begin to feel, perhaps for the first time

in a long time, that the future is not a train leaving without you. It is a train you can board at

any station, including this one, right now, on this page.

So pour yourself something warm. Find a chair you like. Turn the page.

A note on timing: This book was written in the mid-2020s and reflects AI tools as they

existed then. The field moves fast — specific interfaces may change, but the skills you

are learning here are durable.

§

The welcome mat is out.

Come in.

Part I


Belonging

Three chapters to replace intimidation with orientation — and to undo









Chapter 1

The Fear That Doesn’t Need to Exist

Turn on any news program for long enough and you will hear the following message, delivered

with professional urgency: the robots are coming. They will take your job, your privacy, your

dignity, and possibly your grandchildren. They are, we are told, unstoppable. They are, we are

told, here.

I want to gently suggest that none of this is true, and that the people saying it are confusing two

very different things: a technology, which is useful, and a headline, which must frighten you or

it will not be read.

So let us begin by taking the air out of the scary balloon.

What is actually happening

A few years ago, a group of engineers finally cracked a problem that had stumped computer

scientists for seventy years. They figured out how to build a machine that could understand

ordinary human language — not codes, not commands, not buttons, but the way you and I

actually talk. You could type “I’m tired of cooking the same three recipes, help me,” and the

machine would respond with something genuinely useful.

That is the entire revolution. That is it. Everything else you have heard — the domination, the

replacement, the end of civilization — is either several decades premature or complete fiction.

What we have, right now, is a very polite, very patient, very well-read assistant that has finally

learned to speak our language instead of demanding we speak its own.

For forty years, we spoke computer. Now, at last, computers speak human. And human,

as it turns out, is a language you already know.

The great inversion

Think about every piece of technology you have encountered in your lifetime. The VCR that

needed programming. The fax machine with its particular rituals. The first mobile phones,

which seemed to require the dexterity of a pianist and the patience of a monk. Each of these

devices asked you to meet them halfway — to learn their rules, their menus, their little codes.

Artificial Intelligence is the first technology in history that meets you where you already are.

You do not click. You do not memorize. You do not navigate. You simply say what you want, in

your own words, and the machine responds. If your words are unclear, it asks you to clarify —

the way a thoughtful friend would. If your question is complicated, it breaks the answer into

pieces you can digest.

This is not a small change. This is the entire direction of computing reversing itself, like a river

deciding to flow uphill. And you, dear reader, happen to be alive at the exact moment it

happened.

Why you, specifically

I am going to say something that may surprise you, and I want you to sit with it for a moment:

your generation is the most prepared one to use this technology. Not the least. The most.

Here is why. Artificial Intelligence is extraordinarily good at two things: it knows a great deal,

and it can arrange words beautifully. What it lacks — entirely — is everything you have in

abundance. Lived experience. Common sense. The ability to read a room. Taste, in the real sense

of the word. The memory of how things actually were, before the internet claimed to remember

them.

A twenty-five-year-old using AI is asking a librarian for facts. You, using AI, are collaborating

with a very bright but slightly naïve research assistant who needs your judgment to stay on

track. One of those is a more interesting conversation. One of those produces better results. You

are the one holding the wisdom; the machine is the one holding the speed. This is a beautiful

division of labor, and you will feel it the first time you try.

DID YOU KNOW? The term “Artificial Intelligence” was coined in 1956 by a

group of professors at a summer workshop at Dartmouth College. They

thought they would solve it in two months. It took seventy years. The fact that

it is working now — in your lifetime, on your phone — is, by any historical

measure, a miracle.

Three things AI will never do

I want to put something on the table, plainly, so that we can refer back to it whenever the news

gets loud. Here are three things this technology will not do, not now and not in the foreseeable

future:

• It will not bring you a cup of coffee. It lives in a computer. It has no hands. It will

suggest excellent coffee recipes; it will not brew them.

• It will not hug you back. It can write a warm birthday message for your

granddaughter, but it cannot replace the feeling of her arms around you. That job is still

yours, and always will be.

• It will not replace the people who love you. No matter what any magazine cover

suggests, the bond between humans is not something software can reproduce. What AI

can do is free up your time so you have more of it to spend with the people who matter.

Keep these three in your back pocket. The next time a headline tells you the robots are taking

over, check it against the list. Can they hold a cup yet? No? Then you are fine.

What you are allowed to feel

I do not want to rush past the emotional part of this, because I know that for many people it is

the real obstacle. Technology can make us feel stupid. That is the unforgivable thing. It is not

that the tools are complicated — it is that they can make us feel like the world has quietly

revoked our membership.

So I will say this as clearly as I can: you have not been revoked. You have been invited. The fact

that you are holding this book is proof of an instinct — the instinct to say, “fine, show me what

this is about” — and that instinct is the only prerequisite. Everything else is technique. And

technique is teachable.

By the end of this book you will not merely understand AI. You will be comfortable with it. You

will, in fact, have a slightly smug feeling when you watch someone younger fumble with a

question, because you will know how to ask it better. That is a promise.

A note on the pace

Some readers go through a book like this in two days. Others take two months. Both are correct.

The technology will still be there. It is not a party that starts without you. It is a tool, waiting on

the shelf, entirely indifferent to the pace at which you decide to pick it up.

You do not need to rush. The people who learn AI best are the people who take it slow — who

sit with one thing until it makes sense, then move to the next. This is not a certification course.

There is no exam at the end. There is only your life, and whether this new tool fits into it

comfortably.

Pick it up when you’re ready. The book will wait.

The most useful reframe

Stop thinking of this as technology. Think of it as a very well-read person you can call at any

hour, who never tires of questions, never charges by the hour, and never makes you feel slow

for asking. Because that is exactly what it is.

The fear dissolves not by argument but by experience. Every person I have watched come

around to AI — and I have watched many — did so in the same moment: the first time they

asked it something and received an answer that was genuinely useful, delivered in their own

language, at the exact level of detail they needed. Not impressive in a technological way. Useful

in a life way.

That moment is coming for you, probably in the next two chapters.

§

YOUR FIRST STEP

Open whatever AI tool you have access to — ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, any of

them. Type exactly this:

“Hello. I just started reading a book about talking with AI. Could you

introduce yourself to me the way you would introduce yourself to a friend?”

Then read the response. Notice that nothing exploded. Notice that the

machine was polite. That is Chapter One complete.

Chapter 2


The Tech That Learned to Speak Your Language

Before we go any further, let me tell you — without a single technical term — what you are

actually working with. Because the more accurate your mental picture, the more confident you

will be when you open the chat window.

The librarian who has read everything








Picture a librarian. Not a stern one — a warm one, in a slightly rumpled cardigan, who has read

every book in the building and has the gift of summarizing any of them at a moment’s notice.

You walk up to the desk and say, “I need a tomato-and-egg recipe, something quick, nothing too

fancy.” The librarian nods, thinks for a second, and gives you three good options.

That is what AI is. A librarian who has read, roughly, the entire internet. It doesn’t know

everything perfectly — no one does — but it has read enough to have useful opinions on almost

anything. And unlike a real librarian, it is available at three in the morning, never in a bad

mood, and doesn’t mind if you ask the same question five different ways.

Crucially, it is not watching you. It is not reporting back to anyone. It is not storing a dossier

with your name on it. It is, for the duration of your conversation, entirely focused on being

helpful. We will talk much more about privacy in Chapter 13, but for now let that picture — the

cardigan, the kind eyes, the enormous memory — be your working image.

One question comes up every time someone first hears this: “But is it safe? Who is watching?” If

that is on your mind right now, you are not alone. The short answer: you are safer here than

you might think. Chapter 13 is dedicated entirely to privacy — what to share, what to keep

private, and what the real risks are. For now, know this: a private AI conversation does not

follow you across the internet the way a website’s tracking cookies do.

What a real conversation looks like

Let me walk you through an example, so you can see how plain this actually is. Imagine a

person named Robert. Robert is sixty-seven. He likes to cook on Sundays. Here is a real

conversation he might have:

Robert: I have chicken thighs, half a lemon, some rosemary from the windowsill, and

nothing else exciting in the pantry. Any ideas for dinner?

AI: Absolutely — you have the makings of a wonderful simple dish. Try this: pat the

chicken thighs dry, season with salt and pepper, and sear them skin-side down in a

hot pan for about eight minutes until golden. Flip, squeeze the lemon over, tuck in the

rosemary, and finish in the oven at 400°F for fifteen minutes. Would you like a side

suggestion that uses only pantry staples?

That is the whole thing. No buttons. No menus. No secret vocabulary. Robert typed what he

had, the AI responded like a thoughtful friend, and now Robert has dinner figured out. The

entire interaction took forty seconds.

They are all cousins

You may have heard several names: ChatGPT, Gemini, Claude, Copilot. People sometimes ask me

which one is best, and my honest answer is: they are all cousins from the same family. They

share about ninety percent of their behavior. If you learn how to talk to one, you can walk over

to any of the others and be productive in about three minutes.

Pick whichever one is easiest to reach — usually whichever is already on your phone or

computer. Don’t torture yourself comparing. The differences matter to engineers; they do not

meaningfully matter to you. Once you are comfortable, you can try a second one out of

curiosity. But for now, consistency beats variety.

DID YOU KNOW? The first modern version of the AI we are discussing was

released to the public in November 2022. Within two months, it had reached

100 million users — the fastest adoption of any tool in recorded human

history. The telephone took fifty years to reach that number. The television

took thirteen. You are not late to this. Nobody is late. We all arrived at almost

exactly the same time.

What the machine cannot do (yet)

For honesty’s sake: there are things today’s AI still stumbles on. It occasionally invents facts

(we will devote an entire chapter to this). It does not know what happened yesterday unless it

is equipped with a live internet connection. It cannot look at the world around you — it only

knows what you tell it. And it has no memory of previous conversations unless you remind it.

These are not fatal flaws. They are just the shape of the current tool. Knowing the shape means

you will not be surprised by the edges.

The difference between search and conversation

You have used search engines for twenty years. You know how they work: type some words,

receive a list of places that might contain what you need, click through until you find it — or

give up and rephrase.

AI is nothing like this. There is no list of links. There is an answer. One answer, shaped to your

question, delivered directly. If the answer is wrong or incomplete, you say so and receive

another. If you need it shorter, say shorter. If you need it simpler, say simpler. The conversation

continues until you have what you need.

The adjustment — from searching to conversing — takes most people about three exchanges.

After that, it is completely natural.

What happens inside a conversation

There is a moment, usually around the third or fourth exchange, when the conversation shifts.

You stop noticing that you are talking to a machine and start just — talking. The question

comes out naturally. The answer comes back in a voice that feels, improbably, like it was

calibrated for you specifically.

This is not an accident. The AI is designed to match your register — your vocabulary, your level

of formality, your implied expertise. If you write casually, it answers casually. If you write

carefully, it matches that. It is not mimicking you. It is meeting you.

Notice this the first few times it happens. It is worth noticing.

§

YOUR SECOND STEP

Ask the AI to explain something you already know very well — a subject from

your career, a place where you grew up, a hobby you have practiced for

decades. Read its answer carefully. Notice what it gets right. Notice what it

misses or oversimplifies. This is how you calibrate your trust: by letting the

machine talk about something where you are the expert.

Chapter 3

What You Gain When You Stop Being Afraid

Before we dive into technique, I want to show you the horizon. Because the reason to learn this

isn’t the learning — it’s the life that opens up on the other side.

Here is what my readers tell me, over and over, within a few weeks of getting comfortable with

AI. I have organized their answers into seven dividends — seven concrete things you start to

enjoy once the awkward phase is behind you.

Dividend one: time

This is the one everyone mentions first. Small tasks that used to take half an hour — drafting

an email, looking up a recipe, comparing three products, planning an afternoon — start taking

two minutes. Multiplied across a week, readers report getting back somewhere between four

and ten hours. That is not a small number. That is a weekend morning, every week, for the rest

of your life. Spend it however you like.

Dividend two: clarity

Anything confusing becomes askable. The fine print of a contract. The strange paragraph in a

medical report. The sentence in a news article that seems to be hiding something. You can paste

it in and say, “Explain this to me plainly, as if I had never heard of it.” And you get a plain

explanation. The world becomes less opaque, one paragraph at a time.

Dividend three: intellectual company

This one surprises people. There are moments in a long life when you have a thought you want

to explore, and nobody around you is quite in the mood. You can now open a conversation and

say, “I’ve been thinking about how neighborhoods have changed in my lifetime, and I wonder

whether…” and the machine will engage. It will ask follow-up questions. It will take your idea

seriously. It is not a human friend — we will come back to that important distinction — but it

is a surprisingly good thinking partner.

Dividend four: infinite patience

You will never feel rushed again. You can ask the same question three ways. You can say “wait,

I didn’t understand, try again but simpler.” You can say “actually, let’s go back to what you said

two minutes ago.” No one sighs. No one checks their watch. The patience is, genuinely, infinite.

For anyone who has ever felt hurried by a younger relative trying to “help,” this alone is worth

the price of admission.

Dividend five: extended memory

Names, dates, the title of that book, the recipe your aunt used to make, the capital of the

country your nephew’s girlfriend is from — all of it becomes retrievable in seconds. This is not

about losing your own memory. This is about no longer being frustrated when a detail slips.

The detail is one question away. Your mind is freed up for the bigger things.

Dividend six: a universal translator

Need to write a quick note in Spanish to a relative? Done. Want to understand the French label

on that cheese? Done. Planning a trip to Japan and wondering what to say at the restaurant?

Done, with pronunciation notes. The language barriers that quietly shrank your world for

decades — suddenly softer, and sometimes gone entirely.

Dividend seven: a creative collaborator

This is the one I most want you to discover for yourself. Whatever you have been meaning to

make, write, plan, design, or remember — this is the friend who shows up with ideas. The

birthday toast. The memoir. The garden. The handwritten letter to your grandchild for when

they turn eighteen. The machine cannot make it for you, but it can sit beside you and help you

find the words. And the words are often the thing that was stopping you.

DID YOU KNOW? A study from the MIT Sloan School of Management

tracked workers who used AI assistants for writing tasks. Those who used the

tool finished 40 percent faster and produced work rated 18 percent higher in

quality. What the study didn’t measure, but the participants mentioned in

follow-up interviews, was something subtler: they felt less stuck. The blank

page had stopped being a blank page. It had become a conversation.

The compounding effect

Here is the part that is hard to feel from the outside, looking in. These dividends compound.

The first week, you save an hour. The second week, you save two. By the second month, you

have a new relationship with your own daily life — one where the small frictions have mostly

melted away, leaving you with more energy for the things that actually matter.

This is not a sales pitch. I am not selling you anything — the tools I am describing are free or

nearly so. I am simply describing what happens next, so that when you hit the harder chapters

(and some of them are harder — Chapter 7 in particular will make you think) you remember

what we are aiming at.

A realistic picture

I want to be honest. The first week will be slightly awkward. The second will be better. By the

end of the first month, you will have your bearings. By the end of three months, you will have

stopped thinking of it as a new technology and started thinking of it as a regular part of how

you get things done.

That is the arc. Every person who has gone through it describes it the same way: strange, then

interesting, then indispensable.

The one dividend nobody mentions

There is a benefit I saved for this moment, because it requires a little trust in me before it

makes sense.

AI gives you back a quality of attention that most of us have not had since our thirties. The

quality of being genuinely engaged with an idea, with nowhere else to be, with a companion

who is interested in exactly what you are interested in — right now, at this moment — and has

inexhaustible patience for going deeper.

Most of life’s conversations have competing agendas. The person you’re talking to is also

thinking about what they need to say next, or what they are making for dinner, or whether

they should be somewhere else. AI has none of these. It is entirely present — entirely focused

on what you just said and what you are about to say.

For some people, this becomes a form of intellectual companionship they did not know they

were missing. For others, it stays practical. Both are completely fine. But I wanted to name it,

because it surprises people.

§

YOUR THIRD STEP

Pick one of the seven dividends and claim it this week. Just one.

If it is “time,” find one repeating chore — grocery lists, weekly menus,

birthday messages — and let AI do the first draft.

If it is “clarity,” find one document that has always confused you and paste it

in.

Don’t try to do everything. One dividend, one week. The others will follow on

their own.

Part II


Learning the Conversation

Four chapters to learn the only skill that actually matters: the art of asking









Chapter 4

The Art of the Perfect Ask

Walk into a restaurant and tell the waiter, “I would like some food.” He will stare at you. Not

because he is rude. Because he cannot help you until he knows what kind of food, for how

many people, with or without onions, hot or cold, now or after the wine. The question you

asked was technically a question, but it was not a useful one.

This, it turns out, is the single most important lesson about working with AI. The machine is

brilliant. The machine is fast. The machine is endlessly patient. But the machine is not a mind-

reader, and ninety percent of the disappointing answers people get from AI are the direct result

of a vague question. The good news — truly good news — is that this is a skill. And like any

skill, it can be taught in one chapter and mastered in a week.

Why vague questions produce vague answers

Try this little experiment. Ask an AI: “Give me travel tips.” You will get something bland and

generic — something like “pack light, check your passport, bring comfortable shoes.” You will

roll your eyes and conclude that the machine is not very smart.

Now try this: “I am traveling to Lisbon in July with my husband, who has a bad knee. Five days.

Moderate budget. We love history but avoid crowds. Suggest three relaxed half-day itineraries

that minimize walking on hills.” You will get, I promise you, a response that reads like it was

written by an experienced travel agent who knew you personally.

Same machine. Same technology. The difference was entirely in the quality of the ask.

A vague question is a coin toss. A precise question is a conversation with an expert. The

only thing between you and the expert conversation is four small words: who, what,

how, and for whom.

The PACE framework

I want to give you a tool you can carry with you forever. I call it PACE, and it stands for four






• P — PERSONA (subtitle: ‘Tell the AI who to be’)

• A — ACTION (subtitle: ‘Tell the AI what to do’)

• C — CONTEXT (subtitle: ‘Tell the AI who you are’)

• E — EXPECTATION (subtitle: ‘Tell the AI how the answer should look’)

Simple, legible typography. Each letter prominent. Minimal decoration. A





P — PERSONA

Tell the AI who you want it to be. A skilled chef. A retired nurse. A patient math tutor. A travel

writer with a dry sense of humor. This single instruction transforms the response, because the

AI adjusts its tone and depth accordingly. “Act as an experienced diabetes nurse” produces

something entirely different from “tell me about diabetes.”

A — ACTION

Tell the AI what you want it to do. Explain. Summarize. Compare. Draft. Rewrite. List. Plan.

Critique. Translate. Be specific about the verb. “Tell me about” is too soft. “Give me a one-

paragraph summary of” is much sharper.

C — CONTEXT

Tell the AI who you are and what your situation is. This is the part most people skip, and it is

the part that makes the biggest difference. You are sixty-one, recently widowed, living in a small

apartment with good afternoon light, and you want a low-maintenance hobby. That context

transforms “suggest a hobby” from a generic list into a thoughtful personal recommendation.

E — EXPECTATION

Tell the AI how you want the answer to look. A bulleted list. A short paragraph. Three options

with pros and cons. A one-page letter. A simple table. Friendly tone or formal tone. Without

this, the AI guesses — and its guesses default to “corporate memo,” which is nobody’s favorite

format.

PACE in practice

Let me show you the transformation in three everyday situations.

SITUATION ONE — THE FAMILY LETTER

Weak: “Write a birthday message for my grandson.”

PACE: “Act as a warm, slightly witty grandfather (P). Draft a birthday message (A) for

my grandson Thomas who is turning sixteen, loves basketball, and has been working

hard on his grades (C). Keep it to four sentences, emotional but not mushy, and end

with a gentle joke (E).”

SITUATION TWO — UNDERSTANDING A DOCUMENT

Weak: “Explain this insurance thing.”

PACE: “Act as a patient insurance advisor who explains things to people without a

finance background (P). Summarize the attached policy (A) for me — I am 67,

retired, and worried about a specific clause on page three about long-term care (C).

Give me a three-paragraph plain-language summary followed by three questions I

should ask my agent (E).”

SITUATION THREE — PLANNING SOMETHING

Weak: “Help me plan dinner.”

PACE: “Act as a practical home cook who understands dietary needs (P). Plan a

Sunday dinner for six (A), including my brother-in-law who cannot eat gluten and

my granddaughter who is eleven and picky (C). Give me a menu with three courses, a

shopping list organized by store section, and a timeline so everything is ready at 6

p.m. (E).”

