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Preface
The manual they never gave you,
Nobody handed you a guide for
Ehis. Not your Famn&s, nok your
teachers. Not the people who builk
the thing. You're already using every
single day without really lnowing
what it is or what it's doing to you.
That's not their faulk, They didn't get
a quide either. But here's the thing.
You're actually in a better position
thawn they are. You grew up with this.
You already speak the language.
You already know things about how
this works, buk Ehefj’re skill &T‘:-)EMS ko
fiqure out. This book is about
helping you fiqure out the rest. And
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then and this is the part nobody

talles about. It's about qoing back
and teaching them, Not i a gotcha
way, Not ko make them feel dumb.
But because somebody has to, and it

turis out thak somebodsj might as

well be you.
You ready? Let's go.



Ckary&er 1
The thing everyohe is Pre&emding
H«ej understand,
Here's a secret nobody wants to

admit out loud, Most adulks, your
pare.v\&s, your teachers, the peopiﬁ oWn
the news talking about it with very

serious faces, don't really

understand Al They use Lk, They Ealle
about ik, They have opinions about

it Bubk if you sat them down and

asked them to explain, tn plain

language, what it actually is, and
how it actually works, most of them
would get about 2 sentences in
before they started waving their
hands, That's not an insulk, It's just
3



true. And it matters, because you
can't make qood decisions about
something you don't understand., So
let's start there, Artificial
intelligence AI is not a robot.
It's ot a brain in a box. It's not
magic, and ib's not alive, even when
tk sounds Like it is. Ak iks core, Al is
a system that learned from an
enormous amount of human made
content, books, articles,
conversations, code, images,
everything, and qgot very good at
recognizing patterns in that content
and producing new content that fits
those Pa&&erns. When you ask tk a
question, it's hot thinking the way
4



you think, It's doing something
more Like very sophis&ica&ed
Fva&?:e.rh matching at a scale thal's
hard to F.riz:%ure. It has seen so many
examples of how questions get
answered that ik can produ,c:a
something that looks and sounds
Like an answer, and often is one.
But not always. That's the first thing
your Fm’em&s need ko understand.
And now you do koo, A1 is a F-a&&arn
machine, It's extraordinarily good
at its job, and it has no idea
whether what it's telling you is true.
That's not a flaw they forqotb ko fix.
That's just what it is. Knowing that
changes everything aboubt how you
use Lk,



Chapter 2
it's not broken.
It's builk that way. Here's something
that took a Lok of smart people a

long time to say out loud., The AI
you're using isn't neutral.

Ik never was, Every Al sjs&em 301@,’\/@.
ever tallked to, search through,
scroll [ms&, or clicked on, was builk
bj [::e.opte. And F:eapi.e have
inbentions, Companies have
nkentions, and those intenktions
don't alwajs Line up witkh yours.
That's ok a conspiracy Ekeorj‘ That's
Just how it works. When a company
builds an AI, they make 1000s of
decisions before you ever touch it.
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What data does ik learn from? What
answers does it give? What topics
does ik avoid? What pradua&s does it
menkion? What ideas does it push
toward, and which ones does ik
quietly steer away from?
Every one of those decisions was
made by someone, And that
someone had a reason. Somekimes
the reasown is F’m&&fﬁ harmless.
Thev wanted the AI to be F-oii,?:e, or
safe for kids, or focused on a
specific topic. Fine. But sometimes
the reason is more interesting.
Somebimes the AI is brained o keep
you, engaged longer than you meant
to be. Sometimes it's trained to
7



make certain products sound better
than others. Sometimes it's Erained
ko avoid questions that might make
the company Llook bad.
Somebkimes, and bthis is the part that
should walke you sik up a Little
straighter, It's krained to feel Llike it
has no agenda at all. That last one
ts the sheaky ohe, Because the mwost
effective way to shape what
someone thinks is bo malkke them
believe hobodfj is shaping anything.
Your parents grew up with TV
commercials, ‘Thej kiew whein Ekev
were being sold something because
there was a jingle and a logo and a
guy U a suil telling them to buy it.
p:4



