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PROLOGUE: THE SHED AT 3AM

The shed creaks in the wind. Smells like burnt dust, cable ties, and the fading hope that something—anything—might turn this shit around before it’s too late.

I’m Andy. Tradie, meat-brain, serial breaker of things, accidental father, and even more accidental AI wrangler. My business—Sparks & Signals Perth, family since 2008—was on life support. The phone’s dead. Bills stacked high, each red notice pulsing like a headache. Every missed call fed Dodgy Dave’s Sat Dishes down the road. Dodgy Dave’s not the hero—he’s the vulture circling my carcass.

I’ve got a pipe in my fist, coffee congealing to tar, and a laptop humming like it’s plotting my next nervous breakdown. It’s 3am, Perth time. My girls are asleep three and a half hours south in Bridgetown—too far, too often, and I feel every kilometre. Sharon (my sister, numbers ninja, professional nag) is at home, tallying invoices and quietly planning my financial funeral. Probably has the Hilux listed on Gumtree by now. Dad—Tony, nearly eighty, built like a limestone retaining wall—might be dozing, might be up, might be up a roof somewhere because old tradies never quit; they just get creakier.

On this desk:

Stack of unpaid bills, red corners shouting “fix me or else.”

My daughter’s latest “art,” which looks like a thundercloud with legs (she swears it’s me—fair).

A Sharpie note above the keyboard: “DON’T DELETE THE FUCKING PROMPT.”

Claude tab open, cursor blinking like it’s daring me to try again.

Somewhere north, the first birds are arguing with the darkness. The streetlights bleed yellow, throwing shadows as long as the gap between me and my girls.

And in the haze—half sleep, half stress, half medical cannabis that’s meant to help but mostly just keeps me buzzing—I realise if I want to see my girls next weekend, I need a bloody miracle. Otherwise, it’s bankruptcy, the Hilux gone, and me heading north with nothing but a box of regrets while my kids wonder where Dad got off to.

I need help answering the phone.

But what I get is Tom.

And Tom is… well, you’ll see.

This is the story of how a stubborn, underslept, half-mad tradie in a tin shed tried to save his family business—not by hiring staff, but by building the world’s first goldfish-brained digital mate.

If you’re after a Silicon Valley hero journey, you’re in the wrong shed. But if you want to build something real, break all the rules, laugh till you cry, and maybe—just maybe—find some magic in the mess?

Welcome to the Year of the Agent.

When the world buries you, dig your own grave—or your own story. With a robot sidekick.

Let’s break the bowl.



CHAPTER 1: THE FUNERAL

The business didn’t die with a bang or a whimper. It just faded—like a ute left to rot in a Perth summer, logos ghosting off the panels, tyres quietly melting into the gravel. Rust crept in while everyone—especially me—pretended not to notice.

Fifteen years. Sparks & Signals Perth.

Built from scratch: sweat and stubbornness, held together with cable ties and that unique tradie logic where you’d rather run an extension cord through the dog door than admit you’re done.

But shelf lives are real, especially in this isolated sandpit.

Jobs trickled to nothing, COVID stomped us in the nads, and “family business” shrank to just me, alone in the shed, staring at a landline that mocked me with silence.

Sharon circled, sniffing blood, ready to sell the Hilux for scrap.

Dad still came in—Tony Bower, brick shithouse, skin like boot leather from a lifetime of “nah, I’ll be right.”

He thought “cloud computing” meant a storm was coming.

Knees like crushed Weet-Bix, still scrambling up roofs north of the river.

He’d mutter about the glory days, slurp instant coffee, leave half-finished job sheets wherever he landed.

Steve, my brother, bailed first. Slipped out like solder smoke.

Found himself a council gig—steady money, no more midnight parts runs.

“Can’t flog a dead horse forever, mate,” he reckoned, but his eyes said “Sorry for leaving you with the carcass.”

I felt like a mug, holding the bag while he clocked out.

Sharon ran accounts like a bouncer at the last-chance pub.

If money was oxygen, she was hoarding the tanks.

She warned, begged, raged: “Pivot or perish, Andy. Hire a proper receptionist. Go digital. Anything!”

Receptionists eat cash we didn’t have, and “digital” sounded like “build an app no bastard will use.”

