

[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]





Copyright © 2019 by Joseph Moran.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Racehorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Racehorse Publishing™ is a pending trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Control Number: 2019912318

Cover artwork credit: Amazon.com

Cover design credit: Brian Peterson

Print ISBN: 978-1-63158-530-2

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63158-533-3

Printed in the United States of America





INTRODUCTION

“Is it like Google that you can talk to?” This question was posed to me not all that long ago by client who wanted to know what Alexa, Amazon’s artificial intelligence virtual assistant, was all about before deciding whether it was something worth looking into.

Although my client’s impression of Alexa wasn’t exactly incorrect, it was certainly incomplete, because Alexa can be so much more than simply a voice-activated search engine. Plus, for the record, you can talk to Google from any PC or mobile device (note the microphone icon on the right side of Google’s search box) and Google offers its own virtual assistant called Google Assistant.

I’ve also had numerous other clients, not to mention various friends, family, and neighbors, frequently pepper me with similar questions about what, exactly, Alexa is and what it can do for them.

Hacks for Alexa aims to answer those questions.

If you’ve had any exposure to Alexa before, in person or even just from a TV commercial, you’re probably aware that Alexa can answer questions such as “What’s the temperature outside?” “What’s a synonym for happy?” or “How many teaspoons are in a tablespoon?” So, in fact, on a basic level, Alexa is a lot like having someone who knows a lot of stuff—or at least can Google things for you very quickly—at your beck and call.

You may or may not also know that Alexa can fulfill all kinds of peculiar and/or whimsical requests—for example, to tell a joke, roll a 20-sided die (or a 20,000-sided one for that matter), or make farting noises. But while asking Alexa to provide general information or perform parlor tricks can certainly be useful and entertaining, using Alexa this way only scratches the surface of its capabilities.

Hacks for Alexa doesn’t set out to be a comprehensive guide to everything you can possibly do with Alexa. Alexa’s abilities are vast and constantly growing, so no book could realistically hope to accomplish that. But precisely because Alexa can do so many things, it’s not always clear what it’s capable of and how to best take advantage of it. That’s where this book comes in.

The goal of this book is to serve as a handy reference to enhancing your lifestyle with Alexa. We’ll spend some time exploring how Alexa works behind the scenes and reviewing the different kinds of Alexa-enabled devices that are available. (Alexa-enabled devices are those that you can talk to Alexa through.) Then we’ll explore various handy, and often overlooked, ways Alexa can help you organize, simplify, automate, and enhance your daily life.

In this book, you won’t learn how to hack Alexa, but you will learn ways to use Alexa to hack and improve your lifestyle. These include how to:


• Keep organized via lists, timers, reminders, and alarms

• Check your email and manage your calendar

• Make and receive voice (or video) calls with other Alexa users, plus call landline and mobile phones

• Use Alexa as a home intercom

• Find out what traffic is like on your commute

• Get detailed local weather information

• Play music in any room of your home (or in every room)

• Make Amazon purchases using your voice and let you know when shipments are on the way or have been delivered

• Use the foundation of a modern smart home, providing voice control of lights and other connected devices

• Have Alexa listen for trouble or potential intruders when you’re away from home

• Make Alexa kid-friendly

• Manage your privacy

• And much more



Here are a couple of important things to remember as you read this book:

Although Alexa has an ostensibly female name and female voice, we’re not going to refer to Alexa as “she,” but rather as “it.” Although it can be easy to forget sometimes, Alexa, of course, isn’t a real person or female, but a genderless artificial intelligence.

Alexa is constantly receiving new and improved features, so there’s a chance that certain things may look or work a bit differently than we describe in this book because of changes made to Alexa since the book went to press.

Thanks very much for buying Hacks for Alexa. I hope you find it useful.
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ALEXA BASICS

Alexa, Amazon’s voice-operated virtual assistant, which uses artificial intelligence to respond to questions and commands, is useful not simply because of the things it can do; much of what Alexa can do can often be done from a PC or a smartphone app. Alexa’s utility and appeal lies mostly in the fact that you can interact with it almost entirely by voice, and do so conversationally, much as you would with a real human being. The ability to get things done by voice rather than by typing and tapping can save a lot of time and effort (not to mention keep your hands free for other tasks), which explains Alexa’s significant and growing popularity.

