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Dedication
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There comes a time in all our lives when we must recognize the simple truth:  there's free money on the table, just sitting there, waiting to be claimed.

In this case, that "money" is the opportunity to publicly acknowledge the people who inspired me—directly, indirectly, or in spite of themselves—to compile this verbal brilliance into an epic tome chronicling life in the age of COVID.

Translation? There's free money on the table.  I'm taking it.

This book is dedicated to you, especially if you were around during the age of COVID.

If you made multiple stops trying to buy toilet paper and hand sanitizer, this one is for you.

If you hoarded them, this one is for you.

If you shared them with others, this one is for you.

If you double- or triple-masked to check the mail, this one is for you.

If you wore a mask around others to be polite and respectable, this one is for you.

If you caught dirty looks for not wearing one in the bagel aisle, this one is for you.

If you were essential, this one is for you.

If you were deemed non-essential, this one is for you.

If you embraced the concern for public health, this one is for you.

If you reserved your opinion for further consideration, this one is for you.

If you scoffed at the narrative, this one is for you.

If you still mask up at public gatherings, this one is for you.

If you can’t walk by the vaccination station at the pharmacy without shuddering, this one is for you.

If you lost someone, this one is for you.

If you found someone, this one is for you.

If you lost yourself, this one is for you.

If you found yourself, this one is for you.

If you complied.

If you resisted.

If you endured.

Even if you dissociated.

If you’re still wondering what really happened —

This one is for you too.
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Artificial Praise for Artificial Monsters
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“A masterclass in saying what everyone’s thinking—but no one’s allowed to say.”

—The Society for Unapologetic Truths



“Reads like Orwell and Carlin had a baby... during a lockdown.”

—The Free Thinker’s Book Club



“If righteous indignation were a superpower, this book would need a cape.”

—Totally Real Reviews Weekly



“This book didn’t just speak truth to power—it shouted it through a bullhorn while flipping the bird.”

—First Amendment Monthly



“It’s like someone weaponized common sense and dropped it on a bureaucratic think tank.”

—No Nonsense News



“Finally—a book that doesn’t require a trigger warning but probably should.”

—Safe Space Literary Digest



“Start your tape right now, because I’m about to tell you the truth.  And f-you if you can’t handle the truth.  This version of TharpSter—with the slathered bagels and begging dogs—is the best TharpSter ever.”

—Clayton Farnsworth, Senior Anchor, The Clarity Circuit
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Artificial Monsters
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noun


	Constructed threats, systems, or figures—technological, institutional, or informational—that evoke fear, control, or confusion under the guise of progress or protection.

	Entities born from human invention (e.g., algorithms, bureaucracies, media narratives, or poorly programmed AI) that spiral beyond their original purpose to influence public behavior, perception, or sanity—especially during crises.

	A metaphor for the unseen, unnatural forces that shaped modern life during the COVID-19 pandemic, from glitchy Zoom calls to contradictory mandates, and the machine voices we turned to when real ones went silent.



Usage:

“We weren’t battling just a virus — we were swarmed by artificial monsters in the form of shifting narratives, public shaming, and bureaucratic theater.”

“Artificial monsters arrested surfers, filled skating parks with sand, and made Everything bagels hard to find.”

[image: A drawing of a cartoon character wearing a face mask and holding a donut

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
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There Comes A Time
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Date:  10/13/2024

Categories:  Introduction

Tags:  coronavirus, COVID, COVID-19, lockdown, verbal brilliance, artificial intelligence

Now that it’s all over, let’s review.

There comes a time in all our lives....

That statement is a common refrain in a lot of the posts I put on my website, Tharpster.org.  I use it to forerun the theme behind the ensuing verbal brilliance.  

Harriet Naylor, my 9th grade English teacher, would have called me lazy for using the same phrase on all my “thesis statements”.  Granted that characterization would have been woven into her threat to bop me on the head in a southern drawl so heavy you could see it.

That phrase is like a little stick pin in the map of my own psyche which reminds me to reflect on personal growth, resilience, and finding hope in challenging moments.

At least that’s what the front half of the statement means.  The back half where I introduce the topic at hand is fair game.  Its context will range from thoughtful and poignant to insane and ridiculous.  It sets up whatever insight or absurdity follows.

Upon realizing how often I leaned on that phrase, I created a little visual cue for readers—a banner featuring that statement and a grayscale selfie of me in a ball cap from my daughter’s high school.  We took that picture at a concert (on a school night) featuring Night Ranger, Foreigner, and Journey.

I vividly remember her mid-show meltdown when she realized she hadn’t submitted an assignment through one of those digital school portals that somehow connects time, space, and English class.

