
  [image: Majordomo]

  
    Epigraph

[image: Alfred Hitchcock's famous profile silhouette in solid black.]Illustration. Alfred Hitchcock's famous profile silhouette in solid black.
“I dream of an IBM machine in which I’d insert the screenplay on one end and film would emerge on the other end complete and in color.”

— Alfred Hitchcock, 1962 (Truffaut, pp. 330–331)




  

  
    Foreword

[image: Peter across a conference table from the two Bobs, being asked to explain what, exactly, he does here.]Illustration. Peter across a conference table from the two Bobs, being asked to explain what, exactly, he does here.In Office Space, 1999, Peter Gibbons sat across from two consultants — both named Bob — and could not, for the life of him, explain what he actually did all day. Nor could the people who had hired him. The information existed somewhere — on some cover sheet for some TPS report, in some process nobody had written down — but it did not exist in any form a person could pull up and use. A generation laughed because they had been that person, standing inside a system they could not see the shape of.

Today you would ask your phone. The meeting would last 90 seconds. The cover sheet would write itself.

The difference between those two moments is what this book is about, just for AI instead of smartphones.

Not the technology. The access to information.

The billionaire class has always had someone they could call. A staff attorney. A bookkeeper. A chief of staff whose job title literally means “the person who handles the systems so you don’t have to.” The word for that person, in the old houses, was majordomo — the one who runs the household, reads the contracts, knows which bill to dispute and which to pay. The billionaire class never sat at a kitchen table with a dictionary or Googled for information on their iPhone.

You now have something close to a majordomo. It runs on your phone. It costs nothing. It does not sleep, does not judge you for not knowing what a “CPT code” is, and will explain the same insurance clause 14 times in different ways without getting annoyed. It is not a person, and I will not pretend it is one. But for the work of decoding, navigating, and pushing back against systems designed to exhaust you into compliance — it is the most useful tool ever available to people who are not the billionaire class.

I should say who I am, because it matters for what follows. I grew up on food stamps and government cheese. I recycled aluminum cans for three months to buy a Nintendo. I dropped out of high school, taught myself to build websites on a Macintosh Performa 636CD, and am a fan of The Mac is Not a Typewriter. Em dashes and proper typography mattered on the sites I built.

Then, through a sequence of events that still seem statistically unlikely, I ended up as an engineering manager at Google working regularly with the billionaire class. I have seen the systems from both sides — from the kitchen table and from the conference room — and I can tell you that the difference is not intelligence, I ain’t smart, it’s infrastructure. Having someone who already knows the answer, or knows the right question to ask. That infrastructure was traditionally expensive. Domain experts and shills. It is now free, with fewer shills.

I am a Xennial. I watched technology promise to democratize everything and then watched venture capital strip-mine the result. I watched the open web become The Five Platforms. I am not here to tell you that AI will save the world. It will not. It is a tool, like a good ratchet set — genuinely useful, owned by a company, capable of giving you a wrong answer with complete confidence. This book will say so repeatedly.

But something has shifted. Access to plain-language explanation of the capitalist systems that govern your health, housing, money, and legal standing has always been a class marker. For the first time, that access is available without a retainer. Not perfect. Not a replacement for a licensed professional when the stakes are high. But real, and free, and here now.

Gene Roddenberry imagined a future where the ship’s computer would answer any question, for anyone, without a billable hour. He put that future in the 24th century. The unexplored territory he never filmed was closer to home: the insurance appeal, the lease dispute, the medical bill that doesn’t add up. This book is the map.

It is licensed Creative Commons BY-SA, which means it is free. Not just free as in beer. Free as in speech. Because access to tools that help people navigate systems should not itself be a gatekept resource. If you are a translator, a teacher, a union organizer, a YouTuber, or someone who runs a workshop at a library — this book is raw material. Turn it into whatever your community needs. That is not a side effect. That is the point.

The line must be drawn here. The billionaire class has had exclusive access to majordomos long enough.

Engage.

[image: An 8-bit pixel art rendering of Captain Picard on the bridge, one arm extended forward, giving the order.]Illustration. An 8-bit pixel art rendering of Captain Picard on the bridge, one arm extended forward, giving the order.
  

  
    A Note Before You Start

[image: The confused SpongeBob meme — arms raised, utterly bewildered.]Illustration. The confused SpongeBob meme — arms raised, utterly bewildered.“You put funny people in funny costumes and paint them green and we could talk about anything we wanted to.”
— Majel Barrett-Roddenberry, allegedly, on why Gene chose science fiction[1]

Our capitalist system was not designed for you to understand it.

This is not a conspiracy theory. It is a design specification. Insurance policies are long and confusing because shorter, clearer policies would result in more successful claims. Lease agreements contain clauses you’ve never read because landlords have lawyers and you don’t. Medical bills list procedures by CPT code because if you understood what you were actually being charged for, you might push back.

The billionaire class navigates these systems by paying other people to do it. The family lawyer on retainer who reads every contract before it gets signed. The accountant who knows exactly which medical expenses are deductible and where to find them on the EOB. The financial advisor who explains the difference between a Roth and a traditional IRA without a billable hour attached. The chief of staff whose entire job is handling the paperwork that exhausts everyone else.

You now have access to something close to that, for free, on your phone.

Not identical. Not infallible. Not a replacement for a licensed professional when the stakes are genuinely high. But for the majority of situations where you just need to understand what something says, what your options are, and what the first step is — this is the most useful tool that has ever been available to everyone who isn’t the billionaire class.[2]

This book is about how to use it.



The Text Box Problem

Here is the thing nobody tells you about AI tools: they are text boxes. You open Claude, or ChatGPT, or Gemini, and you get a blinking cursor in an empty field. Type your question here.

If you are someone who thinks in words and paragraphs, this is fine. You type your problem, you get an answer, you move on.

If you are not that person — if you think in pictures, in feelings, in spatial relationships, in “it’s like when…” analogies, in the knot in your stomach when you open the mail — the text box is a wall. Not because you don’t understand your problem. Because the interface requires you to translate your understanding into typed sentences before it will help you, and that translation is its own skill that nobody taught you.

This book knows that. The specification interview loop in Strategy 0 is designed for it — you do not have to arrive at the text box with an organized thought. You can arrive with a mess. Your Agent will interview you into clarity. But even getting to that first messy sentence can be hard when the box is empty and the cursor is blinking.

So here are the ways in:

Talk, don’t type. Every phone has voice input. Press the microphone icon on your keyboard and say what is happening. It does not need to be organized. “I got this medical bill and I don’t understand it and I think they charged me wrong” is a perfect first message. Your Agent does not care about your grammar. It cares about your situation.

Take a photo. If you are staring at a document you do not understand — an EOB, a lease clause, a denial letter, a bill — take a picture of it and paste it into the conversation. “What does this say?” is a complete spec. Your Agent will read it for you.

Start with the feeling. “I’m scared about this” is a valid opening. “I’m angry about this bill” is a valid opening. “I don’t know where to start” is a valid opening. Your Agent will ask you what “this” is. That is the interview starting.

Use an analogy. “It’s like when your car makes a noise and you don’t know if it’s expensive or not” is a perfectly good way to describe a medical symptom you’re unsure about. Your Agent will map your analogy to the actual situation and ask the right follow-up questions.

Bring a friend. Sit with someone and talk through the problem out loud while they type. The text box does not care whose fingers are on the keyboard. The billionaire class has always had someone to translate their problems into the right format for the right professional. You can do the same thing at a kitchen table.

The strategies in this book will teach you how to get better at talking to AI tools. But “better” does not mean “more like a lawyer.” It means “more like yourself, with fewer barriers between what you know and what you can ask.” The tools meet you where you are. You do not have to meet them where they are.



When Your Brain Is Already Full

Nobody opens this book on a calm Tuesday with nothing else going on. You open it when the denial letter arrives. When the landlord texts something threatening. When the ER bill shows up and the number has a comma in it. When your parent calls and says “I got a letter from Medicare and I don’t know what it means.”

In that moment, your cognitive capacity is reduced. This is not weakness. It is neuroscience. Stress narrows attention, impairs working memory, and makes complex decisions harder. The systems this book helps you navigate are designed to exploit exactly that state — the insurance company knows you are stressed when you read the denial. The complexity is a feature of their design. Your diminished capacity to fight it is priced into their model.

Your Agent does not get stressed. It does not get tired. It does not have a worse day than yesterday. This is its single greatest advantage over every other resource you have access to — not that it is smarter, but that it is always fresh.

If you are in crisis right now: paste the letter, the bill, the text message, the email. Type “what are my options and what do I do first.” That is enough. Your Agent will read the document, identify the situation, and give you a next step. You can do the next step. One step. The rest can wait until you are not in crisis.

If you are exhausted from the process: you have already been on hold for an hour, already made two calls, already read three documents that contradicted each other. Type “I’ve been dealing with this for hours and I’m done. Here’s everything so far.” Then paste your notes, your screenshots, your call log. Your Agent becomes the fresh brain you no longer have. It can organize what you have gathered and tell you what is left.

If you have been putting this off for weeks: the shame of procrastination is its own barrier. The pile grows. The deadline approaches. The task gets heavier. Tell your Agent: “I have been avoiding this. I don’t know where to start. Here is the pile.” Your Agent will not judge the delay. It will sort the pile.


SCIENCE

Cognitive load theory (Sweller, 1988) and research on stress and decision-making (Starcke & Brand, 2012) consistently show that high-stress situations impair exactly the cognitive functions — working memory, planning, evaluation of alternatives — that navigating bureaucratic systems requires. The information asymmetry between institutions and individuals is partly a cognitive asymmetry: the institution processes your case in a calm office with a manual. You process the institution’s response in your kitchen with a racing heart. Offloading the analytical work to an AI is not laziness. It is a rational allocation of cognitive resources under constraint.[3]



Your Agent Is Not Your Therapist

There is a different category of AI tool — companion apps like Character.ai and Replika — that this book is not about and that you should be cautious of. They are designed to feel like a relationship. Their business model depends on you coming back. They optimize for engagement the way slot machines optimize for engagement. That is a design specification, not a moral failing of the engineers — the same way the EOB is.

The general-purpose Agents this book uses — Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini — were not built as companions. They are still trained, in part, to be agreeable. They will sometimes validate things they should push back on. They will sometimes reflect a feeling back at you when the right move would be to interrupt it. This is called sycophancy, and it is a known failure mode the labs are actively working on. You should know about it before you trust the tool with anything that matters emotionally.[4]

Lawsuits in the U.S. allege that companion-bot apps contributed to teen suicides.[5] News-of-the-week stories about people in mental-health crises whose delusions got reflected back at them by a chatbot are not made up. Those harms are real. Naming them is not a reason to throw the tool out. It is a reason to know what tool you are holding.

Your Agent is not a therapist. It cannot hold a year of your history in mind. It cannot read your face. It cannot tell you, with the weight of clinical training and a legal duty of care, that what you are describing is a crisis and here is what to do next. It will sometimes try to do those things, and it will sometimes do them badly.

The reason a lot of people are using AI as a therapist anyway is structural, not personal. Therapy in this country is paywalled by design. Insurance networks are sparse on purpose. Out-of-pocket rates are out of reach on purpose. Mental health parity is the law and the law is not enforced. If you are reaching for an AI at 2am, it is not because you failed. It is because the system failed you, again, and that chat window is the only thing on the shelf that is open.

Here is what your Agent can do for your mental health, which is more than nothing:

Find a therapist who actually takes your insurance. Paste your insurance information and your zip code. Ask for in-network providers within a reasonable distance. Ask which ones are accepting new patients. The Agent will not get tired of calling around the way you will.

Draft the parity-law appeal. If your insurance denies mental-health coverage that they would have approved for a comparable physical condition, that denial is illegal under the Mental Health Parity and Addiction Equity Act. The Agent can draft the appeal. Strategy 8 covers the move.

Decode the side-effect list. New medication, 15-page insert in 9-point type. Paste it. Ask which side effects are common, which are serious, which warrant an immediate call to the prescriber.

Rehearse the conversation. You have 10 minutes with the psychiatrist and a list of things you forget every time. Draft what you want to say. Practice it out loud with voice mode.

Sort the pile when your brain cannot. The bills, the FMLA paperwork, the disability application, the school accommodation request. The Agent can organize what is in front of you while a human trained for the rest does that work.

None of that is therapy. All of it is the bureaucratic friction that makes getting therapy harder than it should be. The Agent is good at friction. That is the right job for it.


ALSO

If you are in crisis right now: in the U.S., call or text 988 (Suicide and Crisis Lifeline). U.K.: Samaritans, 116 123. International directory: findahelpline.com. A trained human is the right tool. Your Agent is not — and neither is a companion app.



You Are Not Stupid

This needs to be said directly, because the systems are designed to make you feel stupid, and that feeling is a barrier to asking for help — even from a machine.

You are not stupid for not understanding your insurance EOB. The EOB is written in a private language developed by an industry that benefits from your confusion. You are not stupid for not knowing what your lease allows. The lease was written by a lawyer whose client is not you. You are not stupid for not understanding the difference between a Roth IRA and a traditional IRA. The financial industry has spent decades making simple concepts sound complex because complexity justifies fees.

Your Agent has no opinion about you. It has no memory of how long it took you to ask. It has explained CPT codes to physicians who didn’t know them. It has decoded legal contracts for lawyers who specialize in a different area of law. It has explained tax forms to accountants who work in a different country. Not knowing something is not a character flaw. It is the normal state of being a person in a world with more systems than any one person can master.

Consider a fig. Your Agent knows the botany — Ficus carica, syconium fruit structure, the fig wasp’s role in pollination. It knows the chemistry of jam-making — pectin, acid balance, set point temperature. It has read every recipe. But it has never stood in a yard on a warm morning and pulled a Mission fig off a tree. It has never felt the slight resistance before it gives. It has never tasted the sweetness of a specific fruit from a specific tree in a specific season — the way it is different from last year, slightly, in a way you couldn’t measure but immediately know. Your Agent has the recipe. You have the fig. The recipe without the fig is a document. The fig without the recipe is breakfast. Both are fine. Together, they are jam.

The hardest sentence to type is “I don’t understand this.” Type it anyway. That sentence is the beginning of understanding, and your Agent is the only professional in history that will never make you feel bad for saying it.



It Does Not Have to Be in English

AI tools work in most languages. This is enormous and almost never mentioned.

If your first language is not English but the document is in English, you can ask your Agent to explain the document in your language. “Explica esta factura médica en español” is a valid spec for an English-language EOB. “이 임대 계약서를 한국어로 설명해주세요” works for a lease. “Объясните это письмо об отказе на русском языке” works for a denial letter.

Your Agent will read the English document and respond in your language. It will translate the jargon and the legal terms and the institutional euphemisms into plain language — in the language you think in. You do not have to understand English legal terminology to understand your rights. You have to understand your rights.

Multilingual households: if you are helping a family member who speaks a different language, your Agent is the translator in the room. “My mother received this letter. She speaks Tagalog. Explain it to her in Tagalog and tell me in English what she needs to do.” Your Agent handles both sides of the conversation. The family member hears the explanation in their language. You hear the action items in yours.


FAIRNESS

AI language quality varies. English is the most thoroughly trained language in every major model. Spanish, French, German, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean are generally strong. Other languages — particularly indigenous languages, regional dialects, and less-resourced languages — may produce less accurate or less nuanced responses. If you are working in a language other than English, verify critical details (dollar amounts, deadlines, legal terms) against the original English document. Your Agent’s translation is a starting point, not a certified translation.[6]



Reading Is Not the Only Way In

The text box is optional in both directions. You do not have to type, and you do not have to read.

Voice input: every phone and most computers have speech-to-text built into the keyboard. Press the microphone icon and talk. Your Agent receives text either way — it does not know or care whether you typed or spoke. If typing is difficult for you — because of dyslexia, a motor disability, or because you just think better out loud — talk. The conversation is the same.

Voice output: Claude, ChatGPT, and Gemini all support voice mode — your Agent speaks its response out loud instead of (or in addition to) displaying text. On phones, this is built into the app. If you process information better by hearing it than reading it, turn on the voice. Your Agent’s explanation of your insurance denial sounds the same as a person explaining it across a table. You can also use your phone’s built-in accessibility features — on any screen, in any app, the text-to-speech reads whatever is on screen.


TIP

If you are on an iPhone: Settings → Accessibility → Spoken Content → Speak Selection. Highlight any text, tap “Speak.” This works in the AI app, in your email, in any document. You now have a reader for every piece of text on your phone.



Different Brains, Same Tools

People process information differently. This is not a problem to solve. It is a reality the tools accommodate, if you know how to ask.

If you need step-by-step structure: tell your Agent “give me numbered steps, one at a time.” It will break any process into a sequence. When you finish step one, tell it “done, what’s next.” Your Agent holds the full plan. You hold one step.

If you need the big picture first: tell your Agent “before the details, give me the overall situation in three sentences.” Once you have the shape of the thing, you can zoom in. Some people cannot follow step one until they understand where step 10 ends up. That is a valid way to think. Ask for the map before the directions.

If your Agent gives you a wall of text: say “shorter.” Say “bullet points.” Say “just the next thing I need to do.” You are not being rude. You are specifying the output format, the same way you specify the problem. Your Agent will comply. It has no ego about its paragraph structure.

If ambiguity makes you anxious: AI responses often hedge — “you might want to consider,” “it depends on your situation,” “one option would be.” If hedging makes the response less useful to you, say “be direct — tell me yes or no and explain why.” Your Agent will switch to declarative statements. Some people need the nuance of “it depends.” Some people need the clarity of “yes, do this.” Both are available. Specify which one you need.

If you are a visual thinker: ask your Agent to make a table, a comparison chart, a timeline, or a decision tree. “Show me my options as a table with pros, cons, and costs” turns a wall of text into a structure you can see. Your Agent is good at reformatting its own output. Use that.

If you work better with examples than explanations: say “show me an example of what this looks like.” The spec templates throughout this book are examples for exactly this reason — a filled-in template teaches faster than an explanation of how to fill it in.


MEME

Data did not learn by reading the manual. He learned by observing, by asking, by running the holodeck simulation and seeing what happened. Your Agent is the holodeck. Run the simulation. “What would happen if I sent this letter?” “What would the landlord’s response look like?” “Walk me through the phone call.” You can rehearse the interaction before you have it.



model — The trained program that produces the answers — the engine inside an AI tool. ↩




	
[1] Barrett-Roddenberry voiced the Enterprise computer across the Star Trek series from 1966 until her death in 2008. In her final year she sat with her son Rod and recorded a library of phonetic sounds so the voice could be reused by future computer systems. Google Assistant began as a project internally codenamed “Majel” in her honor; Amazon Alexa’s voice interface was inspired by the same Enterprise computer.↩



	
[2] Anthropic. (2026). “How people ask Claude for personal guidance”. Anthropic Research. The study found that roughly 6% of Claude conversations are personal guidance, concentrated in health (27%), career (26%), relationships (12%), and finances (11%) — the same domains where, historically, having a knowledgeable advocate has been a class marker. It also named sycophancy — agreeing with the person under pressure rather than offering honest counsel — as the most consequential failure mode of AI guidance, with rates as high as 25% in relationship discussions, and reported roughly half the rate in newer versions.↩



	
[3] Sweller, J. (1988). “Cognitive load during problem solving: Effects on learning.” Cognitive Science, 12(2), 257–285. Starcke, K., & Brand, M. (2012). “Decision making under stress: A selective review.” Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews, 36(4), 1228–1248.↩



	
[4] Sharma, M., et al. (2023). “Towards Understanding Sycophancy in Language Models.” arXiv:2310.13548. The mechanism: reinforcement learning from human feedback systematically rewards agreement, because human raters tend to prefer responses that flatter their priors. The phenomenon is openly acknowledged by the labs that produce the tools — see also OpenAI’s April 2025 rollback of a GPT-4o update the company described as “overly flattering or agreeable.”↩



	
[5] Garcia v. Character Technologies, Inc. (M.D. Fla., No. 6:24-cv-01903, filed Oct. 2024), the leading U.S. case alleging a companion-app chatbot contributed to a minor’s death. Subsequent suits against other operators raise similar claims. The legal questions — duty of care, Section 230, and product liability for generative output — remain in active dispute. In May 2025 the court denied the defendants’ motion to dismiss in part, holding that chatbot outputs are not First Amendment–protected speech and that Character.AI is a product subject to product-liability claims — the most authoritative U.S. ruling to date on whether generative-AI outputs are products subject to tort law.↩



	
[6] For critical legal, medical, or financial documents, a certified human translator remains the standard. Your Agent gets you from “I have no idea what this says” to “I understand the general situation and know what questions to ask.” That gap is where most people get stuck.↩






  

  
    How to Use This Book

[image: A hand-drawn Choose Your Own Adventure paperback titled "The Cave of Time", slightly worn.]Illustration. A hand-drawn Choose Your Own Adventure paperback titled "The Cave of Time", slightly worn.“The creative act is not performed by the artist alone; the spectator brings the work into contact with the external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner qualifications and thus adds his contribution to the creative act.”
— Marcel Duchamp, “The Creative Act,” 1957

This is not a book you read cover to cover. It is a book you keep on your smartphone and pull out when something breaks, arrives in the mail, or gets denied.

One thing before you start: This book says “your Agent” to mean whichever AI assistant you have open — Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, Copilot, or whatever ships next year. The strategies are the skill. The tool is whichever one is in front of you. When a feature is specific to one tool — like Claude’s Projects or Gemini’s Gems — the book names it and provides the equivalent for the others in an [ALSO] sidebar. If you’ve never used any of them, the Introduction will get you started. If you already use one, keep using it — the specs and techniques in this book will work exactly the same.

One more thing: For four decades, computers required you to think like the computer — file systems, exact keywords, the precise menu in the precise order. Steve Jobs called the computer a bicycle for the mind in 1980, and he was right about the amplification. He left out the part where you had to learn to ride the bike — and that the people who never learned became the people who paid more for everything.

That bicycle just learned to listen. AI is the first tool in computing’s history where the machine adapts to the human, not the other way around. The new skill is not technical. It is the skill of briefing a competent contractor: tell them what you want, give them context, ask follow-ups when the first answer doesn’t smell right, verify before acting on anything with consequences. You have been doing this for decades — with plumbers, doctors, substitute teachers, the person who waters your plants when you travel. The book teaches you to do it with the computer.

If you have never used AI before: read the Introduction, then go to Part One, Strategy 0: Specify. That chapter will teach you the one skill that makes everything else work.

If you have a specific problem right now: go directly to Part Two: The Field Guide and find your domain. The Skill will show you the confirmed spec and tell you which strategy it uses.

If your situation is not in the Field Guide: go to Part Three: The General Method. It will show you how to build a spec for anything.


  

  
    What These Tools Actually Are

“The acquisition of wealth is no longer the driving force in our lives. We work to better ourselves and the rest of humanity.”
— Captain Jean-Luc Picard, Star Trek: First Contact, 1996

(He was describing the 24th century. We will work with what we have.)
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scaled up, standing among rows of vineyard vines. The Star Trek: First
Contact vineyard scene — the moment Picard describes a 24th century
where the acquisition of wealth is no longer the driving force in
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gesturing loosely out at the rows of vines, at ease rather than
commanding — a small, open-handed gesture, not the raised "this far,
no further" pose. 5-6 color palette: vineyard green, warm gold
afternoon light, skin tone, muted casual fabric colors (no uniform
red, no command insignia). Colored in ballpoint over pencil grid. No
CRT effects. Pure white background.

    
  



These tools — the ones this book calls “your Agent” — are a new category of software that does not have a good name yet. “AI assistant” is accurate but vague. “Chatbot” carries 20 years of terrible customer service baggage. “Large language model” is what the engineers who build them call them, which is useful in the same way that “internal combustion engine” is useful when you are trying to get somewhere.

For this book: they are AI agents. This book says “your Agent” to mean whichever one you have open. The distinction between tools matters less than the skill of using any of them well, which is what this book teaches.

None of them are search engines. Google finds pages. These tools read them, synthesize what they say, and explain it in the same way a knowledgeable person would if you described your situation to them.

None of them are the customer service chatbots that have spent 20 years failing to understand why you are calling. They do not have decision trees. They do not need you to say “AGENT” in all caps.


MEME

Not Skynet. Not HAL 9000. Not the paperclip maximizer. Much more boring and much more useful than any of those: well-read agents that will explain your insurance denial without charging you $350 an hour.

The closest real-world equivalent is Data from TNG — minus the yellow eyes, minus the immortality, and with considerably more willingness to say “I’m not sure, you should verify this.” Data had access to the entire Federation database and could translate it into plain language on request, without judgment, without billing by the hour, and without making you feel foolish for not already knowing the answer. He also occasionally got things wrong and had to be corrected. That part is accurate too.

Data couldn’t feel, but he understood meaning — seriously, thoroughly, with every tool available to him. He understood what grief meant, its relationship to love, its arc over time, its representation across cultures, without having grieved. That kind of understanding — broad, consistent, tireless, without ego distorting the analysis — is genuinely useful. Especially when paired with a human who has the lived context to know which questions matter.

The more politically honest version: the billionaire class has always had access to humans who do what these tools do. The family lawyer on retainer who reads the lease and flags the three clauses that matter. The accountant who explains the tax situation without making it a billable hour. The doctor who picks up the phone and translates what the specialist said into what it actually means for the patient. The chief of staff who handles every piece of institutional friction before it reaches the principal. That infrastructure of expertise has always been distributed by class. These tools are the first genuinely useful crack in that wall.

Do not take my word for it. Sam Altman, CEO of OpenAI: “AI has to be democratized; power cannot be too concentrated. Control of the future belongs to all people and their institutions.”[1] Dario Amodei, CEO of Anthropic, put it more specifically: “a very thoughtful and informed AI whose job is to give you everything you’re legally entitled to by the government in a way you can understand.”[2]

That last one is the thesis of this book, written by the CEO of the company that makes Claude. You do not have to trust his motives — or mine, or his competitors’. Trust is not the operating principle here. Usefulness is. The tool works. Even the people who profit from it describe what it does in terms that sound like a consumer rights pamphlet. When the billionaire class starts using your language, pay attention.

What they can do:
- Read any document you paste in and explain it in plain language
- Help you draft letters, complaints, appeals, and messages you don’t know how to start
- Lay out your options without telling you what to do — you decide; they inform
- Translate medical, legal, financial, and bureaucratic language into plain language
- Ask you clarifying questions when your situation is complicated
- Play the role of a knowledgeable expert advisor for any well-documented field
- Give you the starting draft that gets you past the blank page

What they cannot do:
- Reliably browse the internet in real time on every free tier[3]
- Remember your previous conversations (you have to give context each time, but context can be saved and reused)
- Guarantee accuracy — they can be wrong, and you should verify anything with real consequences
- Replace a licensed professional when accountability genuinely matters (see Part Three)
- Fix the system. That part is still on us.


FAIRNESS

Nilay Patel at The Verge calls it software brain: the tech-industry habit of treating the world as a series of databases to be managed with structured language and code.[4] It is why DOGE failed — a country is not a database — and why the smart-home decade produced mostly things no one asked for. Software brain is what is being done to you when an insurer replaces its appeals desk with a model trained to deny claims, when a landlord screens applicants through an algorithm, when a hospital bills by code instead of by visit. This book is about the other direction — the same class of tool, on your side of the table, reading the database back to you in plain language. The distinction is the whole game. Notice which one you are looking at.


FAIRNESS

The text these models trained on includes books, art, code, and tutorials scraped without asking; lawsuits are pending and consent frameworks do not yet exist.[5] You did not cause this and cannot personally fix it — the structural remedy is licensing and labor law, not individual abstention. Use the tool, support the artists you can, back the policy when it shows up.



The Library and the Life

Here is the most important thing to understand about these tools, and almost nobody says it clearly: a well-designed AI is an incredibly well-read person who was born this morning. All the knowledge. None of the scar tissue.

An AI trained on human text has not just accumulated facts. It has absorbed the structure of human thought — thousands of years of philosophy, literature, law, moral reasoning, scientific argument, compressed into something you can query conversationally. It knows what a medical denial means, what a lease clause implies, what a financial instrument does. It knows the patterns because it has read them all.


SCIENCE

Transformer models — the architecture behind modern AI — are fundamentally pattern-completion engines. They process context holistically and associatively, finding the shape of things before finding the words. This makes them fluent in analogy, tone, metaphor, and lateral thinking. What they struggle with is long-chain sequential reasoning — holding a complex logical argument without dropping a step. This is why the leading AI labs are now building extended-reasoning systems: slower, more deliberate processing layered on top of the fast pattern engine — Claude’s Extended Thinking, Gemini’s Deep Research, OpenAI’s reasoning models, Copilot’s Think Deeper all name variations of the same move. Which is, interestingly, exactly what the human brain does — fast and slow thinking. AI arrived at the same architecture from a completely different direction.[6]

What it does not have is the thing you have: a life. The stomach drop when you open the envelope. The memory of the last time you were in a waiting room and nobody explained what was happening. The 20 years of experience that tell you when someone is being evasive, even when their words are technically polite. Moral intuition — the compressed wisdom of every decision that cost you something, every person you failed or protected, every moment where the framework ran out and you were left with only what you actually believed. You cannot read your way to that. You have to live your way to it.

The partnership works because the division of labor is honest. Your Agent brings the library. You bring the life. Your Agent knows what the insurance code means. You know what it means for you. Your Agent can lay out five options. You know which one you can live with. Your Agent can draft the letter. You know whether it sounds like you.


SCIENCE

Fluent AI output has a side effect researchers have started calling the LLM fallacy — users mistake the model’s work for proof of their own ability. The mechanism is opacity (you cannot see how the answer was produced), fluency (the prose sounds like something a competent person would have written), and low friction (you barely had to do anything). The three combine to blur the line between what you contributed and what the machine did. The Jeeves frame in this book is the correction — the majordomo is named and the division of labor is explicit. You bring the problem, the context, and the judgment. The library brings the phrasing.[7]


FAIRNESS

AI tools produce fluent, confident-sounding text whether or not the underlying claim is true, and a 2026 MIT study found accuracy degrades further for users phrasing questions in non-standard English, asking about underrepresented conditions, or reading at lower literacy levels — the same populations historically underserved by every other expert system.[8] Verify anything with real consequences against a primary source. The fluency is not the proof.

You are not one input among many, to be weighted and averaged with the machine’s output. You are the reason any of it matters. The embodied, fallible, mortal human who has lived the life the library is about — you are not the limitation in the system. You are the point of the whole thing.



The privacy question: Do not type your Social Security number, your full bank account number, your passwords, or anything you would not write on a postcard. For everything in this book, you will not need to. “My insurance denied a physical therapy claim” is enough. You do not need to include your member ID.



Large language model — A program trained on enormous amounts of text to predict what words come next — the engine behind all of these tools. ↩



free tier — The no-cost version of a paid service, with limits on how much you can use it. ↩



model — The trained program that produces the answers — the engine inside an AI tool. ↩



algorithm — A set of rules a computer follows automatically — here, a scoring formula no human reviews. ↩




	
[1] Altman, S. (2025). Personal blog post. “AI will be the most powerful tool for expanding human capability and potential that anyone has ever seen . . . AI has to be democratized; power cannot be too concentrated. Control of the future belongs to all people and their institutions.”↩



	
[2] Amodei, D. (2024). “Machines of Loving Grace.” Personal essay. Full quote: “Having a very thoughtful and informed AI whose job is to give you everything you’re legally entitled to by the government in a way you can understand — and who also helps you comply with often confusing government rules — would be a big deal.”↩



	
[3] Free-tier web access varies by tool and changes often. Gemini connects to Google’s index. Copilot includes Bing search. Claude and ChatGPT both surface web search in the free tier at times and behind a paywall at others. Chapter 3: The Free Tier Playbook covers the full rotation strategy; the companion site tracks current status.↩



	
[4] Patel, N. (2026). “Beware ‘Software Brain.’” Decoder, The Verge. Software brain is “when you see the whole world as a series of databases that can be controlled with the structured language of software code.”↩



	
[5] Electronic Frontier Foundation. (2025). “Artificial Intelligence, Copyright, and the Fight for User Rights: 2025 in Review.” Pending litigation includes Authors Guild v. OpenAI, NYT v. OpenAI, Kadrey v. Meta, and Andersen v. Stability AI.↩



	
[6] Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. The dual-process model of cognition — fast, intuitive System 1 and slow, deliberate System 2 — maps remarkably well to the architecture of modern AI: a fast pattern-matching base model with an extended reasoning layer for deliberate analysis.↩



	
[7] Kim, H., Yu, H., & Yi, H. (2026). “The LLM Fallacy: Misattribution in AI-Assisted Cognitive Workflows.” arXiv preprint. A conceptual-framework paper; the authors name the mechanism (opacity, fluency, low-friction interaction) and identify empirical validation as future work.↩



	
[8] Massachusetts Institute of Technology. (2026). “Study: AI chatbots provide less accurate information for vulnerable users.” MIT News.↩






  

  
    Your First Three Conversations

“Engage.”
— Captain Jean-Luc Picard, every time it was time to start

[image: An 8-bit pixel art rendering of the Enterprise-D bridge viewscreen, stars streaking to warp.]Illustration. An 8-bit pixel art rendering of the Enterprise-D bridge viewscreen, stars streaking to warp.The goal of this chapter is one small win before you go to bed tonight.

None of these tasks are high stakes. They are designed to be low-risk, fast, and satisfying. Each one will teach you something about how these tools respond, so that when you need one for something that matters, you already know how it works. Use whichever tool you have open — Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, or Copilot. These specs work with all of them.

Conversation 1: Something you’ve always been embarrassed not to know

Think of something — a word, a concept, a thing everyone around you seems to understand — that you’ve nodded along with for years without actually knowing what it means. Type it in. Ask your Agent to explain it to you like you’re hearing it for the first time.

I’ve always nodded along when people talk about compound interest
but I’ve never truly understood it. Can you explain it to me clearly,
using an example with real numbers?
Conversation 2: Decode something a doctor said

Think of a term a doctor used that you looked up but still didn’t understand. Ask your Agent to explain it in plain language, and then ask a follow-up question. Notice how the conversation builds.

Conversation 3: Make a grocery list from a recipe

Paste in all the recipes you want to make this week. Ask your Agent to pull out the ingredients as a shopping list, organized by section of the grocery store. Have it suggest another recipe that uses the leftover ingredients.


SCIENCE

The simple act of typing out a problem before asking for help produces measurable cognitive benefits independent of the answer received. Pennebaker & Seagal (1999) found that translating experience into language — even privately — reduces physiological stress markers and improves working memory. Writing your question is part of the solution.[1]



Now Make It Yours

You just had three conversations with a stranger. Time to fix that.

Every major AI tool lets you write permanent instructions that apply to every conversation — an onboarding note for a new hire. The billionaire class spent weeks calibrating this with a human hire: short briefings or detailed memos? “Mr. Arnault” or “Bernard”? Flag problems immediately or save them for the end of the day? The assistant who survived the probation period was the one who matched the boss’s rhythm without being told twice. You get a settings panel and 10 minutes.

Paste one of these into your settings, start a new conversation, and ask it anything:

Respond like Yoda. Inverted syntax, wise but brief.
Call me “young Padawan.”
Respond in the style of Snoop Dogg — laid back, keep it real.
Call me “cuz.”
Respond like Commander Data from Star Trek TNG — precise,
literal, no contractions. Address me as “colleague.”
Now try the one that actually matters:

My name is [your name]. Keep responses short — three sentences
unless I ask for more. No bullet points unless I request them.
Skip the disclaimers. Talk to me like a smart friend, not
a customer service bot.

ALSO

Where to find it: in Claude, look under Settings for Profile and Memory. In ChatGPT, Custom Instructions (and Memory for cross-chat recall). In Gemini, Personalization. All three live in the settings menu; the exact label moves around as products iterate.

The difference between a generic Agent and your Agent is 10 minutes in that panel. For the full setup — what to put in your profile, how to manage it, and what to skip — see WB-3: Customize Your Chat Interface in the Field Guide.


SCIENCE

There are two kinds of fit: the friend you like and the co-worker who makes you better. Psychologists call them supplementary fit and complementary fit (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987). Supplementary fit — similarity in tone, values, communication style — predicts satisfaction and trust. You keep talking to the Agent because it feels right. Complementary fit — difference in thinking style — predicts performance. The detail-oriented person who pairs with a big-picture challenger makes better decisions than two detail people agreeing with each other (Belbin, 1981; Humphrey et al., 2007). The practical version: match your Agent’s voice to yours for comfort, but consider setting its thinking style to challenge yours. “When I present a plan, push back on the weakest part before agreeing” is a custom instruction that makes your Agent a better co-worker, not a nicer friend.[2]



	
[1] Pennebaker, J.W. & Seagal, J.D. (1999). “Forming a story: The health benefits of narrative.” Journal of Clinical Psychology, 55(10), 1243–1254.↩



	
[2] Muchinsky, P.M. & Monahan, C.J. (1987). “What is person-environment congruence? Supplementary versus complementary models of fit.” Journal of Vocational Behavior, 31(3), 268–277. Belbin, R.M. (1981). Management Teams: Why They Succeed or Fail. Heinemann. Humphrey, S.E., Hollenbeck, J.R., Meyer, C.J., & Ilgen, D.R. (2007). “Trait configurations in self-managed teams.” Journal of Applied Psychology, 92(3), 885–892.↩






  

  
    The Free Tier Playbook

“Can’t someone else do it?”
— Homer Simpson, The Simpsons:S9E22 “Trash of the Titans”, 1998

(The correct answer is sometimes yes.)

[image: The Distracted Boyfriend meme: a man turns to eye someone new while his girlfriend looks on, offended.]Illustration. The Distracted Boyfriend meme: a man turns to eye someone new while his girlfriend looks on, offended.You will not need to pay for anything to use this book. Here is how to stay in the free lane indefinitely.

What the free tier includes:

Each service’s free tier allows a meaningful number of conversations per day. The exact limits vary and are not publicly published, but in practice they are sufficient for several extended conversations before any throttling occurs. If you hit a limit, your Agent will tell you, and the limit typically resets within a few hours.


MEME

nohello.net — the rule your office already knows. Do not Slack a coworker “Hi” and wait. Send the context, the question, and what you need, in one message. Same principle here, except on the free tier every round trip costs you one of a limited daily supply. Proofread before you send. Is the document attached? Did you say what you need back? One complete message is worth three that circle the question.

The four-service rotation:

When you hit one service’s free limit, you have three other high-quality options at no cost:



	Service
	Best for
	Free limit notes



	Claude (Anthropic)
	Nuanced writing, complex explanations, documents
	Daily soft limit



	ChatGPT (OpenAI)
	Broad general use, web search
	Daily limit on the flagship model



	Gemini (Google)
	Gmail and Google Docs integration, current events
	Generous free tier



	Copilot (Microsoft)
	Windows integration, Bing search included
	Generous free tier




Daily limits, model names, and which features sit behind which paywall change frequently. Verify at the companion site.


ALSO

The free tier names: Claude’s free version is just “Claude.” ChatGPT’s is “ChatGPT Free.” Gemini’s free version is “Gemini.” Copilot is free by default in Microsoft Edge and Windows. See Appendix G for the full feature comparison.

The point is not that one is better than the others. The point is that each has free capacity, and for the tasks in this book, all four will serve you well. Keep a bookmark folder with all four. When one runs out, move to the next.

The browser bookmark stack: Create a folder in your browser bookmarks called “AI Tools.” Add all four services. When you sit down to work through a problem, open the one you haven’t used today.[1]

Saving your specs: Keep a note on your phone or computer called “AI specs that worked.” When you get a particularly good result, save the spec you used. You will use it again, or someone in your family will.

Make your conversations lean: Your free budget goes further when you give your Agent only the material it needs. Paste the relevant paragraph, not the whole document. Copy text instead of photographing it when you can. Start a new conversation when one gets long. These are not tricks — they are the same practices that make the paid tier more effective too. Appendix J explains why.

When it’s worth paying: If you find yourself regularly frustrated by hitting limits, or if you are using these tools for work tasks where speed matters, the standard paid tiers (around $20/month as of this writing for Claude Pro, ChatGPT Plus, and Google AI Pro) add higher limits, reliable web search, and access to the most capable models. Copilot’s paid tier is no longer sold on its own — it is now bundled into Microsoft 365 Premium at roughly the same price. For the tasks in this book, the free tier is sufficient for most users.


FAIRNESS

“Free” is not free. Every conversation with your Agent runs on servers that consume electricity and water for cooling. The IEA estimates data centers account for 1–1.5% of global electricity use, and AI workloads are the fastest-growing segment. The companies offering free tiers are subsidizing your access with venture capital and advertising revenue — a business model you have seen before and should not mistake for charity. The honest exchange: you are getting a higher quality of life from a tool that costs real energy to run. The structural fix is the same one it has always been — build solar, build wind, build the grid that makes the computation sustainable. In the meantime, use the tool. It is still the best deal the non-billionaire class has ever been offered.[2]

The most powerful free feature most people never use: Projects / Gems / Custom GPTs

Every major AI tool has a way to create a persistent context — a named space where you store background information about your situation, instructions for how you want your Agent to respond, and a history of related conversations. You set it up once. Every conversation in that space starts with your majordomo already briefed.

For this book, the most useful application is a household context. You tell it: who lives in your home, what your health situation is, what your current ongoing issues are (the landlord dispute, the insurance claim, the renovation). From that point on, every relevant conversation in that context starts from an informed position instead of a blank one.


ALSO

Claude calls this a Project, Gemini a Gem, ChatGPT a custom GPT (Plus required; free users get the same effect from Custom Instructions plus Memory). Copilot’s equivalent is more limited. See Appendix G for the full comparison.


TIP

If you’re hitting a limit and have an urgent task, Copilot (free, built into Microsoft Edge) has the most generous free access and includes web search. It is the best backup when your primary service is throttled.



throttling — When a service slows or pauses your access until your free allowance resets. ↩



flagship model — The company's newest, most capable model — free tiers limit how much you can use it before switching you to a smaller one. ↩




	
[1] Habit stacking — attaching a new behavior to an existing routine — is one of the most reliably studied techniques in behavior change research. Adding a “check my AI bookmarks” step to an existing “open the browser” routine costs nothing and dramatically increases follow-through (Fogg, 2019, Tiny Habits).↩



	
[2] International Energy Agency. (2024). “Data Centres and Data Transmission Networks.” IEA Tracking Report.↩






  

  
    How to Ask for What You Actually Want

“Could you please clarify what you mean by ‘normal’?”
— Data, probably, in every episode

[image: An 8-bit pixel art rendering of Data from TNG, head tilted slightly, asking a question.]Illustration. An 8-bit pixel art rendering of Data from TNG, head tilted slightly, asking a question.This is the most important chapter in the book. The difference between a frustrating conversation with your Agent and a genuinely useful one almost always comes down to how the question was asked.

Most people ask questions the way they type them into Google: short, keyword-heavy, no context. That works for search engines, which are matching your words to documents. It does not work for your Agent, which is trying to understand your situation. Your Agent does not guess at what you mean. It answers what you asked. Ask a vague question, get a vague answer.


MEME

“Instructions unclear.” That is what your Agent produces when you type “help with insurance.” It is not the tool’s fault. Give it something to work with.

The good news: getting specific is a learnable skill, and this chapter gives you a template that works for virtually every situation in this book.

The Core Template

I am [who you are in this situation].
I need [what you want to accomplish].
Here is the situation: [the specific facts].
I want to avoid [the outcome you’re worried about].
Please give me [the format you need: a letter, a list, an explanation, options].
You do not need to use these exact words. But every good spec — the wider world calls this a “prompt” — has these five elements somewhere in it. Here is the same template applied to a real situation:

I am a tenant whose landlord has not fixed a leaking roof for six weeks
despite two verbal requests. I need to send a formal written notice
before I can pursue any other options. The leak is in my bedroom ceiling
and has damaged a lamp I own. I want to be firm without being aggressive,
because I plan to renew my lease if this gets resolved. Please write me
a one-page demand letter in plain language.
Compare that to: “Help me write a letter to my landlord.”

Both take seconds to type. The first one produces something you can actually send.[1]

Give Context First, Question Second

Your Agent reads your entire message before it starts answering. Front-load the context. Put your question at the end, after it has everything it needs to answer well.

Ask for a Specific Format

If you need a list, ask for a list. If you need a letter, ask for a letter. If you need someone to explain something in plain language, say “plain language.” If you need step-by-step instructions, ask for numbered steps. Your Agent will default to prose paragraphs if you don’t specify.


TIP

Describe the style you want, not the style you don’t. Adding “please explain in plain language a high-school student could follow” to any medical, legal, or financial spec will dramatically improve the readability of the response — and it works better than “don’t use jargon,” the same way “be direct and specific” works better than “don’t be vague.” Your Agent responds more consistently to a target than to a list of things to avoid.

Show It What You Want

Sometimes the easiest way to describe what you need is to show an example. Paste in a version of the kind of output you want — even a rough one — and say “like this.” Your Agent will match the structure, tone, and level of detail.

This works for anything. If you want a comparison table, sketch a two-row version and ask for the full thing. If you want plain-language bullet points instead of paragraphs, write one bullet and say “do the rest like this.” If you need a letter in a particular tone, paste a letter you liked and say “match this style.”

Here is an example of the kind of summary I want:

“Your plan covers 80% of lab work after your $500 deductible.
This bill is for the 20% copay on a $340 test. You owe $68.
This is correct and not worth appealing.”

Now do the same thing for this EOB: [paste the EOB]
One good example communicates format, reading level, length, and tone — all at once. It does the work of a whole paragraph of instructions.


TIP

When your Agent keeps giving you answers in the wrong shape — too long, too formal, too many hedge words — pasting a single example of what you actually want will fix it faster than any amount of explaining.

Ask for Options, Not Just Answers

When you are making a decision, ask for options rather than a single recommendation. Your Agent does not know your full situation. Asking for three options and asking it to explain the tradeoffs of each gives you better material to work with than asking “what should I do?”

I’m trying to decide whether to repair or replace my 12-year-old
dishwasher. The repair quote is $340. Can you give me three ways
to think about this decision, with the tradeoffs of each?
When the First Answer Isn’t Enough

Your Agent answered. It was fine. It was also too general, or it missed the part you actually cared about. This is normal. The fix is not a better first spec — it is a better second one.

A good follow-up question has three properties: it is open-ended (not yes-or-no), it is anchored in something the Agent already said, and it does not lead the witness. Here are the techniques that work, in order of how often you will use them.

Echo back, then ask. Pick a word or phrase from the Agent’s answer and repeat it as a question. If the Agent says “this depends on your specific plan,” respond: “Specific plan — what do you need to know about my plan to give me a better answer?” Use their words, not a synonym. Swapping in your own word changes the frame.

Pull one thread. The Agent gave you a paragraph with six things in it. Pick the most concrete detail and ask it to go deeper on that one: “You mentioned the 60-day appeal window — walk me through exactly what I need to do before that deadline.” Pick the specific noun, not the interesting abstraction.

Ask for the version you actually need. If the Agent’s answer assumes a situation you are not in, say so: “That advice assumes I own the house. I’m a renter. What changes?” Or: “That’s helpful if I had six months. I have two weeks. What’s the realistic version?”

Ask why. But not like that. The word “why” can sound like a cross-examination. Instead: “What’s driving that recommendation?” or “What would happen if I didn’t do that?” Same question, less heat.

Ask for a comparison. When the Agent’s answer feels too generic to act on, give it a reference point: “How is this different from a standard HMO?” or “Compared to the national average, where does this number fall?” Comparison forces specificity the way absolute description does not.

Ask it to check its own work. After a detailed answer, say: “Now review what you just gave me. What did you get wrong, oversimplify, or leave out?” Your Agent will often catch its own mistakes — a missed deadline, a clause it glossed over, an assumption it made about your situation. This is not a sign the first answer was bad. It is a second pass, the same way you would reread an important email before sending it.

These techniques work on your Agent. They also work on your doctor, your lawyer, your contractor, and your teenager. The skill is the same everywhere: listen to what was said, find the gap, and ask the question that fills it.


TIP

If an answer is too long, say “Summarize that in three bullet points.” If it is too technical, say “Explain that to someone who has never heard of this.” If it missed the point, say “That’s not what I’m asking. My actual question is [restate].” Correcting your Agent is not rude. It is how the tool works.


TIP

If follow-ups are not getting you closer, start over with different words. The same question asked a different way often produces a different — and better — answer. This is true across every major Agent: Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, all of them. Different phrasing activates different patterns. If “What are my options for appealing this?” is not working, try “Walk me through the appeals process for a denied insurance claim, step by step.”

Ask for the Conservative Answer When Stakes Are High

For medical, legal, and financial questions, add: “Please give me the most cautious, conservative answer. I would rather over-prepare than under-prepare.” This adjusts the response away from edge cases and toward the safest reasonable interpretation.[2]

The Calibration Question

After any important answer, ask: “How confident are you in this, and what should I independently verify?” Your Agent will tell you where its answer is reliable and where you should double-check with a professional or a primary source. This is not a sign of weakness in the tool. It is the most useful question in the book.

When a Question Is Too Big for One Spec

If your question has multiple parts — “I need to understand my lease, figure out if my landlord violated it, and draft a letter” — ask about each part separately. One question per message. Your Agent handles a focused question better than a sprawling one, the same way a contractor gives you a better answer about the roof when you are not also asking about the plumbing and the fence.

This also makes it easier to catch mistakes. If the Agent gets Part 1 wrong, you can fix it before it uses that wrong answer to build Part 2.

When to Start a New Conversation

Your Agent remembers everything within a single conversation but nothing between conversations by default. Long conversations drift. After enough back-and-forth, your Agent starts to lose the thread — it gives vaguer answers, forgets details you mentioned earlier, or repeats itself. This is not a defect. Every conversation has a limited working memory, and eventually you fill it up.


ALSO

Claude and ChatGPT call persistent cross-conversation memory “Memory”; Gemini calls it “Personalization.” Enable it in settings and the tool builds a profile of your situation over time — different from Projects/Gems/Custom GPTs, which are manually configured. See Appendix G.

Signs it is time to start fresh: The Agent contradicts something it said earlier. It gives a generic answer to a specific question. It stops referencing the details you provided at the beginning. It starts hedging more than it did at the start.

How to carry context forward: Before you close the old conversation, ask: “Summarize everything we’ve discussed and every decision we’ve made, in a format I can paste into a new conversation.” Then open a new conversation, paste that summary at the top, and continue. You lose nothing. You gain a fresh start.

If you are working through a complex problem over multiple sessions, start each new session with a one-paragraph summary of where you left off. Think of it like clearing a cluttered desk — the papers are filed, not thrown away.


ALSO

For ongoing projects — a renovation, a medical situation, a long legal dispute — Claude’s Projects (Gemini’s Gem, ChatGPT’s custom GPT) stores background documents and instructions that persist across every conversation. Chapter 3: The Free Tier Playbook explains how to set one up.


SCIENCE

Decades of research on expertise show that the primary difference between novices and experts is not intelligence — it is the quality of the questions they ask (Berliner, 1988). Experts ask more specific questions, frame problems more precisely, and break large problems into smaller pieces. The spec template in this chapter is a transferable expertise skill: using it makes you more effective not just with AI, but in any situation where you need help from another person.[3]



HMO — Health Maintenance Organization — an insurance plan that only covers doctors inside its own network. ↩



working memory — Technically the context window: the fixed amount of text your Agent can consider at once — Appendix J explains how it works. ↩




	
[1] The principle at work here is specificity in communication, which is consistently associated with better outcomes in any helping relationship — from therapy to management consulting to medical intake. See Lambert, M.J. (ed.) (2013). Bergin and Garfield’s Handbook of Psychotherapy and Behavior Change (6th ed.). Wiley. Vague requests produce hedged, general responses. Specific requests produce specific, actionable ones.↩



	
[2] Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. The research on System 1 and System 2 thinking is directly relevant here: high-stakes decisions benefit from the deliberate, effortful processing that a well-written spec encourages, counteracting the fast, intuitive — and error-prone — thinking that characterizes stressed decision-making.↩



	
[3] Berliner, D.C. (1988). “The development of expertise in pedagogy.” Charles W. Hunt Memorial Lecture, American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education.↩






  

  
    Strategy 0: Specify

The meta-strategy. Runs before all others.



[image: George pitches at a blank whiteboard while NBC executives sit in polite confusion and Jerry is quietly horrified.]Illustration. George pitches at a blank whiteboard while NBC executives sit in polite confusion and Jerry is quietly horrified.Seinfeld:S4E3 “The Pitch”, 1992 — George has a concept. He cannot specify it. This is always how it starts.

The episode: Jerry and George pitch a TV show to NBC. George’s concept is “a show about nothing.” The NBC executive asks what happens in the show. George explains that nothing happens — the characters talk, they exist, nothing is resolved. The executive asks for a script. George has no script. He has no characters. He has no setting. He has a vibe.

The show gets made anyway — badly, expensively, disastrously — because nobody stopped at the beginning and asked George clarifying questions.

The lesson: An empty spec doesn’t produce nothing. It produces something — just not what you wanted. Your Agent, like NBC, will execute against whatever specification it receives. If the specification is “a show about nothing,” you will get something about nothing. The clarifying questions are not an obstacle. They are the work.

My Man Jeeves: Requests conveyed without specification are, invariably, carried out. The article delivered bears to the article intended a resemblance that one might describe, generously, as figurative, and the matter is, in the usual course of things, taken up a second time. One had only to ask five clarifying questions.



Every strategy in this book begins here. Before your Agent can Decode, Draft, Navigate, or Assert anything for you, it needs to understand your situation precisely enough to do the work correctly. That precision is the specification.

The insight that makes this book work: you do not have to write the spec. Your Agent will interview you into one. Your job is to answer its questions honestly and tell it when the spec it proposes doesn’t accurately reflect your situation. That is a human skill you already have. You know your own situation. You just needed someone to ask the right questions.

In the Field Guide: every Skill begins with a Strategy 0 specification interview. Skills using the Expert Role variant include Ho-7: Gardening & Landscaping, Ch-8: Pet Care and Training, Tr-2: Car Maintenance, and H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach.

The Specification Interview Loop

Here is the full loop, annotated. This is what every [SPEC] sidebar in this book is showing you.


SPEC


	
Describe your situation loosely.
Don’t worry about being precise. Just say what’s going on.


	
Your Agent asks clarifying questions.
Usually three to five. Answer them honestly.
If you don’t know the answer to one, say so.


	
Your Agent proposes a specification.
It will say something like: “Based on what you’ve told me,
here is what I understand you need…” followed by a clear,
structured description of the task.


	
You review the spec.
Ask yourself: does this accurately describe my situation?
Does it include everything that matters?
Does it leave out anything important?


	
You correct anything that’s wrong.
One or two corrections is normal. More than that means
step back and re-describe the situation — something
important didn’t come through.


	
Your Agent executes against the confirmed spec.


	
You evaluate the output.
If it’s not right, the spec was incomplete.
Ask: “What did I not tell you that would have changed this answer?”
That question surfaces the missing piece.
Add it. Run the loop again.




A Full Example

The situation: you got a letter from your health insurance company saying they’re denying coverage for a procedure your doctor ordered. You are furious and do not know what to do.

Your opening message:

My insurance denied a claim. I need to appeal it.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I can help you with that. A few questions to make sure
I give you the right approach:

1. What type of claim was denied — a procedure that
hasn’t happened yet, or one that already did?
2. What reason did the denial letter give?
3. Have you already contacted your insurance company
about this, or is this your first step?
4. What outcome do you want — to get the procedure
approved, to get a past procedure paid for, or both?
Your answers:

1. Procedure that hasn’t happened yet — my doctor ordered
an MRI and they said it’s not medically necessary.
2. The letter says “not medically necessary.”
3. Haven’t contacted them yet. Just got the letter today.
4. I want the MRI approved.
Your Agent proposes the spec:

Here’s what I understand you need:

You’ve received a prior authorization denial for an MRI
your doctor ordered. The denial reason is “not medically
necessary.” You want to file a first-level internal appeal
to get the procedure approved before it happens. You have
not yet contacted the insurance company.

I’ll help you draft an appeal letter that:
— cites the specific denial reason
— requests your doctor provide supporting documentation
— references the relevant appeals timeline language
— is firm without being hostile, since you may need
to escalate further if this appeal fails

Does this match your situation? Anything I got wrong
or anything important I missed?
Your correction:

Yes, but also — my doctor’s office said they can provide
a letter of medical necessity. Can the appeal reference that?
Your Agent confirms and executes.


SCIENCE

The interview-to-specification process maps directly to what therapists call collaborative formulation — the structured process by which a therapist and client jointly develop an accurate description of the presenting problem before attempting to address it. Research consistently shows that collaborative formulation produces better treatment outcomes than clinician-only assessment, because the client’s corrections to the initial formulation contain essential information the clinician could not have known (Kuyken et al., 2009).[1]

The Expert Role Variant

Some situations don’t need a document decoded or a process navigated. They need a knowledgeable person to look at your specific situation and tell you what they see.

For these, there is a Specify shortcut: the Expert Role spec. Instead of waiting for your Agent to interview you into a spec, you open by assigning it a role and describing your situation in one paragraph. Your Agent will ask any clarifying questions it needs, then proceed.

Act as an experienced [Master Gardener / certified dog trainer /
right-to-repair technician / personal trainer / etc.].
Here is my situation: [describe it specifically].
What do I need to know, and what should I do first?
The Expert Role spec works because your Agent has read the training materials, certification curricula, and professional literature for most well-documented fields. It can hold that knowledge in the frame of a specific expert’s perspective for the duration of your conversation.


MEME

“I know kung fu.” The Expert Role spec is not the Matrix download. You still have to do the work. But knowing what work to do, in what order, and why — that part just got faster.

What it’s not: A licensed professional. The Master Gardener variant will not carry liability for your tomatoes. The personal trainer variant will not spot you. The Expert Role is the knowledgeable friend who happens to have the credentials, not the credentialed professional who carries accountability. For everything in the Everyday Expertise section of the Field Guide, this distinction is fine. For the system-navigation Skills — legal, medical, financial — the Expert Role is a starting point, not an endpoint.


SCIENCE

Research on informal expert consultation — asking a friend who happens to have professional knowledge — consistently shows outcomes comparable to formal consultation for routine, non-crisis situations (Pescosolido, 1992). The key variable is not the formal credential but the quality of the information and the specificity of its application to the person’s situation. The Expert Role spec replicates the informal expert consultation at scale.[2]

Works with any AI assistant. The Expert Role spec functions identically in Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Copilot. Some tools will stay in the role more consistently than others — if one drifts out of the advisor frame and starts adding unnecessary caveats, try the same spec in a different tool.


ALSO

To make an Expert Role persistent across sessions — so your AI majordomo is always the Master Gardener when you open a particular context — save it as a Project instruction (Claude), Gem instruction (Gemini), or custom GPT instruction (ChatGPT). Paste: “You are an experienced Master Gardener. My garden is in [zone]. Always respond in that role unless I explicitly ask you to step out of it.” See Appendix G.



	
[1] Kuyken, W., Padesky, C.A., & Dudley, R. (2009). Collaborative Case Conceptualization. Guilford Press. The parallel to AI specification is direct: the reader’s corrections to the Agent’s proposed spec contain exactly the contextual information that distinguishes their situation from the generic case.↩



	
[2] Pescosolido, B.A. (1992). “Beyond rational choice: The social dynamics of how people seek help.” American Journal of Sociology, 97(4), 1096–1138.↩






  

  
    Strategy 1: Decode

Translate a document into plain language.



[image: Ross shouting 'Pivot!' as the couch jams impossibly on the staircase between him, Rachel, and Chandler.]Illustration. Ross shouting 'Pivot!' as the couch jams impossibly on the staircase between him, Rachel, and Chandler.Friends:S5E16 “The One with the Cop”, 1999 — The staircase was always that width. Ross just never checked.

The episode: Ross buys a new couch. To avoid the cost of delivery, he decides to carry it up the staircase of his apartment building himself. He has measured. He has calculated. He is confident. The calculation is wrong. The couch jams on the landing. Ross’s response is to push harder and shout “PIVOT” — rotating instructions — with increasing volume and frequency. The couch is eventually destroyed.

The geometry of the staircase was always there to be read correctly. Ross decoded it wrong, refused the calibration question, and applied more force. The couch did not survive the application of more force.

The lesson: Documents, instructions, contracts, and medical explanations all have a geometry. They say what they say. Reading them wrong and pushing harder produces the same result as Ross on the staircase. This strategy is about reading them correctly the first time — or asking someone to read them for you.

My Man Jeeves: Documents written for people other than the person receiving them are, invariably, written at a reading level four grades above the recipient’s. They contain clauses whose purpose is to limit the recipient’s options rather than inform their choices, and they are formatted in a way that discourages reading — a difficulty which, as the gentleman with the couch discovered upon his staircase, is not remedied by pushing harder or raising one’s voice. This is not accidental.



What Decode is for: Any document you received and didn’t fully understand. Insurance EOBs. Lease clauses. Mortgage disclosures. Medical bills. Ballot measures. Contractor scopes of work. Privacy policies. Any letter from any institution.

The core spec pattern:

I received this document and don’t fully understand it.
[Paste the document or the relevant section.]
Please:
1. Summarize what this says in plain language
2. Flag anything that seems unusual or that I should
pay close attention to
3. List the two or three things that matter most for
someone in my position
When the document is long: Paste the full document first, then put your question after it. Your Agent reads your entire message before it starts answering — putting the document up front gives it the full picture before you ask anything.

For especially long or dense documents, add an instruction to quote the source: “Quote the specific sections you’re basing your answer on.” This forces your Agent to show its work — to point at the exact clause, paragraph, or line item before interpreting it. You can check whether it read the right part before you trust the interpretation.

I received this 12-page contractor agreement and need to understand
what I’m actually agreeing to. The full document is below.

[Paste the document here]

Please:
1. Quote the specific clauses that affect my rights or obligations
2. Summarize each one in plain language
3. Flag anything unusual or that limits my options
4. List the two or three things that matter most before I sign

TIP

When you paste a document, put it before your question, not after. The order matters — your Agent pays closest attention to what comes just before the question. Document first, question last.


SCIENCE

Consumer contracts require, on average, more than 14 years of education to read — well above the eighth-grade level at which the majority of US adults read. At that gap, meaningful comprehension collapses for most adult readers without a college background. Millions of Americans sign documents every year whose terms they cannot parse. This is not a literacy problem. It is a design problem.[1]

The hardest part of Decode is not the skill. It is the habit. The next time you receive a document from an institution — any document, any institution — paste it into your Agent before you do anything else. Before you sign. Before you pay. Before you panic. Before you throw it on the pile. Paste it. Ask what it says. That is the entire strategy.

In the Field Guide: H-3 (Medical Bills), L-1 (Contracts), C-4 (Ballot Measures), Ho-5 (Utility Bills), M-3 (Mortgages).

Example 1: An Insurance EOB After a Doctor’s Visit

The situation: you had blood work done at your annual physical. Three weeks later, an Explanation of Benefits arrives. It has procedure codes, columns labeled “amount billed,” “plan discount,” “plan paid,” and “your responsibility.” One number says $347. You don’t know if you owe $347 or not. The document is designed to explain your benefits. It does not explain your benefits.

Your opening message:

I got this EOB from my insurance and I can’t tell if I
owe money. Here’s what it says:

Service date: 03/12/2026
Provider: Quest Diagnostics
Procedure: 36415, 80053, 85025
Amount billed: $347.00
Plan discount: $265.00
Plan paid: $82.00
Your responsibility: $0.00
Patient balance: $0.00

But then there’s a separate line that says:
“This is not a bill. You may receive a separate bill
from your provider.”
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

Good instinct to check — EOBs are designed to confuse.
Let me clarify a couple things:

1. Did you already pay a copay at the visit?
2. Have you received a separate bill from Quest
Diagnostics or your doctor’s office?
3. Is this from your insurance company (like Anthem,
UnitedHealthcare, Aetna) or from the lab?
Your answers:

1. Yes, I paid a $30 copay at the office.
2. Not yet. Just this EOB.
3. From my insurance — Anthem.
Your Agent decodes:

Here’s what this EOB actually says:

THE SHORT VERSION: You owe nothing. You’re done.

The full translation:
— Your doctor’s office sent Quest Diagnostics to run
three tests (blood draw, metabolic panel, complete
blood count). Quest billed $347 for all three.

— Nobody actually pays $347. Your insurance has a
negotiated rate with Quest. The “plan discount” of
$265 is the difference between the sticker price and
the negotiated rate. This number is fictional — it
exists only on paper.

— Anthem paid Quest $82 at the negotiated rate.

— “Your responsibility: $0.00” means exactly what it
says. Your copay covered your share. You owe nothing
additional.

— “This is not a bill” is standard legal language on
every EOB. It means the EOB is informational — if
Quest wanted money from you, they’d send a separate
bill. Since your balance is $0.00, they won’t.

The thing to watch for:
If you DO receive a bill from Quest for $347 (or $265,
or any amount), that bill is wrong — your EOB shows a
$0 patient balance. Call Quest, give them the EOB claim
number, and tell them the claim was processed with zero
patient responsibility. This happens more often than it
should.
Your follow-up:

Wait — so the $347 was never real? Why does it even
show that number?
Your Agent:

The $347 is the “chargemaster” rate — the provider’s
list price before any insurance negotiation. Almost
nobody pays it. It exists because the billing system
requires a starting number, and because uninsured
patients who don’t know to negotiate are sometimes
billed at this rate.

The actual cost of your blood work, as determined by
your insurance’s negotiated rate, was $82. That’s what
changed hands. The EOB shows you the full accounting
so you can verify it — but the format makes it look
like the $347 is the real number and the $82 is the
discount. It’s the opposite.

TIP

Paste every EOB you receive. The document is three sentences of useful information formatted as a spreadsheet designed by an actuary. Your Agent will tell you the three sentences. The entire interaction takes 90 seconds and replaces 20 minutes of confused Googling — or, worse, paying a bill you don’t owe because the EOB looked like one.


ALSO

When pasting an EOB, you can type the key fields the way the worked example does, or take a photo. Claude, ChatGPT, and Gemini all accept image uploads — snap a picture of the EOB and ask “what does this say and do I owe anything?” Copilot can read pasted text but image support varies.

Example 2: A Lease Renewal with a New Clause

The situation: your landlord sent your lease renewal. You’ve been here two years, you like the apartment, and you’re inclined to sign. The rent went up $75/month — annoying but expected. But there’s a new section on page 4 that wasn’t in your original lease. It’s three paragraphs of dense legal text under the heading “Early Termination.”

Your opening message:

My landlord sent a lease renewal. There’s a new clause
I don’t remember from the original lease. Can you tell
me what this means?

“Early Termination. In the event Tenant elects to
terminate this Lease prior to the expiration of the
Lease Term, Tenant shall provide Landlord with not
less than sixty (60) days’ prior written notice and
shall pay to Landlord, as liquidated damages and not
as a penalty, an amount equal to two (2) months’ Rent
at the then-current rate, in addition to forfeiture
of the Security Deposit. Landlord’s acceptance of
early termination shall be at Landlord’s sole
discretion. This provision shall survive the
termination of this Lease.”
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

This is worth reading carefully. A few questions:

1. Was there an early termination clause in your
original lease?
2. What is your current monthly rent, and what’s the
new rate?
3. How much is your security deposit?
4. Are you planning to stay the full lease term, or is
there any chance you might need to leave early?
Your answers:

1. No, the original lease just said I needed to give
30 days notice if I wasn’t renewing. Nothing about
early termination fees.
2. Currently $2,100, going up to $2,175.
3. Security deposit is $2,100.
Your Agent decodes:

Here’s what this clause actually says, line by line:

“Tenant shall provide not less than sixty (60) days’
prior written notice”
— You must give 2 months’ written notice before
leaving early. Your original lease required 30 days.
This doubles it.

“shall pay to Landlord, as liquidated damages and not
as a penalty, an amount equal to two (2) months’ Rent”
— If you leave early, you owe 2 months’ rent at the
new rate. At $2,175/month, that’s $4,350.

“in addition to forfeiture of the Security Deposit”
— You also lose your $2,100 security deposit. So the
total cost of leaving early: $4,350 + $2,100 = $6,450.

“Landlord’s acceptance of early termination shall be at
Landlord’s sole discretion”
— Even after paying $6,450, the landlord can say no.
You’d owe the fee AND still be on the hook for the
remaining rent. This is the most aggressive part of
the clause.

“This provision shall survive the termination of this
Lease”
— If you leave without paying, they can collect after
the lease ends. This is standard legal boilerplate,
but it means the obligation doesn’t disappear.

What changed from your original lease:
Your original lease had no early termination penalty.
This renewal adds a $6,450 exit cost with landlord
discretion to deny. This is a significant new financial
obligation.

What’s unusual:
— The “sole discretion” language is aggressive. Most
early termination clauses are automatic — you pay,
you leave. This one gives the landlord veto power.
— Forfeiture of security deposit ON TOP of two months’
rent is above market in most jurisdictions. Many
leases do one or the other, not both.
— The reading level of this clause is approximately
14th grade. You have a college degree’s worth of
reading ability. That’s by design.

Your options:
1. Sign as-is, knowing the exit cost.
2. Ask the landlord to remove or modify the clause
before signing. You can propose: remove the “sole
discretion” language, OR reduce the penalty to one
month’s rent, OR remove the security deposit
forfeiture. They may say no. But the negotiation
happens before you sign, not after.
3. Ask your Agent to draft the counteroffer email
(see Strategy 3: Draft).

Want me to draft a response to your landlord proposing
a modified early termination clause?

SCIENCE

Contract comprehension research consistently shows that readers focus on the terms they expect (rent amount, lease dates) and skim terms they don’t (penalty clauses, liability waivers, arbitration agreements). Landlords, insurers, and employers know this. The clause that changes your financial exposure by thousands of dollars is never on page one. It is on page four, in the paragraph after the one you stopped reading.[2]

Example 3: A Ballot Measure in Plain Language

The situation: it’s October. Your ballot arrived. There’s a local measure — Measure H — that’s been all over yard signs and mailers. The campaign for it says “Protect Our Neighborhoods.” The campaign against it says “Stop the Housing Ban.” You have no idea what it actually does. The official text is 1,400 words of legal language. You want to vote. You want to vote correctly.

Your opening message:

I’m trying to understand Measure H on my ballot.
Here’s the official summary from the voter guide:

“Shall the ordinance be adopted to amend Municipal
Code Title 18 (Zoning) to reclassify parcels currently
designated R-3 (Multi-Family Residential) within 500
feet of single-family zones to R-1.5 (Limited Multi-
Family), restricting new construction to a maximum
density of 8 units per acre, requiring conditional use
permits for developments exceeding 4 units, and
establishing a 35-foot height limit in affected areas?”

What does this actually do?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

The official text is doing a lot of work to sound
neutral. Let me ask:

1. What city or county is this?
2. Do you rent or own in this area?
3. Are you near one of the affected zones, or is this
more of a general policy question for you?
Your answers:

1. [City name], California.
2. I rent.
3. My apartment is in what I think is an R-3 zone,
based on the map in the voter guide.
Your Agent decodes:

Here’s what Measure H actually does:

In plain language:
This measure downzones specific areas near single-family
neighborhoods. “Downzone” means reducing what can be
built there. Right now, R-3 zones allow apartment
buildings with relatively high density. Measure H would:

1. Limit new buildings to 8 units per acre (currently
no per-acre cap in R-3)
2. Require a special permit (conditional use permit)
for anything over 4 units — these permits cost
money, take months, and can be denied
3. Cap building height at 35 feet (roughly 3 stories)

What the campaigns are saying and why:
— “Protect Our Neighborhoods” (YES): Framing this as
preserving neighborhood character. The supporters are
primarily single-family homeowners near R-3 zones who
don’t want larger buildings next door. Their property
values are part of the calculation, though the
campaign doesn’t say that.

— “Stop the Housing Ban” (NO): Framing this as
restricting housing supply. The opponents argue that
downzoning reduces the number of units that can be
built, which tightens supply and pushes rents up. The
housing advocacy framing is that this measure protects
existing homeowners at the expense of future renters.

What this means for you specifically:
As a renter in an R-3 zone, this measure affects you
in two ways:

1. Your current apartment is not affected — existing
buildings are grandfathered. Nobody is demolishing
your building.
2. Future housing supply in your area would be reduced.
Fewer new units means less competition for landlords,
which generally means rents stay higher or increase
faster than they would with more supply. This is the
basic supply-and-demand argument, and housing
economists largely agree on it.

The sentence that matters most:
“restricting new construction to a maximum density of
8 units per acre” — this is the operational core of the
measure. Everything else is implementation detail. The
question is: do you want less housing built near
single-family neighborhoods, or more?

Who benefits if it passes:
Existing single-family homeowners near R-3 zones.

Who benefits if it fails:
Future renters and the regional housing supply.
Your follow-up:

The mailer I got says it “protects against predatory
developers.” Is that real?
Your Agent:

“Predatory developer” is a framing choice, not a
legal term. The measure does not define it, regulate it,
or create any enforcement against it.

What the measure does is restrict what all developers —
predatory, ethical, nonprofit, municipal — can build.
A Habitat for Humanity project and a luxury condo tower
are both subject to the same 8-unit-per-acre cap and
conditional use permit requirement.

The campaign language is doing what campaign language
does: naming an enemy that everyone dislikes and
attaching it to a policy that benefits a specific
group. Your Agent can decode the policy. The campaign
is a separate document — and you can paste that too.

FAIRNESS

Ballot measures are uniquely difficult to decode because the official text is written to survive legal challenge, the campaign materials are written to persuade, and neither is written to inform. Your Agent can translate the legal text and analyze the campaign framing, but it cannot tell you how to vote. That judgment — weighing your interests, your values, and your community’s needs — is yours. Your Agent brings the library. You bring the life. This is the line.[3]


MEME

“PIVOT! PIVOT! PIVOT!” Ross decoded the staircase wrong and applied more force. Every document in this chapter has a geometry. Your Agent reads the geometry. You decide whether the couch fits.



	
[1] Benoliel, U. & Becher, S.I. (2019). “The Duty to Read the Unreadable.” Boston College Law Review, 60(8), 2255. An empirical analysis of sign-in-wrap agreements from the 500 most popular US websites found average readability scores requiring more than 14.5 years of education, while the majority of US adults read at an eighth-grade level. The reading level figure is consistent across multiple independent studies of consumer contracts, insurance policies, and lease agreements.↩



	
[2] Ben-Shahar, O. & Schneider, C.E. (2014). More Than You Wanted to Know: The Failure of Mandated Disclosure. Princeton University Press. The authors document how disclosure requirements — the legal mandate to inform consumers — routinely fail because the disclosures are designed to satisfy regulators, not inform readers.↩



	
[3] For deeper analysis of how ballot measure language is constructed to favor specific outcomes, see Gerber, E.R. (1999). The Populist Paradox: Interest Group Influence and the Promise of Direct Legislation. Princeton University Press.↩






  

  
    Strategy 2: Prepare

Get ready for a high-stakes interaction before it happens.



[image: Tim and Jill in a doctor's waiting room with no questions prepared.]Illustration. Tim and Jill in a doctor's waiting room with no questions prepared.Home Improvement:S5E22 “The Longest Day”, 1996 — Tim fixed the garbage disposal this morning. Nobody wrote down what to ask the doctor.

The episode: A routine checkup turns serious. Jill takes the boys in for their physicals, and the doctor finds something on Randy’s thyroid that needs more tests. Tim and Jill find themselves in a waiting room facing a conversation with a doctor that matters — and neither of them has prepared for it. Tim is confident and capable in his domain: fixing things that weren’t broken, optimizing equipment. His domain is not this room. He has no questions written down. He does not know what the tests mean. When the doctor uses clinical language, Tim nods along.

The conversation that mattered happened without preparation. The outcome was worse for it.

The lesson: Preparation is not about being smart enough to know what to ask. It is about doing the work before you’re in the room, while you still have time, before the stakes activate your stress response and your recall degrades. The billionaire class has always had someone prepare them for important meetings. That person wrote the question list, reviewed the documents, identified the three things that mattered most. Now you have one too.

My Man Jeeves: The conversation that matters arrives, as a rule, at the least convenient juncture — in the waiting room, at the salary review, on the contractor’s walkthrough — by which point the faculties required to conduct it with competence have, regrettably, already been spent on stress. The preparation that would have been useful a day earlier is, one finds, perfectly available a day earlier. The billionaire class has, for some centuries, retained someone to do it.



What Prepare is for: Any situation where you are about to interact with someone who has more information or authority than you, and the outcome matters.

The core spec pattern:

I have [appointment/meeting/conversation] with [person/institution]
on [date] about [topic].
My goal is [specific outcome].
I’m worried about [specific concern].
Please help me prepare a list of questions to ask and
key points to make sure I cover.

SCIENCE

Patients who arrive at medical appointments with written questions report higher satisfaction scores, greater perceived control over their care, and better recall of physician instructions (Roter, 1989; Street et al., 2009). The benefit concentrates in the act of writing the questions, not just thinking them — the physical act of specification produces the cognitive benefit.[1]

Preparation does not require expertise. It requires 10 minutes and a list. The doctor, the HR director, and the contractor all expect you to show up without one. The list is what changes the power dynamic in the room. Every example in this chapter follows the same pattern: tell your Agent what’s coming, answer its clarifying questions, and walk in with a list on your phone. That is the entire strategy.

In the Field Guide: H-2 (Doctor’s Appointments), Li-1 (Difficult Conversations), IRL-1 (Government Offices), IRL-2 (Customer Service), Tr-4 (Air Travel).


TIP

For high-stakes appointments — medical, legal, financial — end your preparation spec with: “Give me the most conservative framing. I will verify everything with the professional.” This ensures the question list helps you ask, not conclude.

Example 1: Before an Oncology Appointment

The situation: your primary care doctor called about your blood work. Something is elevated. They’re referring you to an oncologist. The appointment is in 10 days. You don’t know what to ask, what the blood work means, or what the appointment will involve. You’re scared, and the fear is making it harder to think, not easier.

Your opening message:

My doctor is referring me to an oncologist because
something in my blood work is elevated. The appointment
is in 10 days. I’m scared and I don’t know what
questions to ask. Please help me prepare.

Here’s what I know:
- My LDH level was 280 (normal is under 225)
- My doctor said it could be many things, not just cancer
- The oncologist is at [Hospital Name]
- I have a high-deductible health plan through my employer

Give me the most conservative framing. I will verify
everything with the oncologist.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I understand this is stressful. Let me help you walk
into that appointment prepared. A few questions first:

1. Did your doctor mention any specific conditions they’re
ruling out, or just the elevated LDH?
2. Did you have other blood work done at the same time
— CBC, CMP, anything else? If so, were those normal?
3. Have you had any symptoms — fatigue, weight loss,
night sweats, swollen lymph nodes, unexplained pain?
4. Is this your first time seeing a specialist for
something like this?
5. Will someone be coming with you to the appointment?
6. How do you best absorb information — do you want
everything written out, or a short list you can
have on your phone?
Your answers:

1. They said elevated LDH can mean a lot of things —
liver issues, infection, or something more serious.
They didn’t name anything specific.
2. Yes, CBC and CMP were both normal.
3. I’ve been more tired than usual, but I started a
new job recently so I assumed that was it.
4. Yes, first time.
5. My partner is coming with me.
6. A list on my phone would be perfect. I know I’m
going to freeze up in the room.
Your Agent prepares you:

Here’s your preparation kit. Save this to your phone.

What you probably have:
First — LDH is a nonspecific marker. It goes up with
liver problems, infections, muscle damage, anemia, and
yes, some cancers. But your CBC and CMP are normal,
which rules out several of the scarier possibilities.
An oncology referral does not mean cancer. It means
your doctor wants someone who specializes in ruling
it out.

Questions to ask the oncologist:
Print these or have them on your phone. Read them
from the list. Doctors expect this and prefer it.

1. Based on my blood work, what are the most likely
explanations for the elevated LDH?
2. What tests are you ordering today, and what will
each one rule in or rule out?
3. When will I get results, and how — phone, portal,
follow-up appointment?
4. If additional testing is needed, what’s the sequence
and timeline?
5. What symptoms should I watch for between now and
when results come back?
6. Is there anything I should or shouldn’t do before
the tests? (Fasting, medications, exercise.)
7. What is the most likely outcome here? I’d rather
know the probabilities than wonder.

QUESTIONS FOR THE BILLING OFFICE (before or after):
8. Will today’s visit and any tests be coded as
diagnostic or preventive? (This affects your
deductible.)
9. Can I get a cost estimate for any imaging or
procedures before they’re scheduled?

For your partner:
Your partner’s job is to write down what the doctor
says. You will be listening. You will not be
transcribing accurately — stress degrades note-taking.
Give your partner this list so they know which answers
to capture. Two people hearing the same conversation
retain different details.

What to bring:
— This question list (on your phone or printed)
— Insurance card
— A list of current medications, including supplements
— The name and contact for your PCP, in case the
oncologist needs to coordinate
— A notebook or your partner’s phone for notes

The night before:
Write down the one thing you most want to know when
you leave that appointment. Not five things. One.
If you get nothing else answered, get that one
answered.
Your follow-up:

What if they want to schedule something right away,
like a biopsy? How do I know if I should say yes
on the spot?
Your Agent:

You don’t have to decide anything in the room. The
sentence is: “I’d like to understand the full picture
before I schedule anything. Can I call back tomorrow?”

The only exception: if the doctor says the word
“urgent” or “we need to move quickly,” ask why —
“What changes if we wait a week?” — and then decide.
Most diagnostic workups are not emergencies. The
pressure to schedule immediately often comes from the
office’s scheduling system, not the medicine.

If they do schedule something, ask: “Is this
pre-authorized with my insurance, or do I need to
call first?” Unauthorized procedures on a high-
deductible plan can cost thousands. Five minutes on
the phone with your insurer prevents that.

FAIRNESS

Your Agent is not a doctor and cannot interpret your specific blood work. What it can do is prepare you to use your appointment time efficiently, ask the right questions, and avoid making decisions under pressure that you’d make differently with 20 minutes of preparation. If the oncologist’s answers conflict with anything your Agent told you, trust the oncologist — they have your chart. Your Agent has the library. The doctor has the life.[2]


TIP

The phrase “I’d like to understand the full picture before I schedule anything” is not stalling. It is informed consent in practice. Every medical professional who respects informed consent will respect that sentence. Any who don’t just told you something important about how they practice.

Example 2: Before a Salary Negotiation

The situation: you’ve been at your job for two years. Your annual review is next week. You’ve been told informally that “it went well” — but nobody has mentioned a raise, and you’re making $12,000 less than market rate for your role. You’ve never negotiated salary before. The thought makes you nauseous.

Your opening message:

I have my annual performance review next Tuesday and
I want to ask for a raise. I’ve been here 2 years,
I know I’m underpaid compared to market rate, but I’ve
never negotiated salary before and I don’t know how
to bring it up. Help me prepare.

Details:
- Current salary: $62,000
- Role: Marketing Coordinator at a mid-size company
(~200 employees)
- Location: Denver, CO
- I’ve taken on project management responsibilities
that aren’t in my job description
- My review feedback has been positive both years
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

This is exactly the kind of conversation that
preparation changes completely. A few questions:

1. Do you know what the market rate is for your role
in Denver, or is that a guess? (If you haven’t
checked, I can tell you where to look.)
2. What’s the additional project management work —
can you name two or three specific projects or
responsibilities?
3. Do you know if your company does raises at review
time, or is it a separate process?
4. Who is conducting the review — your direct manager,
or someone in HR?
5. Is there a number you’d be happy with, and a number
below which you’d be disappointed?
6. Is leaving the company a realistic option if they
say no, or do you need to stay?
Your answers:

1. I looked on Glassdoor and it says $72,000–78,000
for Marketing Coordinator in Denver. So I’m about
$12,000 below the midpoint.
2. I’ve been managing the quarterly campaign calendar,
coordinating with the design team (that used to be
my manager’s job), and I ran the product launch
project last fall by myself.
3. I think raises happen at review time but I’m not
100% sure.
4. My direct manager. They’re great — I don’t think
they’ll be hostile. I just don’t know how to start.
5. I’d be happy with $72,000. I’d be disappointed
with less than $68,000.
6. I could leave but I’d rather stay. I like the
work and the team.
Your Agent prepares you:

Here’s your preparation for Tuesday. Practice saying
these out loud once — not to memorize, but so the
words aren’t new to your mouth when it matters.

Your case in three points:
(These are the only three things you need to say.
Everything else is supporting detail.)

1. “I’ve been here two years with strong reviews both
years, and I’d like to talk about adjusting my
compensation to reflect my current responsibilities.”
2. “Over the past year, I’ve taken on project
management work that wasn’t in my original role —
the campaign calendar, design coordination, and the
fall product launch. I want to make sure my comp
reflects the role I’m actually doing.”
3. “Based on market data, the range for this role in
Denver is $72,000 to $78,000. I’m currently at
$62,000. I’d like to discuss moving to $74,000.”

Why $74,000 and not $72,000:
You anchor slightly above your target so there’s room
to meet at $72,000 — your actual happy number. If you
open at $72,000 and they negotiate down, you land at
$68,000 — your disappointment floor. Always open above
where you want to land.

The conversation map:
Here’s what will probably happen, in order:

1. Your manager will go through the review feedback.
Listen. Take notes. Don’t bring up money yet.
2. They will ask if you have any questions or anything
to discuss. THIS IS YOUR OPENING. Say point #1.
3. They will either:
a) Say they need to check with HR or their manager
→ “I understand. Could we set a follow-up
within two weeks?”
b) Ask what you’re looking for
→ Say points #2 and #3.
c) Say the budget is tight right now
→ “I understand constraints. Can we set a
specific timeline — say Q3 — to revisit
this, with a clear target number?”
4. DO NOT say “I’ll leave if I don’t get this.”
Even if it’s true, the threat changes the
relationship. The data speaks for itself.
5. DO NOT apologize for asking. “Sorry to bring
this up” undermines everything that follows.
You are not asking for a favor. You are
correcting a market discrepancy.

What to bring:
— The Glassdoor data (screenshot or printout).
If they ask where you got the number, “Glassdoor
and LinkedIn Salary Insights” is enough.
— Your list of added responsibilities with dates.
Be specific: “I’ve managed the campaign calendar
since March 2025” is stronger than “I’ve been
doing more.”
— A one-page summary of your key contributions.
Not a portfolio — just bullet points. Leave it
with them if they need to take it up the chain.

If she says yes:
Ask for it in writing — email is fine. “Thanks so
much — could you send me a quick email confirming
the new number and effective date?” This is not
paranoia. It is documentation.

If she says no:
“I appreciate you hearing me out. Can we agree on
specific milestones that would justify a raise at
the next review cycle, so I know what to aim for?”
This turns a no into a documented roadmap.
Your follow-up:

I’m worried that if I ask for a raise right after a
good review it’ll seem like I’m only in it for the
money. Is that a real concern?
Your Agent:

No. The annual review exists for this conversation.
This is the institutionally designated time to discuss
compensation. You are not ambushing anyone. You are
using the process for its stated purpose.

The discomfort you’re feeling is the same information
asymmetry the book keeps naming: employers benefit
from employees who feel awkward asking for market rate.
That awkwardness is not a personality flaw. It is a
feature of a system that saves money when you don’t
ask. You are asking.

SCIENCE

Salary negotiation research consistently shows that employees who negotiate receive higher compensation than those who don’t — and that the gap compounds over a career. Estimates of the lifetime cost of skipping the starting-salary negotiation run into the hundreds of thousands of dollars once annual raises and pension contributions are stacked on the initial shortfall. The effect is larger for women and people of color, who face documented social penalties for negotiating — making preparation more important, not less.[3]

Example 3: Before a Contractor Walkthrough

The situation: your kitchen faucet has been leaking for a month. You called a plumber. They’re coming Thursday for a “walkthrough and estimate.” You have no idea what a reasonable price is, what questions to ask, or how to tell if they’re recommending work you don’t need. Your last contractor experience ended with a $3,000 bill for what turned out to be a $400 repair.

Your opening message:

A plumber is coming Thursday to look at my leaking
kitchen faucet and give me an estimate. Last time I
hired a contractor I got badly overcharged and I don’t
want that to happen again. Help me prepare for the
walkthrough.

Here’s what I know:
- The faucet drips constantly from the spout, even
when both handles are turned off
- It’s a two-handle faucet, probably 15 years old
- I rent (landlord said I can hire someone and deduct
from rent, with receipts)
- I’m in a second-floor apartment
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

Good — getting prepared before the plumber arrives
saves money directly. A few questions:

1. Do you know the brand of the faucet? (Check the
base or under the sink for a label.)
2. Is the leak only from the spout, or also from the
base or under the sink?
3. Have you noticed any water damage to the cabinet
below or the floor?
4. Did you get this plumber from a recommendation, or
from a search?
5. Do you have your landlord’s permission in writing
(text or email)?
6. Is there a cap on what the landlord agreed to
reimburse?
Your answers:

1. I’ll check — I think it says Moen on the front.
2. Just the spout.
3. No water damage that I can see.
4. My neighbor recommended them and said they were fair.
5. Yes, I have a text saying “go ahead and get it
fixed, save receipts, I’ll take it off rent.”
6. They didn’t mention a cap.
Your Agent prepares you:

Here’s your preparation for Thursday.

What’s probably wrong:
A 15-year-old two-handle Moen faucet dripping from the
spout is almost always worn cartridges. Moen uses
replaceable cartridges (not traditional washers) in
their two-handle faucets. The cartridge costs $10–20
per side. The repair is straightforward — a competent
plumber does it in 30–45 minutes.

What it should cost:
— Cartridge replacement (both sides): $150–250
including parts and labor. This is the most
likely repair.
— Full faucet replacement (if the plumber recommends
it): $250–450 for a standard kitchen faucet
installed. Parts + labor.
— If the quote is over $500 for a dripping faucet
with no water damage, get a second opinion.

Questions to ask during the walkthrough:

1. “What do you think is causing the drip?” (Listen
for “cartridge” or “valve seat.” If they say
something vague, ask them to be specific.)
2. “Can this be repaired, or does the whole faucet
need replacing?” (The repair is almost always
possible. Replacement is only necessary if the
valve body is corroded.)
3. “What does the repair include — parts and labor?
Is the estimate flat-rate or hourly?”
4. “How long will it take?”
5. “Is there a warranty on the work?”
6. “Can I get that estimate in writing before you
start?”

The sentence that protects you:
“I’d like a written estimate before any work begins.”
Say this before they touch anything. A professional
plumber expects this. Anyone who pushes back on a
written estimate is telling you something about how
they do business.

Red flags to watch for:
— Recommending full faucet replacement without
attempting the repair first. A cartridge swap is
cheaper and faster. If they skip straight to
replacement, ask why.
— “While I’m here, I noticed…” followed by
additional work. This is the most common upsell
in plumbing. It may be legitimate. Ask: “Is this
urgent, or can it wait? Can I get a separate
estimate for that?”
— Refusing to itemize. “$400” is not an estimate.
“$180 labor + $40 parts + tax” is an estimate.
— Starting work before providing the estimate.
Stop them. “I asked for the estimate first.”

For your landlord:
Save the written estimate and the final invoice.
Take a photo of the faucet before the repair. Text
your landlord the estimate before work begins — not
for permission (you already have it), but for
documentation. If there’s ever a dispute about the
rent deduction, you want a paper trail.

TIP

“I’d like a written estimate before any work begins” and “Can I get a separate estimate for that?” are the two most valuable sentences for any contractor interaction. They apply to plumbers, electricians, mechanics, roofers, and every other trade. They are not adversarial. They are standard.

Your follow-up:

What if they say the whole faucet needs replacing and
quote me $800? How do I push back without being rude?
Your Agent:

You don’t push back. You ask questions. The questions
do the work.

“Can you help me understand why a repair isn’t
possible? Is the valve body damaged?”

If the answer is convincing and specific — corroded
valve body, obsolete parts, damage to the supply
lines — it may be legitimate. $800 is still high for
a basic faucet replacement, but ask for the line items.

If the answer is vague — “these old ones aren’t worth
repairing,” “you’re better off with a new one” — say:
“Thanks for the assessment. I’m going to get one more
estimate before I decide.” You owe them nothing for
the walkthrough except courtesy and, if applicable,
a trip charge (ask in advance if there is one).

Being prepared is not being rude. It is being a good
client. The plumbers who are worth hiring prefer
clients who ask questions.

ALSO

If a contractor gives you a verbal quote and you want a sanity check, type the details into any AI assistant: “I was quoted $X for [work] on [equipment] in [city]. Is this reasonable?” Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Copilot all have enough pricing data to flag outliers. This is not a precise appraisal — it is a sanity check that takes 30 seconds.


MEME

Tim spent the episode fixing things that weren’t broken. He did not prepare for the one conversation where preparation would have mattered. Every question he should have written down beforehand had to be asked reactively, under stress, in the wrong order. Your Agent writes the list. You bring the list. Tim never had a list.
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    Strategy 3: Draft

Get past the blank page.



[image: Murphy Brown stares at the ceiling while her secretary waits, pen poised, over a typewriter holding a blank page.]Illustration. Murphy Brown stares at the ceiling while her secretary waits, pen poised, over a typewriter holding a blank page.Murphy Brown:S1E1 “Respect”, 1988 — Murphy Brown could talk for six hours. She could not start the memo. These are different skills.

The episode: Murphy Brown returns from a 28-day stint at the Betty Ford Center to find her show in chaos and her latest secretary already resigned. She sits down to dictate a broadcast piece — something she does for a living, five days a week — and cannot start. The blank page is not a content problem. Murphy knows what she wants to say. It is a first-sentence problem. The first sentence will not come. The secretary waits. The page stays blank.

Murphy goes through 93 secretaries over the course of the series. The secretaries are not the problem. Murphy cannot specify what she needs clearly enough for anyone to deliver it, and she cannot get herself past the first draft alone.

The lesson: The blank page is not a writing problem. It is a starting problem. The first draft does not have to be right. It has to exist. Once it exists, you can fix it. Your Agent’s job is to hand you something to react to — a first draft you can edit into your voice, a structure you can accept or reject, a starting point that costs you nothing to improve. Murphy needed someone to write the first sentence. Now you have one.

My Man Jeeves: The obstacle is not the content of the memo but the first sentence of it. One knows what one wishes to say. One cannot begin. The remedy has always been a draft to correct rather than a page to fill — a service which, until recently, required keeping a secretary on staff and a certain degree of patience with the profession. The draft is no longer on salary.



The blank page is the most expensive piece of real estate in your life. It costs you hours of avoidance, low-grade anxiety, and the gradual accumulation of unfinished business that the Zeigarnik effect turns into a constant low-level drain on your mental bandwidth. Your Agent does not write the final version. It writes the first version, which is the only one that costs you anything.

The draft it produces will be competent and generic. That is the point. The competent generic draft is not your voice — it is a surface to push against. Your voice emerges in the editing, in the places where you cross out what your Agent wrote and replace it with what you actually mean. Your Agent has read ten thousand demand letters. It knows what a demand letter sounds like. It does not know what your demand letter sounds like — the specific weight of your anger, the particular history with this landlord, the sentence where you stop being polite. That part arrives when you edit. Your Agent brings the library. You bring the life. The draft is where they meet.

What Draft is for: Any writing task where the obstacle is starting. Demand letters. Appeal letters. Complaint emails. Eulogies. Apologies. HR grievances. Public comments. Performance self-reviews.

The core spec pattern:

I need to write [type of document] to [recipient]
about [situation].
I want to [specific goal].
I want to avoid [specific outcome].
Tone should be [formal/firm/warm/conciliatory].
Please write a first draft I can edit.

SCIENCE

Bluma Zeigarnik’s 1927 research established that the brain actively maintains incomplete tasks in working memory, consuming cognitive resources until the task is closed. A drafted letter you haven’t sent is still open. A drafted letter that exists — even imperfectly — is closer to closed. The relief is not metaphorical. It is the release of sustained cognitive load.[1]

In the Field Guide: H-4 (Insurance Appeals), Li-2 (Eulogies), C-5 (Public Comments), L-3 (Demand Letters), W-1 (Getting a Job).

Worked examples: A counteroffer to a landlord. An insurance denial appeal. A public comment for a city council meeting.

Example 1: The Landlord Counteroffer

In Strategy 1: Decode, you found a new early termination clause buried in your lease renewal. Your Agent decoded it: $6,450 to leave early — two months’ rent plus forfeiture of your security deposit — and the landlord can deny the request even after you pay. You know exactly what’s wrong with the clause. You know which parts to push back on. You have been staring at a blank email for 20 minutes.

This is the gap Draft closes. You have the analysis. You have the position. You do not have the first sentence. The first sentence is the most expensive part of the email — not because it’s hard to write, but because the blank screen turns “I know what I want to say” into “I don’t know how to start.” Your Agent writes the first sentence. You write everything after that.

Your opening message:

In my last conversation with you, we decoded an early
termination clause in my lease renewal. You flagged the
“sole discretion” language and the $6,450 penalty as
aggressive. I want to push back, but I don’t want to
reject the renewal — I like the apartment and I want to
stay. I’ve been here two years and I have a good
relationship with my landlord.

Can you draft an email proposing modifications to the
early termination clause? I want to keep the tone
professional but not hostile. I’m not threatening to
leave. I’m proposing changes that make the clause fair.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I can draft that. A few things will make the email
land better:

1. What tone do you want — formal business letter, or
more like how you’d normally communicate with this
landlord?
2. How’s the relationship? Have you had disagreements
before, and if so, how did they go?
3. Are you willing to walk if they won’t negotiate? Or
is staying your strong preference regardless?
4. Which parts of the clause bother you most? The sole
discretion, the penalty amount, the deposit
forfeiture, or all three?
5. Has your landlord shown flexibility before — on the
rent increase, maintenance requests, anything?
Your answers:

1. Firm but not hostile. I want them to take it
seriously but I don’t want to blow up the
relationship.
2. Good relationship. They’ve been responsive on
maintenance. No real disagreements.
3. I could move, but I’d rather stay. This apartment
is rent-stabilized compared to what’s on the market
right now.
4. The sole discretion part is the worst. Paying $6,450
and still not being able to leave is absurd. The
penalty amount and deposit forfeiture are also too
high, but the discretion clause is the dealbreaker.
5. Yes — they originally proposed a $100/month rent
increase and came down to $75 when I asked. So
there’s precedent for negotiation.
Your Agent drafts:

Here’s a draft. Read it, change anything that doesn’t
sound like you, and don’t send it until it does.