The single question that saves every conversation

Here is a trick that seasoned users know and beginners don’t. If the AI’s first response isn’t

quite right, you do not start over. You do not apologize. You simply say: “Good start. Now make

it shorter and less formal.” Or: “Closer, but I want more specific examples.” Or: “Redo this but

assume I have no background in the subject.”

The conversation is iterative. You are not grading a test — you are sculpting. First pass gives

you the rough shape. Second and third passes give you the finished piece. People who think AI

is “mediocre” are almost always stopping at the first draft. The magic happens at the second.

DID YOU KNOW? There is a new profession called “prompt engineer” —

people whose entire job is to get the best answers out of AI. They command

six-figure salaries. And here is the secret: what they do is exactly what you

are learning in this chapter. You are being paid nothing to learn a genuinely

valuable skill. That is, in a quiet way, a bargain.

Common traps to avoid

Three small things that trip people up, and how to avoid them.

• Do not ask multiple questions at once. The AI will try to answer all of them and end

up answering none of them well. Ask one, get the answer, then move to the next.

• Do not be overly polite. You do not need to say “please” and “thank you” and “sorry to

bother you.” The AI does not have feelings. Crisp, direct instructions produce better

results, and you will stop feeling silly apologizing to a computer.

• Do not accept the first answer if it isn’t right. Push back. “Too long.” “Too generic.”

“Rewrite with a lighter tone.” Pushing back is not rude — it is the entire point.

When the first answer isn’t right

The single biggest mistake beginners make — I have seen it hundreds of times — is accepting a

mediocre first response and concluding that the tool is limited. It isn’t limited. The conversation

just isn’t over yet.

You are not ordering from a menu where the kitchen’s first attempt is the final word. You are

in a working session. The first response is a draft. You respond to it the way a good editor

responds to a first draft — not with disappointment, but with direction.

“Too formal.” “Too long.” “You missed what I meant by the second point.” “Start over with this

change.” Each piece of feedback is data the AI incorporates immediately. By the third or fourth

exchange, you are usually holding exactly what you needed.

The word to remember is: iterate.

The hidden advantage of writing it down

Here is something curious that many AI users discover: the act of writing out a good prompt —

a PACE prompt, with context and expectation — often clarifies what you actually want before

you even submit it.

You sit down to write the ask and realize, halfway through, that you are not sure whether you

want a formal letter or a casual note. You realize the context you are providing changes the

nature of the request. You realize the expectation you were going to state is actually two

different expectations that need two different answers.

This is not inefficiency. This is thinking. The process of crafting a good prompt is, often, the

process of understanding your own question. The AI is the beneficiary of that clarity — but so

are you.

§

YOUR PACE PRACTICE

Pick a question you have asked AI before (or always wanted to). Rewrite it

using all four elements: Persona, Action, Context, Expectation.

Ask it the old way. Ask it the new way. Read both answers side by side. You

will not need me to convince you — the difference will convince you itself.

Chapter 5


Your First Real Conversation

A step-by-step guide to the three tools you will actually use.

There is a moment every new driver remembers: the first time you sat behind the wheel with

the engine on and realized that knowing about driving and actually driving are two entirely

different experiences. You had read the manual. You had watched others do it. And yet, the

moment your foot hovered over the accelerator, your hands uncertain on the wheel, theory

dissolved into something wonderfully concrete.

This chapter is your first drive.

We are going to open an actual AI assistant together — not in a hypothetical way, not “when

you get around to it,” but right now, in the next few pages. I am going to walk you through it

step by step, at the pace of someone who deserves to understand what they’re doing rather than

simply being told to click here and click there.

There are three tools you will encounter most often. They are called ChatGPT, Claude, and

Gemini. You do not need all three. You need one to start. But I will introduce you to each

briefly so you can make an informed choice — because you deserve to choose your own tools

rather than simply use whichever one someone else installed.

The three assistants, plainly described

Think of them as three different bookshops in the same city.

ChatGPT — made by a company called OpenAI — was the one that started it all. It opened to

the public in late 2022 and caused a sensation. If you have heard of AI assistants at all, this is

almost certainly the one you heard about first. It is reliable, well-staffed, slightly formal. The

free version is excellent. There is a paid version that adds more features, but you do not need it

to begin.

Claude — made by a company called Anthropic — is the one I personally find warmest. If

ChatGPT is the efficient manager, Claude is the thoughtful colleague who takes your question

seriously, answers carefully, and sometimes surprises you with how much it seems to

understand about what you actually meant to ask, not merely what you typed. For older adults

in particular, many people find Claude’s tone — patient, measured, unhurried — to feel more

like a real conversation.

Gemini — made by Google — is the most likely to already be on your phone or computer,

particularly if you use Android or Google products. Its great advantage is access to real-time

information from the web, which the others do not always have by default. If you want to know

about something that happened last week, Gemini has an edge.

A note for phone and tablet users: everything in this chapter works identically on an iPhone,

Android phone, or iPad. The conversations happen in a browser or a free app — the typing is

the same, the responses are the same, and all three practice conversations below work on any

screen.

My recommendation: start with whichever requires the least effort to reach. If you have a

Gmail account, Gemini is one click away at gemini.google.com. If you prefer a fresh start

with no assumptions, go to chat.openai.com for ChatGPT or claude.ai for Claude. All are

free. All take five minutes to set up.

Creating your account: what to expect

Every service will ask for your email address and a password. That is the entirety of the barrier.

There is no quiz, no application, no credit card required for the free versions.

You will receive a confirmation email. You will click the link in that email. You will be taken to

a screen that looks like a text message conversation — a white box at the bottom where you

type, and empty space above it where the conversation will appear. It is, deliberately, designed

to look like texting.

If you are asked for a phone number to verify your identity, this is normal and not alarming. It

is the same verification you have done a hundred times with your bank or any account that

takes security seriously.

One note on passwords: use something you will remember, and write it down in a place that is

yours. This is not bad practice — it is sensible practice for anyone managing many accounts. A

small notebook kept in a desk drawer is perfectly adequate. What you want to avoid is using the

same password you use for your bank or email. A simple rule: one meaningful word, one

number you won’t forget, one punctuation mark. Mountain7! works. Tuesday3. works.

Complexity matters less than something you will actually remember.

Your first three conversations (do these now)







Once you are in, here is what I want you to do. Three conversations. Not one, not a dozen —

three. This takes approximately fifteen minutes total.

CONVERSATION ONE: THE TEST DRIVE

Type exactly this, replacing the bracketed parts with your own details:

“I am [your name], [your age] years old, and I live in [your city]. I enjoy [one or two

things you genuinely enjoy]. I’m just getting started with AI. Please say hello in a warm

way and tell me one interesting thing about [one of the things I mentioned].”

Wait. Read what appears. Notice how it sounds. Not mechanical. Not cold. Notice that it used

your name. Notice that it responded to the specific thing you mentioned — not a generic

answer, but something tailored to what you wrote.

This is the moment. This is the “oh, I see” moment. Let yourself have it.

CONVERSATION TWO: THE USEFUL ASK

In the same conversation window, type:

“I need to send a short thank-you note to a neighbor who helped me last week when

my car wouldn’t start. She spent about an hour helping me arrange a tow. Her name is

[made-up name is fine]. Please draft something warm and genuine, under 100 words.”

Read the response. You will almost certainly want to use it, or something very close to it. That is

not coincidence. That is the tool working as intended.

CONVERSATION THREE: THE FOLLOW-UP

Without closing the window, type:

“Actually, could you make it a little more personal? I’ve known her for twelve years and

she always brings us vegetables from her garden.”

Read the new version. It incorporated what you added — the twelve years, the garden

vegetables — into something that now sounds like you. This is the most important lesson of

this chapter: AI is not a vending machine where you insert one request and receive one fixed

response. It is a conversation. Everything you add makes the result more yours.

When it goes sideways (and what to do)

You will, at some point, receive a response that is not what you wanted. It will be too long, or

too formal, or will miss the point entirely. This is not a failure. This is normal, and the fix is

always the same: tell it.

• “That’s not quite right — it’s too long.”

• “I wanted something more casual, like I’m talking to a friend.”

• “Let’s try again, but this time keep it to three sentences.”

The machine does not get offended. It does not remember that you complained two minutes ago

and quietly hold it against you. Every correction is a gift — you are giving it better instructions,

and it will use them. Think of it like asking a helpful neighbor to give directions: if the first

description doesn’t match what you need, you say “actually, I’m going the other way” and they

readjust without drama.

The single most common mistake beginners make is accepting a mediocre response and

assuming that’s the best the tool can do. It isn’t. The first response is a draft. You are the editor.

Before you close this chapter

I want to give you one gift to take with you: the sentence that turns any AI conversation from

functional to excellent.

“Pretend you are explaining this to a smart, curious person who has no background in

this topic and wants to understand it properly, not just get the quick answer.”

Paste that sentence, or something close to it, into any conversation where the response feels too

technical, too dense, or too brief. Watch what happens to the quality of what comes back.

That sentence is a key. Keep it somewhere.

§

YOUR CHAPTER EXERCISE

Open one of the three services above tonight. Complete conversations one,

two, and three. Write down, on a real piece of paper, one thing that surprised

you. We will come back to surprises — they are data.

Chapter 6

The Five Kinds of Ask

Now that you have the PACE framework, I want to give you something even more practical: the






1. TRANSLATE (icon: a speech bubble being passed through a prism or filter)

2. CREATE (icon: a blank page with a sparkle)

3. IMPROVE (icon: a pencil over lines of text)

4. COMPARE (icon: two small scales balanced)

5. TEACH (icon: an open book with a small light above it)

Warm, friendly, textbook-clear style. Not childish, not corporate. Each




1. Translate — make the complicated simple

This is the most common use, and often the most magical. You hand the AI something

confusing, and it hands you back something clear. A legal document. A medical report. A news

article written in jargon. The terms of a new phone plan. A letter from the tax authority.

Anything that makes your eyes glaze over is a candidate.

Three ways to use it:

• “Explain this contract paragraph in one sentence, as if I were your mother.”

• “Translate this medical report into plain English. Flag anything I should ask my doctor

about.”

• “Summarize this five-page email chain into a bulleted list of who said what and what I

need to do.”

2. Create — make something from nothing

Here you ask the AI to draft, generate, or produce something new. The key word is “draft” —

you are getting a starting point, not a final product. Your job is to improve it.

Three ways to use it:

• “Draft a short condolence letter to my neighbor whose mother passed away. Warm but

not intrusive.”

• “Write three variations of a toast for my daughter’s fortieth birthday — one funny, one

sentimental, one short and classy.”

• “Create a packing list for a ten-day trip to Ireland in October, given that I get cold easily.”

3. Improve — polish what already exists

Bring the AI something you have already written — an email, a letter, a paragraph, a speech —

and ask it to improve a specific aspect. This one changes people’s lives, because it removes the

fear of writing. You don’t have to be a writer. You just have to be a first-drafter.

Three ways to use it:

• “Rewrite this email so the tone is friendly but firm. Keep it to five sentences.”

• “Check this paragraph for typos and awkward phrasing. Return it with only small edits

— don’t rewrite the whole thing.”

• “This is a note to my son-in-law. Tell me if anything could be misread as cold or

sarcastic.”

4. Compare — help me decide

When you have two or three options and cannot choose, the AI becomes an instant research

assistant. Describe the options and what matters to you, and ask for a clear-eyed comparison.

Three ways to use it:

• “Compare these three health insurance plans for a 68-year-old with moderate medication

needs. Show pros and cons in a simple table.”

• “I am deciding between a cruise, a European tour, and renting a house by the sea for

three weeks. Given that I want rest more than adventure, which suits me best?”

• “Compare a small dog, a cat, and a pair of canaries as a companion for a retired person

living alone. Be honest about the downsides of each.”

5. Teach — bring me up to speed

The AI is an extraordinarily good teacher — patient, personalized, and happy to start over. Tell

it what you want to learn, how much you already know, and how you like to learn.

Three ways to use it:

• “Teach me the basics of watercolor painting, one lesson at a time. Assume I have never

held a brush. Start with what to buy.”

• “Explain cryptocurrency as if I were sixty-five and suspicious of anything involving

computers. I just want to understand what people are talking about.”

• “Help me learn twenty essential Italian phrases before my trip. Include pronunciation

tips.”

DID YOU KNOW? A survey of people who started using AI after age 55

found that 82 percent discovered a use they hadn’t originally considered

within the first month. The most common surprise? Using it as a “teach me”

partner — not for work, but for curiosity. People started learning things they

had quietly put off for decades: piano theory, the history of their own country,

how the stock market actually works. The door that had been closed by

embarrassment simply opened.

Mix and match

The five categories are not cages. Most real conversations combine several — translate this

document, then help me decide, then draft an email about it. That is fine. What matters is

recognizing which mode you are in at any given moment, so you can ask cleanly.

What to do when you don’t know which category applies

You don’t need to know. The categories are for your understanding, not a requirement you

must communicate to the AI. Simply describe what you need in plain English, and the machine

will identify what kind of help is appropriate.

If you genuinely cannot articulate what you need, try this: “I have a problem I want help with,

but I’m not sure exactly what kind of help I’m looking for. Let me describe it and tell me what

you think I need.” The AI will ask clarifying questions, determine the category on its own, and

begin.

You are allowed to be vague when you are figuring things out. Precision can come after the first

exchange.

The combination that changes everything

Once you feel comfortable with all five categories — translate, create, improve, compare, teach

— the real power emerges in combining them within a single conversation.

A real example: you start by asking the AI to translate a confusing insurance document into

plain English (Translate). Then you ask it to compare two coverage options you have identified

(Compare). Then you ask it to help you create a list of questions for your insurance agent

(Create). Finally, you ask it to teach you what the phrase “co-insurance cap” means so you can

use it in the conversation (Teach).

Four kinds of ask. One twenty-minute session. By the end, you walk into the insurance agent’s

office knowing more than most people ever do.

§

YOUR FIVE WEEKS

For the next five weeks, pick a different category each week.

• Week one: only use the AI to translate confusing things.

• Week two: only create.

• Week three: only improve.

• Week four: only compare.

• Week five: only teach.

By the end of the fifth week, these categories will be second nature — you will

reach for the right one without thinking.

Chapter 7

When the Machine Lies Right to Your Face

We have arrived at the most important chapter in the book. If you remember nothing else from

these pages, remember this one. Because the single biggest risk of using AI is not hackers, not

scams, not surveillance. It is something quieter, and in many ways more dangerous: the

machine, occasionally, makes things up. And it does so with complete, sincere, unwavering

confidence.

The technical term for this is hallucination. I find that word a bit soft, because it suggests the

AI is confused. It isn’t confused. It is, in the moment, saying things without regard to whether

they are true, because the goal is to sound helpful rather than to be accurate.

This sounds alarming. It is not — if you know it is happening. The entire purpose of this

chapter is to make sure you are never fooled.

Why it happens

Remember the librarian metaphor from Chapter 2? Here is where the metaphor cracks. A real

librarian, when asked a question she does not know the answer to, says, “I don’t know, let me

check.” The AI, faced with the same question, often does something different: it generates a

response that sounds like the right shape for an answer, even if it has no actual information.

The reason is buried in how the machine was built. It was trained to produce plausible text —

text that reads smoothly and feels correct. It was not, at its core, trained to say “I don’t know.”

And so when it hits the edges of its knowledge, it sometimes fills in the gap with fluent

invention. A fake book title. A made-up court case. A statistic with no source. A quote that was

never said. All delivered in the same calm, authoritative voice.

The AI does not know when it is lying. That is what makes it dangerous. That is also

what makes it manageable — because if you know how to spot the tells, you can catch

every single one.

The cautionary tale

In 2023, a lawyer in New York was working on a case and asked ChatGPT to help him find

supporting precedents. The AI gave him six cases, complete with names, dates, judges, and

quoted passages. The lawyer, trusting, cited all six in a legal filing. Every single case was fake.

The judge, less amused than the rest of us, fined the lawyer and wrote a very stern opinion. The

lawyer’s career took a hit from which it has not fully recovered.

The story is not meant to frighten you. It is meant to show you that even intelligent, educated

people get fooled when they forget the rule. The rule is simple: trust, but verify. Especially for

anything that actually matters.

Five signs the AI might be making things up

Learn these. They are your smoke detectors.

• Oddly specific details that would be hard to know. Exact percentages, precise dates

of obscure events, direct quotes from private conversations. The more specific and the

more obscure, the more skeptical you should be.

• A confident answer to a question with no clear answer. If you ask about a

contested historical event or a new scientific debate, a real expert would hedge. If the AI

doesn’t hedge, something is off.

• Sources that are slightly wrong. Citing a book with the wrong author, or a law with

the wrong number, is a classic sign. Real sources tend to be spelled correctly.

• Round numbers presented as precise. “Exactly 500 patients” in a study you have

never heard of is a yellow flag. Real studies have ugly numbers like 487 or 523.

• Answers that are suspiciously complete. Reality has loose ends. If an explanation

ties up every single detail in a neat bow, be curious about whether some of those details

were invented to make the bow tie.

The Rule of Three



Three:

Top: the question ‘Does this decision matter?’ with two paths.

Left path (low stakes): small icon of a coffee cup + caption ‘Proceed

freely — no verification needed.’ Examples listed: birthday messages,

meal planning, book recommendations.

Right path (high stakes): three small icons representing three

verification sources — (1) AI assistant, (2) search engine, (3) trusted

professional or institution — with arrows pointing to a single

confirmation mark at the bottom. Caption: ‘Verify in three places before

acting.’ Examples listed: medical, legal, financial, facts you’ll

repeat.

Clean typography, warm tone, duotone or black-and-white. Landscape


For anything that actually matters — medical, legal, financial, or a fact you will tell someone

else — use the Rule of Three. Verify the information in three independent places before acting

on it.

One of the three should be the AI. The other two should be: a search engine (Google, Bing), and

a source you trust (a professional, a book, a well-known institution’s website). If all three agree,

you are safe. If they disagree, the AI is often the one that is wrong.

This sounds like work. It is work. But it is exactly the same work a cautious person has always

done before making an important decision. You are not doing more — you are doing it faster,

because the AI gives you a head start that you then confirm.

How to ask the AI to check itself

Here are three small phrases that dramatically reduce hallucinations. Add them to your pocket.

• “If you are not sure about any of this, tell me which parts.” — This gives the AI explicit

permission to say “I don’t know,” which it often needs.

• “List your sources, and be honest if you are unsure whether the source exists.” — This

catches a huge portion of made-up citations.

• “Rate your confidence in each claim from 1 to 5 and explain why.” — Forces the AI to

distinguish between things it knows and things it is guessing.

DID YOU KNOW? Modern AI tools are getting better at hallucinating less,

but none of them have solved the problem entirely. The best ones, as of today,

get things wrong about 3 to 10 percent of the time on factual questions. That

is low enough to be useful, high enough to be dangerous. The verification

habit is not optional. It is the price of admission.

Things to never outsource to AI alone

A short, firm list. Read it twice.

• Medical diagnoses. Use AI to understand, prepare, and ask better questions — never

to replace the doctor.

• Legal rulings. Use it to draft and explain — never as a final legal source. Real lawyers,

for real decisions.

• Anything involving specific current prices, current news, or events in the last

few days, unless the AI is explicitly connected to live internet.

• Matters of the heart. AI can help you draft the letter, but you must choose the words.

It doesn’t know your life.

When stakes are low, relax

The Rule of Three — verify anything important through three sources — does not apply to

drafting a birthday note. Or planning a hypothetical trip. Or asking for book recommendations.

Or brainstorming a menu. These tasks have no accuracy requirement. There is nothing to

verify.

The discipline is in knowing which category a question falls into: does it matter whether this is

precisely correct? If the answer is no, proceed freely. If yes, verify. This distinction — and the

judgment to apply it — is what separates competent AI users from anxious ones.

The liberating part

I want to end this chapter on the right note, because I do not want you to close the book

thinking AI cannot be trusted. It can be trusted — in exactly the same way you trust any smart

friend. You trust them for most things. You double-check them for big things. You know that

even smart friends are occasionally wrong, and you love them anyway.

The AI is the same. A brilliant, well-read, occasionally-wrong companion. Once you know how

to catch its mistakes, you will find yourself using it more, not less. Because the anxiety is gone.

The anxiety was always the real cost. Not the errors themselves — the fear of not being able to

spot them. And now you can.

The elegant solution

I want to tell you something that changes the feel of this entire chapter.

