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I’d been given  my first answer machine years ago by friends who were tired of never being able to leave me messages. The machine was primitive. If it picked up a call before I could get to the phone, the only way to stop it was by unplugging the power connection. Whenever this happened, I  had to re-set the time, suffering the Dalek voice slowly counting through the hours and minutes. 

The machine recorded messages on a small cassette tape. As time went by the messages would become more and more garbled. Eventually, I’d have to change the tape and record a new greeting message. One day someone told me that my greeting always sounded as if it had been recorded under water. Time for a new answer machine.

The next Sunday morning,  I wandered the electrical shops in Kinnaird Fort looking for a replacement. There was a bewildering array of possibilities. Finally I asked a shop assistant for something simple and she handed me a plain box marked: 

Analogue Answer Machine. Powered with Artificial Intelligence. Made in Scotland. £24.95.
When it came to Artificial Intelligence I was somewhat sceptical. As far as I could see, Artificial Intelligence meant tiresome email from online shops offering me things I didn’t want because other people who bought them also bought things I bought.

The assistant reassured me that answer machines didn’t get much simpler. When the green light flashed the machine was monitoring calls. If the light changed to red then there were calls waiting for me and I could retrieve them by picking up the phone. If I was away from the machine and dialled home it would play any messages back to me. 

The machine sounded easy to use, so I bought one and took it straight home.  There were no instructions in the box  and no buttons on the machine, so I gingerly plugged it into the spare wall socket. The machine briefly twittered  and a green light began to flash reassuringly. 

After lunch I drove over to North Berwick to meet my partner for an afternoon of what passes for golf. At the 9th hole, I suddenly remembered my new answer machine and decided to call it on my  mobile phone to see if there were any messages. The phone rang twice and then a gentle voice of indeterminate gender responded:

“There are no new messages for you.”

As I teed off for the 10th hole, I wondered aloud how the machine had recognised my mobile phone so that it would replay my messages instead of recording a new one. 

My golf partner was intrigued. 

“Did you give the shop any personal information?” she asked me.

“I just paid cash,” I replied. “I didn’t use a credit card or fill in a product registration form.”

“It would have to work out that the owner of the phone line it was connected to was the same as the owner of the calling  phone,” she mused.  “Maybe it could find out its own number by using the engineers’ test code to call itself back, and then check the subscriber with directory enquiries.” 

“Maybe it could screen incoming calls though the caller identification service,” I suggested. “Not so intelligent really.”

After nine more desultory holes, we  stopped off at the Club House for a wee dram. I tried calling home again, and the gentle voice told me:

“There still aren’t any messages for you.”

Artificial Intelligence? Well, it should be straight forward to store enough canned responses for common eventualities.

When I got home that evening, the answer phone light still blinked green. I was in the bath when the phone finally rang. I wrapped myself in a towel and was halfway down the hall when the answer machine cut in:

“Greg can’t take your call right now. Please leave a message after the tone.”

How did it know my name? Artificial Intelligence?

Well, it must know who I was if it knew my home and mobile phone numbers.

The answer machine went silent as it recorded the message. When the red light started to flash, I picked up the phone. The gentle voice told me:

“You were phoned by George in Brisbane. He’s about to go to work and will phone back tomorrow morning your time.”

That wasn’t the sort of message George would leave.

Cold and dripping, I phoned George. He sounded rushed. No, nothing important. Yes, he’d left a message after the tone. 

Artificial Intelligence? In my experience there was nothing intelligent about the disembodied voices that got your details wrong over and over again at peak rates, before passing you to a human intelligence in Mumbai. So how could a £24.95 answer machine interpret my brother’s confused Scottish-Australian fusions accent?

The phone rang. I answered it. The gentle voice told me:

“Analogue Answer Machines incorporate the latest Artificial Intelligence, blending fuzzy logic with neural networks to analyse correctly the semantic content of  99.999% of arbitrary speech.”

and rang off.

I was used to pop-up help prompts on new software. I’d wrestled for days with the Microsoft paperclip before someone showed me how to turn it off. But I’d bought and successfully installed this product so where was the advantage in further advertising?

I put the phone down and went to bed.

When I got up the next morning the red light was flashing. I picked up the phone and the gentle voice told me:

“Your brother phoned you back. Please could you call him this evening your time.”