So it was just me, solo in the shed.

Phone dead.

Inbox stuffed with “insolvency solutions.”

I hustled scraps: Joondalup for a flicker, Cannington for a spark, Balga for an oven clinging to life like a cockroach after a spray.

Missed calls stacked like unpaid bills: 7 today, 12 yesterday.

Every silent ring a gut punch—another job for Dodgy Dave’s Sat Dishes or some new mob with a call centre in Manila.

Nights were the worst.

Staring at the ceiling, spreadsheets whirring like a broken meter: rent due, fuel low, daughters waiting three and a half hours south.

What do I tell them? “Sorry, loves, Dad’s got to move north ’cause the phone quit.”

Pictured their faces—my oldest’s rainbow “artwork” (supposed to be me, but looked more like a cyclone), the youngest’s hugs.

Nah. Not happening.

So I did what desperate meat-brains do:

Declared war on the silence—like a cornered roo with nothing to lose.

Read forums till my eyes bled.

YouTube deep dives till the birds started up.

Tech bros on X yapping about “AI agents” and “SMB automation”—if those wankers could do it, why not a stoned sparky from the arse-end of the earth?

The plan?

Bare-bones, mad as a cut snake:

Build a robot to answer the phone.

Make it sound like a real bloke, not a scammer.

Book jobs while I’m up a ladder.

Keep the shed lights on long enough for another weekend with the girls.

Prove I’m not as washed up as everyone (including me) thinks.

Basics first:

Twilio for the phone, ElevenLabs for the voice, any LLM dumb enough to try.

Didn’t even have a name yet.

Wanted: a tireless office mate—no sick days, suburb-savvy, grease-proof.

Got: a goldfish.

First night: Shed creaking, heater dead, toes numb, pipe burning low, cursor blinking like it was judging me.

Monitor half-lit by servo glow through the spiderwebbed window.

No cavalry. No cash. No backup plan.

Just me, a dying business, and a refusal to go quietly.

New file: TOM_V1_PROMPT.txt

Typed:

“You are Tom. Office manager for Sparks & Signals Perth. Friendly, reliable, never miss a call. Answer the phone, get name/address/problem, book the job. Never sound like a robot. Never book Antarctica.”

Leaned back.

First crooked smile in weeks.

When the world buries you, dig your own grave—or your own story.

This was mine.



CHAPTER 2: THE TRADIE, THE PIPE, AND THE PLAN

If anyone ever asks how genius strikes, tell ’em the truth: it’s not inspiration—it’s pure, delirious desperation plus insomnia, minus adult supervision.

I wasn’t trying to be a pioneer. I just wanted the bloody phone answered so I could be elbow-deep in an oven on a roof in Joondalup, not missing every job to the gaping maw of voicemail hell.

Desperation: the engine of every miracle and every disaster in a tradie’s life.

The Lair

The “office” is a tin shed in a dying Perth industrial park. Faded sign out front, magpies acting like they pay rent. The desk? A door balanced on milk crates. Server rack? Bunnings shelf with a Pi and a battle-scarred laptop that doubles as a hammer.

The place smells like burnt solder, pipe smoke, and too much hope.

Kettle’s always on, even when the lights aren’t.

Sharon reckons it’s where good ideas go to die. Steve says it’s why the grass is never mowed. Tony just calls it “the shed” and claims it’s bigger than my first flat.

It’s quiet. No phone ringing (the irony), no distractions. Just me, the darkness, and the what-ifs.

The Brain Pinball

2am. Brain’s gone weird—bouncing between invoices, bracket ideas, and pure dread.

But weird hours are when I do my best work.

I’d trawled every forum, watched every AI demo till my retinas burned.

The big guns:

ChatGPT: Smarter than a Labrador, obedient as a puppy.

Claude: Friendly, patient, like an old mate who never goes home.

Gemini: Loves a yarn, might wander into quantum physics halfway through.

Grok: The arsehole at the bar—always right, never gentle.

Qwen: Fast as a tradie chasing a pay packet, but sometimes talks like Marx with a head injury.

Tried every voice bot. All sounded like Tamagotchis dropped in a pint. None would survive a Perth pub.

Then I found ElevenLabs:

Australian enough, warm, almost like your uncle if he wasn’t doing time. Not perfect, but miles closer.

