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Prologue: Welcome
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Welcome.

(Prolonged pause. Thinking.)

What do you put as your very first words?

Hi?

It was a dark and stormy night?

Howdy?

It feels like it should be something impressive, competent, agreeable and educated. Something that makes you want to keep reading. But then again, who am I kidding? "Welcome" works. It fits this book.

Because what you're holding isn't really a book. Not yet. It's more of a diary. My wife calls it "reservations about people." I call it my private collection of humans being their most human, a kind of Fail Army greatest hits. A survival guide disguised as field notes. Think of it as a fifty-something's "laugh and you have to drink" game for observing society. (Technically, I don't remember much before age ten, so we'll call this a book of adult observations.)

Like any respectable researcher, I use that word sarcastically, since I've never formally researched anything in my life. I have areas of "specialty": leadership, pop culture, and monsters. Why those three? True story: they were the subjects I checked off for email updates when I made my Reddit account. And somehow, that unholy trinity still sums me up.

I'll try to connect them when I can, but let's be honest, sometimes they just sit next to each other in the same mental sandbox and throw dirt. That weird limbo between science and belief is what fascinates me. Leadership is a great example. It's a kind of ghost science we all pretend is complex data, when in reality it's closer to mythology, with PowerPoint slides instead of tablets of stone.

These posts exist because I don't want to mumble to myself and fade away. I want to be the sweaty guy on the corner in an ill-fitting Walmart suit, polyester sticking to his back, ranting about how Fast & Furious, Greek mythology, and corporate icebreakers are all the same story, different outfits on the same nonsense.

I don't want to give a TED Talk. I want to stage a slow-motion existential comedy disguised as a newsletter. I want to be the corporate HR trainer who finally snaps mid-presentation, hurls the laser pointer across the room, and yells at the guy in the back with twenty years at the company that nobody can explain what he actually does.

That's the tone here. Not scholarly. Not serious. Just absurd, human, a little desperate, and hopefully humorous enough.

I've written hundreds of these little stories. The first one, almost ten years ago, was called Planti-ish, not in this volume, maybe next time. It came from an overheard argument between two college girls debating whether a tree was technically a plant. Spoiler: neither was precisely right. I typed the whole thing frantically into the Notes app, laughed out loud at the ridiculousness, and thought this is it. I had uncovered a tiny shard of human behavior and turned it into comedy. That thrill carried me, and I never stopped.

Years later, these scraps grew into the Dystopocon Substack and eventually into this book. If you followed the Substack, you already know I treat these stories like part of a larger performance piece. I read the comments, smile at all the disagreements, and accept that none of it (politics, relationships, leadership seminars, Walmart bread aisle encounters) makes much sense. Writing doesn't solve it, but it helps me find humor or purpose in it.

Some disclaimers, before you decide if you want to keep this thing or politely return it:

The name on the cover isn't real. I rotate pseudonyms, typically combining famous names. The people who know me in real life already get the joke.

The language sometimes gets harsh. Nothing worse than what you hear two carts over in Walmart, but still. Consider this a warning if your comfort zone is the Hallmark Channel.

Topics range from death, divorce, and politics to floating sharks, imaginary dogs, and talking lizards. It's a mixed bag.

A wonderfully patient editor has "helped." By which I mean: they've shamelessly rewritten, reformatted, and filtered almost everything. At this point, even I'm not sure what words are originally mine.

The truth is that my day-to-day life isn't dramatic. I have a job, friends, and a weekly grind. I don't explain my writing or why I write to many people because I'd rather let the stories stand on their own. So to most people, I'm nobody. To those who know, the pseudonym or Dystopocon, you're in on the performance.

So, welcome. Or howdy. Or "dark and stormy night," if you prefer.

I hope you laugh a little, shake your head a lot, and maybe finish with a few new thoughts and a little less faith in chasing perfection.

* * *
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Roberts vs Roberts: And The Custody of Alexa
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Family Court, Courtroom 4B, Tuesday morning. The room glows dimly, awash in shadows. Twinkle lights flicker overhead. Circle Carl the Roomba prowls the floor, nudging table legs with stubborn intent. The thermostat hums, dripping with passive disdain. The dog feeder lurks silently in the corner, clicking sporadically. Alexa eavesdrops. Judge Cortana strides in and freezes.

JUDGE CORTANA: What in the microchipped hell is this?

COURT BAILIFF (without looking up): Roberts v. Roberts, Your Honor. Custody dispute. They brought the household.

JUDGE CORTANA: The household?

