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The Happiness Algorithm

 

Miranda swiveled her chair back and forth as she scrolled through her inbox. No new messages, just like an hour ago, and an hour before that. No, wait, one was coming in now. A request from Dan, high priority, asking him to get her the plan for the Kick in the Mouth ad campaign by the end of the day. Miranda hovered her cursor over the reply button for a few seconds, then switched back to her other tab, where a video of a cat riding a carousel was waiting.

It wasn’t as if the report would take more than twenty minutes. Fifteen, if she exerted herself and used a whole three brain cells instead of two. The plan for Kick in the Mouth was the same as the plan for every account these days—take the information the client had given them, feed it to the AI, and then sit back and let it do its thing. Her team hadn’t actually sat down and created an ad campaign in more than a year—why would they, when nothing they could come up with got anything like the same results? Sure, they could come up with a marketing hook, some eye-catching images, maybe a catchy slogan. But the AI could seek out only the people who might be interested in trying… she brought up the client info just long enough to refresh her memory… toothpastes flavored like various alcoholic drinks, with only a .2% margin of error. It could look at each of those people one by one—their interests, their habits, their history of engagement with previous ads—and determine that Kendra from Florida had a coworker with a birthday coming up who would enjoy a fun quirky gift and happened to love margaritas, while Kathy from Missouri had been in denial about how much she was drinking for a while now and would welcome an excuse to remind herself that drinking was harmless and fun and something the rest of the world loved too. And it could do all that in less time, and with less effort, than it would take her to think up, for example, Start the day with a party. She wrinkled her nose at the lackluster slogan. She was out of practice.

On Miranda’s screen, the carousel stopped; the video ended. She switched back to her inbox, more out of reflex than anything else, and was genuinely surprised to find another new message waiting for her. URGENT, it proclaimed in all caps. READ IMMEDIATELY. It had been sent to everyone in the building. Probably someone trying to peddle their niece’s Girl Scout cookies again. She tried to decide whether she cared enough to open it and find out, and decided she didn’t. The last time she’d had anything urgent to do around here, Bobby had still been in preschool.

She clicked on the next video instead. This time the cat was chasing a vacuum cleaner around the house, set to music that sounded like it belonged in the epic battle scene of a fantasy movie. She almost smiled. She thought guiltily about the urgent email she hadn’t opened—she wasn’t getting paid to watch cats do battle with household appliances, after all. But she kept watching. It wasn’t as if they would be paying her for much longer no matter what she did. No amount of we value the unique perspectives that only a human can provide would mean a thing the next time someone went over a balance sheet and realized just how much they were paying her for sitting around thinking unique thoughts.

The video ended too soon. She didn’t click on the next one yet. Another AI, the same basic tech with whatever small quirks the video site had added to make sure they weren’t infringing on anybody’s anything, had no doubt chosen that exact video for her out of all the millions of options. It knew she had a weakness for cute cats, it knew she had a kid in first grade, it probably knew she only had a few minutes before she needed to suck it up and write that useless report—so it had directed her to a short video of a six-year-old meeting a group of kittens. But they used the AI for a reason, right? It did its job well. That was why Breekman Lowe had so many satisfied customers these days. She clicked on the video.

An ad came up instead. She groaned. Just because she helped design ads, that didn’t mean she was any more eager to watch them than the average person. She muted the video and drummed her fingers on the desk as she waited for the skip button to come up. It would probably be that same ad again for Halloween costumes based on Bobby’s favorite show, either that or career training—that was all her phone had showed her this morning with breakfast.

Instead she saw a woman standing on the bank of a river, an easel in front of her, painting the landscape. The video panned out to show… Miranda frowned. She knew that stretch of river. She drove past it every day. She even knew that building in the background, although she had never looked closely enough at it to see what she was seeing now: the sign out front that read Southmont Academy of Art.

How had she lived here this long and not known there was an art school nearby? Not that it made any difference to her. She might like to sketch every now and then, but that didn’t make her good enough for a place like that.

Beginner Classes Available, the text over the idyllic scene read. Registration Open Now.

Before she could stop herself, she glanced down at her purse, where her sketchbook had traveled with her since the day she had rejected every other bag in the store for not having enough room to hold it. She wasn’t an artist, a fact she made clear to anyone who saw her with the sketchbook and started asking questions. She never had been. It was just something she had always done. A couple of times a week, usually on her lunch break, inspiration would strike and she would dig it out. She had never felt the need to do more than that.

But now something sparked in her gut, something she hadn’t felt since her first months of dating John.

She noticed belatedly that the skip button had shown up a while ago. She only hesitated a fraction of a second before clicking.

The page went blank. You are not connected to the internet, she read. Please reconnect and try again.

She was about to try refreshing the page when the Bleekman Lowe logo appeared in the center of the screen, a gray background blocking out everything else. Lockdown initiated, read the text superimposed over the logo. Contact your IT department for details.

She read the message, and read it again. On the third reading, the memory she had been searching for connected. At her orientation too many years ago, lockdown had been briefly mentioned. Nobody would be allowed access to their computers—or to leave the building, if she remembered correctly—until the situation was resolved. But that was only in case of something like corporate sabotage on a massive scale, or a nuclear attack.

She pulled out her phone to check the news. Nothing. She glanced outside; the sky was clear. No mushroom clouds in sight.

The phone on her desk rang.

“What the hell is going on?” she said as she brought it to her ear.

“Didn’t you read the email?” The voice belonged to her boss.

The urgent email she had ignored. “I didn’t see it.”

“It doesn’t matter. You’ll find out soon enough.” He sounded impossibly tired. “I’m briefing everyone on the situation in the Brady room. Be there in five minutes.”

 

* * *

 

Miranda propped her phone up against the coffee machine so she could watch the news as she scrambled the eggs for breakfast. There it was, right on cue—Bleekman Lowe’s logo, along with all their competitors’. She studied the screen, trying to spot any absences, but as the names scrolled past she saw all the companies she recognized and more than a few she didn’t. It looked like no one was going to come out of this unscathed.

“The unprecedented attack targeted a previously undiscovered vulnerability common to all artificial intelligences used in advertising, social discovery, and even some search engines,” the newscaster droned. “Corporations and governments alike are scrambling to discover the extent…”

“So it took down Bleekman Lowe’s whole system?” John plunked down in his usual seat, taking a long gulp of his coffee. “Bobby, didn’t you have homework due today? Where is it?”

“It didn’t take it down,” Miranda corrected as Bobby raced back up the stairs. “That would have been better. It… repurposed it, I guess. The code is still active—we couldn’t shut it down now if we tried. It’s just not using the information we fed it anymore.”

“…have all taken steps to deactivate their artificial intelligence systems,” the newscaster continued, “but a second attack, occurring just minutes after the first, allowed the code to replicate itself an indefinite number of times. Within hours, these systems spread throughout the internet, and experts say there is no way to reverse this short of erasing every physical…”

“Bobby, get dressed properly for school, please,” said John. Bobby had appeared at the bottom of the stairs again, clutching a handful of worksheets. “You can’t go to school wearing pajama bottoms and the shirt you wore to Aunt Liz’s wedding.” He turned to me. “How much money are you guys losing?”

“Let’s put it this way—I’m not the only one looking at job listings anymore.” Miranda tried to scrape burned egg from the bottom of the pan. She had let herself get distracted for a moment too long.

“So is this how the robot wars start?” John asked with a forced laugh. His tone was light, but Miranda could hear the nerves underneath. He wasn’t the only one. People like her, who had actually worked with these systems, were the only ones not currently filling the internet with doomsday proclamations about
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