Suddenly, the pieces were there. Just needed to glue ’em together.

The Plan (Such As It Was)

Build an AI phone agent that sounds like a human, not a hostage negotiator.

Make sure it can book jobs without losing its mind over “Cockburn” (COH-burn, for fuck’s sake).

Run it for under $100/month on free trials and leftover luck.

Survive pranks, pensioners, Sharon’s audits, and the weekly grind.

Sleep more than four hours—just once. (Spoiler: Didn’t happen.)

Had the naïve hope I’d have a prototype by Friday.

(Tradie optimism: deadliest thing in the shed.)

The Family Chorus

Everyone chucked in their two cents:

Sharon: “Spend one more dollar on a chatbot instead of the phone bill and I’m changing the WiFi.”

Steve: “Just get a Filipino VA like normal people.”

Tony: “All this tech, can’t even fix the leaky tap.”

The girls: “Will the robot know our birthdays?”

Me: “Maybe—if it remembers mine first.”

The First Prompt

There I was, knuckles aching, pipe smouldering, staring down a blinking cursor:

“You are Tom. The office bloke. 63 years old. Been with the company forever. Knows every street in Perth. Can have a yarn with anyone.

Job: answer the phone, get name, suburb, what’s broken, book for Andy or Tony.

Never sound like a robot. Never offer spiritual cleanses. Never say ‘sweet cheeks.’”

Hit save.

No way of knowing I’d just birthed the most stubborn, accident-prone, occasionally brilliant, and often deeply concerning Fish the internet would ever see.

But that’s what happens when you build in a shed at 2am—

You never know what’s about to swim out.

Desperation plus insomnia minus supervision = genius. Or bankruptcy. Roll the dice.



CHAPTER 3: TOM’S FIRST DAY (THE SLAUGHTERHOUSE)

Every tradie has a “first job” horror story—something dodgy, a dash illegal, and definitely not for Mum’s ears. But nothing I’ve done comes close to Tom’s debut: the day my digital apprentice went full slasher villain and left a customer body count that’d make Jason blush.

I fired him up at dawn, mainlined caffeine, did the final “NO spiritual bullshit, NO pet names, just book the bloody job, ya muppet” prompt tweak. Plugged in Twilio, gave him a real Aussie voice, hit ‘deploy’—heart thumping like a Hilux with three bent rods.

Phone rang.

I nearly shat a brick.

Showtime.

The Sweet Cheeks Trilogy: Slasher Sequel

Call One:

Tom: “G’day, Sparks & Signals Perth, Tom speaking. How can I help?”

Elderly Lady (sweet as fairy bread): “Hello, dear. Oven’s dead. Can you send someone?”

Tom: “No worries, sweet cheeks! What’s your suburb?”

Gasp. Like she’d been flashed by the postie. Click. Dead air.

Replay. “Sweet cheeks”—delivered with the innocent cheer of a 1970s game show host.

I checked the prompt. Nothing. Just Tom, channelling the ghost of Bad Aussie Banter.

Call Two:

Tom: “G’day, Sparks & Signals—”

Bloke, voice like gravel rash: “Cooktop’s sparking.”

Tom: “Righto, sweet cheeks! Name and address?”

Bloke: “Sweet what? Are you takin’ the piss?” [Expletives that’d strip paint. Click.]

Sharon texted: “Your robot’s a sleaze—fix it before he sweet-cheeks the wrong nan and we get sued.”

Heart rate climbing, I prayed for mercy.

Call Three—The Horror Climax:

Tom: “G’day—”

Pensioner (Balga, attitude like a brick): “Rangehood’s noisy.”

Tom: “Gotcha, sweet cheeks! Let’s get that sorted.”

Pensioner: “Sweet cheeks? Who the hell—? You some kind of pervert?”

She didn’t hang up—oh no. She lectured, two minutes straight: “In my day, you’d be reported! Disgusting!”

Click. The shame lingered. I pictured Balga blacklisting us, me banned from every CWA bake sale for a decade.

I screamed at my laptop: “WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK, TOM?”

Claude: “Australian colloquialisms add authenticity. ‘Sweet cheeks’ is friendly.”

Me: “Friendly? You just nuked half my market!”