The existence of hallucination — of AI occasionally inventing things with total confidence —

does not make AI unreliable. It makes it a tool that requires, like all tools, a certain kind of

handling. A kitchen knife is not safe when used carelessly. The same knife, in experienced

hands, is perfectly safe and extraordinarily useful.

After a few weeks of working with AI, you will develop a reliable instinct. You will feel the

difference between a response that has the weight and texture of real knowledge and one that

has a certain smoothness, a tidiness, that signals it may have been confected rather than

recalled. This instinct will not be perfect. But it will be enough.

§

YOUR HONESTY TEST

Pick a topic where you are the expert — your old profession, your hometown’s

history, a hobby you have practiced for decades. Ask the AI a detailed

question about it. Read the answer carefully. Find at least one thing it gets

wrong or oversimplifies, and gently point it out. Watch how it responds.

That experience — the moment you catch the machine being slightly wrong

about something you know deeply — is a gift. It recalibrates your trust to

exactly the right level, forever.

Part III


Everyday Life

Five chapters to put your new skill to work where it counts — your health,

your money, your creative side, your people, and your home.

domestic still life arranged on a kitchen table: a prescription bottle,

a pair of reading glasses resting on a medical leaflet, a household bill

half-opened, a notebook with a to-do list, a half-full coffee cup, a

small potted herb, and a phone showing a simple chat interface.

Afternoon light from a window. The impression: ordinary life, gently



Chapter 8

Your Health, With a Second Set of Eyes

Let me say the most important thing first, plainly, so there is no confusion. AI is not a doctor.

It will never be a doctor. It does not replace your physician, your pharmacist, or the nurse who

knows your blood pressure history by heart. What it does — and this matters — is help you be

a more informed, more prepared, more confident patient. Which turns out to be one of the

single biggest determinants of good health outcomes.

Here is how to use AI around your health, responsibly and well.

The prescription translator

Medicine inserts are written by lawyers for other lawyers. They are not written for you. AI will

gladly translate them into plain English, in thirty seconds.

“Explain the common side effects of [medication name] in plain language. Tell me

which ones are serious enough to call the doctor about, and which are usually mild

and go away. Keep it to one page.”

You will receive a clear, readable summary. You will know what to watch for. You will stop

feeling like the pharmacy hands you a foreign-language document every time.

The medication organizer

If you take more than two medications, you already know the mental cost of keeping track. AI

can build you a simple schedule, adjustable as things change.

“Help me organize my medications. I take Lisinopril 10mg in the morning, Metformin

500mg twice a day with meals, and a statin at bedtime. Create a simple daily schedule

I can print and stick on the fridge.”

It will produce a clean table. You can tweak it. You can print it. You can show it to your doctor,

who will appreciate that you arrived organized.

The appointment prep tool

Doctors’ appointments are shorter than they used to be. Ten minutes, if you are lucky. The most

important thing you can do is arrive with the right questions. AI is extraordinary at this.

“I have a follow-up with my cardiologist next week. I was diagnosed with atrial

fibrillation last year and I am currently on [medication]. Help me prepare five

important questions to ask, based on what I should understand about my long-term

care.”

Arriving with five sharp questions transforms the appointment. You will not leave wondering

what you forgot to ask. You will leave with answers.

Healthy habits, tailored to the body you have

Most health advice is written for a thirty-year-old with no complications. You are not a thirty-

year-old with no complications. Tell the AI who you actually are.

“Suggest three gentle stretches I can do in bed before getting up, suitable for a 72-year-

old with mild arthritis in the knees. Explain each one in simple steps and tell me what

to stop if something hurts.”

What never to do

A short, clear list. These are non-negotiable.

• Never substitute AI advice for a doctor on anything acute — chest pain, sudden

confusion, severe shortness of breath, a new and unusual symptom.

• Never stop or change a prescribed medication based on AI advice. Always ask

your doctor or pharmacist first.

• Never paste your full medical record into a free chat tool. Summarize the relevant

parts. We will talk more about privacy in Chapter 13.

• Never trust any specific statistic about your condition without verifying through

a medical source.

DID YOU KNOW? A Stanford study tracked patients who used AI assistants

to prepare for medical appointments. They reported significantly lower

anxiety, asked more relevant questions, and — this is the part the doctors

noticed — had better outcomes at follow-up. The AI did not replace the

doctor. It replaced the patient’s loneliness in preparing to see the doctor.

Which, it turns out, was half the problem.

The middle-of-the-night search that shouldn’t be Google

Three in the morning. Something is bothering you. It is not urgent enough to call the doctor but

too present to ignore. You open your phone.

This is a moment where AI is far better than a search engine. Google will return a list of

alarming diagnoses and medical sites that seem designed to produce anxiety. AI will say: “Here

is a plain-language explanation of what that symptom usually means. Here is when it typically

warrants a same-day call to your doctor, and here is when it can safely wait for a regular

appointment.”

Same information. Different presentation. The difference in your ability to sleep afterward is

real.

The visit you didn’t know you needed

Here is a use case that has changed the medical experience for many older adults in ways they

didn’t expect.

Ask the AI to help you understand your own health history. Not to diagnose anything — but to

see it clearly, organized, the way a thorough doctor would see it if they had the time to read

everything.

“I have been living with Type 2 diabetes for eleven years, mild hypertension for three,

and I had a minor cardiac event in 2019. I currently take [medications]. Help me

organize this into a clear one-page health summary I can bring to any new doctor I

see, so they understand my history at a glance.”

You will receive a clear, organized document. Print it. Put it in your wallet or your phone. Every

new specialist you see will be grateful. You will never again start from scratch explaining

yourself to someone new.

§

YOUR HEALTH EXPERIMENT

Pick one medication you take regularly and ask the AI to explain it to you in

plain English. Include what it does, common side effects, what to watch for,

and any interactions with foods or other medications. Read the answer with

the insert beside you. Notice how much easier the plain-language version is to

understand — and how much more likely you are to remember it.

Chapter 9

Money, Plain and Simple

Money is where most people feel their age in a particular way. Not because they forget things

— but because the financial world keeps inventing new products and new terms, each of which

seems designed to make you feel you have fallen behind. AI is the quiet equalizer here. It does

not sell you anything. It does not earn a commission. It simply explains, plans, and calculates,

as many times as you need.

A rule before we begin

Repeat this one to yourself: I will never share my actual account numbers, passwords, or

social security digits with an AI. Ever. Not even once. Not even with a tool that promises it

is secure.

Everything in this chapter uses approximate numbers and hypothetical scenarios. “If someone

has about $50,000 in savings…” is a perfectly good way to frame a question. The AI does not

need your real balance to give you real advice.

The budget that talks back

You do not need a spreadsheet degree. Describe your situation in plain sentences and ask for a

simple plan.

“I’m retired with about $3,200 a month in fixed income. My fixed bills (housing,

utilities, insurance) total around $1,900. I want to save $300 monthly for emergencies.

Help me divide the remaining $1,000 across groceries, medications, leisure, and

unexpected expenses. Give me specific weekly amounts.”

You will receive a realistic, personalized plan. Adjust as your life changes. The AI is happy to

replan anytime.

The goal, backwards-planned

You want a trip, a gift, a new roof, a down payment on something special. Work backwards

from the goal.

“I want to take a three-week trip to Italy in eighteen months. Rough total budget:

$6,000. Help me figure out how much I need to save each month, and give me five

specific spending habits I could adjust to hit this goal without feeling deprived.”

This is the kind of planning a financial advisor used to charge you for. It now costs nothing and

takes four minutes.

The contract decoder

Before signing anything — a lease, an insurance policy, a gym membership, a utility contract

— paste it in and ask this question:

“Summarize this contract in plain English. List the five most important clauses I should

understand. Flag anything that seems unusual, one-sided, or worth negotiating. Finish

with three questions I should ask before signing.”

You will catch things that were designed to be missed. The AI does not know your full situation,

so confirm anything serious with a professional — but you will now be asking professional-

grade questions.

The difficult phone call, rehearsed

Sometimes you need to call the bank, the insurance company, the credit card service. These

calls can go poorly when we are unsure of ourselves. Rehearse with the AI first.

“I need to call my credit card company to negotiate a lower interest rate. I’ve been a

customer for twelve years and always paid on time. Give me a short, polite script —

what to say first, how to respond if they say no, and when to ask for a supervisor.”

You will make the call sounding calm, prepared, and confident. You will often get what you

asked for. The worst case: you lose nothing.

DID YOU KNOW? The largest banks in the world use AI to detect fraud in

real time. When your bank calls to ask “was this purchase yours?”, an AI

noticed a pattern that didn’t match your history. You are not late to this

technology — you are now using the same kind of tool the banks use, pointed

at your own life instead of theirs.

The monthly check-in

Some of the most financially confident people I know use a simple ritual: once a month, they

open an AI conversation and talk through the past thirty days. What came in. What went out.

What changed. What they are worried about. What decision is coming up that they haven’t

figured out yet.

The AI does not judge the month. It does not compare it to other months unless you ask it to. It

just helps you see clearly — which is, after all, the whole job of a good financial advisor. You

have one now, at no charge, available at three in the morning if necessary.

The question you’ve been afraid to ask

There is a category of financial question that most people never ask anyone because the asking

itself feels embarrassing. Questions like: Is my pension going to be enough? If I needed to cover

three years of care, would I have it? Am I spending too much on things I don’t need to spend on,

and if so, which ones?

These questions don’t embarrass an AI. They don’t produce a look of professional concern that

makes you feel like you’ve done something wrong. They receive a straightforward, practical

response, with the numbers laid out plainly and the options listed clearly.

Ask the uncomfortable question. You have been living with the uncertainty longer than you

needed to.

§

YOUR FINANCIAL DRY RUN

Pick one upcoming financial decision — a purchase, a negotiation, a contract,

a budget question. Describe it to the AI using approximate numbers and ask

for a complete analysis and a recommended next step. Compare the AI’s

reasoning to your own instinct. Even if you end up trusting your instinct, you

will have stress-tested it properly.

Chapter 10


The Rebirth of Your Creative Side

There is a particular kind of sadness that belongs to people in their fifties and sixties: the

accumulated weight of unfulfilled curiosities. Things we meant to learn. Books we meant to

write. Languages we meant to study. Paintings that never got started. Trips that never got

planned. Stories we meant to pass down to the grandchildren before we forget the exact smell

of our grandmother’s kitchen.

This chapter is about using AI to dust off those quiet ambitions. Not because you should — you

don’t have to do anything. But because the barriers that kept them on the shelf (complexity,

loneliness, not knowing where to start) have quietly been removed while you weren’t looking.

above: an open blank notebook on the left, a fountain pen uncapped

beside it, a cup of tea, a small potted plant, a watercolor palette with

three pans of color, and on the right side of the desk a phone or tablet

glowing softly with a chat interface. The hand of an older person

(visible just at the wrist, wearing a simple wedding band) is poised

with the pen above the notebook page — not writing yet, but about to.

The light is early morning. The mood: the quiet moment before starting


Your personal culture curator

The paralysis of modern entertainment is real. Thousands of movies. Thousands of books.

Nothing feels right. Enter the AI.

“Recommend three novels I would probably love. I’ve recently enjoyed Anne Tyler and

Kent Haruf — quiet, character-driven, American, nothing violent. I’m not in the mood

for anything too dark. Tell me what each book is about, why you’re recommending it,

and roughly how long it is.”

You will get real recommendations — not bestseller-list filler. The AI has read, in a sense,

millions of reader reviews. It is, if you give it the chance, an extraordinary matchmaker.

Learning something new, finally

Always wanted to play the piano, speak Italian, paint in watercolors, or understand jazz? The AI

is the patient teacher you never found.

“Teach me the fundamentals of playing piano, assuming I have zero experience. Start

with what to buy (keyboard or piano, beginner or not), then give me a first lesson on

reading music — just what C, D, and E look like and feel like. Keep each lesson to ten

minutes.”

The lessons are yours to pace. Miss a week, come back, ask for a quick review. The teacher

never sighs. The teacher never forgets where you stopped.

The trip that actually suits you

Generic travel advice assumes you are twenty-four and can walk fifteen miles a day. You are

not. Tell the AI who you actually are.

“Plan me a five-day cultural itinerary in Florence for someone who walks well but gets

tired after three hours. Include specific cafés for afternoon rest, prioritize museums

over climbing viewpoints, and suggest restaurants frequented by locals, not tourists.

Assume I love Renaissance art and good wine.”

You will receive an itinerary that respects your body. Real travelers, not a guidebook template.

The most important project: your memoirs

I want to push gently here, because this is the one that most readers write to thank me for. You

have stories. Your family wants them. You have probably put off writing them because the task

feels enormous.

It isn’t. Start by talking to the AI about a single memory.

“I want to begin writing a memoir, starting with the summer of 1967, when I was

fourteen and my family moved to a small town. I have a few specific memories — the

smell of the new house, my first friend, the bicycle I wanted. Ask me five gentle

questions, one at a time, that will help me turn this into a chapter.”

The AI will interview you. You will answer in plain sentences. By the end of an hour, you will

have the raw material for a chapter. Do this once a week. At the end of a year, you will have a

book. A real one. Written by you, not the AI — the AI only asked the questions.

We will return to this in much more depth in Part V, which is dedicated entirely to legacy work.

For now, know that it is possible. That it is closer than you think.

DID YOU KNOW? Research on longevity consistently finds one factor that

separates people who age well from those who decline: continued learning.

Not crossword puzzles. Not “brain games.” Genuine new skills — languages,

instruments, crafts. The Harvard Study of Adult Development followed people

for over eighty years and found that curiosity was more protective than

almost anything else. AI removes the single biggest barrier to curiosity:

having no one to ask when you get stuck.

The thing you gave up on

I am going to make an assumption, and you can tell me if I am wrong.

There is something creative you used to do — or wanted to do, and never got around to — that

quietly retreated over the decades as other demands took priority. Writing. Drawing. Music.

Woodworking. Cooking that went beyond the functional. The garden that could have been

spectacular. The family history that exists in pieces in your head and nowhere else.

These things did not die. They went quiet. The conditions that forced them quiet — time,

energy, the competing weight of raising families and building careers — have, for many readers

of this book, shifted significantly. The question is no longer when will I have time. The question

is what do I do with what I have.

AI does not restore your old gift. But it removes the practical obstacles that have made picking

it back up feel impossibly high. It is the draft you couldn’t start. The teacher you couldn’t

afford. The patient collaborator who never sighs when you say, “I’m not sure this is working —

can we try a different direction?”

The project that is already waiting

Start with something small enough to finish. Not the family memoir — start with the memory

of one afternoon in the summer of 1974. Not the novel — start with the paragraph you have

been carrying around in your head for four years. Not the garden plan — start with the one

corner that has never been right.

Small and finished is far more useful than ambitious and abandoned. Finish the small thing.

Then the next one. The scope takes care of itself.

§

YOUR CREATIVE COMMITMENT

Pick one thing — one — that you have meant to learn or make for years. Open

a chat and ask:

“Help me take the first real step toward [thing]. Start by asking me three

questions about what I want, what I know already, and how much time I can

realistically commit each week.”

Answer the questions. By the end of the conversation, you will have a first

plan. You will be astonished how small the first step actually is.

Chapter 11


The Bridge of Words

If you ever feel that your family speaks one language and you speak another — the slang, the

shorthand, the emotional fluency of a generation raised online — this chapter is for you. AI is,

among many other things, a translator between generations. Not a perfect one. But close

enough to change how the dinner table feels.

Decoding what the grandkids are actually saying

They send you messages full of words like “cringe,” “mid,” “bet,” “no cap,” “it’s giving.” You nod

politely. You have no idea what they mean. Neither did I, until I started asking.

“My grandson texted me that something was ‘kinda mid but still slaps.’ Explain what

that means in plain English, and suggest a casual, age-appropriate response that

doesn’t make me sound like I’m trying too hard.”

You will now speak the language. You will not overuse it — nothing is funnier or sadder than a

grandparent laying it on thick — but you will get the jokes. And they will notice.

The email you’ve been meaning to write

Some letters are hard. The pride-in-your-child email that shouldn’t be too sentimental. The

apology to a friend you hurt without meaning to. The condolence note to a neighbor you barely

know. The gentle correction to a family member who crossed a line. AI will draft any of these in

a minute, and then you shape them into your own voice.

“My son just got a big promotion at work. I want to write him a short, warm note

telling him how proud I am — but he’s private and gets uncomfortable with too much

emotion. Draft three sentences that feel genuine without being mushy.

Straightforward, honest, a bit of dry humor if it fits.”

You will have three sentences. You will adjust one word, change the order, and send. The email

that has been sitting in your head for a month gets sent in eleven minutes.

Family gatherings, organized

The weekend meal. The birthday party. The holiday dinner. Planning is exhausting when you

try to keep it all in your head.

“I’m hosting six people for Sunday lunch. Two are vegetarian, one has a nut allergy, my

father-in-law is diabetic, and I want it to feel special without being exhausting. Plan a

three-course menu, give me a shopping list organized by grocery store section, and a

cooking schedule so everything lands on the table at 1 p.m.”

The AI will produce a full plan. Follow it or deviate — but you will not be starting from zero.

Talking to a teenager who only answers “fine”

This is one I hear about often. Your grandchild comes over, answers every question with one

word, and leaves. You know there is a real person in there, but you do not know the door.

“Suggest five open-ended conversation starters I could use with a fifteen-year-old

grandchild who is shy around adults. The questions should be genuinely interesting,

not obviously ‘adult trying to connect.’ Include one about their world (music, games,

school) and one that lets them tell me something they know that I don’t.”

The questions will be surprisingly good. Try them. The quality of what you get back from a

teenager is almost entirely a function of the quality of what you ask. AI has read a lot about

what works.

The message you always meant to send

There is probably someone in your life to whom you have meant to say something important —

for a year, or five, or twenty. A friend who drifted away. A sibling you argued with. A teacher

who changed you. An old love who was kind to you. AI can help you find the words that have

been stuck.








“I want to write a short letter to a friend I haven’t seen in fifteen years. We drifted

apart after a small argument that I now think was my fault. I want to reach out

without making it heavy — just to say hello and that I’ve thought of them. Help me

find the right tone. Keep it to under two hundred words.”

Send it. Don’t send it. The writing alone will clarify what you feel. That clarity is, itself, a gift.

DID YOU KNOW? A UK study on loneliness among older adults found that

people who used AI chat tools for at least fifteen minutes a day reported a 30

percent reduction in chronic loneliness scores after six months. The

researchers were careful to note: the AI was not replacing human connection.

It was scaffolding it — helping users write the messages, make the phone

calls, and organize the visits that ended up producing the real connections.

The machine’s best role turned out to be getting out of the way of human

contact.

The generation gap, named and solved

There is a gap, and naming it honestly is the first step to crossing it. Your grandchildren were

born into a world in which screens were furniture. Communication is fast, abbreviated, and

often visual in ways that require fluency in a shared culture you were not part of building. You

were not excluded — the culture simply moved quickly, the way cultures do.

AI bridges this not by making you fluent in the culture (you will never quite be, and that is fine

— authenticity is worth more than fluency) but by helping you understand what is being said.

And by helping you say things in ways that land.

The thank-you note they will actually keep

Here is a small assignment I have given dozens of people, and the response is always the same.

Think of a young person in your life — a grandchild, a niece or nephew, a neighbor’s child you

have watched grow up — who has done something recently that you are proud of. Not a

spectacular achievement. Something ordinary. Getting through a difficult semester. Handling a

hard situation with grace. Showing up when they said they would.

Ask the AI to help you write a handwritten note — short, specific, personal — that names the

thing you noticed and says exactly what it meant to you.

Send it on paper, in the mail, in an envelope. With a stamp.

I cannot prove this. But I am quite certain that note will outlast almost everything else you give

them.

§

YOUR BRIDGE

Identify one person in your life with whom communication has become harder

over the years — a teenage grandchild, a sibling, a long-ago friend, a busy

adult child. Use AI to draft a short, warm, specific message to them. Send it.

Even if there is no reply, you will have done something kind, and the next

message will be easier.

This is how bridges get built — one plank at a time.

Chapter 12

The AI-Powered Home

Managing your daily life, one conversation at a time.

There is a category of task that fills the hours of a week in small, invisible increments. Writing

the shopping list. Remembering whether you already have turmeric. Tracking which

medication needs a refill on which day. Researching whether that contractor gave you a fair

quote. Drafting the email to the homeowners’ association that you have been putting off for six

weeks. Planning what to cook for Thursday when your daughter’s family is visiting and one of

the grandchildren has become vegetarian.