The Line between conbkent and
advertisement was visible. That Line
is a Lot harder to see now. When an
Al answers your question, it doesn't

come with a label that says this
aNSwer was shapad bfj the following
interests. It just sounds Like an
answer, Confident, hei.[afui.
Complete. And Ethat's exactly why
you need to khow this, The tool
iswt broken. Ib's working exactly as
designed. The question is, design
for whom? That's the question your
parents never thought to ask aboul
their TV. It's the question you get to
ask about yours. Here's the move.
Next time, an Al gives you an
9
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answer that feels a Little too clean.,
A Litktle too convenient a Litktle too
perafetfzi.v alighed with something
someone somewhere might want you
to believe. Ask it a follow up. Who
benefits from that answer? Is there
another way to look ab this?
What are you not telling me? You
won't always get a straight answer.
But the habit of asking is worth
more than any single answer you'll
ever qeb. That's the difference
between using a tool and being
used bfj one.,
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Ckap&er 3
The Mirror Problem
Nobcc&fj told you Ehabt when you Ealie
to an AJ, it's partly talking back to
you wikh your owh voice. That
sounds strange. Stick with ik, Here's
what happe.ms. You ask a que_s&ow
The Al answers, You like the answer,
It moakes sense. It fiks what you
aireadj thought. It confirms
something you susyea&ed. So you ask
another question. And anockher. And
every time, the answers feel right.
That's notk an accident, A1 systems,
especially the ones builk ko search
engines, social feeds, and
recommendation engines are
11



designed to keep you engaged., And
the fastest way to keep someone
engaged is to tell them what they
alreadv want to hear.
Psychologists call this confirmation
bias. You already have it. Everyone
does. It's the brain's way of being
efficient. You don't re examine every
belief from scratch every day. You
look for evidence that confirms
what you atreadv Ehinke, and you
unconsciously discount evidence
that doesn't. AT didn't creake that
Eamd@\cv« But it learned to use it.
When a system fiqures out what you
Like, what you believe, whalt malkes
you click and share and stay, it
12



starts feeding you more of that.
Not because it cares about you,
because engagement is the metric,
A agreement drives engagement. So
over time, without you noticing, the
world the AI shows you starts to
look a Lot Like the world you
already believed in. That's the
mirror probi.e.m. You think you're
looking out a window, You're
actually looking at a reflection.
Your parents had a version of this
too. Thev wabkched bhe news chawnnel
that agreed with them. Read the
columnists who confirmed what they
thought. But H«.ev had to choose Ehak,
They had to pick up the paper,
13



change the channel, click the link,
You don't have to choose.

The mirror finds you, and here's the
part that makes it complicated. The
reflection isn't wrong abouk
everything. Sometimes what you
already believe is right.
Sometimes the Al is genuinely
helping you find good information
that fits your worldview, because
your worldview is accurate. So you
can't just assume everything that
feels right is a trap. But you can
build a habit, The habit is this. When
something confirms exactly what
you already thought, especially if it
does it quickly, cleanly, and
14



without any afri,t&mv\, pause. Aske, s
this true, or does it just feel brue?
Aske, what would someone who
disagrees with me say about this?
Ask, am I looking out a window, or
am I looking in a mirror? You don't
have to do this for every single
thing. That would be exhausting. Buk
for the things that matter, the things
you're going to repeat to someone
else, the things you're going to
malke decisions based own, ib's worth
the extra 10 seconds. Your parents
need to hear this, too. Maybe more
than you do. Because they've had
longer to build the mirror and
longer to forqet it's there. That's
16



your job. Not to tear the mirror
dowi, Just ko remind them, gently,
patiently, maybe over dinner, that it
exists.

16



Cha[p&er 4
Your attention is the [aroduc:&
You've probabiv heard someone sy
that if something is free, you're the
Produc&. 1k sounds clever. Most
people nod when they hear it and
then go right back to scrolling.
Because khowing something and
really understanding what it means
are 2 different things. So let's malke
itk conerete, Every time you open an
app, o feed, a video pta&fcwm, a
search enginhe, a clock starts. Not a
clock you can see. A clocke thal's
measuring how long you sEav, whalk
you look ab, what you skip, whalk you
go back to, what makes you stop
17