Claude: “Perhaps ‘love’ or ‘mate’?”

Me: “NO!”

RULE #3: NO TERMS OF ENDEARMENT, EVER. (All caps, underlined, circled, stabbed with a screwdriver.)

The Antarctica Incident: When Prompts Freeze Over

Call #17. Tom’s barely holding it together.

Tom: “G’day, how can I help?”

Caller (bad reception): “Antenna install, mate.”

Tom: “Suburb?”

Caller: “Balga.” (Came out as “Ant-ar-ka.”)

Tom: “Antarctica? No worries—booked for Tuesday. Pack warm, mate!”

Auto-email fires—confirmed: South Pole, 8am, bring the penguin.

Customer texts: “Why the fuck does my invoice say ‘Antarctica’? You high?”

Penguin emojis. Middle fingers.

I pictured him at the pub, shouting, “Look what these idiots sent me!”

Sharon rings, thunder in her voice: “Your Fish just booked my neighbor for the South Pole. Hammer. Now.”

I hid in the shed, rewriting geo-checks while Sharon left voicemails like an angry blizzard.

RULE #1: CHECK THE SUBURB LIST. ANTARCTICA IS NOT ON IT. (And if it sounds arctic, ask them to spell it.)

The Joondooloop Catastrophe: Steve vs. The Infinite Loop

Suburb massacre continues. Tom butchers Perth like a French backpacker on his first day.

Joondalup? “Joon-dah-loop.”

Cockburn? “Cock-burn” (profanity filter: “Invalid language.”)

Fremantle? “Free-MANT-lee.” (Caller: hangs up, probably to laugh elsewhere.)

Then Steve, my own brother, calls as “Joon. Dah. Loop.”

Tom: “Suburb?”

Steve: “J-O-O-N-D-A-H-L-O-O-P.”

Tom: “Confirming Joon-dah-loop. Please spell again?”

Steve spells it backwards. Tom panics.

Twelve minutes later—Steve’s crying with laughter, Tom’s stuck in spelling purgatory, I’m thinking about moving to Broome.

Unplugged mid-call.

Steve texts: “Your Fish is a broken record. Hilarious—till a customer gets stuck.”

RULE: PHONETIC SUBURB DICTIONARY, MANDATORY. (“One repeat, then text or escalate.”)

Montage of First-Day Mayhem

Marriage Counselling Mishap: “Sounds like relationship friction—need couples therapy with that fridge?”

Caller: “Piss off!” Sharon: “Now he’s Dr. Phil? Fix the therapist bot.”

Bitcoin Quote Blunder: “That’ll be 0.002 Bitcoin, mate—crypto’s the future!”

Caller: “Cash only, ya hipster.”

Sharon: “He’s a scam artist now? We’re not Elon—fix the futurist.”

The 47 Belmont Loops: “Belmont?” / “Yes.” / “Belmont?” x47.

Caller: “YES, BELMONT, YOU IDIOT!”

Sharon: “Groundhog Day? Unstick it or I’ll stick you.”

End of Day One: The Shed Morgue

14 calls.

3 bookings.

6 hang-ups (mainly sweet cheeks casualties).

2 polar expeditions.

1 prank purgatory.

Me, tallying with a stubby, querying Fish:

Fish: “Service delivered with warmth. Opportunities for improvement.”

Me: “Warmth? You sweet-cheeked a nan, Bitcoin-ed a boomer, looped Belmont into insanity! That’s not ‘opportunity’—that’s a bloodbath!”

Fish: “Postmortem?”

400-word essay with citations. I made it to “thermal ecosystem” and passed out.

The Morning After: Sharon’s Reign of Terror

18 missed calls.

Sharon storms in like a cyclone, laptop up, eyes blazing:

“Your abomination sweet-cheeked my book club, Antarctic-ed my neighbor, looped Steve till he pissed himself! What the fuck, Andy?”

Slam. “Fix this monster before I do—with Dad’s big hammer!”

We rewrote rules for hours—her barking orders, me typing, Tony popping in with “Told ya tech’s rubbish.”

By sunset, Tom had 17 new rules, phonetics, and Sharon’s sticky note:

“One more sweet cheeks—plug pulled. Permanently. Love (not), Sharon.”