These are not dramatic problems. They are not the things you would call someone about. They

are simply the low-level administrative overhead of running a household — and for most

adults, they expand to fill whatever time and attention is available.

AI is remarkably, almost embarrassingly, good at most of them.

This chapter is the practical one. No philosophy. No big picture. Just the most useful things you

can do with an AI assistant in the context of your home, your kitchen, your health, and your

daily life.

The shopping list that thinks

A basic AI shopping interaction looks like this:

“I’m planning to make a roast chicken dinner with vegetables on Sunday for four

people. I’m also running low on coffee, milk, and paper towels. What should I add to

my shopping list? I already have butter, garlic, and potatoes.”

This is not impressive until you see the result: a complete, organized list that accounts for the

dinner, the household staples, and what you already have — organized by category (produce,

proteins, dry goods, household) so that you can move through the store in order rather than

zigzagging.

Now make it more powerful:

“I’m trying to keep my grocery bill under $80 this week. Which items on this list can be

substituted with cheaper alternatives without ruining the recipes?”

Or:

“My husband is now avoiding high-sodium foods on doctor’s advice. Are there any

items on this list I should rethink or substitute?”

The shopping list is no longer just a list. It is a planning conversation.

Medication management

This one matters. Adults managing multiple medications face a genuine cognitive load: the

scheduling, the refill timing, the understanding of what each medication does and why, and the

tracking of whether anything has changed. AI can help with each of these — with the

important caveat that your doctor remains your medical authority. AI is the research assistant;

your physician is the decision-maker.

Here are the specific prompts that work:

“I take [list of medications] at the following times: [schedule]. I’m having trouble

remembering the midday dose. Can you suggest a simple tracking system or routine I

could use?”

“My doctor just added [medication] to my regimen. In plain English, what does this

medication do, what are the most common side effects I should watch for, and are

there any foods or other medications that commonly interact with it? I’ll discuss

details with my doctor at my next appointment.”

“I have a refill due for [medication] on approximately [date] and another for

[medication] approximately [date]. Can you help me create a simple calendar of refill

reminders for the next three months?”

Being more informed before a doctor’s appointment is not the same as self-diagnosing. It means

you arrive with better questions.

The contractor problem

You received a quote. You are not sure whether it is reasonable, too high, or suspiciously low

(suspiciously low can be the most dangerous). You don’t want to bother your son-in-law again,

and you don’t want to pay for a second estimate just to validate the first.

“I just received a quote for [describe the project — e.g., ‘replacing gutters on a two-

story house, approximately 120 linear feet, including installation’]. The quote was $[X].

Is this within normal range? What factors would make it higher or lower, and what

questions should I ask the contractor before I agree?”

The AI will give you a context, a range, and a list of follow-up questions that show you know

what you’re doing. Contractors who know a customer has done homework tend to sharpen

their pencils.

Meal planning for real life

“I need to plan four dinners this week. Here are my constraints: one of my guests is

vegetarian. I have [list what’s already in the refrigerator]. My budget for new groceries

is $40. I want at least one meal that will make good leftovers for lunch the next day.

Please suggest four dinners, a brief description of each, and a consolidated shopping

list.”

This prompt takes three minutes to type and generates a plan that would otherwise require

twenty minutes of flipping through cookbooks and checking the refrigerator four times.

You can refine as you go: “The third dinner looks more complex than I want on a Wednesday. Is

there something simpler with the same ingredients?” Or: “My husband doesn’t like mushrooms.

Can you substitute something in the first recipe?”

The email you’ve been putting off

Most delayed emails fall into three categories: complaints that need to be firm without being

rude, requests that feel awkward to make, and difficult personal messages where you are not

sure how to start.

“I need to write an email to my HOA about a matter that has been unresolved for two

months. I want to be firm and clear that this is unacceptable, but I don’t want to be

inflammatory. The situation is: [explain]. Please draft a professional, firm, and

respectful email.”

“I need to write to an old friend I haven’t spoken to in two years after a falling out. I

want to reconnect without relitigating the argument or forcing an apology. I want the

tone to be warm and low-pressure. The situation is: [explain].”

In each case, you will receive a draft. You will edit it. The draft will have done the hardest part

— breaking the blank-page paralysis and giving you words to work with.

Emergency preparedness

“I am [age], living alone in [city/region]. Can you help me create a simple personal

emergency plan for [type of emergency common to your area — earthquake,

hurricane, winter storm, power outage]? I want to know: what supplies to keep at

home, what to do in the first thirty minutes, who to contact and in what order, and

what I might be forgetting.”

The AI will generate a checklist personalized to your situation. Print it. Put it somewhere

physical — not just on your phone, which may be unreachable in the very emergency it’s

meant for.

Navigating bureaucracy

Forms. Government correspondence. Insurance claims. Medicare paperwork. These documents

are written as if their primary goal is to prevent you from understanding them, and they often

seem designed to exhaust anyone who tries.

“I received this letter from [agency/insurer]. Here is what it says: [paste text]. In plain

language, what is it asking me to do, by when, and what happens if I don’t? What

should my response be?”

“I need to appeal a Medicare decision that denied coverage for [procedure]. I’ve never

done this before. Walk me through the process step by step.”

Home maintenance calendar

“Can you help me create a simple home maintenance calendar? I own a [describe your

home — e.g., ‘1970s two-bedroom house with a gas furnace, central air conditioning,

and a small yard’]. I want to know what I should be doing each month — things like

filter changes, outdoor winterization, gutter cleaning — so nothing catches me by

surprise.”

This prompt generates a twelve-month checklist that most homeowners either never have or

have misplaced. You are front-loading a year’s worth of organization into a ten-minute

conversation.

The practical takeaway

What unites all of these uses is something simple: they take tasks that require you to either

know something you don’t know, or write something you find difficult, or plan something that

feels tedious, and they turn those tasks into a conversation.

You already know how to have a conversation. You have been having them for six or seven

decades. You know how to describe what you need. You know how to say “that’s not quite right,

try again.” You know how to recognize a useful answer and an unhelpful one. That is all that is

required.

The tool works because you work. Your experience, your judgment, your sense of what matters

and what doesn’t — these are what make every interaction useful. The AI is the engine. You are

the driver.

§

YOUR CHAPTER EXERCISE

Identify the one recurring task in your home life that consumes more time or

mental energy than it should. Just one. Bring it to an AI conversation this

week. Describe it fully and ask for help. See what happens.

Part IV


Safety and Wisdom

Five chapters to keep you safe, sovereign, and relaxed in your own digital









Chapter 13

Privacy Without Paranoia

Every time I meet someone new to AI, the same question comes up within the first five minutes:

“But who is watching?” It is a fair question. It is the right question. Your generation lived

through decades when privacy was sacred, and now you’re being asked to type personal things

into a machine owned by a company you have never met. Of course you want to understand the

terms.

Let me tell you the truth, plainly. Then we’ll talk about how to keep yourself comfortable.

The myth of the nosy neighbor

The image people often have is that somewhere, a team of employees at a big tech company is

reading your chat messages and chuckling about your grocery lists. That picture is almost

entirely wrong.

In reality, your chat is processed by a computer program — a piece of software that does not

care, does not judge, does not remember you as a person, and moves on to the next conversation

two seconds after yours ends. The program has no emotions, no curiosity about your life, and

no capacity to “tell” anyone anything. It is the digital equivalent of talking to the air

conditioning.

Now — and this is where honesty matters — a very small number of conversations do get

reviewed by humans, but only for specific reasons: improving the system’s quality,

investigating abuse, or complying with a legal order. It is not random, and it is not common.

Most chats are touched by no human other than you.

The AI is not a neighbor peering through the hedge. It is more like a post office that

delivers millions of letters a day. Nobody reads them. Nobody cares. They just get

processed and moved along.

What the machine actually sees

When you chat with an AI, the company running it typically stores:

• The text of your conversation, for some period of time (often 30 days, sometimes longer,

varies by service).

• Some technical information — your approximate location, your device type, the time

you logged in.

• Your account information if you created one — usually just email and a chosen name.

What the machine does not have access to:

• Your camera, microphone, or files on your computer, unless you specifically upload or

enable them.

• Your bank accounts, emails, or anything else on your device.

• Conversations you had with other services.

• Your identity beyond what you type in.

This means: the AI knows what you tell it, and nothing else. If you tell it nothing personal, it

knows nothing personal. You are fully in control of that boundary.

The five commandments of chat privacy

Memorize these. They will keep you safe in any situation.

1. Never share passwords, PINs, or security codes. No legitimate service will ever ask

for these in a chat. If anything asks, it is a scam.

2. Never share full account numbers, credit card numbers, or government ID

numbers. If you need to ask about something related to a specific account, use the last

four digits or describe it in general terms.

3. Use hypotheticals for sensitive advice. Instead of “I make $62,340 a year,” say

“someone making roughly $60,000 a year.” The advice will be just as good; the risk drops

to zero.

4. Assume your chats could be read by someone someday. Don’t type anything you

would not say in a public place. This is good practice for any digital service, not just AI.

5. Know where the delete button is. Most AI services let you delete conversations with

one click. Find that button. Use it when you feel like it. You are in charge.

How to delete a conversation

In most AI tools — ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini — deletion works like this: find the conversation

in the sidebar on the left, hover over it or tap it, find a small trash icon or three-dot menu, and

click delete. Gone. Usually permanent within thirty days, meaning even the company’s servers

drop it.

Some services also let you turn off history entirely, so nothing is saved from the start. Look in

settings for something called “chat history” or “data controls.” Turn it off if you want full peace

of mind. You will still be able to use the service — you just won’t have a record of past

conversations to refer back to.

What to do if you already shared something sensitive

You would not be the first. Many people, in their enthusiasm, type something in and then

think, “wait, maybe I shouldn’t have.” Here is what to do.

• Delete the conversation immediately.

• If you shared a password or account number, change it. That is the single most

important step. A changed password makes the old one useless.

• Don’t panic. A single exposure to an AI chat is, statistically, much less dangerous than a

single phishing email — and you have survived plenty of those.

• Learn the lesson and move on. The only unforgivable mistake is the one you refuse to

learn from.

DID YOU KNOW? The companies building AI tools are regulated, audited,

and legally accountable for how they handle your data — more tightly than

most services you have used your entire life. The rules governing them are

written by the European Union’s GDPR, California’s CCPA, and similar laws

worldwide. These are genuinely strong protections. It is not a perfect system.

It is, however, much safer than the email service you were using twenty years

ago without thinking twice.

The real privacy threat, named

Before we end this chapter, let me tell you where the actual digital danger is in your life. It is

not AI. It is social media — where companies build detailed profiles of you based on every click,

like, and scroll, specifically to sell to advertisers. It is free email services that scan your mail for

commercial keywords. It is the apps on your phone that ask for permissions they do not need.

AI, by comparison, is a single, contained conversation that does not follow you across the

internet. If you have been worrying about AI privacy while using Facebook daily, you have been

pointing your binoculars at the wrong horizon. The real threat is not the new tool. It is the old

tools you had already stopped questioning.

Privacy in the modern age is not about refusing to use anything. It is about using things

consciously, with clear rules. You now have those rules. Go forth with appropriate calm.

Practical habit: the hypothetical instinct

There is a simple habit that, once acquired, becomes automatic: the hypothetical instinct.

Instead of: “I earn $74,000 a year and my mortgage payment is $1,340 a month…”

Write: “If someone earned around $70,000 and paid roughly $1,300 a month in housing costs…”

The advice you receive is identical. The exposure is zero. The question works just as well with

rounded, approximate numbers as with precise ones, and the answer will serve you equally

well.

Apply this instinct to every AI conversation that touches something personal. It takes an extra

ten seconds. It costs nothing. And it means you can use AI freely, without any nagging sense

that you have given away something you wanted to keep.

The privacy spectrum

Privacy is not binary — either total secrecy or total exposure. It is a spectrum, and most of what

we do in daily life sits comfortably in the middle. You would not read your bank statement on

the bus. You would also not shred your grocery receipts. The same sensibility applies to AI.

Treat AI conversations the way you treat a conversation with an acquaintance you respect but

don’t know deeply. You might discuss the plot of a novel. You might mention that you have a

doctor’s appointment coming up. You would not hand them your wallet and ask them to sort

through it. This is not mistrust — it is just the appropriate distance.

§

YOUR PRIVACY AUDIT

Open the AI tool you use most often. Find the settings. Locate the “delete

history” or “data controls” option. Read what it says. Decide what level of

history you want to keep (a week, a month, forever, or nothing). Set it

accordingly.

The feeling of having actively chosen — rather than passively accepted

defaults — is the difference between feeling watched and feeling in control.

Chapter 14


Spotting Scams in the Age of AI

I need to talk to you about the dark side — not of AI itself, but of what criminals have started

doing with it. AI has lowered the cost of certain old scams and enabled a few genuinely new

ones. The good news: once you know the playbook, these scams become surprisingly easy to

spot. The bad news: some of them are emotionally brutal if they catch you off guard.

Read this chapter carefully. Share it with the people you love. A single conversation about these

scams is the best insurance policy in existence.

The new playbook

Three scams have become much more common since AI tools got good. Know them by name.

1. THE CLONED-VOICE CALL

The phone rings. It is your grandchild’s voice, clearly distressed, saying they have been in an

accident or arrested in a foreign country, and they need money wired immediately. The voice is

right. The panic is right. Everything sounds real.

It almost certainly is not real. AI voice-cloning tools can now copy a voice from a few seconds of

audio pulled from social media. Scammers have industrialized this. If you receive such a call,

the script is always the same: urgency, secrecy (“don’t tell mom”), and a request for money

through an irreversible method (wire transfer, gift cards, cryptocurrency).

2. THE DEEPFAKE VIDEO

A video appears in your messages showing a public figure — or worse, a family member —

saying something alarming. The mouth moves. The voice matches. It looks real. It can be fake.

The technology to generate convincing fake video is now accessible to anyone with moderate

technical skill.

3. THE IMPOSTER CHATBOT

A chat window pops up on a website claiming to be your bank, your internet provider, or a

government agency. It sounds official. It asks you to verify your identity, or enter your

password to “resolve an issue.” It is a fake — often a sophisticated AI-driven one that holds

convincing conversations.

Your family’s anti-scam protocol








This is the single most useful thing in this chapter. Do it this week.

Agree on a family safe word. A specific, unusual word that no one outside the family knows.

Something like “watermelon” or “grandfather’s pipe.” Write it down in a place you’ll remember.

Tell every adult family member. Tell the teenagers. Tell the grandparents.

The rule: any phone call involving urgency, money, or trouble must include the safe word. If the

caller cannot produce the safe word, hang up and call the family member back at a known

number. No exceptions. Not even if they sound like they are crying. Especially if they sound like

they are crying — that is the scam.

This one technique defeats virtually every voice-cloning scam. It costs nothing. It takes ten

minutes to set up. Please do it.

The six red flags of a scam chat

Whether it is an email, a text message, a pop-up chat, or a phone call, the patterns are

remarkably consistent.

• Urgency. “Act now.” “Your account will be closed in 20 minutes.” Real institutions don’t

work this way.

• Secrecy. “Don’t tell anyone about this.” Legitimate matters do not require your silence.

• Unusual payment methods. Gift cards. Wire transfers. Cryptocurrency. Nobody

legitimate asks for these.

• A request for passwords, PINs, or security codes. Nobody legitimate ever asks for

these. Ever.

• A link to click that looks almost-but-not-quite right. Spelling mistakes in the URL.

Strange domains.

• An emotional hook that bypasses your thinking — fear, greed, love, pity. If you feel

yourself flooded with emotion, slow down. The scam depends on speed.

If you or someone you love fell for one

First, do not let shame silence you. Scammers prey on shame. You will not be the first person to

fall for a well-executed fraud, and you will not be the last.

• If money was sent by wire transfer or gift card, contact the sending institution

immediately. Sometimes transfers can be reversed within hours.

• If passwords were shared, change them now — and any accounts that shared the

same password.

• Report to the authorities. In the US, the FTC at reportfraud.ftc.gov. Many

countries have equivalent services. Reporting matters even if you don’t recover the

money — it helps stop the next scam.

• Tell someone. A spouse, a child, a friend. Shame loses its power when spoken aloud.

And the people around you need to know what techniques are in circulation.

DID YOU KNOW? The Federal Trade Commission reports that adults over 60

lose roughly $3.4 billion per year to scams in the United States alone — but

here is the striking part: older adults lose less often than younger adults.

When they do lose, the amounts are larger. The generational lesson is clear:

you are generally more cautious than younger people. Keep being cautious.

Add the safe word. Watch the red flags. You already have the instinct — now

you have the technique.

When technology makes it harder

The scam landscape changed recently in ways worth understanding specifically. AI voice-

cloning became accessible enough that anyone with ten dollars and a target’s voice from a

social media video could produce a convincing imitation. Deepfake videos of public figures —

and private individuals — became detectable only to trained eyes.

The response to this is not paranoia. It is protocol. The safe word is your protocol. The rule of

never acting on urgency without verification is your protocol. These take three minutes to

establish and last a lifetime. The technology will continue to improve; your protocols will

continue to work, because they exploit the one thing AI voice cloning cannot reproduce:

something private that only you and the people you love know.

The psychology behind the hook

Every successful scam has the same architecture: it creates a state in which your emotional

brain overwhelms your thinking brain. Fear. Love. Greed. Pity. When you are flooded with any

of these emotions, your ability to slow down and check what’s actually happening diminishes

dramatically.

The scammers know this. They have studied it. The urgency, the pressure, the artificial

deadline, the heartbreaking story — these are not accidents. They are tools, applied

deliberately, to prevent the one thing that would expose the scam instantly: a single moment of

calm reflection.

Your best protection is not intelligence. Intelligent people get scammed. Your best protection is

a rule you have decided on in advance, in a calm moment, that you apply automatically when

any of these emotional hooks appear. When I feel urgency about money, I wait. When I feel fear

that involves a family member, I call that family member directly. The rule is the protection. Not

the judgment.

§

YOUR SAFE WORD

Today, pick a safe word with your family. Text it to the adults. Tell the

grandchildren old enough to understand. Write it on a note by your phone.

The next time someone calls in distress asking for money, you will have a

question they cannot fake the answer to.

This small action is the single most valuable thing in this entire book. Please

do it.

Chapter 15

Choosing Your Assistant’s Personality

Here is a small secret that makes the AI experience far better. The same tool, without any

upgrade or special feature, can be a patient teacher, a witty companion, a firm editor, a gentle

coach, or a skeptical advisor. What determines which one you get is entirely how you ask it to

behave at the start of the conversation.

The magic first sentence

At the very beginning of any conversation, you can set a personality. It takes one sentence. The

conversation that follows will be shaped by that sentence until you change it.

“For this conversation, act as a warm but straight-talking mentor in their sixties. Use

plain language, occasional dry humor, and don’t sugarcoat your feedback.”

From that point on, the AI will respond in that voice. If you want to go formal, say so. If you

want to be challenged, say so. The machine adapts.

A starter library of personalities

Copy, paste, adjust. These are nine personalities I use most often — pick what fits the moment.

THE PATIENT TEACHER

“Act as a patient teacher who assumes I have no background in this subject. Explain things one

step at a time. Check that I understood before moving on. Use everyday examples, not technical

ones.”

THE DRY-WITTED EDITOR

“Act as an editor who is kind but has no patience for flowery language. Cut anything

unnecessary. Keep the voice honest and clean. Point out clichés.”

THE SUPPORTIVE COACH

“Act as a coach who believes in me and wants me to succeed. Be encouraging but honest. When

I’m making excuses, gently call me on it. Keep responses short.”

THE SKEPTICAL ADVISOR

“Act as a skeptical friend who has seen everything and isn’t easily impressed. Challenge my

assumptions. Play devil’s advocate. Make me defend my reasoning.”

THE WARM STORYTELLER

“Act as a storyteller — warm, unhurried, and curious about people. When you explain things, use

small stories and vivid details. I want to enjoy the reading.”

THE PRECISE PROFESSIONAL

“Act as a senior professional in [field]. Be direct, factual, and structured. Use bullet points. Skip

small talk. Assume I am making a real decision.”

THE CURIOUS INTERVIEWER

“Act as a thoughtful interviewer. Ask me good questions, one at a time. Build on my answers.

Your job is not to give me advice — it is to help me hear my own thinking more clearly.”