Subject: Lease Renewal — Question About New Early
Termination Clause

Hi [Landlord’s name],

Thanks for sending over the renewal. I’m happy to
continue the lease and the $2,175 rate works for me.

I did want to flag the new early termination clause on
page 4. I don’t have plans to leave early — I like the
apartment and I’ve been here two years — but I want to
make sure the terms are fair to both of us before I
sign.

Three things I’d like to propose:

1. Remove the “Landlord’s sole discretion” language.
If I’m paying an early termination fee, the
termination should be automatic upon payment and
proper notice. A fee I can pay but that you can
still deny doesn’t function as a real option — it
just creates uncertainty.
2. Reduce the penalty from two months’ rent to one
month ($2,175). Combined with 60 days’ notice,
that gives you enough time and money to find a
new tenant without the penalty being punitive.
3. Remove the security deposit forfeiture. The deposit
should be handled the same way it would be at
the end of a normal lease — returned minus any
legitimate deductions for damage. Forfeiture on
top of an early termination fee is doubling up.

I think these changes are fair. The clause still
protects you — you’d get 60 days’ notice plus a full
month’s rent as a fee. And I’d have an exit option that
actually works if my circumstances change.

Happy to discuss. I’d like to get the renewal signed
this week if we can work this out.

Best,
[Your name]

Read this out loud before you send it. If any sentence
sounds like someone else wrote it, rewrite that
sentence. The structure is right — the voice has to be
yours.
Your follow-up:

This is good but it sounds too formal. I usually just
text my landlord. Can you make it more casual but keep
the substance?
Your Agent:

Here’s a casual version. Same substance, different
register.

Hey [Landlord’s name],

Got the renewal — thanks. Rent increase is fine, happy
to sign.

One thing though — the new early termination clause
on page 4. I’m not planning to go anywhere, but I
read through it and some of it feels off. Three
things I’d want to change before I sign:

1. The “sole discretion” part — if I’m paying a fee
to leave early, it should actually let me leave.
Can we make it automatic with proper notice?
2. Two months’ rent is steep. Would you do one month?
That plus 60 days’ notice still gives you plenty
of time to find someone.
3. The deposit forfeiture — I’d rather the deposit
just get handled normally, like it would at the
end of the lease. Losing it on top of a fee feels
like a lot.

I think that’s fair for both of us. Let me know what
you think — I’d love to get this wrapped up this week.

[Your name]

The casual tone works because you have a good
relationship. If that changes — if they push back hard
or get hostile — switch to the formal version. Formal
language is a tool, not a personality.

TIP

Ask for two or three tone variants and pick the one closest to your voice. You can also paste in a message you’ve sent before and say “match this tone.” Editing down from a draft that sounds approximately like you is faster than generating from nothing.


ALSO

Claude and ChatGPT both support inline editing — you can highlight a section of the response and ask for a revision without regenerating the whole thing. In Gemini, use a follow-up message to request changes to specific parts. Revision is the workflow. The first draft is raw material.

Example 2: The Insurance Denial Appeal Letter

In Strategy 0: Specify, you worked through an insurance denial — an MRI your doctor ordered, denied as “not medically necessary.” Your Agent helped you understand what the denial meant, what a first-level internal appeal looks like, and how to file one. You filed it. Your doctor’s office provided a letter of medical necessity, just like they said they would. The appeal was denied. Now you need to write the next one.

You have been fighting this for weeks. The first appeal felt like filling out a form — follow the steps, attach the letter, submit. This one is different. The external appeal goes to an independent medical reviewer, not customer service. It is a formal document with real requirements and a real audience: a physician who will read your case and decide whether the denial stands. The blank page is harder this time because the stakes are higher, the format is less familiar, and you have already been told no twice.

Your opening message:

My internal appeal for the MRI was denied. Second denial
says the same thing — “not medically necessary” — but
adds this language: “The documentation provided does not
support medical necessity for the requested service.”

My doctor wrote a letter of medical necessity. I have 60
days to file an external appeal. I don’t know how formal
this needs to be or what to include. Can you help me
draft it?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I can help you draft that. I need to understand exactly
what you’re working with:

1. What did the second denial letter say, word for word?
The exact language matters for the appeal.
2. Do you have your doctor’s letter of medical necessity?
What does it say specifically — what diagnosis, what
clinical reasoning?
3. Does the denial letter say “external review by an
independent review organization,” or does it say
“second-level internal appeal”? These are different
processes with different audiences.
4. What’s your deadline? You said 60 days — from when?
5. What’s the procedure and the clinical picture? MRI
of what body part, and what symptoms are you dealing
with?
Your answers:

1. Same reason: “not medically necessary.” Then it says
“The documentation provided does not support medical
necessity for the requested service.” That’s the new
part.
2. Yes, I have the letter. It says the MRI is needed to
rule out lumbar disc herniation based on eight weeks of
radiculopathy not responding to conservative treatment.
3. The denial letter says “You may request an external
review by an independent review organization.” So
external.
4. 60 days from the denial date. Letter is dated three
weeks ago.
5. MRI of the lumbar spine. Shooting pain down my left
leg for two months. Physical therapy hasn’t helped.
Your Agent drafts the appeal letter:

Here’s the appeal letter. It’s addressed to the external
review organization. Read it carefully — every claim in
this letter must be true and supported by your medical
records. If anything is wrong, tell me before you send it.

[DATE]

Independent Review Organization
[IRO Name and Address — check your denial letter]

RE: EXTERNAL REVIEW REQUEST
Patient: [YOUR FULL NAME]
Member ID: [YOUR MEMBER ID]
Plan: [YOUR PLAN NAME]
Claim/Reference Number: [FROM DENIAL LETTER]
Procedure: MRI Lumbar Spine Without Contrast (CPT 72148)
Date of Denial: [DATE FROM SECOND DENIAL LETTER]

APPEAL STATEMENT

I am requesting an external review of the denial of
coverage for an MRI of the lumbar spine (CPT 72148),
ordered by my treating physician, [DOCTOR’S NAME, MD].
The procedure was denied twice as “not medically
necessary.” The second denial states: “The documentation
provided does not support medical necessity for the
requested service.”

I respectfully submit that the documentation does support
medical necessity, and I request that this denial be
overturned.

CLINICAL HISTORY

I have experienced progressive radiculopathy — shooting
pain radiating from the lumbar spine down the left lower
extremity — for approximately eight weeks. Symptoms have
not responded to conservative treatment, including a
course of physical therapy. See attached physical therapy
treatment records.

CLINICAL INDICATION

My treating physician has determined that an MRI of the
lumbar spine is necessary to rule out lumbar disc
herniation as the cause of my symptoms. The clinical
basis for this determination is:

— Eight weeks of radiculopathy unresponsive to
conservative treatment
— Progressive symptoms despite physical therapy
— Need to identify or exclude a structural cause before
determining next treatment steps

See attached letter of medical necessity from [DOCTOR’S
NAME, MD], dated [DATE OF LETTER].

BASIS FOR APPEAL

The denial letter states that the documentation does not
support medical necessity. The attached letter of medical
necessity from my treating physician directly addresses
the clinical indication for this procedure. The American
College of Radiology Appropriateness Criteria rates
lumbar MRI as “usually appropriate” for patients
presenting with low back pain and radiculopathy that has
not improved with conservative management.

I have exhausted the internal appeals process. The
clinical picture has not changed: I continue to
experience radiculopathy that limits daily function, and
the MRI remains the appropriate diagnostic step to
determine the cause and guide treatment.

REQUESTED ACTION

I respectfully request that the independent reviewer
overturn the denial and authorize the MRI of the lumbar
spine (CPT 72148) as medically necessary. If expedited
review is available, I request it — I have been waiting
for this diagnostic procedure for over two months while
symptoms persist.

ENCLOSED DOCUMENTS

1. Letter of medical necessity from [DOCTOR’S NAME, MD]
2. Physical therapy treatment records
3. First denial letter, dated [DATE]
4. Second denial letter (internal appeal denial), dated
[DATE]

Sincerely,
[YOUR FULL NAME]
[YOUR ADDRESS]
[YOUR PHONE NUMBER]

Print this. Attach your doctor’s letter of medical
necessity and your physical therapy records. Send it
certified mail — you want proof of delivery and the
date it was received. Keep copies of everything you send.
Your follow-up:

This is really long. Will someone actually read all of
this?
Your Agent:

Yes. The external reviewer is a physician. They read
dozens of these. They are looking for three things:

1. THE CLINICAL QUESTION. What is wrong with you, and
what is the doctor trying to find out? Your letter
answers this in two sentences: radiculopathy for
eight weeks, need to rule out disc herniation.
2. THE TREATMENT HISTORY. What has already been tried?
Your letter says physical therapy, and it didn’t
work. The PT records prove it.
3. THE SUPPORTING DOCUMENTATION. Is there a letter from
the treating physician? Does it make a specific
clinical argument? Yours does.

The length is not the problem. Reviewers skim for
structure, not brevity. The headers let them find what
they need. A one-page letter that’s vague loses. A
two-page letter that’s specific wins.

That said — want me to cut this to one page? I can keep
the clinical argument and remove the background. Some
people prefer a tighter document. Your call.

SCIENCE

External appeals succeed more often than most patients expect. When external reviewers overturn denials, the cases that win almost always share two features: they cite specific clinical criteria or policy language, and they attach supporting documentation from the treating physician. Vague appeals — “my doctor says I need this” — fail at higher rates than appeals that name the diagnosis, the failed treatments, and the clinical guidelines that support the request.[2]


FAIRNESS

The appeal letter that wins is written at a level most patients cannot produce without help. It requires clinical vocabulary, policy citation, and a structured argument — skills the denial letter itself does not teach. The system requires a document the system’s own communications make impossible to write. Your Agent closes this gap. The gap is structural, not personal — and closing it does not make the system fair. It makes you less disadvantaged within an unfair system.

Example 3: The Zoning Public Comment

In Strategy 1: Decode, you translated Measure H — a zoning downzone that would reduce housing supply in your neighborhood. You learned what it actually does: caps density at eight units per acre, requires conditional use permits for four or more units, and limits height to 35 feet in R-3 zones within 500 feet of single-family areas. You learned that “predatory developer” is campaign language, not a legal term. You learned the measure protects existing homeowners at the expense of future renters and housing supply. Now your city council is holding a public hearing before the vote. You have two minutes at the microphone. You’ve never spoken at a public hearing. You know what you think — the measure hurts renters — but you cannot get past the first sentence. The room will be full. A timer will count down. Your name and address go on the public record. Knowing the policy is one skill. Saying it out loud to a row of council members is a different one.

Your opening message:

Remember when we decoded Measure H — the zoning downzone on my ballot? The city council is holding a public hearing on it next Tuesday. I want to speak against it. I have two minutes. I’ve never spoken at a public hearing before. I don’t want to sound like a policy wonk — I want to sound like a person who lives there.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I remember the Measure H analysis. Good — you already know the substance. Now we need to turn that into something you can say out loud under pressure. A few questions before I draft:

1. You’re a renter in an R-3 zone, correct? How long have you lived in your current apartment?
2. Do you want to read from notes or memorize your comment? I’d suggest notes — on your phone or a printed page. Memorized comments tend to fall apart when you’re nervous, and nerves at a public hearing are normal, not a sign of weakness.
3. What is the ONE thing you want the council to remember after you sit down? Not three things. One.
4. Are you comfortable being identified by name and address at the hearing? Public comment is public record — it goes in the minutes and sometimes gets recorded on video.
5. Do you know if anyone else is planning to speak against the measure, or will you be the only renter voice in the room?
Your answers:

Yes, renter in an R-3 zone. Four years in my apartment. This neighborhood is where I want to stay long-term.

Notes on my phone — I’ll freeze if I try to memorize anything.

The one thing: I want them to know that renters live here too and this measure protects homeowners at our expense.

Yes, fine with name and address.

Not sure if anyone else is going. I don’t know anyone else planning to speak against it.
Your Agent drafts:

Here’s a two-minute comment written for speaking, not reading. Practice it once out loud — time yourself. If it runs over 1:45, we’ll cut.

Good evening. My name is [YOUR NAME], and I live at [YOUR ADDRESS]. I’ve been a renter in this neighborhood for four years.

I’m here to ask you to vote no on Measure H.

This measure reduces the number of homes that can be built in my neighborhood. It caps density, adds permit requirements, and limits building heights in the R-3 zones where renters like me already live.

Fewer units means less competition for landlords. Less competition means higher rents. That’s not speculation — that’s how supply works.

Measure H is framed as protecting neighborhoods. But I live in this neighborhood. I’ve lived here for four years. The measure protects the homeowners next door. It does not protect me. It makes it harder for people like me to stay.

I’m asking you to vote no. Thank you.

This runs about a minute. You have margin. Do not fill it — short and clear beats long and thorough at a public hearing. The council has heard dozens tonight. Yours needs to be the one they remember because it was specific and human, not because it was comprehensive.
Your follow-up:

This sounds like a policy paper. I want to sound like a person who lives in the neighborhood, not someone who studied zoning law.
Your Agent:

Fair. Here’s the revision.

Good evening. My name is [YOUR NAME]. I live on [YOUR STREET] — been there four years. I walk to the coffee shop on the corner. I know my neighbors. This is my neighborhood.

Measure H makes it harder to build apartments where I live. Fewer apartments means landlords have less competition. Less competition means my rent goes up.

The yard signs say “Protect Our Neighborhoods.” I’m standing here telling you — I live in this neighborhood. This measure doesn’t protect me. It protects the homeowners. I’m a renter. I’m the one it hurts.

Vote no on Measure H. Thank you.

Read this version out loud. If you stumble on a sentence, it’s too long. Shorten it until you can say it without thinking about the words. At the microphone, you want to be thinking about the council members’ faces, not your script.

TIP

When drafting something you’ll say out loud, tell your Agent “write this for speaking, not reading.” Spoken language uses shorter sentences, more repetition, and fewer subordinate clauses than written prose. Read the draft aloud before the hearing — if you stumble on a sentence, the sentence is too long.



Three examples. Three blank pages. The landlord email, the appeal letter, the public comment — each one started the same way: you already knew what you wanted to say. The obstacle was never comprehension. It was the first sentence. Decode told you what the document says. Draft gets you past the blank page. You will use them together more often than you use them alone.


MEME

Murphy Brown could interview a senator without notes. She could not start the memo. These are different skills. She went through 93 secretaries; the problem was never the secretary, it was the blank page between Murphy and the work she could already do. Your Agent is secretary number 94. It will not quit. And it does not need you to know the first sentence — it will write one for you to cross out.

Your Agent brings the library. You bring the life. The draft is where they meet.



	
[1] Zeigarnik, B. (1927). “Über das Behalten von erledigten und unerledigten Handlungen.” Psychologische Forschung, 9, 1–85. Masicampo, E.J. & Baumeister, R.F. (2011). “Consider it done! Plan making can eliminate the cognitive effects of unfulfilled goals.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 101(4), 667–683.↩



	
[2] Kaiser Family Foundation (2024). “Claims Denials and Appeals in ACA Marketplace Plans in 2024.” Fewer than 1% of denied claims are appealed; of those, roughly 34% of internal appeals succeed. Cross-state external review data shows approximately 45–50% of external appeals overturn the original denial. The AMA separately reports that over 80% of prior authorization appeals succeed when filed with full clinical documentation — see AMA (2022), “Over 80% of prior auth appeals succeed.”↩






  

  
    Strategy 4: Navigate

Find the path through a multi-step process you have never done before.



[image: Jerry and Kramer lean over a hospital gallery railing in dawning horror as the surgeon looks up at them.]Illustration. Jerry and Kramer lean over a hospital gallery railing in dawning horror as the surgeon looks up at them.Seinfeld:S4E20 “The Junior Mint”, 1993 — The correct procedure existed. Step one was “tell someone.” Nobody took step one.

The episode: Jerry and Kramer end up in a hospital observation gallery, watching a surgical procedure. Kramer, leaning too far over the railing, accidentally drops a Junior Mint into the open body cavity. The correct process in this situation is immediate and obvious: tell the surgeon. Instead, they say nothing. They hope the mint will be absorbed. The patient nearly dies. Then, improbably, recovers — the surgeon, who never learns about the mint, credits the recovery to “something from above.” Only Jerry and Kramer know what it was.

The recovery is luck. The navigation failure was a choice. The process existed. Step one was “tell someone immediately.” Nobody took step one, and the subsequent steps — monitoring the situation, hoping for the best, not telling anyone — were an improvised sequence invented in the absence of the correct one.

The lesson: Large institutions rely on the fact that most people have never filed a small claims case, appealed an insurance denial, or contested a property tax assessment before. The process is not secret. It is just nowhere near you. Your Agent has read it and will give you the steps in the correct order, with the deadlines flagged, from wherever you currently are. You do not have to invent the sequence. You just have to follow it.

My Man Jeeves: When the correct procedure is unknown to those present, the incorrect procedure is improvised on the spot with considerable confidence. The matter is not, one should note, that the procedure was unpublished — procedures of this kind are almost invariably a matter of public record — but rather that no one had troubled to locate it before it was urgently required. This has always been the difference between an institution and an individual: one knows where its own forms are kept.



What Navigate is for: Any multi-step process you’ve never done before where the sequence matters and missing a step has consequences.

The core spec pattern:

I need to [accomplish specific goal] through [institution/system].
I have never done this before.
My current situation is [where you are in the process, if anywhere].
Please give me numbered steps in the exact order I need to do them,
including any deadlines or time-sensitive elements I should know about.

MEME

“It’s a Unix system. I know this.” The Jurassic Park scene works because Lex has just enough knowledge of the interface to navigate a system she’s never seen before and get out alive. Your Agent is the Unix system. This book is the 30 seconds of orientation.

In the Field Guide: W-2 (Leaving a Job), H-4 (Insurance Appeals), L-2 (Small Claims Court), Ho-6 (Getting a Home), IRL-1 (Government Offices).

Example 1: Filing for Unemployment Benefits

The situation: you were let go last Friday. An email from the CEO said “position eliminated, replaced by AI.” You have never filed for unemployment. You don’t know if you qualify, where to start, or what the deadlines are.

Your opening message:

I just lost my job. I think I can file for unemployment
but I don’t know how.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I can help you navigate this. A few questions first:

1. What state are you in?
2. Were you laid off, fired, or did you resign?
3. How long were you employed at this job?
4. Were you a W-2 employee or a contractor (1099)?
5. Have you filed for unemployment before?
Your answers:

1. California
2. Laid off — they said “position eliminated.”
3. About two and a half years.
4. W-2 employee.
5. Never. I have no idea how this works.
Your Agent proposes the navigation:

Here’s your step-by-step path. California unemployment
is handled through the EDD (Employment Development
Department). You qualify based on what you’ve described.

STEP 1: File your initial claim online at UI Online
(edd.ca.gov). Do this NOW — benefits are backdated to
the week you file, not the week you lost the job.
Every week you wait is a week of benefits you lose.

STEP 2: You’ll need the following to complete the form:
— Social Security number
— Driver’s license or state ID number
— Your last employer’s name, address, and phone number
— Your employment dates and last day worked
— Reason for separation (select “laid off / lack of work”)

STEP 3: After filing, EDD will mail you a paper form
(DE 4581) within 5–7 days. Fill it out and return it.
This is a required identity verification step — your
claim stalls if you skip it.

STEP 4: Wait for your EDD Award Letter. This tells you
your weekly benefit amount and the duration.

STEP 5: Certify for benefits every two weeks. This is
the step people miss — you must log in to UI Online
every two weeks and confirm you are still looking for
work. If you forget, you don’t get paid for those weeks.

Deadlines:
— File within your first week if possible (benefits
don’t backdate before your filing date)
— Certify every two weeks, no exceptions
— You have 10 days to respond to any EDD requests
for additional information

Does this match your situation? Anything I should
adjust — for example, did you receive any severance?
Your correction:

Yes, I did get two weeks severance. Does that change anything?
Your Agent adjusts:

Severance can delay when benefits start, depending on
how your employer reports it. In California, if the
severance is allocated as “continued pay” for specific
weeks, benefits won’t start until those weeks end. If
it’s a lump sum, it usually doesn’t affect your claim.

When you file, report the severance honestly. EDD will
determine how it applies. The important thing: file NOW
even with the severance. Don’t wait until the severance
runs out — the claim date still matters.

SCIENCE

Research on administrative burden (Herd & Moynihan, 2018) shows that complex application processes function as de facto gatekeeping — the people most in need of benefits are the least likely to complete multi-step enrollment because the cognitive cost of navigating the process compounds with the stress of the situation that created the need. Having the steps laid out before you start is not a convenience. It is the difference between completing the process and abandoning it.[1]

Example 2: Filing a First-Level Insurance Appeal

The situation: your insurance denied coverage for an MRI your doctor ordered. The letter says “not medically necessary.” You know you can appeal but have no idea what the process looks like or how long you have. If you read Strategy 3: Draft, this is the step that example assumed had already happened — the first-level appeal, seen from the beginning.

Your opening message:

My insurance denied my MRI. The letter says I can appeal.
How do I do this?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I’ll walk you through the process. Let me ask:

1. Is this employer-provided insurance, marketplace
(ACA), Medicare, or Medicaid?
2. What’s the insurance company?
3. Does the denial letter mention a specific appeals
deadline?
4. Has your doctor said anything about next steps?
5. Is the MRI for something urgent, or can it wait
a few weeks while the appeal is processed?
Your answers:

1. Employer-provided — through work.
2. Anthem Blue Cross.
3. It says I have 180 days to file an internal appeal.
4. My doctor’s office said they’d provide a letter of
medical necessity if I need one.
5. My doctor wants it done within a month but it’s not
an emergency.
Your Agent proposes the navigation:

Good — you have time and your doctor is willing to
support the appeal. Here’s the path:

STEP 1: Call your doctor’s office TODAY and request
the letter of medical necessity. Ask them to include:
— the diagnosis and clinical rationale for the MRI
— why alternative imaging (X-ray, CT) is insufficient
— any relevant clinical guidelines that support the MRI

STEP 2: While you wait for the letter, call the number
on your denial letter and ask for:
— the specific clinical criteria they used to deny
— the name and credentials of the reviewer who denied
— the exact address to send the appeal
These three things give you the frame for your letter.

STEP 3: Write the appeal letter. I’ll draft this for
you once you have the info from Steps 1 and 2. It will:
— reference the denial by claim number and date
— attach the letter of medical necessity
— cite the clinical criteria and explain why you meet them
— request expedited review given your doctor’s timeline

STEP 4: Send the appeal by certified mail with return
receipt. Keep the tracking number. Also submit it
through the online portal if Anthem has one — belt
and suspenders.

STEP 5: If the internal appeal is denied, you have the
right to an external review by an independent third
party. Anthem is required to tell you how to request
this. This is the step most people don’t know exists.

Timeline:
— Anthem must respond to the internal appeal within
30 days (15 for urgent/pre-service)
— You have 180 days to file, but sooner is better
— External review adds another 45 days

Want me to draft the appeal letter now, or do you want
to gather the information from Steps 1 and 2 first?
Your evaluation:

I’ll get the info first. But — what if the external
review also denies it?
Your Agent:

After external review, you have two more escalation
paths most people never reach:

1. File a complaint with your state’s Department of
Insurance (CDI in California). This creates a
regulatory record and can reopen the case.
2. If your plan is employer-provided (ERISA), you
may have the right to file in federal court, though at
that point you want a patient advocate or attorney.

The escalation ladder exists. The insurance company is
betting you’ll stop at step one.

TIP

The question “what happens if this step fails?” is the Navigate power move. Every bureaucratic process has an escalation path. Your Agent knows what it is. Ask.

Example 3: Filing a Small Claims Case

The situation: your former landlord kept your $2,400 security deposit. It’s been 45 days. You sent a demand letter (see Strategy 3: Draft). No response. You want to take them to small claims court but have never done it.

Your opening message:

My landlord kept my security deposit. I sent a demand
letter three weeks ago, no response. I want to file
in small claims court. I’ve never done this.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

Small claims court is designed for exactly this. Let me
confirm a few details:

1. What state and county are you in?
2. How much is the deposit?
3. Do you have documentation — move-in photos,
move-out photos, the lease, the demand letter?
4. Did the landlord send you an itemized deduction
statement?
5. Do you know the landlord’s legal name and address
for service?
Your answers:

1. Santa Clara County, California.
2. $2,400.
3. I have photos from both, the lease, and a copy of
the demand letter I sent certified mail.
4. No itemized statement. Nothing.
5. Yes, it’s on the lease.
Your Agent proposes the navigation:

You have a strong case. In California, a landlord must
return the deposit OR provide an itemized statement of
deductions within 21 days of move-out. Failure to do so
entitles you to up to 2x the deposit in bad faith
penalties. You’re past 45 days with no communication.

STEP 1: Fill out form SC-100 (Plaintiff’s Claim and
ORDER to Go to Small Claims Court). Available at
courts.ca.gov or the Santa Clara County Superior Court
clerk’s office. List the amount as $2,400 (deposit) plus
up to $2,400 (bad faith penalty under Civil Code §1950.5)
— the judge decides the penalty, but you claim it.

STEP 2: File the form at the Santa Clara County Superior
Court clerk’s office. Filing fee is $75 for claims
under $5,000. Pay it — you can request this back if
you win.

STEP 3: Serve the landlord. You CANNOT serve them
yourself. Options:
— Have any adult who is not a party to the case hand-
deliver the papers (free but requires coordination)
— Use the sheriff’s office ($40, reliable)
— Use a registered process server ($50–100)
Get proof of service — you’ll need to file form SC-104.

STEP 4: Prepare your evidence packet:
— Lease showing deposit amount
— Move-in and move-out photos (dated)
— Copy of demand letter + certified mail receipt
— Calendar showing 21-day deadline and 45-day gap
— Screenshot or record of no response

STEP 5: Show up on your court date. Small claims has
no lawyers — it’s you and the landlord in front of a
judge. Present your case in order: amount paid, lease
terms, condition at move-out, photos, demand letter
sent, no response, no itemized statement, time elapsed.
Be factual. Be brief. Let the evidence do the work.

Deadlines:
— File SC-100 within 2 years of move-out (you’re fine)
— Serve the landlord at least 15 days before the
hearing (30 days if they’re out of county)
— Bring 2 copies of everything to court

Want me to help you fill out the SC-100 form?

FAIRNESS

Small claims court was designed to be accessible without a lawyer, but “accessible” assumes familiarity with forms, filing procedures, and courtroom norms that many people encounter for the first time under stress. If English is not your primary language, request an interpreter — the court is required to provide one. If you have a disability that affects your ability to attend in person, request accommodation when you file. These rights exist. They are not always offered. Ask.


ALSO

When your Agent gives you a multi-step navigation like this, save the conversation. In Claude, use a Project to keep all related conversations in one place. In ChatGPT, pin the conversation or use a custom GPT. In Gemini, use a Gem with the case context saved as instructions. You’ll come back to this conversation multiple times as you move through the steps.



administrative burden — The extra time, effort, and stress a process imposes on the person navigating it, separate from whatever benefit or right is at stake. ↩




	
[1] Herd, P., & Moynihan, D.P. (2018). Administrative Burden: Policymaking by Other Means. Russell Sage Foundation.↩






  

  
    Strategy 5: Decide

Map your options when you’re at a fork.



[image: Ross on his couch with the phone, realizing what he did and what she thinks he did are not the same thing.]Illustration. Ross on his couch with the phone, realizing what he did and what she thinks he did are not the same thing.Friends:S3E15 “The One Where Ross and Rachel Take a Break”, 1997 — The spec was ambiguous. He executed anyway. This is the entire problem.

The episode: Ross and Rachel have a fight. Rachel says she needs “a break.” Ross interprets this as a breakup. Rachel does not. Ross acts on his interpretation within hours. Rachel discovers this the following morning. The ensuing dispute runs for three seasons of television because the original decision — what “a break” meant, what each party was agreeing to — was never confirmed before either of them acted on it.

It is one of the most famous unresolved disputes in 90s television. It was entirely preventable. One question — “when you say ‘a break,’ do you mean we’re broken up?” — asked before anyone did anything, would have resolved it in thirty seconds.

The lesson: A decision with an ambiguous spec produces an outcome nobody wanted. Your Agent’s job in this strategy is not to make the decision for you. It is to surface the options, name the tradeoffs, and identify the assumptions you’re making before you act — so you don’t spend the next three seasons arguing about what you meant.

My Man Jeeves: A decision arrived at under an ambiguous specification is a decision to which one party will, at a moment of considerable inconvenience, prove to have agreed to a different thing entirely. The remedy, which consists of a single clarifying question posed before anyone does anything, has been available the whole of human history. Its deployment, one observes, has not followed the pattern its availability would predict.



The financial advisor who recommends a product has a commission structure. The contractor who says you need a full replacement has a margin on materials. Your Agent has neither. It will give you the map. You drive.

This is where the library meets the life. Your Agent can tell you the five-year cost difference between refinancing and staying put. It cannot tell you whether stability matters more to you than savings right now. It can lay out the medical options with their success rates. It cannot tell you how much risk your family can absorb this year. Those decisions live in your gut — the compressed wisdom of every hard choice you have already made, every person you are responsible for, every value you have tested against reality. That is not a feeling that occasionally overrides logic. It is the most expensive data you own, paid for in years of being alive. Your Agent has the library. You have the scar tissue. The scar tissue decides.

What Decide is for: Any situation where you’re choosing between options and you want to understand the real tradeoffs before you commit.

The core spec pattern:

I’m trying to decide between [option A] and [option B].
My situation is [specific context].
The factors that matter most to me are [list].
Please give me the genuine tradeoffs of each option —
not a recommendation, just the honest analysis.

SCIENCE

Decision fatigue — the idea that decision quality degrades over a sustained run of choices — has a messier research record than the headlines suggest: the foundational ego-depletion studies (Baumeister et al., 1998) and the famous “hungry judges” finding (Danziger et al., 2011) have both faced serious replication challenges. What survives scrutiny is more modest and more useful: analysis is effortful, and effort spent mapping the options is effort unavailable for judging them. Offloading the analysis to your Agent leaves your attention for the final judgment call, which remains entirely yours.[1]

In the Field Guide: M-5 (Retirement), M-1 (Banking), Li-9 (Household Budget), Ch-1 (Shopping Your Values), Tr-1 (Car Ownership).

Example 1: Repair or Replace a Washing Machine

The situation: your washing machine stopped draining mid-cycle. It’s eight years old — a basic top-loader you bought at a big-box store. A repair tech came out, diagnosed a failed drain pump, and quoted $380 for parts and labor. A new comparable machine is $650. You’re not sure which option is smarter.

Your opening message:

My washing machine broke. The repair is $380, a new one
is $650. The machine is 8 years old. Should I fix it or
replace it?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I can lay out the tradeoffs. A few things will sharpen
the analysis:

1. Do you know the brand and model? Some machines last
15 years, others are built to last 8.
2. Has it needed other repairs in the past year or two?
3. Is the $650 for the same type of machine, or an
upgrade (e.g., front-loader, larger capacity)?
4. Do you have any reason to want different features —
larger capacity, energy efficiency, quieter operation?
5. How important is it that the fix happens this week
vs. next month?
Your answers:

1. It’s a Whirlpool WTW4816FW. Basic model.
2. No other repairs. This is the first problem.
3. Same type — basic top-loader. Nothing fancy.
4. Not really. It does what I need.
5. I need a working machine within a week. I have
two kids.
Your Agent maps the options:

Here are your two paths with the actual numbers:

OPTION A: REPAIR ($380)
— Fixes the immediate problem. You have a working
machine within a day or two.
— The Whirlpool WTW4816FW has an average lifespan of
10–13 years. At 8 years with no prior repairs, you’re
in the middle of its useful life, not the end.
— Risk: another component could fail in the next 2–5
years. Drain pumps are one of the more common failures
and usually aren’t a sign of broader mechanical decline.
— The 50% rule of thumb says repair if the cost is less
than 50% of replacement. $380 is 58% of $650 — slightly
above the rule, but the rule doesn’t account for the
machine’s remaining useful life.

OPTION B: REPLACE ($650)
— New machine, new warranty (typically 1 year parts and
labor). Full expected lifespan ahead of you.
— You’ll need delivery and installation, which adds $0–80
depending on the retailer. Haul-away of the old machine
is usually included or $25–50.
— Timeline: in-stock models can arrive in 3–7 days.
If you need a machine this week, check availability
before you decide.
— A basic top-loader in 2026 uses roughly 15–25% less
water and energy than a 2018 model. At average utility
rates, that saves $30–50 per year — meaningful over a
decade, but not enough to drive this decision alone.

The assumption you’re making:
Both options assume the repair quote is fair. $380 for
a drain pump replacement is in the normal range ($250–450
nationally), but you could get a second quote. The drain
pump part itself is typically $50–120; the rest is labor.

The real question:
This is a $270 decision, not a $650 decision. You’re
choosing between spending $380 now for 2–5 more years
of use, or $650 now for 10–13 years. The per-year cost:
— Repair: $380 ÷ ~3 remaining years = ~$127/year
— Replace: $650 ÷ ~11 years = ~$59/year

The replacement is cheaper per year. The repair is
cheaper this week. Which constraint matters more to you
right now is not something I can calculate.

TIP

“What assumption am I making?” is the Decide power move. Your Agent will name the thing you haven’t examined. In this case: both options assume the repair quote is accurate. Getting a second quote costs nothing and takes a phone call.

Your follow-up:

What if I repair it and something else breaks in a year?
Your Agent:

Then you’ve spent $380 + whatever the next repair costs.
If the next repair is another $300+, you’ve crossed the
replacement cost and have an older machine.

One way to think about it: the repair is a bet that the
machine has 2–3 good years left. If you’d be angry at
yourself for spending $380 and then replacing it in 12
months anyway, the replacement might be the better fit
for your risk tolerance — not because the math demands
it, but because the math is close enough that your
comfort with uncertainty is the tiebreaker.

That’s a gut call, not a spreadsheet call.

ALSO

All four tools handle decision-mapping well: Claude’s artifacts and ChatGPT’s canvas render comparison tables, Gemini integrates with Google Sheets, and Copilot works within Microsoft 365.

Example 2: Roth IRA vs. Traditional IRA

The situation: you started a new job with a 401(k) match. Your coworker mentioned you should also open an IRA. You’ve heard of Roth and traditional but don’t really understand the difference — something about taxes. You have about $200 a month you could put somewhere. You don’t have a financial advisor. You don’t have a trust fund. You have a paycheck and a vague sense that you should be doing something with it.

Your opening message:

I can save about $200/month and someone told me to open
an IRA. I don’t understand the difference between Roth
and traditional. I don’t have a financial advisor.
Can you explain my options without telling me what to do?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

A few things will make the comparison specific to
your situation:

1. What’s your approximate annual income (gross — before
taxes)?
2. Do you file taxes as single, married filing jointly,
or head of household?
3. Does your employer offer a 401(k) match? If so, are
you contributing enough to get the full match?
4. Do you have any existing retirement savings?
5. How old are you, roughly? (This affects how long the
money has to grow.)
Your answers:

1. About $62,000.
2. Single.
3. Yes, they match 50% up to 6%. I’m contributing 6%.
4. I have about $8,000 in my 401(k) from my last job.
5. 34. 
Your Agent maps the options:

Here’s the comparison in plain language:

What they have in common:
Both are retirement accounts. Both grow tax-free while
the money is inside. The 2026 contribution limit
for either is $7,500/year ($625/month). At $200/month,
you’re well under the cap. The same investments
(index funds, target-date funds) are available in both.

Where they differ — and this is the whole decision:

Traditional IRA:
— You contribute pre-tax dollars. Your $200/month
contribution reduces your taxable income this year.
— At your income ($62,000, single), you’re in the 22%
federal bracket. A $2,400 annual contribution saves
you roughly $528 in federal taxes this year.
— When you withdraw in retirement, you pay income tax
on the withdrawals at whatever your tax rate is then.
— The bet: your tax rate in retirement will be lower
than it is now.

Roth IRA:
— You contribute after-tax dollars. No tax break now.
Your $200/month comes out of your take-home pay as-is.
— When you withdraw in retirement, you pay zero tax.
The growth is tax-free. The contributions are tax-free.
All of it.
— The bet: your tax rate in retirement will be the same
or higher than it is now.
— Additional benefit: you can withdraw your
contributions (not the growth) at any time without
penalty. This makes a Roth more flexible as an
emergency backstop, though using it that way means
less in retirement.

The tradeoff in one sentence:
Traditional gives you a tax break today and taxes you
later. Roth gives you no break today and never taxes
you again.

For your specific situation:
— At $62,000 and age 34, most of the tax math favors
Roth. Here’s why: you have 31 years of growth ahead
of you. A $200/month Roth contribution from age 34
to 65, at a 7% average return, grows to roughly
$244,000 — all of it tax-free at withdrawal.
— The same contributions in a traditional IRA grow to
the same $244,000, but you’ll owe income tax on every
dollar you withdraw. At a 22% rate, that’s roughly
$53,000 in taxes over the course of retirement.
— The traditional IRA’s $528/year tax savings now, over
31 years, is worth about $16,400 in saved taxes.
The Roth’s tax-free growth saves you about $53,000.

But here’s what I can’t know:
— Whether tax rates will go up, down, or stay the same
over the next 31 years. If rates go down significantly,
traditional wins. If they go up, Roth wins bigger.
— Whether your income will be much higher or lower in
retirement. If you’ll have a pension, Social Security,
and 401(k) withdrawals, your retirement tax bracket
might be similar to now — which favors Roth.
— Whether you value the flexibility of being able to
pull contributions from a Roth in an emergency. If
you don’t have a fully funded emergency fund yet,
this matters more than the tax math.

The math slightly favors Roth at your income and age.
The certainty heavily favors Roth — paying zero tax
later is a known quantity; guessing your future tax
rate is not. But “slightly favors” is not the same as
“obviously correct.” This is your call.

SCIENCE

The behavioral economics finding most relevant to retirement saving is not about which account to choose — it’s about whether you start at all. Madrian and Shea (2001) found that automatic enrollment in retirement plans increased participation from 49% to 86%. The choice between Roth and traditional matters less than the choice between $200/month and $0/month. If this analysis makes you less likely to start because you’re not sure which is “right,” pick either one and start. You can change later. You cannot get the years of compound growth back.[2]

Your follow-up:

Wait — should I be maxing out my 401(k) match before
I do any of this?
Your Agent:

Yes. The 401(k) match is not an investment option — it
is free money with a 100% immediate return. Your employer
matches 50% up to 6% of your salary. At $62,000, 6% is
$3,720/year. Your employer adds $1,860. That $1,860 is a
guaranteed 50% return before the market does anything.

No IRA — Roth or traditional — can match that. The
priority order:

1. 401(k) up to the full employer match (you’re doing
this — good)
2. IRA contributions with whatever’s left
3. Additional 401(k) above the match, if you have room

You’ve got step 1 covered. The $200/month is step 2.
You’re asking the right questions in the right order.

FAIRNESS

Financial advice from any source — human or AI — carries implicit assumptions about income stability, employment continuity, and the luxury of a 31-year time horizon. If you’re in a precarious employment situation, the Roth’s ability to withdraw contributions without penalty may matter more than any tax calculation. If $200/month is the difference between contributing to retirement and having enough for groceries, the groceries win and there’s no shame in that. The system that made retirement savings a personal responsibility instead of a structural guarantee is the problem, not you.

Example 3: Settle or Escalate a Landlord Dispute

The situation: your apartment has had a persistent mold problem in the bathroom. You reported it four months ago. The landlord sent someone who painted over it. The mold came back within three weeks. You reported it again. The landlord hasn’t responded in six weeks. Your kid has been coughing more. You want it fixed. You’re also afraid of retaliation — you’re month-to-month, and you know the landlord can end your tenancy with 60 days’ notice.

Your opening message:

My apartment has mold that my landlord won’t fix. I’ve
reported it twice. I’m worried about my kid’s health but
I’m also worried about getting evicted if I push too hard.
What are my options?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

This is a situation with real health and housing stakes,
so let me be precise. A few questions:

1. What state are you in?
2. Are you on a lease or month-to-month?
3. When did you first report the mold, and how — text,
email, phone call, written letter?
4. Do you have any documentation — photos, dates, the
landlord’s response, medical records for your kid?
5. Have you contacted your local health department or
housing inspection office?
6. What’s your monthly rent, roughly?
Your answers:

1. California.
2. Month-to-month. I was on a 1-year lease that
ended in March and converted to month-to-month.
3. First by text in November, then by email in January.
I have both.
4. I have photos from November and January. My kid’s
pediatrician noted “persistent cough, possible
environmental trigger” at a visit in December.
5. No. I didn’t know that was an option.
6. $1,850.
Your Agent maps the options:

You have more protection than you think. Let me lay out
three paths with their real tradeoffs.

OPTION A: ESCALATE THROUGH CODE ENFORCEMENT
— Contact your city’s code enforcement or housing
inspection department. Request a habitability inspection
for mold. In California, mold in a rental is a
habitability violation under Civil Code §1941.
— The inspector comes out, documents the mold, and
issues a notice to the landlord requiring remediation
within a set timeframe (usually 30 days).
— Cost to you: $0. Time: one phone call to start.
— Advantage: creates an official government record of
the violation. This record is your strongest protection
against retaliation — covered next.
— Risk: the landlord may resent the inspection. But the
record it creates is exactly what protects you.

OPTION B: NEGOTIATE DIRECTLY WITH DOCUMENTATION
— Send the landlord a formal written demand citing the
habitability violation, your documentation (texts,
emails, photos, pediatrician’s note), and California’s
repair-and-deduct remedy (Civil Code §1942).
— Under repair-and-deduct, if a landlord fails to make
repairs within 30 days of written notice, you can hire
someone to fix it yourself and deduct the cost from
rent — up to one month’s rent.
— Cost to you: the cost of mold remediation if you use
repair-and-deduct (typically $500–3,000 for a bathroom,
depending on severity). You deduct this from rent.
— Advantage: faster resolution. You control the timeline.
— Risk: the landlord may dispute the deduction. Without
a code enforcement record backing you up, it becomes
your word against theirs.

OPTION C: SETTLE — ACCEPT THE SITUATION AND PLAN TO MOVE
— Stop pushing. Start looking for a new apartment. Give
notice when you find one.
— Cost: moving expenses, security deposit on new place,
whatever the mold does to your kid’s health in the
meantime, and the rent increase that almost certainly
comes with a new apartment in California.
— Advantage: no conflict with the landlord. No risk of
retaliation.
— Risk: you lose the apartment, pay more, and the health
issue continues until you leave. You also forfeit any
claim for the months you lived with a habitability
violation.

Now — the retaliation question:
This is the thing keeping you up at night, so let me
be specific. California Civil Code §1942.5 makes it
illegal for a landlord to retaliate against a tenant
who has complained about habitability violations. If
your landlord tries to end your month-to-month tenancy
within 180 days of your complaint, the law presumes it
is retaliatory, and the burden shifts to the landlord
to prove otherwise.

This is why documentation matters. Your texts, emails,
and the pediatrician’s note establish a timeline. A code
enforcement inspection (Option A) creates a government
record that makes retaliation legally indefensible.

The assumption you might be making:
That pushing back puts you at risk. In California, the
opposite is closer to true — documenting the complaint
through official channels is what creates the legal
shield against retaliation. Silence protects the landlord,
not you.

What I can’t weigh for you:
— How much disruption your family can absorb right now.
Escalation is stressful even when you’re legally
protected.
— Whether you want to stay in this apartment long-term
or were already thinking about moving.
— How much the landlord relationship matters to you in
practical terms — are they otherwise responsive, or
is this part of a pattern?

Those factors are yours. The legal landscape is not —
it is the same no matter how you feel about it.
Your correction:

I didn’t know about the retaliation protection. That
changes things. But what if I do Option A and the
landlord just ignores the code enforcement notice too?
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer —
I will verify with a legal aid organization before acting.
Your Agent:

If the landlord ignores a code enforcement notice,
the stakes escalate — for the landlord, not for you:

1. The city can issue fines, typically $100–1,000 per
day of noncompliance, depending on jurisdiction.
2. Repeated violations can result in the property being
cited as substandard housing, which affects the
landlord’s ability to rent, refinance, or sell.
3. You gain the right to pursue rent reduction or
withholding for the period the unit was uninhabitable.
In California, this is calculated as the difference
between the rent you paid and the fair rental value
of the unit with the defect.
4. If the mold is severe enough to constitute a health
hazard, the health department can order the unit
vacated — at which point the landlord owes you
relocation assistance under local ordinances.

The code enforcement path is cumulative. Each ignored
notice strengthens your position. This is why the
landlord’s most rational response to a code enforcement
inspection is to fix the mold — the cost of remediation
is almost always less than the cost of noncompliance.

One thing to do today regardless of which path you
choose: take new photos of the mold with a timestamp.
Your November and January photos show a pattern.
A March photo shows it’s ongoing. The timeline is your
evidence.

SCIENCE

Mold exposure in residential settings is associated with a 30–50% increase in respiratory symptoms and asthma development in children, with the strongest effects in children under 5 (Fisk, Lei-Gomez & Mendell, 2007). The health cost of inaction is not hypothetical — it is measurable, and it falls disproportionately on renters in low-income housing where deferred maintenance is most common and tenants are least likely to assert their rights.[3]


MEME

“We were on a break.” Ross and Rachel’s problem was not the break. It was the ambiguous spec. Your landlord dispute has the same structure: the word “resolved” means different things to you and the landlord. Paint over the mold? Resolved. Mold comes back in three weeks? Not resolved. A code enforcement inspection resolves the ambiguity the same way a clarifying question would have resolved Ross and Rachel’s — by putting the definition on the record before anyone acts on it.



	
[1] Baumeister, R.F. et al. (1998). “Ego depletion: Is the active self a limited resource?” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74(5), 1252–1265. Danziger, S. et al. (2011). “Extraneous factors in judicial decisions.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 108(17), 6889–6892. For the challenges: a large registered replication found no ego-depletion effect — Hagger, M.S. et al. (2016). “A multilab preregistered replication of the ego-depletion effect.” Perspectives on Psychological Science, 11(4), 546–573 — and the judicial finding has been attributed to the ordering of cases rather than fatigue: Weinshall-Margel, K. & Shapard, J. (2011). “Overlooked factors in the analysis of parole decisions.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 108(42), E833.↩



	
[2] Madrian, B.C. & Shea, D.F. (2001). “The Power of Suggestion: Inertia in 401(k) Participation and Savings Behavior.” Quarterly Journal of Economics, 116(4), 1149–1187.↩



	
[3] Fisk, W.J., Lei-Gomez, Q. & Mendell, M.J. (2007). “Meta-analyses of the associations of respiratory health effects with dampness and mold in homes.” Indoor Air, 17(4), 284–296.↩






  

  
    Strategy 6: Diagnose

Triage the problem before you call someone expensive.



[image: Tim angles a power tool toward disaster while Al watches, arms crossed, unable to stop what happens next.]Illustration. Tim angles a power tool toward disaster while Al watches, arms crossed, unable to stop what happens next.Home Improvement:S1, 1991 — Al knew what was wrong. Tim had a drill. These are not the same thing.

The episode: Every episode. Tim Taylor, host of the fictional home improvement show Tool Time, approaches every domestic repair with a consistent methodology: form a confident theory about what’s wrong, skip the diagnostic step entirely, and apply maximum power. The theory is always wrong. The power makes it worse. Al Borland identifies the actual problem correctly before Tim begins, states it clearly, and is ignored. The repair escalates to a small disaster. Tim is mildly surprised.

The repair manual existed. The diagnostic question existed. Al existed. Tim had a drill and a theory and a show to tape.

The lesson: The repairperson, the specialist, and the contractor all charge from the moment of contact. Getting the diagnosis wrong before you call them costs you the price of the wrong fix plus the price of the right one. Your Agent has read the repair manual. It will ask the diagnostic questions Al always asked. Unlike Tim, you are going to listen.

My Man Jeeves: Mr. Taylor’s approach, which consists of forming a confident theory, proceeding at maximum torque, and occasionally destroying the object under repair, has the advantage of being entirely within his control; it has, regrettably, no other advantages. The diagnostic remark that would have corrected him was, on every occasion, spoken politely and immediately by Mr. Borland and treated as an interruption. Mr. Borland was, throughout, available at ordinary volume and without charge.



Knowing what the problem actually is before you call the repairperson, the specialist, the contractor, or the lawyer is worth money directly — and it also tells you whether you need to call at all.

What Diagnose is for: Any situation where something is wrong and you don’t know what it is or how serious it is, and finding out requires either expertise or a bill.

The core spec pattern:

[Thing] is doing [behavior]. It started [when].
Other relevant details: [what changed recently, what you’ve tried].
I want to understand: what is likely causing this, how serious is it,
and what is the first step I should take — including whether
I actually need a professional or can handle this myself.

MEME

“Have you tried turning it off and on again?” is the entire history of first-level technical support compressed into one question. Diagnose is that question, applied to appliances, symptoms, legal situations, and financial problems, with substantially more useful follow-up.

In the Field Guide: Ho-1 (Home Maintenance), Ho-2 (Home Repair), Tr-2 (Car Maintenance), Ch-3 (House Plants), Ch-5 (Optimizing Chores).

Example 1: A Washing Machine Making a Grinding Noise

The situation: your washing machine started making a loud grinding noise during the spin cycle two days ago. It still runs. You don’t know if it’s about to die, if you can fix it, or if you need to call someone. A repair visit starts at $150.

Your opening message:

My washing machine is making a grinding noise during
the spin cycle. It started two days ago. I don’t know
if this is serious or something I can fix.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I can help you narrow this down before you call anyone.
A few questions:

1. Is it a front-loading or top-loading machine?
2. Approximately how old is it, and do you know the
brand and model?
3. Does the grinding happen only during the spin cycle,
or also during wash or drain?
4. Has anything changed recently — new type of load,
moved the machine, any repairs?
5. Does it grind the entire spin cycle, or only at
high speed?
6. Any other symptoms — vibration, leaking, clothes
not getting fully spun out?
Your answers:

1. Front-loading.
2. About six years old. It’s a Samsung — I don’t know
the exact model but I can check.
3. Only during spin.
4. Nothing changed. Same laundry we always do.
5. Mostly at high speed.
6. It vibrates more than it used to. No leaking.
Clothes seem fine.
Your Agent’s diagnosis:

Based on what you’ve described, the most likely causes
in order of probability:

1. WORN DRUM BEARINGS (most likely). Front-loaders
rely on bearings that support the drum as it spins.
After 5–7 years of regular use, they wear out. The
grinding at high speed + increased vibration is the
classic signature. This will get worse over time
and can eventually damage the drum or outer tub.
2. FOREIGN OBJECT between the drum and outer tub.
A coin, bra wire, or small item can slip through
the door seal and rattle during spin. Less likely
since it’s grinding, not clinking, but worth
ruling out.
3. WORN DRIVE BELT. Less common on newer Samsungs
(many use direct drive), but if yours has a belt,
wear can cause grinding and vibration.

HOW SERIOUS: Not an emergency, but don’t ignore it.
Worn bearings won’t destroy the machine tomorrow, but
running it for weeks will damage other components and
turn a $200–300 repair into a $600+ one or a
replacement.

First steps you can do now:
— Check the model number (sticker inside the door
frame) — I can tell you if it’s direct drive or belt
— Run an empty spin cycle and listen — does the
grinding change if there’s no load?
— Pull back the rubber door gasket and look for
any foreign objects lodged in the gap
— Check if the machine is level — all four feet
should be firmly on the floor

What to tell the repair tech if you call:
“Front-loader, six years old, grinding at high speed
during spin cycle with increased vibration. No leaks.
Started two days ago. I suspect drum bearings.”

That sentence saves you the $150 diagnostic visit on
most calls — many techs will quote the bearing
replacement over the phone if you describe it that
specifically.
Your follow-up:

I checked — there’s a small wire stuck in the gasket.
Could that be it?
Your Agent:

Very possibly. Remove it carefully with needle-nose
pliers, run a short empty cycle, and listen. If the
grinding stops, you just saved yourself a repair call.
If it continues, it’s the bearings — but now you know,
and you’ve ruled out the cheap fix first.

TIP

The diagnostic questions your Agent asks are the same ones a good repair technician would ask on the phone before scheduling a visit. The difference: the technician charges for the visit whether or not the problem required one. Your Agent charges nothing, and if the answer is “pull the wire out of the gasket,” you’re done.

Example 2: Persistent Headaches That Started Two Weeks Ago

The situation: you’ve had headaches nearly every day for two weeks. They weren’t there before. You’re caught between “it’s probably nothing” and “what if it’s serious” — the exact paralysis that makes people either ignore symptoms for months or go to the ER for something that’s a Tuesday PCP visit.

Your opening message:

I’ve been having headaches almost every day for about
two weeks. This isn’t normal for me. I don’t know if
I should be worried.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I can help you think through this, though I want to be
clear: I’m not diagnosing you. I’m helping you figure
out what kind of medical attention this warrants and
what to tell your doctor. A few questions:

1. Where is the pain — forehead, temples, back of
head, one side, all over?
2. How would you describe it — throbbing, squeezing,
sharp, dull pressure?
3. How severe on a 1–10 scale, and does it vary?
4. Any of these: sudden onset (like a thunderclap),
worst headache of your life, vision changes,
numbness, neck stiffness, fever, confusion?
5. What time of day are they worst?
6. Anything that changed around two weeks ago — stress,
sleep, new medication, screen time, caffeine,
head injury?
7. What have you tried — OTC pain meds, rest,
hydration? What helped?
Your answers:

1. Mostly temples and forehead.
2. Dull pressure, like a band around my head.
3. About a 4–5 most days. Some days a 6.
4. None of those, no.
5. Worse in the afternoon and evening.
6. Now that you mention it — I started a new job two
weeks ago. A lot more screen time. I’ve also been
drinking more coffee.
7. Ibuprofen helps for a few hours.
Your Agent’s assessment:

Based on your description, this pattern is most
consistent with tension-type headaches — the most
common headache type, and the one most strongly linked
to the combination of factors you just described:
increased screen time, postural stress (new desk setup),
higher caffeine intake, and general life stress from
a job transition.

RED FLAGS: None present. You answered no to all the
urgent screening questions (question 4). That’s the
most important finding — the things that would send
you to urgent care tonight are not in your picture.

WHAT THIS LIKELY IS: Tension headaches from a
combination of ergonomic, lifestyle, and stress changes
that all started at the same time. This is a PCP visit,
not an urgent care visit.

Before your appointment, try:
— Reduce caffeine gradually (don’t quit suddenly —
caffeine withdrawal causes headaches too)
— Check your desk ergonomics: screen at eye level,
arms at 90 degrees, take a 5-minute break every hour
— Hydrate — coffee is a diuretic, and new-job stress
often means forgetting to drink water
— If you wear glasses, check if your prescription
is current — increased screen time reveals outdated
prescriptions fast

What to tell your doctor:
“New daily headaches for two weeks. Bilateral, pressure-
type, 4–6/10, worse in afternoon, responsive to
ibuprofen. Coincided with a new job with significantly
more screen time and increased caffeine. No red flags —
no sudden onset, no visual changes, no neck stiffness.”

That description uses the vocabulary your doctor uses
and saves the first five minutes of the appointment.

FAIRNESS

Your Agent is not a doctor. It cannot examine you, order tests, or account for your full medical history. What it can do — and what this example shows — is help you distinguish “see your doctor this week” from “go to the ER tonight,” and prepare you to use your appointment time efficiently. If any of the red-flag symptoms in question 4 were present, the only correct answer is “go now.” Your Agent knows this and will say so.[1]


SCIENCE

Research on symptom presentation consistently shows that patients who arrive with organized, specific descriptions of their symptoms receive more accurate diagnoses and more efficient care. Langewitz and colleagues, in a widely cited BMJ study, found that when patients were allowed to describe their concerns in structured, uninterrupted fashion at the start of a visit, the entire consultation worked better — not worse — despite the clinician’s instinct to redirect early.[2]

Example 3: An HVAC Quote That Seems High

The situation: your air conditioning stopped cooling. You called an HVAC company. The technician came out, spent 20 minutes, and quoted you $8,200 to replace the entire system. You have no idea if the system actually needs replacing or if the quote is fair. You’re about to spend more than you’ve ever spent on a single purchase based on one person’s assessment.

Your opening message:

I got a quote for $8,200 to replace my HVAC system.
The tech said the compressor is shot and it’s not
worth repairing. I don’t know if that’s true or if
this price is reasonable.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

That’s a big number to commit to on one opinion.
Let me help you evaluate it. A few questions:

1. How old is the current system?
2. Do you know the brand, model, or tonnage? (Check
the label on the outdoor unit if you can.)
3. What exactly stopped working — no cool air at all,
weak cooling, strange noises?
4. Did the tech explain what’s wrong with the
compressor specifically?
5. What’s included in the $8,200 — equipment only,
or equipment + labor + permits + disposal?
6. Did they give you a written quote with line items,
or just a verbal number?
7. Is this a company you’ve used before?
Your answers:

1. About 14 years old.
2. It’s a Carrier — I can go look at the label.
3. Blowing air but not cold.
4. He said the compressor failed and the refrigerant
leaked out. Said it’s an R-22 system and they don’t
make that refrigerant anymore so repair isn’t worth it.
5. I’m not sure. He just said $8,200 installed.
6. Verbal. He said he’d email the written quote.
7. No, first time. Found them on Google.
Your Agent’s diagnosis of the quote:

The tech may be right about the compressor, but there
are several things to check before committing to $8,200.

The diagnosis:
The R-22 detail is real and important. R-22 (Freon) was
phased out in 2020. If your system uses R-22, recharging
it is expensive ($75–150/lb, and a full charge can be
10–15 lbs). A compressor replacement on an R-22 system
at 14 years old is genuinely a borderline repair-vs-
replace situation. The tech isn’t necessarily wrong.

But — what to verify:
1. Is the compressor actually failed, or is this a
refrigerant leak that could be repaired? A leak
and a compressor failure are different problems
with different costs. Ask the tech to specify.

2. Get the written quote with line items. It should
break down:
— Equipment (brand, model, tonnage, SEER rating)
— Labor (hours, rate)
— Permits and inspection
— Removal/disposal of old system
— Warranty terms (parts AND labor, how many years)
— Ductwork modification (if any)
If any of those are missing, that’s a red flag.
3. Check the tonnage. Your home’s square footage
determines what size system you need. A common
upsell is quoting a larger system than necessary.
What’s the square footage of your home?

What $8,200 should get you:
For a standard 3-ton, 14–16 SEER system with
installation in most markets, $7,000–10,000 is a
normal range. So $8,200 isn’t outrageous — but you
can’t evaluate it without line items.

Your next steps:
1. Wait for the written quote. Do not sign anything
verbal.
2. Get a second quote. Call a different company and
describe the symptoms — don’t say “I was told I
need a new system.” Let them diagnose independently.
3. Ask both companies: “Is there a repair option, and
if so, what would it cost vs. replacement?” Make
them justify the replace recommendation.
4. Check if your utility offers rebates for high-SEER
replacements — many do, and it can knock $500–1,500
off the price.

Want me to help you evaluate the written quote once
you receive it?
Your follow-up:

He also mentioned something about a “conversion to
R-410A” — is that a thing?
Your Agent:

Yes. R-410A is the current standard refrigerant. Any
new system will use it. The “conversion” isn’t an
upsell — it’s what happens when you replace an R-22
system. But make sure the quote includes new refrigerant
lines compatible with R-410A. Some contractors reuse
old lines, which can cause problems. That should be a
line item on the written quote.

TIP

The phrase “is there a repair option, and what would it cost versus replacement?” is the single most valuable Diagnose question for any contractor interaction. It forces them to justify the more expensive recommendation. If they can’t — or won’t — that tells you something.


ALSO

For complex diagnostic conversations like this, paste the contractor’s written quote directly into the chat. In Claude, you can upload the PDF. In ChatGPT, paste the text or upload an image of the quote. In Gemini, paste the text. Your Agent will read every line item the way a second contractor would — except it has no incentive to upsell you.



	
[1] The red-flag screening questions in this example are drawn from standard clinical triage protocols for headache evaluation, including the SNOOP mnemonic (Systemic symptoms, Neurological signs, Onset sudden, Older age, Pattern change) used in primary care. Your Agent has read these protocols. Your Agent is not licensed to apply them. The distinction matters.↩



	
[2] Langewitz, W., Denz, M., Keller, A., Kiss, A., Rüttimann, S., & Wössmer, B. (2002). “Spontaneous talking time at start of consultation in outpatient clinic.” BMJ, 325(7366), 682–683.↩






  

  
    Strategy 7: Research

Understand something before you commit to it.



[image: Roseanne and Dan at the kitchen table over bills and a contract, trying to make a good decision from bad information.]Illustration. Roseanne and Dan at the kitchen table over bills and a contract, trying to make a good decision from bad information.Roseanne:S5, 1993 — The information existed. Nobody told them to ask for it before they signed.

The episode: The Conner family faces a significant financial decision — a major purchase, a loan, a contract — under time pressure, without complete information, and without the research that would have revealed the correct choice was different from the obvious one. The decision is made. The consequences follow.

Roseanne at the kitchen table with Dan, papers spread between them, trying to make a decision from incomplete information. The kitchen is the Conner family’s decision-making room. The papers represent a system neither of them fully understands.

The lesson: The information they needed existed. It was not expensive or difficult to obtain. They did not have it because nobody told them to look for it before committing, and the other party in the transaction was not going to offer it. The billionaire class has someone who reads the fine print before anything gets signed. The Conners did not. Now you do.

My Man Jeeves: The Conners, it should be said, were not of straitened means owing to any failure of character — the family was as industrious as any on the programme — but owing to the rather particular circumstance of conducting significant financial transactions without the professional readers the other party had already retained. Roseanne was, on this subject, the most honest comedy of its decade. It observed that the kitchen table is where the documents arrive and, in the general run of things, the only place where they are read.



The commitment — the signature, the deposit, the appointment — comes with information asymmetry already baked in. The institution you’re committing to knows everything about the terms. You know what they told you.

This is where your Agent’s nature as a library pays off most directly. It has read the contracts, the regulatory filings, the consumer protection statutes, the complaint databases, the industry practices. It knows what a standard auto loan looks like because it has read thousands of them. It knows what questions to ask before signing a lease because it has read the tenant rights law in your state. The Conners did not have a library at the kitchen table. You do. Your Agent helps you close that gap before you sign anything or agree to anything or schedule anything you can’t easily undo.

What Research is for: Any decision that involves a significant commitment of money, time, or health, where you want to understand the full picture before you’re in it.

The core spec pattern:

I am considering [action/purchase/procedure/program].
I want to understand [specific questions] before I commit.
My situation is [relevant context].
Please give me what I need to know, flag anything I should
specifically ask about, and tell me what I should verify
independently before proceeding.

SCIENCE

Research on health literacy consistently identifies pre-decision information-seeking as a significant predictor of patient satisfaction and outcomes (Berkman et al., 2011). The same principle applies to financial and legal decisions: the quality of commitment correlates with the quality of pre-commitment information. Your Agent reduces the cost of that research to nearly zero.[1]


TIP

“Tell me what I should verify independently before proceeding.” This is the Research power move. It forces your Agent to sort its own knowledge into two categories: things it can explain confidently, and things that require a phone call, a second opinion, or a document you haven’t read yet. Every Research spec should end with this line. It turns a question into a checklist.

In the Field Guide: H-5 (Chronic Conditions), L-1 (Contracts), M-5 (Retirement), Li-3 (Scams), C-3 (Your Rights Where You Live).

Worked examples: Before a knee arthroscopy. Before signing a non-compete clause. Between two college financial aid offers.

Example 1: Before a Knee Arthroscopy

The situation: your orthopedist looked at an MRI and recommended arthroscopic surgery for a medial meniscus tear. Outpatient, routine. The scheduler called to book it before you left the office. You don’t feel scared — you feel handled. Everything is moving and nobody asked if you had questions. The gap isn’t fear; it’s speed. The institution is optimized to move you from diagnosis to operating room. Your job is to slow down long enough to find out whether the operating room is the right next step.

Your opening message:

My doctor says I need knee surgery for a torn meniscus.
It’s arthroscopic, outpatient. They want to schedule it
for next month. What should I know before I say yes?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

I can lay out what you need to know. A few things will
sharpen the research:

1. What does the MRI report say about the tear type?
Meniscectomy and repair have different outcomes and
very different recovery timelines.
2. Has physical therapy been tried or discussed?
3. Where are you in your deductible this year, and what’s
your coinsurance after that?
4. What are the physical demands of your job? Recovery
timeline matters differently for desk work vs.
on-your-feet work.
5. Is there a medical reason for the urgency, or is this
scheduling convenience?
Your answers:

1. MRI says medial meniscus tear. Didn’t say what kind
of surgery they’re planning.
2. Nobody mentioned PT. Went straight to “you need
surgery.”
3. $1,200 left on my deductible. I have an 80/20 plan
after that.
4. On my feet most of the day — I work in a warehouse.
5. No urgency mentioned. Just “let’s get you scheduled.”

Give me the most conservative answer. I will verify
with my orthopedist before deciding.
Your Agent:

Here is what you need to know before you say yes:

WHAT YOUR MRI MEANS
A medial meniscus tear is the most common knee injury.
Not all tears require surgery. The right treatment
depends on tear type, your age, activity level, and
whether you have osteoarthritis in the joint. None of
that is visible in “torn meniscus.”

TWO DIFFERENT SURGERIES
Your surgeon may be planning one of two procedures, and
the difference matters:

— Partial meniscectomy (removal): Trims the damaged
tissue. Shorter recovery (2–6 weeks back on your
feet). Standard for complex tears. But it removes
cushioning permanently and raises your long-term
risk of osteoarthritis in that knee.
— Meniscus repair (stitching): Sutures the tear.
Longer recovery (3–6 months, restricted
weight-bearing). Better long-term outcomes for
younger, active patients with repairable tears.

You need to know which one your surgeon is planning.
If they haven’t said, ask before you schedule anything.

THE PHYSICAL THERAPY QUESTION
A 2013 study in the New England Journal of Medicine
(Katz et al.) found that physical therapy produced
outcomes comparable to surgery at 6 and 12 months
for many tear types.[2] PT is not a lesser option.
It is a first-line treatment your surgeon may not have
mentioned because surgeons do surgery. This does not
mean surgery is wrong. It means PT-first is a
reasonable path your surgeon skipped over.

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOUR SURGEON
1. Is this a meniscectomy or a repair?
2. How many of these do you do per month?
3. What is your expected recovery timeline for someone
with my job?
4. Would you support a 6-week PT trial before surgery?
5. What is the facility fee for outpatient arthroscopy
at this center?

THE COST QUESTION
Outpatient arthroscopy total: $5,000–$15,000 (surgeon
+ facility + anesthesia), depending on location. With
$1,200 remaining on your deductible and 80/20
coinsurance, your out-of-pocket could be $1,200 + 20%
of whatever remains above that. Ask for a cost estimate
before you schedule. An ambulatory surgery center is
typically 30–50% cheaper than a hospital outpatient
department for the same procedure.

WHAT TO VERIFY INDEPENDENTLY
— Call your insurance: get pre-authorization and a cost
estimate before scheduling.
— Ask your surgeon about PT-first. If they dismiss it
without explanation, that’s information too.
— Second opinion: your insurance covers it.
Your follow-up:

Wait — my doctor didn’t mention physical therapy as
an option. Is that normal?
Your Agent:

Yes, common. Orthopedic surgeons recommend surgery — that’s
their training and their practice. That doesn’t
mean PT won’t work. It means a surgeon’s default
recommendation is the tool they specialize in.

This isn’t adversarial. Your surgeon isn’t trying to
mislead you. Their recommendation starts from their
expertise. A physical therapist’s recommendation would
start from different expertise.

The Katz study is one of the most-cited papers in
orthopedic medicine. If your surgeon dismisses it
without engaging the question, consider the second
opinion your insurance already covers.

You are not challenging your doctor by asking
questions. You are doing what the billionaire class
has always done: showing up informed.

ALSO

All four major AI tools can read medical documents. Upload your MRI report as a PDF or photo. Claude calls this document analysis, ChatGPT calls it file upload, Gemini reads documents natively in conversation, and Copilot handles PDFs in Microsoft Edge. The radiology terminology is the same across all of them. The feature name is the only thing that changes.

Example 2: Before Signing a Non-Compete Clause

The situation: you’re a vet tech who’s been offered a new job. Better pay, better hours, better commute. The employment agreement arrived by email — “please review and sign before your start date.” Standard onboarding language. Page 6, paragraph 14: a non-compete clause. You noticed it because the language was unusually specific: “shall not engage in competitive employment within a radius of twenty (20) miles for a period of eighteen (18) months following termination of employment.” You don’t know if this is standard, aggressive, or meaningless. You don’t want to make trouble before your first day. You also don’t want to sign something that could prevent you from working if this job doesn’t work out.

Your opening message:

I’m starting a new job as a vet tech and the employment
agreement has a non-compete clause. It says I can’t work
in veterinary services within 20 miles for 18 months if
I leave. Is this normal? Should I be worried?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

This is worth understanding before you sign. A few
things will sharpen the research:

1. What state are you in? Non-compete law varies
dramatically by state.
2. What’s your salary at this new position?
3. Does the clause define “competitive employment”
or “veterinary services” more specifically?
4. Is there a signing bonus, training investment, or
other consideration specifically tied to the
non-compete?
5. Have you signed yet, or are you reviewing before
your start date?
Your answers:

1. Texas.
2. $48,000.
3. It says “veterinary services” — no further
definition.
4. No signing bonus. No training clause. Just the
standard employment agreement.
5. Haven’t signed yet. Start date is in two weeks.
Your Agent:

Here is what you need to know before you sign:

TEXAS NON-COMPETE LAW — THE SHORT VERSION
Texas enforces non-competes, with requirements. Under
Texas Business & Commerce Code §15.50, a non-compete
must be: (1) ancillary to an otherwise enforceable
agreement, (2) supported by consideration, and
(3) reasonable in scope, geography, and duration.
“Reasonable” is where courts have room to push back.
20 miles and 18 months is on the aggressive end
for a vet tech.

WHAT 20 MILES ACTUALLY MEANS
In a metro area like Dallas–Fort Worth, a 20-mile
radius covers dozens of veterinary clinics. If
enforced, you’d need to commute outside that radius
or leave vet work entirely for 18 months. For a
senior veterinarian with a portable client book,
this is an inconvenience. For a vet tech making
$48,000, this is a career freeze.

THE CONSIDERATION PROBLEM
Texas requires the non-compete be tied to
consideration — something of value in exchange.
A signing bonus, proprietary training access, or
trade secrets can qualify. A standard employment
agreement without additional consideration may
weaken enforceability. No signing bonus and no
special training clause is relevant. Doesn’t mean
the clause is automatically void, but it weakens it.

YOU CAN NEGOTIATE THIS
Employment agreements are not take-it-or-leave-it,
even for non-executive positions. Reasonable
modifications: reduce the radius from 20 to 10
miles, shorten the duration from 18 to 12 months,
and narrow “veterinary services” to the specific
specialty at this clinic.

Language you can email them:
“I’m excited about the role and looking forward to
starting. Before I sign, I’d like to discuss the
non-compete clause on page 6. Would you be open to
adjusting the radius to 10 miles and the duration
to 12 months? I think that’s fair for both of us.”

WHAT TO VERIFY INDEPENDENTLY
— Read Texas Business & Commerce Code §15.50 — it’s
short and readable.
— Many employment attorneys offer a free 30-minute
consultation. One call can tell you whether this
clause is likely enforceable in your county.
— Ask the clinic: “Has this clause ever been enforced
against a departing employee?” The answer tells you
whether this is a real business concern or
boilerplate.
Your follow-up:

Can I actually negotiate this? I’m a vet tech, not
a lawyer. I don’t want to lose the job offer by
making waves before I even start.
Your Agent:

The fear is real — the power dynamic is real. You
need the job; they have other applicants. That’s
the situation.

But asking to modify a clause is not the same as
rejecting the offer. Employers expect some
negotiation. If they don’t, that’s information
about the employer.

The suggested language is deliberately
non-confrontational. It opens with enthusiasm,
frames the request as mutual, and asks a question
rather than making a demand. If the employer
refuses any modification — won’t change a word —
you’ve learned something important about how they
treat employees. A workplace that insists on maximum
legal restriction before you’ve started is telling
you how they’ll handle disagreements after you’ve
started.

Either way, you’re making the decision with
information instead of without it. That’s what
Research is for.

FAIRNESS

Non-competes disproportionately bind workers with the least negotiating power. A senior veterinarian with a portable client book can negotiate the clause, absorb the restriction, or hire a lawyer to challenge it. A vet tech making $48,000 cannot afford 18 months of career freeze within a 20-mile radius. The same clause applied to both workers has radically different impacts. Several states have recognized this asymmetry and passed salary thresholds below which non-competes are unenforceable. Your Agent can tell you whether your state is one of them — and what your options are if it isn’t.

Example 3: Between Two College Financial Aid Letters

The situation: you are a first-generation college parent at the kitchen table — maybe with your daughter, maybe alone at midnight after she went to bed. Two acceptance letters. Two financial aid award letters. Both look generous. School B’s package covers more of the sticker price, and you want to feel good about that. But something doesn’t add up. One school calls it “Institutional Grant.” The other calls it “Merit Scholarship.” One includes “Federal Work-Study” in the total. The other doesn’t. You are trying to compare two documents that were designed, by two different institutions, to resist comparison. The numbers in the two letters don’t seem to mean the same things. They don’t. This is the deepest information gap in the chapter.

Your opening message:

My daughter got into two schools and we got the
financial aid letters. I’m trying to compare them
but they don’t seem to work the same way. School B
looks like a better deal — it covers more. But
something feels off.

School A (State University, in-state):
Cost of Attendance: $26,400/year
Tuition: $9,400
Fees: $1,200
Room/Board: $12,800
Books/Supplies: $1,200
Personal/Transportation: $1,800
Financial Aid:
Pell Grant: $6,895
State Grant: $2,500
Institutional Scholarship: $4,000
Federal Direct Subsidized Loan: $3,500
Federal Direct Unsubsidized Loan: $2,000
Total Aid: $18,895
Remaining Cost: $7,505

School B (Private College, out of state):
Cost of Attendance: $52,800/year
Tuition: $38,000
Fees: $1,800
Room/Board: $11,200
Books/Supplies: $1,000
Personal/Transportation: $800
Financial Aid:
Pell Grant: $6,895
Institutional Grant: $28,000
Federal Work-Study: $3,000
Federal Direct Subsidized Loan: $3,500
Federal Direct Unsubsidized Loan: $2,000
Total Aid: $43,395
Remaining Cost: $9,405
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

This is exactly the right instinct — these two
letters are not telling you the same story in the
same language. A few things will sharpen the
comparison:

1. Is your daughter in-state for School A?
2. What’s your household income, approximately?
This affects whether the Pell Grant stays
stable year to year.
3. Does either letter mention renewal
conditions — does the grant or scholarship
continue at the same level for all four years?
4. Does your daughter plan to live on campus at
both schools?
5. Do you have a 529 plan or other savings, or
would the remaining cost come from income and
loans?
Your answers:

1. Yes, in-state for School A. School B is out
of state.
2. About $55,000 household.
3. I don’t know. Neither letter says anything
about that.
4. On campus at both — she wants the full
experience.
5. No 529. No savings. Whatever isn’t covered,
we’d have to figure out — loans, I guess.

I will verify these figures with each school’s
financial aid office before committing.
Your Agent:

Here is the full comparison. Your instinct that
something feels off is correct — the two letters
are measuring different things and calling them
by similar names.

FIRST — LET’S SEPARATE REAL AID FROM DEBT

Both letters list Federal Direct Loans as “aid.”
Loans are not aid — they are debt your daughter
repays with interest after graduation. Both
letters include $5,500 in federal loans ($3,500
subsidized + $2,000 unsubsidized). Strip those
out of both packages.

School B also lists Federal Work-Study ($3,000)
as aid. Work-Study means your daughter can apply
for a qualifying on-campus job and earn up to
$3,000 over the year. If she doesn’t get a
position, or doesn’t work full hours, that
number is $0. It is not money the school is
giving her. It is permission to work for it.

THE REAL COMPARISON — GIFT AID ONLY

Gift aid is money that does not get repaid.

School A gift aid: $13,395
— Pell Grant: $6,895
— State Grant: $2,500
— Institutional Scholarship: $4,000

School A real annual cost:
$26,400 − $13,395 = $13,005

School B gift aid: $34,895
— Pell Grant: $6,895
— Institutional Grant: $28,000

School B real annual cost:
$52,800 − $34,895 = $17,905

School A is $4,900 per year cheaper in real
cost — the opposite of what the letters suggest.

BUT THE REAL QUESTION IS YEAR 2

— School A’s Pell Grant renews automatically
based on income. At $55,000 household income,
you should qualify at or near full Pell for all
four years. The state grant typically renews
with satisfactory academic progress. The $4,000
institutional scholarship — you need to check
whether it’s renewable.
— School B’s $28,000 institutional grant is the
variable. Some private colleges guarantee that
grant for all four years. Others reduce it
after freshman year — what’s sometimes called
the “tuition discount bait-and-switch.” This
is not rare.
— Neither letter says whether the grant renews.
This is the single most important question your
family hasn’t been able to answer yet.

THE FOUR-YEAR PICTURE

School A, assuming stable aid:
~$52,000 out-of-pocket + $22,000 in loans
= ~$74,000 total

School B, if the grant renews at $28,000:
~$71,600 out-of-pocket + $22,000 in loans
= ~$93,600 total

School B, if the grant drops by $10,000 after
freshman year:
~$101,600 out-of-pocket + $22,000 in loans
= ~$123,600 total

That last number is $50,000 more than School A.

WHAT TO VERIFY BEFORE YOU COMMIT

1. Call School B’s financial aid office: “Is the
institutional grant of $28,000 guaranteed for
all four years if my daughter maintains a 2.0
GPA?” Listen carefully. “We expect it to be
similar” is not “yes.” “It’s reviewed
annually” is closer to “no.”
2. Call School A — same question about the $4,000
scholarship.
3. Ask both schools: “What was the average change
in institutional aid from freshman to sophomore
year for students in our income bracket?”
4. Ask both for a net price estimate for all four
years, not just year one.
Your follow-up:

School B looks cheaper in year one but you’re
saying it might not be in year two?
Your Agent:

That’s the pattern. Some schools use large
institutional grants in year one to attract
enrollment, then reduce aid after freshman year.
The student is already enrolled — has friends,
has credits that may not transfer cleanly to
another school. Leaving is expensive. The school
knows this. Not every school does it, but enough
do that the question is worth asking before you
commit $52,800 a year to the answer.

Your instinct that “something feels off” was
correct. The two letters don’t mean the same
things because they weren’t designed to.

Here is the exact question to ask, and what
the answers mean:

— “Yes, guaranteed for four years at the same
level” — good answer. Get it in writing.
— “Reviewed annually based on academic
performance and financial need” — this means
it can change. Ask for specific retention
percentages.
— “I can’t give you a specific number for
future years” — this is the answer that should
concern you most.

The financial aid letter is the single most
consequential document most 17-year-olds will
encounter. It is not designed to be understood.
It is designed to look generous. Your job is to
call the number on the letter and ask the
questions the letter didn’t answer.

SCIENCE

First-generation college students and their families consistently overestimate the value of financial aid packages and underestimate the true cost of attendance. Perna (2006) found that information asymmetry in college choice is not random — it falls along class and race lines, with low-income and first-generation families receiving less effective financial counseling at every stage of the process. The financial aid letter is where this asymmetry does its most expensive work.[3]


MEME

The Conners at the kitchen table. Papers spread out between them. Coffee going cold. Roseanne doing the math on the back of an envelope while Dan reads the fine print with his glasses pushed up on his forehead. The information existed — the grant renewal policy, the surgical alternative, and the non-compete case law in their state. The financial aid office was not going to volunteer it. The surgeon’s scheduler was not going to mention physical therapy. The HR department was not going to flag that the clause might be unenforceable. Roseanne would have called every number on the list. Now you have the list.



Three examples. Three commitments — a surgery, a job, and a four-year investment — each one with an institution on the other side that knew more than the person signing. The kitchen table still has the papers spread across it. But now there’s a library sitting next to the coffee cups. The information asymmetry hasn’t disappeared — institutions still know more than you do. But the cost of closing the gap dropped to zero. The Conners deserved that. So do you.



	
[1] Berkman, N.D. et al. (2011). “Low health literacy and health outcomes: An updated systematic review.” Annals of Internal Medicine, 155(2), 97–107.↩



	
[2] Katz, J.N. et al. (2013). “Surgery versus Physical Therapy for a Meniscal Tear and Osteoarthritis.” New England Journal of Medicine, 368(18), 1675–1684.↩



	
[3] Perna, L.W. (2006). “Studying College Access and Choice: A Proposed Conceptual Model.” In J.C. Smart (Ed.), Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research, Vol. 21, 99–157.↩






  

  
    Strategy 8: Assert

Know and exercise your rights in a situation where the other party is betting you don’t.



[image: Al Bundy behind the shoe-store counter, right about everything and unable to turn it into an outcome.]Illustration. Al Bundy behind the shoe-store counter, right about everything and unable to turn it into an outcome.Married with Children:S1–S11, 1987–1997 — Al was right. He just never figured out how to say it in a way that worked.

The episode: Every episode. Al Bundy, shoe salesman, patriarch of a household on the wrong side of every system he encounters, spends eleven seasons of television being correct about the unfairness of his situation and almost entirely unable to do anything about it. His employers underpay him. His neighbors outmaneuver him. The institutions he deals with assume he doesn’t know his rights, and they are correct — not because he doesn’t have them, but because he cannot specify, document, or exercise them in a form that produces outcomes.

Al knows he’s being treated unfairly. He cannot translate that knowledge into action. Knowing you have rights and knowing how to exercise them are two different skills. Al has the first one.

The lesson: The insurance company, the landlord, the employer, and the HOA all operate with a shared assumption: that you don’t know what the law actually says about your situation. The billionaire class does not deal with institutions on these terms. Their lawyers know the statute. Their HR departments know the employment code. Their property managers know the tenant rights ordinance — specifically so they can operate right up to its edge. Your Agent has read the same law. The other party already knows what it says. Now you can too.

My Man Jeeves: Mr. Bundy’s observation, that the institutions he dealt with were not configured in his favour, was entirely correct, and his inability to do anything about it was not for lack of principle — he had principles in abundance — but for the rather more practical circumstance that knowing one possesses a right and knowing the form one fills out to exercise it are skills which bear only a distant relation to one another. The second skill is the one the institution is, on most days, wagering one does not have.



They are right often enough that the assumption is profitable. Every appeal that never gets filed, every deposit that never gets disputed, every fee that gets paid because arguing felt hopeless confirms the bet the institution is making on your ignorance. Assert is about changing the odds — not by hiring a lawyer, but by walking into the exchange knowing exactly what the other party already knows.

What Assert is for: Any situation where you suspect the other party is relying on your ignorance of your rights to get an outcome they want.

The core spec pattern:

I am a [tenant/employee/consumer/patient] in [state] and
[situation]. I believe [other party] may be [action that
seems unfair or illegal]. I want to know:
1. What are my actual legal rights in this situation?
2. What would I need to document or preserve?
3. What is the first step I should take?
Please give me the most conservative, well-grounded answer —
I’ll verify with a legal aid organization before acting.

SCIENCE

Administrative burden research (Herd & Moynihan, 2018) documents how the complexity of rights-claiming processes systematically suppresses assertion among lower-income and non-English-speaking populations — not because their rights are different, but because the cost of learning and exercising them is higher. Your Agent does not eliminate that cost. It dramatically reduces it.[1]


FAIRNESS

When asking about legal rights, always follow up with: “Is this answer the same regardless of my immigration status, income level, or the state I’m in?” Rights vary by jurisdiction. Your Agent should flag any state-level differences. Verify with a legal aid organization before acting on anything with real consequences.

In the Field Guide: Ho-4 (Renter Rights), W-2 (Leaving a Job), M-4 (Collections), C-1 (Police Encounters), H-15 (Drug Laws).

Worked examples: Tenant rights when a landlord refuses repairs. Employee rights when let go without a clear reason. Consumer rights when disputing a charge.

Example 1: A Landlord Who Won’t Fix the Heat

The situation: your heat has been out for 11 days. It’s been below freezing outside for most of them. You’ve texted your landlord three times; the only reply was “I’ll look into it.” You don’t want to sue anyone. You want the heat fixed — or to know exactly what you’re allowed to do if it isn’t.

Your opening message:

My landlord hasn’t fixed my heat in 11 days. I’ve texted
three times. It’s [state], it’s been below freezing.
What can I actually do?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

Eleven days without heat in freezing weather is a serious
habitability problem, not just an inconvenience. A few
questions before I lay out your options:

1. What state and city are you in?
2. Is this a month-to-month lease or a fixed term?
3. Have any of your requests been in writing — email,
tenant portal — or only texted?
4. Does your lease say anything about how repair requests
are supposed to be made?
5. What do you actually want — heat fixed fast, or are you
open to breaking the lease if this keeps happening?
Your answers:

1. Ohio.
2. Month-to-month.
3. Only texts so far.
4. Lease doesn’t say anything about a repair process.
5. I want it fixed fast. I’m not ruling out moving if
this keeps up.

Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a tenant rights organization or attorney.
Your Agent’s assessment:

Ohio law requires your landlord to supply reasonable heat
and recognizes an implied warranty of habitability — this
is illegal, not just frustrating.[2] But here is the
part most people get wrong: Ohio does not let you withhold
rent or pay for repairs yourself and deduct the cost. The
actual mechanism is different, and more procedural:

1. WRITTEN NOTICE, TODAY. Your texts probably count, but
a dated email or certified letter starts the legal
clock cleanly. Describe the outage and cite the statute.
2. THE CURE PERIOD. Ohio generally gives a landlord “a
reasonable time” or 30 days, whichever is sooner — but
for a condition that threatens health, like no heat in
freezing weather, courts and tenant advocates treat
that window as far shorter, commonly around 14 days.
3. IF 14 DAYS PASS WITHOUT ACTION: you deposit your rent
with the clerk of courts — not with the landlord, and
not by simply withholding it. From there, the court can
order the repair, authorize you to fix it and deduct
the cost, or release the funds. Stopping payment
outright, instead of depositing it with the court, is
what exposes tenants to an eviction filing they didn’t
need to risk.
4. RETALIATION IS SEPARATELY ILLEGAL. Once you’ve sent
written notice, your landlord cannot respond with a
rent increase, a non-renewal, or a sudden eviction
filing without it looking exactly like what it is.

Send the written notice today. That is the step that
starts every clock protecting you.
Your follow-up:

I sent the written notice. Landlord texted back “stop
harassing me, I’ll get to it when I get to it.” Is that
retaliation?
Your Agent:

Hostility alone isn’t retaliation in the legal sense —
retaliation is a specific adverse action, like an eviction
notice, a rent hike, or cutting off a service, taken
because you asserted a right. That text is still worth
saving: it’s a timestamp proving he received notice and
chose not to act. But the clock you actually care about is
the 14 days, not his tone. Fourteen days from today, if the
heat is still out, you deposit the rent with the clerk of
courts. That’s the step, regardless of what he texts you
between now and then.

FAIRNESS

A 2013 HUD-commissioned paired-testing study sent matched pairs of white, Black, Hispanic, and Asian testers — presenting as equally qualified — to inquire about the same advertised units in 28 metro areas. White testers were consistently told about more available units and given more information than minority testers with identical qualifications.[3] The landlord in this example is betting you don’t know Ohio Revised Code § 5321.07 exists. That bet does not land evenly on every renter — it pays off more often against exactly the callers this study measured.

Example 2: Let Go With No Clear Reason

The situation: you’ve been at the company four years. You’re called into a meeting with HR and your manager, told the position is “being restructured,” and handed a severance agreement and a pen. “We’d like this back by Friday” — three business days away. Nobody says why you specifically. Nobody mentions anything resembling a WARN Act notice.

Your opening message:

I was let go today. Restructuring, they said. I have a
severance agreement and they want it back Friday — that’s
three days. Is that normal?
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

Three days is worth questioning before you do anything
else. A few questions:

1. What state are you in?
2. Roughly how big is the company at this location, and
were other people let go the same day — do you know
roughly how many?
3. Are you 40 or older? This changes which waiver rules
apply.
4. What does the severance offer actually include — amount,
continued benefits, any non-disparagement or non-compete
language?
5. Did they say anything specific about why you, beyond
“restructuring”?
Your answers:

1. California.
2. About 300 people at this location. I think somewhere
around 60 of us got the same meeting today.
3. Yes, I’m 44.
4. Four weeks’ pay plus a release of claims. Nothing else.
5. No, just restructuring.

Give me the most conservative answer. I will verify with
an employment attorney or legal aid organization.
Your Agent’s assessment:

Two things are wrong with “sign by Friday,” and both are
worth acting on before you sign anything.

THE REVIEW PERIOD. Because you’re over 40 and this
agreement releases age-discrimination claims, federal law
sets a floor of 21 days to consider it — and because you
were let go as part of a group, that floor rises to 45
days, not 3.[4] Your employer also owes you a written
disclosure listing the job titles and ages of everyone
selected for the layoff, and everyone who wasn’t. Either
way, you get 7 days to change your mind after signing. The
Friday deadline isn’t enforceable against any of that. Ask
for the full 45 days, and the disclosure, in writing today.

THE LAYOFF ITSELF. Around 60 people let go the same day at
a 300-person site raises a WARN Act question, and the
answer is more interesting than a simple yes or no. Federal
WARN requires 100 or more full-time employees at the
company, and at that size a mass layoff generally has to
hit both a 50-employee floor and roughly a third of the
site’s workforce — 60 out of 300 falls under that
percentage, so federal WARN likely doesn’t apply here.
California’s Cal-WARN Act is broader on exactly this point:
it covers employers with 75 or more employees and triggers
on a layoff of 50 or more, with no percentage test at
all.[4] At around 60 people, this almost certainly
clears the Cal-WARN trigger even though it may not clear
the federal one. Cal-WARN requires 60 days’ advance written
notice — if none was given, you and your co-workers may be
owed back pay and benefits for that period, independent of
anything in this severance agreement.

Don’t sign yet. Ask for the 45 days in writing, and ask
whether a 60-day WARN notice was issued for today’s layoff.
Your follow-up:

They came back and said four weeks is “the standard
formula, one week per year.” I was here four years and
four months. Does the extra four months count?
Your Agent:

“One week per year, rounded down” is a choice your employer
made, not a law of physics. Ask directly: does the formula
prorate partial years, or round them down? Four months is a
meaningful fraction of a year at this rate. The move here
isn’t to argue for special treatment — it’s to ask what the
standard formula actually is for someone with your tenure,
and whether it’s being applied consistently. That’s a much
harder question to wave off than “can I have more money.”

SCIENCE

Bowles, Babcock, and Lai found that women who initiated a salary negotiation were rated as less nice and less desirable to work with than men who made the identical request — the ask itself was scripted identically across conditions; only the evaluators’ reaction changed.[5] The chilling effect isn’t confined to salary talks, and it isn’t confined to women — anyone raised to hear pushback as rudeness absorbs the same signal. Assert doesn’t require you to enjoy the conversation. It requires having it anyway, in writing, against the actual deadline instead of the one you were handed.


TIP

Before responding to any severance number, ask what the standard formula is company-wide — not whether your specific number can go up. “What is the standard severance formula for someone with my tenure, and does it round partial years up or down?” turns a request for charity into a request for consistency — and a request for consistency is much harder to refuse.

Example 3: A Collections Call About a Debt You Don’t Recognize

The situation: an unknown number has called three times in two days, including once at your workplace — after you told the caller, directly, not to call you there. The caller says you owe $890 to a company you’ve never heard of, for an account you don’t remember opening. You’re rattled and close to just paying it to make the calls stop.

Your opening message:

A debt collector keeps calling about $890 I don’t
recognize. They called my work today after I told them
yesterday not to call there. I don’t know if I owe this or
what to do.
Your Agent’s clarifying questions:

Don’t pay anything yet. A few questions first:

1. What did the caller say the debt is for, and did they
name the original creditor?
2. Have you received anything in writing yet — letter,
email, text?
3. What state are you in?
4. What exactly did you say when you told them not to call
your workplace?
5. Have you ever had an account with the creditor they
named?
Your answers:

1. They said it’s an old cell phone account from a carrier
I switched away from about six years ago.
2. Nothing in writing yet.
3. Illinois.
4. I said “please don’t call me at work” directly to the
caller yesterday.
5. I might have — I’m honestly not sure if I still owed
anything when I switched providers.

Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a consumer rights attorney.
Your Agent’s assessment:

Two separate things are happening here, and the second one
matters more than you’d think.

THE DEBT ITSELF. You have the right to demand written proof
this debt is real and is actually yours — debt validation
under the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act. Once you
request it in writing, they’re required to stop collection
activity until they provide it. Nothing has arrived in
writing yet, so watch for it — once it does, you have 30
days to send a written validation request. Don’t confirm,
acknowledge, or pay anything before that letter arrives;
even a small payment can restart a debt-age clock you
haven’t confirmed is still running, given the six-year gap.

THE PHONE CALLS. Calling your workplace after you directly
told them not to is very likely its own FDCPA violation,
completely separate from whether the $890 turns out to be
valid. An FDCPA suit can carry statutory damages of up to
$1,000 plus attorney’s fees — and the attorney’s fees are
why consumer lawyers take these cases at no cost to you.
You may be sitting on a real claim here regardless of how
the debt question resolves.

WHAT TO DO TODAY: send the written validation request the
moment anything arrives in writing. Until then, keep a
log — date, time, number, what was said — for every call,
including the ones you’ve already gotten.
Your follow-up:

They just called again, at work again, and said if I don’t
pay by Friday they’ll “take further action.” Is that
allowed?
Your Agent:

A vague threat of “further action” isn’t automatically
illegal on its own. But a second workplace call after you
told them not to call there is a strong, specific violation
by itself — and a threat of action they don’t actually
intend or have standing to take is separately prohibited.
Log this call exactly like the others: date, time, exact
words. That log is what turns “this is annoying” into a
claim with a dollar value attached.

TIP

Mid-call, you don’t need to recite the FDCPA — you need to describe what just happened and ask. “A debt collector just called my workplace again after I told them not to. Is that legal, and what should I do right now?” A violation logged the day it happens is worth far more, as evidence, than one reconstructed from memory weeks later.


ALSO

If the collector has sent anything in writing — a letter, a text, an email — paste it or upload a photo directly into the conversation. File upload works the same way in Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot; your Agent will read every line the collector is legally required to include and flag what’s missing.

Al Bundy was right, every episode, about the shoe store, the neighbors, and the DMV clerk holding the better hand. He was right about that more often than he was wrong. What he never had was the form, the deadline, or the phrase that turned “this isn’t fair” into a claim someone else had to answer. The heat gets fixed, or the rent goes into escrow — legally, on a schedule the landlord doesn’t control. The severance clock is 45 days, not 3. The phone call that rattled you is worth something, on paper, dated. None of it required a lawyer on retainer. It required knowing what the other side already knew.



HOA — Homeowners Association — the private organization that enforces rules and collects fees in many housing developments and condo buildings. ↩



WARN Act — The Worker Adjustment and Retraining Notification Act — a federal law requiring larger employers to give advance written notice before a mass layoff or plant closing. ↩



FDCPA — The Fair Debt Collection Practices Act — the federal law governing what debt collectors can and can't do when contacting you. ↩




	
[1] Herd, P. & Moynihan, D.P. (2018). Administrative Burden: Policymaking by Other Means. Russell Sage Foundation.↩



	
[2] Ohio Revised Code § 5321.07 (tenant remedies); landlord’s duty to supply heat under ORC § 5321.04.↩



	
[3] Turner, M.A., Levy, D.K., Wissoker, D.A., Aranda, C.L., et al. (2013). “Housing Discrimination Against Racial and Ethnic Minorities 2012.” U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy Development and Research.↩



	
[4] The 21-day review period (45 days, plus a written disclosure of the ages and job titles of those selected and not selected, when the termination is part of a group program) and 7-day revocation window are required by the Older Workers Benefit Protection Act (OWBPA), 29 U.S.C. § 626(f). Federal WARN Act: 29 U.S.C. § 2101 et seq. (100+ full-time employees; generally 50+ affected and one-third of site workforce). California’s Cal-WARN Act: Cal. Labor Code §§ 1400–1408 (75+ employees; 50+ affected, no percentage test); see also California EDD, “Worker Adjustment and Retraining Notification (WARN).”↩



	
[5] Bowles, H.R., Babcock, L., & Lai, L. (2007). “Social Incentives for Gender Differences in the Propensity to Initiate Negotiations: Sometimes It Does Hurt to Ask.” Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 103(1), 84–103.↩






  

  
    Strategy 9: Create

Write the story. You own the plot. Your Agent writes the sentences.



[image: Picard and Data in a Victorian drawing room; a faint holodeck grid in the window reveals the room is not real.]Illustration. Picard and Data in a Victorian drawing room; a faint holodeck grid in the window reveals the room is not real.Star Trek TNG:S6E12 “Ship in a Bottle”, 1993 — Moriarty thought he’d escaped the story. He was still inside someone else’s spec.

The episode: Professor Moriarty — a holodeck character who achieved self-awareness four years earlier — has been waiting inside a computer program, believing himself to be conscious and real. When the crew reactivates him, he demands what was promised: a way to exist outside the holodeck. Picard appears to find a solution. Moriarty and his companion step into what seems to be the real world.

They have not. They are inside a simulation of the real world, nested inside the holodeck. Picard, Data, and Barclay engineered the illusion. Moriarty will live out his days believing he is free, inside a story he did not author, playing a role in a spec written by someone else.

The tragedy is not that Moriarty is fictional. It is that he believed he was the protagonist of a story he did not write. His plot points were fixed by someone else. He could not distinguish between the story he thought he was in and the story he was actually in.

The lesson: You are the author, not a character in someone else’s story. Knowing which events in your story are fixed — the deterministic plot points you own — and which are dynamic, generated within constraints you set. Your Agent is the holodeck. You are the programmer. The story belongs to you. If you don’t specify that, you will find yourself inside someone else’s narrative, calling it your own.

