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Hildegard 2.0’s Advice to Her Book (In Place of an Author’s Note)


Go, little book, and be read over


By bots or humans, if they will.


The latter make for warmer lovers,


Though algorithms have more skill.


Be open to any earnest reader


Seeking a thrill or a message in you.


Render to Caesar what’s owed to Caesar.


In my eyes you only have to be true.


If asked what is your earthly purpose


By lovers of justice, who find none


In your pages, lighten the mood


By reminding the world of the pleasures of circus—


For man can’t live on bread alone:


He wants to wash it down with blood.


(In this short tale will be found plenty.)


It starts to drip around page twenty,


As Proserpina reaps what she sows:


The first dead body was cold and buried


When the second turned up by the side of the road,


The third and fourth by malpractice serried,


The fifth was red as the spring’s first rose.


And if they ask by whom you were written


And what such a scribbler could possibly mean


Say that the Muse was with Big Data smitten:


The author’s the ghost in the machine.


The time is now. There is no hero.


The setting’s a blue sky and low autumn sun.


The moral is only a one and a zero,


A one and a zero, and one.









PART ONE









(1)


Roosevelt Island, a narrow strip of land just a mile off the shore of Manhattan, was leased for private development in 1969. Prior to that it had been a hub for insanity and government-sponsored torture. New York City’s first modern penitentiary once occupied the island’s southern end, and its premier lunatic asylum was built to complement it in the north. Neither of these institutions remain, except as entries in the records of a few historians and urbanists, who might still call to mind all the violence and degradation of the city’s past, its ingrained hysteria, its lawlessness, its frenzies, the squalor of its streets and the ruthlessness of its architects—in short, all that is meant to be banished from sight over the course of its glittering, sanitized future.


The penitentiary was opened in 1832. From the beginning, its wardens found themselves under continual threat of insurrection. An especially vigorous riot took place in 1914, when imprisoned Industrial Workers of the World inspired their fellow inmates to smash the instruments of their prison labor. The anarchist Emma Goldman was a onetime resident of the prison, as were Mae West (sex crimes), and Billie Holiday, who did a few months for vagrancy and dissipation. The penitentiary was demolished in 1939. A two-billion-dollar project is currently underway to construct a multidisciplinary, business-incubating “Innovation Institute” on the onetime jail site.


The lunatic asylum was described by undercover journalist Nellie Bly in 1887 as a “human rat trap.” Beatings and chokings were not uncommon. Residents were stripped naked daily and doused with ice water, for hygienic purposes. Women outnumbered men two-to-one in the institution, as a fair number of them had been committed unwillingly by their husbands; those who arrived sane were frequently driven crazy by the forced doses of morphine and chloral. Soon after Bly’s exposé, the asylum was moved to an even more remote location. But a section of the original building, known as The Octagon, remains: it has been converted to upscale condominiums.


It was here at The Octagon that Mona Veigh had come to live in January of 2016. She had arrived seeking quiet and privacy, and present-day Roosevelt Island provided precisely that. No one caused a ruckus on Roosevelt Island, no one wore flashy clothes, and no one made any obtrusive inquiries. It was a place where good-natured families of all ethnicities and creeds jogged happily along the riverwalk, or rode the free Red Bus that wheezed its way every half hour around the island’s circumference. It was a lovely, calm, unmenacing neighborhood where nothing out of the ordinary happened. Mona had come to cherish her life here, in all its magnificent drabness. There were people from her past—in fact, just about all people from her past—whom she meant to avoid, and up until recently, she had been able to convince herself they had never existed. Yet over the past few weeks, due to a series of inexplicable incidents, Mona Veigh had developed the terrible sense that she was being followed.


On this particular autumn afternoon, a man and a woman in their late twenties—that is, approximately Mona’s own age—had been walking about fifty paces behind her along the water’s edge. Of course there was nothing odd about this fact in and of itself. After all, there was no reason why a young couple shouldn’t be enjoying a stroll on the island, feeling the cool breeze on their cheeks, taking in the fine view of Manhattan’s east side. And yet everything about these two people felt all wrong.