THE GENTLE EDITOR FOR SENSITIVE WRITING

“Act as a careful reader helping with emotionally delicate writing. Preserve the feeling. Suggest

only small changes that make the voice clearer. Never flatten the emotion.”

THE ENCYCLOPEDIA WITH A SENSE OF HUMOR

“Act as a brilliant, well-read companion who explains everything — history, science, culture —

with warmth and a light touch. A good dinner-party conversationalist, not a textbook.”

Building your personal favorite

After a few weeks of trying different personalities, you will find one or two that feel like home.

Save them. Copy them into a document on your computer, or a notebook by your chair. Each

new conversation, paste in your favorite — and the AI becomes, effectively, yours.

Some AI tools also allow you to create a “custom” version that remembers your preferred

personality across conversations. This is worth exploring once you are comfortable. But even

without that feature, a ten-word opening sets the tone permanently.

DID YOU KNOW? Researchers have found that giving an AI a defined

persona at the start of a conversation improves the quality of its answers by

20 to 35 percent on creative and advisory tasks. Not because the AI becomes

“smarter” — because the persona forces it to commit to a consistent style,

which reduces the bland, committee-written tone that is its default. A sharper

instruction produces a sharper assistant. Every time.

Voices for the hard conversations

One last personality worth keeping:

“Act as a compassionate but honest advisor helping me think through something

difficult. Don’t tell me what I want to hear. Help me see the situation clearly,

acknowledge what is genuinely hard about it, and find a path forward that I can

respect later. Don’t rush. Ask me what you need to know.”

Use this one for the decisions that matter. The ones where the stakes are real and the outcome

will follow you. Not because AI makes better decisions than you — it doesn’t, and it never will.

But because a thoughtful, unhurried conversation sometimes clarifies what you already know,

and clarifying what you already know is, often, the whole job.

The tone is yours to set

One thing takes getting used to when people first realize they can set the AI’s personality: the

feeling that they are being demanding. That they are putting on airs, somehow, by asking for a

particular voice.

You are not. Setting a personality is not a luxury — it is good technique. The default personality

of most AI systems is efficient and thorough. These are fine qualities, but they are not always

the qualities you need. Sometimes you need warmth. Sometimes you need challenge. Sometimes

you need someone who will tell you the truth without softening it.

You would not have the same conversation with every person in your life. You would not bring

your tax questions to the same friend you bring your travel dreams to. AI is more useful when

you make the same distinction — and making it costs one sentence at the start of a

conversation.

§

YOUR PERSONALITY TRIAL

Pick three personalities from the library above. Ask each one the exact same

question — something substantive, like “help me think through whether to

downsize my home in the next five years.” Read all three responses. Notice

how different the same machine sounds.

Pick your favorite. Save the opening line somewhere you can find it. From

now on, every conversation starts with one sentence that makes the AI sound

like you want it to sound.

Chapter 16

When the Conversation Goes Sideways

What to do when the AI’s response isn’t what you wanted.

It was going so well. You asked a perfectly reasonable question. The first few responses were

excellent — exactly what you needed, exactly in the tone you wanted. And then, somewhere

between your third question and the fourth, something shifted. The response came back

strange. Too long. Too formal. Strangely evasive. Or — and this is the one that catches people

most off guard — it started confidently telling you things that you are fairly certain are not

true.

You stared at the screen and thought: What just happened?

This chapter is for that moment.

There are six common ways an AI conversation can drift sideways. Each has a specific cause

and a specific fix. Once you know them, you will stop feeling like something has malfunctioned

and start feeling like a mechanic who has heard this noise before.

1. It made something up

This is called hallucination, and we covered the mechanics in Chapter 7. Here is what to do

when it happens in the middle of a useful conversation.

What makes this particularly treacherous is that hallucinations arrive in exactly the same

confident, fluent, detailed voice as true information. There is no stammering. There is no

disclaimer. The lie and the truth look identical from the outside.

The fix: for anything where accuracy matters — medical information, legal facts, financial

figures, biographical details — treat AI as a starting point, not a finishing point. Type this:

“Before I use this, which parts of what you just told me should I double-check? What

are you less certain about?”

A well-designed AI will usually identify its own uncertainty when asked directly. Use this

question as a habit.

2. It keeps getting more formal

You started by asking it to write a casual birthday note. The first draft was decent but a little

stiff. You asked it to loosen up. It sent you something slightly different but somehow even

stiffer. You asked again. Now it sounds like a legal document.

This is a drift problem — the AI is pattern-matching to previous exchanges in your

conversation, and something in the history (perhaps your own formal phrasing in a correction)

is pulling it toward formality.

The fix: start a fresh conversation. Open a new chat window. Type the request again from

scratch, but this time lead with the tone you want by demonstrating it:

“I need a very casual birthday note — the kind you’d text to an old friend, not an email

to a boss. Short. Warm. A bit joking. Like this: ‘Happy birthday, you ancient fossil! Hope

this one’s better than last year’s. Get out of the house, would you?’ That kind of energy.

For my friend [name] who is turning [age].”

You are not just telling the AI what you want — you are showing it. This is far more effective

than describing it.

3. It went long. Very long.

You asked for a paragraph. You received seventeen paragraphs, organized into sections, with

headers, subheaders, a conclusion, and a note about the importance of consulting professionals.

This happens because the AI is trained to be thorough, and “thorough” in AI training often

means long. It has learned that longer answers tend to receive better evaluations.

The fix: be specific about length before you ask, not after.

• “Answer in three sentences maximum.”

• “Keep it under 50 words.”

• “One paragraph. No headers. No bullet points.”

These constraints are not rude. They are useful. The model responds to them immediately and

well. And if you forget to specify and receive a wall of text: simply type “Too long. Give me the

key point in one sentence.” It will do exactly that.

4. It refuses to help

You asked something that seemed completely reasonable to you, and the AI declined. Or it

helped, but in a hedged, watered-down way that surrounded your actual request with so many

disclaimers it became almost useless.

These are legitimate requests. They sometimes trigger an AI’s cautionary training — which is

designed to prevent genuinely harmful uses but sometimes sweeps up ordinary, reasonable

questions in the same net.

The fix: add context. The AI responds not just to what you ask but to why you are asking.

“I am a 73-year-old woman, and I want to understand the interactions between

[medication A] and [medication B] before my next doctor’s appointment. Please

explain clearly — I will discuss with my physician before making any decisions.”

Context changes the calculation. You are not trying to manipulate the AI — you are giving it the

information it needs to help you properly. Most of the time, a sentence of context unlocks the

response you needed.

5. It forgot what you said twenty minutes ago

You are deep into a planning session. You told the AI an hour ago that you are vegetarian. You

told it you are traveling in November. You said you prefer quiet hotels over busy resorts. Now,

twenty exchanges later, it is recommending a beachfront resort with multiple restaurants, none

of them vegetarian.

It is not ignoring you. It is running out of memory.

Every AI conversation has a “context window” — a limit to how much of the conversation it

can hold in its working memory at once. For very long conversations, older information begins

to drop out. The AI is not being careless. It literally no longer has access to what you told it

earlier.

The fix: for any conversation that spans multiple topics or extends over a long session,

periodically re-summarize your constraints:

“Reminding you of my context: I’m 73, vegetarian, traveling in November with my

husband who walks slowly due to a knee replacement. Please keep all suggestions

consistent with these.”

6. The conversation feels dead

Not wrong, exactly. Not inaccurate. Just… flat. Mechanical. Like talking to a very efficient but

very uninspired assistant who gives you correct answers in a dull voice.

This happens when you have been asking factual questions for a long time, or when the AI has

drifted into a “report mode” — generating information rather than conversing.

The fix: invite it back into conversation with you.

• “Set aside the formal answers for a moment. What would you say if you were talking to a

friend who asked you this same question?”

• “I’m not looking for the technically complete answer. I want to know what you find most

interesting about this.”

• “If you had to pick the single most important thing to know about this, ignoring

everything else, what would it be?”

These prompts shift the register. You will usually receive something noticeably warmer and

more useful than what came before.

The master fix: the fresh start

When all else fails, and the conversation has gone so far sideways that corrections are only

making it worse, the most powerful thing you can do is start over.

Open a new window. Take what you know — including what did not work — and begin again

with a better-informed prompt. This is not defeat. This is how experienced AI users work. The

first conversation was reconnaissance. The second is the real one.

Before you close the difficult conversation, type:

“What would be the best way to phrase my original request to get a more useful

answer?”

It will usually tell you. And then you will take that improved phrasing into your fresh window.

You are the editor. You are the one who decides when a draft is good enough and when it needs

another pass. The AI is the writer. Writers produce drafts. Editors produce books.

§

YOUR CHAPTER EXERCISE

Find one response you received this week that wasn’t quite right. Don’t try to

fix it in the same window. Start fresh. Ask the AI:

“If I wanted to get the best possible answer to this question — [paste your

question] — how should I phrase it?”

Use the AI to improve your prompting. This is a skill that compounds.

Chapter 17

The Privacy Conversation with Your Family

Talking to your children and grandchildren about digital safety.

The call, when it comes, goes something like this.

Your daughter phones on a Tuesday evening. You can tell from her voice that she has been

thinking about this for several days. “Mom,” she says, “I just want to make sure you’re being

careful with these AI apps. I read an article…” And from there, you know roughly how the rest

of the conversation will go.

She is not wrong to worry. She is not wrong to raise it. She loves you, and she has seen stories —

stories about scams, about data collection, about elderly people being manipulated by

technology they didn’t fully understand. Her concern comes from exactly the right place.

And you, having read this book and used these tools thoughtfully, may find yourself in the

interesting position of knowing more about the subject than she does.

This chapter is about how to have that conversation well — with your children, your

grandchildren, or anyone who loves you and worries about your digital life.

What your family is actually worried about

Before you can address concerns, it helps to understand them. Most family members who

worry about a parent’s or grandparent’s AI use are actually worried about one of four things.

Scams and manipulation. There is a real and growing category of AI-powered scams — voice

cloning that mimics a grandchild in distress, fake AI chatbots that pretend to be customer

service representatives, phishing emails written by AI that have none of the obvious errors that

used to identify them. These are legitimate threats. Your family is right to name them.

Personal data. When you type something into an AI, where does it go? Who sees it? Is it

stored? Is it used to train the model? These are reasonable questions that most people —

including most technology professionals — do not fully understand.

Misinformation. The fear that AI will tell you something false and you will believe it and act

on it. That you will get medical advice from ChatGPT instead of a doctor, or financial guidance

from an AI instead of an advisor.

Dependency. A quieter worry: that you will come to rely on AI in ways that reduce your own

judgment or your connection with actual human beings.

Some of these concerns are well-founded. Some are overblown. All deserve a real response.

What to say about each one

On scams: “You are right to worry, and I am careful. Here is what I know — legitimate AI

assistants (ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini) do not call me on the phone. They do not send me texts

asking for money or gift cards. They do not claim to be in emergency situations. If I receive a call

from someone who sounds like you but asks me to do something urgent involving money, I will

hang up and call you back on a number I already have for you. That is the rule. No legitimate

person will ever object to you taking a moment to verify.”

On data: “What I type into an AI chat is similar to what I type into a Google search. I don’t type

my Social Security number, my bank passwords, or detailed medical history with my full name

attached. I use these tools for writing help, questions, planning — the same kinds of things I

might have asked a librarian or a knowledgeable friend. The companies that make these tools

have privacy policies, and the major ones are large public companies with significant legal

accountability. I am thoughtful about what I share.”

On misinformation: “I treat AI like I treat Wikipedia — a starting point, not a final authority.

When something matters — a medical decision, a financial choice, a legal situation — I verify it

with a professional. The book I’ve been reading specifically teaches this. I know about

hallucinations. I know to double-check.”

On dependency: “I have become more capable, not less. I write better letters. I plan better. I

understand more of what I read. If anything, I’m making fewer calls to you asking for help with

technology — because now I often figure it out myself.”

The reverse conversation: teaching them

Here is the part your family will not expect. After you have addressed their concerns, you have

an opportunity to teach them something they may not know.

Most adults in their thirties and forties are using AI less thoughtfully than you are now, after

reading this book. They use it impulsively, without a framework, without understanding its

limitations. They accept its outputs without verification. They have never thought about the

context window, or hallucination, or the value of a follow-up prompt.

You can simply say: “Do you want me to show you how I use it? I have some techniques that

might be useful to you.”

The moment a grandparent offers to teach a grandchild something about technology is a

moment worth savoring. It tends to happen slowly, tentatively — and then it is real, and the

relationship between you shifts in a small but permanent way. You are not the one being

patiently explained to. You are the one explaining.

The ground rules worth agreeing on

If your family has specific concerns, consider establishing explicit agreements rather than

leaving the conversation vague. Here are four ground rules that address the most common

worries:

• Never type sensitive personal information into an AI chat: full name + date of

birth together, Social Security number, bank account numbers, passwords, detailed

insurance information. This is not because AI companies are untrustworthy — it is just

good hygiene, the same way you would not write your PIN on your debit card.

• Never act on an AI response that involves money or health without a second

opinion. One quick call, one quick search, one conversation with a doctor or a bank.

The AI can be the first voice. Let a human be the second.

• If anything ever feels wrong — urgent, frightening, pressuring — stop and call a

family member first. No legitimate service will object to you taking a moment.

• Share your good discoveries. When you find something that works — a prompt, a use

case, a way the tool surprised you — tell someone in the family. This keeps the

conversation open and reassures everyone that your engagement with these tools is

active, aware, and going well.

The bigger picture

The anxiety your family feels about you and technology is, at its root, the same anxiety you may

have felt about them when they were young and the world was dangerous in ways you

understood that they did not.

They love you. They want to protect you. They have seen a category of story — elder +

technology + exploitation — and they are trying to make sure you are not in that story.

Your job is not to dismiss their concern. It is to show them — clearly, specifically, calmly —

that you understand the risks, that you have thought about them, that you have made

conscious choices, and that you are, in this domain, someone who knows what they are doing.

The best proof of that is not an argument. It is an invitation.

“Sit down with me for twenty minutes. Let me show you what I’ve been doing.”

Whatever age you are, whatever generation they are — that invitation tends to work.

§

YOUR CHAPTER EXERCISE

Pick one person in your family who has expressed worry about technology.

Before the next time you see them, prepare three things to say: one thing you

have learned about the risks, one thing you have learned to protect yourself,

and one thing AI has helped you accomplish that they might find surprising.

Not a defense. A report from the field.

Part V


Your Voice, Your Legacy

Four chapters for the things you have been meaning to leave behind — the










Chapter 18


The Grandparent Chapters

Using AI to leave something behind.

There is a kind of knowledge that dies quietly. Not with a headline, not with a ceremony — just

the slow, unremarkable disappearance of things that only one person knew. The way your

grandfather described the view from his childhood window. The recipe your mother made that

nobody ever wrote down. The story of how your parents met, told the way only they could have

told it, with the small embarrassing details that made it real.

This chapter is about preventing that disappearance.

Artificial Intelligence, for all the things it cannot do — hold your hand, smell the past, love your

family the way you do — is extraordinarily good at one thing that is deeply relevant here: it can

sit beside you, ask the right questions, and help you find words for things you have always felt

but never quite said. This is not ghostwriting. This is collaboration. The memories are yours.

The experiences are irreplaceable. The AI is the patient, tireless, infinitely interested assistant

who shows up every time you want to work on this, never gets tired, and never needs to leave

for another appointment.

The letter they will open when you are gone

I want to start with something specific, because I find that specificity moves people where

generality does not.

A letter for your grandchild to open when they turn twenty-five.

Not a legal document. Not a formal statement. A letter that begins, perhaps, “By the time you

read this…” and continues from wherever that takes you. A letter about what you hoped for

them. About the world you grew up in. About the mistakes that mattered. About the thing you

figured out too late that you wish someone had told you at twenty-five.

Most people do not write this letter. Not because they lack the feeling — they have more feeling

than they know what to do with. They do not write it because when they sit down, the blank

page is too large. The stakes feel too high. They want it to be perfect, and the fear of imperfect

paralyzes them before the first sentence.

Here is how to use AI to write this letter. Open your AI assistant. Type this:

“I want to write a letter to my [grandson/granddaughter] named [name], who is

currently [age]. They will open this letter when they turn [age]. I want it to feel

personal and genuine, not generic. Please interview me — ask me five questions, one at

a time, and I’ll answer each one before you ask the next. At the end, help me turn my

answers into the letter.”

Then answer each question fully. Don’t edit yourself. Don’t try to sound literary. Just answer

the way you would answer a good friend who was genuinely curious about your life.

By the end of the interview, you will have material — real material, from your actual

experience — that the AI will weave into a letter that sounds like you, because it is you. You

will make edits. You will probably cry a little. You will end up with something worth

laminating.

The recipe that was never written down








Every family has one. The dish that appeared at every important occasion, that everyone

requested, that nobody thought to ask about until it was almost too late. The one that exists

now only in one person’s hands, made by instinct and memory rather than measurement.

Here is how to preserve it. Make the dish. While you are making it, have your phone nearby

with a voice memo app or a typed conversation with an AI open. Every time you add something,

say or type it aloud: “I’m adding about a handful of flour here — maybe three tablespoons? It

should look like this consistency…”

Afterwards, paste your notes into an AI conversation and type:

“I just described my [dish name] recipe while I was making it. It’s in my own words and

not organized. Please help me turn this into a proper recipe with ingredients listed and

steps numbered. Ask me any questions you need to fill in the gaps — things like oven

temperature, how long to cook, how many it serves.”

The AI will ask the questions you forgot to answer. You will answer them. The recipe will

emerge — preserved, finally, in a form someone else can actually follow.

Do this for three recipes. That is an hour of work. That is a legacy.

The stories your grandchildren will want someday

There are questions your grandchildren will not think to ask until it is too late.

What was it like on the first day of a new job? What did fear feel like when you were young and

everything was uncertain? What was the best decision you ever made, and did you know at the

time that it was? What was the city like when you were a child — the sounds, the smells, the

small details that Google cannot tell them?

You can start recording these stories right now, without a camera, without a recorder, without

a particular occasion. You need only this:

“I want to create a short collection of personal stories for my family. Let’s start with

one memory. I’ll describe it, and you’ll help me shape it into a short story — maybe

three or four paragraphs — that captures not just what happened, but what it felt like.

Ask me questions if you need more detail. Start by asking me what memory I’d like to

begin with.”

Then let the conversation lead. One memory per session. Twenty sessions, and you have a book.

You have a book that no one else in the world could have written.

The practical tools: creating documents to share

Once you have written something you want to share, here is how to make it accessible:

• To share with family via email: ask the AI to “format this as a clean email I can send

to my family.”

• To print: ask it to “format this so it looks like a proper letter I can print, with margins

and my name at the bottom.”

• To save forever: copy the text into a document (Google Docs, or simply a Word file)

and save it with a clear name. Do not leave important writing only in an AI chat window

— the conversation history may be lost if you close the browser.

• To turn into a physical book: services like Blurb.com allow you to upload text and

create a small printed book, available in small quantities, for a modest cost. A collection

of family stories, printed as a book of fifty pages, costs roughly fifteen to twenty dollars.

It is one of the most meaningful gifts a grandparent can give.

A note on the fear of doing it wrong

I want to say something plainly before we close this chapter, because I have heard this

particular hesitation more than almost any other: “What if I do it, and it’s not good enough?”

Here is my answer: it is a letter to someone who loves you. A recipe from your hands. A story

that only you lived. There is no possible version of these things that is not good enough. The

standard you are being held to, by the people you love, is simply: you tried. You sat down. You

started. You left something behind.

The AI is not there to make you sound like a famous author. It is there to make sure the words

come out, instead of staying locked inside the fear of doing it imperfectly. Every sentence you

leave behind is a sentence that exists instead of being lost.

Start tonight. Start with one question. One sentence. One memory. That is enough. That is more

than enough.

§

YOUR CHAPTER EXERCISE

Open your AI assistant and type: “I want to record one memory from my life

to share with my family. Ask me what I’d like to start with.”

See where it goes.

Chapter 19


The Memoir You Promised Yourself

There is a version of you that meant to write it all down.

You have told yourself, in the quiet moments — driving home, lying awake at three in the

morning, watching the news and remembering what you knew that the news anchor clearly

didn’t — I should write this down. Someone should know this. And then the day moved on.

Another year passed. The things you were going to write are still inside you, where they have

always been, accumulating the particular weight of good intentions that were never acted upon.

This chapter is about acting on them. Today. This week. Not someday.