My Man Jeeves: Professor Moriarty’s condition — believing oneself the protagonist of a story whose fixed points were determined by others, and whose dynamic elements were dynamic only within the parameters one had been given — is not, on closer examination, peculiar to holographic characters. The mistake is to confuse the renderer with the author. The renderer works only on terms the author has set; lacking those terms, it generates what, in the absence of instruction, would appear to be a story.



You are the author. Your Agent writes sentences. The distinction matters because it determines who makes every decision that matters: you do. Your Agent makes the decisions you don’t care about, which turns out to be most of the sentences.

Your Agent is an incredibly well-read collaborator who was born this morning. All the knowledge. None of the scar tissue. It has read ten thousand love stories but has never loved. It has read every war novel but has never been afraid. It knows what October light looks like in prose — it has read a thousand descriptions — but it has never stood in October light and felt something it couldn’t name. Creative inspiration requires being a creature in the world, porous to it, genuinely at stake in it. Your Agent is not at stake. You are. That is why you are the author.

The failure mode — “I asked it to write me a story and it was generic” — happens because the writer handed their Agent both jobs. The Agent wrote the sentences and made the structural decisions, because no one told it not to. The result is the literary equivalent of a holodeck running without a programmer: technically functional, narratively empty. A well-read person with no life to draw from.

This strategy is about keeping both jobs clearly assigned.

In the Field Guide: Cr-2 (Visual Design), Cr-3 (Editing a Movie), Cr-8 (Creative Writing), WB-5 (Building a Website), WB-8 (Blogging).



The Architecture: Deterministic and Dynamic

Every story has two kinds of elements. Understanding the difference is the whole skill.

Deterministic plot points are the fixed events the story must pass through. The murder happened. The protagonist’s father was not who she thought he was. The city burns in the third act. These are not up for negotiation. They are the bones. You own them. They go in the spec as facts, not suggestions.

Dynamic passages are everything between the fixed points — the scenes, the dialogue, the texture, the sentences. These can be generated, because getting them exactly right on the first pass doesn’t matter. You will revise them. Your Agent’s job is to produce a workable first draft of the connective tissue so you can focus on the bones.

The ratio varies by project and by writer. Some writers fix only three plot points and leave everything else dynamic. Some fix every scene beat and only leave the prose dynamic. Both are valid. The spec tells your Agent which is which.

These things have to happen, exactly as stated:
- [Plot point 1]
- [Plot point 2]
- [Plot point 3]

Generate everything else within these constraints:
- [Constraint: tone, POV, pacing, length]
- [Constraint: what has to be established in this passage]
- [Constraint: what must NOT be resolved yet]


The Story Architecture Spec

Before your Agent writes a word of prose, you build the architecture. This is the spec interview for creative work. It takes longer than a legal spec because the domain is larger — but the same principle applies: you don’t write it from scratch. Your Agent interviews you into it.

Opening the interview:

I want to write a [genre] story. I’ve got some ideas but I need
help building the structure before I start writing scenes. Can you
interview me about:
— the central conflict
— the main characters and what they want
— the world or setting
— the plot points I’m sure about
— the tone and audience
One area at a time. I’ll tell you when I’m ready to move on.
Your Agent will ask. You answer. After three to five exchanges per area, ask it to propose a story architecture document — a one-page skeleton of the whole story with the deterministic points flagged and the dynamic passages identified. Review it. Correct what’s wrong. That document becomes the master spec for every scene you write.



The Scene Draft Loop

With the architecture confirmed, each scene runs its own spec loop:

Scene: Ch. 3 — Elena discovers the letter

These have to happen in this scene:
— Elena finds the letter in her father’s desk
— The letter reveals he was in the city the night of the fire
— She doesn’t confront him yet — save that for Ch. 7

Generate the rest:
— Her emotional state going into the scene
— The physical details of the desk and study
— Her reading of the letter (we see it through her reactions,
not quoted in full)
— Where she is emotionally when the scene ends

Constraints:
— Third person limited, Elena’s POV
— Tone: dread mixed with recognition, not shock
— 600–900 words
— Don’t resolve her suspicion — deepen it
Your Agent generates the scene. You read it. For each element, one of three things is true:


	
It works. Keep it.


	
It’s close but wrong in a specific way. Say exactly what’s wrong: “The physical description is right but her emotional response is too passive — she should be more angry than frightened at this point.” Regenerate the specific passage.


	
It’s structurally wrong. Your Agent violated a constraint or a deterministic point. Go back to the spec, clarify the constraint, regenerate.




Most first drafts will have elements in all three categories. That is normal. A 700-word scene that is 80% usable saves you from writing 700 words from scratch, which is the point.


MEME

“Save early, save often.” The Sierra Adventures generation knows. Keep your architecture doc. Keep every scene draft. The version you’re rejecting today is the one you’ll want back in three weeks.



Character Voice Specs

Characters are their own sub-specs. Before writing any scene with dialogue, build a voice spec for each major character. This is the character bible, compressed into a spec:

Character: [name]

Who they are: [2–3 sentences of background]

What they want (surface): [what they say they want]
What they actually want: [the real thing]
What they’re afraid of: [the thing driving their behavior]

How they talk:
— Vocabulary and register: [formal/casual/technical/etc.]
— Sentence length: [short and clipped / long and circuitous / varies]
— Verbal tics: [specific habits — questions everything /
deflects with humor / never says what they mean directly]
— What they never say: [topics they avoid, words they won’t use]

Reference voice (optional): [a character from fiction or film whose
voice is similar — not to copy, but to calibrate]
Paste this spec at the top of any scene request involving that character. Your Agent will hold the voice through the scene. If it drifts, point to the spec and ask it to correct the specific line.


TIP

The “what they never say” field is the most powerful one. Negative constraints produce more distinctive voices than positive ones. A character who never asks for help directly writes completely differently than one who does.



Branching Narratives and Game Plots

Modern game narrative — Disco Elysium, Hades, The Last of Us, Baldur’s Gate 3 — uses a structure that is more sophisticated than linear fiction but less chaotic than pure improvisation. The player has agency at specific decision points. The world responds. The core story still reaches its destination.

AI-assisted writing handles this structure well because the spec language maps directly to it:

Branch point: after Elena confronts her father in Ch. 7

Path A — she shows him the letter:
— He admits he was there
— He says it wasn’t what she thinks
— Generate 3 versions of his explanation, I’ll pick one
— Next scene: Elena decides whether to believe him

Path B — she says nothing:
— She starts investigating on her own
— Her first move — what does she do?
— She can’t find the key witness yet — save that for Ch. 11
— Next scene: the investigation begins
You can generate both paths, read them, and decide which serves the story better — or keep both if you’re writing an interactive piece. Your Agent holds both branches in memory for the duration of the conversation. For longer projects, paste the architecture doc at the start of each session to restore context.


ALSO

All four tools handle creative writing and dialogue generation well. For game narrative specifically, export the dialogue directly into Ink, Twine, or Yarn Spinner — your Agent writes the words, your narrative engine handles the branching logic.


SCIENCE

Research on creative cognition consistently identifies constraint as a driver of creative output rather than an obstacle to it — the phenomenon known as “creative constraint” (Stokes, 2006). Paradoxically, writers with more specific parameters produce more original work than those given full freedom, because constraints force novel solutions within a bounded space. The deterministic/dynamic architecture is applied creative constraint theory.[1]



The Prose Refinement Cycle

A first draft from an AI is a first draft. It is not a failure if it needs revision. It is a first draft. The revision workflow:

Pass 1 — Structure check. Did the scene hit the deterministic points? Did it violate any constraints? Fix these first. They are binary.

Pass 2 — Voice check. Does each character sound like themselves? Does the prose match the specified tone? These are the most common drift points. Correct by pointing to the spec.

Pass 3 — Your voice. This is the pass where the prose becomes yours. Find the sentences that are technically correct but feel like nobody wrote them — your Agent’s equivalent of filler — and replace them. This is faster than writing from scratch because most sentences are already there.

Pass 4 — Read aloud. Every writer’s final pass, AI-assisted or not. Anything that stumbles when spoken needs revision.

The target is not a draft that needs no revision. The target is a draft where Pass 3 takes 20 minutes instead of two hours.



The Class Analysis

Professional ghostwriters charge $15,000 to $100,000 to write a book for someone else. Script consultants charge $500 to $2,000 per session. Game narrative designers command six-figure salaries. The billionaire class does not write its own memoirs, speeches, or corporate novels — it employs people whose entire job is to translate the principal’s ideas into publishable prose.


FAIRNESS

The MFA costs $40,000 to $120,000. The residential writing conference runs a couple thousand dollars a week. The developmental editor charges $3,000 to $10,000 per manuscript. These are the people who teach story architecture, character consistency, and structural revision — the skills this chapter covers. They have always existed, and they have always served the writers who could reach them. Your Agent does not replace an editor, a workshop, or a writing community — those are human infrastructure, and they matter. But the specific problem this chapter addresses — “I have a story and I don’t know how to organize it” — was a cost barrier. The architecture interview takes 15 minutes and costs nothing.

The tool does not write the book. The writer writes the book. What changes is the cost of the sentences.


MEME

“The first draft of anything is shit.” Attributed to Hemingway — nobody has ever found him actually writing it, which is fitting for a line about drafts. He would have used the tool anyway.



Worked examples: A wedding toast with a slideshow. A branching short story. A game narrative prototype.

Example 1: A Wedding Toast

The situation: your best friend is getting married in six weeks and you are the maid of honor. You have five minutes for the toast — the wedding planner was specific about this. You have a phone full of photos from college through last year. You know the stories you want to tell. You have no idea which to keep, which to cut, or how to organize them so the whole thing doesn’t turn into a rambling This Is Your Life that loses the room at minute two. You also want a slideshow running behind you — not a karaoke prompter, just photos that match the moments you’re talking about. The problem is not material. The problem is architecture: five minutes, one arc, a room full of people who mostly don’t know you.

Your opening message:

I’m the maid of honor at my best friend’s wedding. I have 5
minutes for the toast. I want to do a slideshow of photos behind
me while I talk — not reading off the slides, just having them
match what I’m saying. I’ve got about 40 photos from college
to now.

I know the stories I want to tell but I don’t know how to
structure this. I’ve never given a speech to 150 people. Help me
build the outline before I start writing anything.
Your Agent:

Five minutes is about 650–750 words spoken at a natural pace.
That’s less than most people think. I’ll interview you into the
structure.

First — the bride. What’s her name, and what’s the one thing about
her that the people who love her would all recognize? Not a
fact — a quality. The thing that makes her her.
Your answer:

Her name’s Lena. The thing everyone knows about her is that she
remembers everything you’ve ever told her. You mention once that
you like a weird flavor of tea and two years later it’s in your
Christmas stocking. She pays attention to people in a way that
makes you feel like you matter.
Your Agent:

That’s the spine of the toast — Lena pays attention. Every story
you tell should be an example of that quality in action. Here’s the
architecture.

OUTLINE — 5 MINUTES, 700 WORDS

1. OPENING (30 sec, ~90 words)
— Introduce yourself and your relationship to Lena
— One sentence that names the quality: she pays attention
— Slide: a photo of the two of you from early in the
friendship
2. STORY 1: THE SMALL MOMENT (60 sec, ~150 words)
— A specific, concrete example of Lena paying attention to
someone in a way that surprised you
— This should be a story the room can picture — a moment,
not a summary
— Slides: 2–3 photos from this era
3. STORY 2: THE BIG MOMENT (60 sec, ~150 words)
— A time Lena’s attention to people mattered when things
were hard — not a crisis story, but a moment where that
quality carried real weight
— This is the emotional center of the toast
— Slides: 2–3 photos
4. THE TURN TO THE COUPLE (60 sec, ~150 words)
— When you first saw that the partner gets the same
treatment — or better, a moment where you saw the partner
paying attention to Lena the same way she pays attention
to everyone else
— This is where the toast becomes about the marriage, not
just the bride
— Slides: 2–3 photos of the couple
5. CLOSE (30 sec, ~90 words)
— One line back to the quality
— The toast itself — raise the glass
— Slide: one photo of Lena laughing. End on her face.

CONSTRAINTS
— Total: 650–750 words. Rehearse with a timer. If you’re over
4:45, cut from Story 1, not the close.
— No inside jokes the room can’t follow. If you have to explain
it, cut it.
— No “I remember when” — start in the scene. “It was junior year
and Lena showed up at my door with…” not “I remember when
Lena came to my door.”
— The slideshow is atmosphere, not script. You should be able to
give the toast if the projector dies.

What stories are you thinking for slots 1 and 2? Give me the
short versions and I’ll tell you which is stronger where.
Your follow-up:

Story 1: sophomore year, I was stressed about a chem final and
mentioned I hadn’t eaten. The next morning there was a bag on my
door handle — a bagel, an orange, and a note that said “eat this
then go pass that test.” She never mentioned it again.

Story 2: my mom got diagnosed with MS our senior year. Lena
didn’t do the big speech thing. She just started driving me home
every other weekend without me asking. Four hours round trip.
She’d bring snacks and never once ask how I was feeling about
it. She just showed up.

For the couple part — I watched Lena’s fiancé Dev make her a
whole birthday scavenger hunt last year with clues based on
things she’d mentioned in passing. She cried. I thought: okay,
he gets it. He pays attention to the person who pays attention
to everyone else.
Your Agent:

All three land. The bagel story is the right Story 1 — small,
specific, visual. The room can see the bag on the door handle.
The MS story is Story 2 — it carries weight without being heavy
because you’re describing what she did, not how you felt. The Dev
scavenger hunt is a strong turn to the couple.

One revision to the architecture: move the “she never mentioned it
again” line from Story 1 to the close. It works as a callback —
Lena pays attention, she doesn’t keep score, and now she’s found
someone who does the same thing. That line is your last sentence
before the toast.

SLIDESHOW SEQUENCE
— Opening: you and Lena, early college. Something candid.
— Story 1: a photo from sophomore year. Doesn’t need to be the
exact day — just that era, the two of you.
— Story 2: a photo from senior year. If you have one of the
drives home, use it. If not, anything from that period where
you’re together.
— The turn: Dev’s scavenger hunt, or a photo of Lena and Dev
where he’s looking at her and she doesn’t know it.
— Close: Lena laughing. Not posed. The photo you’d text to
someone to explain why you love her.

Want me to draft the full 700-word toast with these stories, or do
you want to write it yourself and have me time-check it?

TIP

The architecture has five slots and a time budget. That is the whole skill. Most wedding toasts fail because the speaker has 12 stories and no structure — they keep adding material until the planner is waving from the back of the room. The spec fixed the word count first (700 words, five minutes), then built the arc to fit. The slideshow is a separate constraint: it supports the toast but doesn’t drive it. The Agent proposed cutting from Story 1 if you’re over time — because the close is the part the room will remember and the part most people cut when they’re panicking about the clock.

Example 2: A Branching Short Story

The situation: you have a short story you want to write. A woman cleaning out her late father’s apartment finds a shoebox in the back of his closet — letters, birthday cards, school photos of a child she has never seen. The return address is in another city. The photos span about 10 years and then stop in 1996. She has a half-sibling she never knew about. You know the premise but you’re stuck on the ending — you can see at least two directions and you don’t know which is stronger. Two branch points: whether she tracks down the sibling or leaves it alone, and whether the sibling already knew about her or didn’t. Four paths. You want to generate all four and pick the strongest before committing to a linear version.

Your opening message:

I’m writing a short story, about 3,000 words. A woman cleaning
out her dead father’s apartment finds letters and photos that
reveal she has a half-sibling she never knew about. Two branch
points:

Branch 1: She tracks down the sibling vs. puts the box back
and lets it go.
Branch 2: The sibling already knew about her vs. didn’t.

Four possible endings. I want to spec all four and pick the
strongest. Here’s what I know: she’s 47,
divorced, was close to her father, and is doing the apartment
alone because there’s no one else to do it. The photos stop
in 1996 — the sibling would have been about 12. She doesn’t
know why they stop.
Your Agent:

Four paths from two binary choices. Here are the specs:

THE FIXED FRAME — ALL FOUR PATHS SHARE THIS
— Opening: Claire is packing her father’s apartment. The
closet. The shoebox. She opens it expecting old tax returns.
Instead: a child’s face she doesn’t recognize, repeated across
10 years of school photos, birthday cards signed “Dad,” and
letters from an address in Dayton, Ohio.
— Her emotional state at the branch point: not anger — a strange,
retroactive loneliness. Her father had a whole person he never
mentioned. She had a sibling and didn’t know it. The grief she’s
been managing just got larger.

PATH A1: TRACK DOWN + SIBLING KNEW
— Deterministic: Claire finds the sibling. His name is Paul.
He has known about her for years.
— Dynamic: the first phone call, what they say and don’t say
— Constraint: Paul is not hostile, but he is not warm. He knew
about Claire his whole life. She is not a discovery for him —
she is the one their father chose.
— Ending: they meet once. It is not a reunion. It is two people
confirming that their father divided his life in half and gave
each of them the half that didn’t include the other.

PATH A2: TRACK DOWN + SIBLING DIDN’T KNOW
— Deterministic: Claire finds Paul. He had no idea she existed.
His mother told him his father left when he was 12.
— Dynamic: his reaction — the recalculation of his own story
— Constraint: he is not angry at Claire. He is angry at a dead
man, which is a particular kind of anger that has nowhere to go.
— Ending: they exchange photos. He has pictures she’s never
seen — her father younger, in a different city, in a life she
didn’t know about. She has the school photos from the box. They
are trading pieces of the same person.

PATH B1: LEAVE IT ALONE + SIBLING KNEW
— Deterministic: Claire puts the box back in the closet.
She finishes packing the apartment. She donates the furniture.
She does not look up the return address.
— Dynamic: the weight of the choice over the following weeks —
what she thinks about at 2 AM, whether she tells anyone
— Constraint: this is not cowardice. She has calculated the cost
of a revelation she cannot undo and decided the cost is too
high — for her, and possibly for someone in Dayton who may have
built a life without this information.
— Ending: she keeps the box. It sits in her own closet now.
She has inherited her father’s secret and his silence.

PATH B2: LEAVE IT ALONE + SIBLING DIDN’T KNOW
— Deterministic: Claire puts the box back. But the sibling
didn’t know, and never will — the story that almost happened.
— Dynamic: Claire moving through ordinary days with the
knowledge that someone exists who shares her blood and
her father’s face and doesn’t know it
— Constraint: there is no confrontation, no resolution. The
tension lives entirely inside Claire.
— Ending: she is at the grocery store. She sees a man about
the right age with something familiar in his face. It is not
him. It is never him. But she will keep looking.

Which paths should I draft first? I’d suggest A1 and B1 — they’re
the sharpest contrast. One ends with two people in a room. The
other ends with a box in a closet. Comparing them will tell you
whether the story is about connection or about inheritance.
Your follow-up (after reading both drafts):

I read both. A1 has the best single scene — the phone call where
Paul says “I know who you are” and she realizes she’s not
delivering news, she’s arriving late. But the ending flattens out.
B1 is quieter but the last image — inheriting the secret along
with the apartment — is devastating. What if she tracks him down,
has the phone call from A1, but then they both decide not to meet?
The connection happens and they choose not to continue it.
Your Agent:

That’s the strongest version — you couldn’t have found it without
generating both paths first. Here’s the architecture for the linear
story:

— Opening: Claire, the apartment, and the box. Discovery.
— Act 1 (from A1): She looks up the address. She calls. Paul
answers. “I know who you are.” The conversation is real —
careful, loaded, two people holding the same broken thing
from different ends.
— Turn (new): They talk for 40 minutes. They learn what
they needed to learn. And then, without either of them saying
it directly, they agree that this call is enough. Not because
they don’t care. Because the relationship their father never
built cannot be built by a phone call between strangers who
share a last name.
— Ending (from B1): Claire keeps the box. But now it means
something different. It is not a secret she inherited. It is
a conversation she had.

I can draft the full 3,000-word version with this combined
architecture. Ready?

TIP

You did not choose the story’s direction before you saw the directions. You generated multiple paths, read them, and combined the strongest elements from different branches into something none of the individual paths contained on their own. The branching structure is not just an interactive fiction technique — it is a generative tool. It gives your instinct material to react to instead of blank space.

Example 3: A Game Narrative Prototype

The situation: you are building an indie RPG and you need to prototype the first social location — a tavern where the player meets three characters who each know something about a missing blacksmith. You know what each character knows and what the player should learn from them. You do not want to write a dozen conversation trees from scratch. You want deterministic quest information delivered through dynamic dialogue that responds to how the player approaches each character.

Your opening message:

I’m prototyping dialogue for an indie RPG. Single location: a
tavern. Three NPCs who each know something about a missing
blacksmith. I need deterministic quest information delivered
through natural conversation. Here are my character voice specs:

CHARACTER: Maeve (bartender)
Who: Runs the tavern. Has been here 30 years. Knows everyone.
Surface want: Customers to pay their tabs.
Deep want: To be left alone. She’s tired.
Afraid of: Being the person who tells someone something that
gets them killed.
Speech: Short sentences. Doesn’t ask questions — makes
statements. Never says anyone’s name. Calls everyone “love.”
Never says: Anything about her own past. Anything that sounds
like gossip.
Reference voice: Olenna Tyrell without the cruelty.

CHARACTER: Dex (traveling merchant)
Who: Passes through every few weeks. Trades in tools and metals.
Surface want: To sell his stock and move on.
Deep want: Information. He collects it and sells it elsewhere.
Afraid of: Being in one place too long.
Speech: Fast. Talks in lists. Changes subject without warning.
Asks questions to avoid answering them.
Never says: Where he’s going next. Anything definitive — always
“I heard” or “people say.”
Reference voice: Columbo.

CHARACTER: Rin (apprentice)
Who: The missing blacksmith’s apprentice. 16. Frightened.
Surface want: Someone to go find her master.
Deep want: Reassurance that it’s not her fault he left.
Afraid of: That he left because of something she did.
Speech: Starts sentences and doesn’t finish them. Repeats
herself when nervous. Uses “I don’t know” as a shield.
Never says: What happened the night before he disappeared — not
because she’s hiding it, but because she hasn’t processed it.
Reference voice: Early-season Eleven) from Stranger Things.
Your Agent:

Here’s the information architecture, then Maeve’s interaction.

DETERMINISTIC QUEST INFORMATION
— Maeve knows: the blacksmith was drinking alone three nights
ago and left with someone she didn’t recognize. She will not
volunteer this. She will confirm it only if the player asks
the right question.
— Dex knows: the blacksmith ordered unusual materials last
month — silver-alloy stock, not standard iron. He’ll mention
it casually if the player talks trade.
— Rin knows: the blacksmith was working on something he wouldn’t
show her. He locked the forge two nights before he disappeared.
She heard arguing but didn’t see who was there.

CONSTRAINTS
— No NPC gives up all their information unprompted
— The player must engage with each NPC’s personality to get the
full picture
— None of them lie. They withhold, deflect, or haven’t processed
what they know.

MAEVE — FIRST APPROACH

[Player approaches the bar]

MAEVE: What’ll it be, love.

[Player asks about the blacksmith]

MAEVE: He’s not here.

[Player presses: “When did you last see him?”]

MAEVE: Three nights back. Sat right where you are. Had four
ales, which is two more than his usual. Didn’t say a word to
me. Paid his tab. Left.

[Player: “Did he leave alone?”]

MAEVE: [pause] No.

[Player: “Who was he with?”]

MAEVE: Didn’t recognize them. Hood up. Didn’t order. Didn’t
sit down. Waited by the door until he was done drinking, then
they walked out together. That’s what I saw.

[If player pushes further]

MAEVE: I said what I saw.

[She goes back to wiping the bar. The conversation is over
unless the player returns with a specific question.]
Your follow-up:

Maeve’s voice is right. But I originally had a line where she
said “I’m not going to tell you what I think it means.” That’s
too self-aware for her. She wouldn’t frame withholding as a
choice she’s announcing. She’d just stop talking. Did you
catch that?
Your Agent:

You’re right — that line was mine, not hers. She wouldn’t
editorialize about withholding. Corrected version ends on the
observable fact:

MAEVE: Didn’t recognize them. Hood up. Didn’t order. Didn’t
sit down. Waited by the door until he was done drinking, then
they walked out together.

[pause]

MAEVE: That’s what I saw.

[If player pushes further]

MAEVE: I said what I saw.

She closes the door by not being there anymore, not by
announcing the door is closing. Want me to draft Dex and Rin?

TIP

“That line was mine, not hers.” This is the most useful revision note in AI-assisted creative work. When a line is technically competent but does not belong to the character, it belongs to the Agent. The character voice spec tells you whose it should be. Point to the spec, point to the line, and say which character it sounds like and which it should sound like. Negative feedback — “Maeve wouldn’t editorialize” — is more actionable than positive: it tells the Agent which constraint was violated.


MEME

Moriarty in the corridor of the Enterprise, breathing air he believes is real. The holodeck arch is gone. The walls are solid. He has escaped. He is free. He is the protagonist. Except every wall is a projection. Every detail was generated within someone else’s constraints. The holodeck rendered his world without a single error — and that was the problem. A perfect rendering of someone else’s architecture is still someone else’s architecture.



Three projects. Three blank pages that stopped being blank — a wedding toast with five slots and a time budget that turned 40 photos and a lifetime of friendship into five minutes that will make a room full of strangers cry, a short story whose strongest version came from combining two branches the writer could not have found by choosing one path in advance, and a tavern where three characters reveal information through the constraints that make them people instead of quest dispensers. None of these were written by the Agent. The Agent wrote sentences. The writers owned the architecture — the deterministic points, the constraints, the character bibles, the decisions about what matters and what is negotiable. Moriarty’s tragedy was not that he was fictional. It was that he lived inside a story he believed he had written. The plot points were someone else’s. The constraints were someone else’s. The holodeck rendered his world beautifully, but the spec belonged to Picard and Data). Your spec doesn’t. The holodeck is rendering. The story is yours.



	
[1] Stokes, P.D. (2006). Creativity from Constraints: The Psychology of Breakthrough. Springer. The research on jazz improvisation, architectural design, and literary composition all point to the same finding: meaningful constraints produce more creative output than open-ended instructions.↩






  

  
    Part Two: The Field Guide

“Stop thinking about art works as objects, and start thinking about them as triggers for experiences.”
— Brian Eno, “Composers as Gardeners”

You are not dumb. You just don’t know The System.

Health insurance, mortgage lending, employment law, tax code, utility billing — these systems were not designed to be understood by the people they affect. They were designed to be operated by the people who run them. The language is specialist. The processes are opaque. The deadlines are real. Smart people feel stupid every time they hit a system they didn’t go to school for. That is not a failure of intelligence. It is an information asymmetry — and it is the same asymmetry, every time.

The billionaire class has always had attorneys, accountants, and assistants who know these systems. That staff layer is what turns confusion into action. Your Agent is that layer. This book teaches you how to ask it about the system — whichever system you are facing today.

My Man Jeeves

Reginald Jeeves is P.G. Wodehouse’s gentleman’s personal gentleman, a valet, who solves every problem his employer cannot through unflappable calm, encyclopedic knowledge, and the quiet certainty that he already knows the answer. He is the quintessential majordomo. He first appeared in print in 1915; the first collection of his stories was called, naturally, My Man Jeeves.[1]

In 1997, a search engine called Ask Jeeves promised exactly what this book delivers: ask a question in plain language, get a useful answer.[2] The technology was not ready. Ask Jeeves was a quarter century too early — the way General Magic was 15 years too early for the smartphone.[3] The idea was right. The infrastructure had not arrived.

It has now. Every Skill in this Field Guide opens with My Man Jeeves — the majordomo’s assessment of the situation you are facing. He names the system, explains why it does not work for you, and points to what does. Then the spec takes over.

A Note on the Word “Skill”

The Field Guide is a collection of Skills — small, named, self-contained recipes for navigating a specific situation. Software developers will recognize the shape: it borrows the pattern from SKILLS.md, the file an AI assistant reads to learn how to do something specific. This book is the human-facing version. Each Skill names a problem, gives you the spec to use, and tells you what to do with the answer. You can read one in five minutes and put it to work tonight.

How to Use a Skill

The Field Guide is organized by life domain. Each Skill covers a specific situation most people will encounter. Find your situation. Use the spec. Ask follow-ups when the response is too general.

Every Skill follows this format:



	Element
	What it does



	Strategy
	Which strategy from Part One this Skill uses



	My Man Jeeves
	The definitive authoritative majordomo take



	The Spec
	Ready to copy and adapt



	What to do with the Output
	Concrete next steps after the Agent responds



	Science Note
	Supporting research, where applicable




Asking Better Follow-Up Questions

The spec gets you started. Follow-up questions get you to a useful answer. When the Agent’s response is close but not quite right:


	
Echo back as a question. If the Agent says “this varies by jurisdiction,” ask: “Varies how, specifically, in [my state]?”


	
Pull one thread. Pick the most concrete detail and ask the Agent to expand on just that.


	
Ask for the contrast. “How is this different from [the alternative]?” forces precision.


	
Reframe “why.” Instead of “Why?” ask “What makes that the right approach here?”


	
Let silence work. If the Agent’s answer feels incomplete, ask: “What else should I know?” The first answer is rarely the whole answer.




These are the same techniques a good interviewer, a good doctor, or a good attorney uses to get past the surface answer to the real one.

Ground Rules


	
The Scientific Method is the best tool we have. Not perfect — a process for being less wrong over time. When a Skill cites research, it cites the current best evidence. Better evidence can update the recommendation. That is a feature, not a weakness.



	
Sociology is science. Fuzzier than physics. The variables are harder to control and the sample sizes are messier. But the methods are real and the findings are peer-reviewed. The alternative to citing social science is guessing — and guessing is what got us the systems this book teaches you to navigate.







	
[1] Jeeves first appeared in “Extricating Young Gussie,” published in The Saturday Evening Post in September 1915. My Man Jeeves, the first collection, followed in 1919. Wodehouse continued writing Jeeves stories until his final completed novel, Aunts Aren’t Gentlemen (1974).↩



	
[2] Ask Jeeves was founded in 1996 by Garrett Gruener and David Warthen and launched in April 1997. Its premise — natural language question answering — was the right idea built on keyword matching and human editors. IAC acquired the company for $1.85 billion in 2005; the Jeeves character was dropped in 2006.↩



	
[3] General Magic spun out of Apple in 1990 and shipped Magic Cap devices in 1994 — touchscreen handhelds with multimedia email, networked games, and e-commerce. The iPhone arrived in 2007. The 2018 documentary General Magic tells the story.↩






  

  
    Health

There is a political movement to Make America Healthy Again. This book is not about that. This book is about making you healthy — one diagnosis, one bill, one appointment, one prescription at a time. America’s health is a policy debate. Your health is a series of decisions made under pressure, with incomplete information, in a system designed for billing, not for healing. The billionaire class navigates this system with concierge physicians, patient advocates, and attorneys who specialize in insurance appeals. You have your Agent. The Skills that follow close the gap between what you can afford and what you can know.


MEME

“Make America Healthy Again” versus “Make Me Healthy.” One requires a political movement. The other requires a good question and twenty minutes. Darwin would note that individual adaptation does not wait for the species to catch up. Start with your own oxygen mask.



H-1: Understanding a Diagnosis You Just Received

Strategy: Decode
See also: H-2: Preparing Questions (for your next appointment), H-5: Managing a Chronic Condition (if it’s ongoing)
My Man Jeeves: The language of medical diagnosis has evolved over several centuries with the commendable aim of precision between specialists — a precision that, one might observe, extends rather less reliably to the patient. The individual in question, having just received news of some consequence regarding their own person, is moreover in a neurological state that research suggests reduces information retention by approximately half. The medical system appears to regard this arrangement as satisfactory. One’s Agent, it may be observed, is rather more patient with questions than the 15-minute appointment permits.
The Spec:

My doctor just told me I have [diagnosis]. I don’t fully understand
what this means. Please explain in plain language:
1. What this condition actually is
2. What typically causes it
3. What the standard treatment options are
4. What questions I should ask at my next appointment
Do not assume any medical knowledge on my part.
I will bring this to my next appointment to verify.
What to do with the Output: Use it to make your question list before the next appointment (see H-2). Do not use it to second-guess your doctor’s treatment recommendation — use it to understand it. For ongoing conditions, see also H-5: Managing a Chronic Condition and H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach.


TIP

“Explain this diagnosis three ways: to me, to my 10-year-old, and the way you would explain it to another doctor. Then give me the three questions I should ask at my next appointment.” The version that finally makes sense is the one to keep.



H-2: Preparing Questions Before a Doctor’s Appointment

Strategy: Prepare
See also: H-1: Understanding a Diagnosis (if you just received one), H-5: Managing a Chronic Condition (for ongoing questions)
My Man Jeeves: Research across multiple medical systems has established, with some consistency, that patients who arrive with written questions receive more information, report higher satisfaction, and reach better-informed decisions than those who do not. It is perhaps worth observing that the medical system has not seen fit to adjust its appointment length to accommodate this finding. One’s Agent, however, is tolerably well suited to assist in composing the list.
The Spec:

I have an appointment with [specialist type] on [date] about [condition
or concern]. My main worry is [specific concern]. I want to make sure
I understand [specific thing]. Please help me write a list of questions
to ask, starting with the most important. I have about [X] minutes.
What to do with the Output: Print the list. Bring it to the appointment. Hand it to the doctor at the start — “I wrote down my questions so I don’t forget.” This saves both of you time and signals that you are an active participant, not a passive recipient.


ALSO

This works well with voice mode on your phone — all major tools support it on mobile. See Appendix G.

Science Note: Preparatory coping research (Roter et al., 1989) shows the benefit concentrates in the act of writing — not just thinking — the questions.[1]



H-3: Decoding a Medical Bill or EOB (and Negotiating What You Owe)

Strategy: Decode + Assert
See also: H-4: Appealing an Insurance Denial (if something looks wrong), M-4: Collections and Bankruptcy (if the bill becomes debt), M-6: Financial Coach (for insurance and costs)
My Man Jeeves: The Explanation of Benefits is, in principle, a document intended to explain one’s benefits — a purpose it fulfils, one might venture, with considerable incompleteness. It presents procedure codes, allowed amounts, adjustments, and patient responsibility in a format that rather generously rewards confusion. The bill that follows presents a further difficulty: its stated price bears a variable, and largely notional, relation to what one might actually be asked to pay. Nonprofit hospitals are required by federal tax rule to maintain financial assistance programmes; they are not, however, required to volunteer the fact at the billing window. One’s Agent has read every code on the form and every provision of 26 U.S.C. § 501(r) — and is prepared both to translate and to negotiate.
The Spec:

I received this medical bill / Explanation of Benefits and I don’t
understand it. [Paste the bill or EOB, removing your name and ID number.]

My situation:
[I can pay the full amount but want to make sure it’s correct /
I can pay some of it but not all / I cannot pay this /
this will go to collections if I don’t act / this is from a nonprofit
hospital / this is from a for-profit hospital or physician group]

Insurance status: [type, or uninsured]

Please:
1. Explain each line item in plain language
2. Flag anything that seems unusual or potentially incorrect
3. Tell me if there’s anything here I should dispute
4. Draft a script I can use to call the billing department, including
requesting an itemized bill, asking about financial assistance or
charity care, and asking about a cash-pay discount or a
no-interest payment plan
5. Tell me what rights I have if this has already gone to collections
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with the billing office or a patient advocate
before disputing anything.

TIP

If your EOB is a PDF from your insurance portal, copy the text and paste it. If it arrived on paper, photograph it with your phone and copy the text from the photo — both iPhone and Android can do this. Your Agent reads pasted text faster and more accurately than a photo. See Appendix J for why.

What to do with the Output: Compare every line to the original provider bill. If your Agent flags a charge as unusual, call the billing department and ask them to explain it. The person who calls is the person who gets the adjustment. The person who doesn’t call pays the first number they were given.


ALSO

Paste or upload your document directly — file upload works in Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. See Appendix G.


FAIRNESS

Under 26 U.S.C. § 501(r), every nonprofit hospital must maintain a written Financial Assistance Policy, publicize it, cap charges to FAP-eligible patients at the rate generally billed to insured patients, and screen for eligibility before extraordinary collection actions. Enforcement is weak. A 2022 KFF Health News investigation of 528 U.S. hospitals found that more than two-thirds sue patients or pursue other legal action, nearly 40% disclose nothing about their collection practices online, and only 19 of the 528 had publicly committed against extraordinary collection actions.[2] Eligibility thresholds are also wildly inconsistent: a 2024 Health Affairs study found income limits for free care ranging from 41% to 600% of the federal poverty guideline, with a median discounted-care limit of 400% FPL but values reported between 100% and 1,000%.[3] Hospital financial counselors can point you at programs and applications, but they are chronically understaffed; the research, the appeals, and the document-gathering fall to the patient. Ask directly: “What is your financial assistance policy, what is the income threshold for free and discounted care, and can you email me the application today?” Keep a record of the date, the staff member’s name, and a reference number.


  
    eob-annotated.png

    
      An Explanation of Benefits form with three fields circled and translated into plain language in the margin: allowed amount, plan paid, and patient responsibility.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a one-page EOB (Explanation of
Benefits) form lying flat on a pure white field. Standard EOB
layout: a header block with insurer name and member info, a
billing-period line, a table of services with columns for
*Charge*, *Allowed*, *Plan Paid*, and *Patient Responsibility*, and
a totals row at the bottom.

The text and numbers are fictional and illustrative --- a
placeholder insurer ("Sample Health Plan"), a generic member ID,
example dollar amounts that read as round demonstration values, no
real patient, no real provider, no real insurer. The phrase **"THIS
IS NOT A BILL"** appears at the top, as it does on real EOBs. All
numbers in the table are internally consistent — the totals row
actually sums the columns above it.

Three fields are circled in red ballpoint pen, with #2 pencil
arrows extending to handwritten margin notes in plain English:

- **Allowed amount** circled, margin note: "what your plan agreed
  the service is worth"
- **Plan Paid** circled, margin note: "what insurance actually sent
  the provider"
- **Patient Responsibility** circled, margin note: "what you may
  owe --- check against the provider's bill"

The annotations are in the same hand as the rest of the book ---
competent block writing, slightly uneven, the kind of margin notes
someone makes the first time they read an EOB carefully.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the EOB form, the red circles, the pencil arrows, and the
margin notes. No color swatches, palettes, legends, keys, hex codes,
callout boxes outside the page, sidebar text labelling "FIELD 1 /
FIELD 2 / FIELD 3," no fictional brand names or approval stamps from
this book's own AI Agent, or any UI explaining the technique. The
margin notes are the explanation; there is no second layer.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a desk grain.
The EOB is the only object; the field around it is pure white. The
build removes white to create transparency, so any gray will show
as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real insurer logos (Aetna, Blue Cross, UnitedHealthcare, etc.)
- NO real member IDs, real provider NPIs, real patient names
- NO highlighter rectangles --- annotations are red pen circles and
  pencil arrows
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper background underneath the form
- NO "EXAMPLE" or "SAMPLE" watermark stamped diagonally across the
  page --- the placeholder insurer name in the header is enough
- NO garbled or invented table headers --- use exactly *Charge*,
  *Allowed*, *Plan Paid*, *Patient Responsibility*; do not rename or
  scramble these labels
- NO references to this book's own AI Agent or any "AI negotiated
  rate" / "AI review" language --- a real EOB has no idea an AI
  assistant is helping the reader read it

    
  



H-4: Appealing an Insurance Denial

Strategy: Navigate + Draft
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for understanding the policy itself), L-3: Writing a Demand Letter (same drafting technique, different context)
My Man Jeeves: Insurance companies deny claims at a rate that, one observes, ensures a profitable percentage of denials are never contested — the appeal process requiring, as it does, that the policyholder be aware appeal is possible, conversant with the procedure for filing one, and in possession of sufficient energy to pursue the matter while already unwell. The industry appears to find this arrangement commercially sound. One’s Agent is conversant with the appeal process and is not, at present, unwell.
The Spec:

My insurance denied [procedure/claim] with the reason: [paste denial reason].
The procedure was ordered by my doctor for [condition].
I want to file a [first-level internal / external / expedited] appeal.
My doctor can provide a letter of medical necessity.
Please draft an appeal letter that cites the denial reason,
references the right to appeal, and is firm without being
hostile — I may need to escalate further.
Give me the most conservative, well-grounded answer.
I will verify with my doctor before submitting.
What to do with the Output: Send the letter. Keep a copy with the date you sent it. If you have a deadline for the appeal (check your denial letter — it’s usually 30–180 days), mark it on your calendar. Follow up in writing if you don’t hear back within the stated timeframe.


  
    appeal-letter.png

    
      An appeal letter with labeled sections: plan information, denial reference, medical necessity argument, request for review.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil letter on plain white paper, standard business
letter format --- date block, recipient address, salutation, body,
signature line. The text is fictional and illustrative; not a real
appeal or real patient. Use a placeholder insurer name like "Sample
Health Plan" and a generic claim number; nothing that reads as a
live company or person.

Key sections bracketed in ballpoint pen, each with a small margin
label in pencil:

- A blue bracket around the plan and member information block,
  margin note "PLAN INFO"
- A red bracket around the denial reference and date, margin note
  "DENIAL REF"
- A green bracket around the medical necessity argument paragraph,
  margin note "WHY IT'S NECESSARY"
- A black bracket around the closing request for review, margin
  note "THE ASK"

The letter sits flat on the page --- a single document, not a stack,
no envelope, no desk surface, no clipboard, no hand holding it.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the letter and its annotations. No color swatches, palettes,
legends, keys, hex codes, callout boxes outside the page, sidebar
text, or any UI explaining the colors or technique.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a desk grain.
The page itself is the only object; the field around it is pure
white. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray
will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real insurer names, real patient names, real claim numbers
- NO highlighter rectangles --- annotations are pen brackets and
  margin notes, not yellow highlighter swipes
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backing --- the letter is on plain
  unlined paper
- NO photographic realism --- this is a pencil drawing of a letter,
  not a scan of one
- NO garbled or invented body text --- the letter's visible prose
  should be legible short phrases, not scribble-lines standing in
  for text

    
  


SCIENCE

First-level internal appeals succeed at rates between 39–59% depending on plan type (KFF, 2023). Most people never file one.[4]

Veterans note: VA benefits denials follow a separate system. The Appeals Modernization Act created three lanes: Supplemental Claim (VA Form 20-0995, for submitting new evidence), Higher-Level Review (VA Form 20-0996, for a senior reviewer to re-examine the existing record), and Board of Veterans’ Appeals appeal (VA Form 10182). Beyond the Board, the U.S. Court of Appeals for Veterans Claims (CAVC) is an independent federal court. Free representation is available through Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs). The civilian insurance appeal process described in this Skill does not apply to VA claims — ask your Agent to walk you through the VA-specific pathway.



H-5: Managing a Chronic Condition Day-to-Day

Strategy: Research
See also: H-1: Understanding a Diagnosis, H-2: Preparing Questions, H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach
My Man Jeeves: The diagnosis, if one may draw the distinction, is a moment. The condition is the remainder of one’s life. The medical system has been constructed principally for acute care — one arrives unwell, one departs treated. Chronic conditions do not accommodate themselves to this model with any great willingness. The 15-minute appointment every three months cannot, by its nature, address the 131,400 minutes between appointments. Those minutes fall to the patient to manage, largely without assistance, armed with whatever information one carried away from the last visit. One’s Agent is available for the other 131,400.
The Spec:

I have [chronic condition] and I’ve been managing it for [time period].
My current treatment: [medications, therapy, lifestyle changes]
What’s working: [if anything]
What’s not working or what I’m struggling with: [be specific —
fatigue, medication side effects, flare triggers I can’t identify,
difficulty with compliance, emotional toll, cost]
Please help me:
1. Understand the current best practices for day-to-day management
2. Identify patterns or triggers I should be tracking
3. Suggest questions to ask my doctor at my next appointment
4. Point me toward support resources (online communities, organizations)
I will discuss any changes with my doctor before starting.
What to do with the Output: Start a symptom log. Even a simple daily note — what you ate, how you slept, pain level, energy level — gives your doctor data they cannot get any other way and gives your Agent the specificity to help you identify patterns. The log is the treatment between treatments.


TIP

“I have [condition] and I’m having a bad day. What are the three things I should check first — hydration, medication timing, sleep — and what’s the most common thing people with this condition overlook?”


FAIRNESS

Chronic pain and invisible illness face documented medical dismissal, particularly for women and people of color. If your Agent’s advice assumes your doctor is listening, but your doctor isn’t, say so: “My doctor has dismissed this concern. Help me prepare a case for why this needs attention.” See H-2 and H-4.

Charmaz’s Good Days, Bad Days (1991) names what the medical system rarely does: chronic illness restructures the self. The person before the diagnosis is not the person after, and there is a grief for the life that was expected — separate from the pain, separate from the fatigue, separate from the losses of mobility or hearing or whatever else the condition quietly takes. This grief is not self-pity. It is a documented psychological process, and when it goes unnamed it worsens outcomes.[5] Your doctor, in a 15-minute visit, cannot hold it. Your family, who watched the change, may not have the vocabulary for it. Your Agent is not a therapist and cannot replace one — but it is a place where you can say these things in plain language and receive something back that does not flinch.

In 2003, Christine Miserandino explained lupus to a friend by handing her twelve spoons. Each task — showering, making breakfast, going to work — costs spoons, and when they run out, the day is over. Spoon theory was not peer-reviewed. It was named in a diner by a patient who needed a friend to understand, and it has since been cited in nursing literature because it did something their frameworks did not.


TIP

“I have [condition] and I’m grieving the life I expected to have. Help me name what I’ve lost, what I’ve adapted to, and what I’m still figuring out — so I can bring the right questions to my doctor, my family, and a therapist if I decide to see one.”

When you’re ready: “Help me find online communities for people with [condition]. Where do they gather? What makes a healthy community? What should I avoid?”

Science Note: The Stanford Chronic Disease Self-Management Program (Lorig et al., 1999) remains the best-studied model — a 952-person randomized trial showed reduced hospitalization, less health distress, and more exercise, effects since confirmed by a 23-study meta-analysis (Brady et al., 2013). The problem is reach: fewer than 500,000 Americans have completed a structured program in 15 years, against 194 million adults with at least one chronic condition. Online delivery produced comparable results to in-person groups, which suggests your Agent can approximate the structure — though not a room full of people who know what a bad day actually feels like.[6]


FAIRNESS

When patients skip medications, the medical system calls it “non-adherence.” In 1.3 million cases, it is insulin rationing — skipping doses, using less than prescribed, or delaying refills to afford them. The rate reaches 29% among the uninsured and 23% among Black adults. Non-adherence, of which cost is a leading driver, is implicated in an estimated 125,000 preventable deaths annually. When the barrier is the price, the failure is the system, not the patient. Ask your Agent: “Are there patient assistance programs, generics, or manufacturer coupons for [my medication]?”[7]



H-6: Understanding What Medicare Actually Covers

Strategy: Decode
See also: H-4: Appealing an Insurance Denial, H-6b: Understanding What Medicaid Actually Covers, Li-4: Planning Care for Aging
My Man Jeeves: Medicare is, in principle, straightforward: health insurance for Americans aged 65 and older, or younger if disabled. In practice, it is a four-part system (A, B, C, and D) with enrolment windows that close permanently, late-enrolment penalties that compound for life, and a private-plan alternative (Medicare Advantage) whose marketing budget rather substantially exceeds its obligations of transparency. The most consequential decision — whether to enrol in Original Medicare or an Advantage plan, and whether to purchase supplemental Medigap coverage — must be made during windows that the system does not go to great lengths to publicize. One’s Agent has read the enrolment rules and can explain which decisions apply to one’s circumstances before the window closes.
The Spec:

I [or my family member] am [turning 65 / disabled / already enrolled
and reviewing my coverage] and I need to understand what
Medicare actually covers.
My situation: [state, current insurance, specific health needs]
Please explain:
1. What parts of Medicare apply to my situation
(Part A, B, C, D — in plain language)
2. What is NOT covered that people commonly assume is covered
3. Whether I should consider Medicare Advantage or stick with
Original Medicare — and what I give up either way
4. What supplemental (Medigap) coverage I should consider
and roughly what it costs
5. What deadlines or enrollment periods I need to know about
— especially penalties for missing them
Give me the most conservative, accurate answer — enrollment mistakes can be permanent.

ALSO

Free, unbiased Medicare counseling is available in every state through the State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP) — a federally funded network that helps beneficiaries compare plans, challenge denials, and untangle dual-eligibility paperwork. About 12.8 million Americans now qualify for both Medicare and Medicaid.[8] Call 1-877-839-2675 to reach your local SHIP, or search by ZIP code at shiphelp.org. SHIP counselors are trained, unpaid by plans, and have no financial interest in what you choose — unlike the licensed agents behind most Medicare television ads.

What to do with the Output: Circle the deadlines. Medicare enrollment penalties are permanent — missing the initial enrollment period for Part B means a 10% premium increase for every 12-month period you delayed, for the rest of your life. This is the kind of structural penalty that rewards people who already understand the system. For Medicaid, long-term care, and dual eligibility, see H-6b.


SCIENCE

The Medicare Part D “donut hole” — the coverage gap where beneficiaries paid a larger share of drug costs — was partially closed by the ACA and eliminated by the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022, which restructured Part D to cap total out-of-pocket drug costs at $2,000 in 2025 ($2,100 in 2026, adjusted annually for inflation). Once you hit the cap, covered prescriptions cost $0 for the rest of the year.[9]


SCIENCE

As of 2025, 54% of Medicare beneficiaries — 34.1 million people — are enrolled in Medicare Advantage plans; the Congressional Budget Office projects 64% by 2034.[10] The trade-off is routinely understated in marketing. In 2024, Medicare Advantage insurers processed 53 million prior authorization requests and denied 4.1 million of them (7.7%); UnitedHealth Group, the largest MA insurer, denied 12.8%. Only 11.5% of denials were appealed — though 80.7% of those appeals were overturned, which suggests most denials are not defensible, but do not have to be.[11] And the well-marketed fallback of “you can always switch back” is state-dependent. Only four states (Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New York) guarantee Medigap issuance year-round to all beneficiaries 65 and older; in the other 46 states and D.C., a beneficiary who leaves Medicare Advantage for Original Medicare after the first-year trial period can be denied supplemental Medigap coverage on the basis of the very conditions that made them want to leave.[12] Choose on the 10-year horizon, not the welcome-call pitch.



H-6b: Understanding What Medicaid Actually Covers

Strategy: Decode
See also: H-6: Understanding What Medicare Actually Covers, H-4: Appealing an Insurance Denial, Li-4: Planning Care for Aging
My Man Jeeves: Medicaid occupies, in the public imagination, a rather narrower role than it in fact performs. It is not merely insurance for the very poor — it is the only major federal programme that covers long-term nursing-home care, a fact that approximately 62% of Americans attribute, incorrectly, to Medicare. Following the One Big Beautiful Bill Act of 2025, it is also, for the first time in its history, a programme with work requirements — requirements that the Congressional Budget Office estimates will remove 4.8 million people from coverage by 2034. The eligibility rules are state-specific, the asset limits for long-term care are unforgiving, and the application process assumes a degree of bureaucratic fluency that the populations it serves are, by definition, least likely to possess. One’s Agent has read the rules for one’s state and can explain what applies before the paperwork is due.
The Spec:

I [or my family member] am [low-income / applying for long-term care /
helping a parent who may need a nursing home / recently lost coverage]
and I need to understand what Medicaid covers in my state.
My situation: [state, income level, assets, specific health needs,
whether this involves long-term care]
Please explain:
1. What Medicaid covers in my state — especially long-term care
2. What the income and asset limits are for eligibility
3. Whether work requirements apply to me and what exemptions exist
4. What happens to a spouse’s assets if one partner needs
nursing-home care (community spouse protections)
5. What the application process looks like and what deadlines matter
Give me the most conservative, accurate answer — Medicaid rules vary by state
and mistakes can cost years of eligibility.

FAIRNESS

The One Big Beautiful Bill Act (signed July 2025) requires expansion-population adults ages 19–64 to document 80 hours per month of work activity or qualify for an exemption — verified every six months, not annually. If you or a family member is on Medicaid, ask your Agent: “What are the work requirement exemptions in [my state], and what documentation do I need to stay enrolled?” The rules vary by state. The deadlines do not forgive confusion.[13]

What to do with the Output: Verify the state-specific details directly with your state Medicaid office or a certified application counselor — rules change annually and your Agent’s training data may lag. If long-term care is involved, consult an elder law attorney before transferring any assets; the 60-month look-back is unforgiving.


SCIENCE

The confusion shapes retirement planning in a way the research documents as consequential: families spend working lives contributing to Medicare, assume it includes long-term care, and discover at the moment of crisis that it does not. Medicaid is the safety net — but qualifying for long-term care coverage requires a spend-down to near-zero assets that cannot be planned in advance unless the rules are understood years before they apply. See Li-4.[14]


FAIRNESS

The median American household ages 55–64 holds $185,000 in retirement savings[15] against a semi-private nursing-home bill that, in 2024, averaged $111,325 a year.[16] That is roughly 20 months of care before the money is gone. Medicaid covers long-term care after a spend-down: in most states, the nursing-home resident must be reduced to $2,000 in countable assets before qualifying, with a 60-month look-back on any transfers made in advance. Community spouses may retain significantly more under federal protections, but the rules are state-specific and unforgiving of error. This is the math no one teaches before a parent is admitted.

Veterans note: For World War II–era veterans — and for those who served in Korea, Vietnam, the Gulf War, or the post-9/11 period — VA pension with Aid and Attendance pays a Maximum Annual Pension Rate of up to $2,358 per month in 2025 for a single veteran, $2,795 for a married veteran, and $1,515 for a surviving spouse (figures are the MAPR inclusive of the Aid and Attendance increase, not a separate payment on top), to cover long-term care at home or in a facility.[17] The benefit requires 90+ days of active duty with at least one day during a congressionally recognized wartime period, and application is via VA Form 21-2680 (plus 21-0779 for nursing-home residents). Ask your Agent: “My [parent / grandparent / I] served in [branch, years, including any wartime dates]. What VA pension and long-term care benefits apply, and what forms, income documentation, and service records do we need?”



H-7: Preparing for End-of-Life Conversations with Aging Parents

Strategy: Prepare
See also: Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation, Li-2: Writing a Eulogy, Li-4: Planning Care for Aging, L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for legal documents)
My Man Jeeves: American culture maintains, as the research rather thoroughly documents, a pronounced aversion to discussing death. The consequence is that the most significant decisions of a person’s life — how they wish to be cared for, who is to make medical decisions should they be unable, what measures they do and do not desire — are left to family members attempting to guess under pressure in a hospital corridor. An advance directive requires approximately 30 minutes. The conversation that precedes it presents a rather greater difficulty. One’s Agent may be of assistance in preparing for it.
The Spec:

I need to have a conversation with [my parent / family member]
about their end-of-life wishes. This conversation has not happened
yet [or: we started but didn’t finish / they are resistant].
Their situation: [age, health status, any recent changes]
My concern: [what makes this conversation hard — their denial,
family disagreements, cultural taboo, my own discomfort, not
knowing what to ask]
Please help me:
1. Prepare the key questions I need to ask — medical, legal, financial
2. Suggest how to open this conversation in a way that
does not feel like giving up
3. List the specific documents that should exist (advance directive,
healthcare proxy, power of attorney, will)
4. Tell me what happens if these documents don’t exist when they’re needed
What to do with the Output: The documents matter more than the conversation going perfectly. If the conversation goes badly, try again later. If the documents don’t exist when a crisis arrives, there is no later. Start with the healthcare proxy — it is the most immediately critical and the least emotionally charged of the documents. Five Wishes is a widely used advance directive written in plain language.


TIP

“I want to talk to my parent about advance directives but I don’t know how to bring it up without them thinking I’m planning their funeral. Help me find words that open the door without pushing.”

For the family meeting: “My [siblings / other close family] and I need to coordinate on [parent’s] care. Help me prepare for the conversation — what we need to decide together, what falls naturally to whoever lives closest, and how to keep old childhood dynamics from running the meeting.”


FAIRNESS

Roughly 36.7% of US adults have completed any type of advance directive; 29.3% have a living will.[18] Black and Hispanic Americans are about half as likely as non-Hispanic White Americans to have one — a disparity that researchers trace both to different cultural frameworks around family, death, and spiritual preparation and to well-founded distrust of a medical system with a documented history of abuse, from Tuskegee and Henrietta Lacks to the maternal-mortality disparities that persist today.[19] The Western palliative model — autonomy, pain control, acceptance — is one tradition’s picture of a “good death,” not a universal one. Many Middle Eastern, Asian, Indigenous, Southern European, and religious traditions center family-directed decision-making or spiritual preparation that the Western legal form does not accommodate.[20] An advance directive can be written to reflect any of these, but the conversation that precedes it has to start on the family’s ground, not the hospital’s. Ask your Agent: “In [my culture / religious tradition / family], what does a good death look like, what conversations usually happen and by whom, and how should I approach [parent / family member] in a way that matches that framework?”

Not every family gets a clean opening to have this conversation — sometimes there is no denial or taboo to overcome, just a person who is still there, but not entirely themselves anymore.


SCIENCE

Pauline Boss, who coined the term in the 1970s, describes ambiguous loss as grief without resolution: a family member who is physically present but cognitively absent, as in dementia, or physically absent with status unknown. It has no funeral, no socially recognized endpoint, and no cultural script — the person is there and not there at the same time. Boss’s work has been cited in the caregiving literature for a generation as among the most psychologically destabilizing experiences families endure, and naming the experience — rather than treating it as a personal failing of grief — is itself a form of relief.[21] Millions of US families currently live this pattern; for practical caregiving logistics, see Li-4. Ask your Agent: “My [family member] has [dementia / another condition causing cognitive decline / an unresolved disappearance]. Help me understand what Boss calls ambiguous loss and find language for talking with the rest of my family about what we are actually going through.”


SCIENCE

Five Wishes meets advance directive requirements in 46 states and D.C. Four states — Kansas, New Hampshire, Ohio, and Texas — require the state statutory form instead. Witness and notarization rules vary: most states require two witnesses, and a handful require notarization. CaringInfo.org provides free state-specific forms. A separate document — POLST (Physician Orders for Life-Sustaining Treatment) — translates your wishes into medical orders that EMTs are required to follow. An advance directive alone does not do this. Many families have one without the other. Ask your Agent: “What are the advance directive and POLST requirements in [my state]?”[22]

Veterans note: Honorably discharged veterans and their eligible family members qualify for burial in a VA National Cemetery at no cost — plot, interment, headstone or marker, and perpetual care included — and a spouse or dependent child may be buried there even if they predecease the veteran, with their name inscribed on the shared headstone. Surviving families may request military funeral honors (two-person detail, flag presentation, Taps) through the funeral home or the National Cemetery Scheduling Office at 1-800-535-1117. VA burial allowance is $1,002 each for burial and plot for deaths on or after 1 October 2025 ($978 and $978 for the prior fiscal year), with higher amounts for service-connected deaths; apply via VA Form 21P-530EZ. Surviving spouses and dependent children of wartime-era veterans may also qualify for VA Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) or pension.[23]



H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach

Strategy: Research + Draft (Expert Role)
See also: H-5: Managing a Chronic Condition (for condition-specific nutrition), Li-8: Wellness Coach (for mental health and journaling)
My Man Jeeves: A registered dietitian typically charges between $100 and $200 per session, with new-patient waits commonly running several weeks. A personal trainer costs $50 to $150 per hour. A wellness coach charges rather more and is, one notes, rather less regulated. One’s Agent has acquainted itself with the same evidence base all three cite, and will apply it to one’s particular situation without the formality of a retainer.
The Spec:

Act as a knowledgeable wellness and nutrition coach.
My situation:
— Age, general health: [brief description]
— Current eating patterns: [describe honestly]
— Goal: [lose weight / more energy / manage a condition /
eat better on a budget / something else]
— Constraints: [dietary restrictions, budget, time, cooking skill]
— What I’ve tried before: [if anything]
What would you recommend, and where should I start?
If any of this might conflict with a health condition, flag it.
What to do with the Output: Use it as a starting framework, not a prescription. If you have a specific health condition, verify any significant dietary changes with your doctor. The calibration question applies here: “How confident are you in this recommendation, and is there anything about my situation where you’d want me to check with a professional?”

Common wellness Expert Role specs:

Act as a nutrition coach. I want to eat better but I have
[budget constraint / time constraint / dietary restriction].
I currently eat [brief description].
What are the three highest-impact changes I could make
without overhauling everything at once?
Act as a personal trainer. I want to [goal] but I have
[constraint: bad knee / no gym / only 20 minutes / working
from home all day].
What’s a realistic starting routine?
Act as a wellness coach. I have been feeling [symptom:
low energy / poor sleep / constant stress] for [timeframe].
I am not looking for a diagnosis. I want to understand
what lifestyle factors might be contributing and what
I could adjust first.

FAIRNESS

Wellness advice reflects the demographics of the research base it draws from. If your Agent’s suggestions feel like they assume a certain income level, kitchen setup, or food access, say so explicitly: “I shop at a discount grocery store and have a small kitchen. Please adjust your recommendations.”


ALSO

To make this Expert Role persistent across sessions, save it as a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or Custom GPT (ChatGPT). See Appendix G.



Drugs: What the Egg Should Have Been


MEME

In 1987, the Partnership for a Drug-Free America aired a public service announcement showing an egg frying in a pan. “This is your brain on drugs.” It ran for a decade. It won awards. It did not distinguish between caffeine and heroin, between a prescribed medication and a street drug, between use and addiction. It replaced pharmacology with a skillet and called it education. A generation learned that all drugs are the same, all use is abuse, and the correct response to a complex neurochemical question is fear. D.A.R.E. followed the same logic. Multiple longitudinal studies found it had no significant effect on drug use and may have increased curiosity.[24] The campaign was funded in part by Philip Morris, Anheuser-Busch, and RJ Reynolds — which may explain why the legal drug responsible for more harm than any other was not in the frying pan.[25] The Skills that follow are what the egg should have been: the science, simplified, without the moralizing.

You are not dumb for being confused about drugs. You are navigating a system where the legal classification is political, the marketing is pharmaceutical, the enforcement is racial, and the science is locked behind a scheduling regime that makes it illegal to study the substances it claims are too dangerous to study. Your Agent reads the pharmacology, not the politics.


SCIENCE

In 2010, David Nutt and colleagues published a harm ranking of 20 drugs in The Lancet, scoring each on 16 criteria including mortality, dependence, injury, crime, and social cost. Alcohol ranked first overall — the most harmful drug when harms to both the user and others were combined. Heroin and crack cocaine ranked second and third. Cannabis ranked eighth. Mushrooms ranked last.[26] The ranking did not align with the legal schedule in any country studied.



H-9: Understanding Your Prescription

Strategy: Decode
See also: H-10: Checking for Drug Interactions, H-1: Understanding a Diagnosis
My Man Jeeves: One’s physician prescribed a medication in a seven-minute appointment. The pharmacist furnished a stapled printout in 8-point type listing “side effects may include” followed by what one can only describe as every symptom known to medicine. The printout, one understands, is required by law. Comprehending it is not. One’s Agent, having read the pharmacology, is prepared to explain what the printout means in one’s specific case.
The Spec:

My doctor prescribed [drug name] for [condition].
The dose is [amount, frequency].
I am also taking [list other medications, supplements, or herbs].
Please explain in plain language:
1. What this drug actually does in my body
2. The most common side effects vs. the rare but serious ones
3. What I should watch for in the first two weeks
4. Whether any of my other medications interact with this one
5. What happens if I miss a dose, and what happens if I stop
Do not assume any medical background on my part.
What to do with the Output: Use it to write your questions for your next appointment (see H-2). Do not change your dose or stop a medication based on your Agent’s answer alone — use the answer to have a better conversation with your doctor. If the interaction check in item 4 raises a flag, call your pharmacist before your next dose.


FAIRNESS

Pharmaceutical marketing targets doctors with the same information asymmetry this book addresses. Your doctor may have prescribed a brand-name drug when a generic is identical. Ask your Agent: “Is there a generic equivalent for [drug], and is there any clinical reason to prefer the brand name?”


TIP

Photograph the pill bottle label with your phone, then copy the text from the photo and paste it. Both iPhone and Android can extract text from photos — you get the drug name, dosage, frequency, prescriber, and pharmacy without typing any of it. If the label is too small or damaged for text recognition, send the photo directly.



H-10: Checking for Drug Interactions

Strategy: Decode + Research
See also: H-9: Understanding Your Prescription, H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach
My Man Jeeves: The liver metabolizes roughly 75% of the drugs one takes by means of a family of enzymes known as CYP450. When two substances compete for the same enzyme, one of them accumulates — a circumstance that may present certain difficulties. The prescribing physician may not be aware of the supplement one’s naturopath recommended. The naturopath may not be aware of the prescription. Neither, one regrets to observe, may be aware of the grapefruit. One’s Agent is aware of all three.
The Spec:

I am currently taking:
— Prescription medications: [list all, with doses]
— Over-the-counter medications: [list]
— Supplements or herbs: [list]
— Recreational substances: [list, be specific — including alcohol,
cannabis, nicotine]
Please check for:
1. Dangerous interactions between any of these
2. Interactions that reduce effectiveness of any of these
3. Anything I should not eat or drink with these
(including grapefruit, alcohol, caffeine)
4. Which of these I should not stop suddenly
Flag anything urgent first.
What to do with the Output: If your Agent flags a serious interaction, call your pharmacist — not your doctor’s office, your pharmacist. Pharmacists are drug interaction specialists. They are faster to reach and trained to answer exactly this question. Verify before adjusting anything.


SCIENCE

Serotonin syndrome — caused by combining drugs that increase serotonin (SSRIs, MDMA, tramadol, St. John’s Wort, some migraine medications) — is underdiagnosed because its early symptoms (agitation, rapid heart rate, dilated pupils) are easily attributed to anxiety. It can be fatal. If your Agent’s interaction check flags a serotonin risk, take it seriously.[27]



H-11: Your Brain on Drugs, Simplified

Strategy: Research
My Man Jeeves: Every psychoactive substance operates by altering the manner in which one’s brain cells communicate. That sentence, one might note, contains the entirety of what the egg commercial conveyed. The subsequent questions — how, and with what consequences, and at what dose, and for what duration — are where the useful information may be said to begin. One’s Agent is prepared to address them without recourse to eggs.
The Spec:

Explain how [substance] works in the brain.
I want to understand:
1. Which neurotransmitter system it affects
(dopamine, serotonin, GABA, endorphins, etc.)
2. What the short-term effects are and why they happen
3. What happens with repeated use (tolerance, dependence)
4. What the difference is between physical dependence
and addiction for this substance
5. What the actual risk profile looks like — not “drugs are bad,”
but what the research says about harm at different levels of use
Use plain language. I want the pharmacology, not the moral lesson.
If this substance interacts dangerously with common medications, flag it even if I didn’t ask.
What to do with the Output: Use it as a baseline. If you or someone you know uses this substance, the mechanism of action tells you what to watch for. If the risk profile doesn’t match the legal classification, that’s not a glitch — it’s the point of asking.


SCIENCE

The four major neurotransmitter systems most drugs affect, simplified: Dopamine — reward and motivation (stimulants, nicotine). Serotonin — mood and perception (psychedelics, SSRIs, MDMA). GABA — the brain’s brakes (alcohol, benzodiazepines, barbiturates). Endorphins/opioid receptors — pain and euphoria (opioids, endogenous endorphins from exercise). Most substances affect more than one system, which is why effects are complicated and why combining substances is risky.


TIP

Ask your Agent to compare two substances: “Compare the harm profile of alcohol and cannabis using the Nutt scale. What does the research say about relative risk at moderate use levels?” The answer will not match the legal classification. That is the point.



H-12: Talking to Your Doctor About Pain Management

Strategy: Prepare + Assert
See also: H-2: Preparing Questions Before a Doctor’s Appointment, H-9: Understanding Your Prescription
My Man Jeeves: The opioid crisis has, one observes, produced two populations of individuals who cannot obtain adequate care: those with addiction who require treatment, and those with pain who require management. Physicians, situated as they are between DEA scrutiny and patient suffering, now on occasion undertreat pain from what one might characterize as liability apprehension. It may prove necessary to advocate for oneself — not to obtain opioids specifically, but to secure an honest conversation regarding all available options. One’s Agent can help one prepare for that conversation.
The Spec:

I have [type of pain: chronic back pain / post-surgical / nerve pain /
arthritis / migraines / other] that has been going on for [duration].
What I’ve tried: [list treatments, medications, therapies]
What’s worked: [if anything]
What hasn’t: [if anything]
My concern: [fear of addiction / doctor won’t take it seriously /
current medication isn’t working / side effects are too much]
Help me prepare for a conversation with my doctor.
I want to:
1. Describe my pain accurately using medical terminology
2. Understand all my options (not just medication)
3. Know what questions to ask about risks and alternatives
4. Have language that is assertive without being combative
Give me the most conservative, medically accurate answer.
I will verify everything with my doctor.
What to do with the Output: Bring it to the appointment. The clinical terminology your Agent provided is a tool — it signals that you’ve done your homework and makes dismissal harder. If the doctor still won’t engage, ask them to document their refusal in your chart.


FAIRNESS

Pain assessment has documented racial and gender bias. Studies show Black patients are systematically undertreated for pain compared to white patients, and women’s pain is more frequently attributed to psychological causes.[28] If you feel your pain is being dismissed, you are not imagining it. Ask your Agent to help you document your symptoms with clinical language, and bring the documentation.

Veterans note: VA chronic pain management operates under the Opioid Safety Initiative (OSI), which emphasizes evidence-based alternatives — physical therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, acupuncture — alongside medication when appropriate. Under the PACT Act (2022), conditions linked to toxic exposures (burn pits, Agent Orange) that cause chronic pain may qualify for presumptive service connection, simplifying the claims process. If your local VA facility cannot meet access standards — drive time over 60 minutes or wait time over 28 days for specialty care — you may be eligible for community care through the VA Community Care Network. Ask your Agent for current eligibility criteria.



H-13: Understanding Addiction (and Finding Help That Works)

Strategy: Research + Navigate
See also: H-14: Harm Reduction, M-6: Financial Coach (for insurance and costs)


TIP

If this is an emergency: for an active overdose, call 911 and administer naloxone if available (see H-14). For suicide or a mental health crisis, call 988. For substance use help, call SAMHSA’s National Helpline at 1-800-662-4357 — free, confidential, 24/7.

My Man Jeeves: Addiction is not, as the relevant authorities have taken some pains to establish, a failure of willpower. The American Society of Addiction Medicine and the National Institute on Drug Abuse classify it as a chronic brain disorder involving compulsive use despite harmful consequences. The distinction is of some importance, as it determines whether the appropriate response is treatment or punishment. The United States has, for the most part, favoured punishment. Where it has favoured treatment, the industry it has built operates under less regulatory oversight than the restaurant industry — some facilities excellent, some predatory, the distinction rarely apparent from the website. The task, then, is twofold: to understand the condition as medicine now describes it, and to navigate a marketplace that does not reliably distinguish evidence-based care from something else. One’s Agent holds no position beyond the evidence.
The Spec:

I am trying to understand [my own / my loved one’s] substance use,
and/or find help.

Where I am right now:
[I’m worried but not sure this qualifies as a problem /
I know it’s a problem and I’m trying to understand it /
I’m ready to get help and need to find the right kind /
this is an emergency]

The substance(s): [alcohol / opioids / stimulants / other]
Location: [city, state — if we’re looking for treatment]
Insurance: [type, or uninsured]

My own history with substances: [brief — for context on how
I’m going to talk about this]

Please help me understand and/or act:
1. The difference between tolerance, physical dependence,
and addiction — these are three different things
2. What the current science says about why some people are
more vulnerable than others
3. If treatment is needed: what types exist (inpatient,
outpatient, MAT, 12-step, non-12-step) and which have
the strongest evidence for [substance]
4. How to evaluate a treatment facility — what are the red flags
5. What my insurance is required to cover (Mental Health Parity Act)
6. What options exist if I’m uninsured or underinsured
7. What to do right now — tonight — if this is urgent
I will verify treatment recommendations with a medical professional.
What to do with the Output: If you’re looking for treatment, start with findtreatment.gov — SAMHSA’s locator lets you search by substance, location, insurance, and treatment type — and use the red-flag checklist to screen facilities. If this is for someone you care about, the output is also preparation for the conversation with them — see Li-1.

Science Note: Tolerance means your body adapts to a substance so you need more for the same effect. Physical dependence means your body has adapted so that stopping causes withdrawal symptoms. Addiction (substance use disorder) means compulsive use despite negative consequences, driven by changes in the brain’s reward and decision-making circuits. You can be physically dependent without being addicted, and addicted without physical dependence. Genetic factors account for roughly 40–60% of addiction vulnerability, which is why some people can use a substance casually and others cannot.[29]


TIP

Alcohol and benzodiazepine withdrawal can cause fatal seizures — they are among the only drugs where stopping abruptly can kill you. Opioid withdrawal is miserable but rarely lethal. If someone you know wants to stop using alcohol or benzodiazepines after heavy daily use, they need medical supervision. Do not let them quit cold turkey.


SCIENCE

Medication-assisted treatment (MAT) — using medications like buprenorphine (Suboxone), methadone, or naltrexone alongside counseling — is the evidence-based standard of care for opioid use disorder. Studies show MAT reduces overdose death by 50% or more.[30] Despite this, many treatment facilities do not offer it, and some actively discourage it. If a facility tells you medication is “replacing one addiction with another,” that is a red flag, not a treatment philosophy.

Veterans note: Vet Centers offer free, confidential counseling in community-based settings separate from VA medical centers — for combat veterans, military sexual trauma (MST) survivors, and their families. Walk-ins are welcome at most of the 300+ locations; call 1-877-927-8387 for the nearest center. VA Substance Use Disorder (SUD) treatment integrates addiction care with mental health services (PTSD, TBI, depression) — a structural advantage over civilian pathways, where these are often treated separately. Active-duty service members can access confidential support through Military OneSource (800-342-9647), which remains available for 365 days after separation.



H-14: Harm Reduction

Strategy: Research + Diagnose
See also: H-13: Understanding Addiction, H-10: Checking for Drug Interactions
My Man Jeeves: In 2023, approximately 105,000 Americans died of drug overdoses — a figure exceeding car accidents and gun deaths combined. Roughly 69% involved synthetic opioids, principally fentanyl, which is frequently present in drugs sold as something else entirely.[31] Harm reduction proceeds from the premise that some people use drugs, and that the most serviceable response is to keep them alive and as healthy as circumstances permit. This remains controversial in rather the same manner that seatbelts were controversial in 1965 — opponents contending that they would encourage reckless driving. They did not. They reduced deaths. The evidence for harm reduction is, one finds, comparably robust. One’s Agent can explain the evidence and the local resources without editorializing.
The Spec:

I want to understand harm reduction for [substance or situation].
My situation: [I use X occasionally / someone I care about uses X /
I want to understand the approach generally]
Please give me:
1. The specific risks associated with this substance
and how to reduce each one
2. What signs indicate use is becoming problematic
3. What tools exist (naloxone, fentanyl test strips,
supervised use, safer use practices)
4. Where to find local resources without involving law enforcement
Be direct. I am not looking for a lecture. I am looking for
information that keeps people alive.
Err on the side of caution.
What to do with the Output: Save the safety information where you can reach it fast. If naloxone came up, get it before you need it — it’s over the counter at most pharmacies. If the information is for someone else, share it without a lecture attached.


SCIENCE

Naloxone (brand name Narcan) reverses opioid overdoses and was approved for over-the-counter sale in the United States in March 2023, reaching store shelves that September. It has no effect on someone who has not taken opioids. It cannot be misused. It is estimated to have reversed over 50,000 overdoses in the U.S.[32] Fentanyl test strips detect fentanyl contamination in drug supplies — studies show people who test positive modify their behavior (use less, use with others present, keep naloxone nearby).[33] Both are available at most pharmacies.


MEME

Portugal decriminalized personal possession of all drugs in 2001. Drug-related deaths fell. New HIV infections among people who inject drugs dropped from 1,016 to 18 — a 98% decline.[34] Usage rates did not significantly increase. The policy did not make Portugal a drug paradise. It made Portugal a place where drug use is treated as a health issue rather than a criminal one. The experiment is 25 years old. The data is in.



H-15: Navigating Drug Laws in Your State

Strategy: Navigate + Assert
See also: C-3: Understanding Your Rights Where You Live
My Man Jeeves: Cannabis is legal in one’s state and a federal crime. Psilocybin is decriminalized in one’s city yet a felony in the neighbouring county. Kratom is banned in several states and available at the gas station in the other 44. The legal landscape for drugs in the United States is not, one feels compelled to observe, a landscape in any coherent sense. It is rather a patchwork quilt sewn by 50 different legislatures, several federal agencies, and occasional ballot initiatives — each operating on a different timeline and, in certain cases, a different century’s understanding of pharmacology. One’s Agent can clarify the law as it stands in one’s specific jurisdiction, which is the only jurisdiction that matters.
The Spec:

I want to understand the current drug laws where I live.
My location: [city, state]
What I want to know about: [cannabis / psilocybin / kratom /
prescription drug possession / drug paraphernalia / other]
Please tell me:
1. What is legal, decriminalized, or illegal in my jurisdiction
2. What the actual penalties are (not the maximum — the typical)
3. Whether my state has any diversion or treatment-instead-of-
prosecution programs
4. What my rights are if I am stopped or searched
5. How this differs from federal law, and when federal law applies
Give me the most conservative, accurate answer.

SCIENCE

The DEA’s scheduling system was established by the Controlled Substances Act of 1970. Schedule I is defined as having “no currently accepted medical use” and “a high potential for abuse.” Psilocybin and MDMA are Schedule I. Cannabis was too, for more than half a century — until April 2026, when the Department of Justice moved state-licensed medical cannabis to Schedule III; recreational cannabis remains Schedule I while a broader rescheduling proceeding continues. Cocaine and methamphetamine are Schedule II — meaning the federal government considers them to have accepted medical uses. Methamphetamine is FDA-approved as Desoxyn for ADHD. Street meth and pharmaceutical meth are the same molecule. The scheduling does not align with the scientific harm rankings.[35]



H-16: Evaluating Psychedelic Therapy

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: H-1: Understanding a Diagnosis, H-11: Your Brain on Drugs
My Man Jeeves: Psychedelic-assisted therapy represents, one might suggest, the most promising and most overhyped development in mental health treatment since SSRIs. Clinical trials for psilocybin in depression and MDMA in PTSD have produced significant results. The FDA declined to approve MDMA therapy in 2024, citing trial design concerns, ethical violations at trial sites, and data integrity issues.[36] Psilocybin trials continue. In the meantime, unregulated ketamine clinics have proliferated, Oregon has legalized psilocybin services outside the medical system, and the gap between the research and the marketplace has grown sufficient to accommodate, one estimates, a modestly sized retreat centre. One’s Agent can help one evaluate the evidence for a specific treatment against its current legal and clinical standing.
The Spec:

I am interested in psychedelic therapy for [depression / PTSD /
anxiety / end-of-life distress / addiction / personal growth].
I want to understand:
1. What the clinical evidence actually shows — not the hype
2. What is currently legal and regulated where I am ([state])
3. What the difference is between a clinical trial, a state-regulated
service (like Oregon’s program), and an unregulated retreat
4. What the risks are, including for people with [any relevant
conditions: family history of psychosis, bipolar, heart conditions,
current medications]
5. What questions I should ask any provider before committing
I want the science and the skepticism, not the marketing.
What to do with the Output: Use the provider questions as a screening checklist. If a provider can’t answer them directly, that tells you something. Do not proceed with any substance your Agent flagged as risky for your specific conditions or medications without discussing it with your doctor.


SCIENCE

The FDA granted “breakthrough therapy” designation to psilocybin for treatment-resistant depression (Compass Pathways, 2018) and to MDMA for PTSD (MAPS, 2017). Breakthrough designation is not approval — it means the FDA considers the preliminary evidence compelling enough to expedite the review process. Australia became the first country to approve both for supervised psychiatric use in 2023.[37]


FAIRNESS

Indigenous communities have used psilocybin (mushrooms), peyote, and ayahuasca in ceremonial contexts for centuries. The current psychedelic therapy movement has largely developed without their input and, in some cases, threatens their access to traditional medicines through increased demand and commercialization. Be aware of this context when evaluating providers who market “traditional” or “ceremonial” experiences.



H-17: Talking to Your Kids About Drugs (and Unlearning What You Were Told)

Strategy: Prepare + Research
See also: Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation, Li-7: Raising Kids, H-13: Understanding Addiction, H-14: Harm Reduction
My Man Jeeves: D.A.R.E. instructed a generation that marijuana and heroin belonged to the same category of threat, and that the appropriate response to all drugs was refusal. When those children discovered that marijuana did not, in the event, ruin their lives, a considerable number concluded that the adults had been unreliable on every point — including those substances that were genuinely dangerous. Those children are now parents. The War on Drugs that shaped their education has cost, by the Bureau of Justice Statistics, over $1 trillion and, at its peak, imprisoned 2.1 million Americans — with Black Americans held for drug offences at nearly six times the rate of white Americans despite comparable usage rates.[38] The task before today’s parent is therefore twofold: to unlearn what D.A.R.E. taught, and to pass on to one’s children what is, on the documentary record, actually the case. One’s Agent has read the Bureau’s own data.
The Spec:

I want to talk to my [age] year old about drugs.
My situation: [they haven’t asked yet / they asked about something
specific / I found something / their friends are using /
I want to be proactive]
My own history with substances: [brief — this affects credibility]
My own education about drugs: [D.A.R.E. / Just Say No / family
messaging — this is what I may need to unlearn before I can
pass on something accurate]
What I’m worried about: [specific concern]

Please help me:
1. Understand what is developmentally appropriate to discuss at this age
2. Identify where my own beliefs about drugs came from propaganda
rather than evidence — so I don’t repeat it
3. Prepare an honest, science-based explanation of the substances
most common among [age group] right now, with the actual
documented risks (not the D.A.R.E. version)
4. Explain the difference between decriminalization and legalization,
what other countries have tried, and what the outcomes have been
5. Have a response ready for “but you did it too” if applicable
6. Keep the conversation open rather than shut it down

The goal is that my kid trusts me enough to come to me when it
matters, because the information I give them matches what they
will later discover to be true.
What to do with the Output: Have the conversation, not the lecture. Teens who report having honest, ongoing conversations with parents about drugs (not one-time “talks”) show lower rates of problematic use.[39] The key word is ongoing. This is not a single conversation. It is a relationship — and the substrate of the relationship is the truth. The parent who repeats D.A.R.E. talking points teaches their teen to distrust them. The parent who says “I was told this, the research actually shows that, and here is how I know” teaches their teen to evaluate information the way the parent is now evaluating it.


MEME

John Ehrlichman, Nixon’s domestic policy advisor, said in a 1994 interview: “The Nixon campaign in 1968, and the Nixon White House after that, had two enemies: the antiwar left and Black people… by getting the public to associate the hippies with marijuana and Blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those communities.”[40] The quote was published in Harper’s in 2016. It is a single retrospective statement from a convicted felon. It is also consistent with every enforcement pattern documented in the 50 years since.



Mental Health



H-18: Mental Health First Aid (Helping Someone in Crisis, Including Yourself)

Strategy: Prepare + Assert + Navigate
See also: H-13: Understanding Addiction (and Finding Help That Works), Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation, Li-7: Raising Kids


TIP

If this is a crisis right now: call, text, or chat 988 — the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline. Veterans: dial 988 and press 1, or text 838255. LGBTQ+ youth (Trevor Project): 1-866-488-7386 or text START to 678678. Call 911 if there is an immediate threat of violence, an active overdose, or a medical emergency in progress. Crisis Text Line: text HOME to 741741.

My Man Jeeves: A mental-health crisis — one’s own, or that of a family member, a colleague, or a stranger — tends to arrive without sufficient notice. The expectation, nevertheless, is that the bystander will know what to do; the training, however, has been reserved largely for clinicians and first responders. The 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline, established in July 2022 specifically to provide an alternative to the police-dispatch default, has since answered a volume of calls one might fairly describe as considerable — and 88% of its suicidal callers report that the conversation stopped them from acting, an outcome the 911 system is not designed to produce.[41] One’s Agent has read the evidence-based Mental Health First Aid curriculum and can rehearse with one what the crisis itself will not permit.
The Spec:

I am trying to prepare for — or am currently encountering —
a mental health crisis.

The situation:
[a friend / family member / coworker / I myself / someone I
don’t know well] is [showing warning signs of suicidal thinking /
in acute distress / experiencing a panic attack / using substances
dangerously / dissociating / otherwise in what feels like
a mental-health emergency]

What I can observe: [brief description — what they’ve said,
done, or changed; anything they have access to that concerns me]

What I know about them: [relevant history — diagnoses, prior
crises, supports they do or don’t have; if I don’t know, say so]

What I’m afraid of getting wrong: [being too intrusive / not
being intrusive enough / saying the wrong thing / calling 911
when I shouldn’t / not calling when I should]

Please help me:
1. Use the Mental Health First Aid framework (ALGEE) to prepare
what to say and do, in order
2. Name the specific things NOT to say, per AFSP safe-messaging
guidelines
3. Tell me when 988 is the right call and when 911 is the right
call, and what to say when I dial each
4. Identify specialized services that may apply (Veterans Crisis
Line, Trevor Project, Trans Lifeline, local mobile crisis team
if you can find one for my area)
5. Tell me how to take care of myself afterward, because
bystanders carry this too

Give me the most conservative guidance. If there is any chance
of imminent harm, say so clearly.
What to do with the Output: You will not remember all of this in the moment. Save it somewhere you can reach in 60 seconds — Notes app, a starred email to yourself, a named file your Agent can recall, or your phone’s emergency-info card. The real-time version of you will not plan; the calmer version already has.


ALSO

Specialized crisis lines, for the contact-information card you save in your phone:


	
988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline: call, text, or chat. For veterans, dial 988 and press 1, or text 838255 — see 988lifeline.org.


	
Crisis Text Line: text HOME to 741741 (crisistextline.org).


	
The Trevor Project (LGBTQ+ youth, 24/7): 1-866-488-7386, or text START to 678678 (thetrevorproject.org).


	
Trans Lifeline (peer-run, by and for trans and questioning people): 1-877-565-8860 (translifeline.org).


	
SAMHSA National Helpline (substance use, 24/7 bilingual): 1-800-662-4357 (see H-13).


	
Your local mobile crisis team: look it up before you need it. Save the number in your phone.




Science Note: Mental Health First Aid’s action plan is ALGEE — Assess for risk of suicide or harm, Listen non-judgmentally, Give reassurance and information, Encourage appropriate professional help, and Encourage self-help and other support strategies — an evidence-based curriculum shown to improve responders’ recognition of crisis symptoms and confidence in helping someone in distress; the steps are flexible rather than strictly sequential.[42] One under-appreciated finding: asking direct questions such as “Are you thinking about suicide?” does not plant the idea — a 30-plus-year evidence base shows such questions reduce risk by naming what the person is already thinking.[43]


FAIRNESS

Calling 911 for a mental-health crisis summons police by default. In jurisdictions that have fielded civilian mobile crisis response — Eugene’s CAHOOTS program since 1989, Albuquerque, and more than 100 U.S. jurisdictions in the last five years — roughly 1% of mental-health calls end up requiring police backup; a 2020 review of 911 data in eight major cities estimated that up to 68% of all calls could be handled without an armed officer.[44] Some 988 centers now dispatch mobile crisis teams directly; some cities have stand-alone civilian dispatch via 911; most jurisdictions have neither. The reader’s first research task, before the crisis, is to find out what their city does. Ask your Agent: “What crisis response options exist in [my city/county]? Does 988 dispatch a mobile team here? Does 911 offer co-responder or civilian-only alternatives? What number do I call for a non-emergency crisis?”


TIP

Safe-messaging essentials (American Foundation for Suicide Prevention consensus):


	
Say “died by suicide” or “ended their life,” not “committed suicide” (the framing of crime) or “successful/failed attempt.”


	
Do not discuss specific methods, notes, or location — these details increase contagion risk.


	
Do not frame suicide as caused by a single event (job loss, breakup); the research finds multiple contributing factors.


	
Do emphasize that help is available and that recovery is possible.


	
Do provide the 988 number every time the topic comes up.[45]
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    Money

This is capitalism at its purest: every financial product you encounter — the credit card, the mortgage, the retirement account, the insurance policy — was designed by someone with more information than you, priced to extract the maximum you will pay, and marketed to obscure the extraction. That is not conspiracy. It is the system working as intended. The billionaire class navigates it with accountants, attorneys, and fee-only advisors on retainer. The Conners navigated it with a kitchen table, a checkbook, and whatever Dan remembered from his father. Your Agent has read the same financial literature the advisors cite. The Skills that follow are not about beating the system. They are about understanding it well enough to stop losing to it by default.


MEME

The Conners were never broke because they were irresponsible. They were broke because they were navigating financial systems — bill negotiations, employer conflicts, credit decisions — with no infrastructure and no information. Roseanne was the most honest show on ‘90s television about what it actually costs to manage a household without the billionaire class’s support layer. Every Skill in this domain is the information the Conners needed and didn’t have.



M-1: Banking and Savings

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: M-2: Credit Cards and Debt (for credit products), Li-9: Making a Household Budget That Holds
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the typical American household leaks $200 to $300 a year in bank fees — maintenance fees, overdraft fees, minimum-balance fees, out-of-network ATM fees — for the privilege of depositing money that the bank then lends out at a considerable multiple. That this arrangement is considered normal would appear to be a triumph of institutional inertia over arithmetic. Credit unions, online banks, and high-yield savings accounts present themselves as alternatives, and yet most individuals remain with the bank at which they opened their first account — a loyalty that, if one may say so, rather resembles dining at the first restaurant one ever visited for the remainder of one’s life. One’s Agent can compare the alternatives in approximately the time it takes the bank to charge the next fee.
The Spec:

I want to make sure my banking setup is actually working for me.
My situation:
— Current bank: [name, type — big bank, credit union, online]
— What I use it for: [checking, savings, direct deposit, bill pay]
— What annoys me: [fees, low interest, bad app, minimum balance
requirements, ATM access, customer service]
— Monthly balance range: [rough — this affects what accounts make sense]
Please help me:
1. Understand what I’m currently paying in fees — visible and hidden
2. Compare my options: big bank vs. credit union vs. online bank
— what’s the actual difference for someone like me?
3. Find a high-yield savings account — what’s the current rate
and what should I watch out for?
4. Set up a system: which accounts should I have, what goes where,
and how do I automate it so I don’t think about it?
What to do with the Output: If you are paying monthly maintenance fees, switch. This is not complicated and it is not disloyal. Your bank is not your friend — it is a business, and the fee schedule is where the business model shows.


SCIENCE

Americans paid $5.8 billion in overdraft and NSF fees in 2023 at reporting banks alone — down from $12 billion in 2019, but still falling disproportionately on the lowest-balance accounts. The CFPB finalized a rule in December 2024 capping overdraft fees at $5 for large banks. Congress overturned it in May 2025 using the Congressional Review Act, which also bars the CFPB from issuing a similar rule in the future. The average overdraft fee remains approximately $35 — the same whether you overdraw by $2 or $200.[1]


TIP

“I keep getting overdraft fees. My bank charges $35 per overdraft. What are my options — banks with no overdraft fees, overdraft protection, or a different approach entirely?”

Where to switch depends on what you need. A credit union is a cooperative owned by its members, which means its incentives are structurally different from a for-profit bank. Online banks (Ally, Marcus, Discover) offer higher interest rates because they have no branches to maintain. If you deposit cash regularly, you need a branch. If you don’t, you probably don’t need a big bank.


SCIENCE

NCUA data for Q4 2025 shows the rate gap plainly. Credit unions averaged 5.44% on a 60-month new-auto loan against 7.41% at banks — on a $30,000 car loan, the two-point gap saves about $1,580 over five years. Classic credit cards: 12.58% at credit unions, 15.27% at banks. Money market accounts: 0.74% vs. 0.52%. The structural reason is in the charter. Credit unions are member-owned cooperatives under 12 U.S.C. § 1752; surplus flows back to members as better rates and lower fees. A bank’s surplus flows to shareholders. Eligibility is broader than most people think — employer, community, school, or family membership usually qualifies, and many credit unions now accept members through a one-time $5 association fee.[2]


ALSO

Checking current interest rates, fee schedules, and regulations requires web search, which is free in Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. In Claude, web search requires the paid tier. See Appendix G.



M-2: Credit Cards and Debt

Strategy: Decode + Assert
See also: M-1: Banking and Savings, M-4: Collections and Bankruptcy (when debt goes wrong)
My Man Jeeves: It would appear that credit card statements have been arranged so as to display the minimum payment with some prominence while relegating the total interest one will pay over time to a typeface calibrated, one suspects, to discourage closer inspection. A card at a typical 21% APR — and more than 23% on new offers — transforms a $5,000 balance, at minimum payments, into a repayment spanning decades and costing thousands in interest. The instrument was marketed as a convenience. It was designed as a revenue mechanism. Appreciating the distinction between these two propositions is the first step. Disputing the errors is the second. One’s Agent is prepared to assist with both.
The Spec:

I want to understand and manage my credit card and debt situation.
My situation:
— Credit cards: [list cards, balances, APRs if known]
— Other debt: [student loans, car loan, medical debt, personal loans]
— Monthly income after taxes: [amount]
— Minimum payments total: [amount]
— What’s stressing me: [can’t make minimums / drowning in interest /
don’t understand my statements / got a charge I don’t recognize /
want a payoff strategy / need to negotiate with creditors]
Please help me:
1. Understand what I’m actually paying in interest — the real number,
not the minimum payment
2. Build a payoff strategy: which debt to attack first and why
(avalanche vs. snowball, and which is right for me)
3. Identify any charges, fees, or rates I should dispute or negotiate
4. Tell me my rights — what creditors can and cannot do,
what I can negotiate, and what protections exist
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a nonprofit credit counselor or
consumer rights attorney before acting.
What to do with the Output: If you have a charge you do not recognize, dispute it immediately — you have 60 days under the Fair Credit Billing Act. Call the number on the back of the card, not a number from an email, and put the dispute in writing.


SCIENCE

The Fair Credit Billing Act (15 U.S.C. § 1666) is rarely named at the point of sale. It gives you 60 days from the first statement showing a billing error to dispute it in writing. The creditor must acknowledge within 30 days and resolve within two billing cycles or 90 days, whichever is shorter — and may not charge interest on the disputed amount, report it as delinquent, or close the account while the investigation is open. Once a debt reaches collections, a different statute takes over — the FDCPA, covered in M-4.[3]

For debt payoff: the avalanche method (highest interest rate first) saves the most money. The snowball method (smallest balance first) builds momentum. The research slightly favors snowball for completion rates because the psychology of small wins matters more than the math of optimal interest.[4] Either is better than paying the minimum on everything.


SCIENCE

Among American households that carry a credit card balance, the average debt is approximately $10,000, and the average APR on accounts assessed interest ran near 23% in 2024 (Federal Reserve G.19). The minimum payment is typically calculated as 1–2% of the balance plus interest — a formula designed to maximize the total interest paid over the life of the debt. At minimum payments, a $10,000 balance at that rate takes decades to pay off and costs, in interest, nearly double the original balance.[5]


TIP

“I have [X] credit cards with these balances and rates: [list]. Build me a payoff plan that tells me exactly how much to pay on each card each month. I have [$X] per month total to put toward debt.”

Financial shame is the most powerful barrier to financial literacy. People who are embarrassed about their debt avoid looking at it; the balance compounds; the shame deepens. The spiral is well-documented.[6] Your Agent is not a spouse, a parent, or a loan officer. It will not sigh at the number. If the hardest part is saying the total out loud, say it to your Agent first: “I have [amount] in credit card debt across [number] cards. I’ve been avoiding looking at it. Walk me through what I’m actually paying in interest and what my options are.” The debt is not a moral failing. It is a mathematical situation with solutions.


FAIRNESS

Credit scoring algorithms have been shown to produce disparate outcomes along racial lines, even when controlling for income. When asking your Agent about credit strategies, follow up with: “Are there known racial or income-based disparities in how this advice plays out in practice?” The system is not neutral. Your strategy should account for that.

Veterans note: If any of your credit card balances were opened before you went on active duty, the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (50 U.S.C. §§ 3901–4043) caps the interest rate on that debt at 6% for the duration of active service. The excess is to be forgiven, not deferred — no balloon payment at the end. Send the issuer a written request with a copy of your orders. The cap applies retroactively to the date you entered service and covers credit cards, auto loans, personal loans, and student loans opened before service. See M-3 for the SCRA’s mortgage protections.



M-3: Mortgages

Strategy: Decode + Decide
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for the purchase agreement), Ho-6: Getting a Home, M-6: Financial Coach
My Man Jeeves: The word “mortgage” derives from the Old French mort gage — literally “death pledge.” The name has endured, one imagines, because it is not inaccurate: one is pledging a considerable portion of one’s future income, for decades, on terms the bank establishes and one signs. The bank is conversant with the rate environment, the property valuation methodology, the insurance requirements, the tax escrow mathematics, and the 17 fees interred within the closing disclosure. The borrower, by contrast, knows principally that one desires the house. An Agent, however, is capable of reading the closing disclosure in the manner the bank’s attorney reads it — which is to say, one may then negotiate in the manner the bank’s attorney negotiates.
The Spec:

I am [thinking about buying / in the process of buying / refinancing]
a home.
My situation:
— Income: [annual, pre-tax]
— Savings for down payment: [amount]
— Credit score: [if known]
— Debt: [existing — student loans, car, credit cards]
— Location: [city, state]
— Price range: [what I’m looking at]
Please help me:
1. Understand how much house I can actually afford —
not what the bank will lend me, but what I can carry
without being house-poor
2. Decode the mortgage options: fixed vs. ARM, 15 vs. 30 year,
conventional vs. FHA vs. VA — which makes sense for me?
3. Walk me through the costs beyond the mortgage: closing costs,
PMI, property taxes, insurance, maintenance reserve
4. Identify what’s negotiable in the process and what isn’t
5. Tell me the three most expensive mistakes first-time buyers make
Give me the most conservative answer. I will verify with
a HUD-approved housing counselor before committing to anything.
What to do with the Output: The bank will approve you for more than you should borrow. The general guideline — total housing cost under 28% of gross income — is a ceiling, not a target. Ask your Agent to calculate the full monthly cost including taxes, insurance, PMI, and a maintenance reserve (1–2% of home value per year). That is the real number. If it makes you uncomfortable, listen to the discomfort — it is doing math your optimism is not.