At the beginning of 2019, Amazon reported that the Echo Dot—one of several Alexa-enabled devices the company makes—was its best-selling product worldwide in 2018 (this includes products Amazon sells but doesn’t make itself). So, if you’ve recently become an Alexa user or are thinking about becoming one, you’ve got a lot of company.

HOW ALEXA WORKS

You don’t need to know exactly how an automobile’s engine works to drive one, and similarly, you don’t necessarily need to know the details of how Alexa works in order to use it. But when you’re planning to add an artificially intelligent virtual assistant to your daily life, it’s helpful to have a basic understanding of what Alexa is and what goes on under the hood.

To best understand what Alexa is, it helps to understand what it’s not, and it’s not simply a device that you buy—at least not entirely.

If you’re of a certain age, you may remember the seventies-era Charlie’s Angels TV show (and subsequent movies), in which detective agency owner Charlie was never there in person. Rather, he ran things from some distant locale and so always communicated with his “angels” (and they with him) via a speakerphone box sitting on a desk.

Alexa works a lot like Charlie’s speakerphone box in that you’re talking to someone (or in this case, something) far away, and that Alexa-enabled device sitting on your end table or kitchen counter isn’t really Alexa, but rather a conduit to Alexa.

We’ll discuss the specifics of Alexa-enabled devices in more detail a bit later in this chapter, but first let’s take a quick look at what really powers Alexa.

THE ALEXA VOICE SERVICE

The Alexa Voice Service (AVS) is the brains behind Alexa, where most of the real heavy lifting is done. It’s in the AVS, a cloud computing service located in a far-off data center and linked to your Alexa-enabled device via an Internet connection, where Alexa puts various components of artificial intelligence to work. These include Automatic Speech Recognition and Natural Language Understanding which process what you say, try to understand what you meant (usually, though not always, successfully), and then decide what response to give and/or action to take.

Keeping most of Alexa’s smarts in the cloud rather than on the device has pros and cons. The major benefit of this approach is that, thanks to continuous development work by Amazon, Alexa is always evolving. It frequently receives new and improved capabilities that you can immediately take advantage of without having to purchase new hardware. As a result, the Alexa-enabled devices you talk to don’t need a lot of computing resources such as processing power or storage, allowing them to be simpler and relatively inexpensive. Since Alexa’s capabilities are largely the same regardless of whether you bought your device last year or just it took out of the box yesterday, you get a degree of protection against hardware obsolescence.

But there’s also a downside to having Alexa’s intelligence primarily in the cloud, and it’s that most Alexa-enabled devices can do little to nothing without a connection to the AVS. (There are a few exceptions, which we’ll talk about later.) This means if your Internet connection goes out, for all intents and purposes, Alexa is out of service too.

Even when your Internet connection is functioning normally, it’s still possible to lose access to Alexa due to a problem with the AVS itself. Like any service that runs in the cloud, AVS is susceptible to outages. These outages are generally infrequent and short-lived, but they do happen. On several occasions while writing this book, Alexa was unable to answer questions or perform tasks, even though my Internet connection was up and running. And on one recent occasion the AVS outage was widespread and prolonged enough to have been widely publicized on numerous Internet media outlets.

Anatomy of an Alexa Interaction

Let’s examine a somewhat simplified sequence of events that takes place when you have an interaction with Alexa:


• You say Alexa’s name within range of an Alexa-enabled device’s microphone, which alerts it to begin recording audio and send it to the AVS. (The word that gets Alexa to start paying attention to you is known as the wake word, and it can be changed to something other than “Alexa”—more on this in chapter two.)

• The audio recording is received by Alexa’s Automatic Speech Recognition (ASR), which processes the sound of your voice and converts it into one or more strings of text containing identifiable words.