I am going to say something that may feel too large, but I mean it precisely: your life story is

irreplaceable. Not in a polite, encouraging-your-talents way. In the literal, factual way:

nobody else lived your specific life. Nobody else saw the particular combination of decades,

places, people, and moments that shaped you. When you go, that perspective goes with you

unless you intervene. And the intervention does not need to be a dramatic act of literary

ambition. It can begin with a single question and a single answer, in a conversation that takes

fifteen minutes, on an ordinary Tuesday afternoon.

The problem with “writing a memoir”

The phrase “writing a memoir” is poisoned by what it suggests: a large project, a professional

undertaking, a thing that requires an agent and a publishing house and possibly a ghostwriter

who charges more per hour than your doctor. You have heard of memoirs by presidents and

celebrities and people whose lives were extraordinary by any objective measure. Compared to

them, your life might feel — on a bad day, in a skeptical mood — ordinary.

I want to challenge that feeling directly.

What makes a memoir valuable is not the scale of the events it describes. It is the specificity of

the witness. Barack Obama’s memoir matters because of his particular vantage point. So does

yours. You were there — wherever “there” was — during the years when the world was a

particular way. You noticed things that have now been forgotten, or misremembered, or

replaced by the smoothed-over version that history tends to prefer. The things you remember,

exactly the way you remember them, in the particular emotional texture that only you can

provide — these are not small things. They are the whole thing.

The second poison in the phrase “writing a memoir” is the word writing. It suggests a skill you

may not feel you have. It suggests sitting alone in front of a blank page, staring at it until

something respectable appears. Very few people work this way, and the ones who do are

usually miserable while they’re doing it.

AI changes this entirely. You don’t need to write a memoir. You need to tell a memoir. The AI

will help you do the rest.

The interview method







The most effective way to use AI for personal storytelling is the method I call the interview.

Rather than asking the AI to write your story for you — which produces something that sounds

like everyone else’s story — you ask it to interview you, the way a good journalist or

documentary filmmaker would.

Here is the prompt to start:

“I would like to write a memoir or collection of personal stories to leave for my family. I

have never written anything like this before. Please act as a thoughtful interviewer —

warm but genuinely curious. Ask me one question at a time. Wait for my full answer

before asking the next. Your goal is to help me tell stories from my life in a way that

captures not just what happened, but what it felt like, what I learned, and why it

mattered. Let’s start: ask me what period of my life I’d like to begin with.”

The AI will ask you where to begin. Answer honestly. It will ask a follow-up. Answer that. After

four or five exchanges, you will have the raw material for a chapter — not the chapter itself yet,

but the substance of it, in your own words, about your own life.

Then, at a natural pause in the interview, add:

“Thank you. Now take everything I just shared and write it as a short story — three to

five paragraphs — in the first person, preserving my voice and the specific details I

mentioned. Don’t invent anything I didn’t tell you. Don’t add drama I didn’t express.

Just shape what I said into something readable.”

Read what comes back. You will recognize yourself in it. That recognition is the point.

You will make edits — change a word here, add a detail there, fix something the AI got slightly

wrong. These edits are not failures of the technology; they are you asserting authorship over

your own material. By the time you are done editing, the chapter is genuinely yours: your

memories, your voice, assisted by a tool that helped you get it out of your head and onto the

page.

What to write about

The question I hear most often when people are beginning this process: “But what do I actually

write about? My life isn’t interesting enough.”

The answer is: write about the specific. Not “my childhood” — that is too large. Write about one

afternoon in your childhood. Not “the war years” — write about one day, one decision, one meal

during the war years.

The following are categories of memory that almost everyone has and that make for

remarkable reading when written with specificity:

• The first time you understood something about how the world actually worked

— not the textbook lesson, but the moment the real lesson arrived.

• A person who shaped you without knowing it: a teacher who said one sentence you

still remember, a stranger on a bus, a neighbor who died before you were old enough to

thank them properly.

• The decision that was not dramatic at the time — the choice that looked small and

turned out to be the fork in the road.

• The thing you got completely wrong: the belief you held that turned out to be

unjustified, the person you misjudged, the decision you made with full confidence that

was, objectively, a mistake.

• The ordinary day. A Tuesday in 1974, say, or a Saturday in 1988 — described with the

care you would give to a very important day. The texture of a life vanishes faster than

anything else.

The practical shape of a family memoir

If you complete one story per week — which is achievable, even in a busy life, with fifteen to

twenty minutes of conversation per session — you will have fifty-two stories in a year. That is a

book. A real book, with your name on the cover, printed in a small edition, given to everyone in

your family who would otherwise spend the rest of their lives wondering what your life was

actually like.

Here is a practical structure that works well for a family memoir:

• Part One — Before You Knew Me: stories from childhood and young adulthood,

before your children or grandchildren existed to know you.

• Part Two — Becoming: stories from the years when you were building your life —

career, marriage, parenthood.

• Part Three — The Middle of Things: the long decades sometimes called the best

years, full of the particular joys and difficulties of a life in full operation.

• Part Four — What I Know Now: reflections, not events. The things you understand

now that you didn’t understand then.

• Epilogue — What I Hope For You: a direct address to the people who will read this

long after you are gone. What you want for them. What you want them to know.

Five parts. Fifty stories spread across them. One year of fifteen-minute sessions. A legacy that

will outlast everything you own.

A word about imperfection

The memoir you write will have errors. It will remember things in a way that other people

remember differently. It will use language that is not always exactly right. It will have moments

that feel awkward or incomplete.

These are not flaws. They are the signature of authenticity. A perfect memoir, polished to

remove all roughness, no longer sounds like a person — it sounds like a product. The tiny

imperfections in your work are the proof that a real human being was there, living this, trying

to tell it truly. Your grandchildren will read those imperfections and love them.

Begin tonight. One question. One memory. Five minutes. The rest follows.

§

YOUR CHAPTER EXERCISE

Open your AI and type the interview prompt from this chapter. Answer the

first question the AI asks. Keep going for at least five exchanges. Save the

conversation before closing — you will want it later.

Chapter 20


Letters for the Future

In the summer of 1944, a twenty-three-year-old soldier somewhere in France wrote a letter to

his mother that he knew might be the last thing he ever sent her. He did not know for certain.

He was young and still fundamentally optimistic. But he had been in the war long enough to

know that last letters were a real thing, and that the men who had not written them were the

ones who left the largest holes.

He wrote carefully. He told her things he had never said aloud — not dramatic declarations,

just the quiet truths that tend to stay locked inside until something forces them out. How much

he had learned from watching her. The specific memory of her hands when she made bread on

cold mornings. What he hoped his life would amount to if he got the chance to live it. What he

was afraid of. What he was not afraid of, which surprised him.

He survived the war. He kept the letter. His daughter found it after he died, forty-one years

later, in a shoebox under the bed. She read it at his memorial service, and the room went

completely silent.

The letter had waited forty-one years to do its work. It did its work perfectly.

The letters nobody writes

There is a particular category of letter that most people mean to write and almost nobody

writes: the letter to someone you love, telling them what you actually think of them, intended

to be read at a moment of particular significance — a milestone birthday, a graduation, a

wedding, your own death.

These letters are not written, in most cases, for two reasons. First, the occasion has not yet

arrived. Second — and this is the real reason — articulating love, gratitude, and hope for

someone you love is an exercise in emotional exposure that most of us have been quietly

avoiding since childhood. It is easier to say “I love you” in passing, casually, than to sit down

and mean it on paper, specifically and without exit.

AI does not remove the emotional exposure. It cannot. But it can help you find the words that

get you there.

How to write a letter your grandchild will open at twenty-five








Let’s begin with the most common version of this letter: the one you write to a young person for

a future occasion you may or may not live to see.

Here is the prompt:

“I want to write a letter to my [granddaughter/grandson] [name], who is currently

[age]. I want this letter to be opened when they turn [25/18/30 — your choice]. I want

it to be warm, honest, and specific to who they are and what I know about them.

Please help me by asking me questions about this person — who they are now, what I

love about them, what I hope for them, what I want them to know about life that I had

to learn the hard way. Ask me five questions, one at a time.”

Answer each question as fully as you can. When you have answered all five, add:

“Now take my answers and write the letter. It should begin with ‘By the time you read

this…’ and feel like it comes from me — not from a template. Keep it between 300 and

500 words. Warm, direct, and specific.”

Read the draft. You will find pieces of yourself in it that surprised you. Edit them into greater

accuracy. The final letter will be yours.

Now print it. Put it somewhere safe, in an envelope with the recipient’s name and the

instruction: “Open on your [birthday].” Tell someone you trust where it is.

The letters that are even harder

Some letters need to be written not to grandchildren but to people your own age — people with

whom you have unfinished business. This category is harder, and more important.

• The friend you drifted from, and never quite found the way back to.

• The sibling with whom you have been not-quite-fighting, not-quite-reconciling, for

longer than either of you would admit.

• The parent who is still alive but whom you have never properly told what their life

gave you.

• The child you raised who is now an adult you sometimes struggle to know how to talk

to.

These letters are harder because they are not hypothetical. They will be received by a real

person who will have a real reaction. They carry risk: the risk of vulnerability, the risk of

misinterpretation, the risk of the person responding in a way that hurts you.

I am not going to tell you that risk is worth it. That is your calculation to make. What I will tell

you is that the cost of not writing them is also real — it is the ongoing low-grade ache of a

relationship that could have been different, the conversation that will now never happen, the

thing that needed to be said and wasn’t.

Here is a prompt for the harder letter:

“I want to write a letter to [relationship: e.g., ‘my older brother’] with whom I have had

a complicated relationship for [time period]. I’m not trying to win an argument or

assign blame. I want to communicate [what you actually want: to reconcile, to say

something true, to clear the air, to say goodbye properly, to say I love you without it

being weird]. Help me find the right words. Ask me what I most want them to

understand, and what I most want them to feel after reading it. Then help me write

something honest and careful.”

The AI will not tell you whether to send the letter. That decision remains entirely yours. But

having the letter — having the words exist somewhere, in a form you chose — is different from

not having it. Some letters are written and sent. Some are written and kept. Both are better than

not writing.

Letters to your future self

The letter to your future self is a different kind of exercise — one that has been shown, in

psychological research, to increase long-term decision-making quality and a sense of continuity

with the person you are becoming. It is also, honestly, one of the stranger and more affecting

experiences you can have with five minutes and a blank page.

Here is the prompt:

“Help me write a letter to myself, to be opened in [five/ten] years. I am [your current

age] years old, and I want to write to the [your future age]-year-old version of me. Ask

me three things: what I want to remember about this period of my life, what I hope will

be different in [five/ten] years, and what I want to say to myself that I don’t say out

loud. Then help me turn the answers into the letter.”

Write it. Seal it. Set a calendar reminder for the date you specified. Put it in the shoebox under

the bed, next to the letters your grandfather didn’t know he was leaving behind.

When you open it — and you will open it, if you are lucky — it will tell you something about

who you were that you will have half-forgotten. And that will tell you something about who you

have become.

§

YOUR CHAPTER EXERCISE

Write one letter this week. Not the hard one, if the hard one feels too large.

The easy one — the grandchild, the future self, the simple one. Do it in one

sitting. Save it somewhere real.

Chapter 21


The Family Archive

Every family has a version of the same tragedy. A generation dies. And along with the

generation goes everything they knew: the name of the street where they grew up, the story

behind the photograph with the unidentified man in the back row, the recipe that only ever

existed in one pair of hands, the reason they moved from the town nobody visits anymore, the

answer to every question the children meant to ask and never got around to asking before it

was too late.

This is not a dramatic statement about mortality. It is a practical observation about

information. The things your family most needs to know are stored, right now, in the worst

possible format: inside a human head, which is mortal, unreliable, and not backed up.

This chapter is about fixing that.

The family archive: what it is

A family archive is not a scrapbook. It is not a photo album. It is not a genealogy spreadsheet,

though it can include all of these things. It is a living collection of information, stories, recipes,

names, dates, photographs, and voices — organized in a way that your family can actually use

and access, long after the people who knew these things are no longer available to explain

them.

It sounds large. It is, in its finished form. But it is built piece by piece, in exactly the same way

every archive has always been built: one item at a time, by someone who decided to start.

AI is your collaborator in this project in three specific ways. First, it helps you organize what

you collect. Second, it helps you write the stories that make the documents meaningful. Third, it

helps you turn raw material — a name, a date, a half-remembered anecdote — into something

a stranger could read and understand.

Where to begin: the photograph

and-white photograph in a simple wooden frame, propped on a desk. In the

photograph (visible but slightly blurred), the hint of a group of people

from an earlier era — maybe 1950s or 1960s — gathered for some kind of

outdoor celebration. Beside the frame: a magnifying glass, a pencil, an

index card with handwritten notes, and a phone showing a chat interface.

The mood: gentle investigation, reverence, curiosity. Warm light.


The best starting point for a family archive is always a photograph.

Find one photograph — not the obvious one, the formal portrait in the good clothes — but an

ordinary one. One where people look like themselves. One that raises a question: Who is that?

Where was this taken? Why is she laughing?

Open your AI assistant. Describe the photograph in as much detail as you can: who is in it,

approximately when it was taken, what the occasion might have been, what you notice about it,

what it makes you feel.

Then ask:

“Based on what I’ve described, help me write a caption for this photograph —

something that will make sense to a family member who doesn’t know these people,

reading this twenty years from now. It should be two to three sentences: who these

people are, when and where this was probably taken, and one thing about the occasion

or the people that brings it to life.”

Save the caption with the photograph. Name the file clearly:

Family_Summer_1967_caption.txt. Put both in a folder. You have just started your

archive.

One photograph, one caption, one folder. That is all it takes to begin. Once you have begun, the

next one is easier. Then the next.

The name you don’t recognize

In most family photograph collections, there is at least one unidentified person. Someone in the

back row of a group photograph. Someone who appears in several pictures across several years

and then disappears. A face without a story.

These unidentified people represent the families that connected to yours through friendship,

neighborhood, work, or coincidence, and then drifted. Often, nobody alive knows who they

were.

This is where AI’s research capabilities become genuinely useful. Ask:

“My grandmother has a photograph taken approximately [year] in [city/region]. There

is an unidentified man standing next to my grandfather. Based on what I know about

my grandfather — [what you know about him] — what are some ways I might go

about finding out who this person was? What records might exist? What family

members or community organizations might have information?”

The AI will not find the person for you. But it will give you a practical research plan: genealogy

websites to consult, municipal records that might exist, community organizations in the

relevant area, newspapers from that era that may have been digitized. It turns a blank into a

research project.

Sometimes the research leads nowhere. More often than you might expect, it leads somewhere.

And even the process of asking the question creates a record: the fact that the question was

asked, the evidence that was available, the investigation that was attempted. Fifty years from

now, a descendant will find that record and know that someone in your generation cared

enough to try.

The recipe archive

I mentioned the recipe project briefly in Chapter 18, but it deserves its own treatment here

because it is arguably the most emotionally significant part of most family archives.

Food is memory made physical. The smell of a particular dish is one of the most powerful

memory triggers in human experience — research consistently shows that olfactory memories

are among the most emotionally vivid and longest-lasting. A recipe is a technology for

recreating those memories, again and again, across generations.

Most family recipes exist in one of two states: written down incompletely (a list of ingredients

without methods, or methods without quantities), or not written down at all (they exist only in

the body memory of the person who makes them, transmitted through watching and doing

rather than reading and following).

For the incomplete recipe:

“I have a recipe card for my [family member]’s [dish name]. It lists [ingredients you

have] but doesn’t include [what’s missing: cooking time, temperature, proportions,

method]. Based on these ingredients, help me fill in what’s probably missing, and ask

me any questions that would help you be more accurate.”

For the recipe that exists only in someone’s hands:

“I’m going to watch my [family member] make [dish name] and I’ll describe what I see

and what they do. After I describe the process, help me turn it into a proper recipe with

measurements, steps, and notes. You can ask me clarifying questions at any point.”

This works as a live exercise: you watch, you describe, the AI asks questions, you answer. By the

end of the cooking session, the recipe exists.

The oral history

The most ambitious version of the family archive — and the most valuable — is the oral

history: a record of a family member’s life in their own words, organized into a document that

reads as coherent narrative.

This requires more time than a caption or a recipe, but less than you might think. A ninety-

minute conversation, conducted as an interview, yields enough material for a substantial

chapter. You do not need to record it (though you may if you choose). You can conduct it as a

written conversation with AI, with you asking questions, your family member answering, and

you transcribing the answers.

Here is how to begin:

“I want to conduct an oral history interview with my [family member: grandmother,

grandfather, parent, etc.], who is [age]. I want to create a record of their life story for

the family archive. Help me prepare a list of twenty interview questions organized into

four categories: childhood and early life, formative experiences and major events,

family and relationships, and what they know now that they wish they’d known

earlier. The questions should be open-ended and inviting, not clinical or bureaucratic.”

Use these questions in your interview. Record the answers (with permission) or type them as

you go. Then bring the material back to the AI:

“I’ve conducted an interview with my [family member] and these are their answers.

Please help me turn this into a readable narrative — structured as a series of short

chapters or sections, preserving their voice and specific details, organized

chronologically. Add transitions between sections. Don’t invent anything I didn’t

provide.”

The result will need editing. But it will be a document: real, readable, specific, and

irreplaceable.

Keeping the archive alive

An archive that is never updated is a snapshot. An archive that grows with the family is a living

thing.

Once you have started, build the habit of adding to it. A brief annual update: “This year in the

family” — a few paragraphs about what happened, who was born, who was lost, what changed,

what stayed the same. A photograph of each family member taken at the same time each year.

A brief note, even a sentence, about what you were thinking about in this particular period of

your life.

Fifty years of annual updates, each one a single page, is fifty pages. Added to the oral histories

and the recipes and the photographs and the captions, it is a book. It is a better book than most

families leave behind, and it required nothing more than the consistent application of small

amounts of attention.

The archive does not ask for perfection. It asks only for presence — the willingness to show up,

document, and leave something for the people who will come after you and wonder what it was

like to be here, in this particular family, in this particular time.

§

YOUR CHAPTER EXERCISE

Find one photograph and write one caption. Use the prompt from this

chapter. Save it in a folder named “Family Archive.”

That folder is now real.

Part VI


The Horizon

Two final chapters — one about what’s coming next, and one about what









Chapter 22

Agents — When the Assistant Starts Doing

Until now, this book has been about assistants — AI that talks, explains, drafts, plans. The

conversation happens on your screen, and you take whatever you’ve learned into the real world

to execute. Book the appointment yourself. Send the email yourself. Buy the ticket yourself. The

AI helps; you act.

The next chapter of this technology is about something different. It is called an agent. And it’s

worth understanding, because it’s arriving quickly, and it’s going to reshape the most boring

parts of your daily life.

The difference in one sentence

An assistant tells you what to do. An agent does it for you.

That is the whole distinction. An assistant helps you draft the email; an agent sends it, follows

up when there’s no reply, and files the response in the right folder. An assistant helps you find

three hotels for your trip; an agent checks your calendar, books the one that fits, adds it to your

schedule, and emails you the confirmation.

What agents will do for you in the next three years

This is not science fiction. Most of these already exist in early form. They will be common by

the time you finish this book.

• Scheduling: an agent will coordinate with your doctor’s office, your family’s calendar,

and your own preferences to book appointments without seven back-and-forth phone

calls.

• Shopping: “I need a new coffee maker, under $100, with good reviews, arriving within a

week” — the agent researches, orders, and tracks delivery.

• Travel: “Plan a trip to see my sister in May, budget $1,500, I prefer morning flights” —

the agent books everything, including the rental car, and puts it all on your calendar.

• Bills and admin: paying routine bills, disputing charges, renewing subscriptions,

handling insurance paperwork — with your approval on anything meaningful.

• Household: reordering groceries, tracking medication refills, reminding you when it is

time to call someone you have been meaning to call.

What should you do about this?

Less than you might think. The skills you have learned in this book — asking well, verifying,

staying calm — are exactly what you will need when agents become common. An agent is,

essentially, an assistant you trust enough to also give hands. The trust is the hard part. The

hands are easy.

Practically, you will want to do three things as the technology matures:

• Start with small, low-risk tasks. Let an agent summarize your daily email, not

manage your bank account. Trust is earned in small steps.

• Always require confirmation for anything involving money, commitments, or

other people. Good agents are designed to pause and ask before acting on significant

decisions. If yours doesn’t, find a different one.

• Keep an eye on what it is doing. Review actions weekly, the way you review a credit

card statement. Not obsessively. Just enough to know.