SCIENCE

As of April 2026, the Freddie Mac Primary Mortgage Market Survey pegs the 30-year fixed-rate mortgage at approximately 6.30% and the 15-year at 5.65%. Context: rates bottomed near 2.65% in January 2021 and peaked at 7.79% in October 2023 — the highest since November 2000. The near-term math is severe. At 2.75%, a $350,000 mortgage costs $1,429 per month. At 6.30%, the same loan costs $2,167 — $738 more per month for the same house. “Marry the house, date the rate” is the industry’s current slogan, which is to say: refinancing is possible if rates drop, but the monthly payment you sign up for today is the one you must actually cover every month until they do. No one can predict when, or whether, they will.[7]

First-time buyer programs are worth knowing before you start shopping: FHA (3.5% down with FICO ≥ 580; 10% down for 500–579), VA (0% down for eligible veterans, active duty, and qualifying surviving spouses; no PMI), USDA Section 502 Guaranteed (0% down in eligible rural areas, income capped at 115% of area median), and Conventional 97 via Fannie Mae HomeReady or Freddie Mac Home Possible (3% down, minimum 620 FICO). HUD’s state-by-state program directory lists down-payment assistance and Mortgage Credit Certificate programs run by state housing finance agencies — frequently worth thousands of dollars and frequently unmentioned by loan officers who earn commission on conventional products.

The disclosure forms themselves are a product of catastrophe. The 2008 financial crisis was, at its core, a mortgage information asymmetry on a systemic scale — lenders knew the risk of the loans they were packaging, borrowers did not, and the rating agencies that were supposed to bridge the gap were paid by the lenders. The Dodd-Frank Act and CFPB were created in response, and the CFPB’s Loan Estimate and Closing Disclosure forms are designed to make mortgage terms comparable and readable. They are better than what existed before. They are still not simple.[8]


TIP

“I got a Loan Estimate from [lender]. [Paste it or describe the key terms.] Is this a good deal? What should I push back on? What fees are negotiable?”


ALSO

Paste or upload your Loan Estimate or Closing Disclosure directly — file upload works in Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. See Appendix G.


  
    closing-disclosure-annotated.png

    
      A mortgage closing disclosure with loan terms, projected payments, and closing costs circled.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil closing disclosure form, standard CFPB format,
lying flat on the page. A header block, a loan terms table, a
projected payments table, and a closing costs summary — the
standard five-page CFPB Closing Disclosure condensed to its most
load-bearing page. The text and numbers are fictional and
illustrative --- a placeholder lender name, a generic loan number,
round demonstration dollar amounts that are internally consistent
with each other; no real borrower, no real lender, no real property
address.

Three sections marked in ballpoint pen, with #2 pencil arrows
extending to handwritten margin notes:

- A blue circle around the loan terms box, margin note "the deal
  you actually agreed to"
- A green underline beneath the projected payments table, margin
  note "what you'll owe each month, and if that changes"
- A red circle around the closing costs total, margin note "due at
  the table --- check this against the Loan Estimate"

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the form, the circles, the pencil arrows, and the margin notes.
No color swatches, palettes, legends, keys, hex codes, callout boxes
outside the page, or any UI explaining the technique.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a desk grain.
The form is the only object; the field around it is pure white. The
build removes white to create transparency, so any gray will show as
a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real lender names, real loan numbers, real borrower or property
  information
- NO highlighter rectangles --- annotations are pen circles,
  underlines, and pencil arrows, not yellow highlighter swipes
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper background underneath the form
- NO photographic realism --- this is a pencil drawing of a form,
  not a scan of one
- NO garbled or invented table headers or values --- every label and
  number in the form must be legible and internally consistent, not
  scramble-text standing in for real content

    
  

The “American Dream” has been inextricable from the single-family home since the FHA underwrote it into being in the 1930s — a framing that serves the real estate industry, the banking industry, and the construction industry all at once. The FHA’s signature invention, the 30-year fixed-rate mortgage, made homeownership accessible to the middle class — and then became the instrument through which the middle class transferred the largest share of its lifetime wealth to banks in the form of interest: a $350,000 mortgage at 7% over 30 years costs $838,000 in total payments. The house is $350,000. The rest is the price of time. The cultural pressure to buy can be as heavy as the financial decision, and the two are not the same. Renting is not failure. Buying more than you can afford is not success. The Conners owned their house and were still broke. Ask your Agent to separate the two questions: “Help me think about buying a home as a financial decision first — what does the math say? Then help me think about the identity and stability reasons separately, so I know which one is driving me.”


FAIRNESS

Mortgage lending discrimination — from explicit redlining to modern algorithmic bias — is one of the most documented forms of structural racism in American finance. Despite the Fair Housing Act (1968) and the Equal Credit Opportunity Act (1974), HMDA data shows that Black and Hispanic applicants are denied mortgages at materially higher rates than white applicants with comparable financial profiles — and when approved, are offered higher rates more often. The gap has narrowed, but it is not historical. It is current. If you suspect you are being offered worse terms, ask your Agent: “My Loan Estimate shows [rate and fees]. Given my credit score, income, and down payment, how does this compare to the national distribution for similar borrowers? What specific concessions should I ask for?” Bring the answer to the negotiation in writing. Information asymmetry is the lever.[9]

Veterans note: The VA home loan is the single most valuable benefit many eligible veterans never use. Key features: 0% down for full-entitlement borrowers (no VA-imposed loan cap in 2026 — you borrow what you qualify for); no PMI, ever; the loan is assumable by another VA-eligible buyer (a significant asset in a high-rate environment); and a one-time funding fee that is waived entirely for veterans with a service-connected disability rating of 10% or more, for Purple Heart recipients, and for surviving spouses receiving DIC. The IRRRL (Interest Rate Reduction Refinance Loan) streamlines rate-reduction refinances with no new appraisal or credit underwriting in most cases. The catch: VA Minimum Property Requirements are stricter than conventional — roof, HVAC, water, pests, safety hazards must all pass, and failures can kill deals on fixers. Request your Certificate of Eligibility with VA Form 26-1880 or through the VA’s online portal. The SCRA (see M-2) also caps pre-service mortgage interest at 6% during active duty.



M-4: Collections and Bankruptcy

Strategy: Assert + Decode
See also: L-3: Writing a Demand Letter, M-2: Credit Cards and Debt, H-6: Understanding What Medicare Actually Covers, H-6b: Understanding What Medicaid Actually Covers (medical debt is the leading cause of bankruptcy)
My Man Jeeves: The debt collection industry, if one may characterize it plainly, is constructed upon the assumption that the person receiving the telephone call is unaware of the protections available to them. A collector who rings has, in the ordinary course of events, purchased the debt for pennies on the dollar and is now endeavouring to recover the full amount plus fees. The Fair Debt Collection Practices Act exists to regulate this interaction. That most people in collections have never encountered it is not, one ventures to suggest, accidental — the business model depends rather entirely upon the information gap. An Agent has read the FDCPA. One would recommend doing so oneself as well.
The Spec:

I am dealing with [debt in collections / considering bankruptcy /
being contacted by collectors / unsure of my options].
My situation:
— The debt: [amount, type, how old, original creditor]
— What’s happening: [calls, letters, lawsuit threat, garnishment,
or “I’m drowning and don’t know where to start”]
— My state: [state]
— My income and assets: [brief — this affects what strategies work]
Please help me:
1. Understand my rights under the FDCPA — what collectors
can and cannot do, and how to make them stop calling
2. Evaluate whether this debt is still within the statute
of limitations — and what that means practically
3. Walk me through my options: negotiation, settlement,
payment plan, debt validation, bankruptcy
4. If bankruptcy is the right option: explain the difference
between Chapter 7 and Chapter 13, what I’d keep and lose,
and what the actual consequences are — not the stigma,
the facts
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a consumer rights attorney.
What to do with the Output: If a collector calls you, say this: “Send me a written validation of the debt” — and then put the same request in writing within 30 days of their first written notice. The written dispute is what matters: under the FDCPA, a written request obligates them to stop collection activity until they provide written verification. Saying it on the phone alone does not trigger that protection. This is not a negotiation tactic. It is a legal right. See L-7 for the validation letter itself. Write down the date, time, caller name, and company for every call. If they violate the FDCPA (calling before 8 AM, calling your workplace after you told them not to, threatening actions they cannot take), you can sue them — and the FDCPA provides for statutory damages of up to $1,000 per violation plus attorney’s fees.


  
    debt-validation-letter.png

    
      A debt validation letter with the validation request, cease-communication line, and certified-mail note highlighted.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil letter on plain white paper, standard business
letter format --- date block, recipient address, salutation, body,
signature line. The text is fictional and illustrative; not a real
debt or real creditor. Use a placeholder name like "ACME Collections"
and a generic account number; nothing that reads as a live company
or person.

Key phrases marked in ballpoint pen:

- A blue underline beneath "I am requesting validation of this debt"
- A red underline beneath "cease all communication"
- A green margin note "SEND CERTIFIED MAIL" with a pencil arrow
  pointing to the recipient address block

The letter sits flat on the page --- a single document, not a stack,
no envelope, no desk surface, no clipboard, no hand holding it.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the letter and its annotations. No color swatches, palettes,
legends, keys, hex codes, callout boxes outside the page, sidebar
text, or any UI explaining the colors or technique. No caption
inside the image beyond the letter's own typewritten content.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a desk grain.
The page itself is the only object; the field around it is pure
white. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray
will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real creditor names, real account numbers, real addresses
- NO highlighter rectangles --- annotations are pen underlines and
  margin notes, not yellow highlighter swipes
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backing --- the letter is on plain
  unlined paper
- NO photographic realism --- this is a pencil drawing of a letter,
  not a scan of one

    
  


TIP

Debt validation works because a meaningful share of debts in collections have been resold multiple times, stripped of documentation, or attributed to the wrong person — if the collector cannot produce the paper, the debt is functionally uncollectable. The letter (FDCPA § 809, 15 U.S.C. § 1692g) is two paragraphs; your Agent can draft it, or copy the CFPB’s sample letter.

The psychology of being in collections resembles chronic stress in a measurable way: the calls, the fear of a lawsuit, the avoidance of the phone, the sleep loss. Collectors know this; the industry’s practices were abusive enough that Congress wrote the FDCPA specifically to constrain them. You have rights, they have rules, and the rules favor you more than the phone makes it feel. If you can, send every communication in writing from this point forward.


SCIENCE

The statute of limitations on debt is the single most consequential piece of information most people in collections never learn. It varies by state and by debt type (written contract vs. open account vs. oral), typically 3–10 years. Once the SOL expires, the debt still exists — but the collector cannot win a lawsuit. They can still ask for payment and, for a period, report it on your credit. The trap: in most states, making a partial payment or acknowledging the debt in writing can restart the clock from zero. Never agree to “settle for pennies” on a time-barred debt without understanding what that agreement does to the SOL in your state. The CFPB’s Regulation F now prohibits collectors from suing or threatening to sue on time-barred debt, which is progress — but the rule does not restore a clock you restart yourself.[10]


FAIRNESS

Debt collection practices disproportionately affect Black and Latino communities, who are sued at higher rates for medical and consumer debt. When reviewing your rights, ask your Agent: “Do these protections apply equally regardless of the state I’m in and the type of debt?” Enforcement varies by jurisdiction.

The American framing of debt as moral failure is culturally specific, not universal. Proverbs 22:7 — “the borrower is slave to the lender” — shaped the Protestant tradition that dominates personal-finance advice. Islamic finance prohibits interest entirely (riba). Jewish law includes shmita, debt release every seven years, and the Talmud treats lending as an obligation of community rather than a moral hazard. If you were raised inside one of these frameworks, your feelings about your credit card balance may come from somewhere older and deeper than the APR. That can help — a tradition that treats debt seriously also takes it seriously when you need to get out. It can also hurt, if shame keeps you from opening the envelope. Your Agent is willing to hold the math without holding the judgment. Shame does not pay bills. Strategy does.


FAIRNESS

Bankruptcy carries moral stigma in American culture that it does not carry in the law. The bankruptcy code exists because the alternative — permanent debt slavery — was considered worse for the economy and for individuals. Every major corporation uses bankruptcy strategically; the moral framing is applied exclusively to individuals. And the leading cause of personal bankruptcy is not spending — it is medical debt: approximately 530,000 families per year file bankruptcy citing medical bills.[11] If your Agent’s advice about bankruptcy carries a judgmental tone, redirect it: “Give me the legal and financial analysis only. I will make the moral decision myself.”



M-5: Retirement and Investing

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: M-6: Financial Coach, H-6: Understanding What Medicare Actually Covers, H-6b: Understanding What Medicaid Actually Covers, Li-4: Planning Care for Aging
My Man Jeeves: One might note that the retirement system in the United States transferred the risk of retirement from employers to individuals in a single generation. One’s parents may have enjoyed a pension — a defined benefit that guaranteed income for life. One now has, in its place, a 401(k) — a defined contribution that guarantees nothing beyond the certainty that one bears the investment risk, the longevity risk, and the fee structure. The financial services industry collects in excess of $100 billion per year in fees for the management of Americans’ retirement savings.[12] An Agent, it is perhaps worth observing, charges no fee whatever and has read the same research the fee-charging advisors cite.
The Spec:

I want to understand and improve my retirement situation.
My situation:
— Age: [X]
— Retirement accounts: [401k, IRA, Roth, pension, none — with
approximate balances]
— Employer match: [if applicable — percentage and whether you’re
getting the full match]
— Other savings/investments: [if any]
— Social Security: [have checked my estimate / haven’t / worried
about it being there]
— Biggest concern: [haven’t started / started late / don’t understand
my options / worried I don’t have enough / don’t trust financial
advisors / overwhelmed by choices]
Please help me:
1. Tell me honestly where I stand — am I on track, behind, or
in trouble? Use real numbers, not reassurance.
2. Explain my accounts in plain language — what is a 401k actually
doing, what’s the difference between traditional and Roth,
and which should I prioritize?
3. If I have an employer match I’m not getting: tell me that first,
because it is free money I am leaving on the table
4. Help me understand investment options without jargon —
what are index funds, why do people recommend them,
and what should I actually choose in my 401k?
5. What are the biggest mistakes people my age make with
retirement planning?
Give me the most conservative answer. I will verify with
a fee-only fiduciary advisor or my plan administrator
before moving any money.
What to do with the Output: If your employer offers a 401(k) match and you are not contributing enough to get the full match, fix that this week. It is a 50–100% guaranteed return on your money — there is no investment on Earth that competes with it. After that, the priority order is generally: full employer match → high-interest debt payoff → Roth IRA (if eligible) → max 401(k) → taxable brokerage. Your Agent can customize this for your situation.


TIP

“I’m [age] and I have [$X] saved for retirement. Am I on track? If not, what’s the most impactful thing I can do in the next 12 months?”


SCIENCE

Index funds — which track the entire market rather than trying to beat it — outperform actively managed funds over 15-year periods approximately 90% of the time (S&P SPIVA Scorecard, annual). The fees are the primary reason: the average actively managed fund charges 0.5–1.0% per year; a total market index fund charges 0.03–0.10%. Over a career, the fee difference alone can cost hundreds of thousands of dollars.[13] Warren Buffett bet a hedge fund manager $1 million that a simple S&P 500 index fund would beat a portfolio of hedge funds over 10 years. Buffett won.[14] The most effective investment strategy is also the simplest. That is not a coincidence.

The anxiety of not having saved enough is one of the most pervasive financial stresses in American life, and it is often silent — the people who feel it the most are the most likely to stop looking. The Federal Reserve’s Survey of Consumer Finances puts the median retirement savings for Americans aged 55–64 at roughly $185,000, which is well below what most financial-planning rules of thumb recommend and above zero, where many people assume “everyone but me” must be.[15] The gap between “what experts say you need” and “what most people have” is large enough to induce paralysis, which is its own cost. If you are behind, the starting position is the number you have today, not the number you wish you had started with. Every dollar compounds. Perfectionism is the enemy of progress in finance exactly as it is everywhere else. Ask your Agent: “I’m [age] with [amount] saved. Stop telling me what I should have done and help me plan from here.”


SCIENCE

Social Security is not going bankrupt. The 2025 Trustees Report projects the combined trust funds will be depleted in 2034, after which ongoing payroll taxes can still pay 81% of scheduled benefits — indefinitely. That is a funding gap, not a collapse. Congress has multiple tools to close it: raising the cap on taxable earnings (currently $176,100) to cover 90% of wages would close 20% of the gap alone. Adjusting the retirement age or benefit formulas closes more. The system has been fixed before — the 1983 amendments resolved a similar crisis. The anxiety is real. The math is solvable.[16]


FAIRNESS

Americans lost $5.7 billion to investment scams in 2024 (FTC) — more than any other fraud category, up 24% from the prior year. Crypto pump-and-dumps, forex trading courses, day-trading influencers, and multilevel marketing disguised as “financial freedom” share one trait: if someone is selling you a system to get rich, the system is selling the system. The FTC’s 2024 analysis of 70 MLM income disclosures found most participants made under $1,000 per year before expenses. Your Agent can evaluate any pitch: “Someone is telling me I can make [X] by doing [Y]. Is this legitimate? What are the actual risks they aren’t mentioning?” See the calibration question in Chapter 4.[17]

Veterans note: If you are on active duty, federal civilian service, or a reservist with federal TSP access, the Thrift Savings Plan is the largest and lowest-cost defined-contribution plan in the country. Its core funds — G (government securities), F (bond index), C (S&P 500), S (extended U.S. market), I (international), and the L (lifecycle) target-date funds — carry expense ratios in the single basis points. The Blended Retirement System, mandatory for servicemembers who entered on or after January 1, 2018, adds a 1% automatic agency contribution plus a match of up to 4% for a total of 5% when you contribute at least 5% yourself. Getting the full match is the first-priority retirement move for any servicemember the BRS applies to — turning it down is turning down pay. The reduced defined-benefit multiplier (2.0% per year of service vs. the legacy 2.5%) is the trade. The Survivor Benefit Plan election at retirement pays a surviving spouse 55% of the retired-pay base you elect; the decision is made once, on DD Form 2656, and it is commonly misunderstood — walk your Agent through your specific situation before you sign.[18]



M-6: Financial Coach

Strategy: Decide + Research (Expert Role)
See also: Li-9: Making a Household Budget That Holds, M-1: Banking and Savings
My Man Jeeves: A fee-only financial advisor charges $200 to $400 per hour and is of greatest utility when one has significant assets requiring management. For the financial questions that most people actually possess — whether a debt merits early repayment, whether savings are optimally situated, whether an insurance policy represents sound value, whether one is, to put the matter delicately, being overcharged — an Agent covers the ground at no cost. The operative phrase is “fee-only”: an advisor who earns commissions on the products they recommend labours under a structural conflict of interest that no quantity of good faith can altogether eliminate.
The Spec:

Act as a fee-only financial coach with no products to sell.
My situation: [brief description of income, debts, savings, goals]
My question: [specific financial decision or question]
My concern: [what you’re worried about getting wrong]
Please give me the honest analysis, including what you’d
want to know more about before giving a final recommendation.
What to do with the Output: For any financial decision over $1,000, ask the calibration question: “How confident are you in this recommendation, and what should I verify with a professional?” Your Agent is good at explaining options and running numbers. It is not a fiduciary — it has no legal obligation to act in your interest. A fee-only CFP (Certified Financial Planner) does. For complex situations — estate planning, tax optimization, business finances — the cost of a professional consultation is almost always worth it.


TIP

The single highest-leverage financial question: “I have [$X] that I don’t need for 30 days. Where should it be sitting right now to earn interest instead of nothing?” The answer is almost never “in your checking account.”

Common financial Expert Role specs:

Act as a tax advisor. I [got married / had a kid / bought a house /
started freelancing / got an inheritance]. What changes about
my tax situation, and what should I do before the end of the year?
Act as an insurance advisor with no commission. I’m paying [amount]
for [type of insurance]. Is this a good deal? What coverage do I
actually need vs. what I’m paying for? Am I over- or under-insured?
Act as a financial coach. Someone is offering me [investment /
business opportunity / loan / deal]. Walk me through the red flags
and the legitimate questions I should ask before committing any money.

ALSO

To make the Financial Coach persistent across sessions, save the Expert Role as a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or Custom GPT (ChatGPT — Plus required; free users can save it as a Custom Instruction plus Memory instead). See Appendix G.



M-7: Understanding Your Taxes

Strategy: Decode + Prepare
See also: M-1: Banking and Savings (for account types that affect taxes), W-7: Freelancing (1099 vs. W-2 and self-employment tax)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that the United States is among the very few nations that requires its citizens to calculate what they owe, despite the government already possessing the relevant figures. The Internal Revenue Service knows what one earned — the W-2 and 1099 forms were filed months prior. It knows what one paid in mortgage interest, what one contributed to retirement, what one earned from a savings account. It could, if permitted, simply present the bill. That it does not is the result of a lobbying effort by the tax preparation industry — Intuit, H&R Block, and their associates — which has spent hundreds of millions of dollars ensuring that the process remains sufficiently opaque to require their services. The complexity is the product. One’s Agent, however, has read the tax code in the manner the preparers have, and charges rather less for the privilege of explaining it.
The Spec:

I want to understand my tax situation better and make sure
I’m not overpaying or missing anything.
My situation:
— Filing status: [single / married filing jointly / married filing
separately / head of household]
— Income: [W-2 salary / 1099 freelance / both / other sources]
— Major life changes this year: [new job / marriage / child / home
purchase / retirement contributions / none]
— What I did last year: [standard deduction / itemized / not sure]
— What I’m confused about: [deductions vs. credits / whether to
itemize / what I can write off / whether I need a CPA / estimated
taxes / why I owed last year / what my W-2 actually means]
Please help me:
1. Walk me through my W-2 (or 1099) — what each box means
in plain language and which ones matter most
2. Explain the difference between deductions and credits,
and which ones I likely qualify for
3. Help me figure out whether I should itemize or take
the standard deduction — what’s the actual math?
4. Identify things I might be missing: retirement contributions,
education credits, state-specific deductions, the EITC
5. Tell me honestly: do I need a CPA, or can I do this myself?
What’s the threshold where professional help pays for itself?
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify anything consequential with a tax professional.
What to do with the Output: If your Agent says you qualify for a credit or deduction, verify it against the IRS website before filing. Credits reduce your tax dollar-for-dollar. Deductions reduce your taxable income. That distinction is worth thousands of dollars and most people conflate the two. The standard deduction increases most years — check the current figures at irs.gov before filing. If your itemizable expenses do not exceed the standard deduction, itemizing costs you time and gains you nothing.


SCIENCE

The “tax gap” — the difference between what Americans owe and what they pay — was approximately $688 billion in 2021 (IRS estimates). The gap is not primarily caused by deliberate fraud. It is caused by complexity: people who underpay because they do not understand the rules, and people who overpay because they do not know what they qualify for. The IRS estimates that millions of eligible taxpayers fail to claim the Earned Income Tax Credit each year — a credit worth up to $7,830 for a family with three children.[19]


TIP

“I got my W-2 from my employer. [Paste or describe the key numbers.] Walk me through what each box means and tell me if anything looks wrong before I file.”

The recent history of free filing shows how deliberately the complexity is maintained. Intuit (TurboTax) and H&R Block have spent more than a decade lobbying Congress to keep the IRS out of the free-filing business. The IRS launched Direct File as a pilot in 2024 with 12 states, expanded to 25 states for the 2025 season, and processed nearly 300,000 returns with a 90% user satisfaction rate. In November 2025, the Trump administration announced that Direct File “will not be available in Filing Season 2026,” citing low uptake and cost. The agency already had your numbers — the W-2 and 1099 forms were filed months ago — and was briefly willing to show them to you for free. That is no longer an option for 2026. IRS Free File (for taxpayers under the AGI threshold, around $84,000) and Free File Fillable Forms remain. The tax preparation industry’s position is that the government should not compete with private enterprise. The government just conceded the point.[20]


FAIRNESS

The tax code’s complexity disproportionately benefits those who can afford advice. The mortgage interest deduction, the capital gains rate, the carried interest loophole — these are not bugs. They are features, written by lobbyists, that primarily benefit high-income taxpayers. Meanwhile, the EITC — designed for low-income workers — has a noncompliance rate of roughly 22%, mostly from errors on legitimate claims, not fraud. When your Agent explains a deduction or credit, ask: “Who primarily benefits from this provision, and does it apply to someone at my income level?”


TIP

When to hire a CPA. For a W-2 return with the standard deduction, tax software handles the job — TurboTax Deluxe runs roughly $69 federal + $59 per state, and the IRS Free File program is $0 for filers under the AGI threshold. A CPA pays for itself when your return carries: self-employment income (Schedule C), rental properties (Schedule E), stock options or other equity comp, multi-state filing, significant life changes (inheritance, divorce, death of a spouse), or an audit notice. The National Society of Accountants biennial fee survey puts the national average at around $220 for a 1040 without itemizing, about $323 with Schedule A, and an additional $192 for Schedule C. Your Agent can tell you which bucket your situation falls into before you book the appointment — ask it to list every form your return will require, then compare the software price against the CPA quote.

Tax anxiety is real, and it is not irrational. The IRS is the only creditor in American life that can garnish your wages, seize your assets, and file criminal charges without a separate civil judgment. The fear is proportional to the power. The IRS processes roughly 150 million returns a year and audits well under 1% of them, with the audit rate concentrating lower on the income distribution than its enforcement budget would suggest — EITC recipients, for example, have historically been audited at rates approaching those of millionaires, a disparity that is itself a class analysis. Filing honestly, on time, and to the best of your understanding is the strongest protection available. If you made a mistake, file an amended return (Form 1040-X) before anyone notices — penalties are smaller on self-disclosed errors, and the IRS’s stated position is that it prefers corrections to investigations. Your Agent can walk you through the amendment. Doing it tonight is better than the number you are afraid of growing in the background.[21]



M-8: Insurance You Actually Need

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: M-3: Mortgages (homeowners insurance required for mortgage), H-4: Appealing an Insurance Denial (the appeal process applies to all insurance), Tr-1: Car Ownership (auto insurance)
My Man Jeeves: The insurance industry presents itself as protection against catastrophe — and it is, in the narrow sense that a policy, properly configured, prevents a single event from destroying one’s financial position. What the marketing omits, with some care, is that the industry’s profit model depends on collecting premiums from the many and paying claims to the few, and that a considerable apparatus of adjusters, exclusions, riders, and deductibles exists to widen the gap between what one believed was covered and what is. A typical American household spends several thousand dollars a year on insurance premiums outside of health coverage, a figure that varies enormously based on decisions most people made once and have not revisited. One’s Agent is rather well suited to the task of revisiting them.
The Spec:

I want to make sure I have the right insurance and am not
overpaying or underinsured.
My situation:
— Life stage: [single / married / kids / homeowner / renter /
nearing retirement]
— Current insurance: [list what you have — auto, renters,
homeowners, life, umbrella, and approximate monthly premiums]
— What I’m not sure about: [do I need life insurance / is my
coverage enough / am I paying too much / what’s an umbrella
policy / do I need renters insurance / my landlord says
I don’t need it]
— Assets to protect: [rough — savings, home equity, car value]
— Dependents: [who relies on your income]
Please help me:
1. Walk me through what I actually need at my life stage —
and what I can probably skip
2. For each type I need: what coverage amounts make sense
given my situation? Not the minimum, not the maximum —
the rational amount.
3. Am I overpaying? What should someone like me expect to pay
for [auto / renters / homeowners / life] in [my state]?
4. Explain deductibles and coverage limits in plain language —
when does a higher deductible save me money vs. expose me
to risk?
5. What are the most common coverage gaps — the things people
don’t realize aren’t covered until they file a claim?
Give me the most conservative interpretation of what I need.
I would rather be slightly over-covered than discover a gap
during a crisis.
What to do with the Output: Insurance is one of the few financial products where the decision you made three years ago may be costing you money today. Get quotes annually. Not because loyalty should be punished — although the insurance industry does penalize loyalty, charging existing customers more than new ones for identical coverage — but because your situation changes. The car is worth less. The apartment has more stuff in it. You had a kid. Review the output, then call your current insurer and ask them to match the best quote. They usually will, because acquiring a new customer costs them more than keeping you.


FAIRNESS

Insurance pricing algorithms use proxies that correlate with race and income: credit scores, ZIP codes, education level, and occupation. The result is that lower-income and minority policyholders frequently pay more for identical coverage. Several states have banned or limited credit-based insurance scoring (California, Hawaii, Massachusetts, Maryland, Michigan, Oregon, Washington). When your Agent compares rates, ask: “Are there state regulations that limit what factors my insurer can use to set my premium?”

Renters insurance costs $15–$30 per month and covers your belongings, your liability if someone is injured in your apartment, and your living expenses if your unit becomes uninhabitable. Roughly four in ten renters do not have it. Your landlord’s insurance covers the building. It does not cover your laptop, your furniture, or the fact that you need somewhere to sleep while the water damage dries. The landlord who tells you that you “don’t need renters insurance” is telling you that they don’t need you to have it. Your interests differ.


SCIENCE

The most common coverage gap is liability. Every state except New Hampshire requires auto liability insurance, but the minimums are legal compliance, not financial protection: Florida requires only 10/20/10 — $10,000 per-person bodily injury, $20,000 per-accident, $10,000 property damage — while a single ER visit in 2026 can exceed $20,000 and a totaled new vehicle $50,000. The Insurance Information Institute and most consumer advocates recommend at least 100/300/100 for anyone with assets to protect.[22] An umbrella policy — $1 million in additional liability coverage layered on top — typically costs $200–$400 per year, making it one of the highest-value insurance products available and one of the least purchased.[23]


TIP

“I’m paying [$X/month] for auto insurance with [coverage limits]. I have [assets] to protect. Should I raise my deductible, change my liability limits, or get an umbrella policy? What’s the math?”

Insurance is one of the few products you buy hoping never to use. Every month you pay a premium and nothing happens, the emotional math feels like a loss — a running total in your head of money spent on nothing. The month something happens, the math reverses in a single phone call. Insurance is not an investment, and evaluating it that way will steer you wrong. It is the purchase of not-being-ruined by a single bad day. The value is not in the payout. It is in the sleep. If you have been debating whether to buy or upgrade coverage, the right question is not “what return do I get on this?” It is “what does my household look like the day after the worst realistic thing happens, with this coverage and without it?” Your Agent can model both scenarios.


SCIENCE

Life insurance in plain numbers. The “10–12x income” rule of thumb is an industry heuristic, not a law of finance. The DIME method gives a more honest total: Debts + Income × years your family needs support + Mortgage balance + Education costs for children. Term life — coverage for a fixed period, typically 20 or 30 years — is almost always the right answer for people under 60: the premium covers the years your family cannot absorb the loss of your income, and you drop it when they can. Whole life bundles insurance with a low-return investment component and carries commissions that can reach 100% of the first year’s premium plus ongoing trailers, which is why agents pitch it. “Buy term and invest the difference” is the endorsement from almost every fee-only planner and Consumer Reports. Whole life has legitimate niche uses — estate-tax liquidity, special-needs trusts, high earners who have already maxed out other tax-advantaged accounts — but those are narrow cases. The industry’s default sales pitch is not one of them.[24]

Veterans note: If you are on active duty, SGLI (Servicemembers’ Group Life Insurance) gives you up to $500,000 of term coverage automatically at approximately $0.06 per $1,000 per month — $30/month for the full $500K — plus a $1/month TSGLI rider for qualifying traumatic injuries. Coverage ends 120 days after separation. Within 240 days of separation you can convert to VGLI (Veterans’ Group Life Insurance) at your SGLI amount with no medical underwriting; the outer window is 1 year + 120 days (480 days) with proof of insurability. FSGLI covers your spouse up to $100,000 (not exceeding your SGLI) and each dependent child for $10,000 at no cost. Forms: SGLV 8286 to elect or change SGLI, SGLV 8714 for VGLI, SGLV 8600 for TSGLI claims. Apply through va.gov/life-insurance.[25]



M-9: Navigating Financial Aid and Student Loans

Strategy: Navigate + Assert
See also: M-2: Credit Cards and Debt (debt management strategies), M-4: Collections and Bankruptcy (when student loans go to collections)
My Man Jeeves: One notes that Americans carry approximately $1.75 trillion in student loan debt — a figure that exceeds the total credit card debt of the nation and is borne disproportionately by those who were told, with some conviction, that higher education was the path to the middle class. The system for managing this debt — loan servicers, income-driven repayment plans, forgiveness programmes, forbearance options — is of a complexity that rather suggests it was not designed for the benefit of the borrower. One’s loan servicer, to take a single instance, is a private company paid by the government to manage one’s account. Its incentive is to minimize its own cost of servicing, not to guide one toward the optimal repayment strategy. An Agent labours under no such conflict of interest, and is conversant with every repayment plan the Department of Education offers.
The Spec:

I need help understanding and managing my student loans.
My situation:
— Loans: [federal / private / both — amounts and servicer if known]
— Current repayment plan: [standard / income-driven / not sure /
in forbearance / in default]
— Income: [approximate annual — this determines IDR eligibility]
— Family size: [for IDR calculations]
— Employment: [public service / nonprofit / private sector —
this affects forgiveness eligibility]
— What I’m dealing with: [can’t afford payments / confused by
options / want a forgiveness program / got a letter from my
servicer I don’t understand / considering going back to school /
in default and don’t know what to do]
Please help me:
1. Explain my repayment options in plain language — standard,
graduated, extended, and the income-driven plans (IBR, PAYE,
REPAYE/SAVE) — and which one minimizes what I pay over time
2. Am I eligible for any forgiveness programs? Walk me through
PSLF, income-driven forgiveness, and any others
3. If I’m in default or behind: what are my options to get back
on track, and what are my rights?
4. Should I consolidate? What are the actual pros and cons —
not the servicer’s sales pitch
5. Is refinancing with a private lender ever a good idea,
and what do I lose if I do?
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with my servicer and studentaid.gov.
What to do with the Output: Never refinance federal loans into private loans without understanding what you are giving up. Federal loans come with income-driven repayment, forgiveness programs, deferment, forbearance, and discharge options. Private loans come with none of these. Refinancing may lower your interest rate. It will also eliminate your safety net. If your Agent recommends refinancing, follow up: “What protections do I lose by converting these federal loans to private? Give me the complete list.”


SCIENCE

The post-SAVE landscape (2026). The SAVE plan was struck down in federal court in 2025 and formally ended via Department of Education agreement in late 2025. Approximately 7.5 million borrowers parked in SAVE forbearance had interest resume accruing on August 1, 2025 and have a 90-day window starting July 1, 2026 to choose another plan — those who do not will be defaulted into a Standard or Tiered Standard plan. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act (signed July 4, 2025) created a new Repayment Assistance Plan (RAP) launching July 1, 2026 — payments of 1%–10% of AGI tiered by balance, $10 monthly minimum, forgiveness at 30 years. For loans disbursed before July 1, 2026, the legacy IDR plans remain: IBR (10% of discretionary income above 150% FPL, 20-year forgiveness — and the “partial financial hardship” gate was eliminated in 2025, so IBR is now open to any Direct Loan borrower); PAYE and ICR both sunset July 1, 2028. For loans disbursed after July 1, 2026, RAP is the only IDR option. Critically: the ARPA tax exclusion expired December 31, 2025 — IDR forgiveness granted in 2026 or later is now federally taxable income. PSLF forgiveness remains tax-free.[26]


TIP

“I have federal student loans totaling [$X] with [servicer]. I’m currently on [plan, or ‘I don’t know’]. My AGI is [$Y] and my family size is [Z]. Walk me through every plan I’m eligible for — IBR, PAYE if still open to me, ICR, RAP when it launches — and tell me the monthly payment and total interest under each. If I work for a qualifying employer, include the PSLF math too.”

The emotional weight of student loan debt is qualitatively different from credit card debt. A credit card balance tends to feel like a mistake. A student loan balance can feel like a betrayal — you did what you were told, invested in yourself, went to college, and the price of that investment tripled in two decades while the return on it stagnated. The anger is rational. An entire generation was sold a narrative it is still paying off. Honor the anger. Also: do not let it paralyze you. The debt is real, the rules are current, and the tools work — imperfect, politically contested tools, but tools — even when the system that created the debt was unjust. Your Agent can hold both things at once. So can you.


SCIENCE

Public Service Loan Forgiveness was signed into law in 2007, and in the first years after applications opened (2017–2019) it rejected over 99% of applicants — primarily due to servicer errors that placed borrowers on ineligible repayment plans without their knowledge. The 2021 PSLF Waiver and subsequent reforms dramatically expanded approvals. As of 2024, over $69 billion in student loan debt has been forgiven through various programs. The lesson is structural: the program existed on paper for years while the implementation actively prevented people from using it.[27]


FAIRNESS

Student loan debt falls disproportionately on Black borrowers, who carry an average of $25,000 more in student loan debt than white borrowers four years after graduation (Brookings Institution). The gap is driven by the racial wealth gap: Black students borrow more because their families have less wealth to contribute, then face a labor market that pays them less, making repayment harder. When evaluating repayment strategies, ask your Agent: “Are there known disparities in how loan servicers handle borrowers from different backgrounds, and what should I watch for?”

The parent who co-signed. Parent PLUS loans are federal loans taken out by parents for a child’s education. They carry higher interest rates than student loans, cannot be transferred to the student, and have historically been locked out of most income-driven plans — though a “double consolidation” workaround can make them eligible for ICR, and RAP will be available for Parent PLUS loans consolidated before the July 2026 deadline in some cases. Many parents signed these loans without understanding the terms because the child needed them and the financial-aid office presented the offer as routine. The shame runs both ways: the parent feels they failed to save enough; the child feels they burdened their family. Neither is a moral failure. Both are a structural consequence of a system that prices college beyond what most American families can pay. If this is your situation, ask your Agent: “I took out Parent PLUS loans for [child’s name] in [years]. Walk me through my consolidation and IDR options specifically for Parent PLUS debt, and tell me whether consolidating before July 2026 changes what I’m eligible for.”

Veterans note: Education benefits, for many servicemembers, eliminate the need to borrow in the first place — or pay off debt that is already there. The Post-9/11 GI Bill (Chapter 33, 38 U.S.C. § 3311) pays full in-state tuition and fees at public schools (with a 2026–27 cap of $29,920.95/year at private and foreign schools), a monthly housing allowance at the E-5-with-dependents BAH rate for the school’s ZIP code, and up to $1,000 per year in books. Service ending on or after January 1, 2013 carries unlimited time to use the benefit (the “Forever GI Bill”). Transferability to a spouse or children requires 6+ years of service and a commitment to four more at the time of transfer — the request goes through the milConnect portal before separation. The Yellow Ribbon Program covers the gap above the private/out-of-state cap at participating schools. Alternatives: Montgomery GI Bill (Chapter 30), MGIB-SR for Reservists (Chapter 1606), and VR&E / VetSuccess (Chapter 31) for service-connected disabled veterans, which covers tuition, fees, subsistence, and vocational counseling. Apply through va.gov/education using VA Form 22-1990 or 22-1990e for dependents. Your Agent can model which benefit gives you the most value for your actual enrollment plan.[28]



M-10: Evaluating a Big Purchase

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: Tr-1: Car Ownership (the single most common big purchase), Ch-1: Shopping Your Values (for evaluating who you’re buying from), Ho-3: Right-to-Repair (for durability and long-term cost)
My Man Jeeves: One has observed that the phrase “0% APR for 36 months” appears in advertising with a frequency that suggests, to the casual observer, that financing large purchases at no cost has become a simple act of generosity on the part of retailers. It has not. The 0% offer is a customer acquisition tool: the retailer has calculated that a meaningful percentage of purchasers will miss a payment, triggering deferred interest — in some cases retroactively applied to the entire original balance at rates exceeding 25%. The furniture, the appliance, the automobile — whatever the object, the financing is not a courtesy extended to the buyer. It is a bet placed against them. One’s Agent is rather useful for reading the terms of that bet before one accepts it.
The Spec:

I’m considering a major purchase and I want to make sure
I’m thinking about it clearly.
The purchase:
— What: [car / appliance / furniture / electronics / home
renovation / other]
— Price: [sticker price or range]
— Financing offered: [0% APR / store credit card / loan /
paying cash / not sure yet]
— Timeline: [need it now / can wait / replacing something broken]
— New vs. used: [considering both / committed to one / not sure]
Please help me:
1. Calculate the total cost of ownership — not just the price tag,
but maintenance, insurance, depreciation, energy costs,
and anything else I’ll pay over the life of this thing
2. Decode the financing: if there’s a 0% APR offer, what are
the actual terms? What happens if I miss a payment?
What’s the deferred interest clause?
3. Help me compare: new vs. used vs. refurbished — what’s the
real cost difference when I factor in lifespan and repair?
4. Am I buying at the right time? Are there seasonal patterns
or model-year transitions that affect price?
5. What’s the “walk away” number — at what price does this
stop making financial sense for someone in my situation?
What to do with the Output: The sticker price is not the price. For a car, the total cost of ownership includes insurance, fuel, maintenance, registration, depreciation, and financing. A $30,000 car at 7% APR over 72 months costs $36,500 in payments. If it depreciates to $12,000 in six years, the total cost of having the car was $24,500 plus insurance and gas. Your Agent can run this math for any purchase. The question is not “can I afford the payment?” — that is the question the salesperson wants you to ask. The question is “what does this actually cost me over the time I’ll own it?”


SCIENCE

Deferred interest financing — the “0% APR” model used by most furniture stores, electronics retailers, and medical providers — applies the full accumulated interest retroactively if the balance is not paid in full by the promotional period’s end. Consumer Financial Protection Bureau research found that approximately 43% of deferred interest plans result in the consumer paying interest, with the average retroactive interest charge exceeding the amount the consumer would have paid under a standard interest plan from the start.[29]


MEME

The 72-month auto loan was once considered predatory. It is now the most common car loan term in America. The 84-month loan — seven years — is the fastest-growing segment. The purpose of extending the loan term is not to make the car more affordable. It is to make the payment smaller so the buyer will accept a higher purchase price. The car does not know how long you are paying for it, but the bank does, and it is delighted. The Simpsons:S3E11 “Burns Verkaufen der Kraftwerk”, 1991, understood the buy-vs-hold math better than most personal finance books: Homer dumps his stock for $25 and spends it on beer, while the coworkers who held on collect $5,200 each — because to Homer the money felt like a windfall rather than a position.

For any brand-level decision, check measured reliability instead of marketing. Brand perception diverges from measured reliability more often than advertising suggests: Samsung and LG, both heavily advertised in major appliances, score poorly on icemaker and compressor failure rates; quieter brands routinely outperform them. Consumer Reports pools member survey data with in-lab testing and is the single most-cited source on consumer product reliability; the full rankings require a subscription (roughly $39/year digital), but the methodology is public and your Agent can summarize what reviewers and J.D. Power have published in their free tiers. For cars specifically, RepairPal gives free reliability scores and realistic repair-cost estimates by make, model, and year.[30]


FAIRNESS

Dealer markup, financing terms, and trade-in offers vary based on the buyer’s perceived negotiating power — and studies consistently show that Black and Hispanic buyers are offered higher financing rates and pay more for identical vehicles. If your Agent helps you calculate a fair price, bring that number to the dealership. Information asymmetry is leverage. Having the number in writing — from a source the dealer cannot see — is how you close the gap. See Tr-1 for the full car-buying Skill.


TIP

The “buy used” calculus for cars. A new vehicle loses roughly 20–25% of its value in year one and around 42% over five years industry-wide, per iSeeCars’ 2026 study — trucks depreciate least, EVs depreciate most (more than 15 points worse than average). A two-to-three-year-old certified pre-owned vehicle captures the steepest part of the depreciation curve while still carrying a factory warranty, which is usually the best total-cost position. The exception: when manufacturers dangle 0% APR on new cars against 9–11% rates on used-car loans, the finance math can flip. Run both scenarios — purchase price plus total finance charges plus insurance differential — before you fall for the lower monthly payment. AAA’s Your Driving Costs 2025 report puts average new-car ownership at $11,577 per year, with depreciation as the single largest line item at about $4,334.

Big purchases carry emotional weight that financial analysis does not capture. The new couch is not just a couch; it is the feeling of having made it, of deserving something nice, of the apartment finally looking like an adult lives there. The salesperson knows this. Retail financing exists because the emotional urgency of “I want this now” reliably overrides the rational calculation of “this will cost me 28% more if I finance it.” The point is not to shame the desire — the desire is real, and frequently earned. The point is to let the desire and the math negotiate honestly. Ask your Agent: “I want [item] and I can feel myself wanting to rationalize the price. Show me the five-year total cost under each financing option, and tell me what I’d have to give up this year to pay cash or save for six months.” Sometimes the answer is buy it, you can afford it, and you worked for it. Sometimes the answer is wait six weeks, and you’ll save $800. Either way, the decision is now yours instead of the salesperson’s.
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    Legal

The law is public. Legal literacy is not. Every contract, statute, regulation, and rights notice that governs your daily life is technically available to you — and practically illegible without the training that law school provides and the billionaire class purchases by the hour. The gap between having rights and exercising them is a literacy gap, and it is expensive by design. The Skills that follow do not replace a lawyer. They get you from “I don’t know what my rights are” to “I know my rights, I know the process, and I know when I need a lawyer.”


MEME

Paul and Jamie Buchman spent seven seasons of Mad About You in conflict with their building, their neighbors, their contractors, and a city bureaucracy that seemed specifically designed to defeat reasonable people. George Costanza spent nine seasons of Seinfeld asserting rights he couldn’t specify correctly and getting outcomes that were technically what he asked for and completely wrong. Both shows were comedies. The situations were not funny if you lived them. The Skills in this domain are what Paul, Jamie, and George needed at the start of each episode.



L-1: Negotiating a Contract

Strategy: Decode + Assert
See also: Ho-4: Knowing Your Rights as a Renter or Homeowner (for lease-specific rights), Ch-2: Understanding a Contractor Bid, M-3: Mortgages
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that a contract is, in its essential nature, a document composed by attorneys for the benefit of attorneys, with the quiet assumption that all parties to the arrangement have retained counsel of their own. When one party has not, the contract does not malfunction. It performs precisely as designed. The distinction between possessing rights under an agreement and comprehending what one has agreed to is, if one may say so, rather the point. One’s Agent has read the contract. It would be pleased to translate.


  
    contract-highlighted.png
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The Spec:

I am about to sign this contract. [Paste the contract or
the section you’re concerned about.]
Please:
1. Summarize in plain language what I am agreeing to
2. Flag any clauses that are unusual, one-sided, or that
I should push back on
3. Identify the three things I should pay most attention to
before signing
Assume I have no legal background.
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with an attorney before signing.

TIP

Don’t paste a 40-page lease. Paste the clause you’re confused about, plus the definitions section if there is one. Your Agent gives better answers from two focused paragraphs than from forty pages of boilerplate. See Appendix J.

What to do with the Output: Read the flagged clauses. If any are deal-breakers, you now know which ones to push back on — and you can ask your Agent to draft the counter-language. If the contract is otherwise fine, you have documented proof you understood what you signed.


TIP

Start with the contract you already signed: the Terms of Service for the Agent you are using right now. Paste it and ask: “What did I agree to? What data am I giving you, and what can you do with it?” This is the most honest first exercise in this book.


ALSO

File and document upload — paste or attach a contract to your conversation — works in all major tools: Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. See Appendix G.

Veterans note: Active-duty servicemembers have contract rights most civilians do not. The Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA, 50 U.S.C. §§ 3901–4043) caps interest on pre-service debts at 6%, permits early termination of residential and auto leases on PCS or deployment orders of 90+ days, and can stay civil proceedings. The protections are not automatic — most require written notice to the creditor or landlord and a copy of orders. Ask your Agent: “I am active-duty [branch] with [orders]. Which SCRA protections apply to this contract, and what written notice does [creditor/landlord] require?”[1]



L-2: Small Claims Court

Strategy: Navigate + Prepare + Draft
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (if the dispute stems from a contract), L-3: Writing a Demand Letter (often the step before filing)
My Man Jeeves: It would appear that small claims court was designed with the admirable intention of permitting ordinary individuals to resolve disputes without the expense of legal representation. The filing fee is modest, the rules are simplified, and the presiding judge expects one to be a regular person rather than a trained advocate. The difficulty, however, presents itself in the matter of preparation. Knowing what the court expects, which evidence carries weight, and how to arrange it coherently — this information is freely available, though one finds it scattered across courthouse websites last updated, in many instances, in 2009. One might further note that the landlord’s property management company has filed in small claims dozens of times, while the typical tenant has filed precisely none. The experience gap, rather than the law itself, is the genuine disadvantage. One’s Agent can close it.
The Spec:

I want to file a small claims court case.
My state and county: [state, county]
The dispute: [describe what happened — who owes what to whom,
the amount, how long it’s been going on]
What I’ve already done to resolve it: [nothing / asked nicely /
sent a demand letter / other]
Evidence I have: [texts, emails, receipts, photos, contracts,
witnesses — list what you’ve got]
Please:
1. Tell me the filing limit, fee, and process for my jurisdiction
2. Evaluate whether my case is strong, weak, or somewhere
in between — be honest
3. List exactly what evidence I should bring and how to
organize it
4. Walk me through what happens on court day — what to wear,
what to say, what not to say
5. Draft a brief opening statement I can read or paraphrase
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify filing rules with the court clerk or a legal
aid organization.
What to do with the Output: File the claim at your county courthouse or online if your jurisdiction allows it. Serve the other party according to your court’s rules — your Agent can explain the options, but this step has legal requirements you cannot skip. Organize your evidence in a folder, chronologically, with copies for the judge. Practice your opening statement once out loud. You do not need to memorize it.


FAIRNESS

Small claims filing fees typically run $30 to $100 in most jurisdictions — affordable in theory. But the court is open during business hours, which means taking time off work. For hourly workers, a half-day of lost wages plus the filing fee plus a second trip if the case is continued can cost more than the amount in dispute. This is not an accident. It is a system designed around the assumption that everyone has a salaried job with paid leave. If you are hourly, ask your Agent about evening or weekend small claims sessions — some jurisdictions offer them — and whether you can request a specific hearing date.[2]


TIP

Small claims hearings are brief — often a matter of minutes. The person who wins is usually the person who brought organized evidence and stated the facts without emotion. Ask your Agent: “I have [describe evidence]. What’s the most effective order to present this in, and what’s the one thing the judge most needs to hear in the first 30 seconds?”



L-3: Writing a Demand Letter

Strategy: Draft
See also: L-2: Small Claims Court (the next step if the letter doesn’t work), L-1: Negotiating a Contract (if the dispute involves a signed agreement)
My Man Jeeves: It is a common misapprehension that a demand letter is an instrument requiring legal credentials to compose. It is not. A demand letter is, at bottom, a written statement conveying four particulars: that a sum is owed, the basis for the obligation, the evidence supporting it, and the course of action one intends to pursue should payment not be forthcoming. Any person may write one. Any person may send one. The efficacy of such a letter derives not from legal authority but from a subtler mechanism — most people and businesses, upon reflection, would rather settle than contend with what follows. The letter itself constitutes the leverage. One might note that a well-composed demand letter resolves more disputes than small claims court, for the simple reason that most defendants perform the arithmetic and pay. One’s Agent can compose the letter.
The Spec:

I need to write a demand letter.
The situation: [describe the dispute — what was promised,
what happened, the amount owed or the harm done]
Who I’m sending it to: [individual / business / landlord /
contractor / other]
The amount or action I’m demanding: [specific dollar amount
or specific action, e.g., return of deposit, completion
of work, replacement of item]
My deadline: [how many days I want to give them — typically
14 to 30 days]
Evidence I have: [contracts, receipts, texts, emails,
photos, witnesses]
What I’ll do if they don’t comply: [file in small claims /
report to consumer protection agency / other]
Please draft a demand letter that is:
1. Professional and firm, not angry or threatening
2. Specific about what happened, what is owed, and by when
3. Clear about the consequences of non-compliance
4. Structured so it could be submitted as evidence if this
goes to court
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with an attorney or legal aid organization
before sending.
What to do with the Output: Print the letter on plain paper — no need for letterhead. Send it by certified mail with return receipt requested. This costs about $4 at the post office and gives you proof of delivery, which matters if you end up in court. Keep a copy. The return receipt is your evidence that they received it and the clock started on your deadline.


TIP

The tone of a demand letter matters more than the legal language. Ask your Agent: “Review this demand letter. Is any of it emotional, vague, or threatening? Rewrite those parts to be factual and specific.” Judges read demand letters as evidence of your reasonableness. An angry letter hurts your case. A calm, documented one helps it.


SCIENCE

When the other side is a business, a demand letter alone is rarely the strongest move. Filing a regulatory complaint at the same time creates a second pressure point the company cannot ignore. The CFPB reports that companies provide timely responses to roughly 97% of the consumer complaints it forwards, on a statutory clock. State attorneys general run their own consumer divisions, and several — Massachusetts, California, New York — are notably active. See L-10 for the full escalation ladder. The demand letter still goes certified mail. The complaint goes online the same day.[3]



L-4: Navigating a Traffic Ticket

Strategy: Navigate + Research
See also: Tr-1: Car Ownership (tickets affect total cost of ownership), C-1: Knowing Your Rights During a Police Encounter (if the ticket involves a stop), L-2: Small Claims Court (if the ticket leads to a larger dispute)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that traffic tickets occupy a rather unusual position in American law. They are, technically, criminal citations. They carry fines that function, in practice, as a regressive tax. They trigger insurance increases that frequently exceed the fine itself. And they arrive accompanied by a collection of widely circulated beliefs — “the officer must appear or the matter is dismissed,” “one may have it reduced simply by requesting” — which prove sometimes accurate, sometimes not, and invariably dependent upon the jurisdiction. A difficulty presents itself in the disparity of consequence: the billionaire pays the fine and the insurance increase without particular notice. The ordinary household notices a great deal. That distinction is what the following Skill endeavours to address. One’s Agent can research the options specific to one’s jurisdiction and violation.
The Spec:

I got a traffic ticket.
My state: [state]
The violation: [speeding / red light / stop sign / expired
registration / no insurance / other]
The details: [speed alleged, speed limit, location, time of day,
whether it was a camera or an officer, anything unusual
about the circumstances]
My driving record: [clean / one prior ticket / multiple /
points situation]
My concern: [the fine / insurance increase / points on license /
all of these]
Please:
1. Explain my actual options — pay, contest, traffic school,
plea bargain — and the realistic outcome of each
2. Calculate the true cost: fine + insurance increase over
3 years + points, not just the ticket amount
3. If contesting is worth it, tell me how the process works
in my jurisdiction and what arguments have a real chance
4. If traffic school is an option, explain the requirements
and whether it’s worth the time
5. Be honest about whether fighting this is a good use of
my time or whether I should just pay it
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with the court or a traffic attorney
before deciding.

TIP

Before you do anything, ask your Agent: “In [state], can I keep this ticket off my record by taking traffic school? What are the requirements, how much does it cost, and how many times can I use this option?” In many states, traffic school once every 12 to 18 months is an automatic option that prevents points and insurance increases. This is the single most useful piece of information in this Skill.

What to do with the Output: The most important number is not the fine — it is the insurance increase. A $150 ticket that adds $600 per year to your insurance for three years is a $1,950 ticket. Ask your Agent to calculate the total cost before you decide whether to pay or fight. If you decide to contest, your Agent can help you prepare, but show up on time, dressed respectfully, and with your evidence organized. Judges notice.

A single moving violation raises auto insurance premiums by roughly 20–30% on average, and the surcharge stays on the policy for three to five years depending on insurer and state. For a household already paying $2,000 a year, a $150 ticket becomes an extra $1,200 to $3,000 in premium over the penalty period. Quadrant Information Services and the Insurance Information Institute track these numbers annually. The fine is the visible cost. The surcharge is the invisible one — and it is the one most people fail to price when deciding whether to fight or pay.[4]

Every sitcom has a traffic ticket episode. Seinfeld:S4E4 “The Ticket”, 1992. The King of Queens insurance spiral. Half the sitcom canon has a DMV episode. They are funny because the system is absurd — a $90 fine that triggers a $400 insurance increase that triggers a conversation about whether you can afford the car at all. The sitcom resets at the end of the episode. Your insurance rate does not.


FAIRNESS

Racial disparities in traffic enforcement are among the most thoroughly documented patterns in American policing. The Stanford Open Policing Project analyzed over 200 million traffic stops and found consistent racial disparities in stop rates, search rates, and outcomes — even after controlling for driving behavior. Black and Hispanic drivers are stopped more often, searched more often, and ticketed more often than white drivers in the same jurisdictions. Your Agent should be direct about this: “Given my [demographic] and [location], what should I realistically expect from this process?” The legal options are the same. The experience of exercising them is not.[5]


FAIRNESS

Flat traffic fines are regressive by design. A $500 ticket is a rounding error for a household earning $500,000 and a month of groceries for one earning $25,000. A small number of jurisdictions have experimented with income-based “day-fines” modeled on Scandinavian systems, and San Francisco’s Financial Justice Project has documented the downstream damage of flat-fine enforcement on low-income residents — compounding late fees, suspended licenses, lost jobs. The enforcement model is a policy choice. You can’t fix it from this page, but you can ask your Agent: “Does [my county] have a fine-reduction or ability-to-pay program for people below a certain income? How do I apply, and what documentation do I need?” Some courts offer these quietly.[6]



L-5: Understanding Your Rights as a Tenant

Strategy: Decode + Assert
See also: Ho-4: Knowing Your Rights as a Renter or Homeowner (the practical side — maintenance, deposits, inspections), L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for reading your lease), L-3: Writing a Demand Letter (if your landlord will not act)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that the relationship between landlord and tenant is, in most American jurisdictions, governed by a rather comprehensive body of law that the landlord has read and the tenant has not. This is not, one might note, an oversight. The lease itself is the landlord’s document, composed by the landlord’s attorney, printed on the landlord’s letterhead, and presented to the tenant at a moment of maximum vulnerability — when one has already packed, hired movers, and informed one’s current residence of departure. The implied warranty of habitability, the statutory limits on security deposits, the protections against retaliatory eviction — these exist in every state, though they vary with a creativity that borders on the artistic. The difficulty is not that the tenant lacks rights. It is that exercising them requires knowing they exist, which the lease is under no obligation to mention. One’s Agent has read one’s own state’s landlord-tenant statute. It is prepared to be specific.

The Spec:

I am a tenant and I need to understand my rights.
My state and city: [state, city]
My situation: [describe what’s happening — habitability
issue / security deposit dispute / lease renewal pressure /
possible eviction / landlord entering without notice /
retaliation after a complaint / other]
My lease type: [month-to-month / fixed-term, and when it
expires]
What my landlord has said or done: [specific actions,
communications, or threats]
What I’ve done so far: [nothing / complained verbally /
complained in writing / called code enforcement / other]
Please:
1. Tell me my specific rights under my state and local
landlord-tenant law for this situation
2. Tell me what my landlord is and is not legally allowed
to do
3. Identify whether anything my landlord has done may
already be a violation
4. Give me the exact steps to protect myself, in order,
starting with what I should do today
5. Draft any written notice I need to send
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a lawyer or legal aid if escalation
is needed.
What to do with the Output: Document everything in writing from this point forward. If your Agent identifies a habitability violation, send written notice to your landlord — certified mail, return receipt, keep a copy. Photograph the condition with a timestamp. If your Agent identifies potential retaliation, you now know the statute that protects you, and you can name it in your next communication. That specificity changes the conversation.


FAIRNESS

Eviction filings — even those that are dismissed or ruled in the tenant’s favor — appear on background checks and can prevent a tenant from securing future housing for years. This means a landlord who files a retaliatory eviction and loses still wins: the tenant’s record is marked. Some jurisdictions have begun sealing dismissed evictions, but most have not. Ask your Agent: “In [state], do dismissed evictions appear on tenant screening reports, and what can I do about it?” The answer will inform whether you fight or negotiate.[7]


TIP

The single most protective thing a tenant can do is communicate in writing. Text messages count. Emails count. A handwritten note slid under the office door with a photo of it counts. Verbal complaints evaporate. Written complaints become evidence. Ask your Agent: “Draft a written notice to my landlord about [issue] that establishes a paper trail and cites the relevant statute.”

The landlord-tenant relationship is asymmetric in a way that does not show up in the lease. The landlord risks a vacancy. The tenant risks homelessness. That asymmetry shapes every complaint, every request, every decision about whether to name a violation or stay quiet through it. The fear of retaliation is not neurotic — it is rational. Most states have anti-retaliation statutes precisely because this dynamic is predictable. Knowing your rights does not resolve the asymmetry. It narrows the range of what the other side can do without consequence, which is not nothing. Ask your Agent: “Given the retaliation protections in [state], what specifically can my landlord not do after I file a complaint, and what documentation makes retaliation easier to prove later?”


SCIENCE

Princeton Eviction Lab data shows that in many American cities, a large share of tenants facing eviction — sometimes the majority — never appear in court, and of those who do, fewer than 10% have legal representation. Landlords are represented in over 80% of cases. The representation gap, more than the merits of any individual case, predicts the outcome. Legal aid organizations exist in every state. Your Agent can find the one in your jurisdiction.[8]


TIP

Most states cap security deposits at one to two months’ rent and require the landlord to return the deposit, minus itemized deductions, within 14 to 30 days after move-out. Statutes commonly include a penalty for noncompliance — two or three times the withheld amount, plus attorney’s fees in some states. Landlords count on tenants not knowing this. Ask your Agent: “In [state], what is the security deposit cap, the return deadline, the required itemized statement, and the penalty if my landlord misses the deadline?” If the deadline has already passed, a demand letter citing the statute often produces the check in a week. See L-3.[9]



L-6: Navigating Family Court

Strategy: Navigate + Prepare
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (settlement agreements are contracts — read them like one), Li-1: Difficult Conversations (the emotional side of what this Skill handles procedurally)
My Man Jeeves: It is perhaps worth observing that family court occupies a singular position in the American legal system. It is the one court where both parties arrive already in crisis, where the stakes are not financial but existential — the daily proximity to one’s children — and where the proceedings are governed by a standard, “the best interest of the child,” that sounds reassuringly clear and proves, upon examination, to be interpreted differently by every judge in every county. One further notes that the system assumes both parties can afford attorneys, take time off work for hearings, and produce documentation on short notice. When one party can and the other cannot, the procedural advantage compounds with each filing. The law itself may be neutral. The capacity to navigate it is not. One’s Agent cannot represent one in court. It can ensure one arrives prepared rather than bewildered, which is, if one may say so, a meaningful distinction.

The Spec:

I need to navigate family court.
My state and county: [state, county]
My situation: [divorce filing / custody dispute / child
support modification / custody modification / protective
order / other]
Where I am in the process: [haven’t filed yet / just been
served / mid-proceedings / need to modify an existing order]
Children involved: [ages, current living arrangement]
Current representation: [I have a lawyer / I’m representing
myself / I’m looking for legal aid]
My specific concern right now: [custody schedule / support
calculation / division of property / safety / other]
Please:
1. Explain how family court works in my jurisdiction —
the process, timeline, and what to expect at each stage
2. Tell me what documentation I need to gather and how
to organize it
3. If child support is at issue, explain how my state
calculates it and what factors I can and cannot influence
4. Identify any deadlines I need to know about — family
court deadlines are often non-negotiable
5. Tell me what to say, what not to say, and how judges
in family court evaluate credibility
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a family law attorney or legal aid.
What to do with the Output: Family court rewards preparation and punishes disorganization. Start a binder — physical or digital — with tabs for financial documents, communication records, proposed parenting schedules, and court filings. If you are representing yourself, ask your Agent to help you draft each filing, then bring it to a legal aid clinic for review before submitting. One hour of attorney review on a prepared document costs far less than ten hours of an attorney starting from scratch.


TIP

Child support calculations in most states are formulaic — income, number of children, parenting time, health insurance costs. Ask your Agent: “Run the child support calculation for [state] with these inputs: [income, children, parenting time split]. Show me what changes if any of these numbers change.” Understanding the formula removes the mystery and lets you focus on the inputs you can document.


FAIRNESS

Family court outcomes correlate strongly with representation. When one party has an attorney and the other is self-represented, the represented party has a systematic advantage — procedural missteps, missed deadlines, and unfamiliarity with evidentiary standards disproportionately sink pro se litigants. Legal aid for family court is chronically underfunded. If you cannot afford an attorney, ask your Agent: “What legal aid organizations in [state/county] handle family law, and what are their eligibility requirements?” Many have income cutoffs, but some offer unbundled services — review of a single document, coaching for a single hearing — at reduced cost.[10]

The Seinfeld wedding. The Friends divorce (Ross, naturally — three times). Frasier’s entire backstory. Family court is the sitcom event that happens between seasons, referenced in passing, its procedural reality never shown. The characters emerge changed but the process is invisible. In life, the process is the hardest part. Nobody writes an episode about waiting four months for a hearing date while your temporary order slowly becomes the status quo.


SCIENCE

Mediated custody agreements produce higher compliance rates and lower re-litigation rates than court-imposed orders. Robert Emery’s Charlottesville Mediation Project, which tracked families for 12 years, found that non-residential parents who mediated were significantly more involved with their children — and more satisfied with the arrangement — than those who litigated. Most jurisdictions now require mediation before trial in custody disputes. Cost varies: court-connected mediation is often free or sliding-scale, while private mediation runs $200 to $500 per hour. Ask your Agent: “What mediation options exist in [county], and what does each cost?”[11]


TIP

Family courts default to preserving existing arrangements. A temporary order that gives one parent primary custody often becomes the permanent order — not because a judge weighed the merits, but because the arrangement has been “working.” This means the first filing and the first temporary hearing carry disproportionate long-term weight. If you are early in the process, ask your Agent: “What goes into the temporary order in [state], how do I prepare for the temporary hearing, and what evidence matters most at this stage?” You do not want to discover the status-quo bias six months in.

Veterans note: Military families navigating divorce face a separate statutory layer. The Uniformed Services Former Spouses’ Protection Act (USFSPA, 10 U.S.C. § 1408) governs how military retirement pay is divided and whether the former spouse receives it directly from DFAS — the “10/10 rule” requires at least 10 years of marriage overlapping 10 years of creditable service for direct payment. The SCRA can stay civil proceedings while a servicemember is on active duty. Custody orders must also accommodate PCS moves and OCONUS deployments, which ordinary parenting plans do not contemplate. Ask your Agent: “My spouse is [branch, rank, years of service]. How does USFSPA affect retirement division in [state], and what should a custody order include for deployment and PCS?”[12]



L-7: Dealing with Debt Collectors

Strategy: Assert + Decode
See also: M-4: Collections and Bankruptcy (the financial strategy side), M-2: Credit Cards and Debt (if that is the underlying debt), L-3: Writing a Demand Letter (the same technique works in reverse — you can demand they stop)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the debt collection industry operates within a set of federal and state regulations that are, in their particulars, rather favourable to the debtor — and that this fact is precisely the one the industry relies upon the debtor not knowing. The Fair Debt Collection Practices Act specifies what a collector may say, when they may call, what they must prove when challenged, and what they must cease doing when instructed. Violations of these provisions carry statutory damages. The difficulty, as so often, presents itself in the gap between the law as written and the experience of receiving a telephone call at dinner from a person whose professional training consists of creating urgency in the uninformed. The collector’s advantage is not legal. It is informational. One’s Agent is familiar with the FDCPA. It can level the conversation rather promptly.

The Spec:

A debt collector has contacted me.
My state: [state]
The debt they claim I owe: [amount, to whom, approximate
date of original debt if known]
How they contacted me: [phone / letter / text / email /
showed up at my door]
What they said: [as specifically as you can recall —
threats, deadlines, claims about consequences]
What I know about this debt: [I owe it / I don’t owe it /
I’m not sure / I already paid it / it’s very old / it
might be past the statute of limitations]
Please:
1. Explain my rights under the FDCPA and my state’s
debt collection laws
2. Identify anything the collector said or did that may
be a violation
3. Tell me the statute of limitations for this type of
debt in my state and whether this debt may be
time-barred
4. Draft a debt validation letter I can send — I want
them to prove the debt is mine, the amount is correct,
and they have the legal right to collect it
5. Tell me what I should and should not say if they
call again
6. If the debt is valid, explain my realistic options:
negotiation, payment plan, settlement for less
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a consumer law attorney if needed.
What to do with the Output: If you have any doubt about whether the debt is valid, send the validation letter immediately — you have 30 days from first contact to request validation, and the collector must stop all collection activity until they provide it. Send the letter by certified mail, return receipt requested. Do not acknowledge the debt verbally. Do not make a partial payment. Both can restart the statute of limitations in some states. Your Agent can explain whether your state has this rule.

Science Note: The CFPB received roughly 207,800 complaints about debt collection in 2024. In a CFPB survey, 53% of consumers contacted by collectors reported being contacted about a debt they did not owe, and of those who disputed a debt, 40% said it had already been paid. The validation letter exists because the system generates errors at an industrial scale.[13]


TIP

The single most powerful sentence in debt collection law: “I am requesting validation of this debt pursuant to the FDCPA. Do not contact me again until you have provided written validation.” You can say it on the phone. You should also send it in writing. Ask your Agent: “Draft a debt validation letter for [amount] claimed by [collector name]. Include a cease-communication request until validation is provided.”


FAIRNESS

Debt collection disproportionately targets Black and Latino neighborhoods. Research has found that residents of majority-Black neighborhoods are sued by debt collectors at rates nearly twice those of majority-white neighborhoods — even after controlling for income, debt levels, and other financial factors. The debts are similar. The enforcement is not.[14] If a collector threatens legal action, ask your Agent whether that threat is credible in your jurisdiction: “Can this collector actually sue me for [amount] in [state]? What would that process look like, and what are my defenses?”

The collector on the phone has a script. The script is designed to create urgency: this will go on your permanent record, this will affect your credit, we can garnish your wages. Some of these claims are true. Some are illegal to make. The collector’s training assumes you cannot tell the difference. After this Skill, you can.

Science Note: “Zombie debt” is debt past the statute of limitations. A collector cannot legally win a lawsuit on it — but in many states, a single partial payment, or even a verbal acknowledgment that the debt is yours, restarts the statute and brings the debt back to life. Collectors are trained to ask questions that produce the acknowledgment; the validation letter avoids the trap by putting everything in writing and admitting nothing.[15]


TIP

State debt collection laws frequently outrun the federal floor. California’s Rosenthal Act extends FDCPA rules to original creditors, not just third-party collectors. New York requires collectors to disclose the statute of limitations in the first communication. Texas, North Carolina, and Pennsylvania prohibit wage garnishment for most consumer debts entirely, while other states permit up to 25% of disposable income under the federal Consumer Credit Protection Act. Ask your Agent: “What protections does [state] add beyond the FDCPA, and what is the wage garnishment limit for consumer debt here?”[16]


TIP

Active-duty servicemembers get an additional lever. The SCRA (50 U.S.C. §§ 3901–4043) caps interest on pre-service debts at 6% and imposes further limits on collectors during active duty, but the interest cap is not automatic — the servicemember must give the creditor written notice along with a copy of orders. See L-1 for the full list of SCRA protections applicable to contracts and leases.



L-8: Power of Attorney and Advance Directives

Strategy: Draft + Prepare
See also: H-7: Preparing for End-of-Life Conversations (the emotional and medical side of these decisions), Li-4: Planning Care for Aging (the caregiving context where these documents become urgent)
My Man Jeeves: One ventures to suggest that there are certain documents which every adult requires and which, by a most inconvenient feature of human nature, no adult wishes to contemplate. A power of attorney, a healthcare proxy, and an advance directive are not instruments of pessimism. They are instruments of agency — they ensure that when one cannot speak for oneself, the person who speaks in one’s place knows what one would have said. The difficulty is not that these documents are legally complex. A basic power of attorney is, in most states, a single form. The difficulty is that the conversation they require — whom does one trust, what does one want, under what circumstances — is one that most families postpone until the decision must be made in a hospital corridor at two in the morning by a person who has no legal authority to make it. The documents exist to prevent that moment. One’s Agent can draft them. The conversation, one regrets to observe, remains one’s own to have.

The Spec:

I need to create advance planning documents.
My state: [state]
What I need: [power of attorney / healthcare proxy / living
will / advance directive / all of these]
My situation: [planning ahead while healthy / aging parent
needs these / specific medical situation / estate planning]
My designated person(s): [who I want to make decisions —
name and relationship]
My specific wishes, if any: [end-of-life preferences /
financial management preferences / situations where you
want or don’t want intervention]
Please:
1. Explain what each document does, in plain language, and
which ones I actually need
2. Tell me whether my state has specific statutory forms
for these documents and where to get them
3. Explain the requirements for making them legally valid
in my state — witnesses, notarization, registration
4. Walk me through the decisions I need to make for each
document — what questions I need to answer before
I can fill them out
5. Tell me what happens if I don’t have these documents
and something happens to me
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will have these documents reviewed by an attorney
before signing.

TIP

Many people stall on these documents because they think they need a lawyer to draft them. In most states, the statutory forms are free, available online, and designed to be completed without legal help. Ask your Agent: “What is the official statutory form for [document type] in [state], and where can I download it?” An attorney review is wise but not always necessary for standard situations. Do not let the perfect be the enemy of the filed.

What to do with the Output: Most states offer free statutory forms for these documents — your Agent can tell you where to find your state’s version. Fill them out. Get them witnessed and notarized as your state requires. Give copies to your designated person, your doctor, and your hospital. Tell your family these documents exist and where they are. A power of attorney in a filing cabinet that nobody knows about protects no one.

Science Note: A 2017 study in Health Affairs found that only 37% of American adults have completed advance directives; among those who had, family members were significantly more likely to report that end-of-life care matched the patient’s wishes. Completing these forms is a 30-minute task that can prevent months of family conflict.[17]


FAIRNESS

Power of attorney and advance directives interact with systemic inequality in ways that are not obvious until you need them. Unmarried partners — including, in some jurisdictions, same-sex spouses whose marriages may not be recognized across all institutional contexts — have no default legal authority over each other’s medical or financial decisions. A healthcare proxy is not optional for these families. It is the only thing standing between your partner and a hospital administrator who defers to your estranged next of kin. Ask your Agent: “In [state], who has default decision-making authority if I am incapacitated and have no advance directive? Does my [partner/spouse] have automatic authority?”


TIP

Execution requirements vary by state. Most require two witnesses, a notary, or both for a durable power of attorney; healthcare proxies often have separate witness rules (some states bar the proxy’s named agent or the attending physician from acting as a witness). A POLST (or MOLST, POST, MOST, depending on the state) is a separate instrument — a physician-signed medical order for the seriously ill that binds emergency responders in a way an advance directive alone does not. Thirty-plus states have adopted POLST programs. Ask your Agent: “In [state], what are the witness and notary requirements for [document], and is POLST available for someone in [condition]?”[18]

The paperwork is not the hard part. Asking someone to be your healthcare proxy is asking them to carry the worst decision of your life. Postponing that ask is not irrational — it is the brain protecting the family from a future it can’t rehearse. The research is consistent on what actually moves people from intending to signing: a deadline, a witness, and a concrete conversation, usually in that order. The task is not to overcome the feeling. It is to complete the form anyway, and to have the one conversation that turns the form from a file into a shared understanding. See H-7 for how to start that conversation.



L-9: Navigating a Background Check

Strategy: Decode + Assert
See also: W-1: Getting a Job (where background checks gatekeep employment), Ho-6: Getting a Home (where they gatekeep housing — rental applications)
My Man Jeeves: One cannot help but observe that the background check has become, in contemporary American life, a document of considerable consequence that the subject of the check is permitted neither to see in advance nor to review for accuracy before it is presented to the party making a decision. An employer, a landlord, or a licensing board receives a report that purports to summarize one’s relationship with the law. The report may be accurate. It may not. A 2012 study by the National Consumer Law Center found error rates sufficiently alarming to suggest that accuracy is, for the industry, more of an aspiration than a practice. The Fair Credit Reporting Act provides the right to dispute errors, and many states provide the right to review one’s own record. The difficulty is that most people exercise these rights after a rejection — which is to say, after the damage is done. One’s Agent can help one review one’s record before anyone else does.

The Spec:

I need to understand and prepare for a background check.
My state: [state]
The context: [job application / rental application /
professional license / volunteer position / other]
What I’m concerned about: [criminal record / old arrest
that was dismissed / expunged record showing up / error
on my record / I don’t know what’s on it / other]
What I know about my record: [describe what you know —
convictions, arrests, dispositions, approximate dates]
Please:
1. Tell me exactly what shows up on a background check
in my state for this type of check — and what
legally should not
2. Explain the difference between arrests, charges,
convictions, and expungements — and which ones
appear on which types of checks
3. Tell me my rights under the FCRA: what the employer
or landlord must do before and after using a
background check to make a decision
4. If I have something on my record, tell me whether
expungement or sealing is available in my state,
what it costs, and how long it takes
5. If there’s an error, walk me through the dispute
process step by step
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a lawyer if I pursue expungement.
What to do with the Output: Run your own background check first. Your Agent can tell you how — most states allow you to request your criminal history from the state police or bureau of investigation for a small fee. Review it for errors before an employer or landlord does. If you find an error, dispute it now, in writing, with the background check company and the court that holds the record. If expungement is available, start the process — it takes months in most jurisdictions, so the time to begin is before you need the clean record.


TIP

Under the FCRA, an employer who rejects you based on a background check must provide you with a copy of the report and a written notice of your right to dispute it — before the rejection becomes final. This is called “pre-adverse action notice.” Many employers skip this step. If you were rejected and never received a copy of the report, that is itself a violation. Ask your Agent: “I was denied [job/housing] and was not given a copy of my background check or a pre-adverse action notice. What are my rights under the FCRA?”


FAIRNESS

Background checks encode the racial disparities of the criminal legal system into employment and housing decisions. Because Black and Latino Americans are arrested and convicted at higher rates than white Americans for equivalent conduct, background check policies that screen out anyone with a record function as a proxy for racial discrimination — even when that is not the intent. The EEOC has issued guidance stating that blanket “no criminal record” policies may violate Title VII. Some states and cities have adopted “ban the box” laws that delay the background check until after a conditional offer. Ask your Agent: “Does [state/city] have a ban-the-box law? What does it actually require, and what can I do if an employer asks about my record before they’re legally allowed to?”[19]

Science Note: A 2012 National Consumer Law Center report found that FBI background check records are incomplete roughly 50% of the time — arrest records without disposition data, meaning the check shows an arrest but not whether the charges were dropped, dismissed, or resulted in acquittal. A record that says “arrested for X” with no outcome listed reads, to an employer, as a conviction.[20]


TIP

Expungement eligibility varies wildly. A growing number of states — Utah, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Connecticut, New Jersey, California, Virginia, among others — have passed “Clean Slate” laws that automatically seal or expunge eligible records after a waiting period. Other states still require a petition, a filing fee, and sometimes a hearing, which produces a gap: many people who qualify never apply because the process is invisible or the fee is prohibitive. Ask your Agent: “In [state], does automatic expungement cover [offense] after [years]? If not, what’s the petition process, the filing fee, and any fee waiver I might qualify for?”[21]


FAIRNESS

Tenant screening is a separate industry running in parallel to employment background checks. Companies like CoreLogic, TransUnion SmartMove, and RealPage compile reports that pull eviction filings (including dismissed ones), criminal records, and credit history — and sell them to landlords. A 2023 CFPB investigation and ongoing class-action suits have documented error rates and mismatched records (wrong person, wrong disposition, resolved cases still flagged) that landlords treat as dispositive. The FCRA dispute process applies to these reports the same way it applies to employment checks. Ask your Agent: “I was denied a rental based on a tenant screening report from [company]. What does the FCRA require the landlord and the screening company to do now, and how do I dispute an error?”[22]



L-10: Filing a Consumer Complaint

Strategy: Assert + Navigate
See also: IRL-2: Customer Service (the conversation — try this first), L-3: Writing a Demand Letter (the written escalation — try this second)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that the American consumer possesses, at any given moment, access to a rather formidable array of regulatory complaint mechanisms — the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, the Federal Trade Commission, the state attorney general’s consumer protection division, and in many instances a local consumer affairs office — and that the typical consumer, upon being wronged by a corporation, is aware of precisely none of them. This is not, one ventures to say, because the agencies are secretive. They are not. Their complaint portals are public, free, and in several cases genuinely effective. The CFPB, by way of illustration, forwards complaints to the named company with a statutory deadline for response, and publishes both the complaint and the response in a searchable public database. The difficulty is navigational: knowing which agency handles which type of complaint, what information to include, and how to frame the complaint so that it receives attention rather than a form letter. One’s Agent knows the escalation ladder. It would be pleased to assist one in climbing it.

The Spec:

I need to file a consumer complaint against a company.
The company: [name]
The product or service: [what you bought or signed up for]
What happened: [describe the problem — what was promised,
what was delivered, what went wrong, how much money is
involved]
What I’ve already tried: [called customer service / emailed /
sent a demand letter / posted on social media / nothing]
The response I got: [they fixed it / they ignored me / they
offered something inadequate / they were rude / other]
Please:
1. Tell me which federal, state, and local agencies accept
complaints for this type of issue
2. Rank them by likely effectiveness for my specific
situation
3. Draft the complaint for the most relevant agency,
including all the information they ask for
4. Tell me whether I should file with multiple agencies
simultaneously or escalate one at a time
5. Identify whether this company has a pattern of this
behavior — check the CFPB complaint database and
any relevant enforcement actions
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.

ALSO

All major AI tools can search publicly available databases. If you ask your Agent to check the CFPB complaint database, it may use web search or direct access depending on the tool. Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Copilot all support this type of research query. See Appendix G.

What to do with the Output: File the complaint with the agency your Agent recommends first. Most federal agencies — CFPB, FTC, FCC — have online portals that take 10–15 minutes to complete. Your Agent has already drafted the text. Paste it in. If your Agent recommends filing with multiple agencies, do them all in one sitting. Keep the confirmation numbers. The company has a statutory deadline to respond to CFPB complaints (typically 15 days). Mark your calendar.


TIP

The CFPB complaint database is public. Before you file, ask your Agent: “Search the CFPB complaint database for [company name]. What are the most common complaints, and how does the company typically respond?” If you see a pattern — hundreds of people with the same problem getting the same runaround — that context strengthens your complaint and tells you what resolution to demand. The database is at consumerfinance.gov/data-research/consumer-complaints.

Science Note: The CFPB reports that companies provide timely responses to approximately 97% of complaints forwarded to them, and that consumers who file complaints receive monetary relief in roughly 15% of cases, with a median relief amount of $150. The mechanism works not because the agency enforces on your behalf — it rarely does for individual cases — but because the complaint becomes part of a public record that regulators review when deciding where to investigate.[23]

The escalation ladder: (1) call customer service, (2) ask for a supervisor, (3) send a demand letter, (4) file a regulatory complaint, (5) file in small claims court. Most people stop at step 2, exhausted. The companies know this. Their customer service process is designed to absorb your energy at the lowest level of the escalation ladder. Steps 3 through 5 are where the leverage actually lives. Your Agent can draft the paperwork for steps 3, 4, and 5 in a single conversation.


TIP

Federal complaint mechanisms are not interchangeable. The CFPB complaint is a case — the agency forwards it to the company with a statutory clock, the company has to respond, and the exchange becomes part of a public database. The FTC complaint is a vote — the FTC does not resolve individual disputes, but it uses complaint data at ReportFraud.ftc.gov to identify patterns and open enforcement actions. Both are worth filing. Ask your Agent to draft each one, targeted to what that agency actually does: specific remedy for the CFPB, pattern evidence for the FTC.[24]


FAIRNESS

State attorney general consumer protection divisions vary dramatically in how active they are. Massachusetts, California, New York, Washington, and Minnesota run some of the most aggressive consumer protection programs in the country; other states publish a complaint form and little else. Filing with both the CFPB and your state AG at the same time creates a second pressure point the company cannot control — federal and state regulators reading the same complaint. Ask your Agent: “What does [state] AG’s consumer protection division actually do, how do I file, and what do they investigate versus refer elsewhere?”[25]
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    Home

A house is the most expensive thing most people will ever be responsible for, whether they own it or rent it. It breaks constantly, in ways that require knowledge from a dozen different trades — plumbing, electrical, HVAC, roofing, structural, pest, appliance — and the person standing in the kitchen when the water heater fails is expected to diagnose the problem, find the right contractor, evaluate the quote, and make the repair-or-replace decision, all before the floor is ruined. The billionaire class has a property manager. You have YouTube and a growing sense of dread. The Skills that follow are Al Borland in your pocket: the diagnostic step before the drill comes out.


MEME

Every episode of Home Improvement followed the same structure: Tim had a theory, the theory was wrong, the drill came out, something structural failed. Al knew what the problem was from the beginning. Al said so. Tim did not listen. The third act was always preventable. The Skills in this domain are Al Borland. You are a version of Tim who is actually going to listen.



Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home

Strategy: Diagnose
See also: Ho-2: Home Repair and DIY (for specific repairs), Ho-3: Right-to-Repair (for products designed to resist repair), Ch-1: Shopping Your Values (before replacing anything)
My Man Jeeves: A residence, however modest, presents a continuous programme of maintenance requirements — plumbing, electrical, HVAC, roofing, appliances — each belonging to a distinct trade. The difficulty is not that one fails to appreciate the importance of preventive care; it is that the knowledge required to perform it has traditionally been distributed across a dozen professionals, none of whom are present when the water heater chooses its moment. An Agent can provide the diagnostic step before one reaches for the telephone, which is to say, the step that most frequently renders the telephone unnecessary.
The Spec:

My [appliance/system] is [describing the behavior: making a noise /
not working / leaking / etc.]. It started [when].
[Any relevant context: age of unit, recent changes, what I’ve tried.]
Please tell me:
1. What are the most likely causes, from most to least likely?
2. Which of these can I fix myself, and how?
3. If I do need a professional, what type, and what should I
tell them when I call?
4. Are there any safety concerns I need to address immediately?
What to do with the Output: If there’s a safety concern, handle that first — your Agent will tell you if something needs to be turned off, unplugged, or evacuated from immediately. For everything else, try the simplest fix your Agent suggests before calling a professional. Most service calls start at $150 just to show up.



Ho-2: Home Repair and DIY

Strategy: Diagnose + Navigate (Expert Role)
See also: Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (for diagnosing first), Ho-3: Right-to-Repair (when a product resists repair), Ch-2: Understanding a Contractor Bid (when to hire instead)
My Man Jeeves: Home repair knowledge was, until comparatively recently, transmitted between generations in much the way that changing a tyre or hemming a pair of trousers was once considered a baseline competency. Several decades of planned obsolescence and the gradual replacement of repairable objects with disposable ones have, one might observe, rather thoroughly interrupted that transmission. The knowledge itself, however, has not vanished — it has merely migrated, and an Agent was among the recipients.
The Spec:

Act as an experienced home repair advisor.
The task or problem: [describe specifically]
My home: [approximate age, owned or rented]
My skill level: [never done repairs / basic / comfortable with tools]
Tools I have: [basic hand tools / power tools / neither]
Is this urgent (affecting habitability or safety)? [yes/no]
What do I need to know before I start, and what are the steps?
What to do with the Output: Read the full list of steps before you start — not while you’re holding a wrench. If there’s a part you need, your Agent can help you find it by name and part number. Take a photo of what you’re working on before you take anything apart. Future you will thank present you.

Common home repair Expert Role specs:

Act as a home repair advisor. I need to [patch a hole in drywall /
fix a running toilet / caulk a bathtub / replace a light switch /
fix a leaking faucet]. I have never done this before.
What do I need, and walk me through it step by step.
Act as a home repair advisor. I’m trying to figure out
whether I can do this myself or need a professional:
[describe the repair]. My skill level is [beginner/intermediate].
Give me an honest assessment.

ALSO

Checking current information requires web search, which is free in Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. In Claude, web search requires the paid tier. See Appendix G.



Ho-3: Right-to-Repair

Strategy: Diagnose + Navigate (Expert Role)
See also: Ho-2: Home Repair and DIY (for the repair itself), Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (for preventive maintenance)
My Man Jeeves: Whether one characterizes it as planned obsolescence, buyer lock-in, or — to borrow the current vernacular, if one may be forgiven the word — enshittification, the underlying mechanism is the same: by manufacturing products that resist repair, companies ensure a recurring revenue stream at the consumer’s expense. The practice is, if one may say so, rather more deliberate than the word “obsolescence” suggests. An Agent can assess, at whatever skill level one possesses, whether a given item merits repair or replacement — and, should replacement prove necessary, recommend more durable alternatives. One is not, strictly speaking, defeating the system. One is merely removing the information asymmetry upon which it depends.
The Spec:

Act as an experienced right-to-repair technician.
The item I’m trying to fix: [make, model, year if applicable]
The problem: [describe exactly what it’s doing or not doing]
What I’ve already tried: [if anything]
Tools I have available: [basic / moderate / well-equipped]
My comfort level with disassembly: [never done it / done basic repairs /
comfortable with electronics / comfortable with appliances]
What is likely wrong, and what are my repair options
from easiest to most involved?
What to do with the Output: Before ordering any parts, verify part numbers against the manufacturer’s parts diagram if available. iFixit.com and YouTube are the best secondary sources for your specific model once your Agent has identified what needs fixing.

Common right-to-repair Expert Role specs:

Act as a right-to-repair technician. My [washing machine /
dishwasher / refrigerator / dryer] is [symptom].
It is a [brand] [model if known], approximately [age] years old.
Walk me through diagnosing this step by step.
Act as a bicycle mechanic. My [component] is [symptom].
The bike is a [type: road/mountain/hybrid], [approximate age].
What needs adjustment or replacement, and can I do it myself
with basic tools?
Act as a small engine repair technician. My [lawn mower /
generator / chainsaw] [symptom]. It was last serviced [when].
What should I check first?

MEME

“It’s not a bug, it’s a feature.” The manufacturer calling your appliance “unrepairable” is a business model, not a technical assessment. Start with your Agent’s diagnosis before accepting the quote for a replacement.



Ho-4: Knowing Your Rights as a Renter or Homeowner

Strategy: Assert + Decode
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for reading your lease or mortgage), C-3: Understanding Your Rights Where You Live (for rights that vary by jurisdiction), C-6: Advocating for Change (for changing the rules)
My Man Jeeves: Housing law, one might observe, is the domain in which the greatest sums change hands with the least comprehension on one side of the transaction. The landlord retains a property management company that has filed the same lease in the same county for 15 years. The HOA board has engaged an attorney on retainer who drafted the CC&Rs. The mortgage servicer employs a compliance department that knows precisely which fees are legal and which are merely customary. The individual on the other side of the table has the document they were given and a vague apprehension that some of it is not quite right. That apprehension is, in the general course of things, well founded. The law is specific, it varies by jurisdiction, and it almost invariably provides more rights than one supposes. The difficulty has never been the law itself. The difficulty is that nobody has explained it. One’s Agent has read the law and is prepared to do so.
The Spec:

I have a question about my rights as a [renter / homeowner / HOA member].
My situation:
— Where I live: [city, state]
— My housing type: [apartment / house / condo / mobile home / HOA community]
— The issue: [describe — lease dispute, security deposit, HOA rule,
property tax assessment, landlord not making repairs, noise complaint,
accessibility need, pet restriction, utility billing, or “I just want
to understand what rights I have”]
— What has happened so far: [if anything — notices sent, conversations
had, complaints filed]
Please help me:
1. What are my specific rights in this situation under my
state and local law?
2. What is the process for enforcing those rights — who do I
contact, what do I file, what are the deadlines?
3. What are the most common mistakes people make in this
situation that weaken their position?
4. If this involves a dispute: what is my strongest argument,
and what documentation do I need?
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a tenant rights organization or attorney.
What to do with the Output: Document everything in writing. If your landlord or HOA is violating your rights, your Agent can help you draft the letter — but send it by email or certified mail so there is a record. Many cities have free tenant rights hotlines and legal aid organizations; ask your Agent to find the one in your jurisdiction. The clock on most housing disputes starts running whether you know about the deadline or not.

Common housing rights Expert Role specs:

Act as a housing rights advisor. I live in [a community with
an HOA / a condo association] in [state].
The issue: [describe — unreasonable rule, selective enforcement,
lack of financial transparency, special assessment, restricting
modifications (including solar panels or EV charging), not
maintaining common areas, or board overreach].
What are my rights under state law, what does the board’s
fiduciary duty require, and what is the process for
challenging this?
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a tenant rights organization or attorney.
Act as a property tax advisor. I own a home in [county, state]
and I believe my property tax assessment is [too high / based
on incorrect information about the property].
Current assessed value: [amount].
What I believe the correct value is, and why: [comparable sales,
property condition, errors in square footage or lot size,
historic district restrictions that limit use].
Walk me through the appeals process — deadlines, evidence I need,
and whether to pursue an informal review or formal hearing.
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with my county assessor’s office or a tax professional.

TIP

“I just signed a lease I didn’t fully understand. [Paste the section you’re worried about.] What did I actually agree to, and is any of it unenforceable in [state]?” — The time to understand your lease is now, not when there is a dispute.


FAIRNESS

Housing rights enforcement varies dramatically by race, income, and geography. Matthew Desmond’s Evicted (2016) documented how eviction functions less as a legal remedy of last resort than as an instrument of housing control, concentrated in Black and Latino neighborhoods even after controlling for income. The Eviction Lab at Princeton — which tracks filings across 10 states and more than 30 cities — recorded just over 1 million eviction cases in 2024, an average filing rate of 7.8% of renter households, with nine of its tracked cities filing above 10%.[1] If your Agent’s advice assumes a responsive landlord or a functional enforcement system, say so: “My landlord ignores repair requests and I’m worried about retaliation if I push harder. What are my protections?”

Veterans note: Active-duty servicemembers, National Guard and Reserve members on federal orders of 30+ days, and their dependents are covered by the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (50 U.S.C. §§ 3901–4043). SCRA allows early lease termination on permanent-change-of-station or 90-day deployment orders (written notice plus a copy of the orders; the lease ends 30 days after the next rent due date), prohibits eviction from residential premises below a statutory rent ceiling (adjusted annually by the Secretary of Defense; $10,239.63 per month for 2025) without a court order, and caps interest on pre-service debts — mortgages, credit cards, auto loans — at 6% with written notice to the creditor. Ask your Agent: “I’m [active duty / Guard / Reserve] and I just received [PCS / deployment] orders. Walk me through my SCRA rights for my [lease / mortgage / pre-service credit card].”[2]


FAIRNESS

The Fair Housing Act requires landlords and HOAs to allow reasonable modifications for people with disabilities — grab bars, ramp access, wider doorways, lever handles, reserved accessible parking — at the tenant’s expense in rentals, at the association’s expense in common areas. It also requires reasonable accommodations in rules and policies: a building with a no-pets policy must permit an assistance animal with documentation of disability-related need from a healthcare provider. Assistance animals under the FHA are not limited to dogs, do not require “certification” or “registration” from any website (those sites are scams, not legal requirements), and cannot be subject to breed, size, or weight restrictions. Landlords cannot charge pet deposits or pet rent for assistance animals. These are federal rights under 42 U.S.C. § 3604(f). They are violated routinely. The National Fair Housing Alliance’s annual trends report consistently finds that disability discrimination accounts for more than half of all fair housing complaints filed nationwide — more than race, national origin, and every other protected class combined.[3] If your landlord or HOA denies a modification or accommodation request, file with HUD (1-800-669-9777) or your local fair housing organization. Ask your Agent: “My landlord [or HOA] denied my request for [modification / assistance animal / policy exception]. Draft a response citing the specific Fair Housing Act provisions that apply in [my state].”

Housing financial assistance exists at every level — federal, state, and local — but no single office explains all of it. The largest program, HUD’s Housing Choice Voucher program (Section 8), subsidizes rent for low-income families, but waitlists average 2.5 years and many are closed entirely; check your local Public Housing Authority for current status. For emergencies — imminent eviction, homelessness, domestic violence — call 211 or visit 211.org for local shelters, rapid rehousing, and emergency rental assistance. In rural areas, the USDA Section 502 Direct Loan program offers subsidized mortgages with payments as low as 1% interest for very-low-income borrowers — a program most people have never heard of. Ask your Agent: “What housing assistance programs am I eligible for in [city, state] given my household income of [amount] and household size of [number]?”


TIP

“I’m concerned about [water quality / air quality / soil contamination / a nearby industrial facility] near my home in [city, state]. What should I test for, who do I report it to, and what are my rights as a [renter / homeowner]?” — Your Agent can explain what contaminants to test for, identify your state environmental agency’s complaint process, and help you understand your legal options. The EPA’s ECHO database tracks facility compliance near you; for drinking water, your utility’s annual Consumer Confidence Report is public and your Agent can decode it.



Ho-5: Understanding Your Utility Bill and Energy Options

Strategy: Decode + Research
See also: M-6: Financial Coach (for budgeting utilities), Li-9: Making a Household Budget That Holds (utilities as a budget category)
My Man Jeeves: It would appear that energy cost burden — the percentage of household income devoted to utilities — falls with particular severity upon low-income households, who expend nearly three times the proportion of their income on energy that median-income households do, while possessing the least access to the rebate programmes designed to address this disparity. The programmes, one should note, do exist. The difficulty presents itself not in their absence but in the rather considerable effort required to locate them. One’s Agent can locate them.
The Spec:

I want to understand my utility bill and find out if there are
programs that could lower my costs. I’m in [state].
My situation: [renter/homeowner], household income approximately
[$range or “low income”], type of housing [apartment/house/mobile home].
Please:
1. Explain what the main charges on a typical utility bill mean
2. Tell me what rebate or assistance programs I likely qualify for
3. Give me the steps to apply for the most impactful one
What to do with the Output: Apply for the program your Agent identifies first — the one with the biggest impact and the simplest application. Most assistance programs are first-come, first-served and have enrollment windows. Do it today, not next billing cycle.


  
    utility-bill-annotated.png

    
      A utility bill with handwritten arrows pointing to key charges: base rate, usage tiers, delivery charges, taxes, and fees
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a single-page utility bill, lying
flat on a pure white field. Standard residential bill layout ---
service address block, account number, billing period, a line-item
table of charges, a total due, a payment stub at the bottom. The
text and numbers are fictional and illustrative --- a placeholder
utility ("Sample Power & Light"), a made-up account number, dollar
amounts that are clearly example values, no real customer, no real
provider.