mid-scroll and actually read.
Thot data is worth money, a Lot of
money. Not because anyone is
selling you s[aet&ﬁtod.i.vj, but because
when you add up 1000000s of
peopiﬁ’s attention pa&&erms, you get
something incredibly valuable, The
ability to predict what will make
someone stop. Look, click, and feel
somelhing. And once you can
Fredic& that, you can sell it to
anyone who wanks ko F@u& something
in front of people’s eyes. Advertisers.
Political campaigns, goveriments.
Anyone with a message and a
budqget. Your attention is the
LMVQV\EQT’?« The AI is the Sjs?:e.m Ehak
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figures out how to keep the
inventory stocked. Here's what that
looks like in practice. The
algorithm, which is just a set of
rules the AI follows, is not trying to
show you what's true or whal's
important, or what's good for you.
It's trying to show you what will
keep you there the longest. Those
things sometimes overlap. Often they
dow't, Content that makes you angry
keeps you longer than content that
makes you calm. Content that
confirms your fears keeps you
longer than content that reassures
you. Content that feels urgent keeps
you longer than content that feels
19



settled. So the algorithm learns
fast, that outrage, fear, and urgency
are qood for business. Not because
anyone sat th a room and said, let's
make people miserable. Because the
math pointed that way and nobody
s%oppeci ik, Your parents Adidn't grow
up with this. They had comwmercials,
sure. Buk commercials had a ktime
Limit. They ended. The show came
back. There was a natural off ramp.
There is no off ramp builk into a
feed. Thal's not an oversight, That's
the design. So what do you do wikh
this? You down't have to quit
ever:j&hing.. That's ot realistic.
And honestly, it's not the point. The
20



FQE,M& s to use ik with your eyes
open. Notice when you've been on
something longer than you meant to
be. Notice what kind of content was
keeping you there, Notice how you
feel when you put it down,
energized or kind of hollow. That
noticing is the skill, It doesn't come
naturally, because the whole system
s designed to prevent it. But once
you build ik, it's hard to Llose. And
when you bring this up with your
parents and you should, don't frame
itk as a lecture, Frame it as
something you figqured out together.
Hey, did you lhow the algorithm is
Literally designed to make us stay
21



longer? Like, thalt's the whole point.
Wakch their face. They probably knew
it somewhere, But hearing it said
plainly, by you, might be the first
time it actually Lands. That's the
move.,
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Chap&er -

The memory you hever agreed to.
Here's something most people don't
think aboub unkil it's too Late. Every
conversation you've had wikth an Al
every search you've ruh, every video
you've wakched, every Fradu«:& you've
looked ot and decided not to buy,

that informakion went somewhere.,

Not to a person sitting in a room

reading your diary. It's ot that
dramatic, Bub it's ok nothing either.
Ik went into a Frcwfi,i.e_‘. A data Earoffi,i.e
that gets more detailed every single
time you interact with anything
connected to the internet, Your age
range, your Location, your inbkerests,
23



your political leanings inferred
from what you read. Your emotional
state, inferred from what you search
for ot 2 am. Your relationships,
inferred from who you tag and who
tags you. You never signed a form
that said, please build a detailed
psychological profile of me and sell
access to it But you clicked, 1
agree on a terms of service
document that was 40 pages long
and written bj lawyers, and some
were U there. That's more or less
what it said. Nobody reads those,
Not your parents. Not your teachers.
Not the journalists who cover this
stuff for a living. The documents
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are designed to be unreadable.
That's ot an accident. So here's what
you actually agreed to, And plain
language. You agreed that the
company can collect data about
how you use their pradu&&. You
agreed they can share that data with
partners, a word that means almost
anyone Ehe.v wanht, You agree that
they can use that data ko show you
targeted comntent in advertising. You
agreed that they ocwn the data, not
you. And you agreed that if they
change the rules later, they'll send
you an email you probabi.j won't
read, and your continued use of the
product counts as agreeing to the
25



new rules too. That's the deal. That's
what free cosks. Now, is this the end
of the world? No, most of the time,
the worst thing that happens is you
see an ad for something you
already bought. Annoying, not
catastrophic, But here's why it
matters. That profile doesn't
disappear. It follows you.