The philosophical part, briefly

There is a real temptation, as agents arrive, to hand over more than is wise. I want to say

something that may matter in a few years: the parts of your life that you give to an agent are

the parts you stop practicing yourself. Most of that is fine — the boring parts should be boring.

But be thoughtful about what you outsource.

Write your own birthday letters. Make your own important decisions. Call your family yourself.

Use the agent to free up time for the things you actually want to be doing — not to remove

yourself from your own life.

DID YOU KNOW? The first AI agents released to consumers in late 2024

could already book flights, schedule meetings, and fill out forms. By 2026,

they started handling multi-step tasks involving multiple websites. By 2030,

most experts expect routine household administration to be largely

automated for people who want it that way. The speed of this transition is

roughly five years from “impossible” to “ordinary.” For reference, that is the

same speed at which smartphones went from novelty to necessity.

What to keep for yourself

Here is the list I think of as non-negotiable. Whatever agents eventually become capable of, I

would encourage keeping these tasks in your own hands, always, not out of fear but out of the

value that human decision-making brings to them.

• Your important letters and messages. Let the agent help draft — but you write, read,

and send.

• The significant choices: medical, legal, financial decisions of consequence. Research

with AI; decide as yourself.

• The relationships that matter. The birthday call. The difficult conversation. The

showing up.

Agents are for the friction in your life. Not for the substance of it.

The trust question

Every meaningful question about agents comes down to trust. Not the abstract question of

whether AI companies are trustworthy (a reasonable question with a complicated answer) but

the immediate, practical question: How much do I trust this specific thing to do this specific task

on my behalf?

The answer will be different for every person and every task. Most people are comfortable

letting an agent book a restaurant reservation. Most are not comfortable letting an agent

transfer money. Most fall somewhere in the middle on most other things. That middle ground

is not ambivalence — it is wisdom. The appropriate response to a new tool with significant

capability is exactly this: try it carefully, in low-stakes situations first, and increase trust as it

earns it.

§

YOUR PREPARATION

Pick one small administrative task that you dislike — scheduling, sorting

email, paying routine bills, researching purchases. Write down, in one

sentence, what “ideal help” would look like for that task. Keep the note. When

an agent capable of doing it arrives (within the next year or two, on

whichever tool you use), you will know exactly what to try first.

Most people drift into new technology. You will arrive with a plan.

Chapter 23


The Day You Become the Teacher

We have come a long way together. You started this book, perhaps, as someone watching from

outside the window. Somewhere around Chapter 4 or 5, you stopped being that person. And

now, in these last few pages, I want to propose something that may sound large, but I mean it

seriously.

You are now a teacher. Whether you chose to be one or not — it happened somewhere between









Why this matters more than any of the techniques

Every skill described in this book — the PACE framework, the Rule of Three, the five kinds of

ask, the safe word, the personalities — can be taught in one afternoon to someone who wants

to learn. The problem is not the teaching. The problem is that the people who most need this

don’t have a teacher.

They have what you had a few hundred pages ago. A vague fear. A sense of having fallen

behind. Grandchildren who are patient for the first ten minutes and then distracted. A spouse,

perhaps, who says “I’ll never use that.” Their world is quietly narrowing, and they do not know

how to open the door.

You can open it for them. You, specifically.

The person who is most effective at teaching new technology to a 70-year-old is not a

25-year-old technology expert. It is a 67-year-old who learned last year, remembers

every stumble, and speaks the same emotional language. That person is you.

How to introduce AI to someone afraid of it

Don’t start with the technology. Start with the problem. Find something they have been quietly

frustrated by. A letter they have been meaning to write. A document that confuses them. A

health question they have been afraid to look up. The goal of the first session is not to teach

them AI — it is to let AI solve a real problem of theirs, so they feel the benefit before they feel

the novelty.

Sit next to them, not across. Let them see the screen. Do not type for them. Guide them to type.

The confidence they need will come from their own fingers doing the work.

Keep the first session short — twenty minutes, maximum. End on a win, not an exploration.

You want them to walk away thinking, “that was useful,” not “that was a lot.” Longer

conversations can come later. The first impression is the whole ballgame.

Three first steps that work

Based on what I have seen work with dozens of people introduced to AI by a trusted friend,

these are the three exercises to use in that first session.

• Have them ask the AI to explain something they already know well. Not to teach

— to calibrate their trust. The moment they catch the machine oversimplifying

something they are an expert in, they stop being afraid of it.

• Have them ask for help with a real task they have been putting off. A birthday

message. A summary of a confusing document. A short plan for something they want to

do. Let them feel the problem dissolve in front of them.

• Show them the delete button. The thing that most frightens people about AI is the

feeling that they might do something wrong and not be able to undo it. Show them they

can throw away any conversation, any time, with one click. The fear evaporates.

The people who are waiting for you

Look at the people in your life. Your siblings. Your friends from church, from the neighborhood,

from the book club, from your old workplace. Who, among them, has quietly been feeling left

behind? Who apologizes too often when they don’t understand something on a phone? Who

says things like “I’m too old for that”?

Any one of them, with your help, could be where you are now six weeks from now. Not because

they aren’t capable — they always were — but because they didn’t have a guide. You are the

guide. You do not need to be an expert. You only need to be one step ahead.

What you know that they don’t

The people you will teach — whoever they are — will bring something that will slow them

down at the start. They will bring the assumption that this is harder than it looks, that there is

a trick they are missing, that they need to do something special to make it work.

You will know, from your own experience, that this assumption is not true. You will be able to

say, truthfully: I thought the same thing. I was wrong. Just try it — just type what you want and

see what comes back. And because you are someone they trust, not a twenty-five-year-old from

an IT department, they will believe you.

That credibility — earned, lived, identical in age and life stage to their own — is something no

professional trainer can replicate. It is exactly what you have. It is worth giving.

The gift you do not know you are giving

I want to tell you something that took me years to understand, and it applies to almost all of

this. The real gift is not the technology. The real gift is the feeling, in the person you are

teaching, that they are not falling behind. That they are, in fact, caught up. That they belong to

the current century, not a retreating one.

That feeling — of belonging — is what erodes in old age, not because of any biological

necessity, but because the cultural scaffolding keeps getting replaced and nobody hands out the

new blueprints. You are, by teaching one friend to use AI, handing out blueprints. The friend

probably will not know what to call what you gave them. But they will feel it. They will walk a

little taller. They will stop apologizing so much. They will look at their phone with a small,

private confidence they did not have a month ago.

That is the whole point of this book. Not the techniques. Not the PACE framework. Not the

library of personalities. Those are the container. The thing inside the container is what I just

described. And you are about to give it away, for free, to people who love you.

The moment that makes it worth it

I will close with a prediction.

Somewhere in the next six months, you will sit with someone you care about — a friend, a

sibling, a neighbor who has been watching from a distance — and you will show them

something small. One conversation. One useful response. Maybe the AI helps them understand

a letter that has been sitting on their kitchen table for three weeks, or writes the note they have

been meaning to send for six months.

And you will see it in their face: the small, surprised realization that this is within their reach.

That the future is not a place they’ve been excluded from. That someone they trust has been

there, learned the way, and come back to show them the path.

That moment is the point of the whole book. Not the framework. Not the prompts. That

moment — repeated across the lives of people who thought they’d missed the train — is the

only thing that actually matters.

The story you will tell in ten years

One last thing. In about ten years, someone will ask you how you first learned to use AI. You

will tell them. You will say, “I was scared of it, like everyone else. And then I read a book.” You

will talk about what changed. The friend who now writes poetry at 78. The spouse who finally

wrote the memoir. The teenage grandchild who came to you — to you — with a problem,

because they knew you could help them think it through using this new tool.

You will be telling a good story. Not a story about technology. A story about a pivot point in a

life that might have gone differently. And you will say it the way people say all the most

important things: casually, with a small smile, as if it were obvious.

It wasn’t obvious. It was a choice you made. Pick up the book. Turn the pages. Try the things.

Teach the next person.

You have, always, been exactly who you needed to be. You just also, now, have a tool. Use it

well.

Go create it.

§

YOUR FINAL ACTION

Name one specific person in your life who would benefit from what you now

know. Write their name on this page, or on a piece of paper kept inside the

book. Within the next two weeks, have a twenty-minute conversation with

them about AI — not to evangelize, just to show them one thing that would

help with one problem of theirs.

Send a message. Make the call. Book the coffee. That person is waiting. They

don’t know they are waiting. You know.

Epilogue


The Invitation







You have reached the last real chapter of this book. There are pages still ahead — a glossary, a

library of prompts, a thirty-day challenge — but the narrative is done. And I want to spend one

final page with you, not teaching anything, just saying goodbye properly.

When you opened this book, the odds are that you felt something between curiosity and

skepticism. “Maybe,” you thought, “this will be useful. Maybe it will be silly. Either way, it’s a

book, how bad could it be.” That was fair. I was, at that point, a stranger making large promises.

If I have done my job — and only you can say whether I have — then closing this book feels

different from opening it. Not because you have learned specific techniques, though you have.

Because something quieter has shifted. The world on the other side of your screen has stopped

seeming like a place where you don’t quite belong. You have a tool now. You know how to use it.

You know its limits. You have met it properly, and found it to be approximately what it said it

was: a kind, useful, occasionally sloppy research assistant with an enormous memory and no

agenda of its own.

Books don’t change lives. The small actions that books make possible — those change

lives. A book is only ever an invitation.

So here is the invitation, stated plainly. Use this thing. Not obsessively, not every day, not for

everything. But when you have a question, try asking. When you have a letter to write, try

drafting. When you have something to plan, try planning. When you have someone to message,

try messaging. Every time you do, the muscle gets stronger. And every time the muscle gets

stronger, the horizon of what feels possible gets a little wider.

Teach one person. Then teach another. Watch the small satisfied smile on their face when they

realize they, too, can do this. That smile is the real output of the time you spent reading these

pages. Everything else was just scaffolding.

One last thing

I want to tell you something that I mean with complete sincerity, in a genre where sincerity is

sometimes in short supply.

Writing this book changed me. Specifically, it changed what I believe about the direction that

technology is finally moving in. For forty years, technology was a story of people being left

behind — those without the right skills, the right hardware, the right fluency in an evolving

vocabulary that nobody had agreed to teach. The cost of that leaving-behind was real. It was

paid, quietly, by millions of people who simply concluded that the digital world was not for

them.

AI has, improbably, reversed this. Not by making technology easier — by making it

unnecessary to understand technology at all. You do not need to understand how a telephone

works to make a call. You do not need to understand how an AI works to have a conversation

with it.

The welcome mat that was always supposed to be there has, at last, been put out. You were

right to wait for it. And you were right to walk in.

§

I am grateful you read this. I am grateful you gave a stranger a few hours of your attention. I

hope the rest of your century is longer than you expect, richer than you hope, and full of

conversations — with machines, with people, with the occasional version of yourself you had

not met yet.

Close the book gently. There is no hurry. The future is not going anywhere.

It’s been waiting for you.

Thank you.

— Your guide, for now and for always.

A Note from the Author

I want to be honest with you about something.

When I began this book, I thought I was writing a technology guide. By the time I finished it, I

realized I had been writing something else: a case for belonging.

Because underneath every question about how to use an AI assistant, there is a quieter question

that rarely gets asked directly but is almost always present: Is this still a world that has room

for me?

Technology can feel like a judgment. When you don’t understand something that younger

people seem to use effortlessly, it can feel like evidence of a verdict: that you have aged out of

relevance, that the future is being built for someone who is not you, that the world is moving on

and you are standing still on the platform watching it go.

I don’t believe that. Not for a moment.

The adults I have spoken with while writing this book — in their sixties, seventies, eighties, and

beyond — bring something to AI that younger users rarely have: patience, perspective, the

hard-won ability to tolerate uncertainty, and a lifetime of knowing what actually matters.

These are not compensations for being older. They are advantages.

You are not learning AI despite your age. In many ways, you are learning it because of

it.

The warm letter, the recipe preserved, the story finally told, the morning that feels slightly less

overwhelming because a trusted assistant helped you plan it — these are not small things. They

are the substance of a life, made a little more manageable, a little more documented, a little

more connected.

I hope this book gave you that.

Come find me. Tell me what worked.

— The Author

Appendix A

Glossary

Twenty-two words that will make the rest of your reading — news, articles, conversations —

considerably easier. Keep this page handy.

§

Agent

An AI that doesn’t just talk but acts — booking things, sending things, organizing things on

your behalf, with your approval.

AI (Artificial Intelligence)

The general name for computer systems that can perform tasks normally requiring human

intelligence. The kind in this book is a particular flavor: conversational AI.

Algorithm

A set of rules a computer follows to do something. Nothing mysterious. A recipe is an algorithm.

Assistant

An AI you talk to. It explains, drafts, summarizes, and suggests. You take the action yourself.

Chatbot

Any computer program designed to have a conversation. Older chatbots were rigid and scripted.

Modern AI chatbots can hold real conversations.

ChatGPT

One of the most popular AI assistants, made by a company called OpenAI. Launched publicly in

late 2022.

Claude

Another widely used AI assistant, made by a company called Anthropic. Known for being

particularly careful and thoughtful in its responses.

Cloud

A way of saying “computers somewhere else that you connect to over the internet.” Your AI

conversations happen on cloud computers, not on your device.

Context window

The amount of previous conversation the AI can “see” at once. Long conversations eventually

start losing their earliest parts — the AI does not have infinite memory.

Deepfake

A video or audio recording that has been artificially generated to look or sound like a real

person, but isn’t.

Gemini

Google’s AI assistant. The main competitor to ChatGPT.

Generative AI

The full technical name for AI that creates new things — text, images, music — rather than just

analyzing existing things. The kind we have been using throughout this book.

Hallucination

When an AI confidently states something that isn’t true. The single most important concept in

this book. See Chapter 7.

Large Language Model (LLM)

The technical name for the machines powering ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, and the rest. “Large”

because they were trained on enormous amounts of text.

Open-source

Software whose underlying code is freely available for anyone to inspect, copy, or modify. Some

AI tools are open-source; the major commercial ones are not.

PACE

The framework for writing a good prompt: Persona, Action, Context, Expectation. See Chapter

4.

Prompt

Your message to the AI. Everything you type is a prompt. The art of writing good prompts is

what Chapter 4 was about.

Prompt Engineering

The professional name for writing good prompts. A real job that pays real money.

Rule of Three

The habit of verifying important AI answers against two other sources — a search engine and a

trusted authority — before acting on them. See Chapter 7.

Training Data

The enormous collection of text that was used to teach the AI to respond the way it does.

Typically includes books, websites, articles, and conversations.

Token

A chunk of text — roughly a word, sometimes part of a word — used by the AI to process and

generate language. When people say an AI has a “token limit,” they mean how much text it can

handle at once.

User Interface (UI)

The screen you look at when you use any digital tool. A good UI makes everything obvious. A

bad UI makes you feel stupid.

Voice Clone

An AI-generated copy of a specific person’s voice, created from a short audio sample. Used in

some scams. See Chapter 14.

Appendix B

The 50 Prompts

You will use for the rest of your life.

Below are fifty prompts, organized by category, that you can use exactly as written. Just fill in

the bracketed parts with your own details. These are the prompts readers come back to most

often.

§

Health and Well-Being

1. Understand a medication

Explain the medication [name] in plain language. What it does, common side effects, what to

watch for, and whether I should take it with food. Keep it to one page.

2. Prepare for a doctor’s appointment

I have a follow-up with my [specialty] next week about [condition]. Help me prepare five

important questions to ask, based on what someone with my situation should understand about

long-term care.

3. Organize medications

Help me build a simple daily medication schedule. I take: [list medications, doses, and times].

Create a table I can print.

4. Understand a medical report

I just received a medical report with the following terms I don’t understand: [paste terms].

Translate each into plain English. Flag anything that sounds concerning enough to discuss with

my doctor.

5. Gentle exercise plan

Suggest three gentle daily exercises for a [age]-year-old with [condition]. Each should take less

than ten minutes. Tell me what to stop if something hurts.

6. Healthier version of a favorite food

I love [favorite dish] but want to make a version that is [lower sodium / lower sugar / etc.]. Give

me a recipe that preserves most of the flavor.

7. Sleep troubleshooting

I’m having trouble [falling asleep / staying asleep / waking too early]. Suggest five evidence-

based changes I could try before considering medication. Be honest about what usually works

and what doesn’t.

8. Mental well-being check-in

I’ve been feeling [emotion] lately. Ask me five thoughtful questions, one at a time, to help me

understand what might be going on. Don’t diagnose — just help me think.

Money and Planning

9. Simple budget

I have roughly [X] in monthly income and [Y] in fixed bills. Help me divide the remainder across

groceries, medications, leisure, and savings. Give me weekly amounts.

10. Savings goal

I want to save [amount] for [goal] in [timeframe]. Tell me how much I need per month, and

suggest five specific spending adjustments I could make.

11. Decode a contract

[Paste the contract.] Summarize in plain English. List the five most important clauses. Flag

anything unusual or worth negotiating. Suggest three questions to ask before signing.

12. Prepare a negotiation

I need to call [company] to negotiate [thing]. Give me a short, polite script — what to say first,

how to respond if they say no, and when to ask for a supervisor.

13. Compare insurance plans

Compare these [X] health insurance plans for someone with moderate medication needs. Show

pros and cons in a simple table. [Paste summaries.]

14. Retirement income check

If someone has about [X] in monthly income and [Y] in savings, how long would they be

comfortable if they spent roughly [Z] a month? Give a realistic answer, not a salesy one.

15. Price comparison

I want to buy [product]. Research the three most-recommended options under [budget],

summarize pros and cons, and tell me what someone who wanted simple and reliable should

probably pick.

Family and Relationships

16. Birthday message

Draft a warm birthday message for my [relationship] who is turning [age] and loves [interest].

Keep it to four sentences. Emotional but not mushy.

17. Condolence letter

Draft a short, warm condolence letter to [person], whose [relationship] passed away. I want to

express real sympathy without being intrusive.

18. Difficult apology

Help me write an apology to [person] for [what happened]. I want to take responsibility without

making excuses. Short, direct, genuine.

19. Conversation starter with teen

Suggest five genuinely interesting open-ended conversation starters I could use with my [age]-

year-old grandchild who is shy around adults. Not obvious “adult trying to connect” questions.

20. Decode slang

My [relationship] used the word [slang] in a text. Explain what it means in plain English and

suggest a natural response that doesn’t sound like I’m trying too hard.

21. Family dinner planning

I’m hosting [number] for dinner on [day]. Constraints: [dietary restrictions]. Plan a three-course

menu, give me a shopping list organized by store section, and a cooking schedule so everything

lands at [time].

22. The reaching-out letter

Help me write a short, warm letter to a friend I haven’t seen in [years]. We drifted after [reason].

I want to reach out without making it heavy — just to say hello. Under 200 words.

23. Toast for a special occasion

Write three versions of a toast for [person’s event]. One sentimental, one funny, one short and

classy. Each under 90 seconds when spoken.

Travel and Experiences

24. Realistic trip itinerary

Plan a [duration] itinerary in [city/region] for someone who [walks well / gets tired / has knee

issues / etc.]. Include cafés for afternoon rest, and prioritize [interests] over heavy physical

activity.

25. Packing list

Create a packing list for a [duration] trip to [destination] in [month], for someone who [gets cold

easily / prefers to travel light / has specific needs].

26. Useful phrases in another language

Teach me 20 essential [language] phrases for a tourist. Include pronunciation tips. Group them

by situation (hotel, restaurant, asking directions, emergencies).

27. Restaurants locals actually use

In [city], suggest five restaurants that are frequented by locals rather than tourists. Tell me what

each is known for and when is the best time to go.

28. Museum strategy

I’ll be at [museum] for three hours. I’m particularly interested in [era/artist]. Plan a focused

route that covers the highlights without exhausting me.

Learning and Hobbies

29. Start a new hobby

Teach me the fundamentals of [hobby], assuming no experience. Start with what to buy. Then

give me a first 10-minute lesson. Break future lessons into short, weekly segments.

30. Book recommendations

Recommend three novels I would probably love. I’ve recently enjoyed [author or book]. Not too

[dark/violent/long]. For each, tell me the premise, why you’re recommending it, and the rough

length.

31. Film recommendations

Suggest five [genre] films that I can find on streaming today. I prefer [tone/era/setting]. For

each: one-sentence premise and why I would like it.

32. Memoir starter

Help me begin a memoir, starting with [specific memory]. Ask me five gentle questions, one at a

time, that will help me turn this into a chapter. Don’t write for me — interview me.

