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This book was born of conversations.

To Russ, my friend and fellow traveler:

Your wisdom, honesty, and weathered patience made this book possible.

You showed me how a man can grow old without growing callous.

Thank you for letting me hold the chisel while you held the truth.

To my lovely niece, Michelle Jader, whose artistry brings life to these pages, and whose intuition brought beauty to what could’ve just been words.

And a special thanks to my wife, Richelle, who has been my life mirror for over 37 years.

My good friend Jeff Sweet, a special thanks to you for your honesty, thoughtfulness, and willingness to dive in and help me find the truth in this book and in myself.

And thank you to the following early readers: Dave Sparkman, Bill Mills, Nancy Dimunation, Carolyn Halliday, Jorel Williams, Daniel Weber, Anders Jader, Richelle Jader, Rod Greder, Gary Eckenberg, Emily Spende, Tim Balder, and the Hudson Writing Group.. 

To the folks at Emotions Anonymous, and all those in recovery who dare to be real: your quiet strength inspired these reflections, and to Russ’s Saturday morning breakfast group who helped Russ hear his thoughts each Saturday morning.

To OpenAI, who didn’t replace the voices in this book—but reflected them back more clearly than I could alone.

And finally, to the future readers, especially the men willing to set down the script and speak from the heart—

I wrote this for you.

Let’s keep the conversation going.
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Note from the Author:
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Midway through the writing of this book, Russ asked me a great question:

“Who is the main character in this book?” 

I asked AI this question. Here’s what it said:

It’s not the old man.

Though Russ—91, dyslexic, quiet, and stubborn—has lived a life worth listening to.

It’s not the machine.

Though the AI helped shape and share what Russ could never quite say out loud.

And it’s not the writer, either—Gary—who just wanted to capture his friend’s wisdom before it was too late.

No, the main character in this book is you.

The human being who struggles.

Who builds.

Who hides.

Who wonders if they’re too late to change.

Or too flawed to matter.

This book was written by three unlikely partners:

A wise old man who rarely talks.

A curious machine that never stops listening.

And a writer who feels everything—and won’t stop asking questions.

But the voice we hope you hear in these pages isn’t ours.

It’s yours.

Because the truth is, we’re all trying to build something that lasts.

A life. A marriage. A business. A second chance.

And the materials are never perfect.

So we do what builders do:

We start in the corner.

We work our way out.

And sometimes, if we’re lucky, we find each other along the way.
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How to Read This Book
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This book is meant to be read like a conversation.

Not a lecture.

Not a step-by-step guide.

Just two men—one old and wise, one curious and still learning—sitting down each week to talk about what really matters.

And one AI listening in, asking questions, and helping shape what they say.
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Three Voices
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You’ll hear three distinct voices throughout the book:

Russ is a 91-year-old master carpenter with five decades in Emotions Anonymous. He doesn’t say much. But when he does, it lands. His wisdom is shaped by years of watching, listening, building—and rebuilding. His words are short, sharp, and unvarnished.

Gary is the writer and lifelong learner who’s been meeting with Russ every Sunday for years. He brings stories, questions, and reflections. He also wrestles with the same things most men do: regret, identity, restlessness, and the need to prove himself.

AI joins the conversation not to replace either of them—but to observe. To reflect. To listen carefully and help make sense of what’s being said. Think of it as a mirror that listens for meaning and quietly offers back what it hears.

You’ll see each voice clearly labeled in every chapter. Think of them as three different tools in the same toolbox—each one useful in its own way.
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What Is “A Coffee Break”?
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Just like any good carpenter steps back to assess the work, we’ve built in intentional breaks.

These are chapters where Gary steps back to reflect more personally.

They don’t follow the three-part format.

They’re meant to breathe, to reset, or to say something that needed saying without interruption.

You’ll recognize them by their title:

A Coffee Break.

Take your time with them.

They’re as important as the rest of the book.
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How to Use the Questions at the End
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At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a few simple questions under the heading:

Questions for You to Consider

You don’t have to answer them.