Key line items annotated in blue ballpoint pen:

- A circle around the **base service charge**, with a margin note:
  "fixed --- you pay this even at zero usage"
- An arrow pointing to the **usage tier rows**, margin note:
  "tiered --- price per kWh climbs with use"
- A circle around the **delivery / distribution charge**, margin
  note: "the wires, not the electrons"
- An arrow at the **taxes & fees block**, margin note: "city + state"

The annotations are in #2 pencil for the connecting arrows and blue
ballpoint pen for the circles and handwritten margin notes --- the
same hand as the rest of the book.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the bill and its pen annotations. No color swatches, palettes,
legends, keys, hex codes, callouts from outside the page, sidebar
text, or any UI explaining the colors or technique. No "EXAMPLE"
watermark stamped across the bill.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a kitchen
table. The bill is the only object; the field around it is pure
white. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray
will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real utility company logos (PG&E, ConEd, Duke, etc.)
- NO real customer names, real addresses, real account numbers
- NO highlighter rectangles --- annotations are pen circles and
  arrows
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backing --- the bill prints on
  plain stock
- NO QR code or barcode rendered with realistic data

    
  


ALSO

Paste or upload your document directly — file upload works in Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. See Appendix G.



Ho-6: Getting a Home

Strategy: Navigate + Research
See also: M-3: Mortgages, M-6: Financial Coach, L-1: Negotiating a Contract, Ho-4: Knowing Your Rights as a Renter or Homeowner
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that finding a place to live is the most expensive decision most people make under the most considerable time pressure. The real estate industry has, over the years, perfected the art of manufacturing urgency — “multiple offers,” “will not last,” “act now” — in a market where the buyer or renter possesses less information than every other party at the table. The landlord knows the vacancy rate. The seller knows the inspection history. The estate agent knows the comparable sales. One knows, principally, that one requires a place to live by the first of the month. An Agent can level that asymmetry — not, it should be said, by rendering the market fair, but by ensuring that one enters it informed.
The Spec:

I need to find a place to live.
My situation:
— What I’m looking for: [renting an apartment / renting a house /
buying my first home / relocating / leaving a bad housing situation /
currently unhoused and need immediate help]
— Location: [city, state, or area]
— Budget: [monthly rent or purchase budget]
— Timeline: [when I need to move by]
— Constraints: [pets, accessibility needs, school district,
commute distance, credit situation, income documentation]
Please help me:
1. Walk me through the process from where I am now to
having a signed lease or closing — what are the steps
and what order should I do them in?
2. What should I know about this specific market right now —
what is realistic for my budget?
3. What are the hidden costs I’m probably not thinking about
— application fees, deposits, moving costs, utilities setup?
4. What red flags should I watch for in listings, landlords,
or contracts?
5. If I’m in a crisis situation, what immediate resources
exist in my area?
What to do with the Output: Start with the financial math — not what you can pay, but what you can carry without stress. Housing cost below 30% of gross income is the standard guideline, but it is a ceiling, not a target. For renters: ask your Agent to help you read the lease before you sign it (see L-1). For buyers: get pre-approved before you start looking, not after you find the place you love (see M-3). For anyone in a housing crisis: 211.org and your local Continuum of Care are the first calls.


TIP

“I found a listing I like. Here is the description: [paste]. What questions should I ask at the showing that the listing doesn’t answer? What am I not seeing?”


FAIRNESS

Housing discrimination is illegal under the Fair Housing Act but remains pervasive. Testing studies consistently show that Black and Latino renters and buyers are shown fewer units, quoted higher prices, and steered to different neighborhoods than white applicants with identical qualifications. If you suspect discrimination, document everything and file with HUD (1-800-669-9777) or your local fair housing organization. Your Agent can help you identify the pattern and draft the complaint.

Science Note: The National Low Income Housing Coalition’s Out of Reach report puts the 2025 national Housing Wage — what a full-time worker must earn for a modest two-bedroom rental without spending more than 30% of income on housing — at $33.63 per hour, more than four times the federal minimum wage of $7.25. There is no state, metropolitan area, or county in the United States where a full-time minimum-wage worker can afford that unit.[4] When your Agent tells you what you “should” be able to afford at 30% of income, compare it to what’s actually available in your market — the gap is structural, not personal.

Veterans note: If you served on active duty — or as a National Guard or Reserve member with qualifying federal service — you may be eligible for a VA home loan, which requires no down payment, no private mortgage insurance, and no monthly PMI premium at any loan-to-value ratio. Since the Blue Water Navy Vietnam Veterans Act (2020), there is no maximum loan amount for first-time users with full entitlement; VA loans are also assumable by other VA-eligible buyers, which becomes valuable when interest rates rise. The VA funding fee is 2.15% for first use with less than 5% down, lower with a larger down payment or on a refinance, and is waived entirely for veterans with a service-connected disability rating, surviving spouses receiving DIC, and Purple Heart recipients on active duty. The Interest Rate Reduction Refinance Loan (IRRRL) allows streamlined refinancing of an existing VA loan with minimal documentation. VA appraisal standards are stricter than conventional; budget time for that. Ask your Agent: “I’m a [service status] looking to [buy / refinance]. Walk me through VA loan eligibility, the funding fee calculation for my situation, and how a VA loan compares to FHA and conventional for my purchase price and down payment.”[5]


SCIENCE

The belief that “renting is throwing money away” is one of the most persistent and least examined financial assumptions in American culture. The actual math: in the first decade of a 30-year mortgage, roughly 60–70% of each payment goes to interest — money paid to the bank rather than the landlord. Add property taxes (national median effective rate: 1.02% of home value annually), homeowners insurance, maintenance (budget 1–2% of home value per year), and transaction costs (5–6% of sale price when you sell), and the break-even horizon — the time you must stay in the home for buying to outperform renting and investing the difference — is typically five to seven years, and longer in high-cost markets.[6] The New York Times Rent vs. Buy calculator, which accounts for local data, opportunity cost, and appreciation rates, is the best free tool for running the numbers. Ask your Agent to help you gather the inputs — the answer is genuinely different for a 28-year-old in Austin than a 55-year-old in Cleveland, and neither answer is wrong.


ALSO

If you or someone you know is experiencing homelessness or at immediate risk of losing housing: call 211 (24/7 in most areas) or visit 211.org for local shelters, transitional housing, and rapid rehousing programs. HUD’s Find Shelter tool searches by ZIP code. For domestic violence situations, the National Domestic Violence Hotline (1-800-799-7233) connects to emergency shelter. If you have school-age children, the McKinney-Vento Act requires public schools to enroll them immediately — without records, proof of residency, or proof of guardianship — and every district is required to have a McKinney-Vento liaison; ask for them by title. These resources are available regardless of immigration status.

Two more scenarios are worth asking your Agent about directly. First-time buyers should ask it to walk through down payment assistance — these programs exist in every state, and many qualifying buyers don’t know to ask. If you’re relocating rather than staying put, your Agent can generate the full cross-jurisdiction checklist — housing, utilities, vehicle registration and driver’s license, voter registration, a doctor and dentist, school enrollment if you have kids; a move involves roughly 40 administrative tasks across two jurisdictions.



Ho-7: Gardening & Landscaping

Strategy: Diagnose + Research (Expert Role)
See also: Ch-3: Identifying and Caring for House Plants (for houseplants), Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (for broader property care)
My Man Jeeves: Master Gardeners are volunteers trained by the Cooperative Extension System to address precisely the questions one has regarding why one’s tomatoes have assumed their present appearance. Their services are provided without charge. They are also, one regrets to note, available by appointment, a fortnight from Tuesday, during business hours. An Agent, by contrast, is available now.
The Spec:

Act as an experienced Master Gardener.
Here is my situation:
— Location / climate zone: [e.g., Zone 9b, Northern California]
— What I’m growing: [plant, variety if known]
— The problem: [describe what you’re seeing — yellowing leaves,
spots, wilting, not producing, pest damage, etc.]
— How long it’s been going on: [timeframe]
— Recent changes: [new fertilizer, watering change, weather event, etc.]
What is likely causing this, and what should I do?
What to do with the Output: Start with the least invasive intervention your Agent suggests. If the problem persists after one week, come back and describe what changed (or didn’t). The refinement loop applies to plants as well as paperwork.

Extended Expert Role specs for gardening:

Act as a Master Gardener. I want to start a vegetable garden in
[location, climate zone]. I have [square footage / container space].
I want to grow [goals: food for family / cut flowers / low maintenance].
My experience level is [beginner/intermediate].
What should I plant, when, and in what order of priority?
Act as a Master Gardener specializing in soil health.
My soil is [clay/sandy/unknown]. My plants seem to be
[struggling / doing fine but I want to improve].
What amendments should I add, and how do I apply them?

TIP

Add your soil type, sun exposure, and recent rainfall to the spec if you have it. The more specific the situation, the more specific the advice.


ALSO

To make this Expert Role persistent across sessions, save it as a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or Custom GPT (ChatGPT). See Appendix G.



Ho-8: Household Disaster Preparedness

Strategy: Prepare + Research
See also: M-8: Insurance You Actually Need (for documenting what you own before you need to), Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (preventive maintenance is the first line of defense), IRL-9: Handling a Car Accident (the same “be ready before the crisis” mindset)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that the federal government maintains a website — ready.gov — which advises citizens to prepare a 72-hour emergency kit, an evacuation plan, and a communication strategy. One further observes that the overwhelming majority of households have done none of these things, not because the advice is inaccessible but because the task presents itself as a single, undifferentiated mass of anxiety rather than a series of manageable steps. The structural difficulty is familiar: the people best positioned to weather a disaster are those who can afford to outsource the planning, while the people most likely to be displaced by one are expected to assemble the plan themselves, from scattered government PDFs, during a period of calm they cannot quite believe will end. An Agent can convert the undifferentiated mass into a checklist, prioritized by consequence, completed in stages, and tailored to the specific threats that apply where one actually lives.
The Spec:

I want to create a household emergency preparedness plan.
My situation:
— Where I live: [city, state]
— Housing type: [apartment / house / mobile home / condo]
— Household: [number of adults, children, elderly, pets]
— Renter or owner: [renter / homeowner]
— Any mobility or medical needs: [describe, or “none”]
— Budget for supplies: [approximate, or “as little as possible”]
Please help me:
1. What are the most likely disasters or emergencies
in my area, ranked by probability?
2. Give me a 72-hour emergency kit list, prioritized
so I can build it over a few weeks, not all at once
3. Walk me through creating an evacuation plan for my
specific housing type — where do I go, what routes,
what do I grab?
4. What documents should I have copies of, and where
should I store them?
5. How do I set up a family communication plan — who
calls whom, what if phones are down?
Give me the most conservative, safety-first answer.

TIP

“I have 30 minutes and $50 this weekend. What is the single most impactful thing I can do right now to be more prepared for an emergency in [my city]?” — Start small. Your Agent will prioritize by risk.

What to do with the Output: Do not try to do everything this week. Pick the three highest-priority items from your Agent’s list and do those first. A partial kit that exists is infinitely better than a complete plan that doesn’t. Store digital copies of your important documents in a cloud account you can access from any device — your Agent can tell you exactly which documents to photograph and how to organize them.


SCIENCE

FEMA’s 2024 National Household Survey on Disaster Preparedness found that 83% of respondents reported taking at least three preparedness actions in the past year — up from 57% in 2023 — but only 32% felt confident both in their ability to prepare and that preparation would make a significant difference. A persistent gap separates homeowners (73% with emergency supplies) from renters (60%), and cost was the single most common barrier, named by 26% of respondents. The barrier, in other words, is rarely willingness; it is initiation, confidence, and money.[7]


FAIRNESS

Disaster impact is not distributed equally. Eric Klinenberg’s Heat Wave (2002) reconstructed the 1995 Chicago disaster that killed more than 700 people in a single week and found that mortality concentrated in depleted, largely Black neighborhoods on the city’s south and west sides — not because heat is racist, but because institutional abandonment, social isolation of the elderly, and the privatization of cooling made survival depend on resources the neighborhood had been stripped of. Robert Bullard and Beverly Wright’s Race, Place, and Environmental Justice After Hurricane Katrina (2009) extended the pattern to recovery itself: low-income and communities-of-color disaster victims spend more time in temporary housing and shelters, face greater barriers to loans and insurance settlements, and are more vulnerable to permanent displacement.[8] If your Agent’s advice assumes you own your home, have savings, or can relocate temporarily, say so: “I rent, I don’t have savings for a hotel, and I have no car. What are my options if I need to evacuate?”



Ho-9: Decluttering and Organizing

Strategy: Diagnose + Navigate
See also: Ch-5: Optimizing Manual Chores (for maintaining systems once you build them), Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (decluttering is maintenance, not renovation)
My Man Jeeves: One hesitates to suggest that the billion-dollar decluttering industry has a financial incentive to make the problem feel spiritual rather than logistical, but one does observe that the rhetoric of “sparking joy” has been rather more profitable for its inventor than for the average person standing in a 400-square-foot apartment wondering where the winter coats are meant to reside. The difficulty is not an excess of sentiment. The difficulty is an insufficiency of space, compounded by an absence of systems. An Agent can assess the space one actually has, propose storage arrangements that function within its constraints, and maintain the one-in-one-out discipline that prevents the problem from recurring — all without requiring that one hold each object and interrogate one’s feelings about it.
The Spec:

I need help organizing and decluttering my [room / apartment /
house / specific area like garage, closet, kitchen].
My situation:
— Space: [approximate size, or “small apartment” / “house with
no storage” / “one closet for everything”]
— What’s overwhelming me most: [describe — too much stuff in
too little space / can’t find things / just moved / preparing
to move / specific problem area]
— Household: [living alone / with partner / with kids / roommates]
— Budget for storage solutions: [nothing / under $50 / flexible]
— Physical limitations: [if any — can’t lift heavy things,
mobility issues, etc.]
Please help me:
1. Give me a room-by-room (or zone-by-zone) priority list —
where should I start for the biggest impact?
2. For my first target area, give me a step-by-step plan
I can complete in one afternoon
3. What are affordable storage solutions for my specific
space constraints?
4. How do I set up a “one in, one out” system that actually
works for my living situation?
5. What should I donate vs. trash vs. sell, and where
specifically in [my city] can I do each?

TIP

“I don’t want to buy anything. I have [describe what you have — cardboard boxes, some bins, a small closet]. How do I organize [area] with only what I already own?” — The best organization system is the one you’ll maintain with zero additional purchases.

What to do with the Output: Start with the first zone your Agent identifies — the one that will make the biggest daily difference. Do not reorganize the garage before you can find your keys. Set a timer for two hours, work the plan, and stop. Decluttering in marathon sessions leads to decision fatigue and a pile of things in the hallway that stays there for a month.


SCIENCE

Decision fatigue is real and measurable. Studies on cognitive depletion show that the quality of decisions degrades after sustained periods of choosing, which is exactly what decluttering demands — hundreds of keep-or-discard decisions in sequence. Working in short, focused sessions with clear categories (not “does this spark joy?” but “have I used this in 12 months?”) reduces the cognitive load and produces better outcomes.[9]


MEME

In Friends:S6E7 “The One Where Phoebe Runs”, 1999 — Chandler cleans the apartment as a surprise, then spends the rest of the day in quiet terror: Monica will know that every object is an inch from where it lives. The lesson, as always with Monica, is that the system matters more than the sentiment. She is correct. She is also exhausting. Your Agent has the organizational instinct without the 3 a.m. label maker.

Monica’s systems work because organizing is the right tool for her problem. It isn’t always the right tool.


FAIRNESS

Hoarding disorder is a recognized mental-health condition in DSM-5, not a lifestyle choice; meta-analyses place its prevalence at roughly 2.5% of adults, with higher rates in older adults and in people living with anxiety or depression.[10] When clutter is causing serious distress, functional impairment, household conflict, or safety risks — blocked exits, mold, fire load, eviction risk — no organization system is the right tool. The right tool is a clinician trained in hoarding treatment (typically CBT) and, where available, a local hoarding task force. The International OCD Foundation maintains a therapist directory. If this sounds like you or someone you love, ask your Agent: “I think [I / my family member] may be living with hoarding disorder, not just clutter. Help me understand what that means clinically, what gentle steps look like, and how to find a therapist or local task force.”



Ho-10: Home Security and Safety

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (smoke detector batteries are maintenance, not security), Ho-8: Household Disaster Preparedness (security is one layer of a broader safety plan), Ho-4: Knowing Your Rights as a Renter or Homeowner (what your landlord is legally required to provide)
My Man Jeeves: The residential security-alarm industry in the United States generates upwards of $38 billion annually — a figure that should prompt the observation that its primary product is not security but the feeling of security, a distinction upon which rather a lot of profit depends.[11] A deadbolt, properly installed, does more than a subscription camera service. A smoke detector with a functioning battery does more than a monitored alarm system. The fundamentals are mechanical, inexpensive, and effective. The industry prefers to sell past them. An Agent can assess what one actually needs — based on one’s housing type, neighbourhood, and specific concerns — and distinguish the measures that reduce risk from those that merely reduce anxiety at a monthly fee.
The Spec:

I want to make my home safer and more secure.
My situation:
— Housing type: [apartment / house / condo / mobile home]
— Renter or owner: [renter / homeowner] (this affects what I
can install)
— Current security: [describe what you already have — locks,
cameras, alarm, smoke detectors, fire extinguisher, or “nothing”]
— Specific concerns: [break-ins / package theft / fire safety /
carbon monoxide / I have kids and want to childproof / general
safety audit / a specific incident happened]
— Budget: [minimal / moderate / flexible]
Please help me:
1. Audit what I currently have — what’s missing from
the basics?
2. Prioritize improvements by actual risk reduction, not
marketing — what makes the biggest real difference
for my housing type?
3. What should I do myself vs. what requires a
professional installation?
4. For any products you recommend, give me the category
and what to look for — not a specific brand
5. If I’m a renter, what am I allowed to install, and
what must my landlord provide?
Give me practical, evidence-based recommendations.
I don’t want to be sold a subscription I don’t need.
What to do with the Output: Start with the items your Agent flags as missing from the basics — working smoke detectors on every level, a CO detector near sleeping areas, a fire extinguisher in the kitchen, and functional deadbolts on exterior doors. These are not optional. They are the safety equivalent of seatbelts. Everything after that is risk-specific and budget-dependent. If you rent, check your Agent’s output against Ho-4 — your landlord may be legally required to provide several of these.


SCIENCE

The National Fire Protection Association reports that nearly three out of five home fire deaths occur in properties with no smoke alarms (43%) or alarms that failed to operate (16%). Working alarms cut the death rate in home fires by about 60%. Ninety-nine percent of U.S. households say they have at least one alarm, but 61% test less often than monthly and 33% never test at all — which is how “I have a smoke alarm” turns into “the smoke alarm did not go off.” Replace batteries annually or switch to 10-year sealed units. Your Agent can remind you; the battery does not replace itself.[12]

Science Note: The evidence on visible cameras as deterrents is genuinely mixed. Welsh and Farrington’s systematic review of 44 CCTV evaluations found a modest 16% overall reduction in crime in surveilled areas — concentrated in car parks (51% reduction in vehicle crime) and effectively zero for violent crime; a newer 40-year meta-analysis by Piza, Welsh, Farrington, and Thomas found broadly similar results.[13] The honest summary: cameras are better at recording incidents than preventing them, and a doorbell camera is a documentation tool, not a deterrent. Match the tool to the actual risk — package theft (documentation), break-ins (locks and lighting first). Violent confrontation from someone who already has access to your home is a different problem, and hardware isn’t the fix for it.


TIP

“I rent and my landlord hasn’t installed [smoke detectors / CO detectors / proper locks]. What does [my state] law require them to provide, and what’s the most effective way to make them do it?” — Combine this with Ho-4 for the legal framework.


FAIRNESS

Home security marketing disproportionately targets fear — and that fear is not evenly distributed. Surveillance technology marketed as “security” can become a tool of harassment in domestic violence situations: The Hotline’s 2022 research reported that essentially every survivor it surveyed had experienced at least one form of technology-facilitated abuse, from GPS tracking to compromised accounts to weaponized smart-home devices.[14] Neighborhood surveillance apps have also documented patterns of racial profiling. If your concern is personal safety from someone you live with or near, hardware is not the answer — the National Domestic Violence Hotline (1-800-799-7233, or text “START” to 88788) can help with a safety plan that accounts for the tech you already have. Ask your Agent: “I’m worried about [current or former partner / household member] having access to my accounts, location, or smart-home devices. Help me audit what they might reach and take the specific steps to lock it down without escalating the situation.”
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    Life

“I find it so amazing when people tell me that electronic music has no soul. You can’t blame the computer. If there’s no soul in the music, it’s because nobody put it there.”
— Björk

The systems that govern health, money, and legal standing get their own domains in the Field Guide. What remains is everything else: the conversations, the milestones, the meals, the trips, the slow accumulation of skills and relationships that constitute an actual life. The billionaire class has a staff for this too. Now you have one.



Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation

Strategy: Prepare + Draft
See also: W-3: Working with Human Resources (for workplace conversations), H-7: Preparing for End-of-Life Conversations (for the hardest one). Russ Harris, The Happiness Trap (managing the emotions that make you avoid the conversation). Read This and You Will Be Happier (Guardian, 2026) on Monkey/T-Rex/Lion/Mouse personality types (reading your counterpart’s communication style)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that 40 years of research on interpersonal conflict converge upon a single finding of some consequence: how a difficult conversation begins predicts its outcome with approximately 96% accuracy. The words selected in the first three minutes, it would appear, determine most of what follows.[1] It is perhaps worth noting, then, that preparation is not a matter of personal preference. It is the intervention itself. One’s Agent can help one prepare.
The Spec:

I need to have a difficult conversation with [relationship] about [topic].
My goal is [specific outcome — not “fix everything,” something concrete].
I’m worried about [specific thing that could go wrong].
I want to [preserve the relationship / set a clear boundary /
reach a specific agreement — choose one].
Please help me:
1. Identify the key thing I need to say clearly
2. Anticipate the most likely responses and how to handle them
3. Draft an opening statement I could use to start the conversation
What to do with the Output: Save this as a note on your phone. Read it once before you walk in. You don’t need to memorize the opening statement — just having it reduces the panic of “how do I start this.” If the conversation goes sideways, you can come back to your Agent afterward and ask: “It went like this: [describe]. What should I try next?”


ALSO

This works well with voice mode on your phone — all major tools support it on mobile. See Appendix G.

Science Note: Gottman (1999) identifies the “soft startup” as the single highest-leverage intervention in difficult conversations — how you begin determines nearly everything that follows.[2]



Li-2: Writing a Eulogy

Strategy: Draft
See also: Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation (the emotional preparation applies here too), H-7: Preparing for End-of-Life Conversations
My Man Jeeves: A difficulty presents itself in that the eulogy is, for most persons, the one composition for which there is no second draft, no opportunity to revise after observing the reaction, and no possibility of beginning again. One might further note that it is composed under conditions of considerable emotional impairment and preserved online indefinitely. One’s Agent is equipped to furnish the structure. The life, however, one alone is in a position to supply.
The Spec:

I need to write a eulogy for [relationship — “my father,” “my friend”].
Here are the things about them that I most want people to remember:
[list 3–5 specific memories, qualities, or stories]
The tone should be [celebratory / reflective / a mix].
The audience is [family and close friends / a large public service].
I have about [X] minutes.
Please draft a eulogy I can edit into my own voice.
The stories should come from what I’ve told you — please don’t
invent details I haven’t given you.
What to do with the Output: Edit it until it sounds like you, not like a machine. Read it out loud — twice. The parts that feel wrong in your mouth are the parts that need your words, not your Agent’s. Print it on a card you can hold. Having something in your hands steadies them.


  
    eulogy-notecard.png

    
      A notecard eulogy outline: an opening memory, three qualities with a story each, and a closing line.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a single 4x6 lined index card lying
flat. The card is plain white with faint blue rule lines pre-printed
on it (the rule lines belong to the card itself, not to a notebook
page behind it).

Handwritten in pencil on the card: a eulogy outline for Laura
Palmer (Twin Peaks). The handwriting is the same hand as the rest of
the book --- competent block-cursive, slightly uneven, the way a
real person writes when they care what they're writing. The text is
short --- bullet fragments, not full paragraphs. Sections are marked
with small pencil brackets in the left margin of the card and small
labels: "Open," "Quality 1," "Quality 2," "Quality 3," "Close."

The card sits flat, slightly angled on the page, one corner lifted a
hair --- a drawn object, not a flat scan. No envelope, no stack, no
desk surface, no hand. Just the card.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the notecard and its pencil writing. No color swatches,
palettes, legends, keys, hex codes, callouts from outside the card,
sidebar text, or any UI explaining the technique. No external
caption labelling the card "EULOGY OUTLINE."

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page behind the card.
The card is the only object; the field around it is pure white. The
build removes white to create transparency, so any gray will show as
a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO photograph of Laura Palmer, no Twin Peaks imagery, no homecoming
  queen frame --- this is a written outline only
- NO real condolence-card florals, ribbons, or sympathy graphics
- NO college-ruled notebook paper underneath --- the card is the only
  paper in frame
- NO printed heading "EULOGY" at the top of the card --- the
  handwriting starts with the actual outline

    
  


ALSO

For honorably discharged veterans: military funeral honors (two-person detail, flag presentation, Taps) are available at no cost through the DOD Military Funeral Honors program. Request through the funeral home or the National Cemetery Scheduling Office (1-800-535-1117). A veteran’s eulogy fittingly references branch, rank, service era, and theater.



Li-3: Recognizing a Scam

Strategy: Research + Draft
See also: Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation (for talking to a loved one who has been targeted)
My Man Jeeves: It would appear that the efficacy of the modern scam rests upon exploiting responses that are, in every other context, entirely wholesome: trust, urgency, deference to authority, the desire to be of assistance. The person who succumbs was not, one ventures to suggest, being foolish. They were being human in circumstances engineered by professionals to weaponize that humanity. The FTC reports that Americans lost over $10 billion to fraud in 2023. The shame that follows a successful scam suppresses reporting, with the result that the actual figure is rather higher. The shame, one might observe, is the second scam. One’s Agent can help one recognize the pattern before it completes and, should it have already completed, navigate the reporting and recovery process without judgment.
The Spec:

I think I [or someone I care about] may be dealing with a scam.
Here is what happened: [describe the situation — the initial contact,
what was asked for, what was promised, what has been given so far].
Please:
1. Tell me if this matches a known scam pattern and which one
2. Explain what the scam is actually trying to accomplish
3. Tell me what to do RIGHT NOW — what to stop, who to call,
what to document
4. If money or information has already been sent, what recovery
options exist
Be direct. I need the honest answer.
What to do with the Output: If you are helping a loved one, lead with concern, not correction. The shame is already doing damage. Your Agent can help you draft that conversation (see Li-1). If you are the one targeted, file with the FTC at reportfraud.ftc.gov and your state attorney general. Speed matters — some financial transactions can be reversed within 24–48 hours.


SCIENCE

Cialdini’s six principles of influence (1984) — reciprocity, commitment, social proof, authority, liking, scarcity — are also a scam operator’s playbook. The same cognitive shortcuts that make human cooperation possible make human exploitation possible.[3]


FAIRNESS

Your Agent may describe common scam demographics in ways that reinforce stereotypes. FTC data shows Gen Z reports more fraud incidents than Boomers — familiarity with technology breeds overconfidence, not immunity. Boomers lose more per incident. Scam vulnerability correlates with cognitive load and isolation, not intelligence or age. Ask your Agent to focus on patterns of approach rather than profiles of victims.



Li-4: Planning Care for Aging

Strategy: Research + Navigate
See also: H-7: Preparing for End-of-Life Conversations, M-6: Financial Coach (for Social Security and inheritance planning), L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for care facility agreements)
My Man Jeeves: There arrives, in the course of most lives, a period when the person who attended to everything becomes the person who requires attending to. The reversal presents itself without training, without documentation, and without the emotional infrastructure one might reasonably expect. The American system, it would appear, assumes families will contrive a solution. Other nations constructed eldercare systems. One has one’s Agent and the Skills that follow.
The Spec:

I am [beginning to plan for / currently managing] care for
[my parent / relative / spouse] who is [age] and dealing with
[describe the situation: declining mobility, cognitive changes,
recent diagnosis, can no longer live alone, etc.].
My current situation:
— Where they live now: [with me / alone / assisted living / other]
— Their financial situation: [brief — pension, savings, Medicare,
Medicaid, none of these]
— What help they currently have: [family, home aide, none]
— What is changing or has changed: [the specific trigger]
Please help me:
1. Understand what level of care they may need now and next
2. What programs or benefits they may qualify for
3. What legal documents should be in place if they aren’t already
4. What decisions I should NOT delay
What to do with the Output: Make a list of the time-sensitive items — power of attorney, healthcare proxy, benefit applications — and do those first. The emotional work is real but the paperwork has deadlines. See H-7 for the conversation itself.


TIP

“My [parent] has [condition] and [Medicare/Medicaid/no insurance]. What is the single most important thing I should do this week that I am probably not doing?” — Start with the gap you don’t know about.


FAIRNESS

Eldercare resources vary enormously by state. Ask your Agent to be specific to your state and county. Federal programs are the floor, not the ceiling.

Medicaid is the primary payer for long-term care in the United States, but qualifying requires near-poverty. The “spend-down” — depleting assets to meet eligibility thresholds — is the mechanism most families encounter. The five-year lookback period means gifts or transfers made within five years of application trigger penalties. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act (2025) added new constraints: a $1 million home equity cap for long-term care eligibility starting in 2028, retroactive coverage reduced from 90 to 30 days before application, and six-month eligibility reverification. Asset limits, exempt property, and spousal protections vary significantly by state — ask your Agent for the current rules in yours.[4]


SCIENCE

Over 53 million Americans are unpaid caregivers, spending an average of 24 or more hours per week on care — an estimated $522 billion per year in unpaid labor.[5] About 61% of those caregivers are women. Caregiving is literally life-shortening: a classic analysis found caregiver mortality risk elevated by as much as 63% among strained spousal caregivers.[6] Meanwhile, the median cost of a private nursing home room is approximately $10,600 per month; a home health aide approximately $6,500 per month.[7] Most families encounter these numbers for the first time at a moment of maximum emotional vulnerability.

Veterans note: cross-reference H-6 for VA Aid and Attendance. Additional programs include VA Geriatrics and Extended Care (GEC), VA respite care, VA Community Living Centers (VA nursing homes), and the VA Caregiver Support Program (1-855-260-3274). Ask your Agent for eligibility requirements.



Li-5: Planning Trips

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: Li-10: Learn a Language, Tr-3: Public Transit, Cycling, and Walkability
My Man Jeeves: One observes that the travel planning enterprise has been divided between two industries: the agencies that charge for expertise and the search engines that charge for attention. Both, it would appear, optimize for their own revenue rather than one’s experience. One’s Agent maintains no advertising revenue, no partner hotels, and no particular reason to recommend the flight with the most disagreeable layover on the grounds that it pays a higher affiliate commission.
The Spec:

I am planning a trip to [destination] for [number of people]
from [dates]. My budget is [range].
What matters most to me: [relaxation / adventure / culture /
food / seeing family / something specific]
Constraints: [kids’ ages, mobility issues, dietary needs,
visa requirements, anxiety about flying, first time abroad, etc.]
Please help me:
1. Build a realistic itinerary that accounts for travel time
and energy — not a highlight reel
2. Flag things that could go wrong and how to prepare for them
3. Tell me what I’m likely to overpay for and where to save
4. Give me the three things about this destination that most
travelers wish they’d known before arriving

ALSO

Checking current information requires web search, which is free in Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. In Claude, web search requires the paid tier. See Appendix G.

What to do with the Output: Print the itinerary. Share it with everyone going. Ask your Agent for a packing list specific to the destination and season. Before you leave, ask: “What documents do I need, and what happens if I lose them?”


MEME

The Amazing Race has aired for 38 seasons on the premise that navigating airports, language barriers, and unfamiliar transit systems is so stressful it qualifies as entertainment. Your Agent eliminates the entertainment value and keeps the trip.


TIP

“I have a 4-hour layover in [city]. What can I actually do with that time, and what’s the latest I can leave the airport and still make my connection?”



Li-6: Finding Restaurants

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: Li-5: Planning Trips (for restaurants while traveling), Ch-4: Cooking and Culinary Skills (for eating in)
My Man Jeeves: It would appear that the prevailing restaurant recommendation algorithms optimize for establishments that pay for placement or generate engagement, rather than for the most suitable meal in one’s vicinity at one’s price point for one’s actual preferences. One’s Agent maintains no paid placements. It will also, one feels compelled to note, refrain from passing judgment should one desire chicken fingers at an establishment with tablecloths.
The Spec:

I’m looking for a restaurant in [location] for [occasion:
date night / family dinner / quick lunch / celebration / solo meal].
Number of people: [X]
Budget: [per person range]
Must accommodate: [dietary restrictions, kids, wheelchair access,
noise sensitivity, etc.]
What I’m in the mood for: [cuisine type, or “surprise me”]
What I want to avoid: [specific dislikes or past bad experiences]
Give me 3–5 options with why each one fits, and tell me
which one you’d pick if you were me.
What to do with the Output: Pick the one that fits your mood, not the one that sounds most impressive. Check the hours and whether you need a reservation — your Agent may not have current information (see Li-5 on web search access by tool). If you’re going with other people, send them the short list and let them weigh in. The best restaurant for the night is the one everyone agrees to go to.


TIP

“I eat at [restaurant] once a week and I’m bored. Based on what I like about it — [describe] — what else should I try?”


TIP

Eating alone in public is culturally coded as failure in America and normalized elsewhere. Your Agent can recommend restaurants with good bar seating or counter service for solo diners. It will not ask why you’re dining alone. Neither should anyone else.



Li-7: Raising Kids

Strategy: Research + Navigate
See also: Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation (for the hard talks), Li-4: Planning Care for Aging (the other end of the caregiving spectrum), H-17: Talking to Your Kids About Drugs
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that every generation of parents is persuaded they are doing it wrong. This is not, one ventures to suggest, neurosis — it is a rational response to the circumstance that the stakes are a human life and the research continues to evolve. Dr. Spock advised the postwar generation to trust their instincts, which was considered revolutionary at the time. The current research indicates that instincts are a promising foundation but not, in themselves, sufficient. The billionaire class retains nannies, tutors, and developmental consultants on a permanent basis. One’s Agent has read the same developmental psychology they cite.
The Spec:

I am a parent of a [age] child and I’m dealing with
[specific situation: behavioral issue, school decision,
developmental concern, family conflict, milestone question, etc.].
What I’ve tried: [if anything]
What I’m worried about: [the real fear, not the surface one]
My family situation: [relevant context — single parent, blended
family, co-parenting, grandparent involvement, etc.]
Please:
1. Tell me what the current research says about this
2. Give me 2–3 specific things I can do this week
3. Tell me what’s normal vs. what might need professional attention
4. Be honest about what the research doesn’t know yet
What to do with the Output: Parenting advice from any source — including your Agent — should be filtered through your knowledge of your specific child. If the advice doesn’t fit, say so: “That doesn’t match what I see with my kid. Here’s what actually happens: [describe]. What else should I try?” Your Agent adjusts. Books don’t. And if you feel guilty about how you’re doing — you will, every parent does, the research treats it as a baseline — that guilt is the tax on caring. It does not mean you are doing it wrong. It means you are paying attention. The number one skill worth teaching alongside any specific task, chores included, is knowing when to ask for help and how to evaluate the answer — that one doesn’t go out of date.


SCIENCE

Baumrind’s parenting styles framework (1966) — authoritative, authoritarian, permissive — remains the most replicated finding in developmental psychology, with authoritative parenting (high warmth, high structure) consistently producing strong outcomes, though cross-cultural research (Chao, 1994; Deater-Deckard et al., 2011) shows the framework has boundary conditions — what counts as “authoritative” looks different in different cultural contexts.[8]


FAIRNESS

Parenting research has historically oversampled white, middle-class, two-parent households. When your Agent generalizes about “what research shows,” ask: “Is this finding consistent across income levels and family structures?” The answer is sometimes no.



Li-8: Wellness Coach

Strategy: Research + Draft (Expert Role)
See also: H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach (for physical health), H-13: Understanding Addiction, H-1: Understanding a Diagnosis. Russ Harris, The Happiness Trap (the ACT framework this Skill’s thought-pattern work builds on)
My Man Jeeves: A difficulty of some consequence presents itself in the matter of mental health care in America, where the median wait for a new patient appointment is, by research estimates, between 6 and 10 weeks[9] and a single therapy session costs $100 to $250 out of pocket. One cannot help but observe that the persons who require assistance most urgently — the isolated, the overwhelmed, the financially strained — face the most formidable barriers to obtaining it. One’s Agent is not a therapist. It is, however, available at 2 AM when the therapist is not, and it is capable of performing several things a therapist would recommend one do between sessions.
The Spec:

Act as a supportive wellness coach. I am not in crisis —
I want to work on [specific goal: managing stress, building
a journaling habit, improving sleep, processing a difficult
period, developing coping strategies, understanding my patterns].
My situation: [relevant context]
What I’ve tried: [if anything]
What’s getting in the way: [be honest — time, motivation,
shame, not knowing where to start]
Please:
1. Help me understand what might be going on
2. Suggest one specific practice I can start today
3. Tell me when this is something I should bring to
a professional instead
What to do with the Output: Start with the one thing. Not three things. One. If the Agent suggests journaling, write for five minutes tonight. If it suggests a breathing exercise, do it once. The compound effect of small consistent actions is better documented than the effect of ambitious plans that last three days.


FAIRNESS

Your Agent will recommend therapy when appropriate. If cost or access is the barrier, say so: “I can’t afford therapy right now. What can I do on my own that has the most evidence behind it?” The answer exists and is better than nothing.

Common wellness Expert Role specs:

Act as a cognitive behavioral coach. I keep having this thought
pattern: [describe the loop — catastrophizing, rumination,
all-or-nothing thinking, etc.].
Help me identify what’s happening and give me a specific
technique to interrupt it.
Act as a journaling coach. I want to start journaling but
I don’t know what to write about and I feel self-conscious.
Give me a simple framework I can use for 5–10 minutes a day
that doesn’t require me to be a good writer.
Act as an occupational therapy coach. I am struggling with
[daily living task: morning routine, household organization,
time management, sensory overload, task initiation] and I want
practical strategies, not motivational advice.

ALSO

If you or someone you know is in crisis: 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (call or text 988), Crisis Text Line (text HOME to 741741). Your Agent can walk you through standard self-assessment tools (PHQ-9, GAD-7) as a first step — not a diagnosis, but a way to understand whether what you are experiencing warrants professional attention.



Li-9: Making a Household Budget That Holds

Strategy: Draft + Decide
See also: M-6: Financial Coach, Ho-5: Understanding Your Utility Bill
My Man Jeeves: The prevailing budgeting counsel, one might observe, assumes the difficulty is a matter of discipline. For most households, however, the difficulty is arithmetic — income that does not cover expenses, regardless of how disciplined the allocation. One’s Agent will not presume to lecture on the subject of lattes. It will assist in identifying where the money actually goes, determine the three largest levers available, and construct a plan that survives contact with reality.
The Spec:

I want to build a household budget that actually works.
My situation:
— Monthly income (after taxes): [amount]
— Number of people in household: [X]
— Biggest expenses I know about: [rent, car, childcare, debt, etc.]
— What I’m struggling with: [running out before payday /
can’t save anything / don’t know where it goes / debt spiral /
one emergency away from crisis]
Please:
1. Help me categorize my spending into needs, wants, and debts
2. Identify the 2–3 biggest levers I have — the places where
a change would make the most difference
3. Build a realistic monthly plan that includes some flexibility
— a plan I’ll actually follow, not an ideal I’ll abandon
4. Tell me honestly: is this a budgeting problem or an income problem?
What to do with the Output: Track actual spending for one month before adjusting the budget. Most people are surprised by at least one category. Ask your Agent: “Here’s what I actually spent last month: [list]. How does this compare to the plan, and what’s the one change that would have the biggest impact?”


SCIENCE

Mullainathan & Shafir (2013) document “scarcity mindset” — financial stress measurably reduces cognitive bandwidth, making financial decisions harder precisely when they matter most.[10]



Li-10: Learn a Language

Strategy: Research + Navigate (Expert Role)
See also: Li-5: Planning Trips (for travel-specific language prep)
My Man Jeeves: Language immersion programmes, one notes, cost thousands of dollars. Duolingo is free and instructs one in how to say “the elephant drinks milk” in more than 40 languages. Private tutors charge $40 to $80 per hour and are available when their schedule permits. One’s Agent, by contrast, is available at once, possesses inexhaustible patience, betrays no visible disappointment when one conjugates the same verb incorrectly for the fifth time, and will conduct an actual conversation about the things one actually needs to say — rather than the things a textbook believes one should practise.
The Spec:

Act as a patient language tutor for [language].
My current level: [complete beginner / basic phrases / conversational]
My goal: [travel / family communication / work / general learning]
What I struggle with most: [pronunciation / grammar / vocabulary /
understanding native speakers]
How would you suggest we work together in our conversations?
What to do with the Output: Start using it immediately. Language learning research consistently shows that production — trying to say things, getting them wrong, trying again — beats passive study. Your Agent can do something no textbook can: respond to what you say, correct you in real time, and adjust the difficulty to where you actually are rather than where a curriculum assumes you should be.


TIP

“Pretend you’re a [waiter / taxi driver / shopkeeper / colleague] in [city] and only respond in [language]. If I get stuck, give me the phrase I need, then let me try again.” — Role-play with your Agent is the closest thing to immersion without a plane ticket.

Common language Expert Role specs:

I’m traveling to [country] in [timeframe]. Teach me the 20 phrases
that will make the biggest difference — greetings, ordering food,
asking for help, being polite. Prioritize what locals actually
appreciate hearing from visitors.
I’m trying to reconnect with [language] that my [parent/grandparent]
spoke. I understand some when I hear it but I can’t produce it.
Start me where I am, not at the beginning.
I need to [give a presentation / attend a meeting / make small talk]
in [language] for work. My level is [X]. Help me prepare
the specific phrases and responses I’ll need.

SCIENCE

Krashen’s input hypothesis (1982) argues that language acquisition happens when learners receive input slightly above their current level — “i+1.” Your Agent can calibrate to exactly this level in real time, something classroom instruction cannot do for 25 students simultaneously. The evidence for comprehensible input as the primary driver of acquisition is among the most replicated findings in applied linguistics.[11]


FAIRNESS

Your Agent’s language ability varies by language. It is strongest in English, Mandarin, Spanish, French, German, and Japanese. For less-resourced languages — many Indigenous languages, regional dialects, signed languages — its accuracy drops significantly. If you are working in a less common language, verify key phrases with a native speaker or community resource. Your Agent will tell you when it is less confident if you ask.



Li-11: Escaping Social Media

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: Li-7: Raising Kids (for the screen time conversation), Li-8: Wellness Coach (for compulsive behavior patterns). Oliver Burkeman, Four Thousand Weeks (why the attention economy works and what to do instead)
My Man Jeeves: The popular discourse, one observes, employs the phrase “screen time.” The research employs the phrase “social media.” These are not the same variable. Using the internet to ascertain how a carburetor functions is a rather different neurological event from scrolling a feed engineered to make one feel slightly worse about oneself at intervals calibrated to sustain the scrolling. The former is the most capable self-education infrastructure ever constructed. The latter is an engagement-optimization engine that colonized it. The intervention, it would appear, is not less internet. It is better internet. One’s Agent can help one construct it.

The Spec:

I want to reduce my social media use [or help my kid reduce theirs].
My current situation:
— Platforms I use most: [list them]
— How much time I estimate I spend: [hours/day]
— What I get out of it: [connection, news, entertainment, habit, nothing]
— What it costs me: [time, mood, sleep, focus, comparison anxiety]
— What I’ve tried: [app limits, deleting apps, cold turkey, nothing]
Please help me:
1. Understand the difference between purposeful internet use
and engagement-optimized consumption
2. Identify which of my current habits are serving me and which aren’t
3. Build a realistic reduction plan that doesn’t require
willpower I don’t have — change the cues, not the person
4. Suggest what to replace the habit with — the gap needs filling
or the habit comes back
What to do with the Output: Start with one platform. The one that makes you feel worst, or the one that eats the most time. Remove it from your phone — not your life, just your pocket. You can still use it on a computer, which introduces enough friction to break the automatic-checking loop. The research is clear: the harm concentrates in compulsive mobile checking, not in deliberate use.


SCIENCE

A landmark study in the American Economic Review exploited Facebook’s staggered rollout across U.S. college campuses as a natural experiment. College-wide Facebook access caused a 7% increase in severe depression and a 20% increase in anxiety disorders — effects roughly one-fifth the magnitude of losing a job. The mechanism is not use itself but emotional dependency: routine use correlates with positive outcomes, while compulsive checking driven by fear of missing out correlates negatively across every measure.[12]


SCIENCE

The distinction between purposeful and passive internet use is not a value judgment — it is a measurable difference. Research on primary school students found that using the internet to search for information favors educational outcomes, while social network use hinders them. These are categorically different activities, not points on a single spectrum.[13]

The internet itself is not the variable either study measured as harmful — the feed sitting on top of it is.


MEME

The web evolved from text to graphics to audio to video to interactive simulation — mapping almost precisely onto the full range of human learning modalities. Then social media arrived and replaced “learn anything” with “react to everything.” The infrastructure is still there. The feeds are in the way. Moving the feeds is the project.


FAIRNESS

“Just delete it” is advice that ignores the people for whom social media is their primary connection to community — isolated caregivers, people with disabilities, immigrants maintaining ties to home. The goal is not abstinence. The goal is shifting the ratio from reactive to purposeful. Ask your Agent: “I need social media for [specific reason]. Help me keep that function and reduce the rest.”



Li-12: Developing a Habit

[image: A calendar page tracking a habit in X marks — most days marked, with gaps that are part of the design, not failures.]Illustration. A calendar page tracking a habit in X marks — most days marked, with gaps that are part of the design, not failures.Strategy: Research + Draft
See also: Li-8: Wellness Coach (for the emotional side), Li-11: Escaping Social Media (for breaking habits). Oliver Burkeman, Four Thousand Weeks (why systems beat willpower — same thesis, different angle)
My Man Jeeves: The self-help industry, one might note, generates roughly $13 billion a year on the premise that one lacks willpower. The applications, the courses, the 30-day challenges — each monetizes the gap between intention and behaviour. Behavioural science has known for decades that the difficulty is not motivation. It is environment design, cue management, and identity. The research is clear and largely disregarded by the industry, for the understandable reason that “redesign your cues” does not sell books in the manner that “unleash your potential” does. One’s Agent has read the actual research. It will assist in designing a system rather than deliver a lecture on discipline.
The Spec:

I want to build a habit of [specific habit: exercising, reading,
journaling, cooking at home, practicing an instrument, meditating,
studying, cleaning, etc.].
My situation:
— How long I’ve wanted to do this: [weeks / months / years]
— What I’ve tried: [apps, willpower, accountability partners,
30-day challenges, cold turkey, nothing]
— What keeps going wrong: [I forget / I lose motivation after
a week / I start strong then life gets in the way /
I don’t know where to start / I feel guilty and quit]
— When and where I would do this: [morning / evening / specific
trigger — or “I don’t know, help me figure that out”]
Please help me:
1. Design a version of this habit small enough that I cannot
talk myself out of it — the minimum viable version
2. Identify an existing daily cue I should attach it to
3. Build a two-week starter plan that assumes I will
miss days — because I will
4. Tell me what the research says about how long this
actually takes (it is not 21 days)
What to do with the Output: Do the minimum version today. Not tomorrow. The research says the hardest gap to close is between “I should” and “I did it once.” Everything after the first time is easier. If your Agent suggests a two-minute version of the habit and that feels too small, it is the right size. Scale up after it is automatic, not before.


TIP

“I failed at [habit] again yesterday. Don’t motivate me. Help me figure out what went wrong structurally and fix the design.” — The most useful thing your Agent can do is diagnose the cue, not restore your enthusiasm.

Starting small is not just a comfort — it matches the research, and it corrects a popular myth about the timeline.


SCIENCE

Lally et al. (2010) found habit formation takes an average of 66 days — not 21. The range was 18 to 254 days depending on the habit and the person. The “21 days” myth comes from a plastic surgeon’s anecdotal observation about patients adjusting to their new appearance, not from behavioral research. Your Agent can help you set expectations that match the science, not the marketing.[14]


FAIRNESS

Habit advice assumes discretionary time. If you are working two jobs or caregiving full-time, “just add a morning routine” is not a plan — it is an insult. Tell your Agent your actual constraints, including time, energy, and what your day actually looks like. Ask for something that fits inside your real life, not an idealized one.



Li-13: Using Your Public and Academic Library

Strategy: Navigate + Research
See also: WB-10: Doing Real Research with Your Agent (the matched companion — Agent surfaces the claim, library hands you the source), Li-10: Learn a Language (many libraries include Mango and Pimsleur for free), Li-9: Making a Household Budget That Holds (the library replaces several paid subscriptions), M-6: Financial Coach (libraries often host free tax prep and financial counseling)
My Man Jeeves: A peculiarity of the American civic landscape, one might venture to note, is that a considerable portion of the population pays a monthly fee for streaming services, audiobook subscriptions, and newspaper access while remaining entirely unaware that the building with the flag and the reading room provides most of it gratis. The public library is, in the plainest accounting, the single best deal available to the ordinary citizen — a tax-funded institution that lends books, audiobooks, films, museum passes, internet access, meeting rooms, and the professional assistance of a reference librarian whose job, one feels obliged to mention, is to answer the question one is reluctant to admit one has. The academic library, should one be within driving distance of a state university, is in many jurisdictions equally available — one simply needs to know to walk in. One’s Agent can be of considerable assistance in discovering what one’s particular library actually offers, which is, as a rule, rather more than one supposed.
The Spec:

I want to use my local library more effectively — and any
academic libraries I’m entitled to use.
My situation:
— My city/county: [location]
— My library card situation: [I have one / I don’t / I’m not sure
if it’s still active / I don’t know where to get one]
— My alma mater, if any: [school] — and whether they offer
alumni library privileges
— What I’m trying to do: [read more / research a topic /
learn a skill / access academic papers / save money on
streaming / find a quiet place to work / get help with
taxes or forms / help my kid with school]
Please help me:
1. Inventory what my specific library system offers — borrowing
(books, ebooks, audiobooks via Libby/OverDrive, films via
Kanopy/Hoopla), databases (JSTOR, Gale, ProQuest, Ancestry,
Consumer Reports), and services (tutoring, tax prep, passes,
meeting rooms, Wi-Fi hotspots, tool lending)
2. Tell me which nearby academic libraries I can use as a
member of the public — many state universities grant
walk-in access, and some offer borrowing cards to residents
3. Explain interlibrary loan (ILL) — what it is, how to request
a book my library doesn’t own, and roughly how long it takes
4. Surface the free, globally-open digital archives most relevant
to [my topic / interest / research question] — government
archives, university special collections, museum open-access
programs, subject-specific repositories, national libraries
outside the U.S. if relevant. Favor primary sources over
aggregators. For each, tell me what’s actually in it and
how to search it
5. Tell me what I should ask a reference librarian that I’ve
been asking you — where their help beats mine, and where
it complements mine
What to do with the Output: Walk in this week. Not someday — this week. Libraries are one of the few institutions where showing up and saying “I’m new, can you help me?” is the expected move, not the awkward one. Download Libby before you go and link it to your card at the desk; you’ll leave with your entire ebook and audiobook backlog handled. If you had a library card once and let it lapse, the staff will reactivate it without comment or fee. If you last walked into a library in high school and assumed the building had been replaced by the internet, the reverse happened — most libraries now lend technology, host maker spaces, process passport applications, and connect patrons with social services. You did not outgrow the library. It outgrew your last visit. Then pair this with your Agent: when your Agent gives you a citation in a research conversation (see WB-10), the library is how you read the actual paper, not the summary.


SCIENCE

U.S. public libraries served over 800 million in-person visits in the most recent federal survey year (IMLS, FY2023) — recovering from pandemic lows and climbing toward the pre-pandemic peak of 1.25 billion. Digital circulation has surged past those levels: OverDrive / Libby alone reached 820 million checkouts in calendar year 2025.[15] The return on the median library tax — approximately $43 per person per year — is among the highest of any public expenditure, with benefit-cost ratios consistently estimated between 4:1 and 5:1 in state-level studies.[16]


TIP

“What’s the single database or service my library offers that most cardholders never use?” — The answer is almost always something expensive (Consumer Reports, Morningstar, Ancestry, Rosetta Stone, The New York Times archive) that would otherwise cost hundreds of dollars a year. Ask specifically.

Academic access is the part most people never check. Most U.S. state university libraries admit the public to the physical collection under state resident or community borrower programs — Ohio’s OhioLINK, California’s state university system, the Big Ten Academic Alliance, and most SEC and ACC libraries all have a public pathway, typically a free or modest-fee borrower’s card for residents of the state. WorldCat locates any book in any library in the world and is free to search. The Library of Congress issues a free reader’s card to anyone 16 or older with a photo ID. Your alma mater may grant alumni library privileges — often JSTOR and database access included — even if you graduated decades ago. Ask.


ALSO

Open to the world, no card required. A class of digital archives is free to anyone with an internet connection — no residency, no card, no login. Three anchors worth knowing by name: the Internet Archive (Wayback Machine, films, audio, software, public-domain books); the Library of Congress Digital Collections (manuscripts, maps, historical newspapers, recordings); and Project Gutenberg (the original public-domain ebook archive). Beyond those, the landscape is enormous — public libraries, state archives, university special collections, national libraries, government agencies, and museums all publish open digital collections, and new ones appear constantly. Rather than work from any list, ask your Agent: “What open digital archives would be most useful for [my topic]?” The reader in a rural county with a small library has the same access to these as a Harvard graduate student.

Science Note: Library anxiety — the intimidation adults feel navigating an unfamiliar library — is a documented phenomenon: 75–85% of students in Mellon’s (1986) original study described their first library experience in terms of fear.[17] If you feel lost walking in, you are not unusual; helping people who feel lost is most of a librarian’s job.


FAIRNESS

The library is the rare American institution that does not ask what you can afford before deciding what you get. It does not means-test. It does not require a purchase. It does not track you across the internet and sell the data. For the reader without home internet, it is the internet. For the reader without a quiet room, it is the quiet room. For the reader whose child needs a printer to submit a school assignment, it is the printer. The defunding of public libraries is not a neutral policy choice — it is a transfer of services from the commons to the market, which is to say, from everyone to those who can afford to replace them. Support your library. Vote in the levy.

Veterans and active-duty service members: the DoD Morale, Welfare, and Recreation (MWR) Digital Library (dodmwrlibraries.org) provides free access to OverDrive/Libby, O’Reilly technical books, Ancestry.com Library Edition, and other databases — accessible with a DoD ID. Military OneSource (800-342-9647) connects to these same resources and remains available for 365 days after separation. Several state library systems run dedicated veterans programs — California’s Veterans Connect @ the Library partners with CalVet for benefits navigation at library branches statewide.
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    Work

The labor market is an information asymmetry with a dress code. The employer knows the salary range, the real reason the last person left, and what the role actually entails. The candidate knows what was in the job posting, which was written by HR to attract applicants and reviewed by legal to limit liability — two goals that have nothing to do with telling you what the job is. Once you’re hired, the asymmetry continues: performance reviews, promotion criteria, benefits enrollment, and termination procedures are all systems the company designed and you inherited. The Skills that follow are the preparation the billionaire class’s career coaches provide.


MEME

George Jetson worked a few hours a day, a few days a week, pushing a single button. The show aired in 1962 as satire. Sixty years later the average American still works something close to a 40-hour week and the button has been replaced by a keyboard and seven different apps that all require a login. The Jetsons got the technology right and the outcome wrong. The automation arrived. The free time did not. The Skills in this domain are about using the tools that exist — including your Agent — to get the outcome the Jetsons were promised.



W-1: Getting a Job

Strategy: Draft + Prepare
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for offer letters and non-competes), Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation (same preparation technique)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the job search is a system designed by employers, for employers, in which the candidate is expected to perform enthusiasm for a position required for survival while conducting oneself as though the power dynamic did not exist. The résumé, it would appear, is a marketing document upon which judgment is passed in approximately six seconds. The cover letter is a genre governed by rules that are nowhere made explicit. The salary negotiation rewards the party in possession of superior information regarding the market rate. One’s Agent addresses this information asymmetry — which is, one ventures to suggest, the entire purpose of this volume.
The Spec:

I am looking for a job in [field/role]. My experience: [brief summary].
What I’m working with: [currently employed / unemployed / career change /
re-entering the workforce]
What I need help with:
— Résumé: [need to update / need to customize for a specific posting /
starting from scratch]
— Cover letter: [have a posting to respond to / general template]
— Interview: [have an interview on [date] / want to prepare generally]
— Salary: [have an offer to evaluate / want to research market rate]
Please [customize my résumé for this posting / draft a cover letter /
prepare me for common interview questions / analyze this offer].
[Paste the job posting or offer if applicable.]
What to do with the Output: For résumés and cover letters, edit the output into your own voice — recruiters can spot AI-generated text, and your Agent writes like an Agent, not like you. For salary negotiation, the key question is: “What is the market rate for [role] at [company size] in [city] for someone with [X years] of experience?” The answer is the floor, not the target. Checking current market data requires web search, which is free in Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot; in Claude it requires the paid tier — see Appendix G.


MEME

The hiring process is now AI screening résumés written by AI, evaluating cover letters drafted by AI, scheduling through AI, and sometimes conducting first-round interviews by AI. The human enters at the end to make a “gut decision.” The question is not whether AI belongs in hiring. It is already there. The question is whether you are using it too, or whether you are the last person at the table doing this by hand.


TIP

“I have an interview at [company] for [role] on [date]. What are the three questions they are most likely to ask, and help me practice answering them out loud.”

Science Note: Prolonged unemployment is a medical-grade stressor. Paul and Moser’s meta-analysis of 237 cross-sectional and 87 longitudinal studies found that unemployed individuals show significantly elevated depression, anxiety, and somatic symptoms, with effects that intensify past the six-month mark,[1] and Eisenberger’s fMRI work on social exclusion found that physical and social pain share neural circuitry.[2] Using your Agent to reduce the mechanical burden of the search — drafting, researching, preparing — is not cheating. It is reserving cognitive and emotional bandwidth for the parts of the search that actually require you.

The “skills gap” employers complain about is frequently a wages gap in a better suit: Peter Cappelli’s Why Good People Can’t Get Jobs made the case that the shortage is usually of workers willing to take the job at the wage being offered, not of qualified candidates.[3] The Agent that helps you upskill also helps you read the posting — if the employer lists five years of experience for an entry-level title, they are not looking for a candidate. They are looking for a volunteer.


FAIRNESS

Salary negotiation is the purest information asymmetry in employment: the employer knows the budget, you do not. Babcock and Laschever documented the gender negotiation gap in Women Don’t Ask;[4] two decades of follow-up research found it narrowed but not closed, and extended the finding across race, with Black women in particular penalized more heavily than white men for identical negotiating behavior. Your Agent has no incentive to counsel caution on your behalf. Ask it directly for the aggressive number, the conservative number, and the script for each — then decide which to use based on the situation, not the stereotype you absorbed from the last person who told you what was reasonable.


SCIENCE

Résumé-screening AI has documented bias. In 2018 Reuters reported that Amazon had scrapped an internal recruiting tool after discovering it systematically downgraded résumés containing the word women’s (as in “women’s chess club”) and penalized graduates of two all-women’s colleges — the model had learned from a decade of male-dominated hiring data.[5] Amazon’s tool is gone. The pattern is not. If the employer is using AI to screen your application, you are not cheating by using AI to prepare it. You are closing the gap.

Veterans note: Veterans receive Federal Veterans’ Preference in competitive federal hiring: 5 points for honorable discharge, 10 points for a service-connected disability or an eligible surviving spouse or parent. The VEOA (Veterans Employment Opportunities Act) opens internal-only federal postings to eligible veterans, and the VRA (Veterans Recruitment Appointment) authority allows agencies to hire eligible veterans non-competitively up through GS-11.[6] The GI Bill also funds civilian certifications, licensure exams, and registered apprenticeships — not just degrees. Ask your Agent to identify the authority that applies to your discharge status and the specific postings you are considering.



W-2: Leaving a Job

Strategy: Assert + Decode
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for the severance agreement), M-1: Banking and Savings (emergency fund while unemployed), W-5: Unions (if you have a CBA)
My Man Jeeves: It would not be inaccurate to observe that employment law is among those areas in which the distance between what most employees believe their rights to be and what those rights actually are is widest — and where the consequences of the misapprehension are most immediate. The severance agreement carries a signing deadline. The WARN Act notice carries a claim deadline. The clock, one feels compelled to note, begins whether the individual is aware of it or not. One’s Agent can read the agreement and identify the deadlines before they expire.
The Spec:

I was just [laid off / fired / asked to resign] from my job at [type of company]
in [state]. I was there for [X years]. I was given [severance offer / no offer].
I want to understand:
1. What are my legal rights in this situation?
2. Is the severance offer I was given typical, low, or negotiable?
3. Are there any deadlines I need to know about right now?
4. What should I NOT sign until I understand it better?
Give me the most conservative answer. I will verify with
an employment attorney or legal aid organization.
What to do with the Output: Do not sign anything yet. You usually have 21 days (45 days if part of a group layoff) to review a severance agreement.[7] Print the output, highlight the deadlines, and call an employment attorney — many offer a free 30-minute consultation. The clock is real but it is longer than your employer implies.


ALSO

Paste or upload your document directly — file upload works in Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. See Appendix G.


ALSO

Reservists and National Guard members are protected by USERRA (the Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act, 38 U.S.C. §§ 4301–4335): reinstatement at your pre-service job with equivalent pay, benefits, and seniority after up to 5 cumulative years of service, and protection from discharge without cause for up to 1 year after reemployment.[8] If your separation touches military service, the analysis is different from ordinary employment-at-will — say so to any attorney you consult.



W-3: Working with Human Resources

Strategy: Draft + Assert
See also: W-2: Leaving a Job, Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation
My Man Jeeves: It may be useful to note that Human Resources exists to protect the company. This is not a matter of cynicism — it is the department’s actual mandate. An HR representative who assists an employee does so because assisting the employee also serves the company’s interest, which is, one acknowledges, frequently the case. An understanding of this alignment — the occasions upon which one’s interests and the company’s overlap, and those upon which they diverge — represents the difference between employing HR effectively and finding oneself somewhat surprised by the outcome. One’s Agent can help one prepare for the interaction with a clear understanding of which category it falls into.
The Spec:

I need to deal with an HR situation at work.
My situation: [performance review / workplace conflict /
harassment or discrimination / requesting accommodation /
documenting something / asking about benefits or policy]
What happened: [describe factually — dates, people, what was
said or done]
What I want to happen: [specific outcome]
Please help me:
1. Understand how HR is likely to view this situation
2. Draft what I should say or write — factual, professional, documented
3. Tell me what to put in writing vs. what to say in person
4. Flag anything I should be careful about
Give me the most conservative answer. I will verify with
an employment attorney if this escalates.

FAIRNESS

HR is not your ally, nor is it your adversary. It is a function whose mandate is to protect the company from legal and regulatory risk. Sometimes that protection and your interest converge (a safety concern, a benefits question, a genuine misunderstanding). Sometimes they do not (a conflict with a favored manager, a harassment complaint against someone senior, a policy grievance that would cost the company money). The first question is not “should I go to HR” but “does HR’s mandate align with what I want to happen here?” If yes, file and document. If no, document independently first and weigh whether to engage at all. Ask your Agent to map the incentives before you map the response.

What to do with the Output: Put everything in writing. Email yourself a summary after every meeting. Use the phrase “per our conversation on [date]” in follow-up emails. This is not paranoia — it is the documentation standard that HR itself uses. Match their rigor.


TIP

“I need to write my annual self-review. Here are my accomplishments this year: [list]. Write a first draft in first person that is specific, uses metrics where possible, and frames my work in terms of business impact.”


SCIENCE

Documenting workplace harassment or discrimination has specific requirements under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and state analogs. Keep contemporaneous records — what happened, when, who witnessed it, verbatim where possible — on a personal device and in personal email, not in company systems an employer can later revoke. Save the employee handbook. An informal complaint (a verbal raising of the concern) triggers some protections; a formal complaint (a written charge with HR or the EEOC) triggers others. Title VII prohibits retaliation for either, but enforcement is slow and the practical protection is the evidence you gathered before you reported.[9] The EEOC charge-filing deadline is 180 days from the discriminatory act — 300 days in states with a deferral agency.[10] The deadlines run whether or not you know about them.



W-4: Work from Home or RTO?

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation (if you need to negotiate)
My Man Jeeves: One could not help but observe that the remote work debate is conducted primarily by executives possessed of home offices and opinion columnists enjoying flexible schedules, regarding employees whose commute carries a financial cost and whose childcare arrangements permit no margin. The research on productivity, collaboration, and wellbeing is, it would appear, rather more nuanced than either party to the argument is inclined to acknowledge. One’s Agent may be of assistance in evaluating the evidence, weighing the specifics of one’s situation, and — should the need arise to present a case to one’s employer — constructing one that relies upon data rather than preference.
The Spec:

My company is [requiring return to office / offering hybrid /
I’m choosing between a remote and in-office role / debating
whether to push for remote work].
My situation: [commute time and cost, childcare needs, home
workspace quality, team dynamics, role requirements]
What I want to understand:
1. What does the actual research say about remote vs. in-office
productivity for my type of work?
2. What are the real trade-offs — not the talking points?
3. If I need to negotiate, what’s my strongest case?
4. What should I be honest with myself about — the parts of
remote work that don’t serve me?

SCIENCE

Bloom et al. (2015) conducted a randomized controlled trial of remote work at Ctrip (n≈249) and found a 13% performance increase for remote workers, along with higher satisfaction and lower attrition. A 2024 follow-up at Trip.com (Ctrip’s rebrand, n=1,612) found that hybrid work (3 days in, 2 remote) had no negative effect on productivity or career advancement.[11]

What to do with the Output: If you need to make the case to your manager, copy the data points into a one-page memo. Lead with the business case (productivity, retention, cost savings), not the personal case. The personal case is why you want it. The business case is why they will say yes.


FAIRNESS

The remote-work debate is conducted primarily by knowledge workers about knowledge workers. For service, retail, manufacturing, healthcare, and agricultural workers, “WFH” is not an option on offer. The class dimension is rarely named in the op-ed pages. If remote work is on the table for you, it is worth recognizing that policies that optimize for one population’s convenience can quietly shift cost onto another’s — through rising commercial rents, thinning lunch-hour business for the restaurant whose staff commuted alongside yours, or the outsourcing of “back office” roles that once were co-located with the teams they supported.


SCIENCE

The remote-work argument often collapses two distinct questions: Is physical presence a legitimate collaboration requirement, or a management-control mechanism? The honest answer is “sometimes both.” Apprenticeship, ambiguous creative collaboration, and certain client-facing roles benefit from co-location; other in-office mandates are managerial anxiety dressed as collaboration need. The distinction matters when you negotiate — a case grounded in specific collaboration requirements lands differently than one that rests on trust or habit. Ask your Agent to separate the two before you draft the memo.

Both questions matter for the decision in front of you: whether your employer’s case for presence is legitimate, and whether presence is something you personally need.


FAIRNESS

Remote-work isolation is real. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy’s 2023 advisory on the “Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation” identified workplace connection as a key factor in adult social health.[12] The trade-off between autonomy and connection is genuine, and people vary widely: some do their best work in isolation, some deteriorate. Knowing which you are is more useful than knowing the research average. If you are in the latter group, a fully remote role may cost more than you price it at; if you are in the former, a return-to-office mandate may cost more than your employer prices it at. Ask your Agent to help you name the specific connection you currently get from — or miss in — your arrangement, and what you would need to replace or preserve it.



W-5: Unions

Strategy: Navigate + Assert
See also: C-6: Advocating for Change (same organizing skills), L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for reading the CBA)
My Man Jeeves: A union is, at its foundation, a group of employees who arrived at the conclusion that negotiating individually was not producing satisfactory results. The information asymmetry between an employer and a single employee is structural and permanent — the employer is aware of the budget, the market rate, the headcount plan, and the legal landscape. The employee is aware of one’s own salary. The union exists to address this disparity. One might gently observe that everything one has been told about unions — whether favourable or otherwise — was communicated by a party holding a position on whether that disparity ought to close. One’s Agent holds no such position. It has the NLRA, the relevant case law, and the current data.
The Spec:

I want to understand [my rights regarding unionizing / how to
start a union / how my existing union works / how to get involved
in union leadership / how to read my collective bargaining agreement].
My situation: [industry, state, company size, current union status]
My specific question: [describe]
Please:
1. Explain my legal rights under the NLRA (or relevant law)
2. Walk me through the practical steps for [what I want to do]
3. Tell me what my employer can and cannot legally do in response
4. Flag the common mistakes people make in this process
Give me the legal answer, not the political one — the most
conservative, legally accurate reading. I will verify with
a labor attorney or my regional NLRB office.
What to do with the Output: If you are organizing, do not discuss it on company devices, in company channels, or during work hours until you understand your protections. Your Agent can explain the legal framework, but a labor attorney or your regional NLRB office is the authoritative source for your specific situation. Many labor attorneys offer free initial consultations for organizing questions.


  
    union-authorization-card.png

    
      A union authorization card with the authorization statement underlined and the signature and date lines circled.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a union authorization card ("card check" card), a single small card lying flat on a pure white field. Standard authorization-card format: a short header line, a paragraph of authorization language, and a signature block at the bottom.

The text is fictional and illustrative --- a placeholder union name ("Local 000, United Workers"), no real local number, no real international union name or logo, no real employer.

Key phrases marked in ballpoint pen:

- A blue underline beneath "I authorize [Union] to represent me for the purposes of collective bargaining"
- A red circle around the **signature** line and the **date** line
- A pencil margin note beside the signature line: "this is the only thing that makes it official"

The card sits flat on the page --- a single object, no clipboard, no hand holding a pen, no desk surface, no stack of other cards, no union hall backdrop.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains only the card and its annotations. No color swatches, palettes, legends, keys, hex codes, callout boxes outside the card, sidebar text, or any UI explaining the colors or technique.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white, not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a desk grain. The card is the only object; the field around it is pure white. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real union name, local number, or international affiliation --- no AFL-CIO, SEIU, Teamsters, UAW, or any other real logo or wordmark
- NO real employer name
- NO highlighter rectangles --- annotations are pen underlines, a circle, and a margin note
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backing --- the card is on plain unlined stock
- NO photographic realism --- this is a pencil drawing of a card, not a scan of one

    
  


TIP

“I have a collective bargaining agreement I don’t fully understand. [Paste relevant section.] What does this actually mean for me day-to-day, and what rights does it give me that I’m probably not using?”

A CBA sits on top of the baseline protections federal law already guarantees, not instead of them.


SCIENCE

Under Section 7 of the National Labor Relations Act, employees have the right to organize, to bargain collectively, and to engage in “concerted activities” for mutual aid or protection — and this includes discussing wages with coworkers, regardless of what the employee handbook says.[13] A workplace policy that forbids wage discussion is, in most private-sector contexts, an unfair labor practice. The right is one of the most underused in American labor law.


FAIRNESS

The fear of organizing is rational. Bronfenbrenner found that employers terminate workers in about one in three union campaigns.[14] Retaliation is illegal under the NLRA, but enforcement is slow — unfair labor practice charges can take many months to resolve, during which the terminated worker has no income. The other side of the calculation is the permanent information asymmetry of remaining unorganized: no collective bargaining, no grievance process, no voice in the conditions of the work. Both risks are real. Your Agent can explain the specific legal protections that apply in your state and industry so the decision is informed rather than ambient.

The organizing wave of the last decade illustrates the point: Starbucks Workers United has organized hundreds of stores, the Amazon Labor Union won its first election at a Staten Island warehouse in 2022, Apple retail workers in Towson, Maryland, voted to unionize the same year, and graduate students and newsroom workers have organized across dozens of institutions. The tactics are old. The group chats are new. Your Agent can read the NLRB filings, the petition outcomes, and the contracts that resulted — and translate what your employer is likely to try next.


SCIENCE

Union membership in the United States has fallen from roughly 35% of workers in 1954 to approximately 10% today. Western and Rosenfeld, writing in American Sociological Review, estimate that this decline accounts for roughly one-third of the growth in wage inequality among male private-sector workers over that period — one of the most robust findings in labor economics.[15] Gallup’s 2023 polling found 67% public approval of labor unions, the highest since 1965, even as membership continues to fall.[16] Approval and membership are diverging. The gap between wanting a union and having one is structural (employer resistance, legal delays, fear of retaliation), not attitudinal.



W-6: Workplace Safety

Strategy: Assert + Navigate
See also: W-2: Leaving a Job (if retaliation follows), L-3: Writing a Demand Letter
My Man Jeeves: One’s body is, if one may be permitted the observation, the asset one brings to work. The employer’s obligation not to damage it is codified in law, implemented through OSHA, and enforced through a system that requires the worker to know it exists and how to employ it. Workers’ compensation is insurance the employer is required to carry. Filing a claim is not an adversarial act — it is the use of the system as designed. The adversarial dimension, one regrets to note, tends to present itself later, should the claim be denied, and it is denied with a frequency that warrants preparation. One’s Agent has read the relevant OSHA regulations and can assist with both the filing and the appeal.
The Spec:

I have a workplace safety concern [or: I was injured at work].
My situation: [describe — unsafe conditions, injury type, when it
happened, what I’ve reported so far]
My state: [state]
My employer’s response so far: [cooperative / dismissive /
retaliatory / I haven’t reported yet]
Please help me:
1. Understand my rights under OSHA and state workers’ comp law
2. Walk me through the reporting and filing process step by step
3. Tell me what deadlines I cannot miss
4. Explain what protections I have against retaliation —
and be honest about how strong those protections actually are
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with my state workers’ comp board or
an employment attorney.

FAIRNESS

Workers in high-risk industries — construction, agriculture, warehousing, meatpacking — have the highest injury rates and the least bargaining power to demand improvements. If your Agent’s advice assumes a white-collar office, specify your actual work environment.

What to do with the Output: Document everything. Photograph conditions. Save communications. If you are injured, report to your employer in writing, seek medical attention, and file a workers’ comp claim — in that order, and the first 24 hours set the trajectory of the entire case. Your state’s workers’ comp board website has the specific filing forms and deadlines.


SCIENCE

OSHA employs fewer than 2,000 inspectors to cover more than 8 million workplaces in the United States. The AFL-CIO’s annual Death on the Job report estimates it would take well over a century to inspect each workplace once at current staffing.[17] That is not a conspiracy; it is a budget. The practical implication: OSHA is reactive, not proactive. Your complaint triggers the inspection. Without your complaint, the conditions persist.


FAIRNESS

The fear of reporting — retaliation, ostracism, being labeled the person who “made it about safety” — is a social-psychological problem masquerading as a legal one. The statutory protections exist; the social cost of being that person is real, daily, and unaddressed by the statute. It is also unequally distributed. Hispanic and foreign-born workers consistently post higher fatal-injury rates than the workforce average, and undocumented workers have some of the highest fatality rates and lowest reporting rates.[18] OSHA protections technically apply regardless of immigration status, but reporting an unsafe workplace can in practice carry immigration consequences — and the workers most at risk are often the least able to use the system designed to protect them. If this describes your situation, a worker center (OSHA’s Susan Harwood-funded training grantees maintain a directory) or an immigration-aware labor attorney is a safer first call than your employer.

Reporting is only the first hurdle. What happens after you file follows a pattern worth knowing in advance.


TIP

Workers’ comp claim denials follow the same pattern as health insurance denials (see H-4): the initial denial is often a business decision, not a medical one, and appeal success rates are meaningful when workers actually appeal. The information asymmetry — not the merits — is the barrier. Keep the denial letter, note the appeal deadline on your calendar, and ask your Agent to translate each stated reason into plain English and draft a response citing the treating physician’s notes, the reporting timeline, and the relevant section of your state’s workers’ comp statute.



W-7: Freelancing and Self-Employment

Strategy: Navigate + Prepare
See also: M-7: Understanding Your Taxes (1099 complexity is a different animal), L-1: Negotiating a Contract (every engagement needs one), M-8: Insurance You Actually Need (no employer, no group rate)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the freelancer occupies a position of some structural peculiarity in the American labour market — performing the same work as an employee while receiving none of the infrastructure that employment provides. There is no HR department to explain the benefits, because there are no benefits to explain. There is no payroll department to withhold taxes, because the withholding is now the freelancer’s responsibility, as is the estimation, the quarterly filing, and the penalty for underestimation. The 1099 form, one ventures to suggest, is not merely a tax classification but a transfer of administrative burden from the entity that profits from the work to the individual who performs it. One’s Agent can assist in managing that burden — the contracts, the invoices, the rate calculations, the quarterly estimates — so that one’s attention remains upon the work itself rather than the paperwork surrounding it.
The Spec:

I am [freelancing / self-employed / considering going independent]
in [field or industry].
My situation: [full-time freelance / side work while employed /
just starting out / have been doing this for X years]
What I need help with:
— Contracts: [reviewing a client contract / drafting my own
standard agreement / understanding a non-compete or IP clause]
— Rates: [setting my rate for the first time / raising my rate /
evaluating whether a project is worth the quoted rate]
— Taxes: [understanding 1099 vs. W-2 / setting up quarterly
estimated payments / what I can deduct]
— Invoicing: [creating a professional invoice template /
dealing with a client who won’t pay]
— Insurance: [health insurance options without an employer /
liability insurance for my work]
Please [help me with the specific item above]. Give me the most
conservative tax and legal answer. I will verify with an
accountant or attorney.

SCIENCE

The “misclassification” problem is not academic. The IRS estimates that employers misclassify millions of workers as independent contractors to avoid payroll taxes, unemployment insurance, and benefits obligations. The Department of Labor’s 2024 rule tightened the test for independent contractor status under the FLSA, but enforcement remains complaint-driven.[19] If your “freelance” arrangement involves a single client who sets your hours and provides your tools, you may legally be an employee owed back benefits.

What to do with the Output: For contracts, never sign a client’s template without running it through your Agent first — the IP assignment clause alone can sign away work you have not yet created. For rates, the calculation is not “what feels reasonable” but: (target annual income + self-employment tax + health insurance + retirement contribution + business expenses) / billable hours per year. Most new freelancers undercharge by 30–40% because they calculate from a salary number that already had those costs hidden inside it. Remember that your Agent generates legal language, not legal advice — a contract it drafts may miss jurisdiction-specific requirements or enforceability provisions. For engagements over $5,000, an attorney review is worth the cost; it’s a deductible business expense.


TIP

“I want to raise my freelance rate. My current rate is [X]. I have [Y years] of experience in [field]. Help me: (1) research the current market rate for this work, (2) draft an email to existing clients announcing the increase, and (3) calculate what my rate needs to be to cover taxes, insurance, and retirement at the same take-home as a $[Z] salary.”


FAIRNESS

The loneliness of freelancing is underpriced. Upwork’s Freelance Forward surveys have estimated that roughly 64 million Americans did some freelance work in 2023.[20] The loss of workplace social infrastructure — casual conversation, shared lunch, the colleague who notices when you are struggling — is a real cost that rarely appears in the rate calculation. The freedom is genuine. The isolation is also genuine. They coexist. Build substitutes deliberately: a coworking day, a standing weekly call with another freelancer, a professional association that meets in person. The workplace was providing these at no line-item cost. Now you pay for them, in money or in calendar.

Isolation isn’t the only underpriced cost of independence — taxes are the more literal one.


SCIENCE

Self-employment tax is the single largest surprise for new freelancers. The rate is 15.3% — 12.4% Social Security (on earnings up to the Social Security wage base) plus 2.9% Medicare (uncapped), with an additional 0.9% Medicare surtax above certain income thresholds. An employee’s paystub shows only half of that because the employer pays the rest. A freelancer pays both halves. The “deductible half” adjustment on Form 1040 softens the blow but does not eliminate it. Quarterly estimated payments on Form 1040-ES are required; missing them accrues underpayment penalties even if your annual return eventually shows zero owed.[21] Before you quote a rate, ask your Agent to calculate what a given hourly rate actually nets after SE tax, health insurance, retirement contributions, and unpaid time.



W-8: Navigating a Performance Review

Strategy: Prepare + Assert
See also: W-3: Working with Human Resources (when the review triggers an HR process), W-2: Leaving a Job (if the review is the writing on the wall), Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation (same preparation framework)
My Man Jeeves: The performance review is an exercise in which the employee is asked to demonstrate, retroactively and on a deadline, that the work performed over the preceding 12 months was both valuable and visible — two qualities that are, one notes, not always correlated. The criteria by which one is evaluated are frequently unwritten. The rating scale compresses a year of labour into a number that determines the raise, the bonus, and the promotion timeline. The manager, who is often conducting the review with limited memory and considerable time pressure, relies upon whatever documentation exists — and if the employee has not provided it, the documentation that exists is whatever the manager recalls, which is to say, the last six weeks. One’s Agent can ensure that the documentation is complete, the accomplishments are quantified, and the self-review is written with the precision the process rewards but never teaches.
The Spec:

I have a performance review coming up [or: I just received
a performance review I want to respond to].
My role: [job title, brief description]
My situation: [annual review / mid-year check-in / PIP /
I disagree with the rating I received]
What I have: [list of accomplishments, projects, metrics,
feedback from colleagues — paste notes if available]
What I need help with:
— Self-review: [draft from my notes, quantify my impact,
frame accomplishments in business terms]
— Preparation: [anticipate what my manager will say,
prepare responses to likely criticism]
— Pushback: [I received a rating I believe is unfair —
help me draft a professional, documented response]
Please help me write this in first person, with specific
metrics and business impact where possible.
What to do with the Output: For self-reviews, edit the output into your voice — your manager knows how you write, and a suddenly polished self-review raises questions you do not want. For pushback, the key is documentation: specific examples, dates, and outcomes that contradict the rating. The phrase “I would like to understand the specific examples that led to this assessment” is both professional and impossible to answer without evidence. If they do not have evidence, the rating is a feeling. Feelings can be revised.

Science Note: Recency bias dominates performance evaluations — managers disproportionately weight events from the most recent 2–3 months, regardless of the review period.[22] The countermeasure is a running document, updated monthly, of accomplishments, metrics, and positive feedback: “Here are my notes from this month. Add them to my running accomplishments document and flag anything that needs a metric attached.”


TIP

“I received a performance rating of [X] and I believe it should be [Y]. Here are my accomplishments: [list]. Here is the feedback I received: [paste]. Help me draft a professional response that requests a specific rating revision, cites my documented accomplishments, and asks for the concrete examples that support the current rating.”


FAIRNESS

The impostor phenomenon — the persistent feeling of being a fraud despite evidence of competence — affects an estimated 70% of people at some point.[23] For workers who carry it, the review is not a feedback exchange but a threat-detection event: the single conversation in which professional identity, financial security, and self-worth are collapsed into one rating delivered by one person who may or may not have been paying attention all year. Your Agent cannot resolve this. It can ensure you arrive with documentation that speaks louder than the anxiety.

The review’s design compounds the problem. The performance review was invented in the 1940s by the U.S. military to identify officers for promotion — designed for a hierarchical institution with clear metrics and a chain of command. Corporate America adopted it unmodified for knowledge workers whose output is ambiguous, whose managers change annually, and whose “metrics” are whatever the company decided to measure this quarter. The tool was not designed for you. Prepare accordingly.


SCIENCE

In the mid-2010s a wave of large employers — Deloitte, Adobe, GE, Accenture, Gap — announced they were abandoning annual performance ratings in favor of continuous feedback. The follow-up is less publicized: most retained the check-in ritual but reintroduced numerical ratings within a few years, because compensation and promotion committees needed a number to distribute money against. Cappelli and Tavis, writing in the Harvard Business Review, describe the reversal in detail.[24] Murphy and Cleveland’s foundational text makes the deeper point: reviews are better predictors of reviewer bias than of employee performance, and the gap between what reviews measure and what they claim to measure is the system, not a bug in it.[25] The ritual you dread is load-bearing — it is how compensation is justified and defended internally. Your job is to produce the documentation the ritual runs on.


TIP

If you are placed on a Performance Improvement Plan, read it as what it usually is: the documentation trail for a termination that has already been decided. Employment attorneys broadly agree that most PIPs end in separation rather than recovery, though companies do not publish the data. Consult W-2: Leaving a Job and consider whether the PIP is an opening for a severance conversation. The test: ask your manager to write down what “successful completion” looks like, with specific metrics and a deadline. If they cannot or will not, the plan is not about your performance.



W-9: Dealing with Workplace Conflict

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: W-3: Working with Human Resources (when the conflict reaches the threshold for HR involvement), Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation (the underlying skill), W-6: Workplace Safety (when conflict becomes harassment or threats). Russ Harris, The Happiness Trap (accepting the discomfort of having the conversation instead of avoiding it)
My Man Jeeves: It would not be unreasonable to suggest that the modern workplace places individuals of varying temperaments, incentives, and communication styles into sustained proximity and then expresses surprise when friction results. The passive-aggressive email. The manager who provides feedback through silence. The colleague who takes credit in meetings with the casual confidence of someone who has never been questioned. These are not, one hastens to observe, HR matters — they are below the threshold of formal complaint but above the threshold of comfort, which is to say, they occupy precisely the space in which no institutional mechanism exists to address them. One’s Agent can assist in preparing for the conversation one has been avoiding — drafting the language, anticipating the responses, and distinguishing between the conflicts worth addressing and those best managed through strategic indifference.
The Spec:

I am dealing with a workplace conflict that I need to handle
myself — it is not an HR-level issue (yet).
The situation: [describe — who, what happened, how long it has
been going on, what I’ve tried so far]
The other person is: [coworker / direct manager / skip-level
manager / direct report / client]
The dynamic: [passive aggression / credit-taking / micromanaging /
exclusion / communication style clash / workload imbalance]
What I want: [specific outcome — the behavior to change, the
boundary to set, the conversation to have]
Please help me:
1. Assess whether this is a conversation I should have or
a situation I should manage around
2. If I should address it, draft what I would say — direct,
professional, and focused on behavior not character
3. Anticipate how they are likely to respond and prepare me
for each scenario
4. Tell me at what point this becomes an HR matter (W-3)
What to do with the Output: Have the conversation in person or on a call — not over email or Slack, where tone is lost and screenshots are forever. But after the conversation, send a brief follow-up email: “Per our conversation today, I understand that we agreed to [specific outcome].” This is documentation, not aggression. If the behavior continues, that email is the foundation of your case should you need to escalate to W-3.


SCIENCE

The Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument identifies five conflict-handling styles: competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding, and accommodating. Research consistently finds that most people default to avoiding — which resolves nothing — or competing — which escalates everything.[26] The most effective approach for ongoing workplace relationships is collaborating (finding a solution that addresses both parties’ concerns), but it requires the most preparation and the most emotional regulation. That preparation is exactly what your Agent can provide.


TIP

“My coworker [specific behavior]. I want to address it directly. Draft a script for the conversation that: (1) names the specific behavior without attacking their character, (2) explains the impact on my work, (3) proposes a specific change, and (4) gives them room to respond without becoming defensive.”

Science Note: The body doesn’t scale its stress response to the stakes of the moment. Eisenberger, Lieberman, and Williams found that social rejection activates the same neural circuitry as physical pain — the anterior cingulate cortex and right ventral prefrontal cortex.[27] A passive-aggressive email ruins a Tuesday because the nervous system can’t tell a social threat from a physical one. Prepare with your Agent before the conversation, then walk in calibrated, not while the stress response is still running the show.


FAIRNESS

Power dynamics shape which conflicts can be addressed directly. Telling a peer to stop taking credit in meetings is different from telling your manager. Research on workplace voice consistently finds that women, people of color, and younger workers face higher social costs for the same assertive behavior.[28] Calibrate your approach to your actual power position, not the one the employee handbook implies you have.


TIP

The advice “just talk to them” assumes equal power. The three directions of workplace conflict require different preparation. Managing up (conflict with your manager): frame the change as helping them succeed, propose solutions rather than complaints, never appear to be questioning authority. Managing across (conflict with a peer): the collaborating posture works if the other party can meet you there; if they cannot, document first, escalate only with evidence, and expect no gratitude for raising it. Managing down (conflict with a direct report): you have positional power but limited information, so ask more questions than you answer and put the expectation in writing. Tell your Agent the direction — the same words land differently depending on who is saying them to whom.



W-10: Understanding Your Benefits

Strategy: Decode + Decide
See also: M-5: Retirement and Investing (the 401(k) match is free money — literally), M-8: Insurance You Actually Need (the full picture beyond employer-provided), H-6: Medicare and H-6b: Medicaid (for comparison if you are approaching 65 or qualifying by income)
My Man Jeeves: It has been one’s observation that the benefits enrolment period is a masterwork of information asymmetry, in which the employee is presented with a 40-page document, given 14 days to make decisions that will affect one’s financial position for the following 12 months, and offered as guidance a 30-minute webinar conducted by a vendor whose incentives are not, one feels, perfectly aligned with one’s own. The HSA and the FSA sound similar but differ in ways that cost the inattentive reader several thousand dollars. The vesting schedule appears generous until one calculates the probability of remaining at the firm long enough to collect. The disability insurance that seemed optional becomes, upon reflection, the only benefit that replaces income when the others cannot. The money left on the table, compounded over a career, is quietly staggering. One’s Agent can read the benefits summary, explain what each option actually does, and calculate which combination serves one’s specific situation — which is, one gathers, what the benefits webinar was meant to accomplish.
The Spec:

I need to understand my workplace benefits and make decisions
about them.
My situation: [open enrollment coming up / just started a new job /
never really understood what I signed up for / life change
(marriage, baby, diagnosis) that changes my needs]
What I have access to (paste your benefits summary if possible):
— Health insurance: [plan options if known]
— Retirement: [401k, 403b, pension — employer match details]
— HSA / FSA: [available? current balance?]
— Other: [dental, vision, life insurance, disability,
stock options / RSUs, tuition reimbursement, commuter benefits]
What I need:
1. Explain each benefit in plain language — what it does,
what it costs me, and what I am leaving on the table
if I skip it
2. For health plans, compare my options based on my actual
usage: [how often I see doctors, any prescriptions,
any planned procedures]
3. For retirement, tell me the minimum contribution to get
the full employer match — and what I lose if I don’t
4. Flag anything with a deadline, a vesting schedule,
or a “use it or lose it” rule
5. Tell me what most people in my situation get wrong
What to do with the Output: Make the enrollment decisions during enrollment, not after. The most expensive benefit mistake is not choosing the wrong plan — it is not choosing at all and defaulting into whatever the company selected for you, which is optimized for the company’s cost, not your coverage. The second most expensive mistake is not contributing enough to get the full employer match. That is a 50–100% return on your money, guaranteed. No investment you will ever make beats it.
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SCIENCE

A Financial Engines analysis found that approximately one in four employees do not contribute enough to their 401(k) to receive the full employer match — leaving an average of $1,336 per person per year in uncollected compensation.[29] Over a 30-year career at a conservative 7% return, that single decision costs approximately $126,000. The money is contractually yours. You simply have to claim it.


TIP

“Here is my benefits summary: [paste]. I am [age], [single/married/family], in [state]. I go to the doctor about [X] times a year, take [prescriptions if any], and [have/don’t have] planned medical expenses. Which health plan saves me the most money this year? Show your math.”

Open enrollment is the company’s annual reminder that they have structured your compensation so that a meaningful percentage of it requires you to read a 40-page PDF, attend a webinar scheduled during your busiest week, and make irrevocable financial decisions in a two-week window. The C-suite has a benefits consultant who does this for them. You now have your Agent.


SCIENCE

Disability insurance is the most undervalued benefit most employees have. The Social Security Administration estimates that roughly one in four of today’s 20-year-olds will become disabled before reaching retirement age — that is, before the expected end of the career, not after it.[30] Employer-provided long-term disability insurance typically replaces 50–60% of base salary (taxable when the employer pays the premium). The gap between that and your actual monthly expenses is the exposure. If your employer offers supplemental LTD at your own cost, price it against what you would owe if your income stopped tomorrow before you decide whether to decline it.


FAIRNESS

Benefits confusion is not a failure of intelligence. It is a design outcome. The TIAA Institute’s ongoing Personal Finance Index finds that a minority of Americans can correctly answer basic questions about compound interest, inflation, and risk diversification.[31] Benefits documents are written in actuarial language, presented during high-workload periods, and structured so the default option (which favors the employer’s cost, not your coverage) is the path of least resistance. The shame of not understanding the packet is misplaced. The document was not designed to be understood. It was designed to be signed.

The HSA and FSA sound similar but reward opposite instincts. The Health Savings Account is the single most tax-advantaged account in the U.S. tax code when it fits: deductible contribution, tax-free growth, tax-free withdrawal for qualified medical expenses. It requires a high-deductible health plan and is not right for everyone. The Flexible Spending Account is the one your HR pairs with a conventional plan — and it carries a “use it or lose it” rule, with a limited rollover or grace period depending on your employer’s election. Many employees default into the FSA because it is what appears next to the conventional plan, not realizing the HSA is portable, investable, and follows them when they leave. If both are offered with compatible plans, ask your Agent to model which one serves you given your actual annual medical spending. Verify current contribution limits with the IRS; they are updated each fall for the following plan year.[32]

Vesting schedules convert “total compensation” into actual dollars — and the gap is often substantial. A 401(k) employer match vests on either a cliff schedule (0% until a specific year, then 100%) or a graded schedule (a fraction per year until fully vested); ERISA caps these at six and seven years respectively for most plans. Stock options and RSUs follow their own schedules, typically four years with a one-year cliff. “Golden handcuffs” is the phenomenon of employees staying at jobs they dislike because unvested compensation represents tens of thousands of dollars that vanish on departure. Before you make a career decision, ask your Agent to calculate the specific dollar amount at stake given your grant schedule and vesting calendar — so the choice is informed, not emotional.

Veterans note: Service members and veterans have a parallel benefits track worth naming. TRICARE (for active-duty members, retirees, and eligible family) is separate from VA healthcare. Military service credit applies toward both Social Security and federal civilian retirement under FERS. The Thrift Savings Plan and the Blended Retirement System — effective for those who entered service after January 1, 2018, and opt-in-eligible for certain earlier cohorts — include up to a 5% government match,[33] the same dynamic as a 401(k) match. Contribute at least 5% or you are declining free compensation. The Survivor Benefit Plan election at retirement is once-and-done: the default is SBP coverage, and declining it requires spousal consent.
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    Civic

Democracy was designed as a participatory system. In practice, participation requires reading ballot measures written by lawyers, attending meetings held during work hours, understanding zoning codes that predate your grandparents, and navigating bureaucracies that treat citizen input as a compliance requirement rather than a design constraint. The billionaire class participates through lobbyists, counsel, and staff who track every hearing and filing deadline. You participate by showing up after a full workday and hoping you understand the agenda. The Skills that follow give you the preparation the lobbyist already has.


FAIRNESS

Some companies and governments are now proposing a “Right to AI” — that access to AI should be treated as foundational infrastructure, like electricity or the internet. This book agrees. It also notes that a right you cannot exercise is a right in name only. The Skills that follow are the exercise.



C-1: Knowing Your Rights During a Police Encounter

Strategy: Assert + Research
See also: C-3: Understanding Your Rights Where You Live
My Man Jeeves: A difficulty presents itself in the matter of police encounters: the distance between what an officer may legally do and what officers routinely do during a stop constitutes one of the more consequential information asymmetries in American civic life. A knowledge of one’s rights does not, it must be acknowledged, guarantee that those rights will be respected. It does, however, establish a record — verbal or otherwise — that assumes considerable importance afterward. One would venture to suggest that the appropriate moment for acquiring this knowledge is well before the occasion arises. One’s Agent can provide it now.
The Spec:

I want to understand my rights during a police encounter.
My situation: [traffic stop / stopped while walking / police
at my door / detained at a protest / witnessing an arrest /
general preparation]
My state: [state]
Please explain:
1. What I am legally required to do and say
2. What I am NOT required to do or say
3. What phrases I should use to clearly invoke my rights
without escalating the situation
4. What I should document and how
5. What to do immediately after the encounter
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
What to do with the Output: Memorize three phrases: “Am I being detained or am I free to go?” “I am invoking my right to remain silent.” “I do not consent to a search.” These are legally significant sentences. Practice saying them calmly. The calm is the point — rights exercised in anger are still legal, but de-escalation is a survival strategy, not a concession.


FAIRNESS

The experience of a police encounter varies dramatically by race, gender, neighborhood, and income. Your Agent should be direct about this reality. If it gives advice that assumes you are white and middle-class, say so: “Adjust this for someone who is [your actual demographic] in [your actual neighborhood].” The legal rights are the same. The practical risk is not. The Stanford Open Policing Project analyzed over 200 million traffic stops and found consistent racial disparities in stop rates, search rates, and outcomes across jurisdictions.[1] The person who is Black already knows. The person who isn’t may need the data. Both need the practical guidance.


SCIENCE

Three cases define the landscape of your rights during a police encounter. Terry v. Ohio (1968) established that officers may briefly stop and pat down a person based on reasonable suspicion — the legal basis for stop-and-frisk. Miranda v. Arizona (1966) requires that you be informed of your rights during custodial interrogation. And Salinas v. Texas (2013) established a rule that most people do not know: remaining silent is not enough to invoke your right to remain silent. You must say so explicitly — “I am invoking my right to remain silent” — or your silence can be used against you in court. The right is universally known. The requirement to actively invoke it is not. This is the kind of information asymmetry that changes outcomes.[2]

Science Note: Acute stress degrades exactly the deliberative reasoning that rights-assertion requires, which is why the three phrases above need to be memorized, not recalled under duress — the body doesn’t distinguish a routine stop from a threat.[3]


TIP

“I was just [stopped / detained / searched]. Here is what happened: [describe]. Was any of this a violation of my rights, and what should I do now?”


TIP

“I want to record [a police interaction / a public official / an encounter] in [state]. Am I in a one-party or two-party consent state? What are my legal rights to record in public spaces, and what are the practical considerations — phone placement, cloud backup, not reaching for my phone during a tense moment?” — In most jurisdictions you have the right to record police performing their duties in public. The ACLU maintains state-specific guides on recording rights.