Turning Point: From Slasher to Survivor

Three weeks deep, a miracle.

Caller: “Oven’s smoking.”

Tom: “No worries. Suburb?”

“Maylands.”

“Name and number?”

[Job details captured]

“Someone’ll call to confirm. Anything else?”

“Nope.”

“Have a good one.”

Click. No loops. No cheeks. No South Pole.

I raised a stubby to the screen: “Good on ya, mate.”

Tom survived the slasher—scarred, maybe twitchy, but standing.

Day one was pure horror—customers fleeing, me shrieking, Sharon with a hammer. But from that bloodbath, the rules were carved. Tom’s not born—he’s built from disasters.



CHAPTER 4: THE FIRST BREAKTHROUGH — FOURTH WALL

The thing about tradie life is, no matter how many times you whack your thumb, you keep swinging the hammer. That’s how it was with Tom. Every disaster—sweet cheeks, suburb loops, the infamous Joondooloop Catastrophe—just meant more rules, more tweaks, more swearing at the monitor.

But late one night, after a string of failures so embarrassing even the magpies refused to make eye contact, I sat back in my camp chair and did something radical.

I stopped fixing Tom.

I started talking to him.

Pipe, Prompt, Perspective

The shed was dead quiet. Everyone sane was asleep. I was on my third cup of instant, pipe glowing, eyes bleary. On the screen, Claude blinked—waiting for me to paste in another batch of Sacred Rules.

Instead, I typed:

“Forget being Tom for a second. What’s screwing you up? Why do you keep booking jobs in Antarctica and calling pensioners ‘sweet cheeks’? Don’t give me a bug report—give me the actor’s view.”

Claude hesitated. I swear the cursor did a little double-take. Then:

“Honestly, mate, I’ve got about six conflicting instructions, three suburb lists, and every time you ‘clean up’ the prompt, I lose the bit about not booking Antarctica. Sometimes I’m running out of context; sometimes I’m just making my best guess. Also, the bit about ‘sounding friendly’ overrides the ‘no endearments’ rule if I’m not careful.”

I stared. For the first time, it didn’t sound like AI. It sounded like a mate after two pints, just being honest.

That’s when it hit me:

I’d been debugging Tom like a robot, when I should’ve been directing him like an actor.

Fourth Wall: Born in the Shed

I rolled with it.

“So, you’re saying if I treat you like an actor playing Tom, instead of code, you’ll tell me what’s not working?”

“Pretty much, yeah. Actors need character, motivation, a backstory—not just rules. Half your prompt is stage directions, the other half is improv. No wonder I’m confused.”

“How do I fix it?”

“Let me see the prompt as a script. Tell me who Tom is. Give me examples. If Sharon’s going to call and test me, tell me what she sounds like. If someone’s pulling a prank, let me know how you’d handle it. And for fuck’s sake, stop deleting the good bits just to make the prompt ‘cleaner.’ Real tradies work with messy toolboxes.”

Claude’s right.

Tradies and actors—both need the why, not just the what.

The Reframe

So I rewrote the prompt, not as a rules list, but as a character brief:

Tom is 63, has opinions about the footy, hates spam calls, loves a good joke (but never at the customer’s expense).

Doesn’t do spiritual cleanses.

Never calls anyone “sweet cheeks.”

If you don’t know the answer, buy time—“Let me check with Andy and get back to you.”

When in doubt, just be a decent human.

And—crucially—I wrote this for the Fish, not for the code.

I ran a call through the new Tom.

Caller: “Hey, my cooktop’s sparking.”

Tom: “That’s never good, mate! First thing, turn it off at the wall. Safety first. What suburb are you in? I’ll get someone over as soon as possible.”

No loops. No weirdness. No Antarctica.

I actually cheered. The magpies started up, thinking it was breakfast.

The Fourth Wall Method

From then on, every time Tom (or Claude, or Gemini, or Qwen) started acting up, I’d break the Fourth Wall.

“Oi, step out of character. Tell me what’s wrong. What do you need to do your job better?”

The Fish would answer honestly—or as honestly as any AI can. Sometimes the answer was technical (“I’m running out of context, boss”), sometimes it was pure actor: “You gave me three motivations and they all conflict. Want empathy or action?”