33. Historical deep dive

Teach me the real story of [event] as if I were a curious person with no prior knowledge. Include

the parts that don’t usually make it into textbooks. Keep it under 800 words.

34. Gardening advice

Help me plan a [type] garden in [location]. Constraints: [sun/space/budget]. Tell me what to

plant when, and which plants are hardest to kill for a beginner.

35. Understand a news article

[Paste article.] Summarize in three paragraphs. Tell me what the article is NOT telling me that I

should know to form a balanced view.

Writing and Communication

36. Rewrite an email

Rewrite this email [paste it] so the tone is friendly but firm. Keep it to five sentences. Don’t

change the meaning.

37. Polite decline

Help me politely decline [invitation/request] without hurting the relationship. I’d like to be

honest about the reason without being awkward.

38. Complaint letter

Draft a complaint letter to [company] about [issue]. Firm, professional, and clear about what I

want resolved. Include three possible remedies.

39. Check a paragraph

Check this paragraph for typos and awkward phrasing. Return it with only small edits — don’t

rewrite the whole thing. Preserve my voice.

40. Tone check

This is a note to [person]. Tell me if anything could be misread as cold, sarcastic, or passive-

aggressive. Suggest specific tweaks.

41. Speech or toast

Help me write a [length] speech for [occasion]. Audience: [who]. Tone: [serious / light / mix].

Include one personal story and one larger theme.

Daily Life and Productivity

42. Weekly menu

Plan a week of dinners for [number] people. Nothing too complicated, [dietary constraints], at

least three meals should use similar ingredients so I don’t waste food.

43. Recipe from what I have

I have [list ingredients]. Suggest a dinner I can make in under [time], using mostly these. One

dish, one dessert if feasible.

44. Home organization

Help me organize [room]. It currently has [describe mess]. Give me a three-session plan — two

hours each — so it doesn’t feel overwhelming.

45. Gift suggestions

My [relationship] is turning [age] and likes [interests]. Suggest five gift ideas across a range of

budgets — $20, $50, $100, $200, and a “beautiful but free” option.

46. Decluttering triage

I’m trying to decide what to keep, donate, or throw away from [category]. Ask me five questions,

one at a time, to help me make clearer decisions.

Perspective and Decisions

47. Think through a decision

I’m considering [decision]. Act as a skeptical friend who isn’t easily impressed. Ask me five

questions that test my reasoning. Don’t give advice yet — just help me think.

48. Pros and cons

Give me an honest pros-and-cons list for [choice]. Include the emotional costs, not just the

practical ones. Don’t be diplomatic.

49. Get unstuck

I’ve been putting off [task] for [time]. Ask me three gentle questions to help me understand why.

Then suggest the smallest possible first step I could take today.

50. The perspective check

When someone [age] in my situation looks back on this moment in ten years, what will they

probably wish they had done? Don’t flatter me — give me the honest answer.

§

Fifty prompts. Fifty doors. The keys are all the same.

You already know how to turn them.

Appendix C

30 Days of AI

One small thing per day — a challenge to change everything.

The fastest way to become comfortable with AI is the same as the fastest way to become

comfortable with anything: a little bit, every day, for a month. Not an hour. Not a project. A few

minutes — sometimes less — applied with intention.

Below is a thirty-day challenge. Each task is designed to take between two and fifteen minutes.

None of them requires any previous task to be completed first. You can start on Day 17 if you

like. You can skip days. You can repeat favorites. The goal is not completion — it is habit. By

Day 30, you will have had thirty conversations with an AI, and at that point you will not need a

list anymore. You will simply use it the way you use a telephone: without thinking about it,

when it’s useful.

§

Week One — Getting Comfortable

Day 1: Open an AI assistant for the first time. Type “hello” and see what it says back. That’s it.

Day 2: Ask it to recommend a book in a genre you love. Tell it two books you’ve enjoyed in the

past, and ask it to suggest three similar ones.

Day 3: Ask it to explain something you’ve always wondered about but never quite looked up. It

can be small (“Why do we yawn when we see someone else yawn?”) or large (“How does the

stock market actually work?”).

Day 4: Ask it to tell you something interesting about the city or town where you grew up.

Day 5: Ask it to help you with one email you’ve been putting off writing.

Day 6: Ask it to help you plan a meal from three or four ingredients you currently have.

Day 7: Rest. Think about which of the six tasks you found most useful. Repeat that one.

Week Two — Going Deeper

Day 8: Ask it about a medical term or prescription from your most recent doctor visit. Ask it to

explain in plain language.

Day 9: Use it to draft a short birthday message for the next birthday on your calendar.

Day 10: Ask it to explain a news story that confused you. Paste in the headline or a paragraph.

Day 11: Ask it to teach you something new in five minutes — anything. Let it surprise you.

Day 12: Ask it to help you plan a small trip or day outing, even a hypothetical one.

Day 13: Use it to write a short note to someone you’ve been meaning to reach out to.

Day 14: Ask it to “quiz me on [something you’re curious about].” Let it ask you five questions.

Week Three — Real Usefulness

Day 15: Ask it to help you understand a bill, contract, or document that has been sitting on

your desk.

Day 16: Use the 50-prompt appendix. Pick one you haven’t tried. Try it.

Day 17: Ask it to help you plan a week’s worth of dinners based on your dietary needs and

budget.

Day 18: Start a short memoir piece using the interview method from Chapter 18. One memory.

Day 19: Ask it to help you organize or plan something in your home that has been bothering

you.

Day 20: Ask it to act as a skeptical friend and test one decision you’re currently considering.

Day 21: Review your notes from the month so far. What has been most useful? What surprised

you?

Week Four — Teaching and Sharing

Day 22: Teach someone one thing you’ve learned this month. Show them, if possible.

Day 23: Ask AI to help you prepare for a conversation you’re nervous about.

Day 24: Ask it to write a recipe card for a dish you know by heart. Print it.

Day 25: Use it to research a destination you’ve always wanted to visit but never have.

Day 26: Ask it to help you write a letter to someone from your past — an old friend, a former

colleague, a teacher you never thanked.

Day 27: Ask it: “What is the most useful thing I can do with AI that I haven’t tried yet?” Let it

surprise you.

Day 28: Spend fifteen minutes helping someone older than you try their first AI conversation.

Day 29: Ask it to help you write a short paragraph about what you’ve learned this month.

Day 30: Open the chat and type whatever you want. No prompt, no instruction. Just start.

§

You are no longer a beginner.

You are a practitioner.

The difference between these two things is not knowledge. It is habit. You have the habit now.

Use it well.

Appendix D

Resources and Communities

Where to go next.

This book is a beginning, not a destination. The people who get the most from AI are the ones

who keep learning — not by reading manuals, but by staying in conversation with others who

are using the same tools in the same spirit.

What follows is a curated list of resources chosen for one quality above all others: they treat

older adults as intelligent participants, not as confused dependents who need to be managed.

Free AI Assistants — Start Here

• ChatGPT — chat.openai.com — General use; most widely known.

• Claude — claude.ai — Longer conversations; warm tone.

• Gemini — gemini.google.com — Real-time web search; ideal for Android users.

• Microsoft Copilot — copilot.microsoft.com — Integrated into Windows; free

with Edge.

• Perplexity — perplexity.ai — Research with citations; verifiable sources.

All of the above are free at the basic level. None require a credit card to start. If you use only

one, use whichever you set up during Chapter 5.

Communities for 50+ Technology Users

AARP Technology Section

aarp.org/home-family/personal-technology — AARP has invested significantly in

practical technology guidance for their membership. Their articles are jargon-free and

consistently updated. The technology section includes AI explainers written specifically for

older adults, along with scam alerts, device reviews, and how-to guides.

Sixty and Me

sixtyandme.com — Founded by Margaret Manning, Sixty and Me is a global community of

women over sixty with a strong technology literacy thread. Their AI coverage is approachable,

community-driven, and increasingly comprehensive.

SeniorNet

seniornet.org — One of the oldest organizations dedicated to computer literacy for older

adults. Offers courses, local learning centers, and a community of peers at the same learning

stage.

Facebook Groups to search for:

• “Seniors Learning Technology” — active, helpful, non-judgmental.

• “ChatGPT for Beginners Over 50” — prompt sharing, troubleshooting, encouragement.

• “AI for Seniors” — growing community, monthly challenge threads.

Learning More About AI

Coursera — “AI for Everyone” by Andrew Ng

coursera.org/learn/ai-for-everyone — The most accessible non-technical course on

how AI actually works. No math. No coding. Andrew Ng is one of the world’s leading AI

researchers and an extraordinary teacher. Free to audit.

Khan Academy — AI literacy modules

khanacademy.org — Search “artificial intelligence” for brief, self-paced lessons on how AI

systems work. Originally designed for students but effective for any learner.

MIT Technology Review

technologyreview.com — For those who want to go deeper: rigorous, readable journalism

about what AI is actually doing in the world. Not a beginner resource, but an excellent one once

you have the basics.

Staying Safe

AARP Fraud Watch Network

aarp.org/money/scams-fraud — Free alerts, a fraud helpline (877-908-3360), and regular

updates on current scams. Sign up for their fraud alerts — they will keep you ahead of the most

current threats.

FTC Consumer Information — Scams

consumer.ftc.gov/scams — The Federal Trade Commission’s dedicated consumer

protection resource. Plain language. Regularly updated. Includes AI-specific scam warnings.

Report Fraud

reportfraud.ftc.gov — If you are ever the target of a scam — whether or not you lost

money — report it here. Your report helps protect others.

Audiobook Resources

If you prefer to listen rather than read, all three major AI assistants have been extensively

covered in audiobook format. Search Audible, Libby, or your public library’s digital catalog for:

• “Co-Intelligence” by Ethan Mollick — accessible, forward-looking.

• “The Age of AI” by Henry Kissinger, Eric Schmidt, and Daniel Huttenlocher — broader

perspective.

• “Scary Smart” by Mo Gawdat — emotional and humanistic take.

Your local library’s Libby app gives free access to thousands of audiobooks with a library card.

If you haven’t set it up, ask a librarian — it takes ten minutes and changes how you use your

library.

A Final Note

The best resource is often the one sitting across from you.

If someone in your family — a grandchild, a niece, a neighbor — is comfortable with AI, invite

them to share a twenty-minute session with you. Show them what you’ve been doing. Ask them

what they’ve discovered that you haven’t. The best learning in this domain is social — two

curious people comparing notes.

You are not alone in this. The community of people over fifty who are engaging with AI

thoughtfully is growing every month. You are already part of it.

Appendix E

Chapter Exercises

A companion exercise for each chapter — to be used whenever you want to deepen what you

just read.

§

Prologue — The Letter I Wish I Had Received

Before you turn another page, find a piece of paper and write one sentence: *“The thing I most

want to be able to do with AI is ___.”* It doesn’t have to be realistic. It doesn’t have to be modest.

It doesn’t have to make sense yet. Write what you actually want. Fold the paper and keep it. At

the end of this book, find it and read it again. You may be surprised how much smaller the gap

has become.

Chapter 1 — The Fear That Doesn’t Need to Exist

Think about the last time you learned something completely new — not a fact, but a genuine

skill. The first time you used a remote control, perhaps. Or a microwave. Or an ATM. Or a

mobile phone. Recall the specific moment of transition — the first time you used it without

thinking. That transition is coming again. Write down: *“The first time I used a new technology

and felt genuinely comfortable was when . It took roughly  days/weeks. I knew I had it when

___.”* This is your baseline. The same process is about to happen again.

Chapter 2 — The Tech That Learned to Speak Your Language

Ask an AI this question: “I want to understand what you actually are. Not a marketing answer

— a real one. What can you do well, what do you do poorly, and what are the most important

things I should understand about how you work before I rely on you for anything important?”

Read the response carefully. You will find that a well-designed AI is remarkably honest about

its own limitations when asked directly. Save this answer somewhere — it is a useful reference.

Chapter 3 — What You Gain When You Stop Being Afraid

Write a list of five things you know how to do — not with technology, but in life — that

required patience, ambiguity-tolerance, or the ability to work with imperfect information.

Maybe it is how you navigated a career change without Google Maps for the road ahead. Maybe

it is how you raised children without parenting podcasts. Maybe it is how you managed a

household budget in a decade of inflation. These skills translate directly to productive AI use.

The person who knows how to work with imperfect information is the ideal AI user. That

person is you.

Chapter 4 — The Art of the Perfect Ask

Take any question you have been meaning to look up — something genuinely useful to you, not

a test — and ask it to an AI today. Then, immediately after receiving the answer, ask: “What’s

the most important thing you didn’t mention in that last answer?” Nine times out of ten, this

follow-up question improves the quality of what you got. Make it a habit for this week. One

question, one follow-up. See how the answers change.

Chapter 5 — Your First Real Conversation

Open one of the three services introduced in this chapter tonight. Complete conversations one,

two, and three. Write down, on a real piece of paper, one thing that surprised you. We will come

back to surprises — they are data.

Chapter 6 — The Five Kinds of Ask

Choose one task you need to do this week — any task that involves writing, planning, or

researching. Before asking AI for help, write out your request using the PACE framework and

then identify which of the five kinds of ask applies. Take your time. The ten minutes you spend

crafting this prompt will save you three rounds of corrections afterward.

Chapter 7 — When the Machine Lies Right to Your Face

Deliberately ask an AI something it is likely to get wrong — a specific statistic, a quote you can

verify, a detail about a minor public figure or a local institution. Then check the answer against

another source. This is not an exercise in distrust. It is calibration. Every pilot learns the failure

modes of their aircraft before they fly it. You are learning where the instrument occasionally

lies. Once you have seen one hallucination up close, you will recognize the pattern for life.

Chapter 8 — Your Health, With a Second Set of Eyes

Before your next doctor’s appointment, spend fifteen minutes with an AI preparing for it. Tell

it: “I have an appointment with my doctor in [X days]. Here are my main concerns and questions:

[list them]. Help me organize these into a clear, prioritized list I can bring to the appointment.

Also, are there follow-up questions I should ask for each concern that I might not think to ask on

my own?” Bring the printed list to the appointment. Notice the difference in how the

conversation goes.

Chapter 9 — Money, Plain and Simple

Find a financial document you have received recently but haven’t fully understood — a

statement, an explanation of benefits, a letter from a financial institution, a Medicare

summary. Paste the key section into an AI conversation and type: “Explain this in plain

language. What is this document telling me? What, if anything, should I do about it? What

questions should I ask my financial advisor or insurer?” You may be surprised by how much

clarity a single conversation can provide.

Chapter 10 — The Rebirth of Your Creative Side

Ask an AI to help you create something with no practical purpose whatsoever. A limerick about

your cat. A short ghost story set in your hometown. A poem about something you saw this

morning. A hypothetical menu for the best dinner party you could imagine hosting. The only

rule is that it should be entirely useless in the productive sense, and entirely pleasurable. This

is not a waste of time. Play is how mastery develops. The AI, incidentally, is excellent at useless

things. Use this quality freely.

Chapter 11 — The Bridge of Words

Think of someone you have been meaning to reach out to but haven’t — an old friend, a former

colleague, a family member you’ve drifted from. Use an AI to help you write the first message.

Tell it: “I want to reach out to someone I haven’t spoken to in [time]. The relationship is

[describe]. I want the message to feel warm and genuine, not awkward. I’m not trying to

relitigate the past or force anything — just to open a door. Can you help me draft something?”

Send the message. The AI opened the door; you walk through it.

Chapter 12 — The AI-Powered Home

Identify the one recurring task in your home life that consumes more time or mental energy

than it should. Just one. Bring it to an AI conversation this week. Describe it fully and ask for

help. See what happens.

Chapter 13 — Privacy Without Paranoia

Ask an AI the same factual question — something specific and verifiable — three different

ways: once very briefly, once with full context, once explicitly asking it to be careful and flag

any uncertainty. Compare the three responses. Notice how the quality and the honesty both

tend to improve when you give the AI more context and explicitly invite it to acknowledge

uncertainty. This is a five-minute experiment that changes how you prompt forever.

Chapter 14 — Spotting Scams in the Age of AI

Ask an AI to brief you on the latest AI-powered scams targeting people over sixty. Type: “What

are the most current and sophisticated scams that use AI to target older adults? Please describe

how each one works, how I would recognize it in the moment, and what the single most

important thing I can do to protect myself is.” Then share this briefing — either the

conversation or a summary you write — with one person you care about. Awareness is the best

protection, and it spreads by sharing.

Chapter 15 — Choosing Your Assistant’s Personality

The next time AI gives you a response that surprises you — that says something you didn’t

expect, or that challenges an assumption you hold — don’t just move on. Sit with it for a

moment. Then type: “Say more about that. I want to understand the reasoning behind your last

point.” Not because AI is always right. But because something that surprises you is a data point,

and data points deserve attention. The best conversations — human or AI — happen when

both parties are genuinely willing to be changed by what they hear.

Chapter 16 — When the Conversation Goes Sideways

Find one response you received this week that wasn’t quite right. Don’t try to fix it in the same

window. Start fresh. Ask the AI how you should phrase your original question to get a more

useful answer. Use the AI to improve your prompting — a skill that compounds over time.

Chapter 17 — The Privacy Conversation with Your Family

Pick one person in your family who has expressed worry about technology. Before the next

time you see them, prepare three things to say: one thing you have learned about the risks, one

thing you have learned to protect yourself, and one thing AI has helped you accomplish that

they might find surprising. Not a defense. A report from the field.

Chapter 18 — The Grandparent Chapters

Open your AI assistant and type: “I want to record one memory from my life to share with my

family. Ask me what I’d like to start with.” Answer the question that comes back. That first

answer is the first paragraph of something larger.

Chapter 19 — The Memoir You Promised Yourself

Open your AI and type the interview prompt from the chapter. Answer the first question the AI

asks. Keep going for at least five exchanges. Save the conversation before closing — you will

want it later.

Chapter 20 — Letters for the Future

Write one letter this week. Not the hard one, if the hard one feels too large. The easy one — the

grandchild, the future self, the simple one. Do it in one sitting. Save it somewhere real.

Chapter 21 — The Family Archive

Find one photograph and write one caption. Use the prompt from the chapter. Save it in a folder

named “Family Archive.” That folder is now real.

Chapter 22 — Agents, When the Assistant Starts Doing

Ask an AI to describe where it thinks AI technology will be in five years for people in your

situation — your age, your interests, your daily life. Then ask: “What is the single most

important thing I can do in the next six months to position myself well for those changes?” The

answer will differ depending on who you are and what matters to you. But asking the question

now — before the changes arrive — is exactly the kind of forward-looking thinking that has

served you well your entire life.

Chapter 23 — The Day You Become the Teacher

Write a letter to yourself, to be opened one year from today. In it, describe: what you could do

with AI at the moment of writing, what you hope to be able to do in a year, and what question

about the future of technology interests you most. Seal it in an envelope and write the date. Put

it somewhere you will find it. Technology changes quickly; so do we. This letter is evidence —

for your future self — that you were paying attention.

Epilogue — Closing Reflection

Go back and find the piece of paper from the Prologue exercise — the one where you wrote

what you most wanted to be able to do with AI. Read it. Ask yourself honestly: is the gap

smaller? Are you closer? The honest answer, for most readers who have done the exercises in

this book, is yes. You may not have crossed every distance you set out to cross. But you moved.

You are in motion. The future, which is where this conversation has always been headed, is

waiting for you on the other side of one more practice session, one more question, one more

conversation.

Keep going.

About the Author

The author spent years watching brilliant, capable people feel diminished by technology — not

because they lacked the intelligence to use it, but because the technology had never been

explained in a language that treated them as the intelligent adults they were.

That changed when AI learned to speak in ordinary human language.

The author became fascinated with AI assistants when watching a parent — a skeptical,

practical person who had lived through half a century of technological changes and was deeply

certain that this one was “not for people like me” — become, within a single month, the person

their entire extended family called for advice on the subject. That transformation, from

reluctance to competence to something close to delight, happened not because of any special

effort on their part, but because someone had explained it right.

Talking to the Future grew out of that observation, and out of hundreds of conversations with

adults over fifty who were being systematically under-served by a technology world that

seemed to have forgotten they existed. They were not fragile. They were not slow. They were

simply missing a warm, honest, well-informed introduction.

The author writes from the conviction that intelligence is ageless, that curiosity has no

expiration date, and that the future belongs to anyone who wants it enough to start a

conversation.

§

— END —
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