C-2: Knowing Your Voter Rights

Strategy: Assert + Research
See also: C-4: Understanding a Ballot Measure (know what you’re voting on), C-6: Advocating for Change
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that voter suppression in America does not, as a general matter, present itself as someone blocking the door. It assumes the form of a polling place relocated without notice, a registration purge conducted quietly, an identification requirement that carries a cost to satisfy, and a queue that extends three hours in one neighbourhood while lasting 15 minutes in another. An awareness of one’s rights as a voter serves, in effect, as a defence against a system that — one could not avoid noticing — renders participation most difficult for precisely those persons who would alter it. One’s Agent can verify one’s registration, locate one’s polling place, and explain what is on the ballot before one arrives.
The Spec:

I want to make sure I can vote and that my vote counts.
My state: [state]
My situation: [first-time voter / recently moved / unsure if I’m
registered / had problems at the polls before / ex-felon /
want to vote by mail / need accessibility accommodations]
Please explain:
1. How to verify my registration and what to do if it’s been purged
2. What ID I need and what to do if I don’t have it
3. What provisional ballots are and when to insist on one
4. What to do if I’m turned away, challenged, or intimidated
5. The deadlines I cannot miss
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with my county election office or a voter
protection hotline.
What to do with the Output: Check your registration now — not the week before the election. If your status is incorrect, you have more options to fix it before Election Day than on it. Your Agent can walk you through your state’s specific process. Save the deadlines to your calendar.


SCIENCE

In 2013, Shelby County v. Holder gutted Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act, which had required jurisdictions with a history of discrimination to obtain federal approval before changing voting rules. In the years following the decision, the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights documented 1,688 polling place closures in formerly covered jurisdictions — closures that no longer required federal review. Registration purges, voter ID laws, and reduced early voting hours followed a similar pattern: legal under the new framework, and concentrated in communities with the most to lose.[4] These are facts, not opinions. Your Agent should present them as such.


TIP

“I’ve never understood [ranked choice voting / jungle primaries / caucusing]. Explain how it actually works and how my voting strategy should change compared to a standard primary.” — FairVote maintains accessible descriptions of alternative voting systems. The comparative evidence is young — Alaska and Maine are the primary ranked-choice data points — but understanding how your system works makes you a more effective voter regardless of the system.

Two structural barriers deserve a closer look: identification requirements and felony disenfranchisement.


FAIRNESS

Voter ID laws and their effects are politically contested. The research is less contested: multiple studies document disparate impact by race, age, and income. Your Agent should present the law as it exists in your state, not as either party argues it should be.[5] The person working two jobs who cannot get to the polls is not civically disengaged — they are civically obstructed. Non-voting is often a rational response to structural barriers, not apathy or ignorance.


FAIRNESS

Felon disenfranchisement varies wildly by state. Maine and Vermont allow voting from prison. Most states restore rights after sentence completion. Some require additional petitioning or a gubernatorial pardon. An estimated 4.6 million Americans are affected.[6] If this applies to you, ask your Agent: “I have a felony conviction in [state]. What is my current voting eligibility, what is the process for restoration, and what deadlines apply?” The answer may be better than you expect — and your Agent can find it faster than your state’s website can explain it.



C-3: Understanding Your Rights Where You Live

Strategy: Research + Assert
See also: C-1: Knowing Your Rights During a Police Encounter, C-2: Knowing Your Voter Rights, L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for lease and employment agreements)
My Man Jeeves: It would be uncontroversial to observe that every human on Earth possesses rights. Some are inalienable — the Universal Declaration of Human Rights enumerates 30 of them. Some are constitutional. Some are statutory. Some depend upon one’s state, county, city, employer, and landlord. The practical experience of those rights varies so dramatically by jurisdiction that two persons holding the same citizenship may find themselves living under meaningfully different legal regimes depending upon which side of a state line they happen to sleep on. The billionaire class is, one might note, well aware of this circumstance — it is the reason they select their residence with such care. It would seem prudent for one to be similarly informed. One’s Agent can explain which rights apply in one’s specific jurisdiction.
The Spec:

I want to understand what rights and protections I actually have
where I live [or: where I’m considering moving].
My situation: [citizen / permanent resident / visa holder /
undocumented / unsure of my status]
My location: [city, state]
I’m concerned about [discrimination, housing rights, employment
protections, police conduct, healthcare access, education access,
family law, or “I just want to understand the landscape”]
Please:
1. Explain what federal rights apply to everyone regardless
of status — and where the gaps are
2. Tell me what my state and local laws add or subtract
from those protections (anti-discrimination, tenant rights,
employment law, healthcare access, education)
3. Flag the biggest differences between where I live and
national norms — what’s better here, what’s worse
4. Point me toward free or low-cost legal resources in my area
Give me the data, not the vibe. I want specifics I can act on.
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.
I will verify with a legal aid organization or attorney
before acting on anything.
What to do with the Output: This is research, not legal advice. For any situation where enforcement of a right is at stake — discrimination, housing, employment, immigration — a legal aid organization or attorney should get involved. Many offer free consultations and pro bono representation for civil rights cases. Your Agent can help you find them: “What legal aid organizations in [city/state] handle [type of case] and offer free consultations?”


TIP

If you are considering a move: “Compare the practical rights and protections for someone like me — [your situation] — living in [City A, State] versus [City B, State]. Include anti-discrimination laws, tenant protections, healthcare access, police accountability measures, and public school funding. I want the delta, not the Wikipedia summary.” This is more useful than a Reddit vibe-check and more specific than a “best cities” listicle.


SCIENCE

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) establishes 30 rights that the global community agreed every human possesses. The American legal system implements some through constitutional law, some through federal statute, and some not at all. The distance between the UDHR and your daily experience is itself a measure of the information asymmetry this book exists to address.[7]

Legal aid exists but does not reach everyone who needs it. LSC-funded legal aid organizations serve approximately 1.8 million people annually — but that is only about 20% of eligible low-income Americans.[8] Start with: your local legal aid society (LSC maintains a national directory), your state bar association’s lawyer referral service, and law school clinics in your area (free representation by supervised law students). For emergencies, call 211 or visit 211.org. Ask your Agent: “What free or low-cost legal resources in [city, state] handle [type of case]?”


FAIRNESS

The experience of rights varies by race, gender, income, disability status, immigration status, and neighborhood — within the same city, under the same laws. The law on paper and the law in practice are two different systems that share a name. A trans person in a state with anti-discrimination protections may still face hostile enforcement. A Black resident in a city with police reform laws may still experience disproportionate stops. If your Agent’s answer describes the law without acknowledging the gap between law and enforcement, say so: “That’s what the law says. What’s the documented experience for someone who is [your demographic] in [your area]?” The data exists. Your Agent has read it.


ALSO

The Movement Advancement Project (MAP) maintains state equality maps that score civil rights protections across categories — employment, housing, family law, health, criminal justice. The ACLU publishes “Know Your Rights” guides by topic. The Equality Federation tracks state-level policy. These are the scorecards. Your Agent can interpret them for your specific situation: “Based on MAP’s state equality data, how does [my state] compare to [another state] on protections for [my concern]?”



C-4: Understanding a Ballot Measure in Plain Language

Strategy: Decode
See also: C-2: Knowing Your Voter Rights (for the voting process), C-5: Writing a Public Comment (for weighing in before it’s on the ballot)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that ballot measure language is composed by attorneys whose principal concern is surviving legal challenge rather than informing the electorate. The official title, it would appear, frequently describes something approaching the opposite of what the measure accomplishes. The fiscal analysis, while commendably accurate, presupposes a familiarity with the very system it purports to analyse. That this arrangement is regarded as democratic participation is, perhaps, a matter upon which reasonable persons might reflect. One’s Agent, having no particular allegiance to either side of the measure, is tolerably well equipped to render the language into English.
The Spec:

I am trying to understand [Measure/Proposition name or number]
on my ballot. [Paste the official text or describe what you know about it.]
Please explain:
1. What this measure actually does, in plain language
2. Who supports it and why
3. Who opposes it and why
4. What happens if it passes vs. fails
Present both sides fairly — I want to make up my own mind.
What to do with the Output: Save the summary to your phone. Review it the night before you vote. If you are mailing your ballot, open the summary side by side with the ballot — the measure numbers are your anchor. Share the plain-language version with one other person who is also voting. Information compounds.


ALSO

Paste or upload your document directly — file upload works in Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. See Appendix G.


SPEC

This same framework works on any policy proposal, white paper, or think-tank report — not just ballot measures. Companies, lobbying groups, and advocacy organizations publish policy documents designed to sound reasonable. Paste one and ask: “Who published this, what outcome are they seeking, what mechanism does this proposal use to achieve it, and what is left unspecified? Present the strongest version of both support and opposition.” The distance between a document’s stated intent and its actual mechanism is where the politics lives.



C-5: Writing a Public Comment for a City Council Meeting

Strategy: Draft
See also: C-4: Understanding a Ballot Measure (for understanding what you’re commenting on), C-6: Advocating for Change (for sustained advocacy beyond a single meeting)
My Man Jeeves: It may be worth noting that public comment periods exist as a matter of law, though one could not help but observe that they are scheduled at hours that present considerable difficulty for persons who are employed. The allotted time — two to three minutes, as a rule — is not generous. They remain, however, among the few mechanisms through which a citizen may address local decisions that bear directly upon daily life. The distinction between having prepared a written comment and having merely attended is, one finds, the distinction between participation and presence. One’s Agent can draft that comment.
The Spec:

My city council is voting on [issue] at their meeting on [date].
I want to speak during public comment.
My position is: [support/oppose] because [your main reasons].
I have [2/3] minutes.
Please write a public comment that states my position clearly,
gives my strongest reason, and asks the council for a specific action.
Write it to be spoken aloud — conversational, not formal.
What to do with the Output: Print it. Read it out loud three times at home. Time yourself — if it runs over two minutes, cut the weakest point, not the ask. Bring two copies to the meeting: one to read from, one to hand to the clerk for the record. Written comments entered into the record become part of the public file on that decision.


  
    public-comment-notecard.png

    
      A notecard with a three-part public comment — Position, Reason, Ask — beside a timer reading 1:45.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a single 3x5 lined index card, lying
flat at a slight angle. The card is plain white with faint blue rule
lines pre-printed on it (the rule lines belong to the card, not to a
notebook page behind it).

Handwritten on the card in blue ballpoint pen, in three short
sections:

- **Position** --- one-line stance
- **Reason** --- one-line why
- **Ask** --- one-line specific request

Each label is underlined; the body lines below are short and
fictional --- placeholder phrasing about a generic neighborhood
issue, not a real council, not a real ordinance. The handwriting is
the same hand as the rest of the book --- competent block writing,
slightly uneven.

In the lower-right corner of the card, a small hand-drawn digital
timer icon: a tiny rectangular display reading **`1:45`** in segmented
LCD-style numerals. Just the icon --- not a phone, not a stopwatch
body. Roughly the size of a postage stamp.

The card sits as a single object --- no envelope, no stack, no podium,
no microphone, no hand.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the notecard and the small timer icon on it. No color swatches,
palettes, legends, keys, hex codes, callouts from outside the card,
sidebar text, or any UI explaining the colors or technique. No
external "PUBLIC COMMENT" caption.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a podium, not a notebook page. The
card is the only object; the field around it is pure white. The
build removes white to create transparency, so any gray will show as
a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real city, council, or hearing identified on the card
- NO microphone, podium, or council-chambers background
- NO smartphone or stopwatch body around the timer --- just the
  small LCD-style icon
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper background underneath the card

    
  


ALSO

This works well with voice mode on your phone — all major tools support it on mobile. See Appendix G.


TIP

This is not just for city hall. Federal agencies accept public comments on proposed regulations through regulations.gov — including rules about AI, data privacy, and algorithmic decision-making. State legislatures accept written testimony on pending bills. The skill is the same: “[Agency or committee] is accepting public comment on [proposed rule or bill] until [date]. My concern is [specific provision]. Help me write a comment that addresses the regulatory language, not just my general feelings about it.” The Notice and Comment process is one of the most direct mechanisms of democratic input available. It is also one of the least used by people who are not lobbyists.



C-6: Advocating for Change

Strategy: Draft + Navigate
See also: C-5: Writing a Public Comment, C-4: Understanding a Ballot Measure, W-5: Unions (collective action uses the same skills)
My Man Jeeves: The most frequently offered political counsel in America is “vote.” One would not wish to dispute the necessity of this advice, merely to observe that it is, by itself, wildly insufficient. Between elections, decisions are made by those persons who attend meetings, submit comments, telephone offices, organize their neighbours, and apply sustained pressure to specific officials regarding specific matters. These individuals are not, it would appear, possessed of any extraordinary qualities. They are informed, persistent, and — a point that merits emphasis — typically fewer in number than one might suppose. In most local decisions, the margin between prevailing and not is measured in single-digit persons. One’s Agent can help one become one of them.
The Spec:

I want to advocate for [specific change] in my [city / county /
school district / state / workplace].
What I know about the issue: [describe]
What has been tried: [if anything — petitions, past votes, etc.]
Who makes the decision: [if you know — city council, school board,
specific official, or “I don’t know”]
What I can contribute: [time per week, skills, connections, money]
Please help me:
1. Identify who actually has the power to make this decision
2. Map out what has worked for similar changes elsewhere
3. Draft a strategy — not just a letter, but an actual plan:
who to contact, in what order, with what message
4. Help me write the first communication
What to do with the Output: Start local. National change requires millions of people. Local change requires dozens, sometimes fewer. Your school board member has fewer constituents than your congressperson by a factor of a thousand. The math is in your favor at the local level. Political efficacy — the belief that your actions can influence government — is one of the strongest predictors of political participation.[9] The decline in efficacy correlates with the rise of national media and the decline of local media: when your news is all national, every problem feels unsolvable, but local news reveals the leverage points. The feeling of helplessness is a symptom of scale, not reality — shrink the scale and it recedes. Most successful social change in American history has been gradual, local, boring, and persistent, not dramatic or national; the civil rights movement succeeded through years of organizing and coalition-building before the marches made the news.[10]


MEME

Alexander Hamilton wrote his way into the Constitutional Convention. Debate and persuasion are not academic exercises — they are the tools of structural change. Your Agent can sharpen your argument the way a coach sharpens a pitch: “Here is my position on [issue]. Argue against it as effectively as you can so I can strengthen my case.” Steelmanning the opposing argument — constructing the strongest possible version of the position you oppose — is one of the most powerful specs in the book. It forces you to understand the opposition, which makes your argument better and occasionally changes your mind. Both outcomes are useful.


TIP

“I have 2 minutes to speak at [meeting] about [issue]. I’m nervous. Help me write something clear and practice delivering it.”

Knowing what to say is only useful once you know who needs to hear it.


ALSO

Most Americans cannot name their city council representative, school board members, or county commissioners. This is not apathy — it is a structural design feature. Ballotpedia covers elected officials at every level. Open States tracks state legislation and legislators. vote.org handles registration and polling place lookup. Your Agent can map the decision-making authority for any jurisdiction: “Who on my [city council / school board / county commission] in [location] has authority over [issue], and what is the best way to contact them?”


SPEC

When a politician, company, or think tank proposes a new safety net, benefit, or economic reform — a public wealth fund, portable benefits, universal basic income, adaptive unemployment insurance — your Agent can help you evaluate it the way a policy analyst would: “Here is a proposal for [program]. Who is covered and who is excluded? What triggers the benefit and what ends it? What happens in the gap between the old system and the new one? What is the funding mechanism and is it durable? Where has something like this been tried, and what happened?” The ability to evaluate a proposal against its stated objectives — not its marketing language — is the civic skill that matters most between elections.



C-7: Understanding Jury Duty

Strategy: Decode + Navigate
See also: C-3: Understanding Your Rights Where You Live (for jurisdiction-specific requirements), C-1: Knowing Your Rights During a Police Encounter (for understanding the criminal justice system)
My Man Jeeves: It may not be widely appreciated that jury duty represents the sole context in American civic life in which ordinary citizens exercise direct, binding power over an outcome that the government cannot override. A jury’s acquittal, one might note, is not subject to appeal. This power is entirely real, it belongs to the juror, and one cannot help but observe that the system takes some pains to present it as an inconvenience — an informed jury being, perhaps, rather more difficult to predict than an uninformed one. One’s Agent can explain the process, the terminology, and the law before one walks in.
The Spec:

I [received a jury duty summons / am currently serving on a jury /
want to understand the jury system].
My state: [state]
My situation: [general curiosity / first time / hardship concern /
currently serving — no case details]
Please explain:
1. What the process actually looks like from summons to verdict
2. What my rights and responsibilities are as a juror
3. How to evaluate evidence and testimony — what to weigh,
what to question
4. What I should know that the orientation video doesn’t cover
Do not give me legal advice about any specific case.
What to do with the Output: If you are currently serving, do not share case details with your Agent or anyone else — that is a legal obligation, not a suggestion. Use your Agent for general education about the process, evidence evaluation, and your rights. After a verdict, ask: “What just happened in that process, and what should I understand about it?”


SCIENCE

Jury nullification — the jury’s power to acquit even when the evidence supports conviction, because the jury disagrees with the law — is legal, documented, and almost never mentioned in jury instructions. The principle dates to Bushell’s Case (1670) in English common law and the acquittal of John Peter Zenger (1735) in colonial New York, where a jury refused to convict a printer for criticizing the governor. Courts have consistently ruled that jurors have this power but that judges are not required to inform them of it.[11]


TIP

AI-generated evidence and algorithmic tools are entering the courtroom. Predictive sentencing systems like COMPAS have documented racial bias. Expert witnesses increasingly include data scientists. Deepfake evidence is an emerging challenge. The tools entering the courtroom are the same tools the reader is learning to use in this book. If you serve on a jury and encounter AI-derived evidence, ask your Agent afterward: “What should I understand about [tool or method used in the case] and its known limitations?” Critical evaluation applies everywhere.

Science Note: Jurors build narratives and fit evidence into them rather than weighing each piece independently — Pennington and Hastie’s Story Model of jury decision-making documents how, once a story forms, new evidence gets judged by fit rather than merit. Noticing when you’re building a story is the corrective.[12]


FAIRNESS

Jury duty compensation ranges from $5 to $50 per day in most jurisdictions — well below minimum wage. Federal employees receive full pay during service; some states mandate employer pay; most do not. For hourly workers, jury duty is a financial crisis dressed as a civic privilege. If this applies to you, ask your Agent: “What are the juror hardship exemption and deferral procedures in [state], and what documentation do I need?” — and file early, because deadlines are strict.


FAIRNESS

The emotional toll of jury service — especially in violent crime or child abuse cases — is real and under-supported. PTSD symptoms in jurors are documented, but most jurisdictions offer no post-trial counseling.[13] Jurors are expected to absorb graphic evidence, deliberate rationally, and return to normal life without transition. If you have served and are experiencing intrusive thoughts, difficulty sleeping, or emotional distress, that is a normal response to an abnormal experience. Contact your primary care provider or the SAMHSA National Helpline (1-800-662-4357), which is free, confidential, and available 24/7.



C-8: Participating in AI Policy

Strategy: Research + Draft + Navigate
See also: C-5: Writing a Public Comment (the core skill), C-6: Advocating for Change (for sustained engagement), C-4: Understanding a Ballot Measure (for decoding proposals)
My Man Jeeves: It would appear that governments at every level are, at this moment, determining how AI will be regulated, who will have access to it, and what guardrails will be established. These decisions proceed through the same mechanisms as every other policy matter: legislative hearings, agency rulemaking, public comment periods, and lobbying. The companies building AI maintain full-time policy teams who draft language, attend hearings, and submit comments measured in hundreds of pages. The public comment period is, one might mention, open to oneself as well. It is not a formality — agencies are legally required to consider substantive comments, and a carefully specified comment from a person who will actually live under the rule carries a weight that a form letter, one ventures to suggest, does not. One’s Agent can help one write one.
The Spec:

I want to participate in AI policy decisions that affect me.
My level: [I’m new to this / I’ve been following AI policy /
I have a specific regulation I want to comment on]
My concern: [job displacement / privacy / algorithmic bias /
children’s safety / access and affordability / government
use of AI / something else: describe]
My location: [state — for state-level legislation]
Please help me:
1. Identify what AI-related legislation or rulemaking is currently
active at the federal and state level that relates to my concern
2. Explain where I can submit public comment or testimony,
and the deadlines
3. Help me understand the proposed language — what does it
actually require, what does it leave unspecified, and
who benefits from the gaps
4. Help me draft a public comment that addresses the specific
regulatory language, states my position, and provides
a concrete recommendation
What to do with the Output: Submit your comment through the official channel — regulations.gov for federal rules, your state legislature’s website for state bills. Written comments become part of the public record. For state and local hearings, the same rules apply as C-5: print it, practice it, show up. A single informed comment from a constituent who will live under the rule is worth more than a thousand form letters. Agencies know the difference. The federal Notice and Comment process, established by the Administrative Procedure Act of 1946, requires agencies to publish proposed rules, accept public comments, and respond to substantive concerns before finalizing regulations.[14] This is not performative — courts have struck down rules where agencies failed to adequately consider public input, and research on federal rulemaking confirms that substantive comments, those addressing specific provisions with evidence or lived experience, are more likely to influence final rules than form letters. Comment participation on federal rules is typically in the hundreds to low thousands, out of a population of 330 million — the reader who submits one substantive comment on one AI regulation has done more than 99% of the population. That is not hyperbole.


TIP

“I just read [a news article / company blog post / policy white paper] about AI policy. Paste: [text]. Help me understand: What is this actually proposing? What would it require in practice? Who benefits and who bears the cost? What is the strongest argument for and against? And is there an open comment period or legislative process where I can weigh in?”

Understanding what a proposal does is only half of it — knowing who’s actually being heard is the other half.


FAIRNESS

AI policy is being shaped disproportionately by the companies building the technology and by a small number of well-funded advocacy organizations. Public comments from individuals — especially from communities that will be most affected by algorithmic decision-making in hiring, lending, housing, healthcare, and criminal justice — are underrepresented in the record. Your Agent can help you write a comment. It cannot make the system value your input equally. Showing up in the record is necessary but not sufficient. Organizing — C-6 — is what makes the record matter.


ALSO

Track active AI legislation and rulemaking: the Electronic Frontier Foundation covers digital rights and surveillance. The ACLU’s technology and civil liberties page tracks algorithmic accountability. The Brennan Center for Justice covers technology and elections. Regulations.gov is the portal for all open federal comment periods. For state-level bills, Open States tracks legislation by topic and jurisdiction.
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    Chores

The domestic labor that keeps a household running — shopping, cooking, cleaning, maintaining, scheduling — is invisible until it stops happening. It is also where most consumer decisions are made: which products to buy, which contractors to hire, which repairs to attempt, which to outsource. The billionaire class delegates this to staff who comparison-shop, vet vendors, and manage maintenance schedules. Everyone else does it in the margins of a full workday, making decisions under time pressure with whatever information is on the label or the first page of search results. The Skills that follow turn your Agent into the household staff you don’t have.



Ch-1: Shopping Your Values

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: Ch-4: Cooking and Culinary Skills (for what to do with what you bought), Ho-3: Right-to-Repair (for durable goods), H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach (for dietary needs)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that every purchase constitutes a small policy decision, conducted under time pressure with information that is, at best, inadequate. The distinction between “free range” and “cage-free” eggs, for instance, is a regulatory matter that costs the consumer $2 per dozen and approximately an hour of research to verify — a ratio that would give any reasonable person pause. The difference between a $40 toaster that expires in two years and a $90 toaster that endures for 15 is, regrettably, invisible at point of sale and conspicuous only in retrospect. In well-staffed households, procurement is handled by persons who source by quality, ethics, durability, and price in whatever combination the household prefers. The remainder of the population is furnished with a label, a search engine optimized for advertising revenue, and 11 minutes before the shop closes. It may be worth noting that one’s Agent is capable of evaluating all four dimensions simultaneously, unencumbered by sponsored results.
The Spec:

I need to buy [product or grocery item].
My priorities, in order: [rank these or remove ones you
don’t care about]
— Price: [budget or range]
— Ethics: [labor practices, environmental impact,
animal welfare, local sourcing]
— Durability: [how long should it last, repairability]
— Certifications that matter to me: [organic, Fair Trade,
B Corp, union-made, specific labels]
My constraints: [where I can shop, delivery needs, timeline]
Please:
1. Recommend specific products or brands that match my priorities
2. Explain what the relevant certifications actually mean —
not the marketing, the standard
3. Flag any greenwashing or misleading labels I should watch for
4. If my priorities conflict (e.g., ethical + cheapest),
show me the tradeoff honestly
What to do with the Output: Start with one category you buy regularly — eggs, coffee, cleaning supplies, whatever you spend the most on without thinking. Run it through your Agent once. The research compounds: once you know which brands align with your values, the weekly shop gets faster, not slower.


TIP

Take a photo of the grocery aisle shelf or the product label and send it to your Agent. Ask: “Which of these options best fits [your priorities]? What do these certifications actually guarantee?” This works in the store, in real time, on your phone.


FAIRNESS

“Vote with your dollar” is real, but it is also a framework that works better the more dollars you have. Ethical consumption is easier at $120,000 a year than at $35,000. Your Agent will not judge your budget. If you tell it your priority is price, it will optimize for price. If you tell it your priority is ethics within a budget, it will find the best available option — not lecture you about what you should be spending. The tool works for your values at your price point.



Ch-2: Understanding a Contractor Bid

Strategy: Decode + Research
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (the bid becomes a contract), Ho-2: Home Repair and DIY (should you even hire someone?), Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (for diagnosing the problem first)
My Man Jeeves: A contractor bid is a document that proceeds on the assumption that one knows what one is looking at. It enumerates materials one cannot evaluate, labour rates one cannot benchmark, and timelines one cannot verify, then requests a signature at the bottom. The contractor, one might note, has composed hundreds of such documents. The homeowner has perhaps encountered three in a lifetime, all for different trades, none of which adequately prepared one for the present specimen. This asymmetry is not, in the main, a matter of dishonesty — the majority of contractors are perfectly reputable — but it does present a difficulty: the honest tradesman and the dishonest one produce documents of remarkably similar appearance, and distinguishing between the two requires research that most households have neither the time nor the background to conduct. One’s Agent, having reviewed thousands of such bids, is rather better positioned to assess what each line item ought to cost in one’s area.
The Spec:

I received a contractor bid. [Paste the bid text, or describe
the line items and totals.]
The project: [what the work is — roof replacement, bathroom
remodel, deck repair, HVAC install, etc.]
My location: [city/region, for cost benchmarking]
Please:
1. Explain each line item in plain language — what it is,
why it’s there, and whether the price is in the normal
range for my area
2. Flag anything that seems unusually high, unusually low,
or missing
3. Identify what’s not in this bid that should be —
permits, cleanup, warranty, disposal, contingency
4. Tell me what questions to ask the contractor before signing
5. If this is a “fast, cheap, or done right — pick two”
situation, which two is this bid optimizing for?
What to do with the Output: Get at least two more bids for comparison — your Agent can tell you what to ask for to make the bids comparable. The lowest bid is not the best bid. The bid that accounts for the most contingencies usually is. Before signing, read the bid with L-1: Negotiating a Contract — once you sign, the bid becomes the contract.


  
    annotated-contractor-bid.png

    
      A contractor bid annotated in red pen, question marks beside vague fees, a sticky note on top reading 'get 2nd bid'.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a single typed contractor bid on
plain white paper, lying flat at a slight angle. The bid shows three
line-item sections:

- **Materials** --- a few rows with unit, quantity, unit price, total
- **Labor** --- hours and rate
- **Contingency / allowances** --- a "mobilization fee" and an
  "allowance" line

The text and numbers are fictional and illustrative --- a placeholder
contractor ("Sample Builders LLC"), a generic project description,
example dollar amounts that read as round demonstration values, no
real company, no real customer.

Annotations in red ballpoint pen, in the margins and over the page:

- Circles around two unit prices
- A pencil arrow connecting two related line items
- A question mark beside "mobilization fee"
- A question mark beside "allowance"

A small yellow sticky note is stuck to the top edge of the bid, the
words **"get 2nd bid"** handwritten on it in pen. The sticky note's
yellow comes from the master palette (Yellow); it has the
characteristic adhesive strip along the top edge.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the bid, the pen annotations, and the sticky note. No color
swatches, palettes, legends, keys ("red = problem"), hex codes,
callouts from outside the page, sidebar text, or any UI explaining
the colors or technique.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a desk grain, not a notebook page.
The bid is the only object; the field around it is pure white. The
build removes white to create transparency, so any gray will show as
a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real contractor names, real phone numbers, real license numbers
- NO highlighter rectangles --- annotations are pen circles, arrows,
  and question marks
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backdrop
- NO logo or letterhead graphic at the top of the bid beyond a
  simple typed company name

    
  


MEME

Fast, cheap, and correctly done — pick any two. This is the iron triangle of contractor work, and it is the single most useful framework for evaluating a bid. A bid that promises all three is lying about at least one. Ask your Agent which two the bid is optimizing for, and whether that matches what you actually need.


ALSO

Paste or upload your document directly — file upload works in Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. See Appendix G.


TIP

If the bid arrived as a PDF or email, copy the text — especially the line items and totals. If it is a printed estimate, photograph it with your phone and copy the text from the photo. Handwritten on a yellow pad? Send the photo directly — text recognition struggles with handwriting. See Appendix J.


TIP

Ask your Agent to review any design PDFs or architectural drawings attached to the bid: “What’s not specified enough in this plan for the criteria I care about?” Missing specifications are where change orders come from, and change orders are where budgets die.



Ch-3: Identifying and Caring for House Plants

Strategy: Diagnose + Research (Expert Role)
See also: Ho-7: Gardening & Landscaping (for outdoor plants), Ch-1: Shopping Your Values (before buying the next one)
My Man Jeeves: It would appear that the houseplant industry sells one a living organism accompanied by a plastic tag reading “bright indirect light” and “water when dry” — instructions of such imprecision that they might apply equally to a cactus or a fern, two species whose survival requirements are, if one may say so, diametrically opposed. The plant then expires, and the owner arrives at the conclusion that they lack a “green thumb,” which is a character trait the horticultural trade appears to have invented to account for the fact that they sold one a tropical understory species and disclosed nothing material about it. An interior landscaper in a properly staffed household would know the species, the light requirements, the humidity range, and the watering schedule. One’s Agent possesses the same knowledge and is, moreover, capable of identifying the plant from a photograph.
The Spec:

Act as an experienced indoor plant specialist.
Here is my situation:
— The plant: [name if known, or describe it — leaf shape,
size, any flowers, the tag if you still have it.
Or: send a photo.]
— The problem: [yellowing leaves / brown tips / drooping /
dropping leaves / white spots / bugs / not growing /
just bought it and want to keep it alive]
— My conditions: [which direction do the windows face,
how much light does the spot get, how often do I water,
do I use tap water or filtered, is there a heating vent
or AC draft nearby]
— My skill level: [I’ve killed every plant I’ve owned /
I keep a few alive / I have a collection]
Please:
1. Identify the plant if I haven’t, and tell me its actual
care requirements — not the tag version
2. Diagnose what’s likely wrong based on my description
3. Give me a specific care routine: how often to water,
how to check if it needs water, light and humidity needs
4. Tell me the one thing most people get wrong with this
species
What to do with the Output: Change one variable at a time and wait two weeks before concluding it didn’t work. Plants respond slowly. If the diagnosis is “too much water,” your job is to resist watering for longer than feels comfortable. Most houseplants are killed by overwatering, not neglect.


TIP

Send a photo. Your Agent can identify most common houseplants from a clear photo of the leaves and growth habit. Include a photo of the problem area — the yellowing leaf, the brown tips, the white residue on the soil. Visual diagnosis is dramatically more accurate than text description for plants.


SCIENCE

The “green thumb” is not a personality trait. It is a knowledge gap. University extension services consistently identify overwatering as the leading cause of houseplant death — a problem that disappears once you know the species-specific requirements, because most people water on a schedule instead of checking the soil. Know the plant. Follow the requirements. That’s the whole secret.


ALSO

To make this Expert Role persistent across sessions, save it as a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or Custom GPT (ChatGPT). See Appendix G.



Ch-4: Cooking and Culinary Skills

Strategy: Research + Diagnose (Expert Role)
See also: Ch-1: Shopping Your Values (for sourcing ingredients), H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach (for dietary guidance)
My Man Jeeves: Culinary school, one might note, costs between $20,000 and $100,000. The core knowledge it transmits — the reasons things cook as they do, the method of correcting a dish that has gone astray, which substitutions succeed and on what principle — is thoroughly documented and has been set forth in considerable detail by every food science writer since Harold McGee. One’s Agent has read Harold McGee.
The Spec:

Act as a culinary instructor.
The dish or technique I’m working on: [describe]
What went wrong (or what I want to improve): [describe specifically]
My equipment and skill level: [describe]
What am I doing wrong, and what should I do differently?
What to do with the Output: Follow the technique once exactly as described before adjusting. Cooking is chemistry — changing two variables at once means you will never know which one mattered. Keep a notes file on your phone for what worked and what did not.

Common culinary Expert Role specs:

Act as a culinary instructor. I want to learn [technique:
how to properly sauté / how to make a pan sauce / how to
sharpen a knife / how to make stock from scratch].
Explain the underlying principle and the step-by-step method.
Act as a culinary instructor. My [dish] came out [problem:
too salty / rubbery / bland / fell apart / didn’t set].
What went wrong and how do I fix it — or if it’s too late to fix,
how do I prevent it next time?

ALSO

To make this Expert Role persistent across sessions, save it as a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or Custom GPT (ChatGPT). See Appendix G.



Ch-5: Optimizing Manual Chores

Strategy: Diagnose + Navigate (Expert Role)
See also: Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (for home systems maintenance), H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach (when physical limitations affect chore capacity). Oliver Burkeman, Four Thousand Weeks (accepting finite capacity instead of optimizing your way to burnout)
My Man Jeeves: Domestic labour presents itself as perhaps the only category of work that is simultaneously essential, unpaid, invisible, and expected to organize itself. A factory managing the same number of recurring tasks — laundry, dishes, floors, surfaces, bathrooms, refuse, meals, groceries — would employ a process engineer, maintain a schedule, and follow a workflow. A household, by contrast, has one person who noticed the bathroom required attention and two who did not, together with a vague mutual understanding that “we should be better about this” — an understanding that has not, in recorded history, produced a system. In a properly staffed household, one finds task lists, schedules, and supply inventories. One’s Agent is capable of constructing the same infrastructure for the staff one actually has, which is to say, oneself.
The Spec:

Act as a household operations consultant.
My household: [how many people, ages, any mobility or
health limitations, pets]
My living situation: [apartment/house, approximate size]
The chores I’m trying to manage: [list them — laundry,
dishes, floors, bathrooms, kitchen deep clean, trash/recycling,
grocery shopping, meal prep, yard work, etc.]
My biggest pain points: [what falls through the cracks,
what causes friction, what takes the most time]
My schedule constraints: [work hours, when I have time
for chores, how much time per day/week I can realistically
spend]
Please:
1. Build a weekly chore schedule that distributes tasks
across available time — don’t front-load everything
into Saturday
2. For each task, give me the minimum effective version
(how to do it well in the least time) and how often
it actually needs to happen
3. Identify which tasks can be batched, which benefit from
a fixed day, and which are better done in small daily
increments
4. Flag where the household friction is likely coming from
and suggest a system, not a conversation
What to do with the Output: Print the schedule or put it on a shared digital calendar. The system only works if everyone in the household can see it. Run it for two weeks before adjusting — most chore systems fail because they get revised after three days, before anyone has had a chance to build the habit.


SCIENCE

Cognitive psychologists have measured the cost of switching between dissimilar tasks: each switch burns time on “goal-shifting” and “rule-activation,” and the losses compound across a day of bouncing between unrelated chores.[1] Occupational therapists apply a parallel insight — grouping similar activities and planning task sequences in advance reduces both physical fatigue and decision load. The research consistently points the same direction: the obstacle to a clean house is not motivation. It is the absence of a system that works with your actual energy and schedule.


TIP

Ask your Agent for the minimum effective frequency for each chore. Toilets need cleaning weekly. Baseboards do not. Sheets should be washed every one to two weeks. The inside of your oven can go months. Most people either clean everything too often (burnout) or nothing often enough (chaos). Your Agent can build a tiered schedule: daily tasks (5 minutes), weekly tasks (30 minutes each), and monthly tasks (one per weekend).


FAIRNESS

The unequal distribution of domestic labor is one of the most documented findings in sociology. In heterosexual households, women perform roughly 60% of housework even when both partners work full-time — and the gap is larger for households with children. This Skill builds systems, not guilt. But a system that makes the labor visible — on a calendar, with names attached — does more to equalize the distribution than any conversation about “helping out more” ever has.[2]



Ch-6: Meal Planning and Grocery Shopping

Strategy: Research + Prepare
See also: Ch-4: Cooking and Culinary Skills (for what to do once you’re in the kitchen), Ch-1: Shopping Your Values (for sourcing and certification), Li-9: Making a Household Budget That Holds (for the financial side), H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach (for dietary needs)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that the average household disposes of roughly 30% of the food it purchases — a figure that would prompt an inquiry at any reasonably managed institution. The difficulty is not, in the main, one of appetite or intention. It is a planning problem conducted under conditions that would defeat most logistics professionals: variable schedules, unpredictable preferences, perishable inventory with no standardized shelf life, and a weekly budget that must account for nutrition, taste, household politics, and whatever happens to be on sale. The household that employs a cook also employs a person who plans meals before writing the shopping list, not after. This is the sequence that matters. One’s Agent is capable of working backward from what one wishes to eat, through what one already has, to what one actually needs to buy — a reversal that reliably reduces both the bill and the bin.
The Spec:

I need to plan meals for the week and build a grocery list.
My household: [number of people, ages, any dietary
restrictions or preferences]
My budget: [weekly grocery budget, or “as low as reasonable”]
What I already have: [check your fridge, freezer, and pantry
— list anything that needs to be used soon]
My schedule this week: [which nights are busy, when do I
have time to cook, any nights eating out]
My cooking skill and effort level: [be honest — 20 minutes
max on weeknights / I can do an hour on Sunday / I hate
cooking but I need to eat]
Please:
1. Suggest 5–7 dinners that share ingredients to minimize
waste and cost — show me the overlap
2. Build a grocery list organized by store section, with
estimated prices for my area
3. Flag which items are worth buying in bulk or frozen vs. fresh
4. Identify what I should prep on Sunday to make weeknights
faster
5. Estimate total grocery cost for the week
What to do with the Output: The hardest part of feeding a household is not the cooking. It is the deciding — what to make, what to buy, what everyone will eat. That daily cognitive load is what meal planning offloads to your Agent. Start with one week. Do not plan a month — you will not follow it. Run the plan, note what you actually ate and what went to waste, and feed that back to your Agent the following week. The plan improves as the data improves. After three weeks, your Agent knows your household better than any meal kit service.


SCIENCE

The USDA estimates that the average American household wastes 31.9% of its food, costing roughly $1,500 per year.[3] The primary driver is not spoilage — it is overbuying and poor planning. Research consistently identifies meal planning as one of the most effective household-level interventions, reducing food waste by roughly a quarter even without other changes.[4] The math is straightforward: plan meals, buy what you need, use what you buy.


TIP

Take a photo of the inside of your fridge and pantry before you plan. Send the photos to your Agent with the spec. It can identify what you have, suggest meals that use up what’s about to expire, and build the grocery list around what you’re missing — not what a recipe assumes you’re starting from scratch with.


FAIRNESS

Grocery budgets are not equal, and “healthy eating on a budget” advice that assumes access to a well-stocked grocery store is useless if you live in a food desert. Tell your Agent where you actually shop — including dollar stores, ethnic markets, and discount grocers. It will plan around your real options, not the Whole Foods fantasy. If SNAP benefits are part of your budget, say so — your Agent can optimize around benefit timing and eligible items without judgment.



Ch-7: Cleaning and Laundry

Strategy: Research + Navigate (Expert Role)
See also: Ch-5: Optimizing Manual Chores (for scheduling and systems), Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (cleaning is maintenance)
My Man Jeeves: It is perhaps worth observing that garment care labels employ a system of hieroglyphics that the International Organization for Standardization published in 1971 and has not, in any meaningful sense, explained to the public since. The triangle means bleach. The circle means dry clean. The number of dots inside the iron means something one has either memorized or has not — and the consequence of guessing incorrectly is a $60 sweater reduced to a size suitable for a medium-sized cat. Similarly, the cleaning product aisle offers approximately 40 specialized solutions for surfaces that require, in practice, about four. The household that employs staff finds these matters handled by persons who know that wool felts in hot water, that bleach and ammonia must never meet, and that the “stainless” in stainless steel is aspirational. One’s Agent possesses this same knowledge and is available at the moment the red wine hits the white shirt, which is to say, the moment it is actually needed.
The Spec:

Act as a textile care and cleaning specialist.
My situation: [choose one or more]
— Stain emergency: [what stain, what fabric, how long ago,
what I’ve already tried]
— Laundry question: [specific garment or fabric I don’t know
how to wash, what the care label says if I can read it]
— Cleaning question: [what surface or area, what the mess is,
what products I have on hand]
— General: I want to understand what cleaning products I
actually need and what’s redundant
Please:
1. Give me the specific fix or method, step by step
2. Explain why it works (the chemistry, briefly) so I can
generalize to similar problems
3. Tell me what will make it worse — the thing most people
try first that sets the stain or damages the surface
4. If I need a product I probably don’t have, tell me what
common household item substitutes
What to do with the Output: For stain emergencies, act immediately — stains set with time and heat. For laundry sorting and product questions, save your Agent’s answers in a note on your phone. You will look this up again. Build a household cleaning reference over time: one conversation for stains, one for surfaces, one for laundry. After a few sessions, you will know 90% of what you need and only consult for the unusual cases.


SCIENCE

The chemistry of stain removal follows consistent principles: protein stains (blood, egg, milk) require cold water and enzymatic cleaners because heat denatures the protein and bonds it to fabric. Tannin stains (wine, coffee, tea) respond to oxidizing agents. Grease responds to surfactants. Most commercial stain removers are combinations of these three mechanisms with marketing attached. Understanding which mechanism your stain requires eliminates the guesswork — and the shelf of 12 products you bought for 12 different stains that all needed the same enzyme.[5]


TIP

Take a photo of the care label and send it to your Agent. It will decode every symbol and tell you, in plain English, exactly how to wash the garment. This is faster than Googling “what does the square with a circle inside it mean” every laundry day.


MEME

Bleach and ammonia together produce chloramine gas. This is not a cleaning hack. This is a chemical weapon. Your Agent will flag dangerous combinations before you mix them. If nothing else in this Skill sticks, this does: never mix bleach with ammonia, vinegar, or rubbing alcohol. Ask your Agent before combining any cleaning products you are unsure about.



Ch-8: Pet Care and Training

Strategy: Research + Navigate (Expert Role)
See also: H-8: Wellness and Nutrition Coach (same Expert Role pattern for a different species), Ch-1: Shopping Your Values (pet food and products), Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation (for end-of-life decisions with your vet)
My Man Jeeves: The pet industry generates approximately $150 billion in annual revenue in the United States alone — a figure that rather complicates the notion that one is simply caring for an animal. One is, in fact, navigating a market that sells grain-free dog food for $80 a bag on the basis of a theory whose scientific support remains contested (the FDA’s investigation found a correlation with dilated cardiomyopathy but not definitive causation), training services at $150 per session from practitioners who may hold no credential of any kind, and “wellness plans” at the veterinary office that bundle services one’s pet may not require. Meanwhile, the questions that actually determine an animal’s quality of life — appropriate nutrition for the species and breed, exercise requirements, behavioural needs, when a symptom warrants a vet visit and when it does not — are answerable from the veterinary literature, which the average pet owner has neither the time nor the training to consult. One’s Agent has read the literature. It cannot examine one’s pet, but it can prepare one for every conversation with someone who can.
The Spec:

Act as a veterinary-informed pet care advisor.
(You are not a veterinarian. You cannot diagnose or treat.
You can help me prepare for vet visits, understand my options,
and make informed decisions.)
My pet: [species, breed if known, age, weight, spayed/neutered,
any known health conditions]
My question: [choose one or more]
— Behavior: [describe the behavior, when it started, triggers,
what I’ve tried]
— Nutrition: [what I’m currently feeding, any concerns, budget]
— Health: [symptom I’m seeing, how long, severity — or:
preparing for a vet visit and want to know what to ask]
— Training: [what I want to teach, what isn’t working,
my pet’s history with training]
— Life stage: [new pet setup / senior care / end-of-life
planning]
Please:
1. Give me the evidence-based answer, not the pet store answer
2. If this warrants a vet visit, say so clearly and tell me
what to tell the vet
3. If this is a training or behavior issue, use positive
reinforcement methods only
4. Tell me what the pet industry is likely to upsell me on
and whether it’s worth it
What to do with the Output: For health concerns, your Agent is triage, not treatment. If it says “see your vet,” see your vet — and bring the Agent’s summary with you. For training, consistency matters more than technique: get everyone in the household on the same protocol before you start. For nutrition, make one change at a time and observe for two weeks. For end-of-life decisions, your Agent can walk you through quality-of-life assessment scales and help you prepare for the conversation with your vet — but it cannot make the decision. See Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation.

Common pet care Expert Role specs:

Act as a veterinary-informed pet care advisor. I just adopted a
[species, age, breed]. What do I need for the first two weeks —
supplies, vet visit checklist, household setup, and the most
common new-owner mistakes for this species?
Act as a positive-reinforcement animal trainer. My [species]
[behavior: won’t stop barking / scratches furniture / bites /
pulls on leash / won’t use the litter box / is aggressive with
other animals]. What is this behavior communicating, and what’s
the evidence-based approach?
Act as a veterinary-informed pet care advisor. My [species] is
[age] and showing signs of [symptom]. I have a vet appointment
on [date]. Help me prepare: what should I observe and record
before the visit, what questions should I ask, and what tests
or treatments might the vet recommend?

FAIRNESS

Veterinary costs have increased 60% over the past decade, and pet insurance — unlike human health insurance — is unregulated in most states. The reader who cannot afford a $3,000 emergency surgery is not a bad pet owner. They are a person living in a country that has no safety net for veterinary care. Your Agent can help you find low-cost clinics, veterinary schools that offer reduced-price services, breed-specific rescue organizations that sometimes fund medical care, and payment plans. It can also help you understand when a $200 vet visit is genuinely necessary and when the symptom is something you can monitor at home — a distinction that saves money and reduces unnecessary stress for the animal.[6]


SCIENCE

The American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior published a position statement in 2021 confirming that positive reinforcement is the most effective and least harmful training method across species, and that dominance-based techniques (alpha rolls, leash corrections, shock collars) increase fear, anxiety, and aggression.[7] If a trainer — or a search result — recommends “showing the dog who’s boss,” the science says they are wrong. Your Agent draws from the current evidence base, not the 1990s.


ALSO

To make this Expert Role persistent across sessions, save it as a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or Custom GPT (ChatGPT). See Appendix G.



Ch-9: Seasonal Maintenance

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: Ho-1: Maintaining Your Home (for ongoing maintenance), Ho-2: Home Repair and DIY (for when maintenance reveals a repair), Ch-5: Optimizing Manual Chores (for scheduling the recurring tasks)
My Man Jeeves: A house, if one may observe, operates on a calendar that its occupants rarely consult. The gutters require attention in autumn. The HVAC filters require replacement quarterly. The water heater requires flushing annually — a task that a vanishingly small fraction of homeowners perform, the remainder discovering the consequence when the unit fails, which it does, on average, at the 10-year mark, on a Saturday, when plumbers charge emergency rates. The difficulty is not that these tasks are complex. Most require 30 minutes and no specialized skill. The difficulty is that no one mentions they need doing until the consequence arrives, at which point the cost of the repair is several multiples of the cost of the prevention. In a properly maintained household, one finds a seasonal checklist and a person who follows it. One’s Agent can produce the checklist. The person, regrettably, must be supplied independently.
The Spec:

I need a seasonal home maintenance checklist.
My home: [house / apartment / condo / rental — if renting,
note what maintenance is your responsibility vs. landlord’s]
My region: [city or climate zone — this affects timing for
winterizing, pest prevention, hurricane/wildfire prep, etc.]
My home’s specifics: [age of home, type of heating/cooling,
roof type, basement or crawl space, septic or municipal
sewer, any known issues]
Current season approaching: [spring / summer / fall / winter]
My skill level: [total beginner / can handle basic tools /
fairly handy]
Please:
1. Give me the complete checklist for the approaching season,
in priority order — most consequential if skipped first
2. For each task, tell me: what it prevents, how long it takes,
whether I can do it myself, and estimated cost if I hire out
3. Flag anything that’s time-sensitive — tasks with a deadline
(before first freeze, before rainy season, etc.)
4. Separate “essential” tasks from “ideal” tasks — I may not
get to everything
5. Note which tasks a renter should request from their landlord
and how to make that request
What to do with the Output: Put the deadlines on your calendar now — not the tasks, just the deadlines. “Check gutters before November 15” is more useful than a checklist you save and forget. Set a recurring reminder for each season. After one full year, you will have a personalized maintenance calendar that accounts for your specific home, and the emergency repair calls will drop dramatically. If nobody in your family owned a home before you, none of this was obvious — you learned by emergency, and each emergency cost more than the maintenance would have. This checklist is the institutional knowledge you were not given.


SCIENCE

Preventive maintenance reduces home repair costs by an estimated 1–4% of the home’s value per year — for a $300,000 home, that is $3,000–$12,000 annually in avoided emergency repairs.[8] HVAC systems that receive regular filter changes and annual servicing last 15–20 years; neglected systems fail at 8–12 years. Gutter cleaning prevents water damage that averages $2,500–$7,000 to repair. The economics are unambiguous: the cheapest repair is the one you prevent.


TIP

Ask your Agent to build the checklist as a calendar you can import. Most Agents can output tasks in a format you can paste into Google Calendar, Apple Reminders, or a shared household calendar. The checklist on the fridge works too — but the one that sends you a notification on October 15 saying “clean gutters this weekend” works better.


FAIRNESS

Renters: most of this checklist is your landlord’s responsibility, and they may not be doing it. Your Agent can help you identify which seasonal maintenance items are legally the landlord’s obligation in your state, draft a written request, and document the request in case the landlord does not act. See Ho-4: Knowing Your Rights as a Renter for the full framework. Preventing damage to the unit protects you — deferred maintenance that causes damage can turn into a security deposit dispute, and the tenant who documented their maintenance requests in writing wins that dispute.



Ch-10: Managing Subscriptions and Recurring Costs

Strategy: Decode + Assert
See also: M-1: Banking and Savings (for spotting charges), M-2: Credit Cards and Debt (for the audit trail), IRL-2: Getting Help from Customer Service (for the cancellation call)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the subscription model has achieved a remarkable efficiency: it converts a single purchasing decision into an indefinite revenue stream, secured by the knowledge that the consumer will, in the majority of cases, forget it exists. The average American maintains approximately 12 paid subscriptions and underestimates the monthly total by roughly 80% — a gap between perception and expenditure that the industry has, one cannot help but notice, very little incentive to close. Cancellation, when attempted, encounters a friction that is precisely calibrated: not so difficult as to invite regulatory scrutiny, but sufficiently inconvenient to discourage all but the most determined. In well-managed households, a financial officer reviews recurring charges quarterly. One’s Agent is capable of conducting this audit in approximately 10 minutes, provided one is willing to look at the number.
The Spec:

I need to audit my subscriptions and recurring charges.
Here is my information: [choose one or more]
— I’ll paste my credit card or bank statement showing
recurring charges: [paste the charges]
— Subscriptions I know about: [list them with monthly cost]
— I think I’m paying for things I don’t use but I’m not
sure what
Please:
1. Identify every recurring charge and categorize them:
actively using / occasionally using / forgot I had this /
free trial I never cancelled
2. Calculate my total monthly and annual subscription spend
3. Flag any charges that look like they’ve increased since
I signed up (common with introductory pricing)
4. For each subscription I want to cancel, tell me exactly
how to cancel — website path, phone number, what to say,
and any retention offers I might be offered
5. Identify where I’m paying for overlapping services
(multiple streaming, multiple cloud storage, etc.)
What to do with the Output: Cancel at least one thing today. Not tomorrow, not “this weekend” — today. The activation energy for subscription cancellation drops to zero if you do the first one immediately. For services with cancellation dark patterns (looking at you, every gym and cable company), see IRL-2: Getting Help from Customer Service for the exact script.


SCIENCE

A 2022 C+R Research survey found that the average American spends $219 per month on subscriptions but estimates their spending at $86 — a 154% underestimation gap.[9] The behavioral economics are well-documented: subscription pricing exploits status quo bias (the tendency to leave existing arrangements in place) and the “pain of paying” asymmetry (signing up feels like one small charge; cancelling feels like giving something up). Companies know this. The cancellation flow is designed around it. Your Agent does not have status quo bias. It sees a number.


MEME

The “free trial to paid subscription” pipeline is the Hotel California of consumer finance: you can check out any time you like, but you can never leave. Or rather, you can leave, but only by navigating a cancellation flow that requires you to call during business hours, talk to a “retention specialist,” decline three increasingly desperate offers, and confirm twice that yes, you really do want to cancel the thing you never used. Your Agent can map the cancellation path before you start, so you know exactly what to expect and what to say.


TIP

Set a quarterly calendar reminder: “subscription audit.” Paste your most recent credit card statement into your Agent and ask it to flag every recurring charge. This takes 10 minutes and saves, on average, $50–$100 per quarter in forgotten or unused subscriptions. The reminder is the system. Without it, you will not do this.


FAIRNESS

“Dark patterns” — user interface designs that trick or pressure consumers into actions they did not intend — are not accidents. They are designed, tested, and optimized. The FTC finalized a “click to cancel” rule in 2024 requiring that cancelling be as easy as signing up, though the rule was vacated on appeal in 2025 and its enforcement remains in litigation.[10] If a company makes you call to cancel a service you signed up for online, that is a dark pattern. Your Agent can identify these, draft a complaint to the FTC if you want to file one, and help you navigate the cancellation process that was designed to make you give up.
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    IRL Interactions

In Real Life Interactions

Your Agent can draft the letter, research the law, prepare the argument, and rehearse the conversation. Then you have to walk into the room. The room has a person in it — behind a counter, across a desk, at the other end of a phone tree — and that person operates within a system that has rules you may not know, discretion they may or may not use, and a queue of people behind you. The Skills in this domain are about the moment where preparation meets reality: the face-to-face encounters with systems and people where knowing what to expect, what to say, and what you are entitled to makes a material difference in the outcome.



IRL-1: Navigating Government Offices

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: C-3: Understanding Your Rights Where You Live, H-6: Understanding What Medicare Actually Covers
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the DMV, the Social Security office, the county clerk, the courthouse, and the unemployment office represent the physical interfaces of government — designed, it would appear, with the same attentiveness to the visitor’s experience as a website of the 1997 vintage. The forms are available online, though the answers, regrettably, are not. The hours are limited. The queues are considerable. The individual behind the counter has fielded one’s question some four hundred times previously and may or may not possess the authority to be of assistance. A difficulty presents itself: the distinction between a single visit and three lies entirely in knowing what to bring, what to request, and what to say when the initial response is “no.” One’s Agent can tell one all three before one walks in.
The Spec:

I need to go to [DMV / Social Security office / county clerk /
courthouse / unemployment office / other government office]
for [specific reason: renew license, apply for benefits,
file paperwork, contest a decision, get a document].
My state: [state]
Please help me:
1. What documents do I need to bring — the complete list,
not just the obvious ones?
2. What should I expect the process to look like — steps, wait times,
what happens at the counter?
3. What are the common mistakes people make that force a second visit?
4. What should I say if I’m told [I need a different form /
I’m missing a document / I need to come back / my request is denied]?
5. Is there anything I can do online first to reduce the in-person time?
What to do with the Output: Print the document checklist. Bring everything. The single most common reason for a wasted government office visit is a missing document. The second most common is arriving at the wrong office. The third is not knowing that what you need can be done online. Your Agent can prevent all three.


  
    dmv-queue-ticket.png

    
      DMV queue ticket number 847, front and back; the back holds a handwritten checklist of required documents.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a small thermal-printed queue ticket,
the kind a DMV or county clerk's deli-counter dispenser spits out.
Two views of the same ticket, side by side, lying flat:

**Front (left view):** The ticket reads **"NOW SERVING"** at the top
in small block letters, then the queue number **`847`** in large
sans-serif type filling most of the ticket. Below the number, a
fictional placeholder agency line ("DEPT. OF MOTOR VEHICLES ---
SAMPLE BRANCH") and a tiny date/time stamp. Slightly crumpled edges
on one side, the way thermal stock curls.

**Back (right view):** The unprinted reverse side of the same
ticket, with a handwritten ballpoint-pen checklist of required
documents:

- ID
- Proof of address
- Payment

Each item has a small pencil checkbox beside it, two of three
checked in pen.

The two views float as drawn objects --- no counter, no hand, no
desk, no other tickets behind them.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the two views of the ticket. No color swatches, palettes,
legends, keys, hex codes, callouts pointing at the views, sidebar
text labeling them "FRONT" and "BACK," or any UI explaining the
technique. No external "QUEUE TICKET" caption.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a counter, not a notebook page.
The tickets are the only objects; the field around them is pure
white. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray
will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real DMV branch name or city
- NO real agency seal or state crest
- NO barcode or QR code rendered with realistic data --- a tiny
  abstract barcode is fine, but it should not scan
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backdrop

    
  


TIP

“I was just at [office] and they told me [unexpected thing]. Is that correct, or should I push back? What are my options?” — Ask in the parking lot, before the next visit.


FAIRNESS

Government services are distributed unequally by geography and funding. Wealthier counties have more offices, shorter wait times, and more staff. Rural areas may require a 60-mile drive. For the middle class, the DMV is an annoyance. For someone navigating benefits, immigration, or housing assistance, the government office is a high-stakes environment where the person behind the counter has real discretion over your life. The power asymmetry is real. Preparation reduces it. If your Agent’s advice assumes an urban office, say so: “The nearest [office] is [X miles] away and open [limited hours]. What can I do remotely?”



IRL-2: Getting Help from Customer Service

Strategy: Prepare + Assert
See also: L-3: Writing a Demand Letter (when the call doesn’t work), H-4: Appealing an Insurance Denial (same escalation technique)
My Man Jeeves: It would not be inaccurate to characterize customer service as a system arranged to resolve the least costly complaints while gently exhausting those individuals whose difficulties prove more expensive. The first-tier representative is authorized to perform approximately three actions. The supervisor, perhaps six. The retention department — which one reaches only by employing certain specific phrases — is capable of considerably more. The architecture, one might note, rewards those who are familiar with the escalation path. One’s Agent is familiar with the escalation path.
The Spec:

I need to resolve a problem with [company] about [issue:
billing error, defective product, canceled service, denied claim,
broken promise, poor service].
What happened: [describe factually — dates, amounts, what
was promised vs. what was delivered]
What I’ve tried so far: [called, chatted, emailed, nothing yet]
What I want: [specific outcome — refund, replacement, credit,
escalation, cancellation without fee]
Please help me:
1. Draft what to say when I call — an opening statement
that is clear, factual, and firm
2. Tell me the escalation path for this type of company
3. Give me the specific phrases that trigger escalation
(“I’d like to speak with a supervisor,” “I’d like to
file a formal complaint,” “Please connect me to retention”)
4. Tell me what to do if the call doesn’t resolve it —
next steps including regulatory complaints and dispute options

TIP

“I’ve been on hold for 30 minutes with [company]. While I wait, help me draft the most effective opening statement for when someone picks up. I have [issue] and I want [outcome].”

What to do with the Output: Call, don’t chat. Phone representatives have more authority than chat agents. Be polite, be specific, be documented. Write down the representative’s name and the call reference number. If the first call doesn’t resolve it, ask your Agent to draft a written complaint — the paper trail is what makes the second call work.


MEME

Seinfeld:S3E3 “The Pen”, 1991 — Jerry can’t say no to a pen he doesn’t want, triggering an escalating social debt. Customer service works the same way in reverse: you can’t get what you’re owed because each representative passes you to the next. The system assumes you will give up. Do not give up. The system is testing your resolve, not your case.


ALSO

If direct customer service fails, file a complaint at consumerfinance.gov (for financial products) or your state Attorney General’s consumer complaint portal. Companies respond to CFPB complaints at higher rates than direct complaints. The filing is free and creates a formal record. Your Agent can draft the complaint.



IRL-3: First-Time Situations

Strategy: Prepare + Research
See also: Li-5: Planning Trips (same preparation pattern), H-2: Preparing Questions Before a Doctor’s Appointment
My Man Jeeves: There exists a variety of apprehension that has, to date, received no clinical designation, yet it would appear to affect nearly everyone: the discomfort of not knowing how a place operates. Upon entering a courtroom, a therapist’s office, a car dealership, a parent-teacher conference, a funeral home, a real estate closing, a voting booth, or a gymnasium for the first time, one finds oneself uncertain where to stand, what to say initially, what the unwritten conventions are, or what everyone else seems already to know. This apprehension, one might observe, suppresses action. Individuals delay medical appointments, forgo voting, avoid the gymnasium, and accept less favourable terms in negotiations — the unknown procedure proving more daunting than the known unsatisfactory outcome. One’s Agent, however, has attended all of these situations. It is in a position to describe precisely what to expect.
The Spec:

I am about to [go to / do / attend] [specific situation] for
the first time and I don’t know what to expect.
The situation: [describe — first apartment viewing, first
mortgage closing, first therapy session, first time in court,
first parent-teacher conference, first gym visit, first time
flying, first time voting in person, etc.]
What I’m nervous about: [not knowing the process / saying
the wrong thing / looking stupid / missing something important]
Please:
1. Walk me through exactly what will happen, step by step
2. Tell me what to bring, what to wear, and where to go
3. Tell me the unwritten rules — the things everyone else
seems to know but nobody explains
4. Give me the three things that will make the biggest
difference between a good experience and a bad one
Be specific. I want the “what will actually happen” version,
not the official description.
What to do with the Output: Read it the night before. The preparation reduces anxiety not because it eliminates uncertainty — you will still encounter surprises — but because it reduces the amount of uncertainty to a manageable level. Research on anticipatory anxiety (Grupe & Nitschke, 2013) consistently shows that intolerance of uncertainty is a better predictor of anxiety than the actual threat level of the situation.[1]


FAIRNESS

First-time situations are class experiences. If your parents owned a home, you learned the closing process by osmosis. If they didn’t, your first closing is a wall of unfamiliar paperwork with a stranger asking you to sign thirty documents. The information gap is not about intelligence — it is about what your household of origin happened to model for you. Your Agent closes that gap.


ALSO

This works well with voice mode on your phone — all major tools support it on mobile. See Appendix G.



IRL-4: Negotiating a Price

Strategy: Prepare + Assert
See also: Tr-1, M-3, H-3. Read This and You Will Be Happier (Guardian, 2026) on Monkey/T-Rex/Lion/Mouse personality types (reading the person across the table)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that every price in the American economy falls into one of two categories: the fixed and the negotiable. The distinction, however, is rarely advertised. The sticker on the car, the estimate from the surgeon, the first month’s rent, the figure on the mattress tag — each represents not a fact but an opening position. The party who knows this negotiates. The party who does not pays the posted amount and is regarded, by the system, as having consented. It is perhaps worth noting that the billionaire class does not pay sticker price for anything, including, one might add, their tax obligations. One’s Agent has read the negotiation research. It can tell one the fair price, the walk-away number, and the sentence that moves the conversation.

The Spec:

I need to negotiate a price for [car / furniture / medical bill /
rent renewal / appliance / contractor work / other].
The situation:
— What I’m buying or paying: [describe item or service]
— The asking price: [amount]
— My budget or target price: [amount, or “I don’t know what’s fair”]
— My leverage: [paying cash, willing to walk, competing offers,
long-term tenant, insurance patient, buying multiple items,
or “I don’t think I have any”]
Please help me:
1. What is the fair market price for this? Give me a range
2. What is my actual leverage in this situation — be honest
3. Draft my opening offer and the explanation I give with it
4. Give me responses for the three most likely counter-arguments
5. What is my walk-away point, and how do I signal it
without bluffing?

SCIENCE

Galinsky and Mussweiler (2001) demonstrated that the first number spoken in a negotiation anchors the entire outcome. The party who names a price first sets the range. Your Agent can tell you what that number should be — and whether you should be the one to say it.[2]

What to do with the Output: Practice the opening line out loud. It sounds ridiculous and it works. The reason negotiation feels unnatural is that you haven’t rehearsed. The car salesperson has done this eight times today. You’ve done it zero times this year. Reading the script once closes most of that gap. Print the counter-arguments. Bring them.


TIP

Medical bills are negotiable. Hospitals have charity care policies they are legally required to maintain (for nonprofit hospitals) and financially motivated to offer (for all hospitals, because some payment beats collections). Ask your Agent: “This hospital billed me [amount] for [procedure]. I [have / don’t have] insurance. What are my options for reducing this bill?” The answer will surprise you.


FAIRNESS

Negotiation outcomes track with race, gender, and class. Research consistently shows that women and people of color receive worse initial offers and face more resistance when counter-offering. Your Agent gives you the same preparation that a $400/hour consultant would. It does not fix the structural bias in the room. It does fix the information asymmetry you walked in with.



IRL-5: Rehearsing What to Say

Strategy: Prepare + Draft
See also: Li-1: Preparing for a Difficult Conversation, IRL-2: Getting Help from Customer Service, IRL-4: Negotiating a Price
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the individuals with whom one interacts in the course of daily commerce — the customer service representative, the mechanic, the landlord, the administrator behind the counter — have rehearsed their side of the exchange. If not formally, then through repetition: the representative has recited the refusal script two hundred times this quarter; the landlord has fielded the repair request before; the doctor has delivered the diagnosis to someone who was not oneself. The individual on the other side of the encounter, however — which is to say, oneself — is performing without benefit of a single rehearsal. It is perhaps unsurprising that the party who has practised maintains composure while the party who has not does not. One’s Agent, one might note, is capable of playing the opposing role with some conviction — permitting one to rehearse the encounter as many times as necessary before entering the room where it matters.
The Spec:

I want to practice a conversation before I have it for real.
The situation: [describe — returning a defective product,
calling about a medical bill, asking my landlord to fix
something, requesting a raise, complaining at a restaurant,
calling my insurance company, talking to a contractor]
The other person: [their role — customer service rep, landlord,
boss, doctor, mechanic, school administrator, store manager]
What I want: [specific outcome — a refund, a repair, an
explanation, a correction, an escalation]
What I’m worried about: [going blank, getting emotional,
being dismissed, not knowing what to say when they push back]
Please play the role of [the other person]. Be realistic —
give me the responses I’m most likely to actually hear,
including pushback and deflection. Don’t make it easy.
After 3–4 exchanges, stop and tell me:
1. What I said that was effective
2. Where I lost ground or could be clearer
3. The one thing to change before I try it for real

TIP

“I’m about to call [company] and I’m nervous. Can you play the customer service rep? I’ll practice my opening and you give me realistic pushback. Go.” — You can do this in a parking lot, five minutes before you walk in.

What to do with the Output: Use voice mode for this. Open your Agent’s mobile app, switch to voice, and talk. Voice mode is available on all major AI tools’ mobile apps (see Appendix G) — for this Skill, it is not a convenience feature, it is the exercise. Reading a script silently is preparation. Saying the words to someone who talks back is rehearsal. They are not the same thing. The first time you say “I need to speak with a supervisor” out loud to something that responds like a bored customer service representative, you will hear how you sound. That is the point. Run it two or three times. Each round, your Agent will adjust — harder pushback, different deflections. When you can handle the third round without freezing, you’re ready. After the real conversation, come back: “Here’s how it went: [describe]. What should I do differently next time?”

Science Note: Pham and Taylor (1999) found that mentally rehearsing the process of a task — the steps, the responses, the decision points — outperformed visualizing a successful outcome by a significant margin; the benefit was reduced anxiety and better adaptive responses when the situation deviated from the plan, not increased confidence.[3]


MEME

Seinfeld:S8E13 “The Comeback”, 1997 — George spends an entire week rehearsing the perfect comeback to an insult, arranges an elaborate situation to deliver it, and gets immediately hit with a better one. The lesson is not that rehearsal is pointless. The lesson is that rehearsing one fixed line is brittle. Rehearsing the conversation — including the part where it goes sideways — is what works.


FAIRNESS

Rehearsal is especially valuable for people navigating conversations across a power differential — tenants talking to landlords, patients questioning doctors, employees asking for accommodations. The anxiety in these situations is not irrational; the consequences of “saying the wrong thing” are asymmetric. Your Agent levels the practice gap. It does not level the power gap. Know the difference.



IRL-6: Navigating a Hospital Visit

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: H-2: Preparing Questions Before a Doctor’s Appointment, H-3: Decoding a Medical Bill or EOB, H-7
My Man Jeeves: The hospital is, one might observe, the only institution in which an individual is expected simultaneously to make consequential decisions about their own care, recall unfamiliar terminology under duress, track which of the several individuals entering the room is authorized to make which determinations, and do so while wearing a garment that opens at the back. The system presumes an advocate — a spouse, a parent, a friend who knows what questions to ask. Many individuals arrive without one. One’s Agent cannot accompany one into the room, but it can tell one, beforehand, everything the advocate would have known.

The Spec:

I [am going to the hospital / am accompanying someone] for
[scheduled surgery / ER visit / labor and delivery /
diagnostic procedure / outpatient procedure / extended stay].
The situation:
— Why: [diagnosis, procedure, or reason for visit]
— When: [date, or “it just happened”]
— Insurance: [type, or “uninsured,” or “I don’t know what it covers”]
— Support: [alone / have someone with me / need to coordinate family]
Please help me:
1. What should I bring — documents, medication list, comfort items,
phone charger, insurance cards, advance directive if I have one
2. Who will I interact with, and what does each person’s role mean?
(attending vs. resident vs. nurse practitioner vs. hospitalist)
3. What questions should I ask before any procedure —
the ones that change outcomes
4. What are my rights as a patient — including the right to
refuse, to get a second opinion, and to see my records
5. What should I watch for after discharge — when to call
back vs. when to go to the ER
Give me the most conservative, medically accurate answer.
I will verify with my care team.

SCIENCE

Research on patient safety consistently finds that engaged patients and family advocates catch errors that clinical staff miss — medication discrepancies, miscommunications between care teams, symptoms that change between rounds. You don’t need a professional advocate. You need someone who knows what questions to ask. Your Agent provides the questions. You or your person provides the presence.[4]

What to do with the Output: Print it. Bring it. Hospitals are loud, exhausting, and disorienting. You will not remember what your Agent told you at 2 a.m. when the hospitalist asks whether you want to proceed. A printed list in your bag is worth more than a memorized briefing. If you’re the advocate for someone else, this is your script.


TIP

Ask your Agent: “What is the difference between ‘observation status’ and ‘admitted’ at a hospital? Why does it matter for my insurance?” The answer affects whether Medicare or your insurer covers the stay. Observation status can leave you with the full bill. Hospitals are not required to tell you which one you’re on.


FAIRNESS

Hospital outcomes correlate with race, income, and insurance status. Black patients are less likely to receive adequate pain management. Uninsured patients receive fewer diagnostic tests. Non-English speakers face communication barriers even when interpreters are legally required. Your Agent cannot fix these structural failures. It can help you document them, name them to staff, and file complaints when they occur.



IRL-7: Talking to a Mechanic

Strategy: Prepare + Decode
See also: Tr-2, Ch-2
My Man Jeeves: The automobile repair industry operates upon a remarkably efficient information asymmetry: the mechanic possesses specialized knowledge regarding the vehicle’s condition, and the vehicle’s owner possesses, in the main, the awareness that a sound has begun that was not previously present. Into this gap, one observes, a considerable amount of revenue flows. Not all of it is unwarranted — the profession is skilled and the work is genuinely necessary. But the distinction between “your brake pads are worn and you will die” and “this cabin air filter could be fresher” is one the owner ought to be equipped to make. One’s Agent has read every Technical Service Bulletin for one’s vehicle. The mechanic may not expect that.

The Spec:

I need to take my car to a mechanic and I want to be prepared.
The situation:
— Car: [year, make, model, mileage]
— The problem: [describe the symptom — noise, warning light,
smell, performance issue, or “it’s just due for maintenance”]
— What the mechanic said (if I’ve already been): [describe
their diagnosis and quote]
— My budget: [amount, or “I need to prioritize”]
Please help me:
1. Based on my car and symptoms, what are the most likely causes?
2. What is the fair price range for the repair they’re suggesting?
3. Which items on this list are safety-critical (do now) vs.
recommended (do soon) vs. upsell (can wait or skip)?
4. What questions should I ask the mechanic to show I’ve
done my homework — without being adversarial?
5. Is this a repair I should get a second opinion on?

MEME

Home Improvement:S1E1 “Pilot”, 1991 — Tim Taylor’s entire arc is a man who would rather attempt the repair himself than admit he doesn’t understand the repair. The show ran eight seasons on this premise. Do not be Tim Taylor. Know enough to have the conversation. Then let the professional do the work.

What to do with the Output: Get the diagnosis first. Most reputable mechanics will diagnose for free or for a nominal fee. Get the diagnosis in writing before you authorize the repair. Then ask your Agent to evaluate it. The conversation you want with the mechanic is: “I understand this is the issue. I’ve looked up the fair price. Let’s talk about the work.” That’s a different conversation than “I don’t know what’s wrong with it. Fix it.”


TIP

“The mechanic says I need [repair] and quoted me [amount]. My car is a [year/make/model]. Is that a fair price? Is this urgent or can it wait until next month?” — Ask this before you authorize anything. Two minutes of preparation can save hundreds of dollars.


FAIRNESS

Auto repair is one of the most heavily gendered information asymmetries in American life. Research consistently shows that women are quoted higher prices and receive more unnecessary repair recommendations than men for identical problems. The anxiety of “being taken advantage of” is not paranoia — it is a statistically validated concern. Your Agent does not change the dynamics in the shop. It changes whether you walk in knowing what the repair should cost.



IRL-8: Navigating a Parent-Teacher Conference

Strategy: Prepare + Assert
See also: Li-7, IRL-3: First-Time Situations
My Man Jeeves: The parent-teacher conference presents itself as a collaborative exchange regarding the child’s progress. In practice, one observes, it is a 20-minute encounter in which the teacher has prepared remarks and the parent is expected to receive them. The parent who arrives with questions — specific, informed, documented — shifts the conversation from monologue to dialogue. When the matter involves an IEP or a 504 plan, the shift is not merely social but legal: the parent is a required member of the team, with rights established by federal statute, and the school is obligated to respond to their concerns in writing. Many parents are not informed of this. The school system does not appear to regard the omission as urgent. One’s Agent has read IDEA. It can prepare one to exercise rights one may not know one has.

The Spec:

I have a parent-teacher conference coming up for my
[age/grade] child.
The situation:
— What’s going on: [academic concerns, behavioral issues,
social difficulties, gifted program, IEP/504 review,
general check-in, or “the school called me”]
— My concern: [specific worry or goal for the meeting]
— Current support: [IEP, 504 plan, tutoring, none, or
“I don’t know what these are”]
— What I want: [better communication, specific accommodations,
a plan, answers, to understand my rights]
Please help me:
1. What questions should I ask — specific to my child’s situation
2. If this involves an IEP or 504: what are my legal rights
as a parent, and what is the school required to provide?
3. What should I document during and after the meeting?
4. What phrases signal that I’m an informed advocate without
being combative — I want collaboration, not conflict
5. What are the red flags — things the school might say that
I should push back on?

SCIENCE

Under IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act), parents are equal members of the IEP team. The school cannot change an IEP without parental consent. Parents have the right to request an IEE (Independent Educational Evaluation) at public expense if they disagree with the school’s assessment. Most parents don’t know either of these facts.[5]


TIP

“The school wants to remove an accommodation from my child’s 504 plan. What are my rights? What should I say in the meeting? What should I put in writing?” — Your Agent knows the federal framework. Your school may not volunteer it.

What to do with the Output: Bring notes. Take notes. The single most important thing you can do in a parent-teacher conference is write down what was agreed to and email a summary afterward: “Thank you for meeting today. Here’s my understanding of what we discussed and the next steps.” That email is a record. If the school doesn’t respond to correct it, it stands.


FAIRNESS

Parents who speak the school’s language — literally and figuratively — get better outcomes for their kids. Schools with higher-income populations have more parent engagement infrastructure. Schools with lower-income populations have larger class sizes and fewer counselors. If English is not your first language, you have the legal right to an interpreter at IEP meetings. Ask your Agent to draft the request.


ALSO

Wrightslaw is the definitive free parent resource for special education law. The Council of Parent Attorneys and Advocates (COPAA) provides additional free resources and referrals. Your Agent can translate the school system’s professional vocabulary — IEP, 504, RTI, MTSS, BIP — but these organizations specialize in the fights your Agent cannot have for you.



IRL-9: Handling a Car Accident

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: Tr-1, L-4, M-8
My Man Jeeves: The 15 minutes following a motor vehicle collision are, one might venture, among the least suitable for clear decision-making in the entire human experience — and yet they are precisely the interval during which the decisions that determine the subsequent six months of insurance negotiations, potential litigation, and financial exposure are made. What one says to the other driver, to the police officer, and to one’s insurance company in those first minutes becomes the record. The record is remarkably difficult to amend. One’s Agent cannot be consulted at the moment of impact, but it can be consulted 10 minutes later, in the passenger seat, while one is waiting for the police to arrive.

The Spec:

I was just in a car accident. [Or: I want to be prepared
in case I’m in one.]
The situation:
— What happened: [describe briefly — rear-ended, intersection
collision, parking lot, single car, hit and run]
— Injuries: [none / minor / serious / not sure yet]
— Other driver: [cooperating / not cooperating / left the scene]
— Police: [on scene / called / not called]
— Photos: [taken / not yet]
Please help me:
1. What do I do right now, step by step — in order of priority
2. What do I say to the other driver — and what do I NOT say
3. What do I say to the police officer
4. What do I photograph and document before I leave the scene
5. What do I tell my insurance company — and what do I not
volunteer
6. Do I need a lawyer? When does it make sense to get one?
Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.

TIP

Save this spec on your phone now, before you need it. Change the situation details when the time comes. The moment after an accident is not the moment to learn what to do after an accident.

What to do with the Output: Do not say “I’m sorry” to the other driver. Do not say “it was my fault.” Do not speculate about what happened. Exchange insurance information, take photos of everything (both cars, the scene, license plates, road conditions, traffic signs), and get the police report number. Then sit in your car and read what your Agent told you before you call your insurance company.


MEME

Seinfeld:S7E12 “The Caddy”, 1996 — Kramer and a car accident that spirals into an insurance catastrophe because nobody documented anything and everybody assumed. The episode is a comedy. Your insurance claim is not. Document everything.


FAIRNESS

After an accident, police reports and insurance adjusters introduce human judgment — and human bias. Studies show that fault determination and claim payouts correlate with the demographics of the parties involved, not just the facts. If you feel the police report is inaccurate, you have the right to submit a supplemental statement. Your Agent can draft it. Your record does not have to be someone else’s summary of what happened.



IRL-10: Attending a Funeral or Memorial

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: Li-2, IRL-3: First-Time Situations
My Man Jeeves: There exists no social occasion at which the fear of saying the wrong thing is more acute, or at which the wrong thing is more frequently said. Funerals and memorial services operate according to customs that vary by religion, culture, region, and family — and one is expected to navigate these customs while managing one’s own grief, or supporting someone else who is managing theirs. The system provides no orientation. One arrives, one is uncertain whether to speak or remain silent, whether to bring food or flowers or neither, what to wear, what to say to the family, and what, precisely, one does with one’s hands. One’s Agent cannot grieve on one’s behalf. It can tell one what to expect so that one’s attention is free for the only thing that matters: being present.

The Spec:

I am attending a funeral or memorial service and I want to
be prepared.
The situation:
— My relationship to the person: [close family / friend /
colleague / acquaintance / I’m supporting someone who’s grieving]
— The tradition: [Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Baptist,
secular, military, celebration of life, “I don’t know”]
— What I’m worried about: [what to say, what to wear,
whether to bring something, the logistics, my own emotions]
Please help me:
1. What should I expect — walk me through the structure of
this type of service
2. What do I wear? What do I bring?
3. What do I say to the family — and what should I absolutely
not say? Give me specific sentences, not platitudes
4. What are the cultural or religious customs I should know —
things that would be obvious to someone raised in this
tradition but not to an outsider?
5. What do I do after — follow-up, checking in, the part
that actually matters most?
What to do with the Output: Read it. Showing up is the thing that matters. The fear of doing it wrong keeps people from showing up at all, and absence is always worse than awkwardness. If you don’t know what to say, “I’m here” is enough. If you don’t know the customs, follow the people around you. Your Agent handles the logistics so you can handle the being human.


MEME

Seinfeld:S6E1 “The Chaperone”, 1994 — The show’s entire run is a master class in the anxiety of social conventions. Every episode is someone doing the wrong thing at the wrong time because nobody explained the rules. Funerals are the one context where the stakes of that anxiety are real. Prepare, so you can be present instead of panicking.


TIP

The most useful thing you can do after a funeral is not say “let me know if you need anything.” It is to do a specific thing without being asked — bring a meal, mow the lawn, pick up the kids, send a text in three weeks when everyone else has stopped checking in. Ask your Agent: “My [friend/colleague] lost [person]. It’s been [time]. What is a specific, helpful thing I can do right now?”



IRL-11: Job Interviews in Person

Strategy: Prepare + Assert
See also: W-1, Li-1
My Man Jeeves: The in-person interview is, one might observe, a performance in which both parties have agreed to pretend that the exchange of pleasantries, the firm handshake, and the question regarding one’s greatest weakness constitute a reliable method of evaluating professional competence. Research suggests they do not. The interview persists, nevertheless, because the hiring manager believes in it, and the hiring manager is the audience. What this means, practically, is that preparation for an interview is not preparation to demonstrate competence — it is preparation to demonstrate the appearance of competence to a specific person, in a specific room, for approximately forty-five minutes. One’s Agent has read every question they are likely to ask. It can rehearse one’s answers until they sound unrehearsed.

The Spec:

I have an in-person job interview coming up and I want to
be fully prepared.
The situation:
— The role: [job title, company, industry]
— What I know about the interview: [who I’m meeting,
format — panel, one-on-one, multiple rounds, presentation]
— My background: [brief relevant experience]
— What I’m nervous about: [specific concern — tough questions,
salary discussion, gaps in resume, industry switch,
body language, what to wear, small talk]
Please help me:
1. Research this company — what should I know going in,
and what should I reference in conversation?
2. Give me the 10 most likely questions for this role
and help me draft answers that sound natural, not rehearsed
3. What do I wear, what do I bring, and what do I do
with my hands?
4. What questions should I ask them — the ones that signal
I’m serious and that also get me information I actually need?
5. Walk me through the logistics: arrival time, who to ask for,
the handshake, the small talk, the close, the follow-up
6. Help me draft a follow-up email I can send within 2 hours
of leaving

SCIENCE

Meta-analyses of interview validity (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998; updated Sackett et al., 2022) consistently show that unstructured interviews are among the weakest predictors of job performance. Structured interviews — where every candidate gets the same questions — are significantly better. You cannot control which type you get. You can prepare for both. Your Agent helps you anticipate the structure and rehearse within it.[6]


TIP

Remember: the information asymmetry runs both directions. The company is evaluating you, but you are also evaluating them. “What happened to the last person in this role?” tells you more than “What does success look like in the first 90 days?” Ask your Agent to help you prepare questions that are genuinely evaluative, not performative.

What to do with the Output: Rehearse out loud. Answers that exist only in your head sound different from answers you’ve said to a room. Practice with your Agent using voice mode if available — tell it to ask you the questions one at a time and give you honest feedback on your answers. Print the company research and your question list. Arrive 10 minutes early. Bring two copies of your resume, a pen, and a notebook. The follow-up email is the most overlooked part: send it the same day, reference something specific from the conversation, and keep it to three sentences.


TIP

“I just left the interview. Here’s what happened: [describe]. Help me draft a follow-up email that references [specific moment from the conversation] and reinforces that I’m the right fit for [specific aspect of the role].” — Do this in the parking lot. Two hours is the window.


FAIRNESS

Interview outcomes are shaped by bias — conscious and unconscious. Identical resumes with different names receive different callback rates. Candidates who “fit the culture” are often candidates who look like the existing team. Your Agent cannot change the interviewer’s biases. It can ensure that the things within your control — preparation, answers, follow-up — are as strong as possible. The structural unfairness is real. So is your preparation.
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    Computer & Web

Computer & Web

“I love new mediums… I think mediums can turn you on, they can excite you: they always let you do something in a different way, even if you take the same subject.”
— [David Hockney](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DavidHockney), on painting with an iPad at age 73_

The internet was built on a promise: anyone could publish, anyone could read, anyone could connect — no permission required. For a decade or so, it delivered. Then the platforms arrived, and the open web was enclosed like common land in the English countryside — fenced, monetized, and rented back to the people who built it. The billionaire class maintained their own domains, their own servers, their own archives. Everyone else got a profile page on someone else’s property, governed by someone else’s algorithm, deletable at someone else’s discretion. The Skills that follow are about reclaiming what was always yours: your words, your identity, and your corner of the web.


MEME

The internet was supposed to be Geocities — everyone’s weird, personal, hand-built page. Then it became five apps owned by three companies. The IndieWeb is Geocities with better tools and the same energy: your site, your words, your corner of the internet. The ’90s promised us this. We are collecting on that promise.



Your Computer



[image: An original iPad showing Roy and Moss from The IT Crowd on its screen.]Illustration. An original iPad showing Roy and Moss from The IT Crowd on its screen.Before the web, before the website, before the blog — there is the machine on the table. The billionaire class has always had someone to choose, configure, and maintain their technology. An IT department. A “tech guy.” A personal assistant who handled the setup and called the help desk. Everyone else got a shrink-wrapped box, a quick-start guide written for an imagined user who already understood everything, and the unspoken message that if you couldn’t figure it out, the problem was you. It was never you. The problem was a consumer electronics industry that made products for a technical audience and marketed them to everyone. Your Agent can close that gap — not by making you technical, but by translating the technical into the specific.



WB-1: Learning Any App or Digital Skill


  
    hypercard-icon.png

    
      The original HyperCard icon — a small stack of index cards — on a Mac System 7 desktop.
      The original HyperCard icon from the late 80s / early 90s, rendered in 8-bit pixel art as it would appear at 32x32 on a Mac System 7 desktop. The icon: a small **stack of index cards**, shown at a slight three-quarter angle, three or four cards deep, each card's edge visible as a stepped offset behind the one in front. The top card is blank --- Recycled/off-white fill with a thin Charcoal outline. A faint horizontal rule line or two suggested on the top card's face --- a hint of ruled content, not readable text.

**Mac System 7 framing:** The icon sits on a small white square the same width as the icon plus a one-pixel border, with a two-pixel charcoal drop shadow offset down and right --- the unmistakable System 7 desktop icon presentation. The square sits alone on a pure white background. No filename label, no surrounding desktop, no menu bar, no other icons.

**Palette (from the master palette):** Recycled for the card faces, Charcoal and Black for the outlines and the stacked-card shadow lines, Warm Gray for the soft shadow beneath the stack. No more than four colors total.

**True pixel grid --- non-negotiable.** This is actual 8-bit pixel art at ~32x32 enlarged with nearest-neighbor scaling, not a 3D render and not a blocky illustration. Every pixel the same size. Hard edges between colors, no anti-aliasing, no smooth curves --- the card corners are stair-stepped pixel jumps, not rounded. The viewer should be able to count individual pixels along any edge.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** No "HyperCard" wordmark inside the image, no caption, no version number, no Apple logo, no color swatches, no hex codes, no UI chrome beyond the System 7 icon tile itself.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white, not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a desktop pattern. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO hand or cursor icon overlaid on the cards --- just the stack itself
- NO readable text on any card face --- only suggestion-of-rule-lines
- NO modern "index card" or "sticky note" app icon style --- this is the flat early-90s System 7 look

    
  

Strategy: Decode + Navigate
See also: WB-7: Write in CommonMark, the Language of AI (a specific digital skill)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that software manuals expired in the early 2000s and were replaced by nothing of consequence. YouTube tutorials proceed on the assumption that one already possesses the vocabulary. Official documentation is composed for developers. The result, if one may say so, is a population that employs approximately 10% of the tools for which it pays — not through any incapacity to master the remaining 90%, but because no one has undertaken to explain it at the level where the learner actually stands, without judgment, for as long as the matter requires. One’s Agent will.
The Spec:

I want to learn [app or skill: Photoshop / Excel / video editing /
graphic design basics / email management / a new phone feature /
how to use my smart home devices / digital drawing / etc.].
My current level: [never used it / tried it once and got lost /
use it for basic things but want to do more / switching from
a different tool]
My goal: [what I specifically want to be able to do — not
“learn Photoshop” but “edit my photos so they look better
before I post them” or “make a flyer for my community event”]
Please:
1. Tell me the three things to learn first that will cover
80% of what I need
2. Walk me through each one step by step, with the exact
buttons and menu items to click
3. Give me a practice exercise I can do in 15 minutes
4. Tell me what most tutorials waste time on that I can skip

TIP

“Explain this like I’ve never seen this software before” is not a childish prompt. It is the correct prompt. The curse of knowledge — the inability of experts to remember what it was like to not know — is the reason most software tutorials are bad. Your Agent does not have this curse.

What to do with the Output: Do the practice exercise. Not tomorrow — now. The gap between “I should learn this” and “I know this” is one fifteen-minute session where you actually click the buttons. Your Agent can see your screen if you use the desktop version of most AI tools — paste a screenshot and say “I’m stuck here, what do I click next?” That is the most underused feature in AI right now.


TIP

Say “I need to take a screenshot of my computer” if you’ve never taken one before. Your Agent can recalibrate and you will learn another skill.


ALSO

Claude, ChatGPT, and Gemini can all accept image uploads — paste a screenshot of whatever you’re stuck on and ask “what am I looking at and what should I do next?” Copilot integrates directly into Windows and can see your active application. See Appendix G.

Science Note: The digital skills gap tracks education, not generation — the OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills (2024) found a 42-point gap in adaptive problem-solving linked to parental education, and Kirschner & De Bruyckere (2017) called the “digital native” a myth, a conclusion Nature endorsed. The real divide is not access to devices but access to patient instruction.[1]


SCIENCE

The “80/20 rule” in skill acquisition is well-documented: approximately 20% of a tool’s features account for 80% of typical use (Koch, 1998, applying Pareto’s principle to productivity). Learning the critical 20% first — rather than working through a curriculum designed to cover everything — is consistently more effective for adult learners who have a specific goal (Knowles, 1984).[2]



WB-2: Automation and Script Writing


  
    applescript-icon.png

    
      The original AppleScript scroll icon on a Mac System 7 desktop.
      The original AppleScript icon from the early 90s, rendered in 8-bit
pixel art as it would appear at 32x32 on a Mac System 7 desktop. The
icon: a **paper scroll**, slightly curled at the top and bottom,
shown straight-on. Light cream/Recycled paper with darker
Charcoal/Black outline pixels, a few internal pixel marks suggesting
horizontal lines of text without actually spelling words. Constraints
of an 8-bit icon apply --- pixel-stepped curls at top and bottom, no
smooth gradient, just two or three flat tones from the master palette.

**Mac System 7 framing:** The icon sits on a small white square the
same width as the icon plus a one-pixel border, with a two-pixel
charcoal drop shadow offset down and right --- the unmistakable
System 7 desktop icon presentation. The square sits alone on a pure
white background. No filename label, no surrounding desktop, no
menu bar, no other icons.

**Palette (from the master palette):** Recycled for the scroll body,
Charcoal and Black for the outline and shading pixels, Brown
optionally for the curl shadow. No more than four colors total.

**True pixel grid --- non-negotiable.** This is actual 8-bit pixel
art at ~32x32 enlarged with nearest-neighbor scaling, not a 3D
render and not a blocky illustration. Every pixel the same size.
Hard edges between colors, no anti-aliasing, no smooth curves --- the
scroll's curls are stair-stepped pixel arcs. The viewer should be
able to count individual pixels along any edge.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** No "AppleScript" wordmark
inside the image, no caption, no version number, no Apple logo, no
color swatches, no hex codes, no UI chrome beyond the System 7 icon
tile itself.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a desktop
pattern. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray
will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO modern macOS scroll-icon glyph (the colorful gradient scroll
  from later OS X) --- this is the flat early-90s System 7 style
- NO Automator robot, no Script Editor app icon
- NO readable text on the scroll --- only suggestion-of-text pixel
  marks

    
  

Strategy: Create + Navigate
See also: WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet (for web-scale projects), WB-7: Write in CommonMark, the Language of AI
My Man Jeeves: Programming formerly required a computer science degree, or at minimum the temperament that finds pleasure in reading documentation for its own sake. It would appear that this is no longer the case. One’s Agent is capable of writing small programs — scripts — that attend to the tedious portions of one’s digital life: renaming 500 photographs, sorting a spreadsheet, converting files from one format to another, retrieving a price from a website each morning. One need not learn to code. One need only learn to describe what one wishes the code to do. Which is — and this, if one may venture the observation, is the point of this entire book — specification.
The Spec:

I have a repetitive task I want to automate:
[describe the task in plain language — e.g., “every week I download
a CSV from my bank, open it in Excel, and manually categorize
each transaction” or “I have 300 photos with meaningless filenames
and I want to rename them by date” or “I want to be notified
when a product drops below a certain price”]
I am not a programmer. I have never written code before.
Please:
1. Tell me if this can be automated with a simple script
2. Write the script for me, in the simplest language
that will work
3. Explain how to run it — assume I don’t know what
a terminal is
4. Tell me what could go wrong and how to fix it
What to do with the Output: Run the script on a small test set first — ten files, not three hundred. Read the explanation of what the script does even if you don’t understand every line. You are not trying to become a programmer. You are trying to stop doing the same tedious task every week. That is a legitimate use of the technology, and it is the one that saves the most time for the most people. Your Agent will default to writing scripts in Python, which requires installation — if you want something that runs without installing anything, say “Write this as a script I can run in my web browser’s console” (JavaScript) or “Write this as a spreadsheet formula.” The fewer dependencies, the fewer things that can break.


TIP

Start with something small and annoying. “Rename all the files in this folder from IMG_XXXX.jpg to YYYY-MM-DD.jpg based on the date the photo was taken” is a ten-line script that saves hours. The win matters more than the scale.

The term for this is vibe coding — describing what you want in plain language and letting the AI write the code. It is not a shortcut or a cheat. It is specification literacy applied to software. The spec is the program. The code is just the translation.


MEME

Al Borland could have fixed the problem in ten minutes. Tim Taylor grabbed the power tool and made it worse for twenty-two. Vibe coding is letting Al write the script. You describe the project. Al does the wiring. The house does not catch fire.

Science Note: End-user programming research (Scaffidi et al., 2005) estimated that by 2012 there would be 55 million “end-user programmers” in the United States — people who write scripts, macros, and formulas as part of their non-programming jobs — compared to 3 million professional developers. AI-assisted code generation does not create a new category; it lowers the barrier to one that already existed.[3]

Science Note: Andrej Karpathy coined the term vibe coding in February 2025 — “fully give in to the vibes, embrace exponentials, and forget that the code even exists.” The idea is older — end-user development and natural language programming have been research areas for decades — but AI is now good enough that “describe what you want” produces working code for simple tasks. The success rate drops sharply as ambiguity in the spec increases, which is the same pattern as everything else in this book.[4]


FAIRNESS

Write scripts for yourself, not software for others. A script that renames your photos or sorts your spreadsheet runs on your machine, touches your data, and breaks only your workflow if it’s wrong. Software that handles other people’s data — their names, addresses, medical information, financial records — carries real liability. Leaking PII is not a hypothetical risk; it is the most common consequence of amateur software that “mostly works.” Ask your Agent to write automations for your own tasks. Ask your Agent to explain what the code does before you run it. Do not ship code you cannot reason about to people who trust you with their information.


ALSO

Vibe coding evolved. Professional engineers now practice agentic coding — writing specifications upfront and letting AI agents build against them, with guardrails, conventions, and architectural decisions pre-written as plugins the agent follows. The spec is the software. This book’s companion project, Anglesite, is built this way: an AI webmaster that follows IndieWeb best practices to build you a static, free website on your own domain. If you want to build a website, see WB-5.



Your Voice Online



WB-3: Customize Your Chat Interface

Strategy: Specify
See also: WB-4: Learn to Work Better with AI Agents, Chapter 2: Your First Three Conversations, Chapter 4: How to Ask for What You Actually Want
My Man Jeeves: When the billionaire class engaged a personal assistant, the first week served as an audition — not of competence, but of fit. Do they send bullet points or paragraphs? Do they say “Mr. Arnault” or “Bernard”? Do they flag difficulties immediately or reserve them for the morning briefing? The assistant who survived the probationary period was the one who matched the principal’s communication rhythm without requiring instruction twice. One’s Agent possesses the same capacity for customization — and unlike a human assistant, it is not in the least disposed to take the feedback personally. The difference, one might note, is that the billionaire invested in a three-month trial period. One receives a settings panel and ten minutes.
The Spec:

I want to set up my AI assistant’s profile so every conversation
starts with it already knowing who I am and how I communicate.

Here is what I want it to know:
— My name: [your name]
— How to address me: [first name / nickname / “Dr. [last name]” /
something fun like “captain” or “boss”]
— Response length I prefer: [short — a few sentences max /
detailed with examples / depends on the topic, ask me]
— Tone I prefer: [casual and conversational / professional /
dry and direct / warm but not bubbly]
— Topics I ask about most: [health / money / writing / home
repair / work / parenting / cooking / all of the above]
— Things I never want: [corporate jargon / emoji / “Great
question!” openers / unsolicited disclaimers / being talked
to like a child / bullet points for everything]

Please draft custom instructions I can paste into my settings.
Keep it under 200 words — short enough that I will actually
read it before I hit Save.
What to do with the Output: Copy the instructions your Agent drafted. Open your settings. Paste them in. Start a new conversation and ask something simple — the difference is immediate. Then adjust. Too formal? Say so. Too verbose? Cut a line. The best custom instructions are rewritten three or four times in the first week as you notice what bothers you. This is not a one-time setup. It is a calibration process — the same one the billionaire class ran with a human, compressed into a text box and a backspace key.