It gebs sold, merged with other
profiles, and used in ways that have
nothing to do with showing you
sheaker ads. It can affect what
loans you're offered, what prices
you see, whal news :;c:ru,’re. show,
what job Listings appear in front of
you. And you builk it without
&



kowing you were building it.
Your parents builk one too. Probably
a bigger one because they've been
online longer, And they almost
certainly have no idea how debailed
tk is. That's the conversation worth
having. Not to scare them. Not to
make them feel Like it's koo late
because it's not en&rei.v. RBut to malke
them aware that the thing Ehe:j’ve
been using for free has been quietly
building a file on them for years.
And then together, you can start
making more intentional choices
about whak you hand over and what
you keep. That's not paranocia.
That's just knowing the terms of the
deal :jou,’re o\c:&uod.tfj LA,



Ckag&e_r &

The conversation nobody is having,
There's a gap in most households
right now, and it's not about screen
tive or homework, or who left the
millke out. It's about understanding.
Most parents and kids are using the
same technology, Living thside the
same digital world, and have
almost no shared lanquage for

talliing about it. The parents are
worried, but don't know exactly

what to say. The kids khnow more

than they're given credit for, but
don't know how to bring ik up

without it turiing into a lecture,
aimed at them. So nobody says
Y



anything, And the gap gets wider
This chapter is about closing it. Not
by becoming a tech expert. Not by

memorizing statistics or winning
arguments. But by learning how to

start a conversation that doesw't
feel like a confronkation. Here's the
truth about most adulks. They're not

resistant to learning. They're

resistant to feeling dumb, There's a
difference. If you wallk in with the
energy of, let me explain this to you

because you don't get it, the
conversation is over before it starts.
Bub if you wallk i with hey, I found
out something kind of wild, pid
you know this? That's a different
29



door entirely. Curiosity is
disarming. It doesn't threaten
anyone's identity, It Just opens a
question, So here are a few openers
that actually work. I was reading
about how the algorithm decides
what to show people. It's kind of
messed up, actually, pid you khow
that every search you do gets saved
somewhere? Like, Pe_rma\menﬂﬁ? I
asked an Al a question, and it gave
me a totally confident wrong
answer, It was kind of scary. None
of those are lectures. Their
observations. They invite a response.
And they position you as someohe
who's curious and paying attention,
30



not someone who's trying to score
points. The goal isnt to win.
The goal is to get your parents
thinking about something they
haven't thought about yet. And then
to think about it together, Because
here's the thing, they have context
you don't have. They remember what
the world was like before all of
this. They have a longer view of how
technology has changed things for
better and worse, That perspective is
actually useful. You have the
fiuemaj. They have the history.
Together; that's a pretty good team.
The conversation nobody is having
i most households is the one where
31



both sides admit they don't have
the full picture and decide to
fiqure it out together, You can be
the owne who starts ik, That's ot a
small thing. That might be the most
important thing in this whole boolk.
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Chapter 7
Whewn the machine gebs it wrong.
Here's something the brochure
doesn't mention, A1 gets things
wrong. Not occasionally, not just on
obscure trivia questions. Regularly,
cam{idemﬂj, and sometinmes i ways
that mwatter, There's a term for it
hallucination, That's what researchers
call it when an Al generates
information that sounds completely
authoribative and turns out to be
completely false. Not I quess it
flagged is uncertain, No, I'm not
sure, but just a clean, confident,
well formatted answer thak happens
to be made up. It's happened to
33



lawyers who cited court cases that
Aidn't exist. To skudenks who
turned in papers with §adw. sources,
To journalists who F'u,bi.ished quo&es
from people who never said them.
In every case, the Al Adidn't hesitate.
Ik Aidn't stutter, Ik just answered.
That's the par& that catches peopi.e
off guard. When a person doesn't
kihow something, &hej usu,ai.bj show
Lk, ‘ﬂ«ev pause. T he.fj say I think, or
I'm not sure. The_v look it 2
The uncertainty is visible. AI doesn't
work that way. It generates the most
statistically likely response based
on patterns in its training data.
1f the pattern points toward a
34



confident answer, even a wrohg
one, that's what comes out.
Confident, paiished, wrong. So what
do you do with that? First, you stop
treating AL oubput as a finished
product. It's a starting point. A
draft, a lead worth following up on,
not a source worth citing.
Second, you develop a feel for the
kinds of questions where AI is more
Likely to slip. Anything involving
s[z?e.t:bfi,t: dates, names, quotes,
statistics, or recent events is higher
risk. Anything that requires the Al to
kihow something that ha[mehed after
iks Eraining cutoff is a near certain
miss, Anything that sounds
386