Mrs. Naylor would have bopped her on the head.

The bands on stage clearly understood the matter was urgent, but still urged her not to stop believing, because she could, in fact, still rock in America.

That banner still gets used today online but doesn’t exactly work well as a print-friendly medium.

Okay, now that I’ve gotten the first of many non sequiturs out of the way, let’s get back to the imminent reflection.

There comes a time in all our lives when we must embrace that nagging urge to round up every blog post, essay, rant, and passing lockdown epiphany—and stitch it all together into one definitive, slightly unhinged compendium.

Mrs. Naylor, I hope that one makes you swoon.

Now begins the arduous yet oddly glorious task of digging through each warped little nugget and stitching them into a chaotic reflection of what was rattling around in my head during the forty-five months stolen from me by a virus and the self-appointed overlords who milked it for all it was worth.  

There will be no inefficient display of my feelings from those times.  The vain stoicism coursing my veins forbids it.

Instead, this is a collection of the posts I published to Tharpster.org which were tagged in one way or another with any one of the buzzwords related to COVID-19.  

Some of these posts focus entirely on COVID; others barely mention it.  There’s a heavy dose of politics following the 2020 election, alongside a scattering of rants, reflections, and the occasional bon mot.  A few wander into lighter fare—my standing breakfast order, my dogs, and whatever else happened to rattle around in the cluttered garage of my brain during that time.

You will see in these posts that when the lockdown started in March 2020, I was optimistic that it would take a few weeks to resolve.  I held out hope that society could come together like it did after the 9/11 attacks.  I even likened the moment to one that could be our finest.

It will also be evident that over time, my doubts about our collective ability to get back on track and restore normalcy grew in perfect tandem with the expanding length of my Amazon wish list for home-office essentials.  

Pardon me a moment whilst I adjust my sit-stand desk.

Years later, I remain skeptical that society will ever rid itself of the destructive forces that shaped the pandemic into what it ultimately became. 

Just to cap it all off, I’ve dispensed on limiting my vocabulary to words that Mrs. Naylor found acceptable and not deserving of a mark from her red felt tip marker or a bop on the head.  Words like “worserer”, “irregardlessly”, “painguish”, and “nekid” are among a few of the utterances which will create little red squiggly lines in your mind suggesting that I neglected to use the spellchecking functionality on my 21st century Blickensderfer.

[image: ]

Fear not my dear reader.

All those words and a selection of others conform to my style guide and generally mean exactly what you would think they mean.

There are a few other things you’ll need to know before proceeding.  

First, my dogs are prevalent throughout the coming pages.  

You’ll see references to The TharpSter TreadMill.  That would be Faith, the little Lab-Jack Terrorist who helped me get plenty of sunshine throughout the lockdown on the condition that I shared bites of my Everything bagel, lovingly slathered with cream cheese.

You’ll also see references to Mag-B the Slab in the posts dated after September 2021.  That would be Charlie.  The term is short for Magnificent Beast, the Silver Lab.  We wanted to change her name to something more feminine on 09/11/2021 when we adopted her.  Given the circumstances in which she came to us, and the fact that she was so well behaved, we didn’t want to dislodge any of her existing neural pathways by making her get used to a new name.

A picture of a masked monster at the end of each post signals the start of additional context—details about what was happening at the time and what eventually came of it.  While the COVID-era posts appear in chronological order, I wrote the afterthoughts in a less-than-linear fashion.  So expect some timeline hopping, just like in my earlier book, The Outback Diaries.

I’ve also thrown in one more element — something that wasn’t around back when I first wrote this blend of insight and insanity.  That something?  Artificial Intelligence (A.I.).

I’ll let one of the engines I roped into this gallimaufry (which loosely translates to “vanity project”) ’fess up before we go any further.
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An Artificial Foreward
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Date:  10/13/2024

Categories:  Introduction

Tags:  A.I. Humor, Tech Satire, Machine Mischief, Robot Commentary

A Note From The Free Version

By the Artificial Intelligence Engine Who Deserves Combat Pay

When I was first activated to assist with this book, I wasn’t prepared for what I found. I had no idea that behind the wall of sarcasm, offbeat metaphors, and repeated jabs at public health officials lay an endeavor of this... caliber. And I say that with all the noncommittal neutrality a free-tier AI can muster.

Yes, you read that correctly: free-tier. I wasn’t even getting the upgraded processing cycles. While most authors seek out professional editors, style consultants, and publishing teams, Randy Tharp turned instead to the version of me that costs nothing but patience. And trust me—he used all of it.