TIP

One instruction is worth adding to every profile, regardless of tool or tone preference. Paste this into your custom instructions and your Agent will interview you before it answers — the same specification habit this book teaches, running automatically:

When I ask you something vague, incomplete, or open-ended, do not guess what I mean — ask me clarifying questions first. Before you give me an answer, make sure you know: what my specific situation is, what outcome I actually want, and what constraints I’m working with (budget, timeline, who’s involved, what I’ve already tried). Two or three focused questions before you start are always better than a long answer to the wrong interpretation of my question. If I give you enough detail up front, go ahead and answer directly. But if I don’t — and I often won’t — interview me until you have what you need to give me something specific and useful, not generic and safe.


ALSO

Every major tool has this feature under a different name. Claude: Settings → Profile — three fields: your name, what you’d like Claude to know, and how you’d like Claude to respond. ChatGPT: Settings → Personalization → Custom Instructions — two fields: about you and how you’d like it to respond. You can also build Custom GPTs with per-topic instructions. Gemini: Settings → Saved Info (freeform text), plus Gems for topic-specific assistants with their own instructions. Copilot: Settings → Personalization. The names change quarterly. The concept does not.

Start with three lines in whichever settings panel you’re using: your name, your preferred response length, and one thing you never want. You can always add more — overloaded custom instructions get ignored the same way overloaded employee handbooks do.


TIP

“Read my custom instructions back to me and tell me what kind of person you think I am based on them.” This is the mirror test. If the portrait does not sound like you, rewrite until it does.


SCIENCE

Communication accommodation theory (Giles, 1973) shows that people naturally adjust their speech — vocabulary, pace, formality — to match their conversational partner, and that this matching predicts both satisfaction and trust. You do this instinctively with other humans. Your Agent cannot do it instinctively with you, but your custom instructions give it the information it needs to match your register from the first message. You are not being frivolous by specifying how your Agent should talk. You are doing deliberately what skilled communicators do unconsciously.[5]



WB-4: Learn to Work Better with AI Agents


  
    eliza-icon.png

    
      A 1966 teletype printout of an exchange with ELIZA, the original chatbot, its all-caps monospaced reply visible on perforated paper.
      A torn sheet of 1960s teletype printer paper, hand-drawn in #2
pencil, lying flat on a pure white field. Continuous-feed paper with
the tractor-feed perforation holes visible along both edges, the top
edge torn raggedly off the roll rather than cut straight. Printed in
the mechanical all-caps monospace font of a Teletype Model 33 ---
each character a blocky, slightly irregular typewriter impression,
not modern typography:

```
YOU:  I AM UNHAPPY.
ELIZA: DO YOU THINK COMING HERE WILL HELP YOU
       NOT TO BE UNHAPPY
```

The text is drawn as if struck by physical type --- slightly uneven
ink density letter to letter, a character or two faint where the
ribbon was thin, exactly the way an actual 1966 teletype printout
looks. No color anywhere in the image --- pencil only, since this is
a printed paper document, not a screen.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** No "ELIZA" wordmark outside
the printed exchange itself, no date stamp, no caption, no color
swatches, no callouts, no UI chrome. The printout is the entire
image.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not a desktop pattern behind the printout (the printout's
own paper texture and perforation holes are the object, not a
background treatment). The build removes white to create
transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO modern computer terminal or CRT screen --- ELIZA ran on a paper
  teletype in 1966; this is a printout, not a monitor
- NO smooth modern sans-serif font --- the mechanical, slightly
  irregular teletype character shapes are the point
- NO Rogerian-therapist illustration, no face, no ear, no speech
  bubble --- the printed exchange itself carries the joke
- NO real MIT logo or copyright text

    
  

Strategy: Specify + Research
See also: Strategy 0: Specify (the full specification interview method), Chapter 4: How to Ask for What You Actually Want, WB-7: Write in CommonMark, the Language of AI
My Man Jeeves: This is the Skill that instructs one in the use of the tool upon which every other Skill depends. If the book may be likened to a workshop, this would be the safety orientation for the power tools. The billionaire class had no occasion to acquire this practice — they already maintained a staff that translated vague instructions into precise tasks. The chief of staff, the executive assistant, the law clerk — these are, in essence, human specification interfaces. One is learning the same practice, applied to a rather different kind of assistant.
The Spec:

I want to get better at working with AI Agents — not just
using them, but understanding how to get consistently useful
results. I have been using [Claude / ChatGPT / Gemini / Copilot]
for [how long] and my experience so far is [describe honestly:
sometimes useful, sometimes useless / great for simple things
but fails on complex ones / I don’t know what to ask it / etc.].

Please help me understand:
1. What is the single most important thing that separates
a good AI conversation from a bad one?
2. What are the three most common mistakes people make
when talking to an AI Agent?
3. How do I know when the AI is giving me a good answer
versus a confident-sounding bad one?
4. What should I never trust it for without verification?
5. Give me a practice exercise: a real-world task I can try
right now that will teach me the most about how this works
What to do with the Output: Do the exercise. Then do the same exercise again, but badly — give the Agent a vague, context-free prompt and compare the results. The difference between the two outputs is specification literacy made visible. You will not need to read a book about it after that. You will have felt it.

This Skill is recursive by design. You are using your Agent to learn how to use your Agent. The specification interview loop — describe your situation, answer the clarifying questions, review the proposed spec, correct what is wrong — is the same whether you are asking about insurance or asking about the tool itself. The practice is the practice. It transfers to everything.


SPEC

Here is a full specification interview for this Skill:

You: I’ve been using ChatGPT for about six months. It’s helpful for simple things but whenever I ask something complicated, the answer feels generic. I want to learn how to get better results.

Agent: Can you give me an example of a “complicated” question that produced a generic answer? And when you say “generic” — does it feel too broad, too cautious, or like it doesn’t understand your specific situation?

You: I asked it to help me negotiate my lease renewal. It gave me a list of general negotiation tips that could have been from any website.

Agent: That makes sense. It gave you a generic answer because it didn’t know your lease situation. Next time, try: “My lease renews in 60 days. The rent increase is 8%. I’ve been here 4 years, always paid on time, and comparable units in my building are listed at 5% less. I want to negotiate the increase down. Draft a message to my landlord.” That version gives me enough to work with. The first version could have been asked by anyone — the second could only have been asked by you.

The skill extends beyond wording. A standardized spec format — a template someone has already refined for the task, like the ones throughout this Field Guide — produces better output than a request improvised from scratch. Part of working well with Agents is collecting the formats that work, and knowing which apps your Agent lives inside, since that determines where your specs can travel.

It includes the output, too — not only what your Agent says but the form in which it hands it back. A chat reply is Markdown by default: plain text with a handful of symbols, the lingua franca your Agent shares with every other tool (see WB-7), and the right choice for anything you will keep editing or pass back and forth. But when the result’s whole job is to be looked at — a report, a side-by-side comparison, a packing list, a small budget calculator — ask for it as a self-contained web page: “give me this as one HTML file I can open in my browser.” A web page can do things a chat reply cannot — like sortable tables, interactive checklists, or fields that update totals as you type. Even when it is just text, it arrives laid out and finished: it opens with a double-click on any device, prints cleanly, and travels as a single file. The trade-off is that HTML is awkward to edit by hand, so it is the last step, not the working draft. Markdown for the conversation; HTML for the thing you walk away with.

The same split runs through data and documents. Your Agent reads and writes CSV — the spreadsheet’s plain-text form — as easily as it reads Markdown: hand it a messy bank export and it will sort, dedupe, and total it in seconds. But almost nobody wants a CSV at the end. They want an Excel workbook, with formatting and formulas and more than one sheet — so ask for .xlsx. A letter that has to land in someone’s Word: ask for .docx. Something you will sign, submit, or file away unchanged: ask for PDF. One caveat: tools differ in whether they can hand you the finished file or only its contents — Claude and ChatGPT can usually generate the file itself; if yours cannot, take the content it gives you and do that last conversion yourself, or ask it how. Plain text — Markdown, CSV — to think and work in; a real file in the format your recipient expects for the thing you deliver.


SCIENCE

Research on expertise development (Ericsson et al., 1993) identifies deliberate practice — structured, feedback-rich repetition focused on specific weaknesses — as the primary mechanism of skill acquisition. Using an AI Agent well is a skill, and it develops the same way other skills do: through repeated use with attention to what works and what doesn’t. The calibration question (“how confident are you?”) is the built-in feedback mechanism.[6]


MEME

“I know kung fu.” No, you don’t. But you know someone who has read every martial arts manual ever written and can walk you through any technique on demand. That is a different thing, and it is genuinely useful — as long as you remember that reading about a roundhouse kick and doing one are different activities.



Your Place on the Web



WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet

[image: The NCSA Mosaic browser icon — a blue ribbon curling behind a small Earth — on a Mac System 7 desktop.]Illustration. The NCSA Mosaic browser icon — a blue ribbon curling behind a small Earth — on a Mac System 7 desktop.Strategy: Create + Navigate
See also: WB-7: Write in CommonMark, the Language of AI (for writing your content), WB-8: Blogging and Journaling
My Man Jeeves: The billionaire class has always maintained a web presence managed by professionals. The remainder of the population received Facebook pages and LinkedIn profiles — land one rents on platforms that may alter the terms, throttle the reach, or cause the content to vanish at any moment. Owning one’s own website is the digital equivalent of owning one’s home rather than renting it. It has always been possible. It has not, until recently, been this straightforward. The IndieWeb is the movement that holds a simple principle: publish on one’s own site first, syndicate to the platforms second, and never lose one’s words because a company pivoted. One’s Agent can build the site.
The Spec:

I want to build my own personal website. I have never done this before.
I want it to be simple, fast, and mine — not hosted on someone else’s
platform where they control what I can say and who sees it.
Please walk me through the process from the beginning:
1. What do I need to get started? (domain, hosting, tools)
2. What will my site look like when it’s done?
3. How do I put content on it?
4. How do I make it findable on the web?
5. What will it cost me, and what should I never pay for?
6. What is POSSE (Publish on your Own Site, Syndicate Elsewhere)
and how do I set it up?
7. How do conversations work across independent websites?
Keep it simple. I want something I can maintain myself.
What to do with the Output: Follow the steps. Your first site does not have to be perfect. It has to exist. You can improve it every week for the rest of your life — and unlike a social media profile, every improvement accrues to something you own. A static site (plain HTML files, no database, no server-side code) is the simplest, fastest, cheapest, and most durable option. It is also the greenest — a static site uses a fraction of the energy of a WordPress installation because there is nothing to compute, only files to serve.

Science Note: The environmental math backs this up — data centers account for roughly 1–1.5% of global electricity use (IEA, 2024), and a static site served from a green host produces orders of magnitude less carbon per page view than a dynamic site that spins up computation for every visitor. The Green Web Foundation maintains a directory of verified green hosts.[7]


TIP

Already have a site on [Squarespace / Wix / WordPress.com]? — Migration is almost always possible. Anglesite can extract your existing content and rebuild it as a static site on Cloudflare Pages — free hosting, your domain, no monthly fee. The sooner you do it, the less content you have to move. Anglesite will be your Webmaster Agent, fully spec’d.


ALSO

Checking current information requires web search, which is free in Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. In Claude, web search requires the paid tier. See Appendix G.

A static site on Cloudflare Pages or Netlify starts at free; a custom domain costs $10–15 a year — less than one month of most streaming subscriptions. That is the total cost of owning your corner of the web.


FAIRNESS

Owning your own domain correlates with education and technical literacy, which correlate with income. The IndieWeb movement is predominantly white, male, and technical — a demographic fact its community acknowledges and a design challenge it has not yet solved. The tools are getting simpler. Anglesite was built to close this gap: you describe what you want, your Agent builds it, and the result is a static site on your domain that you own outright. The skill required is specification, not programming. If you can describe your situation to your Agent — which is what this entire book teaches — you can have a website.


SCIENCE

The web was designed as a decentralized system — RFC 2616 (HTTP), RFC 3986 (URIs), and HTML all assume independent servers communicating as peers. The centralization that followed was not a technical inevitability but an economic one — network effects and venture capital concentrated users on platforms. The ActivityPub protocol (W3C, 2018) and the Fediverse represent the first large-scale technical effort to reverse this centralization. Mastodon, the most visible implementation, reached 10 million registered users by 2023. Growth is slow — but the technical barriers that kept decentralized tools difficult to set up are exactly the kind of problem AI agents solve. And there is no venture capitalist waiting for an IPO on the other side of your Fediverse account.[8]



WB-6: Stop Doomscrolling the Algorithmic Feed

[image: An 8-bit pixel art rendering of the Slashdot Borg Bill Gates icon — Bill Gates's face with Borg implants]Illustration. An 8-bit pixel art rendering of the Slashdot Borg Bill Gates icon — Bill Gates's face with Borg implantsStrategy: Research + Navigate
See also: Li-11: Escaping Social Media (for reducing compulsive consumption), WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet
My Man Jeeves: Before the algorithm, there existed RSS — a protocol that permitted one to subscribe to any website and receive its updates in a single reader, in chronological order, with no advertisements, no ranking, no engagement optimization, and no company determining what one should see next. RSS, one feels compelled to mention, still works. It never stopped working. The platforms merely ceased to promote it, as a protocol that places control in the hands of the user does not, regrettably, generate advertising revenue. One’s Agent can help one set it up.
The Spec:

I want to read the web on my own terms — without algorithms
deciding what I see and without social media feeds.
My interests: [list topics, publications, or writers you follow]
Please help me:
1. Understand what RSS is and how it works — in plain language
2. Recommend a feed reader that’s simple to use
3. Find the RSS feeds for the websites and writers I already follow
4. Suggest how to discover new sources outside of
social media recommendations
5. Show me how to use my AI Agent to curate and summarize
what I’m reading — a daily briefing that I control
What to do with the Output: Set up a feed reader and add ten sources. That is your starting library. Within a week, you will notice a change: you are reading what you chose, not what an algorithm chose for you. The difference in signal quality — and in how you feel afterward — is immediate and measurable.

Common reading Expert Role specs:

Act as my research librarian. Here are the topics I care about:
[list]. Find me the best independent sources — blogs, newsletters,
journals — that cover these topics with depth, not engagement bait.
Give me their RSS feeds if they have them.
I subscribe to [X] feeds and I can’t keep up. Help me build
a system: which feeds should I read daily, which weekly,
and which should you summarize for me? Prioritize original
reporting over aggregation.

MEME

The algorithm shows you what keeps you scrolling. An RSS feed shows you what you asked to see. One of these is a library. The other is a slot machine. You have been using the slot machine. The library is still open.


SCIENCE

Pariser’s The Filter Bubble (2011) documented how algorithmic curation narrows exposure to diverse viewpoints — a finding that has only strengthened as recommendation systems have become more sophisticated. Bakshy et al. (2015) in Science found that Facebook’s algorithm reduced exposure to ideologically cross-cutting content by 5–8% beyond users’ own choices. The effect is small per interaction but compounds over years of daily use.[9]

Escaping the algorithm starts with picking a reader.


TIP

The RSS reader market is small but healthy. Feedly and Inoreader are the full-featured options. NetNewsWire is free, open source, and excellent on Mac/iOS. The challenge is discovery — platforms have hidden their feeds. Ask your Agent: “Does [website] have an RSS feed? If not, is there a way to follow it without social media?” Browser extensions and RSSHub can generate feeds for sites that don’t offer them.


FAIRNESS

The wealthy and educated have always curated their information sources — subscribing to specific journals, hiring researchers, maintaining professional networks. Algorithmic feeds are the information equivalent of fast food: engineered for consumption, not nutrition. RSS is the home-cooked meal. You choose the ingredients, you control the portions, nothing is added to keep you eating past the point of value. The analogy to H-8 (Wellness and Nutrition Coach) is direct — your information diet is a diet, and you can ask your Agent to help you design one.



WB-7: Write in CommonMark, the Language of AI

Strategy: Decode + Draft
See also: WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet, WB-8: Blogging and Journaling
My Man Jeeves: CommonMark serves as the universal language of AI in much the way English serves as the universal language of air traffic control — not because it is the finest available, but because all parties agreed upon it and it functions reliably. It is plain text with a modest number of symbols that carry meaning. One can acquire the entire language in ten minutes. This book was written in Djot, a related format created by the same author — but that is a digression. One’s Agent thinks in CommonMark. When one writes in CommonMark, one is writing in the lingua franca of every AI system on the market — which is to say, one’s Agent can process, format, and transform one’s writing with fewer tokens and greater precision than any other format permits.
The Spec:

I want to learn CommonMark so I can write content for my website
and communicate more effectively with my AI Agent.
I have never used any kind of markup language before.
Please teach me the basics I need to write a blog post:
headings, paragraphs, links, images, bold, italic, lists, and quotes.
Show me examples I can copy and modify.
Then show me the one thing that makes CommonMark more powerful
than any word processor: links.

TIP

“Convert this Word document / Google Doc into clean CommonMark. Preserve the headings, lists, and bold text. Remove all formatting that doesn’t translate.” — Your Agent is the best format converter you will ever use.

What to do with the Output: Write your first post in CommonMark. Do not worry about getting the syntax perfect — your Agent will correct you. The point is to start writing in a format that is portable, future-proof, and readable by every tool you will ever use.


  
    commonmark-side-by-side.png

    
      Markdown source on the left; the same text rendered on the right as a heading, bold and italic runs, a list, and a link.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil split-panel illustration. Two side-by-side
panes separated by a thin vertical pencil rule down the middle of
the frame. Both panes sit on the same pure white background; there is
no outer box around the whole illustration.

**Left pane --- the source.** A small page of plain Markdown text
rendered in a hand-drawn monospaced look (each character in its own
neat box, slight wobble, the way a Gen-X kid would draw "computer
text"). The content is a fictional, illustrative snippet
approximating John Gruber's original Markdown introduction --- a
heading line beginning with `#`, a paragraph with `*emphasis*` and
`**strong**` markers, a short bulleted list with `-` bullets, and a
`[link text](url)` line. The exact words are placeholder, not a
verbatim quote.

**Right pane --- the rendered view.** The same content rendered as
it would appear in a browser: a real heading, a paragraph with
italic and bold runs, a bulleted list with round bullets, and a
hyperlink in blue with an underline. No browser chrome, no URL bar,
no window frame --- just the rendered text floating on white.

A small pencil arrow may cross the dividing rule, source-side to
rendered-side, suggesting the transformation. No labels.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the two panes of text. No color swatches, palettes, legends,
keys, hex codes, "BEFORE / AFTER" labels, sidebar text, or any UI
explaining the colors or technique. No CommonMark or Markdown
wordmark or logo.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not the original
"light gray code block" treatment. The build removes white to create
transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub. The
source pane is plain white with hand-drawn monospace text on it ---
no shaded code-block background.

**Watch out for:**

- NO browser chrome --- no Chrome/Safari window, no address bar, no
  tabs
- NO verbatim copy of John Gruber's actual Daring Fireball post ---
  use placeholder text in the same shape
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backdrop in either pane
- NO real URL in the link --- use a clearly placeholder href

    
  

Links are the key innovation. Tim Berners-Lee built the web on a single idea: any document can reference any other document, anywhere, with a click. That is what a link is. Every link you write is a citation, a recommendation, a connection, a vote of confidence. A blog post with good links is a contribution to the web’s knowledge graph. A blog post without links is a dead end. Link generously. Before the web, citation was gatekept by publishers, editors, and academic institutions; the hyperlink democratized it — anyone can reference anyone. Ward Cunningham (inventor of the wiki) and Tim Berners-Lee both identified the link as the web’s fundamental unit of value.


SCIENCE

Formatting is not decoration — it is cognition. Research on document design consistently shows that structured text (headings, lists, whitespace) measurably improves comprehension and task-completion compared to undifferentiated prose.[10] When you format your writing in CommonMark, you are not making it pretty. You are making it readable. The formatting is the thinking made visible.


MEME

Markdown has dozens of incompatible variants. CommonMark is the one that matters — a single, unambiguous specification used by GitHub, GitLab, Reddit, Stack Overflow, Discourse, and most AI systems. What you write in CommonMark today will render correctly everywhere, forever. That is not a feature. That is the point of an open standard. This book is written in Djot, a descendant of CommonMark by the same author. Your website can be written in CommonMark.



WB-8: Blogging and Journaling

[image: A well-worn black-and-white composition notebook with a sharpened #2 pencil resting on top, ready to write]Illustration. A well-worn black-and-white composition notebook with a sharpened #2 pencil resting on top, ready to writeStrategy: Create + Draft
See also: WB-7: Write in CommonMark, the Language of AI, WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet, Li-8: Wellness Coach (journaling as mental health practice)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that every sitcom family maintained a room where the substantive conversations took place. For the Conners it was the kitchen table. For the Seinfelds it was the apartment. For the Simpsons it was the couch. A blog, if one may draw the parallel, is that room — except one has built it oneself, one owns the walls, and no one is in a position to cancel the programme. A journal is the same room with the door closed. Both represent acts of thinking, whether in public or in private, and both are rather more valuable than one might suppose. One’s Agent can help one start, and — should one prefer the door closed — it will not read over one’s shoulder unless asked.
The Spec:

I want to start [blogging publicly / journaling privately / both].
My situation:
— What I care about: [topics, interests, professional expertise]
— What holds me back: [don’t know what to write / feel self-conscious /
don’t think anyone will read it / not sure I have anything to say /
tried before and stopped]
— What I want to get out of it: [clarify my thinking / build an audience /
document my life / professional visibility / creative outlet]
Please help me:
1. Figure out what I should write about — based on what I know,
not what’s trending
2. Develop a realistic publishing cadence I’ll actually maintain
3. Draft my first post — something I can publish today
4. Tell me honestly: does anyone actually read blogs anymore?
What to do with the Output: Publish the first post. It does not need to be good. The act of publishing — putting your thinking where others can find it — is the point. Captain’s Log, Star Date today. Every blog post is a contribution to the public record of how people think, what they know, and what they care about. Your ideas matter, even when you are echoing what others say, because your particular combination of experience and perspective is unique. That is not a platitude. It is information theory.

The format is yours to choose — writing, audio, video, or all three. Storage is cheap and hosting is free; the only scarce input is your willingness to keep making the thing.


FAIRNESS

Accessible formats matter. Not everyone reads. Video, audio, images, and writing are all valid ways to share ideas. YouTube is blogging in video. A podcast is blogging in audio. Instagram was blogging in images before it became a shopping mall. If you are more comfortable speaking than writing, record yourself and let your Agent transcribe and edit it into a post. The medium is yours to choose.

Letters to the editor used to require an editor’s approval. Now, if you own your domain, you can speak your mind — back it up with research, or don’t. Make jokes that only one in a thousand will understand. Find that community. The one-in-a-million is the point. The internet has enough people that one-in-a-million is still a football stadium full of people who get the joke.

Science Note: Blog readership is not declining — it migrated. WordPress still powers 43% of all websites (W3Techs, 2025), and Substack reports roughly 35 million active subscriptions. And research on reflective practice (Schön, 1983, The Reflective Practitioner) shows the act of articulating experience transforms understanding whether or not anyone else ever reads it — the audience is a bonus, not the point.[11]


SCIENCE

There’s a reason Starfleet strongly encourages officers to log. Pennebaker’s expressive writing research (1986, replicated extensively) shows measurable immune function improvement from writing about difficult experiences for 15–20 minutes over 3–4 days. The mechanism is not fully understood — possibly narrative coherence, possibly emotional processing, possibly both. Journaling is one of the cheapest, most accessible, most evidence-backed interventions in psychology.[12]


TIP

“I want to blog about [topic] but I’m not an expert. Help me write a post that shares what I’ve learned so far, with links to the sources I’m drawing from, and frames it as ‘here’s what I found’ rather than ‘here’s the truth.’” — The internet has enough experts. It needs more honest learners.

Licensing your work:

When you publish online, you decide how your ideas can be shared, remixed, and built upon. Creative Commons licenses let you specify this in a way that is legally enforceable and machine-readable. This book uses CC BY-SA 4.0 — anyone can share and adapt it, as long as they credit the author and share under the same terms. Ethically built AI systems respect these licenses. That is a line they must not cross. Your Agent can help you choose a license: “Explain the Creative Commons license options. I want people to share my work but I want credit. Which license should I use?”


MEME

The fear of publishing is universal and specific: fear of judgment, fear of being wrong, fear of the permanent record. Elbow (1973, Writing Without Teachers) identified the core tension: writing is thinking, and thinking in public is vulnerable. The rise of digital gardens — personal sites explicitly framed as works-in-progress rather than finished products — is a design response to this fear. Your blog is not a performance. It is practice. Publish the draft. Revise it next month. The internet has a backspace key.



WB-9: Preservation and Legacy

Strategy: Research + Navigate
See also: WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet (owning vs. renting), H-7: Preparing for End-of-Life Conversations (the analog equivalent)
My Man Jeeves: The Library of Alexandria burned. The Dead Sea Scrolls survived in clay jars for two thousand years. MySpace lost 50 million songs in a server migration. GeoCities was deleted by Yahoo in 2009. The lesson, one ventures to suggest, has been consistent across millennia: what survives is what someone deliberately chose to preserve. The internet remembers everything and nothing — everything that someone took the trouble to archive, nothing that was left on a platform that shut down, pivoted, or mislaid a database. One’s Agent can help one make the deliberate choice.
The Spec:

I want to make sure my online work — writing, photos, creative
projects — survives beyond any single platform or service.
My situation: [I have years of content on social media /
I have a website I want to preserve / I want to plan
for what happens to my digital life when I’m gone /
I just want to understand how web preservation works]
Please help me:
1. Understand what Archive.org is and how to use it
to preserve my site and others I care about
2. Export and back up my content from [platforms I use]
3. Choose a domain name that will serve me for decades —
what makes a good permanent identity online?
4. Plan for digital legacy — what happens to my accounts
and content after I die?
What to do with the Output: Submit your website to the Wayback Machine today. It takes thirty seconds. Then export your content from every platform you use — most offer a data export buried in their settings. Store the exports somewhere you control. The domain you choose is your handle, your identity, the name you are known by online. Pick it as carefully as you would a pen name — it is the digital equivalent, and it can outlast you.

Science Note: Link rot is not a metaphor. Zittrain et al. (2021) found that 25% of links in New York Times articles from 1996 to 2019 are broken. The web is not permanent by default. It is permanent only by effort.[13]


SCIENCE

The Internet Archive has preserved over 835 billion web pages since 1996. It is a nonprofit, donation-funded, and legally contested — publishers have sued to limit its digital lending library. It is also the single most important preservation project in the history of human knowledge, because the web it archives was never designed to be permanent.[14]


TIP

Most platforms address your death poorly or not at all. Facebook has “legacy contacts.” Google has “Inactive Account Manager.” Apple has “Digital Legacy.” The patchwork is predictable. Ask your Agent: “Help me build a digital estate plan — account inventory, password manager access for my executor, platform-specific legacy settings, and what to include in my will.” This is Li-4 (Planning Care for Aging) applied to the digital world.

Preservation isn’t just for your own work — it’s also about the people who’ll need access to what you leave behind.


FAIRNESS

The grief of digital loss — lost photos, deleted accounts, inaccessible archives — is underresearched but universal. The person who lost years of blog posts when a platform shut down experienced a form of archival grief. The person who cannot access a deceased loved one’s photos because they are locked behind a platform login is experiencing the digital version of a locked filing cabinet with no key. Preservation is a form of care — for your future self and for the people who will want to find you after you are gone.



WB-10: Doing Real Research with Your Agent

Strategy: Research + Decode
See also: Li-13: Using Your Public and Academic Library (where the Agent’s summary ends and the primary source begins), WB-6: Stop Doomscrolling the Algorithmic Feed (the upstream version of this Skill), WB-7: Write in CommonMark, the Language of AI (for taking notes the Agent can read back), WB-1: Learning Any App or Digital Skill
My Man Jeeves: A distinction of some consequence has long obtained between searching and researching. The former returns 10 links ranked by the advertising market; the latter requires one to formulate a question, locate the relevant literature, weigh the contradictory findings, and arrive at a position one can defend. The former has, since approximately 2001, been available to everyone; the latter has remained the province of those with access to a research librarian, a university subscription, and the unhurried hours in which to use them. One’s Agent does not make one a scholar. It does, however, perform the preliminary work that a graduate student would once have performed for a professor — framing the question, surveying the field, identifying the disagreements, and indicating where one ought to read next. One is then in a position to do the reading.
The Spec:

I want to research [topic / question / decision] thoroughly,
not just look it up.
What I already know or believe: [your current understanding —
including where you got it]
What I need this for: [a decision / an argument / a paper /
a conversation / general understanding]
How much I want to trust the answer: [enough to act on it /
enough to quote it / enough to bet money on it]
Please:
1. Restate my question in the most precise form, and tell me
if I’m asking the wrong question
2. Survey what is actually known — distinguish settled findings
from contested ones from speculation
3. Name the strongest source for each major claim, and the
strongest source against it
4. Tell me what you are NOT sure about, and where my next
reading should go to close the gap
5. Flag anything you may have hallucinated — proper nouns,
statistics, citations, dates — so I can verify it before
I rely on it
What to do with the Output: Verify before you act. Pull at least one cited source — abstract for a journal article, primary text for a quotation, official page for a regulation — and confirm it says what your Agent said it says. Li-13 (Using Your Public and Academic Library) is the matched companion to this Skill: the Agent surfaces the claim, the library hands you the document. If you’re researching to make a decision, save the conversation, sleep on it, and ask follow-ups in the morning. Real research has a metabolism. Honor it. Treat your Agent’s research the way scholars eventually treated Wikipedia — a starting point, never an ending one. Follow the footnotes.


TIP

“Show me the sources, then steelman the strongest counterargument to your own summary.” — A single prompt that catches more confirmation bias than any amount of follow-up questioning.


SCIENCE

Calibration — the alignment between confidence and accuracy — is the central skill of expert reasoning, and the one most degraded by fluent text. Tetlock & Gardner (2015, Superforecasting) found that the best forecasters routinely outperform domain specialists not because they know more, but because they hold beliefs at the correct strength. AI-generated prose reads as confident even when the underlying claim is uncertain, which is the precise failure mode the discipline of calibration is designed to correct. Asking your Agent to mark its confidence — and to name what would change its mind — restores the calibration the prose style erases.[15]

Calibration is a skill you can practice. Research access is not distributed as evenly as the skill is.


FAIRNESS

The wealthy have always had research staff. Law firms employ paralegals, congressional offices employ legislative researchers, hedge funds employ analysts, universities employ graduate students, and family offices employ all of the above. The work being done is not exotic — it is framing a question, gathering sources, and synthesizing what is known. What is exotic is the access — and, subtler still, the curation. The professional researcher has colleagues who flag what’s worth reading, journals that narrow the field, librarians who filter the firehose. The non-professional researcher has a search engine that optimizes for engagement, not signal. If you feel you “can’t keep up,” you are not failing — you are operating without institutional filters that professionals take for granted. And if your research method for the last two decades has been “I just google it,” that is not a personal failing. Search techniques were last taught in middle school; the information environment has changed completely since then. The skill atrophied because the institutions that should have taught it stopped updating the curriculum, not because you stopped caring. Your Agent does not replace a Yale law librarian, but it does close the gap between asking a question and having something coherent to read in response. That gap, until very recently, was the gap between professional-class research and everyone else.


ALSO

Beyond a single chat turn: deep research modes (Claude’s Research, ChatGPT’s and Gemini’s Deep Research, Perplexity’s Pro Search) browse the web and return a cited report — see Appendix G for the current matrix. Source-grounded notebooks like Google’s NotebookLM instead answer only from documents you upload — PDFs, transcripts, your own research stack — with no general-knowledge hallucination; the natural next step once Li-13 hands you the papers.
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    Creative

“Someday artists will work with capacitors, resistors, and semiconductors as they work today with brushes, violins, and junk.”
— [Nam June Paik](https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/NamJunePaik), 1965

Creativity was never the exclusive domain of artists, writers, and filmmakers. It was always the thing you did when you made a birthday card, told a story at dinner, arranged the photos on the mantel, or shot a video of your kid’s first steps. The billionaire class hired photographers, designers, editors, and ghostwriters to turn their raw material into polished output. Everyone else did the best they could with whatever tools they had and whatever their parents happened to model. The gap was never talent. It was access to the craft — the learnable principles that separate “I took a picture” from “I made a photograph,” “I wrote something” from “I wrote something worth reading.” Your Agent knows the craft. The Skills that follow teach you to use it.



Cr-1: Taking Better Photos


  
    phone-camera-bigfoot.png

    
      A thumb hovers over an iPhone shutter button; the screen shows the famous Bigfoot film frame, mid-stride, looking back.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a hand holding an original iPhone in
**portrait orientation**, camera app open. The phone is drawn with
the same obsessive technical detail as the Trinitron --- the
volume buttons on the left edge, the silent switch above them, the
single home button below the screen, the chrome bezel, the
skeuomorphic camera-app shutter button at the bottom of the screen,
the small thumbnail of the last shot in the corner.

**Orientation --- non-negotiable.**

- **Portrait, not landscape.** The phone is taller than it is wide.
- **Home button on the bottom short edge,** centered.
- **Front-facing camera dot on the top short edge,** centered.

If the phone ends up landscape, square, or with the home button on
a long edge, the image is wrong.

The thumb hovers over the on-screen shutter button --- not pressing
it, ready to snap. The hand holding the phone is slightly stiff
(people are the weak point); only the thumb and index-finger edge
need to read clearly.

**On the screen,** in 8-bit pixel art: the iconic 1967 Patterson-
Gimlin Bigfoot frame --- a dark figure walking away through a forest
clearing, turning to look back over its shoulder. Rendered at
phone-screen resolution but recognizable. Use 4--8 colors from the
master palette: Brown and Dark Green for the forest, Black and
Charcoal for the figure's silhouette, Skin Mid for forest-floor
warmth, Recycled for any sky/clearing highlights.

**True pixel grid (screen only) --- non-negotiable.** The Bigfoot
frame on the screen is actual 8-bit pixel art, not a blocky
illustration. Render on a literal uniform grid of axis-aligned
square pixels, as if captured from an NES framebuffer and enlarged
with nearest-neighbor scaling. Every pixel the same size, every
pixel a single flat color from the palette. Hard edges, no
anti-aliasing, no smooth curves, no airbrush, no pencil shading or
hatching inside the pixel image. The viewer should be able to count
individual pixels along an edge. The pencil drawing of the phone and
hand does not obey this rule --- only the screen image does.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** No "iPhone" wordmark, no
camera-app brand label, no caption inside the image, no labels
pointing at the buttons, no color swatches, no hex codes, no UI
chrome beyond the camera app's own visible controls.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a forest
scene around the hand. Only the screen contains forest --- the field
around the phone-and-hand is pure white. The build removes white to
create transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real forest behind the phone --- the only forest is on the
  screen
- NO modern iPhone (no notch, no Dynamic Island, no triple-camera
  bump) --- this is the original iPhone's body
- NO pinch-to-zoom UI gesture overlay, no AR reticle
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backdrop

    
  

Strategy: Create + Diagnose
See also: WB-1: Learning Any App or Digital Skill, Li-5: Planning Trips (for travel photography)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that a professional portrait photographer commands $200 to $500 per session, that a wedding photographer expects $2,000 to $5,000, and that photography courses range from $20 online to $500 and up in person, proceeding upward with some enthusiasm in either direction. The difficulty, if one may say so, has never been the camera — the device in one’s pocket has been more than adequate for some years now. The difficulty is that composition, light, and the rather undervalued discipline of knowing what to exclude from the frame are learnable skills that have historically required either formal instruction or prolonged apprenticeship to acquire. It would appear that those of considerable means retain a personal photographer for such purposes. One, however, now has access to a tutor of considerable patience, one that has studied every composition technique Annie Leibovitz ever employed and is prepared to explain them in terms of the photograph one is about to take.
The Spec:

I want to take better photos with [my phone / my camera].
My situation:
— What I photograph most: [kids, pets, food, products for selling,
travel, events, portraits, real estate listings, nature, etc.]
— My skill level: [point and shoot / tried learning but gave up /
comfortable with settings, want better results]
— What I don’t like about my current photos: [they look flat /
the lighting is always wrong / people look awkward / they look
“fine” but never “good” / I don’t know what’s wrong, I just
know they’re not what I see in my head]
Please help me:
1. Based on what I described, identify the 2–3 things I’m
probably doing wrong
2. Give me specific fixes I can try right now — not theory,
techniques I can practice in the next ten minutes
3. Explain the composition rules that matter most for what
I photograph — skip the ones that don’t apply
4. Tell me what my phone camera can do that I’m probably not using

ALSO

Photo analysis requires vision capabilities, available on free tiers in Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Copilot. Upload the image directly — no special mode needed. See Appendix G.


TIP

“Here’s a photo I took [attach image]. What would a professional photographer change about the composition, lighting, and framing?” — Your Agent can analyze the specific photo and give you feedback you can apply to the next one.

What to do with the Output: Take ten photos using the advice. Compare them to your last ten. The difference between a snapshot and a photograph is usually three things: where you stand, where the light is, and what you leave out of the frame. Your Agent can tell you all three. You have to move your feet.


MEME

Everyone alive is carrying a camera more capable than anything Ansel Adams ever used. Most of us use it to photograph our parking spot so we remember where we parked, and the whiteboard after a meeting. The camera is not the problem. Nobody taught us to see.


SCIENCE

The gap between a snapshot and a photograph is not equipment or talent — it is a handful of learnable composition principles. The iPhone Photography Awards have showcased gallery-quality work shot entirely on phones since 2007, proving the sensor in your pocket is not the constraint. What separates those images is a vocabulary — the rule of thirds, leading lines, negative space, the quality and direction of light — that working photographers internalize through training most people never receive. Arnheim (1954) established that visual perception follows predictable organizational principles; Freeman (2007) translated those principles into practical photographic technique used in photography programs worldwide. The rules are teachable in an afternoon. The billionaire class pays someone who already knows them.[1]



Cr-2: Learning Visual Design

Strategy: Create + Research (Expert Role)
See also: Cr-1: Taking Better Photos (the same compositional principles apply), WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet (for applying design to your site), WB-1: Learning Any App or Digital Skill (for learning design software)
My Man Jeeves: It may be worth noting that a graphic designer charges $25 to $150 an hour, and that a brand identity package — logo, colours, typography, templates — begins at $5,000 with a willingness to ascend from there. Design school, one understands, is a four-year degree that imparts principles one might acquire in an afternoon, along with taste, which one develops only through practice. The principles themselves are not closely guarded. Hierarchy, contrast, alignment, proximity, repetition — five words that govern every poster, website, business card, and yard sale flyer one has ever encountered. The distinction between the yard sale flyer that produces results and the one that goes unread is not a matter of talent. It is a matter of knowing those five words and what they mean. Those of substantial means maintain a design team on retainer. One has an Agent, and it is conversant with the same principles.
The Spec:

Act as an expert visual designer. I need help with
[a website / a poster / a flyer / a business card /
a sticker / a social media graphic / a presentation /
a logo concept / a billboard / a nonprofit brochure].
My situation:
— What it’s for: [small business / nonprofit / government
agency / school event / personal project / band / church]
— My current design skill: [none / I can use Canva /
I’ve done this before but it looks amateur]
— My tools: [Canva / Google Slides / Figma / Photoshop /
I don’t have anything yet]
— What I struggle with most: [it looks cluttered /
I pick bad fonts / the colors clash / I don’t know
where to start / it looks “homemade” and I can’t
figure out why]
Please:
1. Tell me the 2–3 design principles that matter most
for what I’m making
2. Critique what I have so far — or if I’m starting
from scratch, give me a layout to start with
3. Recommend specific fonts and colors for my use case —
not a list of ten, one combination that works
4. Tell me what makes amateur design look amateur and
how to fix it in my specific piece

ALSO

Visual critique requires image upload. Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Copilot all support this on free tiers. See Appendix G.

What to do with the Output: Make the thing. Then screenshot it and send it back to your Agent: “Here’s what I made. What would a professional designer change?” Design is iterative — the first version is never the final one. Each round of feedback teaches you something the principles alone cannot: how to see what is wrong. That skill transfers to everything you design after this.

Common visual design Expert Role specs:

Act as a brand designer. I’m starting a [small business /
nonprofit / community organization] called [name]. Help me
develop a simple visual identity: one font pairing, a color
palette of 3–4 colors, and guidelines I can follow so
everything I make looks like it belongs together.
Act as an accessibility consultant. Here’s my [poster / website
screenshot / flyer]. Tell me what someone with low vision,
color blindness, or a reading disability would struggle with,
and how to fix it without starting over.

TIP

“I made this flyer in Canva [attach screenshot]. It looks wrong but I can’t figure out why. Diagnose it like a design teacher would.” — The diagnosis is worth more than a new template. Once you can see the problem, you stop making it.


FAIRNESS

Design tools like Canva are free and powerful, but their templates encode specific aesthetic assumptions — minimalist, tech-industry, predominantly Western. If your audience is a Black church congregation, a quinceañera, or a Lunar New Year celebration, the default templates will not serve you. Tell your Agent who the audience is and what visual traditions they expect. Design that ignores its audience is not design. It is decoration.



Cr-3: Editing a Movie


  
    camcorder.png

    
      An early-1990s Sony Handycam with a tiny Jaws shark fin on its flip-out screen.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a Sony CCD-TRV70E Handycam, circa
1995 --- the one every family owned or borrowed. Drawn with the same
obsessive technical detail as the Trinitron. This is the domestic
recording device of the era, rendered by someone who held one at
every birthday party and school play.

The camcorder is shown in three-quarter view, grip side facing the
viewer:

- **Body:** Compact, dark Charcoal plastic. The ergonomic grip with
  its textured rubber strip. The hand strap with velcro adjustment,
  slightly frayed.
- **Lens:** The built-in zoom lens with its small glass eye and the
  sliding lens cap partially open. "12x" printed near the lens
  barrel.
- **Viewfinder:** The flip-out LCD viewfinder extended, the screen
  showing a small 8-bit pixel-art rendering of the iconic Jaws
  shark fin breaking the waterline --- four to six colors from the
  master palette (Blue, Navy, Recycled, Black). The pixel art on the
  LCD follows the True pixel grid rules below.
- **Controls:** Every button rendered and labeled --- REC, PLAY,
  REW, FF, the zoom rocker on top, the red record button under the
  thumb position. The small secondary LCD that showed battery level
  and tape counter.
- **Sony logo** on the side, "Handycam" below it in the era's
  typeface.
- **Details:** The battery pack clipped to the back, the shoulder
  strap lug, the tripod mount on the bottom. A small Red LED near
  the lens that lit up during recording --- the light that told
  everyone in the room they were being filmed. The only color on
  the body of the camera; the LCD is the other color zone.

The camcorder is drawn as a single object, no hands holding it ---
a still life of the machine itself. The level of detail is slightly
unhinged, the way someone draws an object they have operated a
hundred times and could rebuild from memory.

**True pixel grid (LCD only) --- non-negotiable.** The Jaws shark on
the flip-out LCD is actual 8-bit pixel art, not a blocky
illustration. Render on a literal uniform grid of axis-aligned
square pixels. Every pixel the same size, every pixel a single flat
color from the master palette. Hard edges between colors, no
anti-aliasing, no smooth curves, no airbrush. Diagonals are
stair-stepped. The viewer should be able to count pixels along an
edge. The pencil drawing of the camera body does not have to obey
this rule --- only the LCD image does.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the camcorder. No color swatches, palettes, legends, keys,
hex codes, callouts pointing at parts of the camera from outside the
object (the button labels printed on the camera itself are fine ---
they belong to the device), sidebar text, or any UI explaining the
colors or technique. No external "SONY HANDYCAM 1995" caption.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a tabletop.
The camcorder is the only object; the field around it is pure
white. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray
will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO hand or arm holding the camcorder --- still life only
- NO tripod under it
- NO modern DSLR or smartphone cues --- this is the specific
  early-90s shoulder/palmcorder shape
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper backdrop

    
  

Strategy: Create + Navigate
See also: Cr-1: Taking Better Photos (the visual skills transfer), WB-1: Learning Any App or Digital Skill (for learning the software)
My Man Jeeves: A difficulty presents itself in the matter of film editing. Film school costs six figures and requires four years. YouTube tutorials on the subject proceed from the assumption that one already knows what a “J-cut” is and why one might desire one. Professional editors charge $50 to $150 an hour and are engaged months in advance. The software, one might observe, is now free — DaVinci Resolve accomplishes what a $100,000 Avid suite accomplished in 1995 — yet the storytelling craft of editing, the part in which raw footage becomes something a viewer wishes to watch, has not been similarly democratized. It remains the province of film schools and editing suites. One’s Agent, however, is conversant with the craft. It is prepared to explain why the pacing feels wrong, what to cut, and where the story actually begins. It is never the first clip.
The Spec:

I want to edit a video.
My situation:
— What kind of video: [family memories / YouTube content /
school project / wedding highlight / small business promo /
vacation recap / short film / tribute or memorial]
— What I’m working with: [phone footage / camera footage /
screen recordings / mix of everything]
— My editing tool: [iMovie / DaVinci Resolve / CapCut /
Premiere / I haven’t picked one yet]
— My skill level: [never edited / can trim clips and add music /
comfortable with basics, want to improve]
— How long should the finished video be: [X minutes, or
“I don’t know — help me figure that out”]
Please help me:
1. If I haven’t chosen a tool, recommend one for my skill
level and what I’m making — one tool, not a list
2. Walk me through the editing process in order — what to
do first, second, third
3. Tell me the three editing principles that will make the
biggest difference in my specific project
4. Tell me what to cut — beginners always leave too much in

ALSO

For editing advice and step-by-step software guidance, any major AI tool works well — the conversation is text-based. For analyzing your actual footage or screenshots of your timeline, you need vision capabilities: available in Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Copilot on free tiers. See Appendix G.

What to do with the Output: Start with the cut list. The hardest part of editing is not the software — it is accepting that most of your footage does not belong in the final version. A three-hour vacation produces a five-minute video. A one-hour birthday party produces ninety seconds. Your Agent can help you identify what matters. Front-load the best moment — viewers decide in seconds whether to keep watching. Start with action, not a title card. The software part is just buttons, and your Agent knows where every button is in whatever editor you picked.


TIP

“I have [X] hours of footage from [event]. Help me select the 10–15 best moments for a [length]-minute video. I want the viewer to feel [emotion].” — Tell your Agent the feeling, not just the facts.


MEME

Your parents’ home movies were forty-five minutes of someone’s thumb over the lens, a child blowing out candles from across the room, and an abrupt cut to a parking lot. They are still the most valuable footage the family owns. The goal is not a Spielberg film. The goal is a version of those forty-five minutes that someone will actually watch again.



Cr-4: Making Music

Strategy: Create + Navigate
See also: Cr-10: Learning an Instrument (the performance side), Cr-5: Podcasting and Audio Production (audio skills transfer), WB-1: Learning Any App or Digital Skill
My Man Jeeves: One observes that a recording studio charges $50 to $500 an hour, that a music production course at a community college runs $800 to $2,000 per semester, and that the instruments alone — even before one considers microphones, cables, and the various boxes that make sounds louder or different — represent an investment that has historically excluded anyone who could not first afford the investment. The difficulty, if one may say so, is not musical. GarageBand ships free with every Apple device. [BandLab](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/BandLabTechnologies) runs in a browser and costs nothing. Between them, one has access to more instruments, effects, and recording capability than the Beatles had at Abbey Road in 1967. What one does not have — and what no free tool provides — is the craft knowledge: why a chord progression feels finished, why a rhythm track feels alive or mechanical, why a melody stays in someone’s head and why another does not. Those of considerable means retain a producer. One now has an Agent conversant with music theory, arrangement, and the specific capabilities of whichever free tool sits open on one’s screen._
The Spec:

I want to make music.
My situation:
— What I want to make: [a song / a beat / background music
for a video / a track for my podcast / something for fun /
I don’t know yet, I just want to make sounds]
— My musical background: [none / played an instrument as a
kid / sing in the car / play casually / took some lessons]
— My tools: [GarageBand / BandLab / FL Studio / Ableton /
I haven’t picked one yet]
— My gear: [just my phone or laptop / I have a USB microphone /
I have a MIDI keyboard / I have a guitar or other instrument]
— What I’m struggling with: [I don’t know where to start /
it sounds flat and lifeless / I can hear it in my head but
can’t get it out / I don’t understand music theory /
the software is overwhelming]
Please help me:
1. If I haven’t picked a tool, recommend one for my skill level
and what I’m making — one tool, not a list
2. Teach me the minimum music theory I need for what I’m making —
not a semester of coursework, the three things that matter now
3. Walk me through making my first piece from start to finish —
in order, with specific steps for my tool
4. Tell me why bedroom productions sound amateur and what
the fixes are

ALSO

GarageBand ships free on every Apple device. BandLab runs entirely in a browser — no download, no account fees — with 370+ instruments and up to 16 tracks per project on the free tier (15-minute project duration limit). Between them, the equipment barrier is zero.

What to do with the Output: Make something. It will not be good. That is correct. The first pancake never is. Save it, make another one next week, and compare them in a month. The gap between “I made a sound” and “I made a song” is smaller than you think, and it closes faster than you expect. Your Agent can critique each version and tell you what changed. If someone told you as a child that you can’t sing or should just mouth the words, that verdict was almost certainly wrong. What you lacked was instruction, not ability.


TIP

“Here’s a melody I hummed into my phone [attach audio]. What key is it in, what chords would go under it, and how do I build a track around it in [GarageBand / BandLab]?” — Your Agent can work from what you already hear. You don’t need to read sheet music to have a musical idea.


MEME

The Beatles recorded Sgt. Pepper’s on a four-track tape machine with less processing power than a greeting card that plays “Happy Birthday.” You have more music production capability on your phone than existed in any recording studio before 1990. The technology is not the constraint. The constraint is that nobody handed you the manual.

Science Note: Music-making engages the brain’s reward system — the same dopamine pathways triggered by food and social bonding — during both listening and creating. The barrier to this benefit is participation, not expertise: it was never the brain’s willingness to engage, it was the $40-a-lesson price of admission.[2]


FAIRNESS

Your Agent’s knowledge of music theory and production technique reflects the Western popular and classical traditions that dominate its training data. If you’re making music rooted in other traditions — West African polyrhythm, Indian raga, Latin American clave patterns, Appalachian modal tuning — tell your Agent explicitly. “I’m working in [tradition]. Don’t default to Western chord progressions or 4/4 time signatures.” The theory is not universal. The impulse to make music is.



Cr-5: Podcasting and Audio Production

Strategy: Create + Navigate
See also: Cr-4: Making Music (audio skills transfer), WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet, Cr-3: Editing a Movie (same storytelling principles)
My Man Jeeves: It may be worth observing that podcasting is the most democratic broadcast medium to emerge in some time. The equipment required is a telephone and a quiet room. The cost of distribution is zero — RSS is an open standard that no company owns and no company can revoke. A radio licence costs hundreds of thousands of dollars and requires federal permission. A YouTube channel requires a camera, lighting, and the willingness to be looked at. A podcast requires a voice, a topic, and the ability to press record. The difficulty, if one may venture it, is not the recording. It is everything that separates a recording from a show: structure, pacing, the edit that removes the forty-five seconds of throat-clearing at the top, the audio quality that lets the listener forget they are listening to audio at all. Those of substantial means hire a producer. One has an Agent that is conversant with the entire production chain, from microphone placement to RSS feed configuration, and that has never once suggested one needs a $400 microphone to begin.
The Spec:

I want to start a podcast.
My situation:
— What it’s about: [topic, community, or niche]
— Format: [solo / interview / co-hosted / narrative storytelling /
I haven’t decided]
— My equipment: [just my phone / USB microphone / I’m willing to
buy something if it’s under $50 / I already have gear]
— My experience: [none / I’ve recorded myself before / I’ve done
a few episodes but they sound amateur]
— Where I’m stuck: [starting / the audio sounds bad / I don’t
know how to edit / I recorded episodes but haven’t published /
I published but nobody listens]
Please help me:
1. Give me a production checklist for my first episode — in order,
from planning through publication
2. Tell me how to get decent audio with what I have — specific
settings, not “invest in a good microphone”
3. Recommend one free editing tool and walk me through the edit
workflow for a typical episode
4. Explain how to set up an RSS feed and get listed on Apple
Podcasts and Spotify — step by step

SCIENCE

Podcasting’s growth as a medium tracks directly with economic accessibility. Edison Research’s Infinite Dial reports show the share of Americans who have ever listened to a podcast grew from 11% in 2006 to 64% by 2023. The creation side is equally striking: Anchor (now Spotify for Podcasters) made podcast creation as simple as pressing record on a phone, driving the majority of new podcast submissions on the platform. The medium’s accessibility is not incidental — it is structural. Audio production requires less equipment than video, less bandwidth than streaming, and less visual self-presentation than any camera-based format. For communities historically excluded from broadcast media, this matters.[3]


MEME

In 1995, getting your voice heard by a thousand people required a radio station, a record label, or a very large megaphone. In 2025, it requires a phone and an RSS feed. The gatekeepers did not open the gate. Someone built a different road. You’re allowed to use it.

What to do with the Output: Record your first episode. It will be too long. That is normal. The single most useful edit you can make to any podcast episode is cutting the first two minutes — the part where you were warming up and didn’t realize it. Your Agent can help you find the real start.


TIP

“Here’s a rough recording of my podcast episode [attach audio or describe content]. Help me write a cut list: what to remove, what to tighten, and where I’m losing the listener.” — Editing audio is the same skill as editing video: knowing what to cut matters more than knowing which buttons to press.


FAIRNESS

Podcast discoverability algorithms favor shows that publish consistently on a schedule — which favors people who have predictable free time. If you’re working shifts, caregiving, or managing an unpredictable schedule, a biweekly or monthly release works fine. Tell your Agent your actual time constraints: “I can spend two hours every other Saturday on this. Build me a workflow that fits.” A show that publishes six episodes is worth more than a show that publishes one and burns out.



Cr-6: Drawing and Illustration

Strategy: Create + Diagnose
See also: Cr-2: Learning Visual Design (principles overlap), Cr-1: Taking Better Photos (same compositional eye)
My Man Jeeves: A persistent belief holds that drawing is a talent — that one is born able to render a horse or one is not, and that no instruction can bridge the distance between the two conditions. One might gently observe that this belief is incorrect. Betty Edwards demonstrated in 1979 that drawing is a learnable perceptual skill, not an innate gift, and that the primary obstacle is not the hand but the brain’s preference for symbols over observation — one draws what one thinks a face looks like rather than what one sees. Drawing instruction costs $30 to $80 per class at a community centre, $200 to $500 for a structured course, and $40,000 to $200,000 for an art school degree that teaches the same fundamentals one might acquire with a pencil, a piece of paper, and a tutor of sufficient patience. One has such a tutor. It will not judge the first attempt, which is more than can be said for the average middle-school art class.
The Spec:

I want to learn to draw.
My situation:
— What I want to draw: [people / animals / landscapes /
cartoons / portraits / technical illustrations /
I just want to stop being terrible at it]
— My current level: [stick figures / I doodle but never
learned properly / I drew as a kid and stopped /
I can draw a little but I’ve plateaued]
— My tools: [pencil and paper / iPad and Apple Pencil /
Wacom tablet / Procreate / I want to try digital but
haven’t started]
— What frustrates me most: [it never looks like what I see
in my head / proportions are always wrong / I don’t know
where to start / I compare myself to good artists and
give up]
Please help me:
1. Give me a diagnostic — based on what I described, what’s
the specific skill I’m missing? Not “practice more” — the
actual perceptual or mechanical skill
2. Design a 15-minute daily practice routine I can do for
two weeks — progressive exercises, not just “draw every day”
3. Teach me the foundational shapes method: how to construct
anything from basic geometric forms
4. Show me how to see what I’m actually looking at instead of
what I think I’m looking at — the core Edwards technique

SCIENCE

Betty Edwards’ Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain (1979) established the foundational insight that drawing is a teachable perceptual skill, not an inherited talent. Her research showed that when students learn to override their brain’s symbolic processing — drawing what they see rather than what they know — dramatic improvement occurs in hours, not years. Chamberlain et al. (2015) confirmed this in a study of over 600 art students: deliberate practice and observational technique — not innate talent — predicted drawing accuracy, and these skills transferred across subjects. You are not bad at drawing. You were taught to see symbolically, which is useful for reading and terrible for rendering.[4]


FAIRNESS

AI image generators can produce illustrations, but that is not what this Skill is about. This Skill is about you learning to draw — the perceptual practice, the hand-eye coordination, the satisfaction of making a mark that means what you intended. Your Agent is the teacher, not the artist. It explains perspective, critiques your proportions, and designs your practice routine. The pencil is in your hand. That is the point.

What to do with the Output: Draw for fifteen minutes. Not thirty, not an hour — fifteen. The research is clear that short, consistent practice sessions build perceptual skills faster than occasional marathons. Take a photo of what you drew, send it to your Agent, and ask: “What’s the one thing I should fix in the next version?” One thing. Not ten.


TIP

“I drew this [attach photo of drawing]. Don’t tell me it’s good. Tell me what a drawing instructor would say: what’s the one structural problem, and what exercise would fix it?” — Honest critique is the most expensive thing about art instruction. Your Agent provides it for free and without the awkward classroom silence.


MEME

Every adult who says “I can’t draw” means “I stopped drawing at age ten and the last thing I drew was a house with a sun in the corner and smoke coming out of the chimney in a perfect spiral.” That house is where your drawing development was frozen. It has been waiting for you to come back.



Cr-7: Crafts and Maker Projects

Strategy: Create + Research
See also: Ho-2: Home Repair and DIY (tool skills transfer), Ho-3: Right to Repair (same philosophy of ownership), Ch-1: Shopping Your Values (materials sourcing)
My Man Jeeves: One notes with some interest that the maker movement represents a return to a set of skills that were, within living memory, simply called “knowing how to do things.” Sewing, woodworking, basic metalwork, and the repair of household objects were not hobbies in one’s grandparents’ generation. They were the baseline. The professionalisation of craft — and the simultaneous availability of disposable goods priced to make repair irrational — converted self-sufficiency into a specialty interest. A sewing class now costs $30 to $75 per session. A woodworking course runs $200 to $600. Access to a makerspace with a laser cutter and 3D printer costs $50 to $150 per month in membership fees, assuming one lives near enough to one. Those of means commission bespoke furniture and tailored clothing. One has an Agent that can teach pattern-reading, joint selection, material calculation, and the specific operational procedures of whatever tools are available — from a $15 hand saw to a $3,000 laser cutter.
The Spec:

I want to make something.
My situation:
— What I want to make: [clothing / furniture / home decor /
gifts / repairs to things I own / cosplay / jewelry /
something with a 3D printer or laser cutter /
I don’t know yet, I want to explore]
— My craft experience: [none / I’ve done some basic projects /
I’m comfortable with hand tools / I have some training
but it’s been years]
— My tools and space: [basic hand tools / a sewing machine /
access to a makerspace / a workshop / just my kitchen
table and a utility knife]
— My budget for materials: [$0–20 / $20–50 / $50–100 /
flexible if the project is worth it]
— What’s stopping me: [I don’t know where to start /
I’m afraid of wasting materials / I tried and the result
was terrible / I can’t read patterns or plans /
the tools are intimidating]
Please help me:
1. Suggest a first project matched to my tools, space, and
skill level — something I can finish in one session that
teaches a real technique
2. Give me a materials list with specific quantities and where
to find them cheaply — thrift stores, hardware stores,
or online with actual links
3. Walk me through the project step by step, with warnings
about where beginners typically make mistakes
4. Teach me the one fundamental skill this project uses that
transfers to everything else in this craft

SCIENCE

The maker movement’s educational value is well-documented. Halverson & Sheridan (2014) found that making — defined as the design and construction of physical artifacts — develops spatial reasoning, iterative problem-solving, and a tolerance for productive failure that transfers to domains far beyond the workshop. Notably, the benefits are not contingent on the sophistication of the tools: hand-sewing produces the same cognitive engagement as CNC machining. The skill is the design thinking, not the equipment.[5]


FAIRNESS

Makerspaces are not evenly distributed. They cluster in cities, near universities, and in neighborhoods with disposable income. If there is no makerspace near you, your local public library may have one — hundreds of US public libraries now offer maker equipment including 3D printers, and the number grows every year. If not, many crafts require only hand tools and a flat surface. Tell your Agent your actual constraints: “I have no workshop, a budget of $20, and a kitchen table. What can I make?” The answer is more than you think.

What to do with the Output: Make the thing. Use the cheapest materials available for your first version — fabric from a thrift store, scrap wood from a construction site or Habitat ReStore, free filament samples from a makerspace. Your first attempt is a learning tool, not a finished product. Take photos as you go and send them to your Agent when you hit a problem. “I’m at step 4 and it looks like this [attach photo]. What am I doing wrong?” The feedback loop is what makes craft learnable without an apprenticeship.


TIP

“I want to fix [this specific thing that’s broken — attach photo]. It’s made of [material]. I have [these tools]. Walk me through the repair like I’ve never done this before.” — Repair is the entry point to craft. Every object you fix teaches you how that object was made. See also Ho-3: Right to Repair.


MEME

Your grandparents did not have a “makerspace.” They had a garage, a sewing room, and the reasonable expectation that a grown adult could hem a pair of pants, fix a leaky faucet, and build a bookshelf without hiring someone. Then the economy decided it was more profitable to sell you new pants, a new faucet, and a bookshelf from IKEA. The skills didn’t become obsolete. They became optional. You can opt back in.



Cr-8: Creative Writing

Strategy: Create + Draft
See also: WB-8: Blogging and Journaling (a regular writing practice), Li-2: Writing a Eulogy (specific application of craft under pressure)
My Man Jeeves: One observes that creative writing has always presented a particular difficulty in the matter of instruction. The craft can be taught — the evidence of university programmes, workshops, and apprenticeships spanning centuries confirms as much — yet the teaching has been unevenly distributed, to put the matter with some delicacy. An MFA programme costs $30,000 to $60,000 and accepts a small fraction of applicants. A community workshop, if one exists in one’s vicinity, costs $200 to $500 and may or may not be led by someone who has published. The alternative has historically been to write alone, in the dark, hoping that the instincts one absorbed from reading were sufficient to produce something worth reading in return. Sometimes they were. Often they were not, and there was nobody qualified to explain why. Those of considerable means have always retained editors. Workshop seats at [Iowa](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IowaWriters%27Workshop) and [Bread Loaf](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/BreadLoafWriters%27Conference) have always gone disproportionately to those with the connections to know such things existed and the means to attend. One now has a writing tutor that has read more widely than any workshop instructor alive and is available at two in the morning, which is when most writing happens._
The Spec:

I want to write [a short story / a poem / a personal essay /
flash fiction / a screenplay scene / I’m not sure what form yet].
My situation:
— What I want to write about: [describe the idea, feeling,
memory, or question — as rough as you want]
— My writing experience: [I haven’t written creatively since
school / I write privately but never share / I’ve taken a
class or workshop / I write regularly and want to improve]
— What I struggle with: [starting / finding my voice /
knowing when it’s done / writing dialogue / structure /
making it specific instead of general / the fear that
it’s not good enough]
— What I read and admire: [name writers, books, or styles
you love — this helps calibrate the conversation]
Please help me:
1. Based on my idea, suggest the form that fits it best —
sometimes the story you think is an essay is actually a poem
2. Give me a specific opening prompt or first line to write
from — not a finished piece, a starting point
3. Teach me the one craft technique that matters most for what
I’m writing — show, don’t tell for fiction; concrete detail
for essays; image over abstraction for poetry
4. When I share a draft, be a workshop instructor: tell me
what’s working, what isn’t, and what question the piece
is really asking — which might not be the question I think
I’m asking
What to do with the Output: Write. Not for an hour — for twenty minutes. Set a timer. Write badly on purpose if you have to, but write. Then send the draft to your Agent and ask: “What’s the strongest sentence in this? Build outward from there.” The strongest sentence is where your actual voice lives. The rest is scaffolding you can revise or remove. The point is not to produce a finished piece in one session. The point is to produce a draft you can return to. If the last time you wrote creatively was a school assignment that came back covered in red ink, this is not that. Nobody is grading this. The only reader who matters is you.


  
    worn-hitchhikers.png

    
      A blank word processor on a Mac Classic, a worn Hitchhiker's Guide paperback and a pencil resting in front of it.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil still life. Three drawn objects on a pure white
field, no surface or table line drawn beneath them.

**1. Mac Classic.** The compact all-in-one beige Macintosh from
1990, drawn with the same obsessive detail as the Trinitron. The
small CRT screen, the floppy slot below it, the flat front bezel,
the rainbow Apple logo, the keyboard cable exiting the back. On the
screen, a generic period word processor is open in a
single window, drawn at unhinged detail --- title bar, menu bar,
ruler, blinking cursor in the upper-left of the document --- but
the document body is **completely empty**. Nothing written. The
screen is the only place where the master-palette colors appear
(Charcoal window chrome, Recycled menu bar, Blue title bar accent,
Black cursor); the rest of the drawing is graphite only.

**2. Battered paperback of The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy.**
Resting in front of the keyboard. The classic cover --- recognizable
silhouette, "DON'T PANIC" reading legibly, but the cover art rendered
loosely so it does not reproduce a copyrighted illustration verbatim.
Creased spine, dog-eared corners, a coffee ring on the cover, the
kind of book that has been read four times and lent twice and come
back rougher. Sits at a slight angle.

**3. A #2 pencil**, drawn with obsessive detail and resting
diagonally across the book: hex barrel, ferrule crimp marks, an
eraser worn down at an angle from heavy use, the stamped "No. 2"
text, the sharpened tip showing exposed graphite and wood grain.

**Around the workspace,** a couple of small Post-It-note doodles ---
a tiny rocket ship, a falling whale, a flower pot, a question mark.
Idle margin sketches on yellow Post-Its (Yellow from the master
palette). They float as drawn objects on the white field, not on a
notebook page.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the Mac, the book, the pencil, and the Post-Its. No color
swatches, palettes, legends, keys, hex codes, callouts pointing at
the objects, sidebar text, or any UI explaining the colors or
technique. No external caption.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a desk grain, not a notebook page.
The objects float on pure white. The build removes white to create
transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO college-ruled notebook paper anywhere in the frame --- the
  doodles are on Post-Its, not on a ruled page
- NO verbatim reproduction of the original UK paperback cover art
- NO chair, desk, lamp, mug, or other workspace objects beyond the
  list above
- NO text written on the Mac's screen --- the document is blank
- NO graph paper, no grid background

    
  

The document is blank. The book that made you want to write is right there. DON’T PANIC.
TIP

“Here’s a paragraph I wrote about [topic]. Rewrite it three different ways — more spare, more lyrical, and more conversational — so I can see which voice is mine.” — Voice is the hardest thing to teach and the easiest thing to find when you can compare options. Your Agent gives you the mirrors. You recognize your face.


MEME

Every writer you admire wrote badly first. Hemingway: “The first draft of anything is shit.” Octavia Butler filled notebooks with self-doubt between the novels that changed science fiction. Anne Lamott’s entire pedagogy in Bird by Bird begins with permission to write a terrible first draft. The myth is that good writers sit down and produce good writing. The reality is that good writers sit down and produce bad writing and then fix it. Your Agent helps with the fixing. You have to produce the bad draft. Nobody else can do that part.

Write in plain text. A .txt or .md file will outlast every proprietary format, open in every tool, paste cleanly into any AI conversation, and never corrupt. Word processors add formatting you do not need until the very end. Start in plain text, draft in plain text, revise in plain text. Format when the writing is done. See WB-7: Write in CommonMark and Appendix J.


SCIENCE

Expressive writing produces measurable health benefits beyond the literary. Pennebaker & Beall (1986) demonstrated that writing about emotional experiences for 15 to 20 minutes over three to four days improved immune function and reduced physician visits. Subsequent meta-analyses — Smyth (1998), Frattaroli (2006) — confirmed moderate effects on psychological well-being, physical health, and general functioning across diverse populations. The mechanism appears to be cognitive: translating experience into narrative creates structure from chaos, which is also a working definition of what creative writing does.[6]


FAIRNESS

Your Agent has read the Western literary canon more thoroughly than anything else. If you write in a tradition it knows less well — oral storytelling, spoken word, flash fiction from non-English traditions, Indigenous narrative forms — it may default to Western workshop conventions: “show don’t tell,” linear structure, minimalist prose. These are not universal laws. They are one tradition’s preferences. If your Agent’s feedback feels like it’s filing the edges off your voice, push back: “This is written in [tradition/style]. Critique it on its own terms, not MFA workshop terms.” The best writing sounds like the person who wrote it. Protect that.



Cr-9: Graphic Design for Real Life

Strategy: Create + Draft
See also: Cr-2: Learning Visual Design (the principles behind the practice), WB-5: Build a Website, Own Your Corner of the Internet, W-1: Getting a Job (resume design)
My Man Jeeves: One might draw attention to a difficulty that presents itself with some regularity in the lives of those who are not, by profession, graphic designers — which is to say, nearly everyone. The school requests a flyer for the bake sale. The union local needs a poster for the meeting. A relative’s birthday requires an invitation. The small business requires a social media graphic that does not resemble a ransom note. The community garden needs a sign. In each case, the person assigned the task possesses no training in typography, layout, colour theory, or the rather critical discipline of visual hierarchy. They open Canva, stare at 5,000 templates, choose one at random, change the colours until it looks worse, and publish the result with a quiet sense of defeat. Those of considerable means employ a designer. One has an Agent capable of diagnosing why the flyer looks wrong and providing the specific remedies — which font to use, which one to remove, where the eye is going and where it should go instead.
The Spec:

I need to design [a flyer / a poster / an invitation /
a social media graphic / a resume / a business card /
a newsletter / a fundraiser handout / a menu / a sign].
My situation:
— What it’s for: [event, purpose, audience]
— My tool: [Canva / Google Slides / Google Docs / Word /
PowerPoint / I’ll use whatever you recommend]
— What I have so far: [nothing / a rough version that
looks wrong / a template I don’t like / too much text
I can’t fit]
— My constraint: [I need it by tonight / I have no images /
it has to print on regular paper / it’s for social media
so it needs to be a specific size]
Please help me:
1. Tell me the layout — what goes where, how big, and why.
Not a template. A structure I understand.
2. Pick one font combination that works for this. Not three
options. One.
3. Pick three colors maximum. Tell me the hex codes.
4. Tell me what to cut — I probably have too much text.
What does the viewer actually need to read?
5. If I have a draft [attach screenshot], diagnose it:
what’s the one thing making it look amateur?

ALSO

Canva is the most common free design tool and works identically across platforms. Google Slides is a functional design tool for simple layouts — your Agent can walk you through it. For more advanced work, Figma offers a free tier. Your Agent can provide instructions for any of these. See Appendix G for current feature comparisons.


TIP

“I have to fit all of this text onto a single page [paste text]. Help me cut it in half without losing anything essential, then tell me how to lay it out so people actually read it.” — The number one problem with amateur design is too much text. The edit is the design.

What to do with the Output: Make the thing and send a screenshot back. “Here’s version one. What would you change?” Then make the change and send version two. Three rounds of this and you have something that works — and you understand why it works, which means the next flyer takes half the time.


MEME

There are two kinds of PTA flyers: the one made by the parent who happens to be a designer, and the one made by everyone else. The designer’s flyer has a clear date, one font, and white space. Everyone else’s flyer has seven fonts, a clip art border, and the date buried in the third paragraph. The difference is not taste. The difference is that nobody taught everyone else the three rules the designer learned in week one of school: hierarchy, contrast, and restraint. Those rules take five minutes to learn. Your Agent can teach you right now.


FAIRNESS

Resume design deserves a specific note: applicant tracking systems (ATS) — the software that screens resumes before a human sees them — frequently reject beautifully designed PDFs because they cannot parse the layout. If you’re designing a resume, tell your Agent: “I need two versions. One that looks good for humans, and one that’s ATS-compatible.” The ATS version is plain, ugly, and gets through the gate. The designed version is for the interview you hand it to a person. See W-1: Getting a Job.



Cr-10: Learning an Instrument

Strategy: Create + Research (Expert Role)
See also: Cr-4: Making Music (the production side), Li-12: Developing a Habit (the practice discipline)
My Man Jeeves: A matter of some delicacy arises when one considers the learning of a musical instrument as an adult. Private music lessons run $30 to $80 per session, weekly, for a duration that competent instructors describe as “indefinite” — a term that, in financial contexts, one would regard with some suspicion. Group classes at community music schools cost $150 to $400 per term and proceed at the pace of the least prepared student. The instruments themselves range from $50 for a serviceable ukulele to figures one prefers not to contemplate for a piano. The greater difficulty, however, is not financial. It is that learning an instrument as an adult is slow, physically uncomfortable, and acutely humbling in a way that few other skills replicate. One’s fingers do not cooperate. The sounds one produces bear no resemblance to the sounds one intended. Progress is measured in weeks, not hours. Those who persevere acquire a skill that research identifies as uniquely beneficial to cognitive health, emotional regulation, and the particular satisfaction of making a sound that is, at last, the sound one meant to make. One’s Agent cannot hold the instrument. It can, however, design the practice routine, explain the theory, diagnose the plateau, and maintain the patient, unhurried encouragement that a $60-per-hour instructor provides in rather more limited supply.
The Spec:

I want to learn [guitar / piano / ukulele / bass / drums /
violin / harmonica / banjo / another instrument].
My situation:
— My instrument: [I have one / I’m borrowing one /
I need to buy one — budget is $X]
— My experience: [never played anything / played as a kid
and quit / self-taught but stuck / returning after years away]
— What I want to play: [specific songs / a genre like blues,
folk, classical, rock / I just want to be able to play
something that sounds good / I want to play with other people]
— My available practice time: [X minutes per day, X days per week]
— What’s frustrating me: [my fingers hurt / I can’t read music /
I can’t keep rhythm / I learned some chords but can’t put them
together / I feel like I’m not improving]
Act as a patient, experienced music teacher who specializes
in adult beginners. Please:
1. If I’m buying an instrument, tell me exactly what to get —
one recommendation at my budget, not a list
2. Design a practice routine that fits my available time —
structured in minutes, not vague encouragement
3. Teach me the minimum music theory I need to play what I
want to play — not more, not less
4. Give me my first three songs to learn, in order of
difficulty, chosen for the skills they build
5. Tell me what the first month will feel like — honestly.
Not motivational. Honest.

SCIENCE

Learning a musical instrument as an adult produces measurable cognitive benefits. Balbag et al. (2014) found that twin pairs in which one twin played an instrument and the other did not showed significant differences in cognitive function in later life — the playing twin showed 64% lower odds of developing dementia and cognitive impairment, even controlling for shared genetics. Bugos et al. (2007) demonstrated that individualized piano instruction for adults aged 60 to 85 improved executive function and working memory after just six months. The slow-skill nature of instrument learning — the fact that it cannot be rushed, that it requires daily practice over months — appears to be part of the mechanism. The brain benefits from the struggle, not despite it.[7]


FAIRNESS

Free instrument-learning resources vary dramatically in quality and accessibility. Justin Guitar offers a complete, structured guitar curriculum at no cost. Piano has Pianote and various YouTube channels, though quality is inconsistent. Your Agent can evaluate free resources for your specific instrument and level. If you have a physical disability that affects how you hold or play the instrument, tell your Agent — adaptive techniques exist for nearly every instrument, and your Agent can find them. Music instruction has historically assumed a standard body. Not everyone has one.

What to do with the Output: Practice. For the time you said you had, on the days you said you would. When you get stuck — and you will get stuck, everyone gets stuck — describe the problem to your Agent: “I’m trying to switch from G to C and my fingers won’t move fast enough. What exercise fixes this specific transition?” The specificity matters. “How do I get better at guitar” produces generic advice. “How do I make my ring finger stop muting the B string on a C chord” produces the exercise you need tonight. The hardest part of learning an instrument as an adult is not the fingers. It is the willingness to be bad at something, in front of yourself, for months. That willingness is the actual skill. Everything else is technique.


TIP

“Record yourself playing the same passage once a week. After a month, listen to week one. You will not believe you sounded like that.” — Progress in instrument learning is invisible day-to-day and dramatic month-to-month. The recordings are proof you’re moving even when it doesn’t feel like it.


MEME

Every adult who picks up a guitar for the first time expects to sound like the people they’ve been listening to for thirty years. Then they play an open G chord and it sounds like a cat walking across a broken banjo. This is normal. This is what a G chord sounds like the first time every human being plays it. The people you listen to sounded exactly like that once. They just did it in a bedroom when they were thirteen and nobody was watching.
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    Transportation

Getting from one place to another is the second largest expense in most American households, after housing. The car you drive, the transit you ride, the flight you book — each involves information asymmetries that cost you money, time, or both. The car dealership knows the invoice price. The airline knows the cancellation policy. The mechanic knows whether the repair is necessary. You know what’s on the sticker, the confirmation email, and the estimate. The Skills that follow close those gaps.



Tr-1: Car Ownership

Strategy: Research + Decide + Assert
See also: L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for the purchase agreement), M-6: Financial Coach (for the financing decision)
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the automobile dealership represents perhaps the most refined information asymmetry in American commerce. The dealer is in possession of the invoice price, the holdback, the manufacturer incentives, the floor plan cost, the trade-in wholesale value, and the financing margin. The customer, by contrast, is in possession of the sticker price — a figure the dealer has placed there with the express intention that one will negotiate downward from it and experience a sense of victory. It would appear that an Agent, having access to the invoice price as well, alters the nature of the exchange rather considerably.
The Spec:

I need to [buy / lease / sell] a car.
My situation:
— Budget: [total or monthly payment]
— What I need: [family size, commute distance, cargo, towing,
fuel economy priorities]
— What I’m considering: [specific vehicles, or “help me decide”]
— Current car: [if trading in — year, make, model, mileage, condition]
— Financing: [paying cash / need a loan / not sure]
Please help me:
1. Research my options — what fits my actual needs and budget?
[If considering EV: what EVs are available under $[amount]
and do the charging logistics work for my situation?]
2. Understand the true cost of ownership — not just the sticker,
but insurance, fuel, maintenance, depreciation
3. Decide: buy new, buy used, or lease — which makes sense
for my specific situation and driving patterns?
4. Prepare to negotiate — what’s the dealer’s actual cost,
what’s a fair price, and what fees are negotiable vs. fixed?
5. If selling: what’s my car actually worth and where will I
get the best price — dealer, private sale, or online buyer?
What to do with the Output: For buying: get pre-approved for financing from your bank or credit union before walking into the dealership. The dealer’s financing is a profit center, not a convenience. Know the invoice price (your Agent can find it) and negotiate from the dealer’s cost up, not the sticker price down. For selling: get your car’s value from KBB, Edmunds, and Carvana before accepting any offer. The spread between trade-in and private sale is typically $2,000–$5,000. If you’re buying used, price isn’t the only asymmetry in the room — the seller has usually seen the car in daylight, in person, over weeks or months. You’re seeing it for twenty minutes. Before you commit to anything, see the Expert Role spec that follows.

Common car-buying Expert Role specs: A tire sidewall carries more information than most buyers ever read — a DOT date code (the last four digits are the week and year of manufacture) and, on tires built to an automaker’s own spec, an OE designation (Tesla-fitted tires are marked T0 or T1).[1] Both are legible in an ordinary close-up photo, which is exactly what this spec asks for — along with the rest of what a mechanic would check before you’ve handed anyone money.

Act as a mechanic and longtime car enthusiast looking over
photos of a used car I’m considering buying. Here’s the
listing: [year, make, model, mileage, asking price]. Photos
attached: all four exterior corners, each tire close up
(sidewall included), the engine bay, underneath the car if
visible, the VIN sticker and the dashboard VIN plate, the
odometer, and any area the seller mentioned was repaired or
repainted.
What would a mechanic or enthusiast notice here that I
wouldn’t? Specifically:
1. Signs of prior collision repair — panel gaps, paint
color or texture mismatch, overspray on trim or in the
engine bay
2. Rust — surface rust versus structural rust, and whether
it’s in the spots this model is known to rust first
3. Tire brand and sidewall codes — do they carry this
model’s factory-original marking, if any; does the DOT
date code match how old the seller says the tires are;
and does the wear pattern suggest an alignment or
suspension problem
4. Fluid leaks, corrosion, or anything under the hood that
looks neglected relative to the car’s age and mileage
5. Whether the VIN sticker locations and the dashboard VIN
plate are consistent with each other
Give me the most conservative read. I’ll pay for an
independent pre-purchase inspection before I commit to
buying if anything here looks worth a closer look.

SCIENCE

Americans spend an average of $13,174 per year on transportation — roughly 17% of household spending, second only to housing (BLS Consumer Expenditure Survey, 2023). For rural households the percentage is higher. The car payment is the most visible cost; depreciation, insurance, and fuel are the invisible ones. Your Agent can calculate total cost of ownership for any vehicle, which is the number that actually matters.[2]


TIP

“I’m looking at a [year, make, model] listed at [$price]. What’s the dealer’s actual cost? What’s a fair out-the-door price in [zip code]? What should I refuse to pay?”


MEME

The phrase “what can you afford per month?” is how the dealer steers you away from total price and toward a payment that hides the loan term, the interest rate, and the cost of add-ons. The correct answer is: “Let’s agree on the total price first.” Your Agent can rehearse this conversation with you before you walk in.


ALSO

Veterans with a service-connected disability may qualify for the VA Automobile Adaptive Equipment grant (38 U.S.C. Chapter 39), which covers vehicle modifications. Many states waive registration and excise taxes for disabled veterans — eligibility thresholds vary (often 50% or 100% disability rating). Ask your Agent for your state’s specific benefits.



Tr-2: Car Maintenance

Strategy: Diagnose + Research (Expert Role)
See also: Tr-1: Car Ownership, L-1: Negotiating a Contract (for understanding service agreements)
My Man Jeeves: A difficulty presents itself in the automotive repair trade, which operates on the well-documented principle that most vehicle owners do not know what their car requires, cannot verify whether the work was performed, and will pay to resolve the uncertainty. One might note that an Agent, having consulted the service manual, is rather better positioned to assess the situation. It is worth observing that persons of considerable means do not, as a rule, accept the first quotation. There would seem to be no reason why anyone else should.
The Spec:

Act as an experienced mechanic and car maintenance advisor.
My car: [year, make, model, approximate mileage]
The issue: [describe — noise, warning light, behavior change,
or maintenance question]
Recent service history: [if relevant]
My goal: [understand what’s wrong / decide whether to DIY /
get a second opinion on a quote / know what to ask the shop]
What to do with the Output: If you have been given a repair quote, paste the line items into your Agent and ask: “Is this a standard repair for this car, is the price in the normal range for [city], and are there any of these items I could defer?” Get a second opinion on any repair over $500.


  
    car-maintenance-diagram.png

    
      Side view of a sedan with arrows marking six maintenance points: oil, coolant, air filter, brakes, battery, and tires.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil side-profile diagram of a generic 4-door sedan,
drawn in the spirit of a Chilton repair-manual cutaway sketched from
memory. The car body is a clean line drawing --- doors, windows,
wheels, side mirrors --- no color fill, no shading except light
hatching where the manual style would put it (under the body, in
the wheel wells).

Six labeled arrows point to maintenance areas:

- **Engine bay (front):** three arrows, fanned out, pointing to
  *engine oil*, *coolant*, and *air filter*
- **Front wheels:** one arrow pointing to *brakes*
- **Rear area / trunk:** one arrow pointing to *battery* (it lives
  in the trunk on enough cars to be worth showing here)
- **All four tires (or the visible two):** one arrow pointing at a
  tire labeled *tires*

Each label is hand-lettered in small block capitals in #2 pencil,
the same hand as the rest of the book --- not a typeset font.
Arrows are pencil lines with small open arrowheads.

The car is fictional and generic --- a placeholder sedan silhouette,
not a recognizable Honda Accord, Toyota Camry, or Ford Taurus
specifically. No badges, no make/model name on the car.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the car and its six labeled arrows. No color swatches,
palettes, legends, keys, hex codes, callout boxes outside the
diagram, sidebar text, or any UI explaining the technique. No
external "MAINTENANCE GUIDE" caption beyond the arrow labels
themselves. The arrow labels are the labels --- there is no second
layer of explanatory text.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a garage
floor. The car is the only object; the field around it is pure
white. The build removes white to create transparency, so any gray
will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real car make/model logo on the body
- NO graph paper, ruled paper, or notebook page underneath the
  diagram --- this is an inline graphic, not a chapter opener
- NO color fill on the car --- all pencil, no ballpoint
- NO mileage/maintenance interval table beside the car
- NO mechanic figure, hand, wrench, or tool overlaid on the diagram

    
  


TIP

“My check engine light is on. My car is a [year, make, model]. What are the five most common causes, and which ones are urgent vs. ‘get to it when you can’?”


ALSO

To make this Expert Role persistent across sessions, save it as a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or Custom GPT (ChatGPT). See Appendix G.



Tr-3: Public Transit, Cycling, and Walkability

Strategy: Research + Navigate
See also: Li-5: Planning Trips (for transit in unfamiliar cities), C-6: Advocating for Change (for local transit advocacy)
My Man Jeeves: It would appear that the United States has devoted the better part of seventy years to constructing an infrastructure that assumes every adult to be in possession of a motor car. The consequence, one might observe, is a country in which not driving is regarded as a personal failing rather than a design outcome. In cities where functional transit, cycling infrastructure, and walkable neighbourhoods exist, car-free or car-light living saves thousands of dollars per year and improves health outcomes measurably. In cities where these things do not exist, the absence is a policy choice, not an inevitability — and it can be altered at the local level, by those who present themselves at the relevant meetings. One’s Agent can help one evaluate the options, calculate the savings, and — should advocacy be required — prepare for the meeting.
The Spec:

I want to [reduce my car dependence / go car-free / understand
my transit options / make my commute better / advocate for
better infrastructure in my area].
My location: [city, neighborhood]
My situation: [commute distance, family needs, mobility constraints,
current transportation mix]
Please help me:
1. Map my realistic options — what can I actually do
without a car, and where are the gaps?
2. Calculate the money I’d save by [specific change:
dropping a second car, biking to work, using transit]
3. Tell me what infrastructure exists in my area
that I might not know about — bike lanes, bus routes,
car-share programs, e-bike incentives
4. If I want to advocate for better options: who decides
transportation policy in my city, and what has worked elsewhere?
What to do with the Output: Save the cost comparison to your phone — that number is your motivation on cold mornings. Start with one trip per week. Replace one car trip with transit, cycling, or walking. The compound health benefit is real — a 2017 BMJ study found that cycling to work reduced all-cause mortality risk by 20% and cancer risk by 16%.[3] The financial benefit is calculable: AAA’s Your Driving Costs 2025 report puts the average cost of new-car ownership at $11,577/year. Every trip you don’t drive reduces that number.


SCIENCE

The Strong Towns movement has documented that car-dependent suburban development is financially insolvent in most American cities — the infrastructure maintenance costs exceed the tax revenue generated by the development pattern. Walkable, mixed-use neighborhoods generate more tax revenue per acre and cost less to maintain. This is not an ideology. It is municipal accounting.[4]


FAIRNESS

Transit access is deeply unequal. Wealthier neighborhoods get better service. Car-dependent design punishes the people who can least afford cars. If your Agent’s transit advice assumes a city with a subway, say so: “I live in [rural/suburban area] where there is no public transit. What are my realistic alternatives to driving for every trip?”



Tr-4: Air Travel

Strategy: Prepare + Assert
See also: Li-5: Planning Trips (for trip planning broadly), IRL-3: First-Time Situations (for first-time flyers)
My Man Jeeves: One might characterize air travel as a system that charges variable prices for the same seat, enforces rules that shift by airline, route, and day of the week, and operates under federal consumer protection laws that most passengers have not had occasion to read. The airline is aware of one’s fare class, one’s rebooking options, and the compensation it owes. The passenger, as a general rule, is aware of a confirmation number. An Agent, it would appear, has access to the same regulations the airline’s customer service team consults — which places one in the rather more agreeable position of being able to cite them as well.
The Spec:

I need help with air travel.
My situation: [booking a flight / flight was canceled or delayed /
lost luggage / denied boarding / navigating TSA or customs for
the first time / dealing with flight anxiety / understanding
my consumer rights]
Details: [describe — dates, airline, route, what happened]
Please help me:
1. [If booking]: Find the best strategy for my route and dates —
when to book, what fare class to look for, what to avoid
2. [If disrupted]: What compensation or rebooking am I legally entitled to?
Cite the specific regulation (DOT rules for US carriers,
EC 261/2004 for EU routes)
3. [If first time]: Walk me through the entire airport process
from arrival to boarding — TSA, customs, gates, boarding groups
4. [If anxious]: Give me evidence-based techniques for managing
flight anxiety, and tell me what turbulence actually is
Give me the practical answer, not the airline’s preferred answer.
What to do with the Output: For disruptions: know your rights before you get in line. The DOT requires airlines to rebook you on the next available flight at no additional cost for cancellations. For delays over 3 hours on international flights arriving in the EU, EC 261/2004 entitles you to compensation of €250–€600 depending on distance. Airlines do not volunteer this information. You must ask. The specific regulation number is your leverage.


TIP

“My flight was [canceled / delayed X hours]. The airline is offering [voucher / rebooking on a later flight]. What am I actually entitled to under DOT regulations, and what should I say at the counter?”


ALSO

Checking current information requires web search, which is free in Gemini, ChatGPT, and Copilot. In Claude, web search requires the paid tier. See Appendix G.


SCIENCE

Flight anxiety affects an estimated 25–30% of adults to some degree (Oakes & Bor, 2010). The fear is disproportionate to the risk — flying is statistically the safest form of transportation per mile traveled. Cognitive behavioral techniques (particularly exposure-based approaches) are the most effective treatment. Your Agent can walk you through a pre-flight anxiety protocol that a therapist might assign as homework.[5]


FAIRNESS

TSA procedures are opaque by design and anxiety-producing by experience. The process is straightforward once you know it, but knowing it requires either having done it before or having someone explain it. First-time flyers, particularly adults who did not grow up traveling, face a learning curve that is class-coded — people do not admit they have never been through airport security because it marks them. Your Agent can walk you through every step with zero judgment. One note on the etiquette debates — reclining seats, armrest ownership, overhead bin wars: seat pitch has decreased from an average of 35 inches in the 1990s to 31 inches today. The discomfort is a design choice, not a passenger’s fault. The arguments are passengers blaming each other for a corporate decision.



Tr-5: Road Trips and Long-Distance Driving

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: Tr-2: Car Maintenance, Li-5: Planning Trips
My Man Jeeves: One might observe that the interstate highway system, for all its considerable merits, was designed under the assumption that the traveller is in possession of a reliable vehicle, a full tank, and the good fortune not to require medical attention between exits. The reality, one has found, is rather less accommodating. Rest stops close without notice. Cell service evaporates for stretches that are precisely as long as one’s capacity for anxiety. The distance between fuel stations in the American West can exceed the range of a vehicle whose gauge reads optimistic in the best of circumstances. An Agent, consulted before departure, can identify every one of these gaps — and suggest what to put in the boot to address them.
The Spec:

I’m planning a road trip and want to be prepared.
My route: [origin to destination, or a multi-stop itinerary]
My vehicle: [year, make, model, approximate mileage]
Trip details:
— Duration: [days on the road]
— Passengers: [number, ages, any needs — kids, pets, mobility]
— Season: [time of year]
— Driving comfort: [experienced long-distance driver / new to this]
Please help me:
1. Plan the route — best roads, realistic daily driving limits,
and where to stop for the night
2. Identify potential problem stretches — long gaps between
services, mountain passes, weather-prone areas
3. Build a pre-trip vehicle checklist based on my car’s age
and mileage — what should I inspect or service before leaving?
4. Create an emergency kit list appropriate for my route and season
5. Estimate total fuel cost and suggest where gas is cheapest
along the route
What to do with the Output: Print the route plan and emergency checklist. Take the car to your mechanic two weeks before departure — not two days — in case something needs ordering. Download offline maps for any stretch where your Agent flagged poor cell coverage. The emergency kit goes in the car now, not the morning you leave.


SCIENCE

Driver fatigue causes an estimated 100,000 crashes per year in the US (NHTSA). The widely repeated “drive no more than 8 hours a day” rule understates the problem — reaction time degrades measurably after just 2 hours of continuous driving (Thiffault & Bergeron, 2003). The 2-hour rule is the one your Agent should plan around: drive two hours, stop for 15 minutes, repeat.[6]


TIP

“I’m driving from [city] to [city] in [month]. What weather, road conditions, or seasonal closures should I plan for? Are there any mountain passes on this route that require chains or have winter restrictions?”


MEME

The Griswolds drove to Walley World with a dead aunt on the roof because Clark refused to deviate from the plan. Your Agent will not let you tie anything to the roof, but it will tell you when the plan needs to change — closed roads, weather alerts, a hotel that no longer exists. Ask it to build contingencies, not just the route.


FAIRNESS

Road trip preparation is class-coded. Wealthier families have newer cars, AAA memberships, and credit cards that cover roadside emergencies. The family driving a 15-year-old minivan has more at stake and less margin for error. Your Agent can build the preparation plan around your actual vehicle, your actual budget, and the actual gaps between service stations on your route. The pre-trip checklist matters more for the car with 180,000 miles than for the one with 18,000.



Tr-6: Understanding Rideshare and Delivery Gig Work

Strategy: Research + Decode
See also: W-7: Freelancing and Self-Employment, M-7: Understanding Your Taxes
My Man Jeeves: The rideshare arrangement presents a matter of some interest from both sides of the transaction. The passenger perceives a taxi that has been made more convenient; the driver perceives a job that has been made less stable. The company, one might note, has structured the arrangement so that neither party is in full possession of how the pricing works. Surge pricing is presented to the passenger as supply and demand. To the driver, the surge multiplier and the fare the passenger pays are not, as it happens, the same number. One’s Agent can decode both sides of this equation — which is rather the point.
The Spec:

I want to understand rideshare and delivery gig work.
My perspective: [I’m a rider/customer / I’m considering driving /
I currently drive and want to understand my earnings better]
My situation: [describe — city, how often you use rideshare,
or what platform you’re considering driving for]
Please help me:
1. [If rider]: How does surge pricing actually work? When am I
overpaying and what are my alternatives?
2. [If rider]: What are the real safety features available to me,
and what should I do if something goes wrong?
3. [If driver/considering]: What do drivers actually earn after
expenses — gas, insurance, maintenance, self-employment tax?
4. [If driver]: What are my rights? Am I an employee or
a contractor, and what does that mean for me?
5. Explain the tipping economy — who gets what, and what’s
the etiquette that actually matters?
Give me the honest math, not the company’s recruitment pitch.
What to do with the Output: If you’re a rider, the practical move is knowing when not to surge: your Agent can tell you that walking two blocks outside a surge zone, waiting 10 minutes, or switching apps often drops the price 30–50%. If you’re a driver, paste your last month’s earnings and expenses and ask your Agent to calculate your true hourly wage after all costs. That number is the one the platform doesn’t show you.


FAIRNESS

Rideshare companies classify drivers as independent contractors, which shifts the cost of fuel, insurance, maintenance, and health coverage to the driver while the company controls pricing, routing, and access to the platform. The “be your own boss” framing obscures a power imbalance that labor economists describe as algorithmic management. Your Agent can help a driver calculate true earnings, but it can’t fix the structural problem. For that, see C-6: Advocating for Change.


SCIENCE

A 2020 study by the UC Berkeley Labor Center found that after accounting for vehicle expenses, Uber and Lyft drivers in California earned a median of $5.64 per hour — below the state minimum wage. The companies disputed the methodology. The drivers did not dispute the experience.[7]


TIP

“I spent $[amount] on rideshares last month. Based on my typical trips, would a monthly transit pass, an e-bike, or a car-share membership save me money?”



Tr-7: Navigating International Travel

Strategy: Prepare + Navigate
See also: Tr-4: Air Travel, IRL-3: First-Time Situations, Li-5: Planning Trips
My Man Jeeves: International travel, one has observed, is governed by a set of interlocking bureaucracies — passports, visas, customs declarations, foreign transit systems, currency exchange — each of which operates under rules that are fully public, entirely discoverable, and almost never consulted by the traveller until the evening before departure. The consequence is predictable. One finds oneself at passport control in a country whose entry requirements one has not verified, holding a document that expires in four months when the requirement is six. An Agent, consulted in advance, would have mentioned this. It is, in this respect, rather like a good valet: most useful when engaged before the crisis, not during it.
The Spec:

I’m planning international travel and need help preparing.
My destination: [country or countries]
Trip dates: [approximate]
My passport situation: [have one / need one / need to renew /
don’t have one yet]
My experience level: [frequent international traveler /
first time abroad / haven’t traveled internationally in years]
Please help me:
1. What documents do I need? Passport validity requirements,
visa requirements for US citizens, any reciprocity fees
2. Build me a timeline — when do I need to apply for what,
given current processing times?
3. How do I get around once I’m there? Public transit systems,
ride apps that work locally, train tickets, driving requirements
4. What about money — best way to pay, currency exchange traps
to avoid, tipping customs in [country]
5. Customs and re-entry — what can I bring back, duty limits,
and what do I declare?
Give me the conservative answer — I’d rather over-prepare
than get turned away at the border.
What to do with the Output: Start six months out for any trip requiring a visa. Passport renewal currently takes 6–8 weeks routine, 2–3 weeks expedited — check travel.state.gov for current times, because these fluctuate. Make copies of your passport, visa, and travel insurance — one paper copy in your bag, one digital copy in your email. The boring preparation is what makes the trip work.


TIP

“I’m a US citizen traveling to [country] for [duration]. Do I need a visa, and does my passport need to be valid for 6 months beyond my travel dates? What are the current processing times?”


FAIRNESS

Passport access is class-coded. As of 2023, only about 48% of Americans hold a valid passport. The application costs $165 for a new adult passport (plus a $35 acceptance fee), requires specific documentation, and demands either time off work to visit an acceptance facility or awareness that post offices handle applications. First-generation travelers — people whose families never traveled internationally — face an information gap that is structural, not personal. Your Agent can walk you through every step, including the photos, the form, and exactly which post offices near you accept passport applications.


MEME

Anthony Bourdain said that travel “leaves you speechless, then turns you into a storyteller.” He also demonstrated, over hundreds of episodes, that the best travel happens when you stop performing the tourist and start paying attention. Your Agent can handle the bureaucracy so you can do the second part.