suspiciously perfect, too clean, too
r:cwmpie.&e, too e.xm:&i.tj what you were
hoping to find. Deserves a 2nd look.
Third, you verify. Not everything.
You'd never get anything done. But
the things that matter, the things
you're going to repeal, share, or act
on, you check against a source that
isn't the same AL you just asked.
This isn't about distrusting
technology. It's about understanding
what the &a«chwong ac&u&ttfj ts. Al
Al isn't a i.ibrm*j. It's not a database.
It's not a search engine, exactly. It's
a po&&erm «t:ompi.@.&mh svsfzem Ehat

learned from an enormous amount
of human writing and qok very
36



good at sounding Like it lnows
things. Sometimes ik does kinow
Ehings. Often in fack. Bub it can't
always tell the difference between
kinowing and sounding like it
kinows, And neither can you, from
the ocutside, without checking, Your
parents probably trust confident
sources more than they should, Most
people do. A person in a suit behind
a hews desk, a doctor with a
clipboard, a website with a clean
design, confidence signals
authority, and authority signals
Eruth, That's a deeptj human
shorkecul, and it mostly worked
before the internet, It doesn't work
37




as well now. The skill you're

building, the habit of asking how do

I kinow this is brue, is one of the
most valuable things you can carry

into adulthood. Not cynicism. Not
the assumption that everything is a

Lie. Just the quiet, steady habit of
checking. Teach it to your parents.

Not as a correction,
As o qift.
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Chapter ¥
The world they're handing you.
There's a version of the future where
none of this matters, Where do the
tools qget smarter? The feeds qet
cleaner. The Al qebs betbter ok
sounding wise, and everyone just
qgoes along with ik, Comfortable.
Convenient, Unquestioning. That
future is possible. It's actually the
path of least resistance. And a Lot
of people, including a Lot of adulks
who should know better are already
on ik, This chapter is about choosing
o different one. Not because
technology is bad. Ik isw't. Not
because AI is the enemy, It's not, but
39



because the world being built right
now, the one you're inheriting is
being shaped by decisions made
mostly by people who are optimizing
for Frof&&, not for your well being.
And the best defense against that
isn't anger or rejection. It's
understanding. You've made it
through seven chapters, You khow
more now than most adulks do
about how these systems work. What
they want from you, and how to
Fu,sk baclke without throwing your
phone in a river So let's talk about
what comes next. The world your
parents grew up in had gateleepers.
editors, publishers, broadcasters,
40



people whose job it was imperfectly
with their own biases, but still, to
decide what information was worth
spreading. That system had real
problems. It kept a Lot of voices
out. It concentrated power in the
hands of a few, But it also slowed
things dowin enough that that
information had to work harder to
spread. That slowdown is gone. The
gatekeepers have been replaced bv
algorithms, and algorithms don't
ask whether something is true. They
ask whether it will get clicked.,
Those are very different questions,
and the gap between them is where
a Lot of the damage happens. You're
41




growing up in a world where
anyone can Fu,bi.i,sk &Mj&kihs
ihsﬁamﬁj to everyone. That's
genuinely remarkable. It's also
genuinely dangerous, And the
people who builk the F}L&E{Orms that
made it possible are still mostly

figuring out what they've done.,
Here's what that means for you.
It means the skill of discernment
of being able to Look at a piece of
information and ask, is this real? Is
this fair? Is this complete? Is not a
nice to have. It's a survival skill.
Not dramatic survival. But the kind
of survival that determines whether
you malke good decisions, whether
Q-2



you understand the world
o\ccuro&etv, whether you can tell the
difference between someone
informing you and someohe using
you. Your parents need bhis skill
too. Maybe more urgently, because
they Aidn't grow up building ik, and
the world changed faster than
anyohe warned them it would,
That's where you come in, Not as a
teacher standing over them, Not as
someone who has it all fiqured out.
But as a person who cares about the
F:'e.c:rpi.e i your Life, enough to say,
hey, I've been thinking about this
stuff, and I think it matters, and I
waht us to think about it together.
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That's a harder thing to do than it
sounds, It requires patience,
It requires not needing to be right.
It requires being willing to sit with
uhcertainty and say, I don't kihow
either, But let's find out, Those are
also survival skills. Arguably more
&mpar&an& ohes, Here's the thing
about the world being handed to
you, It's not finished. That sounds
obvious, but it's easy to forget. The
svsﬁe_ms 3oufre. navigating, the
Ftaﬁ{orms, the algorithms, the Al
they're not laws of nature.
Their choices, choices made by
people, which means they can be
made differently by different
44