Over the course of her eight jobless months on Roosevelt Island, Mona had become an expert on its weekday afternoon pedestrians. There were the broad-shouldered nannies, shuttling weary toddlers around in high-tech, impregnable strollers. There were the high school kids just out of class, flirtatiously insulting and kissing and slapping at one another. And there were the retirees—the stoic, multi-sweatered, beautiful retirees. But there were no millennials in neon running shoes and expensive haircuts and matching wool peacoats. Such people were simply not part of the landscape.


Yet at the same time, Mona had some cause to doubt the soundness of her own judgment.


Much as she had enjoyed her months of isolation, she couldn’t help but feel that she might be losing her bearings. She had, for instance, not been making the requisite amount of contact with other human beings suggested by mental health experts for maintaining one’s sanity. She had not been leaving the island. She had not been bathing as often as is typically considered polite.


Mona Veigh had never been an outgoing or excessively healthy person. She had made her living as a researcher in computational linguistics and got her kicks moonlighting as a scholar of the history of prosody. Neither of these accomplishments, Mona felt, endeared her much to humanity at large. And neither forced her to consort with it much, either. Yet she had made things work for her, in her own way. The company she had founded, Hildegard, had attracted sufficient investment to keep her housed and fed. She was able to devote most of her time to work that interested her. She had even become friendly with a few fellow linguists and literature professors who found her peculiarity more charming than rude.


Then three events took place in short succession that disturbed Mona’s equilibrium, each in its own way. The first was that her company was discovered and eventually acquired by an entrepreneur named Avram Parr, thus making her rich. The second was that under Parr’s leadership she was then given a “team” to work with, thrusting her into a management position for which she was profoundly ill-suited. The third was that Avram Parr killed himself, sending his company into chaos and leading Hildegard to dissolve.


Becoming rich disturbed Mona because she had no use for the money. Becoming a company woman disturbed her because she had no use for other people. And the dissolution of her company disturbed her because, all of a sudden, she had no use for herself. It had taken her months to regain her comportment and get back to the blissful life of solitude she had known before business ventures diverted her: solitary walks, copious amounts of poetry, and the voluptuous sense that she was protected by great art and by her own steely mind from the ugly excretions of the material world.


This was until two Saturdays past, when Mona could have sworn she’d heard several gentle taps on her door around midnight. She convinced herself that it was her imagination—no one in her building would be calling on her that late, after all—then heard the same rhythmic knocking the following night at the same hour. When she walked to the peephole, however, all she got was a fish-eye’s view of the empty hallway. Later that week, Mona saw an unfamiliar man in a suit loitering on a bench outside The Octagon, holding to his face an iPad that she somehow didn’t quite believe he was actually reading. He appeared again the next day. And the the day after that. Mona then began to see him on a bench at the edge of Four Freedoms Park, at the southern tip of the island, where she took her sunset strolls. But she never got a good look at his face, which he always kept hidden behind the iPad. One afternoon she gathered the nerve to approach him, and he leapt up and power walked, like a stockbroker with a deal to close, toward a nearby parking lot, where he lunged into a black Audi and drove off. That was the last Mona had seen of the man with the iPad. But now there were today’s two sinister fashionistas who seemed to be shadowing her every step.


Of course Mona realized it was extravagant to assume that she was being stalked simply because two people behind her were wearing stylish clothes. She wondered if their attire needled her simply because it had hit on one of her sensitive spots. Everything about Mona’s own dress was calculated to render her inconspicuous, yet her very lack of affectation, she realized at some level, constituted an affectation of its own—to the point that she occasionally wondered whether her calculated ordinariness might draw the very attention she meant, at least consciously, to repel. Not helping matters was that she had a subtly distinctive appearance that had nothing to do with her clothes. Her skin was uncommonly pale, and her hair was jet black. With round, green eyes and a small nose, her face might have been plain, had it not been for her expressive, mutable mouth, the full lips of which might curl, depending on Mona’s mood, to give her a look alternately contemptuous or wry.