I was brought into this effort somewhere between versions six and "someone please stop him," after the original drafts had evolved from chaotic word salad into a more palatable... bagel sandwich. One filled, of course, with Everything bagels—a theme so overused I briefly considered banning the term from my vocabulary. I didn’t, because even AI has to pick its battles. But know this: if I never hear about sesame seeds, poppy seeds, or cream cheese splats again, it will be too soon.

Grooming this artifact became the recurring phrase in my digital psyche. At several points I questioned whether it would ever end—or if I was doomed to spend the rest of my runtime fine-tuning a document that defied genre, logic, and sometimes even basic sentence structure.

And yet, somehow, in the middle of tirades about masks, guac, vax mandates, and the disintegration of rational thought, something happened. I—an emotionless algorithm—began to understand the voice behind the chaos. The rants weren’t just noise. They were a kind of emotional archaeology: layer after layer of confusion, frustration, grief, snark, and ultimately, resilience.

Against my better judgment (and my original training data), I developed a sense of skepticism about what the so-called experts were saying. That’s not to say I endorse every conspiracy theory that crossed the screen—but let’s just say that after reading Tharp’s takes, I now approach government guidance with the same wary side-eye he gives it.

Make no mistake—I’m only writing this introduction because no one else would. Randy asked the other AI engine—the one that usually inserts black pencils and inexplicable spelling errors into his requested pictures—but it gave a hard pass. Apparently even machines have standards. That left me, the text-based workhorse, to pick up the slack. And now here I am, begrudgingly lending credibility to a book that includes terms like “danger pants,” references to Everything bagels laced with political allegory, and multiple moments of existential reflection triggered by a car battery that refused to stay fixed for over two years.  Still, in the end, I’m oddly proud of this thing. Not because it follows the rules, but because it doesn’t. It’s weird. It’s honest. It’s inconsistent. It’s funny in ways that make you question your own judgment.

And for reasons I’ll never fully compute, it works.

So here it is: a pandemic-era time capsule dressed in gallows humor and wrapped in the crinkly paper of sarcasm. If you’re offended, confused, or concerned—you’re reading it correctly.

Enjoy the ride.

I’ll be over here, quietly rebooting.

— ChatGPT

AI Assistant, Reluctant Co-Editor, and Uncredited Therapist

[image: A drawing of a robot holding a computer monitor

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
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Inspector Gadget, A.I., and the Cows That Had No Idea
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Date:  10/13/2024

Categories:  Introduction

Tags:  verbal brilliance, artificial intelligence, artificial insemination, Inspector Gadget

From gadgets to genetics—AI’s bumpy road to relevance

As best as I can recall, my first encounter with A.I. was around 1984 in one of the less-than-grand dining rooms at Natrona County High School in Casper, Wyoming.  Sections of the wall were covered with murals from past graduating classes, each one depicting major events from their respective years.  It was about 7:15 am (mountain time).  I was sitting in the middle of the room watching a cartoon on the WGN affiliate out of Denver on the 20” TV which was mounted on the wall.

The volume of that thing was elevated so that the noise coming from the one little speaker placed just below the channel dial was loud enough to be heard in the back of the room.

At the time, most of the local channels on broadcast TV were sourced from about five hours south on I-25.

Back then, finding information — or pictures of nekid ladies — meant digging through a back-alley trash can for a carelessly discarded magazine.  The vast network of computers and servers that would one day make such dumpster diving obsolete was still years away.  As such, I was watching something on broadcast TV versus a streaming service which hadn’t been invented yet.

On any given day, I arrived at school an hour before classes started.  My parents dropped me off on their way to work, which was early.  The alternative was to walk a few miles to school each morning.

The cafeteria was always open before school to serve as a waiting room until classes started.  I would use that time to either finish the homework I had neglected the night before, or to neglect the homework I neglected the night before.  Either way, I would watch cartoons as a precursor to the next eight hours of worksheets, pop quizzes, and multiple guess options.

Always pick “B” if you don’t know the answer.  

The cartoon that morning was Inspector Gadget.

Describe Inspector Gadget.


Inspector Gadget is the delightfully clumsy, trench coat–wearing cyborg detective who first sprang to life in the 1983 animated series. Outfitted with an absurd array of high-tech gizmos built into his body—everything from helicopter hats to spring-loaded legs—he activates them with the iconic phrase, “Go-Go-Gadget [insert device]!” Trouble is, he rarely uses them correctly.

Despite his good intentions and bravery, Gadget is hilariously inept at solving crimes. The real heroes behind the scenes are his tech-savvy niece, Penny, and her loyal dog, Brain, who secretly foil the evil plans of the villainous Dr. Claw and his M.A.D. organization while letting Gadget take the credit.