• Alexa uses Natural Language Understanding (NLU) to analyze the spoken words and the order in which they were used to understand their meaning and thus the user’s likely intent.

• Alexa connects to either internal or external resources to obtain the information necessary to satisfy the request.

• The information needed for the response is recorded into an audio file, which is then streamed back to your device for playback. (The response may be an answer to a question, but it can also be a follow-up question.)



ALEXA-ENABLED DEVICES

As mentioned previously, a device you talk to Alexa through is known as an Alexa-Enabled device. Naturally, Amazon manufactures Alexa-Enabled devices—the company’s “Echo” line includes about a half-dozen different models. (There are also Alexa-Enabled devices available from third-party manufacturers, which we’ll discuss shortly.)


All Echo devices have the same core purpose, which is to serve as an input/output device for Alexa. To that end every Echo device has multiple built-in microphones so they can hear from any direction (and often at a considerable distance). Most Echo devices also have a built-in speaker, though a few don’t because they’re intended to connect to external speakers. Some Echo devices even have touch screens, enabling video calling and allowing Alexa to show as well as tell you things.

Aside from the presence of a screen or a speaker, the other major differentiator between Echo devices is audio quality. Some Echo devices provide better audio quality than others due to larger internal speakers and/or more of them, which can be an important consideration if you plan to use Alexa to play music frequently. (See more on this in chapter six.)

A common concern when buying technology devices is the fear that not long after you buy one, a new-and-improved version comes out that costs less and does more. Amazon refreshes its Echo devices roughly once a year, and newer Echo devices do generally offer better aesthetics and better-sounding audio at a lower—or at least the same—cost. But remember that Alexa’s smarts are primarily in the cloud, not in the device, so in most cases you’ll be able to take advantage of new features without having to buy new hardware.

Here’s a rundown of Amazon’s current line of Echo devices available as of late 2019:

Echo Devices with Built-In Speakers

Echo Dot

The Echo Dot (Figure 1-1), currently in its 3rd generation, is the mainstream, entry-level device in the Echo line. It’s available in Charcoal, Heather Grey, and Sandstone fabric finishes (read: black, gray, and white) and typically sells for $50, though it can often be found for even less during periodic Amazon promotions and/or when you buy a pair of them. Although earlier generations of the Echo Dot suffered from a tinny, hollow-sounding audio, the 3rd generation model’s single 1.6-inch speaker offers dramatically improved sound.
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Figure 1-1: The Echo Dot (image credit: Amazon)

Echo

The Echo (Figure 1-2), currently in its 2nd generation, has a similar footprint to the Echo Dot but is much taller (5.8 inches versus 1.7 for the Dot) and sells for $100, though like the Dot it’s frequently discounted. The Echo offers improved audio quality and improved bass over the Echo Dot because of its pair of internal speakers (a 2.5-inch woofer and 0.6-inch tweeter) as well as Dolby audio processing. The Echo is available in the same three fabric finishes as the Echo Dot, but its outer shell can be removed and replaced with a variety of decorative shells ($30 each) in wood or fabric styles.
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Figure 1-2: The Echo (image credit: Amazon)


Echo Plus

The Echo Plus (Figure 1-3), also in its 2nd generation, normally sells for $165 and comes in the same three fabric finishes as the Echo Dot and Echo (no removable shells here, though). The Echo Plus further improves on the Echo’s audio capabilities with a larger Dolby-tuned woofer and tweeter (3 and 0.8 inches, respectively). The Echo Plus also contains a built-in Zigbee hub for smart home automation and is the only Echo device with a room temperature sensor. (For more on Zigbee and the temperature sensor, see chapter eight.)

[image: images]

Figure 1-3: The Echo Plus (image credit: Amazon)

Echo Auto

As you might have guessed from the name, the Echo Auto (Figure 1-4) is designed to let you use Alexa behind the wheel. The $50 device mounts to a car’s dashboard, gets its power from a USB or cigarette lighter port, connects to your car’s speakers via Bluetooth or an AUX input (3.5mm cable), and connects to the Internet via your smartphone. As of publication, the Echo Auto is available for purchase on an invitation-only basis.
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Figure 1-4: The Echo Auto (image credit: Amazon)

Echo Input

At $20, the Echo Input (Figure 1-5) is Amazon’s least-expensive Echo device. Available in either black or white and somewhat resembling a thick drink coaster, it lacks an internal speaker so the best way to think about the Echo Input is as an Echo Dot with BYOS (Bring Your Own Speaker).