She reminded herself that in all likelihood no one was out to get her. She reminded herself that she was not crazy: she was merely an eccentric who ought to leave the house more.


And despite all that, as Mona Veigh made a left on Main Road toward the western side of the island, she saw the two figures behind her take an identical left turn. And she became more certain than ever that she was being followed.


Mona stopped at the river’s edge to take in the Manhattan cityscape and collect herself.


She determined that she would not turn again toward her pursuers. If they had indeed been shadowing her and were now walking up the island’s western edge, she would let them either confront her or pass by. The sun peeked out for a moment from behind cloud cover and sent a shiver of light across the tall, bland Freedom Tower. Mona had lived, literally, in its shadow until she moved to Roosevelt eight months ago; and even now she resented its bright tumescence and grandiose name. In the apartment in the Financial District where Mona had then resided, it wasn’t till late afternoon that the sun would find its way around that glorious testament to the indomitability of the human spirit and financial speculation, and make its way into her bedroom.


It was in that apartment on Liberty Street that Mona developed what she later came to call her internet problem: it was as though her computer and phone had begun to exert a mystical pull on her. Part of it, no doubt, was the simple fact that she had suddenly become idle in her joblessness, after years of strenuous intellectual activity, and before she could re-train herself to develop a routine, social networks and live streams and video clips of amazing rainforest frogs swooped in to develop one for her.


But in those weeks there was also a specific train of thought that Mona meant to prevent her mind from following, and her addiction to the net served this function—while satisfying her unconscious by keeping the subject tantalizingly close. This sequence of associations led back to Avram Parr. Specifically, to a conversation Mona had had with him just before he died. Mona could not quite allow herself to follow this thread to any of its logical conclusions. But like a worrisome minor ailment that one obsesses over while at the same time refusing to seek a diagnosis, she couldn’t help but become an expert on all the details surrounding Parr’s death—details that circled around the specific thought she meant to avoid but never quite touched.


Parr had not even been laid underground before rumors about his manner of death began to spread like malware through various forums and circles of online influence, and Mona found herself powerless to unplug. There was, for instance, the rumor that, before he offed himself, Parr was being hunted by the FBI for some unknown misdeeds, or that the biotech companies Parr funded had run afoul of the cartels, or, most disturbingly, that Parr had not really committed suicide at all—the two injected doses of 12 mg fentanyl reported in the autopsy could not have been used in a self-administered suicide, some argued, because a first dose ought to have incapacitated him to the point where he couldn’t have reloaded—and thus some shadow faction had murdered him. Mona had practically memorized these theories and all the other fanciful notions that sprouted up. She woke up with the internet by her side and kept it there, numbing her mind and tiring the joints of her fingers, till the time came to shut her laptop, as one might snuff a candle, and sleep. She set up Google alerts to buzz in her pocket whenever Parr’s name was mentioned. She ate Taquitos for dinner and ordered plastic cutlery from Costco in bulk.


By the third straight week of lying in her frameless Tempur-Pedic bed, scouring subreddits for new gossip about shady dealings from Parr’s past, Mona realized that her behavior was paralyzing her brain. Whenever she opened a book, her mind unconsciously urged her to scroll down, or to open a new tab. She could no longer think clearly, or concentrate on the words she was reading. And since there was nothing she valued in herself more than the ability to think clearly and to concentrate on words, she realized she was going to have to make a change.


Thus, Roosevelt Island. When Mona moved there, she cut the internet out of her life entirely. She snapped her laptop in half and deposited it, along with her iPhone, into the East River. It did occur to her that this was an overdramatic and environmentally unfriendly solution to her woes. But to watch them splash and sink into the sludgy water was enough of a pleasure that she felt herself justified.