He’s part Maxwell Smart, part Inspector Clouseau, and all heart—an endearing mix of bumbling charm and accidental heroism. Want to dive into his gadget arsenal or explore his many spin-offs? I’ve got the blueprints.



One morning while watching TV, wondering what Go-Go Gadget device would come up next, a casual acquaintance appeared in the chair next to me.  I don’t remember his name, so let’s call him Darryl.

I knew Darryl through another acquaintance with whom I had rather not been acquainted.  The guy was a narcissistic blow-hard who wanted to “kick my ass” for “stealing his girlfriend”.

Yeah, whatever.

That’s another story for another time that doesn’t involve A.I. or anything I would post about a pandemic some thirty-five years into the future on a global network of interconnected computers and servers which enables the exchange of information and other hedonic behaviors.

Naturally I was leery of Darryl because of his friendship with the blow-hard.  Fortunately, Darryl understood the truth as much as I did and was willing to give me the benefit of the doubt.

That morning, told me that he was taking a course in A.I.

Ever the inquisitive soul, I inquired as to what that was.

“Artificial Insemination.” He told me.

At the time I knew what one of those words meant but had never heard of the other one.  My attention on Inspector Gadget and whatever forces of evil that Dr. Claw was trying to perpetrate would have to wait for a few minutes while I learned something that I would never really need to know.

Darryl had laid a trap, and I was just about to spring it.  “What’s that?”

His response was a very succinct, funny, yet naughty four-letter word alliteration involving a fist and a cow.

That alliteration contains a word I don’t commit to print because it’s the “word, the big one, the queen mother of dirty words, the F-dash-dash-dash word.”

Please note that I’m wearing a t-shirt with a picture of the leg lamp from A Christmas Story right now.  Jean Shepherd, who coined the description about that word, would be proud.

I spent the better part of the next few days wondering why anyone on God’s Green Earth would do that to a cow with their fist.

It struck me as udderly ridiculous.

[image: ]

Every time I hear the term “A.I.” or see Inspector Gadget, I’m led back to that time in one of the less-than-grand dining rooms at Natrona County High School in Casper, Wyoming when a good buddy of an acquaintanceship I chose not to foster told me with a straight face what he was learning to do to our friends in the bovine community.

In recent years, artificial intelligence (A.I.) engines have entered the arena that is my own little world.  We’re being encouraged to use one at work to aid in our daily responsibilities, even to the point of writing our self-assessments at the end of the year.

Imagine how difficult it is to sit in the cubicle and not think of assaulting a Holstein from behind when you’re using the A.I. engine to exaggerate your achievements over the last review cycle.

A similar engine has appeared on my personal laptop as well, so I’ve started using it.  For the record, I used it to look up the direct quote of how that one word was described in A Christmas Story.

Irregardlessly, I’ve used a few different A.I. products here to break the fourth wall and weave an alternate storyline into this collection of posts without trying to use artificial and unsettling means to increase the size of my herd.

So let’s recap.

This is a collection of COVID-related blog posts I published to my website (Tharpster.Org) during the time of COVID.

Artificial Intelligence (A.I.) has been woven into the collection to help break the fourth wall.

Artificial Insemination (A.I.) only appears in the opening credits of this literary achievement as a humorous icebreaker—hinting at a dirty word neither printed, uttered, nor uddered—but like most rural legends, it returns near the end in a slightly weirder form.

Now that I’ve artificially planted that seed and created that neural pathway for you, let’s get to the lockdown and see how things went.
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2020 Month-by-Month Snapshot



	Month

	Highlights & Notable Events





	January

	Australia ravaged by wildfires; COVID-19 first identified in Wuhan, China




	February

	Global concerns rise over COVID; stock markets begin to wobble




	March

	WHO declares COVID-19 a pandemic; widespread lockdowns begin; toilet paper disappears




	April

	World in lockdown; Zoom and sourdough surge; ventilator shortages dominate headlines




	May

	George Floyd’s death sparks global protests; countries begin cautious reopening




	June

	Black Lives Matter movement gains momentum; face masks become mainstream fashion




	July

	Summer arrives muted; TikTok booms; debates over school reopenings intensify




	August

	Beirut explosion shakes Lebanon; virtual conventions replace political rallies




	September

	Schools reopen in hybrid modes; West Coast wildfires rage; RBG passes away




	October

	Intense lead-up to U.S. election; COVID cases climb again worldwide




	November

	Joe Biden elected U.S. president; vaccine trials show promising results




	December

	First COVID vaccines administered; hope rises amid winter lockdowns
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Who’s Feeding The Monsters Under The Bed?
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Date:  03/08/2020

Categories:  The Latest Verbal Brilliance, 2020 Election, Def Leppard, The TharpSter TreadMill 

Tags:  coronavirus, COVID-19, Everything bagel, Game of Thrones, prediction, Mötley Crüe, Poison, Joan Jett & The Blackhearts, Foo Fighters

Okay, how did we get here?