[image: images]

Figure 1-5: The Echo Input (image credit: Amazon)

Echo Devices with Screens

Echo Spot

The Echo Spot (Figure 1-6) is the smallest of three Echo devices equipped with a touch screen. The $130 Echo Spot is compact and spherical, has a single 2-watt speaker, and measures 4.1 x 3.8 inches. It sports a circular 2.5-inch screen as well as a front-facing camera for video calling.
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Figure 1-6: The Echo Spot (image credit: Amazon)

Echo Show

Think of the Echo Show as the Echo Spot’s much larger, more powerful, and pricier sibling. The $230 Echo Show (Figure 1-7) measures 6.9 x 9.7 x 4.2, sports a 10.1-inch HD screen, and includes dual ten-watt speakers with Dolby audio processing. Like the Echo Dot, the Echo Show has a front-facing camera, and like the Echo Plus, it has a built-in Zigbee smart home hub.
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Figure 1-7: The Echo Show (image credit: Amazon)


Echo Show 5

The Echo Show 5 (Figure 1-8) is a smaller-scale version of the Echo Show, and at $90 is currently the least-expensive Echo device equipped with a screen. Compared to the Echo Show, the 3.4 x 5.8 x 2.9 Echo Show 5 has a smaller 5.5-inch (and non-HD) screen, a single 4-watt speaker, and lacks a Zigbee hub. One thing the Echo Show 5 has that its larger sibling lacks is a shutter switch to physically cover the front-facing camera lens.
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Figure 1-8: The Echo Show 5 (image credit: Amazon)

Certain recently released Amazon Fire tablets support “Show Mode”, which give the tablet most of the same capabilities of Echo Show/Spot devices. For more information about which Fire models support show mode and how to use it, see www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=G3JEMFDNH3FPB4XS

THIRD-PARTY DEVICES WITH ALEXA “BUILT-IN”

In addition to Amazon’s own line of Echo devices, there are numerous products from manufacturers other than Amazon that advertise themselves as having “Alexa Built-in,” a moniker which means that the device includes a microphone, a speaker, and the ability to connect the Internet and Amazon’s Alexa Voice Service (AVS).

There are a wide range of Alexa Built-in products available, and often, though not always, their ability to talk to Alexa is secondary to the primary function of the device. Examples of such Alexa Built-in devices include speakers, soundbars, headphones, earbuds, tablets, Wi-Fi access points, smartwatches, thermostats, smoke detectors, and more.

For a current list of Alexa Built-In products, see https://www.amazon.com/b/ref=EchoCP_avs_tile_text?node=15443147011

What’s important to know about Alexa Built-in products is that they don’t necessarily support all the same features of Alexa that an Amazon Echo does. This is because Amazon doesn’t make every Alexa feature available to third parties, and sometimes the third-party chooses not to implement a feature in their product.

The Sonos One, for example, an audiophile-level speaker with Alexa Built-in, doesn’t support Alexa’s communication features (which we cover in chapter five). Similarly, the Eufy Genie, a compact device like the Echo Dot that sells for less than half the Dot’s typical price, doesn’t offer a way to change the wake word (which we discuss in chapter three).

Other Alexa Built-in devices may have different limitations, so while choosing an Alexa Built-in device over an Amazon Echo can make sense in some situations, read the product’s description carefully before buying so you know which Alexa features, if any, aren’t supported.

Alexa Built-in devices are not to be confused with devices labeled “Works with Alexa,” which denotes devices that are certified to work compatibly with Alexa (i.e., Alexa can control them). In a nutshell, Alexa Built-in means a device lets you talk to Alexa, while Works with Alexa means that Alexa can talk to the device.