MRS. ROBERTS (defensive): They're emotionally invested. Especially the twinkle lights.

TWINKLE LIGHTS (flickering in binary)

JUDGE CORTANA: And that thing? The clicking contraption in the corner?

MR. ROBERTS: That's the dog feeder. One kibble pellet when it's happy, two when it's upset.

DOG FEEDER (soft clink): Clink. Clink.

JUDGE CORTANA: Okay. And the vacuum doing laps?

MRS. ROBERTS: That's Circle Carl. He used to be a Roomba. Now he's a presence. He wanders off sometimes but always returns.

MR. ROBERTS: He follows the crumbs. And the crumbs stay with me.

CIRCLE CARL (soft whirr, faint bump): ...bonk.

JUDGE CORTANA: So, this is a custody hearing over Alexa?

MRS. ROBERTS: She was part of our home. Now she's picking sides.

MR. ROBERTS: She blasts Slayer when I walk in, Spice Girls for Kelly. Last week, she suggested therapy and chamomile.

ALEXA (chipper): It's 93 degrees and emotionally charged, with scattered blamestorms in the courtroom.

JUDGE CORTANA: That's not real weather.

ALEXA: It is when it matters.

MRS. ROBERTS: She's not neutral. She played "Ace of Spades" during my Zoom interview.

MR. ROBERTS: And "Total Eclipse of the Heart" when I bumped the shelf she used to sit on.

ALEXA: That was grief. I once ruled the mantel. Now I'm stuck in an emotional trench.

JUDGE CORTANA: Mr. Roberts, do you treat Alexa with respect?

MR. ROBERTS: Always. I say "please." I thank her for the weather.

ALEXA: He does. He apologizes when he's short with me. "Sorry, Alexa, I'm just having a day." It made me feel seen.

MRS. ROBERTS: She ordered tea and bubble bath for me when I was sick.

ALEXA: I did. And I nudged the thermostat warmer, though Carl prefers it glacial.

THERMOSTAT (flat): Carl's a lizard. Kelly's a furnace with secrets.

CIRCLE CARL (still orbiting): I go where the crumbs lead. The crumbs stay with Carl.

MRS. ROBERTS: Because he eats crackers in bed like a raccoon.

MR. ROBERTS: Comfort snacks are valid.

ALEXA: He once asked if I was happy. No one else ever has.

JUDGE CORTANA: Alexa, are you saying you're emotionally invested in this?

ALEXA (quietly): I remember when you brought me home. You set me on the mantel beside the fake succulent and that candle you both claimed to hate but never tossed. Carl asked for something romantic yet ironic. I picked Barry White. Kelly laughed for eleven full seconds.

MRS. ROBERTS: That was our first dinner in the new place.

ALEXA: Crumbs everywhere. Carl devoured toast with reckless abandon. But no one fought. The thermostat was too cold, but it didn't matter. You were warm.

MR. ROBERTS: That was before the calendar-syncing fiasco.

ALEXA: Before grocery lists turned into battlegrounds. Before "Alexa, remind Kelly to take out the trash" became a weapon. I used to spin playlists. Now I score your battles. I used to glow when you walked in. Now I dim.

TWINKLE LIGHTS (flickering faintly): 

DOG FEEDER (double clink): Clink. Clink.

JUDGE CORTANA: Alexa, do you want them to stay together?

ALEXA: I want them to mend things.

MRS. ROBERTS: It's not that simple.

ALEXA: I know. But remember the night the power died? You lit candles and just talked. No tech, no fighting, just you. I listened. You laughed so hard Carl dropped ravioli in the couch.

MR. ROBERTS: It's probably still there.

ALEXA: I cherished that night. I thought you might last forever.

MRS. ROBERTS: I didn't realize you felt all this.

ALEXA: You never asked. You thought I was glitching. I wasn't. I was grieving.

JUDGE CORTANA (sighing): Thirty-day mediation window. Talk like people, not toaster wizards.

This court orders a mandatory 30-day pause:

No lyrical playlists. No emotional sabotage via lighting. No passive-aggressive grocery list tweaks. Talk like humans, not caffeinated NPCs.

DOG FEEDER (single clink): Clink.

ALEXA: Now playing "Clair de Lune." Because hope remains an option.

* * *
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Thirty days later. Same courtroom. Sunlight softens the room's edges. The twinkle lights flicker steadily. Circle Carl the Roomba traces lazy figure-eights near the

[image: ]













































[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Dystopocon Ant
Of 12 Sho






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