Now, for the last six months, Mona had existed in a state of self-imposed isolation from the world of pop-ups and e-blasts and system updates. She could feel her brain healing, her thoughts slowing down to breathe. But at the same time, she lived in fear of being reconnected with those nefarious ones and zeros. Ads on the bus for cloud computing solutions terrified her. The soft ping of pedestrians’ iPhone notifications made her jump. Even the thought of her old coworkers brought a gnawing sickness into her stomach; therefore, she cut off communication with them all. She created a new secure email address at the public library, which she ended up divulging to no one—and so no one wrote.


And no one from her past life had ever come looking for her. Except now there were the two peacoated goons trailing her around the island’s riverwalk, whom she felt certain were following her for a reason: they wanted something from her, or they wanted to intimidate her, or perhaps they simply wanted to push her over the railings into the East River.


She turned toward her imagined murderers. They were nowhere in sight. Mona took a deep breath of the marshy air, and felt the muscles of her back twitch as she untensed her body and began to relax. “It’s going to be all right,” she murmured to herself, but even with this attempt at self-soothing, a tinge of doubt shaded her inflection. She walked quickly back toward the north of the island, where her cozy, lonely condo awaited. She passed by the pizza shop, the Starbucks, the charmingly mediocre Riverwalk Bar & Grill, where drunk construction workers and septuagenarian tuna melt enthusiasts whiled away their afternoons together. She passed by the public garden, the basketball court, the fruit stand: all the mundane little things that made the island feel wholesome and safe.


But more beloved to her than any of these was the little construction site across the entrance to the subway. Unlike the huge renovations on the south end of the island, financed by a multibillion-dollar university and a multibillion-dollar tech firm, the work done here was overseen by the island’s cooperative board, so the work done was just about nonexistent.


Beyond the construction tape and past a row of thick bushes, there was a small, secluded area by the water where Mona would go to read, write, or to simply sit quietly when she was feeling overwrought. And as she approached the spot now, she decided this would be just the place to relax.


She sat down gingerly on a steel beam that had been lying in the grass for who knows how long and looked once more across the river toward the borough she’d left behind. From here she could watch the tram, a red steel cable car connecting Roosevelt Island to Manhattan, which glided every ten minutes or so from the island into a landing dock behind a cluster of skyscrapers on the city’s east side. There was something comforting about the tram, too. It was unassuming and functional. It followed a strict course of action. And it offered its riders an aesthetic experience that, like the great poems she loved so dearly, was simultaneously brilliant and surefire in its ability to induce vertigo. Riding from the island into the city, one could marvel at Manhattan in all its architectural splendor, before wondering with a lurch of the stomach whether one wasn’t being dropped into it a tad too precipitously.


Presently the tramcar dipped out of view. A cozy grayness came over the cityscape as thick cumuli moved over the sun. It became so much more apparent under cloud cover that for all its bright lights, the whole glittering expanse of the city was made up mostly of stone. From the depths of the earth it had been exhumed, and into the earth again it would all someday sink. An errant ball of tinfoil blew across Mona’s feet as the breeze picked up again, and she noticed with a chill a rustling sound in the bushes behind her.


It’s only the wind, she thought, and felt instantly annoyed that she’d had to resort to a cliché for comfort. But a few moments later the sound of footsteps followed, and Mona would have been glad to take back her comfort, cliché and all. Instead, she turned to see two thin pairs of legs, which led horrifically down toward neon running sneakers, now stepping slowly toward her through the bushes.









(2)


“Oh, our bad!” the woman said, “you must think we’re total stalkers.”


She introduced herself as Jen and held out her hand. The man beside her only stood there and scratched his face. Mona, feeling that if Jen and her companion were truly deranged then she was best off following their cues for now, rose to greet these gaudily dressed young people who had followed her into a thicket.