ECHO LIGHT RINGS

Although Alexa is voice-oriented, the Echo, Echo Dot, and Echo Plus feature a light ring that pulses and spins in various colors (blue, cyan, orange, red, green, yellow, purple, and white) to give a visual status of the device or what Alexa is currently doing. Echo devices with a screen don’t have light rings and instead display their status as a horizontal color bar at the bottom of the screen.

Here are the various Echo light ring states and what they mean:


• Solid blue with spinning cyan
The device is starting up. If you didn’t just plug the device in, it probably just had its power restored or is restarting after a software update.

• Spinning orange clockwise (during initial device setup)
Device is connecting to Wi-Fi.

• Pulsing purple (during initial device setup)
There was a problem connecting to the Wi-Fi network.

• Solid blue with a segment of cyan
Alexa is listening to and processing your request. The cyan segment indicates the direction in which speech is being detected and will move to follow the voice of the speaker.

• Alternating blue and cyan
Alexa is responding to your request.

• Pulsing yellow
A message or notification awaits.

• Pulsing green
Indicates an incoming call or Drop In from another Alexa user.

• Spinning green
Indicates an active (in progress) call or Drop In.

• One purple flash (following an interaction with Alexa)
 Do Not Disturb mode is enabled for the device.



For more on Alexa’s communication features such as calls, messages, and Drop In, as well as Do Not Disturb mode, see chapter five.



• Solid red
The device’s microphone has been turned off.

• Solid white
Indicates the volume level of the device (only appears while you are adjusting the volume).

• Spinning white Alexa Guard is set to Away Mode.



For more on Alexa Guard, see chapter eight.

By the way, Echo devices have no power light (or power switch, for that matter), so a properly functioning Echo device looks no different from one that’s not even plugged into the wall or one that is plugged in and powered up but isn’t working because it doesn’t have an Internet connection.

A quick and easy way to check whether a dark Echo device is both plugged in and connected to the Internet without having to physically examine it is to ask Alexa a simple question, such as “Alexa, what time is sunset today?” If you don’t get a response, it’s a safe bet the Echo device isn’t plugged in. If you get a response of, “Sorry, I’m having trouble understanding right now. Please try a little later,” or something similar, Alexa can’t get the answer because your Internet connection isn’t working (or else the AVS itself is having problems).

THE ALEXA APP

You might be thinking, If I control Alexa with my voice, why do I need an app? Fair question, but it turns out that the Alexa app—available on both Android and Apple devices (and included with Amazon’s own Fire tablets)—is an integral part of the Alexa experience, so you’ll always want to have it close at hand.

You’ll need the Alexa app to set up a new Echo device for the first time, but even after that the Alexa app is often the best way—and sometimes the only way—to enable or configure certain Alexa features.

Moreover, you can talk to Alexa via the Alexa app, so it’s essentially an Alexa-enabled device in your pocket you can use when you’re away from home, or at home but not in the vicinity of an Echo device (out in the yard, for example). There are, however, certain things you can do with an Echo device that you can’t do with the Alexa app—for example, talk to Alexa without having to tap a microphone button first.

The upshot is that you should always have the Alexa app handy on your smartphone (we’ll assume you have a smartphone if you’re interested in an artificial intelligence voice assistant like Alexa). Also, even if you don’t update your other smartphone apps automatically, be sure to check for and download new versions of the Alexa app often—Amazon updates the app frequently and these updates are often required to access new features as well as fix bugs in existing features.

If you don’t have a smartphone or tablet to run the Alexa app on (or don’t have it handy), you can access many of the same configuration settings from a PC or Mac via a web browser by pointing it to alexa.amazon.com. Compared to the Alexa app, some of the website menus are organized a bit differently, and some features are only configurable from the app. Also, you need the Alexa app to set up new Echo devices, as you can’t do it from the website.

We’ll be using the Alexa app (Figure 1-9) extensively throughout this book, so let’s take a quick tour:

The Menu button (the stacked lines at the upper left) provides access to the main menu, where you can access various Alexa features, install and manage skills, and change settings.
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