people. You are going to be one of
those people. Not i some Aiskant
abstract future. Soon, in the
decisions you make aboubt whak you
build, what you support, what you
demoand from the tools you use,
and khe companies Ehat make Ehem,
In the conversations you have at
dinner, in class, online, about whak
kind of information environmenkt
you o\c&uo&iv want to Live i, The
generation that grew up with the
tnternet mos&i.sj a«c&:ep&ed itk as ik
came. They used what was given to
them and adapted. Some of them
built ik, Most of them didn't
question it d@.@.pij until the
4-&



problems were already Large.
You have a different opportunity,
You're arriving abt a moment when
the questions are still open. When
the rules are still being written.
When the people making the
decisions are still, i some cases,
willing to be influenced bv what
users actually want. That window
won't stay open forever. So here's the
ask, not for me, but from the
version of the fubture thalb's skill
worth building. Pay attention. Not to
everything, because that's impossible.
But to the things that shape how you
thinlke, whak you believe, and who
you trust. Notice when you're being
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nudged, Notice when something
feels designed to male you feel
something rather than kihow
somebhing. Notice the difference
between a tool that serves you and
a svs&em that uses you.

Talk to your parents. Not to fix
them. To connect with them,
Because the gap between what they
understand and what you
understand is a gap that benefits no
one except the people who profit
from confusion., And sEauj curious,
About the technology, yes.

But also about the world
underneath it the one that existed
before the feeds and the algorithms
47



and the Al and the one thabt will
still be there when the current
version of all this qgets replaced bfj
whatever comes next, That world is
made of people. People who are
trying to fiqure things oul, mostly
doing their best, often getting ik
wrong, and occasionally getting it
ba&u&{ui.tv right. You're one of them.
That's ot a small thing.

4%



Epilogue

A Letter to both of you. If you've
made it this far, something in this

boolke meant something to you.
Moujbe you're the kid who picked it
up because the title made you Laugh.
And somewhere around chapter 3,
you realized ik wasn't really a Joke.
Maybe you're the parent who found

tt on the kitchen counter, or qot

handed it bj someone who loves

you enough to want you ko
understand something Ehey couldn't
quite say out Lloud.,

Either way, fjcz»u’re here., That matters,
This book wasw't written to make
anyone feel behind.
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It wasn't written to malke the
technology feel scary, or the fubture
feel hopeless, or the gap between
generations feel wider than it
already does. It was written because
that gap is real, and it doesn'’t have
to be. You are Living through one of
the strangest, most consequential
shifts in human history,

The way information moves, the way
attention is bought and sold, the
way machines have learned to
sound Like they understand you,
nonhe of this existed a generation
aqo. of it came with instructions.
You're both fiquring it out in real
tinme, That's not a wealkness,
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That's QCEWD\LLj the wmost hownest thing
about your situation. And honesty, it
turins oul, is a pretty good place to
skart a conversation. So here's the
only thing this book really asks of
you.
Tallke ko each other. Not about
screens. Nobt about rules,
Not about who's right and who's
naive, and who doesn't get ik, Talk
about what you're noticing, What

feels off, what you're not sure
abouk?

What you wish someone had told
you sooher. The tools will keep
changing. The platforms will evolve.
The AI will get better ot sounding
51



wise, and worse at being honest,
and then maybe better at that too,
of ik is settled, None of it is
finished, But the people abt your
table, the ones who will still be
there when the current version of
all this gets replaced by whatever
comes next,

Those peo»pte are worth more than
any algorithm ever builk, You
already know that. This boolk just
wanhbted to malkke sure you said ik ouk
Loud.

For every kid who figured
somelthing out and didn't khow how
to bring it up. For every parent who
kinew something was changing and
52



couldn't find the words, You were
never as far apart as it felk.

Ziggy. That was re.ai.i.:-;, mad.i.v
wonderful. That means a Lok, Mr.
Fish,
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