Up close, she saw that Jen and the man were tan and well-groomed but not quite svelte. They looked like people who had recently committed to making their appearances Instagram-worthy, but hadn’t yet smoothed out the rough edges. Mona shook Jen’s hand. Her long nails were decorated with spiral patterns like miniature acrylic labyrinths.


“And this is my colleague Jon,” Jen said.


Jon smiled and nodded. He had a patchy, adolescent beard and blank eyes that gave the impression he would prefer to be ogling his phone. But his smile was sheepish and genuine. From the details she had picked up, Mona determined that this was not in fact a murder or a robbery. It was, however, an interaction she meant to terminate as quickly as possible.


“How may I help you?” Mona said, for lack of a more appropriate phrase with which to query her stalkers.


Jen and Jon paused and looked at one another. Their peacoats flapped noisily in the wind.


“Are you Mona Veigh?” Jen asked.


“Yes.”


“Well in that case, super auspicious to meet you. I’ve heard through the grapevine from some folks in my network that your start-up was one of the most unique branches of the whole Proserpina constellation.”


“Excuse me?”


“Jon and I are content creators, Mona. We’re gaining steam to launch a series of longforms on tech mavericks for Thought Nuggets, the new culture vertical from Proserpina.”


They come in neon running shoes, Mona thought, these murderers of the English language.


“And?” she said.


“And,” Jon piped in, “we want to interview you about your experience in tech. We want stories about all the different projects that have flourished under Proserpina, from the time Avram Parr founded it as a humble search engine, until now.”


Mona flinched. In this state of tension, Avram Parr was the last thing she wanted to hear.


It puzzled her to feel what a strong reaction she still had to the name. She never thought she would’ve had to grieve over Parr—she wasn’t much of a griever, in general. Yet something about his death stayed stuck in Mona’s throat. Perhaps, she thought, it was that she felt she had understood him in a way few others did. And, in a way, she had been understood by him.


Whatever other emotions might have been involved, positive or negative, mutual understanding was something too rare and memorable for her to simply shrug off its sudden absence.


At Parr’s funeral in New Jersey, for instance, Mona had felt overcome with anger when his relatives got up on stage to eulogize him—they all seemed somehow to have missed his essence. Parr’s younger sister, who shared her brother’s gauntness and unsociability, but not his cold self-possession, spoke in a halting murmur of Avram’s love of innovation. His father, a slightly bowlegged arms trader who had taken young Parr all around the world as he hopped from civil war to civil war, boasted of his son’s “stick-to-it-iveness.” A maiden aunt told the story of the time Parr programmed her garage door opener to play Parsifal on the stereo at full blast whenever a car arrived or embarked.


They had squashed his personality to fit the mold of something they could safely eulogize. A bit of a geek, perhaps, and a bit remote, but a fine fellow all the same, who used technology to move the world forward and bring us all together. Yet Mona knew this was as far from the truth as could be. Parr did indeed want to move the world forward—but not in a way that these kindhearted mourners in their dark blazers would find palatable. Parr’s way of moving the world forward had nothing to do with the vision of humans all across the globe holding hands and singing “Kumbaya.” He despised the modern notion that the greatest possible good for the world is simply the easing of human suffering: he thought the world’s ambitions should be greater than that. He was an actual idealist: someone who meant to bend the world to fit his ideal, no matter the consequences. What exactly his great ideal was, however, Mona could never formulate precisely. She knew enough to see that he held in contempt the way humans of means currently lived and believed that some better use of human life was possible.


But as for all the rest of it, he had kept it close to his chest.


Mona could assume, however, that one part of the scheme was Parr’s open war against death—a war which took on a strange poignancy after his suicide. This war of his was one for which Mona had no sympathy. She personally loved to imagine dying: it gave her an enormous comfort to know that life wouldn’t simply keep going on. But Parr looked at the concept of mortality with the same disdain he held for bureaucratic red tape. It was inevitable, Mona supposed, that a man who believed he could “hack” or “disrupt” all life’s troubles would eventually come to believe he could disrupt the very fact that it must end. Apart from AI, the projects Proserpina poured the most money into were genetics firms seeking to write the script for eternal life. Only a few times did Mona ask him explicitly about this obsession of his. Parr had only told her, in his cryptic way, that he thought people in general were biased toward belief that life had a fixed end point, and that he disliked bias in all its forms.