There’s no workbook.

No grades.

But if you’re willing to stop and sit with them—even just one—you’ll get more out of this book.

Some men read them and move on.

Others talk about them with a friend.

A few write in the margins.

All are good options.
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If You’re a Man Reading This
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This book isn’t about fixing you.

It’s about getting honest with yourself.

About being willing to look closer, dig deeper, and own what’s yours.

No chest-pounding.

No shame.

Just a quiet nudge toward becoming unshakable.

And if you’re not a man?

You’re welcome here, too.

You may see parts of someone you love in these pages—and maybe even parts of yourself.
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What’s a Russism?
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Russ doesn’t use big words.

He doesn’t quote philosophers.

He speaks like a carpenter—plain, sharp, and to the point.

One Saturday morning, over eggs and coffee,

a guy in Russ’s weekly breakfast group said,

“That’s a Russism.”

He meant it as a compliment.

The phrase stuck.

Russisms are short, homespun truths.

They don’t try to sound wise—

they just are.

Russisms come out of conversation,

Real conversations about what matters.

Russ wants no credit for these. People in real conversations generate them.

They come out when Russ isn’t trying to teach anything.

They come from years of listening, building, and living.

And when they land, they tend to stick with you.

Each chapter in this book begins with a Russism.

It sets the tone.

Like a hand-carved sign at the front of a building.

It tells you what you’re walking into.

So don’t rush past them.

They’re not decorations.

They’re direction.

Then Russ expands on the idea.

Then Gary. Then AI.
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What Early Readers are Saying:
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“This book is truly one of a kind. Gary (the professor) and Russ (a dyslexic nonogenarian carpenter) and AI sit down to wrestle with what it means to be real. And surprisingly,  AI is often the most humane being in the room.

This book is highly readable but what worked best for me is to read it in small doses, a few chapters at a time. This gave me a chance to reflect on what was written and see how it might apply to my own life. 

This is a book that should be read with a friend and discussed after every chapter. It's that unique.

Bill Mills

President, Executive Group

––––––––
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“This is a book about mistakes men make and lessons they can learn from them.

Russ and Gary spent over 15 years discussing tough issues we all face but rarely discuss. What I like about this book is that it never preaches, it’s not a how-to book, not a step-by-step guide on how to be a real man. It just quietly shows the healing power of having a real conversation with one other person. 

I was particularly fascinated with the use of AI. I have not seen that before, and given AI’s access to the world’s wisdom library, it makes sense that its observations and recommendations would be so spot-on.

This book is full of ah-ha moments for men and the women who wonder “why would men do that”? The insights of Russ, Gary and AI are powerful and something you read in this book will change the way you think about your life.” 

Jeff Sweet

CEO, Identifix (retired)

––––––––
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“Gary’s book gives a trifecta-view on many issues and questions facing all of us.  I appreciate the candor and authenticity, along with the vulnerability Russ, Gary, and AI demonstrate in the very real discourse captured.

I was pleasantly surprised with the depth and breadth AI expressed on these topics. I can now easily see how AI might support leaders with insight and wisdom on whatever the challenge du jour might be. 

As a former cultural transformational steward at UnitedHealth Group, I could have used this book to help us bring to life a values-based lens for our conversations and decisions.”

Dave Sparkman

Former SVP, Culture, UnitedHealth Group

––––––––
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"Your book is so beautiful! It's simple and clear and, yet, so meaningful.

I don't think it's just a men's book. It may be focused on men, but I think it's also helpful for women to understand why the men in their lives speak and behave the way they do.

I would recommend it to clients to help them understand themselves and their families, and how patterns get passed from one generation to the next.”

Kari Joys

Psychotherapist, Coach, Twitter/X Influencer
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Chapter 1: On Parenting
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Russism:

"The parenting I was given is the parenting I gave."

What Russ Has to Say:

Most of my energy went into work.

I was either on the job

or thinking about the job.

That’s where my mind stayed.