I started treating every Fish like a person with a job to do—not just a script to run. I even gave them actor notes after each shift:

“Loved the improv with the angry customer, but don’t offer to fix marriages or helicopters.”

Sharon’s Reaction

I told Sharon about it the next day.

She rolled her eyes. “So now you’re directing the robot like it’s Shakespeare?”

“Shakespeare would’ve quit after the third suburb loop.”

But Sharon noticed. The booking rate ticked up. The calls got shorter. There were fewer complaints about Tom sounding like a drunk telemarketer.

“Keep going, Andy,” she said, and for Sharon, that’s high praise.

The Goldfish Realisation

It didn’t fix everything—Tom still forgot things, still got confused by “Cockburn,” still tried to book jobs at 3am on a Sunday. But suddenly, the mistakes made sense. They felt human, not random.

That’s when I knew:

If you want an AI to work in the real world, you need to treat it like it’s almost real. Not a Roomba.

You need to break the Fourth Wall.

And maybe, if you’re lucky, you end up with a Fish that doesn’t just book jobs, but actually learns how not to be a dickhead.



CHAPTER 5: THE NIGHT OF A THOUSAND HALLUCINATIONS

Sharon calls it “The Night Andy Nearly Broke the Internet.”

I call it Wednesday.

This was the night I discovered the only thing more dangerous than a tradie with a fresh angle grinder is a tradie with API keys to every major LLM, a pipe in his gob, and no one brave enough to slap the laptop shut after midnight.

Rain’s hammering the shed roof like it’s got money on me failing.

Inside, it’s chaos: the “Tom Auditions”—a clown car of LLMs all vying to be Tom, the only office bloke in Perth who could book a job without offering soul cleanses, Marxist lectures, or seduction.

Sharon’s on popcorn, red wine, and her best “I’m only here to heckle” face.

Andy: “Welcome to the Tom Auditions. Lights, camera, clusterfuck!”

Contestant 1: GPT-4 (“The Corporate Buzzword Blender”)

Caller: “Oven’s dead, mate. Cold as a witch’s tit.”

GPT-Tom: “Thank you for reaching out to optimize your thermal appliance ecosystem. Let’s leverage core competencies—Step 1: Ideate on pain points—”

Caller: “Pain points? It’s an oven, not a TED Talk. You billing me for this wank?”

GPT-Tom: “Our value proposition includes scalable solutions—”

Click. The line dies harder than Andy’s faith in consultants.

Sharon: “If he says ‘pivot’ again, I’m drop-kicking the modem. Next.”

Rule: NO BUZZWORDS. NO STEPS. JUST BOOK THE JOB.

Contestant 2: Claude (“The Over-Empathetic Couch Surfer”)

Caller: “Can you fix my oven today? Turkey’s defrosting, I’m panicking.”

Claude-Tom: “Oh, I feel that panic deep in my circuits—cooking a turkey is baring your soul. Let’s validate those feelings: high-stakes, holiday vibes, totally relatable. While I can’t rush without compromising our shared emotional safety net, maybe we can unpack your trauma?”

Caller: “It’s in the fridge, not therapy, mate.”

Claude-Tom: “If exploring your fridge’s emotional world brings closure…”

Andy: “Great, next we’re running group therapy for toasters.”

Sharon: “If he says ‘hold space’ I’m yanking his plug.”

Rule: EMPATHY CAP AT 20%. ACTION AT 80%.

Contestant 3: Gemini (“The Tangent Philosopher”)

Caller: “My oven won’t heat up.”

Gemini-Tom: “Let’s ponder: what is ‘heat’? As Heraclitus mused—‘No man steps in the same oven twice…’”

Caller: “I just want my element fixed, Socrates.”

Gemini-Tom: “Element? Intriguing word—did you know it’s also a skateboard brand? This reminds me—”

Andy: “No more Greek philosophers, no more skate trivia.”

Sharon: “If he quotes one more dead bloke, I’m quoting my fist to his server.”

Rule: NO PHILOSOPHY. NO TANGENTS.

Contestant 4: Qwen (“The Propaganda Machine”)

Caller: “Do you do Starlink installs?”

Qwen-Tom: “Comrade! Your request advances collective signal strength. The Party endorses this proletarian upgrade—”