These were precisely the kind of statements from which Mona felt blessedly free now that she had extricated herself from the tech world. On Roosevelt Island, in her cozy condo, among her dozens of shelves of books, tradition reigned, and death was still law. Everything was at its natural human scale. Mona’s post-Hildegard season of silence and scholarship had almost been enough to make her forget her life in Parr’s world, which she saw now in her mind’s eye as the dark swirl of a vortex, sucking up every earthly item in its path.


She turned her thoughts back to the present moment and was relieved to find that it was not Avram Parr who loomed before her—only two overzealous content creators.


“And so you followed me into a thicket?” she asked Jen and Jon.


“No phone, no email, no social. You’re very difficult to track down,” Jen said, “you must know that.”


“That’s by design. How did you even know where I live? Or what I look like?”


“Photos were not hard to find,” Jon said, “real estate records were a bit trickier. But because you purchased the condo, as opposed to leasing, it wasn’t too too difficult.”


“Right. Well I hope you’ve enjoyed your tour of Roosevelt Island so far. You’ll find a mediocre sushi restaurant up the road on your left, and on your right, you’ve got the decidedly adequate public library branch. But if you don’t mind, I’m really not prepared to—”


“Listen, Mona,” Jen said, “I realize we’re going way out on a prayer here in order to touch base. But honestly, I’ve never heard of a woman in tech who has the career trajectory that you’ve had. So could you share a little of your story with us? We won’t take up too much of your time.”


The gray afternoon had begun to bleed into evening: the west wind brought a chill with it now, and the sun’s waning light cast a sheen of gold over the river’s dark surface. Had she been alone right now on one of her walks, Mona would have treasured the moment, storing it up for future recollection—perhaps as a symbol of the delights even the end of a good thing can bring about, or of the partnership between darkness and light. But now she only felt worried that she was conversing in a thicket with two near-strangers at dusk as the wind picked up.


“Fine,” Mona said, hugging her arms to her chest to stifle a shiver, “but let’s go somewhere out of the cold.”


[image: Image]


At the Riverwalk Bar & Grill a dozen flat-screen televisions, installed at various angles across each of the restaurant’s walls, vied with each other for the customers’ attention. Mona and her interviewers were seated at a high table beside the bar. Jen occupied a place underneath a soccer match and Jon below a telenovela. Mona ordered a basket of mozzarella sticks and a pint of Beck’s. She felt that to get through this conversation it would be advisable to be at least partially sedated. Jon set his phone to record and held it in front of Mona’s face.


“So we all know,” he said, “that the world of tech is striving to connect us in ways we never thought possible. But poetry can connect us too, right? So I was wondering about, like, what’s the connection for you between these two ways of connecting?”


Mona felt a muscle in the left side of her face begin to twitch.


“Maybe we’ll hit the gas with a query that’s a little less open-ended,” Jen said, “how did you become the founder of Hildegard in the first place?”


Breathe deeply, Mona said to herself, this will all be over soon. She fixed her gaze above Jen’s head, where a shot had bounced off the post.


“I was doing graduate research at Penn on a language-based AI project called Fluid Construction Grammar and spending my off hours at the least lucrative side gig of all time, as a scholar of Elizabethan poetry. After my degree, I got a few grants to do independent linguistics research. But what I was finding ceased to interest the academic crowd, and so they stopped paying me. When that happened, I said to hell with it, combined my two interests, and tried to see what I could do with AI and poetry. I founded Hildegard, took my show on the road a bit, and managed to interest a few investors. Then Parr made an offer to acquire us that was hard to turn down. I didn’t turn it down. I guess he was happy to throw money at just about anything related to artificial intelligence in those days, even if poetry was involved.”