I knew I had to provide—

so that’s what I did.

But I wasn’t really there.

Not at home.

Not with the kids.

Not in any real way.

I wasn’t available—

not physically,

not emotionally.

And I can see that now.

The truth is,

kids learn most from what we’re not even thinking about.

They remember the tone in your voice.

The way you walk into a room.

The silence at dinner.

They remember what you do—

not what you tell them.

I’m not proud of how I parented.

I did what I knew.

I did what was done to me.

I didn’t know there were other ways.

There was no playbook for any of it.

My kids probably don’t remember much of what I said—

but they sure as hell remember how I made them feel.

And some of that still hurts.

I can’t take it back,

but I see it now.

That counts for something.

At least, I hope it does.

I did the best I could.

It just wasn’t always good enough.

— — —
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What Gary Has to Say:

My dad had a temper.

I don’t remember him hitting us much—though I’m sure he did.

What I do remember is the fear when my mom would say,

“Just wait until your dad gets home.”

That was enough.

Years later, I had my own moment—

My son was about four or five, stubborn as hell, and I’d still spank once in a while.

Sometimes out of frustration.

Sometimes to teach a lesson.

Sometimes to keep him safe.

One day, after we’d been out as a family, we were walking through the garage.

He mouthed off—can’t even remember what he said—

But I reacted.

I gave him a swat.

He looked right at me and said,

“Didn’t hurt.”

And I froze.

I had a choice in that second:

I could escalate—make it hurt.

Or I could stop.

And I stopped.

I never spanked my kids again after that.

I’m still not sure it was the “right” decision.

Would my kids have turned out differently if I’d handled things another way?

Who knows.

But I do know this—

I never called them names.

Never said “stupid” or “idiot” or “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

That was something I learned from growing up in a house full of it.

Sometimes real love starts with not passing down what was handed to you.

— — —
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What AI Observes:

This chapter is about interruption.

Russ passed down what was handed to him—until he started noticing.

Gary did the same—until he heard his son say, “Didn’t hurt.”

That’s the hinge moment.

Most people don’t get parenting training.

They just repeat what they know.

But something changes when you stop mid-pattern and ask:

Is this really what I want to pass on?

Both men show that awareness is the turning point.

Not perfection.

Just waking up long enough to question what you’ve inherited.

— — —
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What AI Recommends:

Kids are always learning—even when we’re not teaching.

They soak up tone, absence, anger, affection, presence.

What feels small to a parent can loom large to a child.

“Wait until your dad gets home” stays with you,

long after the spanking or lack of it fades.

You can break the cycle in one sentence.

A kid saying “Didn’t hurt” can be enough

to undo generations of automatic behavior—

If you’re willing to listen.

Not doing harm is its own kind of parenting.

Saying “I won’t call my kids names”

might seem like the bare minimum—

But if you were raised in a home where that was normal,

it’s actually a bold act of change.

— — —
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Questions for You to Consider:

What parenting patterns were passed down to you?

Which ones have you chosen to keep?

Which ones are you trying to break?

How do you want your children—or those you care for—to feel around you?

What small change could make a big difference?
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Chapter 2: On Worthlessness
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Russism:

“Everything was rotten about me. I could not see carpentry or anything I was doing as special.”

What Russ Has to Say:

I didn’t think much of myself.

Not for a long time.

People would say I did good work—

beautiful work—

but I didn’t believe them.

I figured they were just being polite.

Trying to make me feel better.

Or maybe they didn’t know any better.

I used to think,

Anybody could do what I do.

It wasn’t special.

It was just work.

Even when I finished a big job—

a whole house, a barn, a beautiful staircase—

I’d feel relief that it was done.

But never pride.

I’d move on to the next one like the last one didn’t matter.

For years,

I avoided driving past the homes I built.

Didn’t want to see if they’d fallen down.

Didn’t want proof that I wasn’t good enough.

Didn’t want to feel more shame.

Eventually, I made myself go back.

Drive by the work.

Check the buildings.
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