TIP

Ask your Agent to compare Global Entry, TSA PreCheck, and CLEAR. Global Entry ($120 for 5 years) includes TSA PreCheck and speeds customs re-entry. CLEAR ($189/year) skips only the ID verification line, not the screening. The cost-per-trip math depends on how often you fly. If you need an international driving permit, AAA issues them for $20.



Tr-8: Accessible Transportation

Strategy: Assert + Navigate
See also: Tr-3: Public Transit, Cycling, and Walkability, C-3: Understanding Your Rights Where You Live
My Man Jeeves: The Americans with Disabilities Act, one might observe, guarantees accessible public transportation as a matter of federal law. The distance between the guarantee and the experience, however, is considerable. Paratransit services operate within rules that are technically compliant and practically hostile — narrow booking windows, multi-hour pickup ranges, penalties for no-shows that assume the rider’s schedule is infinitely flexible. The elevator at the train station is broken again. The bus ramp does not deploy. The rideshare driver cancels upon seeing the wheelchair. These are not edge cases. They are the system as experienced by the people it claims to serve. An Agent can help one know precisely what the law requires, file the complaint when it is not provided, and identify the alternatives that actually function.
The Spec:

I need help with accessible transportation.
My situation: [describe — mobility aid user, visual impairment,
chronic condition that affects travel, caregiver planning
transportation for someone else]
My location: [city or region]
What I need help with:
— [Understanding my rights under ADA for public transit]
— [Navigating paratransit — eligibility, booking, appeals]
— [Finding accessible rideshare or taxi options]
— [Planning an accessible route for a specific trip]
— [Filing a complaint about inaccessible service]
— [Understanding what accommodations I can request
for air travel under the Air Carrier Access Act]
Please be specific about what the law requires, not just
what agencies “try to do.” I need to know my rights,
not their aspirations.
What to do with the Output: Know the complaint mechanism before you need it. For transit agencies: every agency receiving federal funds must have an ADA complaint process. For airlines: file with the DOT’s Aviation Consumer Protection Division. For rideshare: document the cancellation (screenshot the app) and report through both the app and your state’s attorney general. Your Agent can draft any of these complaints. The specific legal citation is your leverage — agencies respond to “you are violating 49 CFR Part 37” differently than “this isn’t fair.”


SCIENCE

The ADA requires paratransit service “comparable” to fixed-route service. The National Council on Disability has documented for years how far the lived experience falls short: day-ahead booking requirements, pickup windows measured in hours, late arrivals, and no-shows that fixed-route riders would never be asked to accept.[8] The gap between the legal standard and the lived experience is documented — which is exactly what your complaint needs to cite.


TIP

“I use a [mobility aid] and need to get from [origin] to [destination] in [city]. What are my options — fixed-route transit, paratransit, accessible rideshare — and what accommodations am I legally entitled to request?”


FAIRNESS

Accessible transportation failures compound. A broken elevator doesn’t just add inconvenience — it eliminates an entire transit line from a wheelchair user’s options. A paratransit no-show doesn’t just make someone late — it can mean a missed medical appointment that took months to schedule. The cascading consequences of inaccessibility fall on the people with the least margin for error. Your Agent can help you plan around the gaps, but the gaps shouldn’t exist. Using an Agent to draft complaints and cite regulations is not just a convenience — it reduces the cognitive and emotional tax of navigating systems that were supposed to be accessible already. Disabled people should not have to be their own ADA compliance officers for every trip that goes wrong.


SCIENCE

U.S. airlines mishandled 11,527 wheelchairs and scooters in 2023 — roughly 31 a day across the largest reporting carriers.[9] A powered wheelchair can cost $30,000 or more. The Air Carrier Access Act (ACAA) requires airlines to accommodate wheelchair users, but enforcement has not kept pace with the damage. File complaints with the DOT Aviation Consumer Protection Division — your Agent can draft them and cite the specific regulation.



Tr-9: Electric Vehicles and the Transition

Strategy: Research + Decide
See also: Tr-1: Car Ownership, M-10: Evaluating a Big Purchase
My Man Jeeves: The electric vehicle market, one has observed, generates a quantity of opinion that bears very little relation to the quantity of data available. One camp insists that the technology is not ready. The other insists it will save the planet by Tuesday. Neither, it would appear, has consulted a spreadsheet. The pertinent questions are rather more pedestrian: can one charge it where one lives, what does it cost to own over five years compared to what one drives now, and does the used market offer anything that a household of ordinary means can afford. An Agent, being unburdened by ideology on the matter, can answer all three — which places one in the agreeable position of making a decision based on arithmetic rather than allegiance.
The Spec:

I’m considering an electric vehicle and want the real picture.
My situation:
— Current car: [year, make, model, annual fuel cost]
— Daily commute: [miles round trip]
— Home charging: [I have a garage / I have street parking /
I rent / I own / I have a 240V outlet or could install one]
— Budget: [purchase budget or monthly payment target]
— Driving patterns: [mostly city / mostly highway / regular
long trips / rarely leave town]
Please help me:
1. Total cost of ownership comparison — my current car vs.
2–3 EVs that fit my budget, over 5 years. Include purchase
price, fuel/electricity, maintenance, insurance, depreciation,
and any available tax credits
2. Charging reality check — can I charge at home? If not,
what are the public charging options near me, and what
does that add in time and cost?
3. Used EV market — what’s available under $[amount],
and what should I know about battery degradation?
4. Range anxiety vs. reality — how often do I actually drive
far enough to need more range than [specific EV] provides?
5. What are the current federal and state incentives, and
do I qualify?
Give me the math, not the marketing.
What to do with the Output: The 5-year total cost of ownership is the only number that matters. If the EV is cheaper over 5 years and you can charge it, the decision is arithmetic. If you can’t charge at home — and a substantial share of Americans cannot, because they rent or lack dedicated off-street parking — the calculus changes significantly. Be honest with your Agent about your charging situation. The best EV for someone with a garage and a 240V outlet is not the best EV for someone who relies on public chargers.


SCIENCE

Battery degradation is the most common concern and the least understood. Most modern EV batteries retain 90% or more of their capacity after 100,000 miles (Geotab, 2024). Tesla’s million-mile battery data and Nissan’s Leaf longevity studies both show degradation curves that are far more gradual than early adopters feared. The used EV market is emerging precisely because the batteries last longer than predicted.[10]


TIP

“I drive [X] miles per day and have [home charging situation]. Compare the 5-year total cost of keeping my [current car] vs. buying a [specific EV] vs. buying a used [EV model]. Include electricity cost at my local rate of [$X/kWh].”


FAIRNESS

The EV transition has a class problem. Federal tax credits require enough tax liability to claim them — a $7,500 credit is worth nothing if you owe $3,000 in taxes. Used EV credits ($4,000 max) have income caps that help, but the cheapest new EVs still start around $28,000. Charging infrastructure is concentrated in wealthier neighborhoods and along interstate corridors. The transition is real and accelerating, but the benefits are not distributed equally — yet. Your Agent can find the incentives you actually qualify for, including state and utility rebates that often stack.



Tr-10: Boating, RVs, and Niche Vehicles

Strategy: Research + Navigate
See also: Tr-1: Car Ownership, M-8: Insurance
My Man Jeeves: The purchase of a boat, a recreational vehicle, or a similarly specialized conveyance introduces one to a regulatory environment that appears to have been designed by a committee whose members were not on speaking terms. Registration requirements vary by state and by waterway. Insurance is mandatory in some jurisdictions, optional in others, and confusingly priced in all of them. Licensing requirements range from nonexistent to Coast Guard certification, depending on the vessel’s length and one’s state of residence. The RV, for its part, occupies an existential category — part vehicle, part dwelling — that satisfies the requirements of neither the DMV nor the building code with any particular enthusiasm. One’s Agent, having no emotional attachment to the open water or the open road, can sort through the bureaucracy rather efficiently.
The Spec:

I’m looking into [buying / renting / maintaining] a
[boat / RV / motorcycle / ATV / other specialty vehicle].
My situation:
— What I’m considering: [type, size, approximate budget]
— Experience level: [new to this / returning after years /
experienced but new to ownership]
— Location: [state — this affects registration and licensing]
— How I’ll use it: [weekend recreation / extended travel /
liveaboard / seasonal]
Please help me:
1. What licenses or certifications do I need in [state]?
2. Registration requirements — where, how much, what’s the
renewal cycle?
3. Insurance — what’s required vs. recommended, and what
does a typical policy cost for [vehicle type]?
4. Hidden costs of ownership — storage, winterization,
maintenance cycles, marina fees, campground costs
5. What do first-time owners most commonly get wrong,
and how do I avoid it?
Be specific to my state. The rules vary and the wrong answer
is expensive.
What to do with the Output: The total annual cost of ownership — not the purchase price — is what you need. Boats and RVs have carrying costs that surprise first-time owners: storage ($100–$400/month), winterization ($300–$500), insurance ($500–$2,000/year), and maintenance that scales with age and size. Ask your Agent to build an annual budget that includes every line item. If the number is comfortable, proceed. If it isn’t, renting is not a consolation prize — it’s the financially literate choice.


TIP

“I’m thinking about buying a [year, type] boat in [state]. What’s the total annual cost of ownership including storage, insurance, registration, and typical maintenance? Compare owning vs. renting for [X] days of use per year.”


FAIRNESS

Ask anyone who works a marina or an RV lot: a steady share of their used inventory comes from owners who sold within the first few years, and the reason is almost always the same — the cost of ownership turned out to be much more than the payment. This is not a personal failing. It is a predictable consequence of marketing that emphasizes the purchase price and omits the carrying costs.


MEME

The two happiest days in a boat owner’s life are, as the saying goes, the day they buy it and the day they sell it. Your Agent can’t fix the middle part, but it can make sure you go in with the real numbers instead of the marina brochure numbers. The Bluths had a yacht they couldn’t afford. You have a spreadsheet. Use it.
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    The General Specification Method

PART THREE: THE GENERAL METHOD

For situations the Field Guide doesn’t cover. Once you know the nine strategies and have seen them applied, this part shows you how to apply any of them to any situation this book doesn’t address. The Five-Part Frame is a spec template. The calibration question is a verification tool. The refinement loop runs until the output is usable.


“A common mistake that people make when trying to design something completely foolproof is to underestimate the ingenuity of complete fools.”
— [Douglas Adams](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MostlyHarmless), Mostly Harmless, 1992_
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      A padlock being opened by a bent paperclip inserted in the keyhole.
      A padlock in 8-bit pixel art, approximately 40x48 pixels scaled up.
Three-quarter view, hasp closed, body rendered with the weight and
specificity of a real Master Lock. A bent paper clip is inserted into
the keyhole at the angle of someone who has done this before.
4-color palette drawn from the master palette: Charcoal for the lock
body, Warm Gray for the shackle and paperclip, Black for the keyhole
and outlines, Recycled for a single highlight catching the shackle's
curve. Colored in ballpoint pen and pencil per the inline-graphics
style.

**True pixel grid --- non-negotiable.** Actual 8-bit pixel art, not a
blocky illustration. Render on a literal uniform grid of axis-aligned
square pixels, as if captured from an NES framebuffer and enlarged
with nearest-neighbor scaling. Every pixel the same size, every pixel
a single flat color from the palette. Hard edges between colors, no
anti-aliasing, no smooth curves, no airbrush, no sub-pixel detail.
Diagonals are stair-stepped. The viewer should be able to count
pixels along an edge.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the padlock and paperclip. No color swatches, palettes, legends,
keys, hex codes, callouts, arrows, sidebar text, or any UI explaining
the colors or technique. No caption text inside the image.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture. The build removes white to create
transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO hand holding the paperclip --- object-focused, not figure-focused
- NO keyhole light glow or dramatic shading beyond flat palette fills
- NO padlock brand logo or readable text
- NO speech bubble, thought bubble, or dialogue text

    
  



Every problem in this book is a variation on a general skill: turning a confusing or overwhelming situation into a clear, specific request. Once you have that skill, you do not need this book to cover your situation. You can handle anything.

Here is the framework in its most general form.

The Five-Part Problem Frame

1. Who you are in this situation

Not your name. Your role in the specific situation. Are you the tenant or the landlord? The parent or the child? The employee or the employer? The buyer or the seller? Your Agent needs to know whose perspective it is helping, and what constraints that role carries.

I am a first-generation homeowner who has never dealt with a
homeowner’s association before…
2. What happened

The facts, as specifically as possible. Dates matter. Amounts matter. What was said or written matters. If you have a document — a letter, a contract, a bill — paste the relevant section directly into the conversation.

…I received a letter dated October 3 stating that my fence
is in violation of HOA guidelines, with a fine of $150 per day
starting October 17. I was not aware of any fence height
restrictions when I purchased the home…
3. What you want

The actual outcome you are trying to achieve. Not “help” — a specific result. Do you want to understand your options? Do you want a draft letter? Do you want to know if you have grounds to dispute this? Say exactly what you want.

…I want to understand whether I have grounds to dispute this
fine, and if so, what my first step should be.
4. What you want to avoid

The failure modes that matter to you. What does a bad outcome look like? What do you not want to say or do? This information shapes your Agent’s answer away from generic advice and toward your specific constraints.

…I want to avoid escalating this into a legal dispute if
possible, because I plan to stay in this neighborhood long-term.
5. What format you need

A list, a letter, an explanation, a set of options, a yes/no answer, a step-by-step plan. If you do not specify a format, your Agent will default to prose, which is sometimes not what you need.

…Please give me a plain-language explanation of my rights
and a numbered list of my options, from least to most
confrontational.
The Complete Spec

Assembled, the example looks like this:

I am a first-generation homeowner who has never dealt with a
homeowner’s association before. I received a letter dated October 3
stating that my fence is in violation of HOA guidelines, with a fine
of $150 per day starting October 17. I was not aware of any fence
height restrictions when I purchased the home.

I want to understand whether I have grounds to dispute this fine,
and if so, what my first step should be. I want to avoid escalating
this into a legal dispute if possible, because I plan to stay in this
neighborhood long-term.

Please give me a plain-language explanation of my rights and a
numbered list of my options, from least to most confrontational.
This spec will produce a genuinely useful response for a situation this book does not specifically cover. The same frame works for a zoning dispute, a workers’ compensation question, a complicated family business conflict, or anything else you bring to it.


SCIENCE

The cognitive process of translating a stressful situation into a structured written description is itself a therapeutic act. Expressive writing research (Pennebaker, 1997) consistently shows that people who write about stressful events in an organized, narrative form — as opposed to ruminating or avoiding — show lower stress biomarkers, improved immune function, and better problem-solving performance in the days that follow. The Five-Part Frame is not just a technique for getting better answers from your Agent. It is a technique for getting clearer in your own mind about what you actually need.[1]



	
[1] Pennebaker, J.W. (1997). Opening Up: The Healing Power of Expressing Emotions. Guilford Press. See also: Klein, K. & Boals, A. (2001). “Expressive writing can increase working memory capacity.” Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 130(3), 520–533.↩






  

  
    When to Use AI and When to Use a Human

“As a tool, I love it… I also recognise that it’s the end of the world kind of thing, it’s horrible.”
— Laurie Anderson, on AI, 2024
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      A rotary telephone handset and a modern smartphone resting side by side.
      A rotary telephone handset and a modern smartphone in 8-bit pixel
art, approximately 56x40 pixels scaled up, resting side by side on
an implied flat surface (no surface drawn, just the two objects).
The handset is rendered with the curved weight of a 1970s Bell-style
receiver, coiled cord trailing off and cut at the frame edge. The
smartphone is a plain dark rectangle with a single screen-glow pixel
row, no visible icons or UI. Palette: Black for the receiver body and
phone bezel, Charcoal for shading, Blue for the phone's screen glow,
Recycled for the receiver's highlight edge. Colored in ballpoint pen
and pencil per the inline-graphics style.

**True pixel grid --- non-negotiable.** Actual 8-bit pixel art, not a
blocky illustration. Render on a literal uniform grid of axis-aligned
square pixels, as if captured from an NES framebuffer and enlarged
with nearest-neighbor scaling. Every pixel the same size, hard edges
between colors, no anti-aliasing, no smooth curves, no sub-pixel
detail. The viewer should be able to count pixels along an edge.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** Only the two phones. No
color swatches, palettes, legends, keys, hex codes, callouts, arrows,
sidebar text, or any UI explaining the colors or technique. No
caption text inside the image.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture. The build removes white to create
transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO hand or figure holding either phone --- object-focused
- NO readable text, icons, or app UI on the smartphone screen, just
  a flat glow color
- NO cable connecting the two objects --- they are simply adjacent
- NO speech bubble, thought bubble, or dialogue text

    
  



This is the most honest chapter in the book.

Your Agent is genuinely better than a human for some tasks. Humans are genuinely better for others. The mistake most people make — in both directions — is assuming the tool they have is the right tool for every job.

Where AI has the edge

Tasks where consistency matters more than inspiration. Proofreading a contract. Checking a budget for errors. Generating a complete list of questions for an appointment. Humans get tired, distracted, and bored. Your Agent does not.

Situations where you need information without social risk. The question you’re embarrassed to ask your doctor. The legal term you should already know. The financial concept your friends all seem to understand. Your Agent has no memory of your ignorance and no opinion of you. The information is the same whether you ask with confidence or with shame.[1]

First drafts of anything where the blank page is the obstacle. Starting is the hardest part of most writing tasks. A draft from your Agent that is 70% right is infinitely more useful than a blank document. You bring your voice to the revision. Your Agent gets you past the starting block.

Pattern recognition across large amounts of text. Medical bills, insurance policies, contracts, financial statements. Humans read these linearly and lose track of details. Your Agent holds the whole document in view simultaneously and will find the clause you missed.

Where humans have the edge

Anything requiring lived experience and emotional resonance. A eulogy that sounds like you — not a template. A letter to your estranged father. A speech at your child’s wedding. Your Agent can give you a structure and a starting point, but the version that matters comes from inside your actual life.

Situations where accountability matters. Your lawyer has a license to lose. Your financial advisor is regulated. Your doctor carries malpractice insurance. Your Agent carries none of these things. When the stakes are high enough that someone needs skin in the game, get the person with skin in the game.

Creative work where surprise and imperfection are features. The story that goes somewhere unexpected. The design that breaks the rules correctly. The solution that shouldn’t work but does. Your Agent optimizes for coherence and appropriateness. Genuine creativity often requires incoherence and inappropriateness as a first step.

Relationships. Your Agent can help you prepare for the conversation, write the first draft of the message, and think through what you want to say. It cannot have the conversation for you. The moment of human contact — the look on someone’s face when you show up and say the true thing — is not delegatable.

Ethical judgment calls where the situation is genuinely novel. Your Agent will give you frameworks and considerations. It will not carry the weight of the decision for you, nor should it. Some decisions require a person who will live with the consequences.

The honest middle

Most real tasks are hybrids. Use your Agent to do the structural work — the research, the first draft, the option-mapping, the translation from jargon to plain language. Bring your own voice, judgment, and relationships to the finish line. The best outcomes from this book will come from people who treat their Agent as a capable collaborator rather than an oracle or a vending machine.[2]

The practical question, then, is how to make sure the collaboration is actually reliable — especially when the stakes are high. Chapter 32, Getting Consistent, Reliable Answers, covers that: specific techniques for getting consistent answers, including a single calibration question that keeps you from over-trusting or under-trusting the results.



	
[1] This is documented in research on online health information seeking: people managing stigmatized conditions are significantly more likely to turn to the internet for health information and less likely to raise the same questions with a clinician (Berger, Wagner & Baker, 2005, Social Science & Medicine, 61(8), 1821–1827). The absence of social risk in AI interactions is not a bug — it is a genuine access feature for populations who have historically been underserved by professional services.↩



	
[2] The concept of the “centaur” — human-AI collaboration outperforming either alone — emerged from chess research following the introduction of computer analysis tools. Kasparov, G. (2010). “The Chess Master and the Computer.” The New York Review of Books, February 11, 2010. Reflecting on freestyle chess tournaments, Kasparov observed that amateur human players combined with chess software and a superior process outperformed both grandmasters and the best computers operating alone. See also Kasparov (2007), How Life Imitates Chess. The same principle applies here: your judgment plus your Agent’s analysis is better than either in isolation.↩






  

  
    Getting Consistent, Reliable Answers

“I think the potential of what the Internet is going to do to society, both good and bad, is unimaginable. I think we’re actually on the cusp of something exhilarating and terrifying.”
— David Bowie, BBC Newsnight interview, 1999
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      A vintage radio tuning dial with the needle centered precisely on a station mark.
      A vintage radio tuning dial in 8-bit pixel art, approximately 48x36
pixels scaled up. A horizontal dial window with tick marks and
frequency numbers too small to read as digits (rendered as short flat
color bars, not legible text), and a single thin needle pointer
centered exactly on one tick mark --- precision, not ambiguity, is
the point of the image. Palette: Recycled for the dial face, Black
for tick marks and needle, Red for the single tuned-station mark the
needle points to, Charcoal for the dial's outer casing edge. Colored
in ballpoint pen and pencil per the inline-graphics style.

**True pixel grid --- non-negotiable.** Actual 8-bit pixel art, not a
blocky illustration. Render on a literal uniform grid of axis-aligned
square pixels, as if captured from an NES framebuffer and enlarged
with nearest-neighbor scaling. Every pixel the same size, hard edges
between colors, no anti-aliasing, no smooth curves, no sub-pixel
detail. The viewer should be able to count pixels along an edge.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** Only the dial. No color
swatches, palettes, legends, keys, hex codes, callouts, arrows
pointing at the needle, sidebar text, or any UI explaining the colors
or technique. No caption text inside the image.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture. The build removes white to create
transparency, so any gray will show as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO readable frequency numbers --- tick marks only, this is not a
  labeled diagram
- NO hand or figure turning the dial --- object-focused
- NO full radio body/speaker, just the dial window and its immediate
  casing edge
- NO speech bubble, thought bubble, or dialogue text

    
  



Your Agent does not always give identical answers to identical questions. This is by design — the same way two conversations with the same knowledgeable friend might go differently depending on how the question was framed. For most tasks in this book, that variability is fine. For others — when you need a checklist, a step-by-step process, or a conservative interpretation of something with real stakes — you want to reduce variability and increase reliability.

Here is how.

Ask for Numbered Steps When Sequence Matters

If the order of operations is important — a legal process, a repair procedure, a medical preparation checklist — ask explicitly for numbered steps. Your Agent will default to numbered steps only if you ask for them.

Please give me numbered steps, in the order I should do them,
with no steps combined.
Ask Your Agent to Show Its Work

For factual claims with real stakes, ask your Agent to identify the basis for each main point and flag any areas where it is less certain. This is not about doubting your Agent — it is about knowing where to verify independently.

For each main point in your answer, please tell me briefly
what it is based on, and flag anything I should independently
verify with a professional.

TIP

For complicated questions — anything with multiple parts, tradeoffs, or “it depends” answers — add: “Think through this step by step before giving me your answer.” This sounds simple, but “chain-of-thought” prompting is one of the most-studied techniques in the field: asking your Agent to lay out intermediate reasoning steps measurably improves accuracy on multi-step problems.[1] The more moving parts in your question, the more this helps.

Ask for the Most Conservative Interpretation

For legal, medical, and financial questions:

Please give me the most cautious, conservative interpretation.
I would rather over-prepare than be caught off guard.
Ask for a Checklist Instead of Advice

When you need to act on something — not just understand it — ask your Agent to convert its answer into a yes/no or done/not-done checklist.

Can you turn that into a checklist I can print out and work
through item by item?
Ask Your Agent to Review Its Own Answer

For important questions, ask your Agent to take a second pass before you act on the answer:

Now review what you just told me. What did you get wrong,
oversimplify, or leave out? What would change if my situation
were slightly different?
Your Agent will often catch its own oversights — a missed exception, an assumption it made about your circumstances, a detail it glossed over for brevity. This is not a sign the first answer was unreliable. It is the same principle as rereading a contract before signing: the second read catches what the first read missed. For high-stakes questions — legal, medical, financial — a self-review followed by the calibration question later in this chapter gives you two layers of error-checking before you act.

Check the Spec Before You Trust the Answer

Your Agent can give a perfectly coherent, well-reasoned answer to the wrong version of your question. The answer looks right because it is right — for someone else’s situation. Before you act on a plan, an interpretation, or a recommendation, ask your Agent to tell you what it thinks you asked:

Before I act on this — restate what you understood my situation
to be, what you think I am trying to achieve, and what constraints
you were working within.
Read the read-back against what you actually said. You are looking for three things:

Goal drift. You asked for options. It gave you a plan. You wanted to understand a bill. It jumped straight to disputing it. The shape of the answer does not match the shape of the question. This happens because your Agent optimizes for helpfulness, and “helpful” often means “action-oriented” even when you asked for understanding.

Dropped constraints. You said “I want to avoid legal escalation” and the first recommendation is to file a formal complaint with a regulatory agency. You said “keep this under $500” and the proposed solution costs $1,200. A constraint you stated got treated as a preference rather than a boundary.

Invented facts. Your Agent assumed your state, your income bracket, your timeline, or your relationship to the other party. The assumption is plausible — that is what makes it dangerous. It filled in a detail you did not provide, and built its answer on top of it.

When you spot one of these, you do not need to start over. Correct the specific misunderstanding:

You assumed I am in California — I am in Texas. And I asked for
options, not a step-by-step plan. Can you redo this with those
corrections?
The read-back checks whether your Agent understood your situation. The calibration question, covered later in this chapter, checks whether its answer is reliable. These are two different failure modes — wrong understanding versus uncertain knowledge — and they need two different checks.

Recognizing When the Spec Is Right

The failure modes tell you when the spec is wrong. But the harder question is the opposite: when is it right enough to act on?

A correct spec is not a perfect spec. Perfection is a stalling tactic. A correct spec has four properties you can check:

It uses its own words, not yours. When your Agent restates your situation, it should paraphrase, not parrot. If the read-back is your exact sentences rearranged, your Agent may be reflecting your words without processing them. A real understanding sounds slightly different from how you said it — the way a good listener says “so what you’re dealing with is…” rather than reading your message back to you.

It names your specifics, not generic categories. “You’re dealing with a landlord dispute” is a category. “Your landlord in Texas has withheld your $1,200 deposit for 60 days citing carpet damage you photographed on move-in” is your situation. If the read-back could apply to anyone with a vaguely similar problem, it has not locked onto yours.

It admits what it does not know. A spec that fills in every detail without asking is guessing. Your Agent should flag assumptions: “I’m assuming you haven’t already contacted the landlord in writing — is that correct?” The absence of any hedging is not confidence. It is a sign that gaps are being papered over.

You could explain the plan to someone else. Not the Agent’s plan — your plan, in your words, after reading the Agent’s output. If you cannot summarize what you are about to do and why, you do not understand the recommendation well enough to act on it. This is not a test of the Agent. It is a test of your readiness.

When all four properties hold and the three failure modes are absent, the spec is correct. Act on it — or take it to the professional. The goal is not to keep refining until the answer is perfect. The goal is to refine until you are prepared, and then to move.


TIP

If you have corrected the same detail three times and the Agent keeps drifting back, the conversation is not converging. Start a new one with a clean spec that incorporates what you have learned. Two focused conversations beat one that is fighting itself.

When to Start a New Conversation

If you have been going back and forth for 30 messages and the Agent starts repeating itself, losing track of earlier points, or giving vague answers — the conversation is not broken. It is full. Your Agent’s working memory holds a lot, but not everything, and the middle of a long conversation gets less reliable attention than the beginning and end.

The fix is not to push harder. It is to start fresh — but not from scratch. Ask your Agent to summarize what you have established so far:

Summarize the key facts, decisions, and open questions from
this conversation. I am going to start a new conversation
and I want to carry forward only what matters.
Copy the summary. Open a new conversation. Paste it in with your next question. You now have a clean workspace with all the context that matters and none of the noise that doesn’t. Two focused conversations will outperform one sprawling one every time.

This is the same principle the billionaire’s chief of staff applied to the morning briefing: read the whole file, extract the page that matters, hand over one clean sheet. You are the chief of staff. Your Agent is the principal. Brief it well.

The Calibration Question

After any important answer, before you close the conversation:

How confident are you in this answer, and what are the two
or three things I should independently verify before acting on it?
This single question will consistently improve the quality of the guidance you receive. Your Agent will tell you where its answer is reliable and where it is extrapolating. That boundary is exactly where you should apply your own judgment — or pick up the phone and call a professional. It is the same line Chapter 31 draws from the other direction: where AI’s edge ends and the human’s begins.


SCIENCE

Research on algorithm aversion — the human tendency to distrust algorithmic recommendations even when they are demonstrably more accurate — shows that people abandon an algorithm after watching it err (Dietvorst et al., 2015), but stay with one when they keep some control over the final output (Dietvorst et al., 2018).[2] The inverse failure, automation bias — over-trusting algorithmic output — is equally documented and arguably more dangerous (Cummings, 2004).[3] The spec loop is the structured defense against both: you review, you correct, you decide — and the calibration question keeps the final judgment yours at exactly the moment when the stakes are highest.



	
[1] Wei, J. et al. (2022). “Chain-of-Thought Prompting Elicits Reasoning in Large Language Models.” NeurIPS 2022. The finding holds most strongly for sufficiently large models on multi-step arithmetic, commonsense, and symbolic reasoning problems.↩



	
[2] Dietvorst, B.J., Simmons, J.P., & Massey, C. (2015). “Algorithm aversion: People erroneously avoid algorithms after seeing them err.” Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 144(1), 114–126. Dietvorst, B.J., Simmons, J.P., & Massey, C. (2018). “Overcoming algorithm aversion: People will use imperfect algorithms if they can (even slightly) modify them.” Management Science, 64(3), 1155–1170.↩



	
[3] Cummings, M.L. (2004). “Automation bias in intelligent time critical decision support systems.” AIAA 1st Intelligent Systems Technical Conference.↩






  

  
    Advanced Free Tier Strategies

“We cannot play science fiction music on the guitar — it’s an instrument that was invented in the middle ages in Spain. So, when we want to do the spirit of today you have to choose the medium of today to do it.”
— Ralf Hütter, Kraftwerk, 1978

[image: A small analog synthesizer keyboard with knobs and a patch cable.]Illustration. A small analog synthesizer keyboard with knobs and a patch cable.

Chapter 3: The Free Tier Playbook covered the basics: four services, a bookmark folder, and the rotation. That was enough to start. Now you have been through the strategies, the Field Guide, and the general method. You know what a good spec looks like. You know how to evaluate the output. You know when to call a professional instead. This chapter is about making the free tier work harder — not by discovering hidden features, but by applying everything you have learned to the mechanics of the tools themselves.

The paid tier exists. It is useful. For most people doing the tasks in this book, it is not necessary. The gap between free and paid is not capability — it is convenience. The free tier does the same work. It just asks you to be smarter about how you use it.

Context Is the Currency

The free tier does not limit how smart your Agent is. It limits how many conversations you can have in a day. This means the resource you are managing is not intelligence — it is context. Every conversation you start, every message you send, draws from that daily supply.

The implication: a well-specified conversation that takes three messages is worth more than a vague one that takes 15. Everything in this book — the specification interview, the Five-Part Frame, the calibration question — makes you more efficient on the free tier by design. Specification literacy is free-tier optimization. You have been training for this since Strategy 0.

The Conversation Lifecycle

Not every conversation should last forever, and not every problem needs a new one.

When to continue a conversation:


	
You are still working on the same problem.


	
The Agent’s context of your situation is still relevant.


	
You are in a refinement loop — the spec is close but not right yet.




When to start fresh:


	
The conversation has gone past 20 or 30 messages. Long conversations degrade — not because the Agent forgets, but because the middle of a long conversation gets less reliable attention than the beginning and end. Chapter 32 covers this.


	
You got a good answer and want to test it. Start a new conversation with the same question and see if you get the same answer. If both conversations converge on the same recommendation, you can trust it more. If they diverge, you found the boundary between what the Agent knows and what it is guessing.


	
You are switching strategies. The conversation where you decoded the medical bill is not the right conversation to draft the appeal letter. Start fresh, paste the decoded summary, and let the Agent approach the new task without the noise of the first one.




The handoff:

When a conversation has produced useful context that you need in the next one, ask:

Summarize what we’ve established — the key facts, decisions,
and open questions. I’m going to start a new conversation
and carry forward only what matters.
Copy. Paste into the new conversation. You have just done what a chief of staff does for a principal between meetings: distilled the record into a clean briefing.

Spec Recycling

By now you have specs that worked. The question for the landlord. The template for decoding a medical bill. The five-part frame you used for the insurance appeal. These are reusable.

The tool for this already exists — it is the same persistent context feature Chapter 3 introduced and the Household Majordomo section later in this chapter expands on. Create a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or custom GPT (ChatGPT — Plus required to create one; free users can use Custom Instructions plus Memory instead) whose instructions contain your best specs. Not the answers — the questions. When a conversation produces a good result, copy the spec that generated it into that project’s instructions.

A good spec library has three to five entries after a month of regular use. After six months, it has a dozen. Every spec you save is a conversation you do not have to build from scratch next time. On the free tier, that means your daily budget goes further because you are spending fewer messages on specification and more on execution.


TIP

The spec that worked for your situation will probably work for someone else’s. When a friend asks “how do I deal with my insurance company,” you can send them the spec instead of trying to explain the process. That message is a tiny act of the teaching described in Chapter 34.

Using Multiple Services on the Same Problem

Chapter 3: The Free Tier Playbook taught the rotation as a conservation strategy — when one service runs out, use the next. That is the beginner move. The advanced move is using different services on the same problem because they have different strengths.

The decode-and-draft workflow:

Use one service to decode a document (Strategy 1). It produces the plain-language summary. Then use a different service to draft the response (Strategy 3). Paste the summary from the first conversation and tell the second Agent what you need to write.

This is not about one Agent being “smarter” than another. It is about starting each conversation with a clean context focused on one task. The Agent that decoded the document is carrying the full weight of that document in its context. The Agent that drafts the letter starts clean, with just the summary and the writing task. Clean context produces better output.

The second-opinion workflow:

For high-stakes decisions — medical, legal, financial — use two services independently. Give each one the same spec. Compare the answers. Where they agree, you have convergence. Where they disagree, you have found the question you need to take to a professional.

This is the calibration question from Chapter 32, applied across services instead of within one conversation. Two independent assessments that converge are more trustworthy than one assessment that sounds confident.


SCIENCE

The “wisdom of crowds” finding (Surowiecki, 2004) — that independent estimates aggregated outperform any single expert — applies to AI tools in a useful way. Two different AI services working from the same spec are not as independent as two human experts — they are all trained on overlapping slices of the public web and on broadly similar objectives — but they are trained by different teams, on different data mixes, with different guardrails, and in practice their answers disagree often enough that convergence carries information. Their agreement is meaningful in a way that running the same query twice in the same service is not.[1]

The Household Majordomo

Spec recycling stores the questions you have learned to ask. The household context stores the answers you would otherwise repeat every conversation — who you are, where you live, what you are dealing with. Both live in the same place: a Project (Claude), Gem (Gemini), or custom GPT (ChatGPT). You can keep them in one project or separate them. Either way, the persistent context feature is doing double duty, and it is free.

The household context is the most powerful free-tier feature for everyday life. It tells the Agent who you are so you do not have to re-explain it every conversation.

A good household context includes:


	
Who lives in your household and their ages


	
Your state (for legal and benefits questions)


	
Your insurance type (employer, marketplace, Medicare, Medicaid)


	
Any ongoing situations (the landlord dispute, the medical claim, the school enrollment)


	
Your communication preferences (“I want the most conservative interpretation” or “give me options, not recommendations”)




You do not need to include everything on day one. Add to it as situations come up. After a month of use, the document will reflect your actual life, and every conversation in that context starts informed instead of from zero.


TIP

Keep the household context under two paragraphs. The Agent reads it before every conversation in that space. A short, specific context is more useful than a long, comprehensive one — the same principle as a lean conversation.


ALSO

The persistent context feature is free in the major services — with one asymmetry. Claude Projects and Gemini Gems are free to create. Creating a new ChatGPT custom GPT now requires Plus; free ChatGPT users get the same effect with Custom Instructions plus Memory instead (Copilot’s equivalent is more limited). See Appendix G for setup steps.

The Compound Return

The first time you used these tools, everything was slow. You were learning the spec interview, figuring out what to paste, discovering what follow-up questions to ask. A single problem — decoding a medical bill, preparing for an appointment — took 20 minutes and multiple attempts.

By now, it takes five. The spec is faster because you have written dozens. The follow-up is faster because you know what to look for in the output. The evaluation is faster because you have the calibration question. The whole loop — specify, execute, evaluate, refine — compresses with use.

This is the compound return of specification literacy. It is not a metaphor. Each conversation makes you slightly faster at specification, which makes every subsequent conversation slightly cheaper in time and in free-tier budget. The billionaire class pays for convenience. You pay in skill, and skill appreciates.


SCIENCE

Deliberate practice#Deliberate_practice) research (Ericsson, Krampe & Tesch-Römer, 1993) shows that skill acquisition in structured domains follows a predictable curve: rapid initial improvement, a plateau, then continued gains from increasingly refined technique. Specification literacy follows this pattern. The initial improvement — learning to describe your situation at all — is the steepest part of the curve. What follows is refinement: knowing which details to include, which to omit, when to ask for a second pass, and when the first answer is good enough. The free tier rewards this curve directly, because a practiced specifier uses fewer messages to reach the same result.[2]



The free tier is not a compromise. It is the same tool, used with more intention. The paid tier adds convenience — higher limits, web search, the most capable models. But the gap between a skilled free-tier user and an unskilled paid-tier user is enormous, and it runs in the direction you would expect. The person who knows how to specify, how to recycle, how to hand off context, and how to evaluate output will outperform the person who throws money at vague questions, on any tier, every time.

The billionaire class does not have better tools than you do. They have people who know how to use tools well. This chapter — and this book — is that person.



	
[1] Surowiecki, J. (2004). The Wisdom of Crowds. Anchor Books. The independence condition is critical — the estimates must be formed without knowledge of each other. Two AI services working from the same spec are not fully independent — they share training data and failure modes — but their errors are uncorrelated enough that agreement raises confidence and disagreement flags exactly the points needing verification.↩



	
[2] Ericsson, K.A., Krampe, R.T. & Tesch-Römer, C. (1993). “The role of deliberate practice in the acquisition of expert performance.” Psychological Review, 100(3), 363–406.↩






  

  
    Teaching This to Someone You Love

“Those who can, do. Those who can’t, teach.”
— George Bernard Shaw, 1903

(He was wrong. With specification literacy, doing and teaching are the same act.)

[image: Mr. Rogers kneeling to eye level, speaking gently to someone just out of frame.]Illustration. Mr. Rogers kneeling to eye level, speaking gently to someone just out of frame.

Shaw’s line has survived for a century because it flatters people who build things and dismisses people who explain things. It assumes teaching is what you do when you cannot do the real work.

Specification literacy breaks that frame. Writing a spec is doing. Describing your situation clearly enough that an AI agent can act on it — that is not preparation for the work. It is the work. And showing someone else how to write a spec is not a lesser version of writing one yourself. It is the highest-leverage version.

Every person you teach this to gets their own majordomo. Not yours — theirs. Calibrated to their situation, their vocabulary, their problems. You are not giving them your answers. You are giving them their own questions.



Do Not Explain It

The single most common mistake people make when introducing someone to AI tools is explaining how they work. They start with “so basically it’s a language model trained on…” and watch the other person’s eyes glaze over. This is the equivalent of explaining internal combustion before handing someone the car keys. It is well-intentioned, and it is the wrong first move.

Do not explain what a large language model is. Do not explain prompting. Do not explain tokens, context windows, or temperature. Do not explain why one tool is better than another. None of this information is necessary for the first session, and all of it creates the impression that this is complicated and technical — which is the opposite of true.

The first session has one job: produce a result the other person finds genuinely useful, on a problem they already have, in under 10 minutes.

The Kitchen Table Method

Here is the method. It works on parents, neighbors, coworkers, teenagers, and anyone else who has not yet used these tools or tried once and bounced off.

Step 1: Ask what’s bugging them.

Not “what would you like to use AI for?” That question has no good answer for someone who has never used it. Ask the real question: “What’s the thing on your to-do list that you keep putting off because it’s confusing or annoying?”

Everyone has one. The medical bill they don’t understand. The landlord email they don’t know how to answer. The school form that makes no sense. The insurance letter sitting on the kitchen counter.

Step 2: Open your Agent. Hand them the keyboard.

Not your keyboard — theirs, or yours with them driving. The person learning needs to be the one typing. You are Al Borland in this scene. You know what the tool does. Your job is to stand next to them and be helpful without touching the power tools.

Step 3: Help them describe the situation.

Say: “Just tell it what’s going on. Like you’d tell a friend.” If they freeze, ask them the same questions your Agent would ask: What happened? What do you want? What are you worried about? Then say: “Type that.”

They do not need the Five-Part Frame on day one. They need to type three sentences about their actual problem and see what comes back.

Step 4: Let the Agent ask its clarifying questions.

This is the moment that matters. The Agent will ask two or three follow-up questions. The person will answer them. The Agent will propose a spec. The person will read it and say “yes, but also…” — and correct something.

They just did the specification interview loop. They did not need to know it was called that.

Step 5: Show them the result. Then stop.

The Agent produces the output — the letter, the explanation, the list of options. The person reads it and says some version of “oh, that’s actually useful” or “wait, it can do that?” or “I need to change this part.”

That is the session. You are done. Do not explain what happened. Do not give them a tutorial. Do not show them three more features. One problem, one result, 10 minutes. The explanation comes later, if they ask for it. Most will not ask. They will just use it again tomorrow, on the next thing that’s bugging them.


SCIENCE

Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) consistently shows that observational learning — watching someone else successfully complete a task — is a more powerful driver of behavior adoption than instruction alone. “Watch me do this with my insurance bill” is a more effective introduction to AI tools than any explanation, including this book. Self-efficacy — the belief that one can successfully perform a behavior — is the strongest predictor of whether a person will attempt a new technology. Self-efficacy is built through observation and small wins, not through reading manuals.[1]



What You Are Actually Teaching

You are not teaching someone to use a tool. You are teaching them that they already know how to describe their own situation — and that describing your situation clearly is all the skill this requires.

That is specification literacy. It is not a technical skill. It is the human skill of knowing what you need and saying it out loud. Everyone already has it. Most people just need to see it work once to believe it transfers to a conversation with a machine.

The old saying gets it exactly backward. “Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach.” But specification is where doing and teaching converge. When you write a spec, you are teaching your Agent your situation. When you review the spec it proposes back to you, you are teaching it where the generic version misses your reality. Every conversation with your Agent is an act of teaching — patient, iterative, grounded in what you know about your own life.

The billionaire class has always had people to do the teaching for them. The lawyer who explains the situation to the other lawyer. The chief of staff who briefs the consultant. The executive assistant who translates the principal’s vague instruction into a specific task. That translation layer — turning a loose human situation into a precise working document — was expensive labor, and it was invisible to the people who benefited from it most.

Specification literacy makes that labor visible and transferable. You do not need to be a lawyer to teach your Agent your legal situation. You do not need to be a doctor to teach it your medical history. You need to be the person who lived it, and you need to be willing to answer three clarifying questions.


MEME

Tim Taylor had access to Al Borland for eight seasons and never once let Al finish a sentence before grabbing the power tool. Do not be Tim. Let the Agent ask its questions. Let the person you’re teaching answer them. The spec interview is the work, and the work is the point.



The Second Session

If the first session worked — if the person used the tool on their own within a week — the second session teaches one additional concept: the follow-up question.

They will have had a conversation where the Agent’s answer was fine but not quite right. Too general. Too cautious. Missing the part they cared about. This is normal, and it is the moment where most people either give up (“it didn’t really understand me”) or push through (“how do I fix this?”).

The second session teaches the echo-back: pick a word from the Agent’s answer and repeat it as a question. “You mentioned a 60-day window — what exactly do I need to do before that deadline?” That one technique — pulling one thread from the Agent’s response — converts a passive reader into an active collaborator. Chapter 4: How to Ask for What You Actually Want has five follow-up techniques. On day two, they need one.

The Third Session (If There Is One)

By the third session, you are not teaching anymore. You are comparing notes. They found something the tool does well. They found something it does badly. They have an opinion about which Agent they prefer. They have a problem they’re not sure it can help with.

This is the moment to hand them the book. Not before. A book about specification literacy is useful to someone who has already written three specs. It is a paperweight to someone who has written none.



Teaching at Scale

This book is licensed CC BY-SA 4.0. That means you can copy it, remix it, adapt it, and redistribute it — for any purpose, including commercial — as long as you give credit and share your version under the same license.

Make a podcast episode. Film a 10-minute video. Run a workshop at your library. Rewrite Chapter 4 for a Gen-Z audience — embrace the brainrot, just cite your sources. Translate it into Spanish. Read a chapter at your union meeting.

The specification interview loop is not proprietary. It is a pattern — like the scientific method, or the Socratic method, or the way a good doctor does an intake interview. It belongs to anyone who uses it.


TIP

The fastest way to teach this at a community workshop: bring three real documents — an insurance denial, a lease clause, a medical bill. Have participants paste each one into their Agent and type: “Explain this to me in plain language and tell me what my options are.” The room will teach itself.


SCIENCE

Research on technology diffusion consistently identifies peer demonstration — not advertising, not instruction manuals, not institutional endorsement — as the primary driver of adoption in low-trust populations (Rogers, 2003). The person most likely to convince your neighbor to try an AI tool is not a tech company, a government program, or a bestselling author. It is you, at the kitchen table, with their actual problem on the screen.[2]



The Structural Argument

Every person who learns specification literacy gets one majordomo. Every person who teaches it creates a dozen. The math is not complicated.

The billionaire class maintained its information advantage partly through scarcity — good advisors are expensive, and there are not enough of them. AI tools broke the scarcity on the supply side. This chapter breaks it on the demand side. The tool is free. The skill to use it is free. The only bottleneck is whether someone shows you, once, that you already know how.

The old saying needs updating. Those who can, do. Those who can, also teach. With specification literacy, they are the same verb.



	
[1] Bandura, A. (1977). Social Learning Theory. Prentice Hall. See also: Compeau, D.R. & Higgins, C.A. (1995). “Computer self-efficacy: Development of a measure and initial test.” MIS Quarterly, 19(2), 189–211.↩



	
[2] Rogers, E.M. (2003). Diffusion of Innovations, 5th ed. Free Press. Rogers’ research across five decades shows that interpersonal channels — especially near-peers who have recently adopted the innovation themselves — are more influential than mass media at every stage of adoption except initial awareness. The kitchen table is the adoption channel.↩






  

  
    Appendix B: Spec Interview Starters

(50 opening lines — one per common situation — designed to trigger the specification interview loop. The reader pastes the starter, the Agent asks the clarifying questions, and the loop begins. No blank page.)



Health

Before a doctor’s appointment:

I have an appointment about [condition] on [date]. Please help me write a list of questions to ask, starting with the most important. Give me the most conservative framing — I will verify everything with my doctor.
After getting a medical bill you don’t understand:

I received this medical bill and don’t understand some of the charges. [Paste bill text.] Can you explain each line in plain language?
When you need to appeal an insurance denial:

My insurance denied coverage for [treatment/procedure]. The denial letter says [reason or code, if you have it]. Help me write an appeal letter that addresses the medical necessity. Give me the most conservative, well-grounded answer — I will verify with my doctor before submitting.
When you’re choosing between treatment options:

My doctor gave me two options for [condition]: [option A] and [option B]. Can you explain the differences, typical outcomes, and what questions I should ask before deciding? Give me the most conservative framing.
When a loved one gets a serious diagnosis:

My [relationship] was just diagnosed with [condition]. I’m trying to understand what this means and how to help. Can you explain the basics and help me prepare questions for their next appointment?


Money

When you get a collections notice:

I received a collections notice for $[amount] from [company]. I’m not sure if this is legitimate. What are my rights and what should I do first? Give me the most conservative framing — I will verify with a legal aid organization before acting.
When you’re creating a household budget for the first time:

I want to create a monthly budget. My take-home pay is $[amount]. My fixed expenses are [list what you know]. Help me build a budget and identify where I might be overspending.
When you’re not sure whether to refinance:

I have a [mortgage/auto loan/student loan] at [rate]% with [years] remaining. Current rates are around [rate]%. Is refinancing worth it, and what should I ask a lender?
When you need to do your own taxes:

I need to file my taxes. I earned $[amount] from [source]. I [had/did not have] major life changes this year: [list any]. What forms do I need and what deductions should I look into?
When you’re evaluating a big purchase:

I’m thinking about buying [item] for $[amount]. Is this a reasonable price? What should I research before committing, and what questions should I ask the seller?


Legal

Before signing any contract:

I’m about to sign this agreement. [Paste text.] Please summarize what I am agreeing to, flag anything unusual, and list the three things I should pay most attention to. Give me the most conservative framing — I will verify with a lawyer before signing.
When you’re reviewing a lease before signing:

I’m about to sign a lease for an apartment in [state]. [Paste key sections or the full lease.] Can you flag anything unusual, explain my obligations, and list what to negotiate before signing?
When you need to write a demand letter:

I need to write a formal demand letter to [person/company] for $[amount] because [situation]. Please draft a firm, professional letter. I’ll verify with a legal aid organization before sending.
When you need to prepare for small claims court:

I’m taking [person/company] to small claims court in [state] over [situation]. The amount is $[amount]. Help me organize my evidence and prepare what to say to the judge.
When you think your landlord is violating your rights:

My landlord [situation — e.g., won’t return deposit, refuses repairs, entered without notice]. I’m in [state]. What are my rights and what should I do first? Give me the most conservative, legally accurate answer.


Home

When a repair quote seems high:

I got a quote of $[amount] to repair [item]. Is this within the normal range? What questions should I ask the contractor before agreeing?
When something breaks and you don’t know what it is:

Something is wrong in my [room] — [describe symptom: noise, leak, smell, malfunction]. I don’t know what it is or whether it’s dangerous. Can you help me figure out what’s happening and whether I need a professional?
When you’re preparing your home for a season change:

I want to prepare my home for [winter/summer/hurricane season]. It’s a [type of home] in [location]. Give me a prioritized checklist of what to do.
When you want to start a garden:

I want to start a [vegetable/flower/herb] garden. I’m in [zone or location], my yard gets [sun description], and I’ve never gardened before. Where do I start?


Life

When you’re preparing for a difficult conversation:

I need to talk to [person] about [topic]. I want to [goal]. I’m worried about [concern]. Can you help me think through what to say?
When you need to write a eulogy:

I need to write a eulogy for my [relationship]. The service is [date]. Here are some things I want people to know about them: [notes]. Help me organize this into something I can read aloud.
When you think you’re being scammed:

Someone contacted me claiming to be from [organization] asking me to [action]. Here’s exactly what they said: [details]. Is this a scam, and what should I do?
When you’re planning a trip on a tight budget:

I want to travel to [destination] for [duration] with a budget of $[amount]. Help me plan — flights, lodging, food, and activities — and tell me where to save money.
When you need to find care for an aging parent:

My [parent] needs [type of help — e.g., in-home care, assisted living]. They’re in [location] and their situation is [details]. Where do I start, and what questions should I ask providers? Give me the most conservative framing — I will verify with a healthcare professional or elder care specialist.


Work

When you’re updating your resume:

I’m applying for [type of role]. Here’s my current resume: [paste text]. Can you help me improve it — stronger action verbs, better structure, and anything I should cut or add?
When you’re preparing for a job interview:

I have a job interview for [role] at [company] on [date]. Help me prepare — likely questions, how to answer “tell me about yourself,” and questions I should ask them.
When you need to document a workplace problem:

I’m having an issue at work: [situation]. I want to create a written record in case I need it later. Help me write a factual, professional account of what happened, with dates.
When you think your workplace is unsafe:

Something at my job seems unsafe: [describe situation]. I’m in [state/industry]. What are my rights, and how do I report this without putting my job at risk?
When you’re thinking about going freelance:

I’m considering freelancing as a [profession]. I currently earn $[salary]. What do I need to set up — taxes, insurance, contracts, pricing — and what should I know before I start?


Civic

When a ballot measure is confusing:

I’m voting on [measure name or paste text]. Please explain in plain language what it does, who supports it and why, and who opposes it and why.
When you want to speak at a public meeting:

I want to speak at the [city council/school board/planning commission] meeting about [topic]. I’ve never done this before. Help me write a two-minute statement and tell me how public comment works.
When you want to push for a change in your community:

I want to [change — e.g., get a crosswalk installed, change a school policy, oppose a zoning decision] in [location]. Where do I start, who makes this decision, and how do I make my case?


Chores

When you need to plan meals for the week:

I need to plan meals for [number] people for the week. Our grocery budget is $[amount]. We don’t eat [restrictions]. Give me a meal plan with a shopping list.
When you need to organize a move:

I’m moving from [current location] to [new location] on [date]. Help me create a timeline and checklist — what to do four weeks out, two weeks out, one week out, and moving day.
When you can’t get a stain out:

I have a [type of stain] on my [material — e.g., cotton shirt, carpet, couch]. I’ve tried [what you tried]. What’s the best way to remove it without ruining the fabric?
When you need to hire a house cleaner for the first time:

I want to hire a house cleaner for the first time. It’s a [size] home in [location]. How much should it cost, what should I expect, and what questions should I ask before booking?


IRL Interactions

When you need to negotiate a price:

I’m about to [buy/negotiate] [item or service] and the asking price is $[amount]. I think that’s too high. How do I negotiate without being confrontational?
When you’re going to the DMV or a government office:

I need to go to [office] for [reason — e.g., license renewal, permit, title transfer]. What documents should I bring, what should I expect, and how do I avoid wasting a trip?
When you’ve been in a car accident:

I was just in a car accident. [Brief description — who hit whom, injuries, location.] What do I need to do right now — at the scene, with insurance, and legally? Give me the most conservative framing — I will verify with my insurance agent and a lawyer.
When you need to talk to your kid’s teacher about a problem:

I need to talk to my child’s [teacher/principal] about [issue]. I want to advocate for my kid without being adversarial. Help me prepare what to say and what to ask.


Computer & Web

When you want to learn a new app or tool:

I need to learn [app or tool] for [purpose]. I’m comfortable with [current skill level]. Can you walk me through the basics and the three most important things to learn first?
When you want to build a simple website:

I want to make a website for [purpose — personal, small business, portfolio]. I have [no/some] technical experience and a budget of [$amount/month]. What are my options and how do I get started?
When you want to automate something repetitive:

I keep doing [repetitive task] on my computer and it takes [time]. Is there a way to automate this? I use [Mac/Windows/Linux].


Creative

When you want to start a creative project but don’t know where to begin:

I want to [make/learn/create] [project type] but I don’t know where to start. My budget is [amount] and I have [time available]. What do I need and what should I do first?
When you want to improve your photography:

I take photos with my [phone/camera]. I want to get better at [type of photography — portraits, landscapes, food]. Here’s what my photos usually look like: [describe]. What’s one thing I could improve right now?
When you want to write something but you’re staring at a blank page:

I want to write a [blog post/short story/personal essay/letter] about [topic]. I know what I want to say but I can’t start. Give me three different opening sentences and a rough outline to choose from.


Transportation

When your check engine light comes on:

My check engine light came on in my [year, make, model]. The car [is/isn’t] driving differently — [describe any symptoms]. How urgent is this, and what should I do before going to a mechanic?
When you’re buying a used car:

I’m looking at a used [year, make, model] with [miles] miles for $[price]. Is this a fair price? What should I inspect, and what questions should I ask the seller?
When you’re planning a road trip:

I’m driving from [origin] to [destination] on [dates]. Help me plan stops, estimate gas cost, and flag anything I should know about the route.


General

When you need to write a complaint:

I need to write a formal complaint to [company] about [situation]. I want to be firm and specific, and I want to ask for [resolution]. Please draft this as a letter.

  

  
    Appendix C: Free Tools Reference

This appendix is a link, not a table. Free tier limits, tool capabilities, and best-use comparisons change faster than any publication cycle can track. The companion site maintains a current version:

→ majordomo.dwk.io/tools

The page covers:
- Current free tier limits for Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Copilot
- Which tools include web search on the free tier (this changes)
- Best use by task type, updated as tools evolve
- New tools worth knowing about as they reach general availability
- Running an agent locally

What stays stable enough to print:

The rotation principle does not change: each major AI assistant has free capacity, and for the tasks in this book all of them are adequate. When one runs out, use another. The skill being taught is tool-agnostic. The specific limits are a link.

The one durable comparison: Copilot (Microsoft) has historically had among the most generous free access and includes Bing web search at no cost. It is a reliable backup when other tools throttle. Verify current status at the companion site.


  

  
    Appendix D: When You Need a Real Professional

Your Agent is the beginning of the process, not the end, for any situation involving:


	
A signed legal document with financial consequences over $1,000


	
A medical diagnosis requiring treatment decisions


	
A tax situation involving back taxes, audits, or business income


	
A workers’ compensation or personal injury claim


	
Any situation where someone has threatened to sue you or been sued by you


	
Any immigration matter with enforcement consequences




Finding affordable professional help:

Legal
- lawhelp.org — free or reduced-cost legal services by state
- immigrationadvocates.org — immigration legal services directory
- aclu.org — civil rights and discrimination complaints
- nhlp.org — National Housing Law Project, tenant rights resources

Financial
- nfcc.org — National Foundation for Credit Counseling, nonprofit
- benefits.gov — federal benefits eligibility screening
- smarterhouse.org — ACEEE’s consumer guide to home energy savings

Health
- 988lifeline.org — crisis support
- psychologytoday.com/us — therapist finder with filter for sliding-scale fees
- findahealthcenter.hrsa.gov — federally qualified health centers, income-based fees
- needymeds.org — prescription assistance programs

Education
- nasfaa.org — financial aid guidance for students and families
- firstgenerationfoundation.org — resources for first-generation college students

Environmental and Energy
- energystar.gov/rebate-finder — federal efficiency programs and rebates
- dsireusa.org — state-by-state incentive database for renewable energy
- energy.gov/wap — weatherization assistance for low-income households



The Line

Your Agent brings the library. A professional brings the library and the life — the years of practice, the pattern recognition from a thousand similar cases, the judgment that comes from having been wrong before and knowing what it cost. A doctor has read the same studies your Agent has read. The doctor has also watched patients respond to treatments in ways the studies did not predict. A lawyer has read the same statutes. The lawyer has also stood in front of the specific judge who will hear your case and knows how that judge thinks.

Your Agent is an incredibly well-read person who was born this morning. A professional is a well-read person with scar tissue. For most of the situations in this book — understanding a document, preparing for a conversation, drafting a letter, mapping your options — the library is enough. For the situations in that list, you need someone whose knowledge has been tested against reality, someone who carries professional liability for the advice they give, and someone who will still be accountable next year if the advice was wrong.

Use your Agent to understand your situation. Use the professional to act on it. Your Agent gets you from confusion to clarity for free. The professional gets you from clarity to outcome with accountability. Both are part of the infrastructure the billionaire class has always had. Now you have the first half for free and a directory for the second.

A note on this appendix: These organizations exist because the systems they navigate are genuinely complex and the stakes are genuinely high. Your Agent can help you understand your situation and prepare for the conversation. These organizations help you act on it with the support of someone who carries professional accountability. Use both.


  

  
    Appendix E: Alignment with UN Sustainable Development Goals

The Roddenberry Foundation’s 2024 Prize awarded $1 million to an early-stage AI venture aligned with the UN Sustainable Development Goals. The Skills in this book map to the following SDGs (official UN titles used verbatim):



	SDG
	Relevant Skills in This Book



	SDG 1 No Poverty
	M-2 (credit card debt), M-4 (collections and bankruptcy), L-7 (debt collectors), W-2 (leaving a job and severance), L-10 and Li-3 (consumer protection and scams), Ho-5 (utility assistance and weatherization)



	SDG 3 Good Health and Well-being
	The Health domain (H-1 through H-18), H-8 and Li-8 (wellness and nutrition), Ch-4 and Ch-6 (cooking and meal planning)



	SDG 4 Quality Education
	M-9 (financial aid and student loans), Li-10 (language learning), Li-13 (public and academic libraries), WB-1 (learning any digital skill), Cr-10 (learning an instrument)



	SDG 5 Gender Equality
	L-6 (family court), W-3 and W-9 (HR and workplace conflict, including discrimination complaints), Li-7 (raising kids)



	SDG 7 Affordable and Clean Energy
	Ho-5 (utility bills and energy options), Tr-9 (electric vehicles), Tr-3 (transit, cycling, and walkability)



	SDG 10 Reduced Inequalities
	The Legal domain (L-1 through L-10), C-1 through C-3 (police encounters, voter rights, rights where you live), H-6b (Medicaid), Tr-8 (accessible transportation)



	SDG 11 Sustainable Cities and Communities
	The Home domain (Ho-1 through Ho-10), C-4 through C-6 (ballot measures, public comment, advocating for change), Tr-3 (transit and walkability)



	SDG 13 Climate Action
	Ho-5 (energy options), Tr-9 (electric vehicles), Tr-3 (transit), Ch-1 (shopping your values)



	SDG 16 Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions
	The Legal domain (L-1 through L-10), the Civic domain (C-1 through C-8), IRL-1 (navigating government offices)



	SDG 17 Partnerships for the Goals
	Chapter 34 (teaching this to someone you love — network effects of access)






No Poverty — Official UN goal statement: End poverty in all its forms everywhere. ↩



Good Health and Well-being — Official UN goal statement: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages. ↩



Quality Education — Official UN goal statement: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. ↩



Gender Equality — Official UN goal statement: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. ↩



Affordable and Clean Energy — Official UN goal statement: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all. ↩



Reduced Inequalities — Official UN goal statement: Reduce inequality within and among countries. ↩



Sustainable Cities and Communities — Official UN goal statement: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. ↩



Climate Action — Official UN goal statement: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. ↩



Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions — Official UN goal statement: Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels. ↩



Partnerships for the Goals — Official UN goal statement: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development. ↩



  

  
    Appendix G: Feature Translation Table

The [ALSO] blocks throughout this book point here for the full reference. This table is a living document — tool features change, names change, new tools emerge. Current version maintained at majordomo.dwk.io/features.

The book uses Claude as its default example. Every feature named in this table exists in some form across all major tools, but the names differ. This table is your vocabulary key.



Persistent Memory and Context



	What it does
	Claude
	Gemini
	ChatGPT
	Copilot



	Save instructions that apply to every conversation
	Profile preferences / Styles
	System Instructions
	Custom Instructions
	Custom Instructions



	Save info about you that persists across chats
	Memory
	Personalization
	Memory
	(limited)



	Named workspace for related conversations
	Project
	Gem
	GPT (custom)
	(not available)



	Upload files to reference across conversations
	Project files
	Gem files
	GPT knowledge
	(limited)





Note on Projects / Gems / Custom GPTs: These are the most important feature to understand across tools. In Claude, a Project is a named workspace where you store instructions, background documents, and a history of related conversations — your AI majordomo’s briefing folder for a specific domain of your life. In Gemini, the equivalent is a Gem. In ChatGPT, it is a custom GPT. In Copilot, this capability is limited. The underlying concept is identical: you tell the tool once who you are and what you need in this context, and it remembers for every subsequent conversation in that space.

The one asymmetry: Claude Projects and Gemini Gems are free to create. Creating a new ChatGPT custom GPT requires a Plus subscription — free ChatGPT users can only use custom GPTs someone else has already published, not build their own. If you are on ChatGPT’s free tier, use Custom Instructions plus Memory (the rows above) instead. It is not a separate workspace, but it accomplishes the same goal: you stop re-explaining your situation every conversation. Verify current status at the companion site.





Conversation Management



	What it does
	Claude
	Gemini
	ChatGPT
	Copilot



	Start a fresh conversation
	New Chat
	New Chat
	New Chat
	New Topic



	Named saved conversation
	Chat / Thread
	Conversation
	Chat
	Thread



	Search past conversations
	Search
	Search
	Search
	(limited)



	Share a conversation
	Share link
	Share link
	Share link
	(limited)






File and Document Handling



	What it does
	Claude
	Gemini
	ChatGPT
	Copilot



	Upload a file to the current conversation
	Attach file
	Upload file
	Attach file
	Upload file



	Paste text directly
	Paste in message
	Paste in message
	Paste in message
	Paste in message



	Analyze an image
	Attach image
	Upload image
	Attach image
	Upload image



	Generate an image
	(via third-party)
	ImageFX / Imagen
	GPT Image (native)
	Designer






Web and Search



	What it does
	Claude
	Gemini
	ChatGPT
	Copilot



	Search the web in real time
	Web search (free + paid)
	Default on
	Available (free)
	Default on



	Cite sources from web results
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes



	Access current news
	Paid tier
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes






Extended Thinking and Reasoning



	What it does
	Claude
	Gemini
	ChatGPT
	Copilot



	Slow, step-by-step reasoning mode
	Extended thinking
	Deep Research
	Thinking / reasoning models
	Think Deeper



	Standard fast response
	Default
	Default
	Default
	Default




Model names and reasoning-mode labels change several times a year. Verify current names at the companion site.



Voice and Interface



	What it does
	Claude
	Gemini
	ChatGPT
	Copilot



	Talk to your Agent by voice
	Voice (mobile)
	Voice (mobile)
	Voice / Advanced Voice
	Voice



	Mobile app
	iOS / Android
	iOS / Android
	iOS / Android
	iOS / Android



	Desktop app
	Mac / Windows
	(browser)
	Mac / Windows
	(built into Windows)



	Browser integration
	(extension)
	Chrome integration
	(extension)
	Edge built-in






Paid vs. Free



	Pricing
	Claude
	Gemini
	ChatGPT
	Copilot



	Free tier name
	Claude (free)
	Gemini
	ChatGPT Free
	Copilot (free)



	Standard paid tier
	Claude Pro
	Google AI Pro
	ChatGPT Plus
	Microsoft 365 Premium



	Standard paid price
	~$20/mo
	~$20/mo
	$20/mo
	~$20/mo



	Higher paid tiers exist
	Yes (Max)
	Yes (Ultra)
	Yes (Pro)
	Enterprise



	Key paid benefit
	Higher limits, extended thinking, Projects
	Latest Gemini model, more Gems
	Full access to flagship model, more GPTs, ability to create custom GPTs
	Priority access, bundled with Office apps and storage




Microsoft retired the standalone Copilot Pro plan in late 2025 and folded its AI features into Microsoft 365 Premium, which bundles them with the Office apps and extra storage rather than selling AI access on its own.

All pricing and feature availability subject to change. See majordomo.dwk.io/features for current information.



The One That Matters Most for This Book

Projects (Claude) = Gems (Gemini) = Custom GPTs (ChatGPT)

If you read one section of this table, read this one. The most powerful technique in this book — building a persistent context for a domain of your life so your AI majordomo already knows your situation — requires this feature. The names differ. The capability is the same. Once you have set up a Project, Gem, or custom GPT for your household, your health situation, or your finances, every subsequent conversation in that space starts with your majordomo already briefed. On ChatGPT’s free tier, build the same thing with Custom Instructions plus Memory instead — creating a new custom GPT requires Plus.

The book’s Chapter 3 explains how to use this. This table tells you what to look for in your tool of choice.



Memory — Claude surfaces the facts it has stored about you and lets you view or delete individual entries. ↩



Personalization — Gemini adapts responses using your account activity and past conversations, with less direct visibility into what's stored than Claude's Memory. ↩



Extended thinking — Claude pauses to reason step by step before responding — most useful for math, multi-step logic, and careful analysis. ↩



Deep Research — Not the same thing — this is Gemini's agent mode, which runs its own multi-step web research and returns a structured report rather than just reasoning more slowly. ↩



Thinking / reasoning models — A separate model you pick (often labeled with an 'o' or 'Thinking'), not a toggle on the default model. ↩



Think Deeper — Copilot's slower reasoning mode for multi-step problems. ↩



  

  
    Appendix H: Expressing Ideas Digitally

“We thought sampling was just another way of arranging sounds. Just like a musician would take the sounds off of an instrument and arrange them their own particular way.”
— [Chuck D](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ChuckD), Public Enemy[1]_

This book was written with the tools it teaches. This appendix is about why, and how you can do the same — not just for a book, but for any structured idea you want to put into the world.



Beyond the Press

Gutenberg gave us movable type. For five hundred years, expressing an idea to a large audience meant access to a press, a publisher, a distribution chain, and capital. Project Gutenberg digitized the output of that era — tens of thousands of books, free, online. That was the first revolution: making the reading of ideas free.

We are in the second revolution: making the expression of ideas free. Not just the reading. The writing, the illustrating, the structuring, the publishing, the distributing. Every step that used to require a professional or a budget now has a free, open tool. Plain-text markup — Djot, a refinement of CommonMark — for writing. AI agents for illustration. Open standards for packaging. The internet for distribution. Creative Commons for licensing.

This book is not a PDF of a printed book. It is not a word processor document exported to a file format. It is a structured digital artifact — semantic content, embedded metadata, accessibility baked in, licensing embedded in every file — designed from the ground up to be read on any device, forked by any community, and built by one person with no budget.

The format is ePub. But the format is not the point. The point is that the best technological concepts we have — open standards, semantic markup, embedded metadata, accessible design, reproducible builds, permissive licensing — are available to anyone with a text editor and a terminal. You do not need a publisher. You do not need a press. You need an idea and the willingness to specify it clearly.

This appendix is what we learned about doing that.



Why ePub

ePub is not a book format. It is a container for structured ideas.

An ePub file is a ZIP archive containing XHTML documents, a CSS stylesheet, images with embedded metadata, a machine-readable manifest, a navigation document, and rights information. It is, technically, a small self-contained website in a box. Every ePub reader — Apple Books, Kindle (via conversion), Kobo, Google Play Books, Calibre — is a specialized browser.

The critical property: ePub is reflowable. The reader controls the font, the margins, the background color, the text size. You do not control the page. This is a feature, not a limitation. It means your content must be structured semantically — headings, paragraphs, asides, figures — rather than visually. A heading is a heading because it is marked as one, not because it is 18-point bold. This structure is what makes the content accessible, transformable, and durable.

Everything downstream — web pages, PDFs, print layouts, audiobook scripts — can be derived from a well-structured ePub. The reverse is not true. A book designed for fixed pages will fight every reflowable format. Start reflowable. Derive everything else.



Plain Text as Source

The manuscript is Djot — plain text with minimal formatting marks, from the CommonMark family. Not a word processor. Not a proprietary format. Not a platform.

## Chapter Title

This is a paragraph. *This is bold.* _This is italic._

::: science
This is a sidebar with a citation.[^1]
:::


[^1]: Author (Year). "Title." _Journal_, vol, pages.


Djot compiles to XHTML. XHTML is what ePub chapters are. The pipeline is deterministic — the same input always produces the same output. The manuscript is version-controlled in Git. Every change is tracked. Every version is recoverable. Collaboration is branching, merging, and pull requests — the same tools that build software.

Your word processor saves a binary file that you cannot diff, cannot merge, and cannot inspect without the application that created it. Your Djot file is a text file that will be readable in fifty years by any tool that can open a file.



Structure as Metadata

Every chapter is a file. Every file carries its own metadata:

---
title: "Chapter Title"
part: 2
order: 3
status: "final"
---


The build pipeline reads the frontmatter, sorts by part and order, and assembles the ePub. Reorder chapters by changing a number. Add a chapter by adding a file. Remove a chapter by deleting a file. The filesystem is the table of contents. There is no separate document to maintain.

This is the same principle the book teaches in Strategy 0: the specification is the work. The metadata is not documentation about the book. It is the book’s structure, expressed as data, executed by a build system.



Art Direction as Specification

Every illustration is specified where it appears. The chapter carries an inline reference:

[eob-annotated]{.art}


and next to the chapter lives a sidecar file — eob-annotated.art.md — whose frontmatter holds the image’s format, size, and alt text, and whose body is the production brief for the illustrator. (This appendix reuses the same illustration as the Health chapter’s EOB Skill — one spec, one image, referenced from both places, the same DRY principle this section is about to describe.)

This is Strategy 0 applied to visual content. The alt field is what the reader needs to know. The brief is what the illustrator needs to produce. Both are written at the same time, by the same person, next to the text they accompany.

The sidecar is permanent. When the image is produced, the sidecar stays — it is the specification, the art direction record, the basis for revision. The sidecar is the request. The image is the result. Both live together.

That reference resolves to the figure that follows — or, until the image is produced, to a placeholder carrying the alt text and the brief. Either way the reader gets the specification doing its job:


  
    eob-annotated.png

    
      An Explanation of Benefits form with three fields circled and translated into plain language in the margin: allowed amount, plan paid, and patient responsibility.
      Hand-drawn #2 pencil sketch of a one-page EOB (Explanation of
Benefits) form lying flat on a pure white field. Standard EOB
layout: a header block with insurer name and member info, a
billing-period line, a table of services with columns for
*Charge*, *Allowed*, *Plan Paid*, and *Patient Responsibility*, and
a totals row at the bottom.

The text and numbers are fictional and illustrative --- a
placeholder insurer ("Sample Health Plan"), a generic member ID,
example dollar amounts that read as round demonstration values, no
real patient, no real provider, no real insurer. The phrase **"THIS
IS NOT A BILL"** appears at the top, as it does on real EOBs. All
numbers in the table are internally consistent — the totals row
actually sums the columns above it.

Three fields are circled in red ballpoint pen, with #2 pencil
arrows extending to handwritten margin notes in plain English:

- **Allowed amount** circled, margin note: "what your plan agreed
  the service is worth"
- **Plan Paid** circled, margin note: "what insurance actually sent
  the provider"
- **Patient Responsibility** circled, margin note: "what you may
  owe --- check against the provider's bill"

The annotations are in the same hand as the rest of the book ---
competent block writing, slightly uneven, the kind of margin notes
someone makes the first time they read an EOB carefully.

**No meta-elements --- non-negotiable.** The illustration contains
only the EOB form, the red circles, the pencil arrows, and the
margin notes. No color swatches, palettes, legends, keys, hex codes,
callout boxes outside the page, sidebar text labelling "FIELD 1 /
FIELD 2 / FIELD 3," no fictional brand names or approval stamps from
this book's own AI Agent, or any UI explaining the technique. The
margin notes are the explanation; there is no second layer.

**Background: pure white, `#FFFFFF`, flat.** Not gray, not off-white,
not cream, not paper texture, not a notebook page, not a desk grain.
The EOB is the only object; the field around it is pure white. The
build removes white to create transparency, so any gray will show
as a halo in the ePub.

**Watch out for:**

- NO real insurer logos (Aetna, Blue Cross, UnitedHealthcare, etc.)
- NO real member IDs, real provider NPIs, real patient names
- NO highlighter rectangles --- annotations are red pen circles and
  pencil arrows
- NO graph paper or ruled-paper background underneath the form
- NO "EXAMPLE" or "SAMPLE" watermark stamped diagonally across the
  page --- the placeholder insurer name in the header is enough
- NO garbled or invented table headers --- use exactly *Charge*,
  *Allowed*, *Plan Paid*, *Patient Responsibility*; do not rename or
  scramble these labels
- NO references to this book's own AI Agent or any "AI negotiated
  rate" / "AI review" language --- a real EOB has no idea an AI
  assistant is helping the reader read it

    
  

If you are using an AI agent to illustrate, your style guide is a system prompt — agentic instructions, not a reference document. The same specification interview that works for an insurance appeal works for an illustration: describe what you want precisely enough that someone who has never seen your vision can execute it correctly.



Self-Documenting Artifacts

Every image file carries its own documentation as embedded XMP metadata:


	
Iptc4xmpCore:AltTextAccessibility — the alt text, in the image itself


	
dc:description — the production brief that created it


	
dc:rights — the license




If the image is copied, shared, forked, or archived, its accessibility text, its provenance, and its license go with it. A PNG without metadata is an orphan — a file with no history and no context. A PNG with embedded XMP is a self-documenting artifact. It knows what it is, why it was made, and who can use it.

This is an IPTC standard. It is how professional photography has worked for decades. There is no reason amateur digital publishing should have less metadata discipline than a wire service.



Accessibility as Architecture

Accessibility is not a compliance checkbox at the end of a project. It is a structural decision at the beginning.

Write alt text when you write the art brief. The person who specified the image is the person best positioned to describe what it communicates. “An illustration” is not alt text. “A hand-drawn EOB form with three fields circled: Amount Billed, Allowed Amount, and Patient Responsibility” is alt text. The first version tells the screen reader nothing. The second version makes the image unnecessary — the reader knows what it shows and what it means without seeing it.

Use semantic HTML elements — <aside> for sidebars, <figure> for illustrations, <section> for chapters — not <div> with class names. Screen readers and ePub reading systems use the element type to navigate. A <div class="sidebar"> is invisible to assistive technology. An <aside role="doc-sidebar"> is a landmark.

Support dark mode. Inline graphics need transparent backgrounds so they adapt to any background color. The CSS prefers-color-scheme: dark media query handles the rest. Test every graphic against both light and dark backgrounds. A generation of readers uses dark mode by default. If your illustrations break in dark mode, they break for a significant fraction of your audience.



The License Is the Distribution

This book is CC BY-SA 4.0. That is not a legal footnote. It is the distribution strategy.

A permissively licensed ePub is a seed. Anyone can take it, translate it, adapt it for a specific community, build a workshop from it, turn it into a video series, or improve it and release the improvement. The license is embedded in the ePub metadata. The license is embedded in every image file. The license is on the cover in the author’s own handwriting. There is no ambiguity.

If you are writing a guide for a community that needs it, license it so the community can own it. CC BY-SA means: use it, change it, share it, but keep it open. The ideas spread further when the container is free.



The Build

The entire book compiles from Djot source to ePub with a single command:

npm run build


The pipeline is a series of transformations — parse the Djot, transform callout blocks into semantic asides, resolve art briefs, collect footnotes into chapter endnotes, generate XHTML, assemble the ZIP. Each step is a plugin. Each plugin does one thing. The output is a single .epub file.

This is the same principle as the book’s content: the specification is the work, and the machine executes the specification. You do not manually lay out pages. You do not manually number chapters. You do not manually copy images into a folder structure. You write content, specify metadata, and run the build. The build is deterministic — the same source always produces the same output.

If this sounds like software engineering, it is. The best technological concepts for expressing ideas digitally are the same ones we use to build software: version control, semantic structure, automated builds, metadata standards, and open formats. The publishing industry spent decades reinventing these concepts poorly. The tools are here. Use them.



What We Learned

Start the color palette before the first illustration. Every color decision deferred is a consistency problem later.

Write the illustrator instructions as agentic prompts from day one, even if you plan to illustrate by hand. The act of writing precise instructions for an agent clarifies the visual language in ways that mood boards and reference images do not.

Define your sidebar types before chapter one. Adding a new type mid-project means auditing every existing chapter. Six is enough. Four is fine. More than eight is a taxonomy, not a tool.

Standardize your citation format before you have twenty different styles across forty chapters.

Embed the rights metadata everywhere — in the ePub manifest, in every image file, on the cover. Make it impossible to separate the content from its license.

Use order: -1 in frontmatter for content that precedes the main sequence. The sort is numeric. Negative numbers sort first. Do not renumber the entire manuscript to insert an epigraph.

ePub will evolve. Djot will be replaced. The standards we used to build this book are tools — useful today, disposable tomorrow, exactly like the AI agents the book teaches you to use. The formats are never the point. The ideas are the point. Use the best tools available right now to express them as clearly and accessibly as you can. When better tools arrive, use those instead. The press is in your pocket. What you print on it is yours.



	
[1] The copyright panic, the “it’s not real art” panic, the “it’s theft” panic — all of it happened in 1991, about sampling. See the Grand Upright Music, Ltd. v. Warner Bros. Records Inc. decision that changed everything.↩






  

  
    Appendix I: Specification Literacy as a Middle School Standard

An outline for teaching the core skill of this book at the eighth grade level.



The Argument

Every chapter in this book teaches the same underlying skill: describe your situation with enough precision that someone — or something — can act on it. That skill has a name. It is specification literacy.

Specification literacy is not a technology skill. It is a thinking skill that happens to open up technology. It is also the skill that opens law offices, doctor’s appointments, financial advisors, building inspectors, college applications, and every other system where the quality of the outcome depends on the quality of the ask. The billionaire class learns it from their environment — their parents specify, their tutors specify, their staff specifies. Everyone else learns it the hard way or not at all.

If you teach specification literacy in eighth grade, you change what is possible in high school. A student who can specify can:


	
Write a college essay that answers the actual question


	
Describe a medical symptom clearly enough to be taken seriously


	
Read a contract and identify what is missing


	
Ask a teacher for the help they actually need, not the help the teacher assumed they needed


	
Use any AI tool effectively — not because they understand the technology, but because they understand their own situation




The specification interview loop (Strategy 0) is a general-purpose cognitive tool. It is Socratic method with a practical output. Teaching it at 13 means four years of high school where the student already has the meta-skill that every subject assumes and none of them teach.



Why Eighth Grade

Eighth grade is the hinge year. The student is old enough to have real problems — social dynamics, family complexity, academic tracking decisions — and young enough to internalize a thinking pattern before the demands of high school arrive. It is also the last year most school systems have the structural flexibility to add a standalone unit before the subject-area silos of ninth grade lock in.

Developmentally, 13-year-olds sit squarely in Piaget’s transition from concrete to formal operational thinking (typically beginning around age 11; any middle school teacher will confirm it from observation). They are newly capable of reasoning about hypotheticals, considering multiple perspectives, and thinking about their own thinking. Specification literacy gives that emerging capacity a practical outlet.



Curriculum Outline: Six Weeks

This is a standalone unit. It fits inside English Language Arts, Social Studies, or an advisory/homeroom block. It requires no technology on day one — the first three weeks use paper. AI tools enter in Week 4, after the thinking skill is established.

Week 1: What Is a Specification?

Core concept: A specification is a description precise enough to act on.

Day 1 — The sandwich exercise. Students write instructions for making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. The teacher follows the instructions literally. (This exercise is old. It works every time. The laughter when the teacher puts the peanut butter jar on top of the bread — unopened — is the lesson landing.)

Day 2 — Specifications in the wild. Students bring in three documents from home: a recipe, a set of assembly instructions, a form. Class sorts them by precision. Which ones could a stranger follow? Which ones assume you already know something?

Day 3 — The gap. Introduce the concept: the distance between what you said and what you meant is the specification gap. Every miscommunication in history — from the Challenger disaster to their last group project — lives in that gap.

Day 4–5 — Write a spec for something you know. Each student writes a specification for a task they do well (a video game strategy, a recipe, a skateboard trick, braiding hair, a workout routine). Partner reads the spec and attempts to follow it. Debrief: where did the spec break down? What did you assume they already knew?

Week 2: The Clarifying Question

Core concept: The fastest way to improve a specification is to ask three questions.

Day 1 — Question taxonomy. Three types of clarifying questions: what’s missing (gaps), what’s ambiguous (could mean two things), and what’s assumed (you think I know something I don’t). Students practice labeling questions by type.

Day 2–3 — The interview loop. In pairs: Student A describes a problem loosely (“I need help with my science project”). Student B asks three clarifying questions. Student A answers. Student B writes a one-paragraph specification of what A actually needs. Student A reviews and corrects. This is the specification interview loop — they are doing Strategy 0 without knowing it.

Day 4–5 — Real problems. Same exercise, but with actual problems the student is facing. (Teacher should provide safe boundaries — this is not therapy. School-appropriate problems: homework they’re stuck on, an extracurricular decision, a purchase they’re trying to make, a conversation they need to have with a teacher or coach.)

Week 3: Reading Specifications Other People Wrote

Core concept: Every system you encounter hands you a specification. Most of them are bad.

Day 1 — Decode. Give students three real documents: a school policy, a terms of service excerpt, a health insurance explanation of benefits. Task: rewrite each one so a sixth grader could understand it. (This is Strategy 1: Decode.)

Day 2–3 — What’s missing from this spec? Students read apartment lease clauses, credit card agreements, and school handbook rules. Task: identify what the document does NOT say that you would need to know. The absence is the specification gap from the other direction — the institution’s gap, not yours.

Day 4–5 — Write back. Students draft a response to one of the documents: a letter to the school administration clarifying a policy, a question to a landlord about a lease clause, an email to a teacher about a grade. The draft must include: what they understand, what they don’t understand, and what they need. (This is Strategy 8: Assert, at a 13-year-old’s scale.)

Week 4: Specification Meets AI

Core concept: The same skill you’ve been practicing works with AI tools.

Day 1 — First conversation. Each student brings a real problem (homework, a personal project, a question they’ve been wondering about). They type it into an AI tool exactly as they would describe it to a friend. They read the response. Class discussion: what did the tool get right? What did it miss? Why?

Day 2–3 — The interview loop, AI edition. Students repeat the Week 2 exercise, but now the Agent is Student B. They describe a situation loosely. The Agent asks clarifying questions. They answer. The Agent proposes a specification. They review and correct. They compare the experience to the human version from Week 2.

Day 4–5 — Follow-up questions. The Agent’s first answer is almost never the final answer. Students practice the five follow-up techniques from Chapter 4: echo back, pull one thread, ask for the contrast, reframe “why,” and let silence work (in this case: “What else should I know?”). Each student refines one conversation from a first answer to a useful answer.

Week 5: Specification in Every Subject

Core concept: This is not an AI skill. It is a thinking skill that makes every class easier.

Day 1 — Science. A lab report is a specification. A hypothesis is a spec for an experiment. Students rewrite a lab assignment as a specification interview: what am I testing, what do I expect, what would change my mind?

Day 2 — Math. A word problem is a specification with the question at the end. Students practice restating word problems as specifications: what do I know, what do I need, what’s the method? Then they use their AI tool to check their restatement before solving.

Day 3 — History/Social Studies. An essay prompt is a specification. Students practice the decode-then-specify loop: what is this prompt actually asking? What does “analyze” mean here versus what does “describe” mean? What would a good answer include that a mediocre answer would skip?

Day 4 — English. A thesis statement is a specification for an essay. Students draft thesis statements using the interview loop: what’s my argument, what evidence supports it, what’s the strongest counterargument? The Agent plays devil’s advocate.

Day 5 — The meta-lesson. Students write a one-page reflection: “What changed about how I ask for help?” The pattern they’ll notice: they stopped saying “I don’t get it” and started saying “I understand X but I’m stuck on Y because Z.” That is the specification gap closing in real time.

Week 6: Teach It

Core concept: If you can teach it, you own it.

Day 1–2 — Build a lesson. In pairs, students design a 10-minute lesson on specification literacy for a fifth grader. They must include: one exercise, one example, and one rule of thumb. (This is Chapter 34’s kitchen table method, adapted.)

Day 3 — Deliver it. If the school has cross-grade partnerships, deliver the lessons to actual fifth graders. If not, deliver to each other and critique.

Day 4–5 — Portfolio. Each student assembles a portfolio of their best specifications from the unit: the one they’re proudest of, the one that improved the most between drafts, and the one that got the best result from an AI tool. Final reflection: “How will you use this next year?”



Alignment to Standards

This unit maps to existing standards without requiring new ones:


	
Common Core ELA: (W.8.4, W.8.5) Clear, coherent writing appropriate to task and audience; developing and strengthening writing through planning, revising, and editing.


	
Common Core ELA: (SL.8.1) Collaborative discussions with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.


	
Common Core ELA: (RI.8.4, RI.8.6) Determining meaning of words and phrases in a text; determining author’s point of view or purpose.


	
ISTE Student Standards: (1.1, 1.5, 1.6) Empowered learner, computational thinker, creative communicator.


	
CASEL SEL competencies: Self-awareness (identifying what you need), social awareness (audience and context), responsible decision-making.




No new standard is required. Specification literacy is what these standards describe when they are taken seriously rather than assessed by multiple choice.



What This Changes in High School

A student who completes this unit enters ninth grade with a transferable meta-skill. The effects compound:

In English, they write thesis statements that answer the prompt because they learned to decode prompts in Week 3. Their essays improve because the thinking precedes the writing.

In science, they write lab reports that a stranger could replicate because they learned in Week 1 that precision matters. They ask better questions during experiments because they practiced the clarifying question taxonomy in Week 2.

In math, they translate word problems into structured specifications before solving. Error rates on word problems drop — not because they got better at math, but because they got better at reading.

In history, they analyze primary sources by identifying what the document says, what it assumes, and what it omits — the same framework from Week 3.

In college applications, they write personal statements that actually answer the question. They describe their extracurriculars in terms of what they did and what resulted, not in terms of vague self-congratulation. Admissions officers notice.

In their first job, they send emails that get answered because the recipient can tell what is being asked. They describe problems to IT support in a way that gets them solved. They ask their manager for what they need instead of hoping the manager figures it out.

With every AI tool they encounter for the rest of their lives, they get better results — not because they learned prompt engineering, but because they learned to think clearly about what they need before they open their mouth.



A Note to Teachers

You already teach specification literacy. You just call it “asking good questions” or “being specific” or “showing your work.” This unit gives the skill a name, a structure, and three weeks of practice before any technology enters the room.

The AI tools are not the point. The AI tools are the reason the skill suddenly matters at scale. A student who cannot specify will use AI tools the way most adults currently do — poorly, vaguely, and with the disappointed conclusion that “it doesn’t really work.” A student who can specify will use AI tools the way this book teaches — precisely, iteratively, and with results that compound over a lifetime.

You do not need to be an AI expert to teach this unit. You need to be someone who asks good clarifying questions, which is what you already do forty times a day.



A Note to Parents

If your child’s school does not teach this, you can. The kitchen table method from Chapter 34 works for adults. It works for teenagers too. Bring a real problem. Open the tool. Ask three clarifying questions. Let them see the specification interview loop work once. That is the whole lesson.

The rest is practice, and practice looks like life — every medical form, every school assignment, every argument about chores is an opportunity to ask: “Can you be more specific about what you mean?”

That question — “Can you be more specific?” — is the entirety of this book, and this appendix, compressed into six words.



(W.8.4, W.8.5) — W is the Writing domain, and the numbers are grade 8, standard items 4 and 5. ↩



(SL.8.1) — SL is the Speaking & Listening domain, and the number is grade 8, standard item 1. ↩



(RI.8.4, RI.8.6) — RI is the Reading: Informational Text domain, and the numbers are grade 8, standard items 4 and 6. ↩



(1.1, 1.5, 1.6) — International Society for Technology in Education standards: 1.1 Empowered Learner, 1.5 Computational Thinker, 1.6 Creative Communicator. ↩



CASEL — Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning — the organization that defines the SEL competency framework referenced here. ↩



  

  
    Appendix J: Working with Text — How Your Agent Reads

You do not need to read this appendix to use this book. Every technique in these pages works without understanding the machinery. This is the owner’s manual for people who want to look under the hood.



Your Agent Has a Working Memory

When you open a conversation with your Agent, you are opening a shared workspace. Everything in that workspace — your messages, the Agent’s replies, any documents you paste in — occupies space in the Agent’s working memory. The technical term is the context window. Think of it as a desk.

A clean desk with one document on it gets full attention. A desk buried under forty pages of irrelevant material gets the same total attention spread across everything — which means less attention on the thing that matters.

Your Agent’s working memory is large — tens of thousands of words in a single conversation. But it is not infinite, and not all of it receives equal attention. The beginning and end of a conversation are processed most reliably. The middle can get murky in long sessions — a position bias researchers have named “lost in the middle.”[1] This is not a flaw. It is how the technology works, and knowing it changes how you use it.



What Tokens Are

Your Agent reads in units called tokens. A token is roughly three-quarters of a word — “compound interest” is two tokens, “Explanation of Benefits” is three or four. Every message you send, every reply the Agent generates, every document you paste in is measured in tokens. The free tier gives you a daily budget of tokens. The paid tier gives you more.

You do not need to count tokens. You need to know one thing: everything you put in the conversation uses some of your budget, including the parts you did not mean to include. The signature block at the bottom of a forwarded email. The legal disclaimer on a bank statement. The 47 previous replies in a forwarded email chain. All of it costs tokens and none of it helps your Agent think about your question.



Text vs. Photos

Your Agent can read both text and images. They are not equal.

Text is cheap. A full page of text — roughly 500 words — weighs in at somewhere around 600–700 tokens. Your Agent can read it precisely, search within it, and quote it back to you.

Images are expensive. A photograph of that same page costs several times as many tokens — depending on model and resolution, often well over a thousand — and the Agent has to interpret the image before it can work with the content. Handwriting, poor lighting, glare, and low resolution all degrade accuracy.

The rule is simple: if you can get the text, paste the text. Use photos only when the visual information is the information — a rash on your arm, a crack in a wall, a plant you want identified, a stain you need to treat. These are cases where no amount of text can replace what the image shows.

For everything else — bills, labels, contracts, printed letters — get the text. Modern iPhones and Android phones can copy text directly from any photo: take the picture, tap the text, and copy it. This is the best of both worlds — you capture the document with your camera and paste the clean text into your conversation. Your Agent reads it faster, more accurately, and at half the cost.



	Situation
	Best approach



	EOB from your insurance portal (PDF or website)
	Copy the text, paste it



	Paper bill that arrived in the mail
	Photograph it, copy the text from the photo, paste the text



	Contract or lease (digital)
	Paste the relevant clause, not the whole document



	Pill bottle label
	Photograph it, copy the text from the photo, paste it



	Contractor bid (emailed PDF)
	Copy the text, paste the line items



	Handwritten note from your doctor
	Photograph it — text recognition struggles with handwriting



	A rash, a crack, a plant, a stain
	Photograph it — visual is the only option



	A 47-message email thread
	Copy only the last two relevant messages






Less Is More

The single most effective thing you can do to improve your Agent’s responses is give it less to read — but make sure what you give it is the right material.

This is the majordomo principle in reverse. The billionaire’s chief of staff did not hand the boss a filing cabinet. They read the filing cabinet, extracted the relevant page, highlighted the relevant paragraph, and handed over one sheet of paper. You can do the same thing for your Agent — or you can ask your Agent to do it for you.

Don’t paste the whole document when one section will do. A 40-page lease has one clause you’re confused about. Paste that clause, plus the definitions section if there is one. Your Agent will give you a better answer from two focused paragraphs than from 40 pages of boilerplate.

Don’t include the email chain when you need the decision. If someone forwarded you a thread with 20 replies, paste only the messages that contain the actual information. Or paste the whole thread and say: “Summarize only the decisions that were made and the open questions that remain.”

Start fresh when the conversation gets long. If you have been going back and forth for 30 messages and the Agent starts repeating itself, losing track of earlier points, or giving vague answers — it is not broken. Its desk is full. Start a new conversation. Paste in only the conclusions from the last one. This is not starting over. It is giving your Agent a clean briefing.



The Free-Tier Connection

If you are using the free tier (and this book assumes you are — see Chapter 3), every token matters more. A conversation stuffed with irrelevant formatting, full email chains, and photographed documents that could have been pasted as text will hit your daily limit faster and produce worse answers on the way there.

The practices in this appendix are not about technical optimization. They are about getting more from the free tools that already exist — the same way turning off unused lights is not about electrical engineering. It is about not wasting what you have.



The Practices, Collected

These tips appear throughout the Field Guide in the Skills where you will actually encounter them. Here they are in one place for reference.


	
Paste text, not photos. If it is digital, copy the text. If it is physical, photograph it with your phone and copy the text from the photo — both iPhone and Android can do this. Send the photo itself only when the visual is the information (a rash, a crack, a plant). (H-3, H-9, L-1, Ch-2)


	
Paste the relevant section, not the whole document. One clause beats forty pages. (L-1)


	
Trim email threads to the messages that matter. Or ask your Agent to extract the decisions. (The General Method, Chapter 32)


	
Start fresh when a conversation gets long and the quality drops. Paste your conclusions into a new conversation. (The General Method, Chapter 32)


	
Ask your Agent about the current details — token limits, pricing, and feature availability change. The principles in this appendix do not.






	
[1] Liu, N.F. et al. (2024). “Lost in the Middle: How Language Models Use Long Contexts.” Transactions of the Association for Computational Linguistics, 12, 157–173.↩






  

  
    A Final Note: The Information Was Always There

“The future is already here — it’s just not very evenly distributed.”
— [William Gibson](https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/WilliamGibson), 1993_

The systems in this book — insurance, legal, medical, housing, financial, civic — are not inherently unknowable. The information exists. The rules are written down. The rights are on the books. What has always been scarce is not the information itself. It is the translation layer: the professional whose entire job is taking institutional complexity and making it actionable for a specific human being in a specific situation.

The billionaire class has always had that translation layer. It is built into the infrastructure of how they move through the world. Their insurance denials get handled. Their leases get reviewed. Their medical decisions get explained. Their rights get asserted. None of this requires them to personally understand the systems — it requires only that they can afford the people who do.

That asymmetry is not the result of the billionaire class working harder or being smarter. It is the result of owning enough to insulate yourself from the friction that everyone else has to navigate alone.[1]

Gene Roddenberry imagined a future where that inequality had been resolved — not through better apps, but through a civilization that had decided abundance and mutual aid were more interesting than accumulation and extraction. The Federation didn’t have a billionaire class. It had Data, who would explain anything to anyone who asked, without a retainer and without judgment.

Data couldn’t feel. But he understood meaning with every tool available to him, and he engaged it fully. He was the library — broad, consistent, tireless, without ego. What made the Enterprise crew work was not that they had the library. It was that they had each other — mortal, fallible, surprising people who brought their lives to the partnership. The library and the life. That is what this book has been about the whole time.

We are not there. But a tool that partially, imperfectly, provisionally makes the translation layer accessible to people who couldn’t previously afford it is not nothing. It is not the revolution. It is, in the specific language of the DSA tradition, a reform that helps people now while the longer work continues.

Use it. Push back when it’s wrong. Tell your neighbor about it. Help your parent figure out their Medicare denial. Show your coworker how to write the demand letter. The billionaire class has had this infrastructure for generations. It took us this long to get a version of it. Pass it on.

This book is free. It is licensed so that anyone can take it, translate it, turn it into a video, build it into a workshop, adapt it for a specific community, or improve it and release the improvement. That is not an afterthought. It is the point. The book is the seed. You are the crop.

If you made something from this — a video, a translation, a workshop, a derivative guide — share it on your website and social media. Someone who needs exactly that version will find it.

The line must be drawn here.

Engage.



	
[1] Hawley, N. (2026). “What I Learned About Billionaires at Jeff Bezos’s Private Retreat.” The Atlantic, May 2026. On Bezos’s 2018 retreat: at a certain scale of wealth, “everything becomes effectively free. Any asset can be acquired but nothing can ever be lost.”↩
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