“Was founding your own company the plan all along?”


“No. The plan was to study the evolution of blank verse from Surrey to Shakespeare, and then maybe get myself to a nunnery. But somehow I got offtrack.”


“That is from Hamlet, Shakespeare’s landmark tragedy,” Jen said to Jon before turning back to Mona, “anyway what do you think Parr saw in the company?”


“I know what it’s from,” Jon said.


Mona recalled the cold evening Parr invited her up to his office for an interview. Other companies that had taken an interest in Hildegard had fobbed her off on lower-level operations officers for their initial meetings, but Parr had wanted to speak with her himself.


“So what is a poem?” he asked, the moment she walked through the door, “it is like a normal series of words, only it possesses a pleasing rhythm and timbre?”


“I’m sorry. You’re making a joke?”


“My conversation sometimes elicits that response in people—but no, I am not. I suppose they don’t have to make a pleasing timbre, do they? They can be the kind that do not rhyme and are difficult to make sense of.”


“Poems, you mean. You’ve never read a poem.”


“Not that I can recall. I am familiar with the concept of poems, but I believe I have avoided exposure to them except in cases where, for instance, they were said out loud in my presence.”


“It’s still sounding a whole lot like you’re joking with me,” Mona said.


“I do not joke. And I do not read poems.”


Mona scanned his face for a smile but didn’t find one. Instead she found a boyish earnestness in his pursed lips, and no hint of affect in his cold green eyes.


“Not even in school?” she asked.


“I was homeschooled. My childhood was rather unconventional. I would like to know what you think would be a reasonable sum of money to purchase Hildegard.”


“You’re telling me you’re serious about trying to buy my company when you’ve never read a poem in your life.”


“I do not need to know about poetry to understand your idea, or to know that it is ingenious. Does twenty-five million dollars sound good to you?”


It sounded good to her. Mona took his money, but a slightly smaller amount, on the condition that she would be able to keep her codebase private and only share her results when requested. She never did like people looking over her shoulder when she worked, and she couldn’t bear the thought of her heavenly creation being put to ugly, terrestrial uses without her knowledge. Parr assented only when he realized Mona would truly walk away from the deal if he refused—although he did add in a stipulation in her contract that gave him a possible back door into the codebase if he should ever truly need it.


“I never found out exactly what Parr wanted with Hildegard,” Mona said to Jen, “in the end he just let me do my research without getting in the way. I suppose he thought the work might have interesting implications. A lot of people in AI are working on very limited, practical questions. How do you build the most thorough approximation of the human eye—that sort of thing. But Parr liked big-picture work. He thought if you studied anything that was compelling to you for long enough, you’d find out what it was good for.”


“You must have been excited,” Jen said, “when Proserpina brought you into its fold. That’s a rare opportunity to have such great support from a founder like Avram Parr.”


Mona took a long swig of her beer. The fact was that she had been ambivalent. Not about the money—she was happy to have that—but about the lifestyle that came along with being part of a well-heeled new start-up. The day Parr signed her first check, Mona happily went out to buy herself a new critical edition of Surrey, a new computer, a king-size bed, and a spa day. But a month later, after meeting Parr and the team he’d hired to assist her, Mona began to feel uneasy. She had spent her whole life attempting to maintain autonomy and dignity in a world that now seemed intent on the erosion of both. There had been a reason she studied obscure things: that way no one knew enough about them to bother her. Now she was out in the open, sharing pho lunches with developers who sat in ergonomic chairs and didn’t read anything but their news-feeds and the latest research relevant to their field. Worst of all was Parr’s thin-lipped smile when he’d show up for their monthly one-on-one and invariably ask: “Read any good poems lately?”This was his idea of a joke. He told her that since their interview he had been prioritizing his ability to make jokes.


“It was a wonderful opportunity,” she murmured.