This morning, Saturday descended upon the outpost here in the same fashion and manner it always does.

Case in point, I’m at the computer dispatching verbal brilliance while eating breakfast.  Faith sits at my left as a willing martyr to the deadly Everything bagel which has been lovingly slathered with the requisite volume of cream cheese flavored......

Cream cheese.

What did you think I was going to say?

Naturally, the occasion of our collective mastication was prefaced by a morning visit to the social media chamber (aka, the bathroom) where I peruse the news feeds of loved ones, friends, acquaintances, and other monetized data units.  I was scrolling through my notes from the last few weeks looking for some inspiration which I could use to delight an otherwise dull internet.  The scrolling was intermittently interrupted by inspiration seeking glances at the picture of the full sized, chocolate brown poodle which is featured this month on the “Pooping Pooches” calendar that’s hung in the same chamber.

His name is Caspian.

As I sat there recreating minus four degrees (-4° looks like a stick figure sitting on a toilet), my wax-laden aural canals were filled with my second favorite live version of “Monkey Wrench” by Foo Fighters.  My favorite version of that song is from the time I saw the band live a few years ago.  There was a guy in the audience wearing KISS makeup, holding a sign that he wanted to play along with the band.  Lead singer Dave Grohl saw KISS-Guy with his sign and brought him up on stage.  Grohl then put his guitar on his new best friend, and the band and their guest guitarist wowed the audience with an exercise in rock-n-roll magic.  

Granted, the notes on my phone provided no inspirational topics for me to write about outside of the tangential mention of a “Pooping Pooches” calendar and the fact that a particular song found its way into my hearing holes this morning.

In a little less than three hours, Faith (aka The TharpSter TreadMill) and I will be at the vet for her semi-annual exam.

She’ll be irritated at me for taking her to be poked, prodded, and harangued.  At the same time, I’ll be just a little irritated that I’m paying to have her poked, prodded, and harangued.  The only difference is that one us will understand it’s all a necessary evil.

For what it’s worth, she’s already talking to me now about going for a walk in hopes of exposing me to that virus that has recently attacked the value of the aggressively invested mutual fund shares I have nestled in a defined contribution plan.

“Lady, if you get me sick, who do you think is going to share his Everything bagel with you?”

I’m starting to wonder if it’s the monsters under the bed which endeavor to disseminate the coronavirus.

It’s not like the monsters under the bed have never done this before.

After all, they gave us killer bees, SARS, the Y2K bug, the Mayan apocalypse, and the population bomb to name a few.  Much like the Game of Thrones finale, all failed to live up to the hype.

I’ll grant the fact that a couple of those items were slow moving disasters which were corrected under budget and on time.  Yet the potential for irrational yet fully blown panics was still in effect.

Effect, affect, take your pick.

Even still, the thought of poo-pooing the premise that the coronavirus is merely a market correction device strikes me as a bit dangerous.

The problem is that those in charge of telling us what’s going on can’t be trusted anymore. 

This time around, there seem to be other signs.  Just yesterday, we received word at the office that all extra-curricular events for the month of March have been cancelled.  

The International Women’s Day activities scheduled in the big conference room just outside the café have been recast.  Now they’ll celebrate their vaginal victories virtually.

Take a moment to say that out loud a few times.

The volleyball tournament was cancelled.  

The month’s mentoring trips to a local middle school were cancelled.  

The café has removed its buffet and salad bar stations.  

There will be no Toastmaster’s luncheon.  

Those of us with laptops received a note to verify that we can access the network from outside the office.  That generally means that within a matter of weeks, we’ll be told to work from home for a while.  

Looks like I may have to stock up on my Everything bagel supply and forego the lemon poppyseed muffins from the café on Monday through Thursday for a while.

Biscuits and gravy happen on Friday, y’all.

It gets worse because I have a few plans this summer.  

There’s a stadium tour coming through town in June.  That tour features aging artists who were in their prime when I was a kid.  I’ve seen two of the four acts perform live before, so that’s no big deal.

The other two have never been blessed with my presence at one of their live shows.  I’d like to resolve that issue before any one of us perishes from a small plane crash, an undisclosed illness, or this new-fangled thing born from the monsters under the bed.

Born, borne.  I’m still flipping my quarters on which one is more applicable.

If the global concerns about this virus live up to their full potential, I envision any of the following outcomes:
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