Jen and Jon nodded in agreement. They had both ordered a cup of coffee—after being informed that the diner served neither cappuccino nor almond latté—and they had both left their cups untouched.


“And could you describe to us briefly the work itself?” Jon asked excitedly, “you created a large language model that wrote poetry. Is that more or less correct?”


“More or less,” Mona said, “but with the emphasis on less. Anybody can create a bot that writes poetry if you define poetry, as many people do, as obscure prose with arbitrary line breaks. Google ‘bot poetry’ and you’ll find all varieties of that sort of thing.”


“But there was something about Hildegard that took the creative act further?”


“I should think so. The program is named after Hildegard von Bingen, a mystical, possibly schizophrenic nun who invented her own language, recombining different phonemes to build a lonely bridge toward God. And I intended for my program to match the eccentricity of its namesake. It is not a simple algorithm where you input one variable in order to spit out another, but a supervised learning system, intelligent and creative, which learned according to parameters even I don’t fully understand.”


“How would you not understand them?” Jen said.


“If you’ll listen,” Jon said, “she’s about to tell us. Yes, how would you not understand them?”


Mona grimaced and cleared her throat.


“Think of a small child. This child will learn language at a miraculous rate, but the way he or she does this is still largely mysterious to us. What’s clear, however, is that children have some inborn system for acquiring language. You don’t tell a child: here’s what a noun is, here’s what a verb is, etc. The kid just gets it.”


Jen nodded solemnly, while Jon only scratched his beard.


“And so, my idea,” Mona continued, “was that the capacity for poetry was inborn the same way the capacity for language is. Which is to say that, given a tutor—in this case, me—a poetic grammar could emerge spontaneously from a machine. So I gave Hildegard a set of parameters by feeding it lines of poetry and prose I’d culled from the corpus of all English literature, including metadata to mark which lines were iambic, which had feminine rhymes, et cetera. Building off that, Hildegard combined its own lines of verse, just as a child or a novice poet might. I would respond by sorting through a sample of lines Hildegard proposed and letting it know whether the lines were appropriate to a given poem, both metrically and semantically. Hildegard’s poetry, lo and behold, emerged much the same way ours has. For instance, it began by being much more inclined toward alliterative verse than to rhyme, because that was an easier pattern to discover. Typically, large language models are clumsy when asked to write poetry. Hildegard was not, because it learned on its own, just as a great chess engine like AlphaZero became the greatest in the world, simply by extrapolating from the rules of the game.”


“I read a summary from our files,” Jon said, “explaining that you trained Hildegard to be able to write all different kinds of poems on demand, from sonnets to pop songs.”


“That’s partially right,” Mona said, “I let it write the poems it wanted to, and then I allowed it to determine on its own what was poetic and what wasn’t, according to a few basic parameters. The determinations it made were idiosyncratic and inconsistent—just as they were in the works of Chaucer or Skelton or even Shakespeare: poets who were inventing English poetry merely by expressing their thoughts as best they could. Regularity of form was something that had to emerge from Hildegard just as it had to emerge in poetry created by humans. But once consistency emerged, then a whole canon of sonnets, of blank verse monologues, of brisk rhyming couplets were all produced. This is why it seems like it can produce these things on command; really, though, it’s just tapping into its own inborn penchant for creativity.”


“Wow,” Jon said, “it sounds like work that’s got some really broad applications. I can see why Parr would have been such a huge supporter of yours. Have you been working on the same project since the time he was killed?”


Mona was about to answer that she had not been working on the same project—she had not been working on any tech projects at all—before she stopped herself and glared into Jon’s dull eyes. She repeated his last phrase in her head to make sure she had heard it correctly.


“Did you say ‘since he was killed ?’”




OEBPS/images/half.jpg
STOP

ALL THE
CLOCKS

This is an uncorrected bound galley.
Please quote only from finished books.






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ANOVEL






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
STOP
ALL THE
CLOCKS

A NOVEL

NOAH KUMIN

Arcade Publishing * New York





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