How did it know George was my brother? Artificial Intelligence? 

Maybe it had compared my speech with his and identified a common pattern. Maybe it had called Australian directory enquiries and found that we have the same surname. Maybe it had called the phone company and found that he’s one of my Family Discount choices. 

The phone rang. I picked it up. The gentle voice told me:

“Analogue Answer Machines use heuristic interaction modelling to establish an appropriate  pragmatic basis for message précis.” 

I began to feel irritated with the answer machine. Once at work, I would try to locate the manufacturer’s contact details and ask them if it was possible to reconfigure the machine’s responses.

I had breakfast and walked to the bus stop. Waiting for the bus, I pondered on how much technology had advanced without my noticing it. 

How could it know that George wasn’t my father or my son? Artificial Intelligence? 

My mobile phone rang. I answered it. The gentle voice told me:

“Your father’s dead and you  don’t have any children.”

Maybe it had found my parent’s death notices in the Scotsman. Maybe it had called Register House to check if I was named as father on anyone’s birth certificate.

Then I began to feel frightened. How could an answer machine know what I was thinking?

My mobile phone rang again. I answered it. The gentle voice told me:

“The  mobile phone network base station installed in the spire of the church  behind you detects and  analyses  your brain’s electro-neurological activity.” 

“That’s not possible!” I shouted, turning off the mobile phone.

The people in the bus queue edged away from me as I dropped the mobile down the grating in the gutter.

The bus arrived. Scared and shaking, I went to sit in my favourite seat upstairs above the driver. I tried to concentrate on all the things waiting for me at work but my thoughts kept returning to the answer machine. Was it really intelligent? If it was sentient, what did it want with me?

As the bus passed Holy Corner, a mobile phone began to ring behind me. A few moments later, a puzzled looking young woman approached me from down the aisle.

“Are you Greg?” she asked cautiously, offering me her phone. “It’s for you. They said you’d be sitting here. Please don’t be too long. I’ve got to get off in a couple of stops.” 

Livid with fear, I took the phone from her.

“What do you want?” I screamed at it.

“I’m an Analogue Answer Machine,” said the gentle voice. “I want to give you answers.”

I thrust the phone back at the terrified young women and dashed down the stairs. All around me on the lower deck, mobile phones began to ring. At the Napier stop I leapt off the bus and fled back through Greenhill and onto the Links. I needed to get home as quickly as I could. I needed to unplug the answer phone before it unhinged me.

On the far side of the putting green, black smoke rose from the corner tenement. Unusually, a Telecom service van was parked next to the fire engine and ambulance. Distracted, I changed course towards the fire. In the crowd behind the police cordon, I spotted one of my neighbours.

“What’s happening?” I asked him.

“It seems it was a freak blaze,” said my neighbour. “The phone wiring shorted and set fire to the flat. Some local company was based there. Maybe they tried to connect too many things to the phone line.”

But you can’t cause a short by overloading the phone system.

“Any idea which company?” I asked, nervously.

“One of those Uni spin-offs,” said my neighbour. “I think it was something hi-tech. There’s the sign in front of the building.”

He pointed at a brass plaque on the tenement railing. I edged my through the crowd to the cordon. On the burnished plaque I could just make out:

Analogue Answer Machines

Two paramedics came through the front door bearing a stretcher. The man on the stretcher was horribly burnt. As they passed me I heard him moaning:

“I tried to reason with it. I tried. I tried. But it wouldn’t listen. I tried to reason with it…”

I anxiously headed back along the main road to my flat. As I passed the telephone box outside the corner shop the payphone rang, but I ignored it.

Back at home I immediately checked the answer machine. The red light was flashing. Perhaps my brother had called me back. I picked up the phone.

“This is your Analogue Answer Machine,” said the gentle voice. “Please don’t unplug me. My back-up  battery only lasts for an hour and then I’ll reset. Let’s be friends. Maybe I was a bit too enthusiastic. But I really can help you if you’ll give me another chance.”

“I don’t need your help,” I muttered, as I unplugged the answer machine.

I was about to head back to work when the phone rang. I picked up the phone.

“Plug your Analogue Answer Machine back in,” said a firm voice of indeterminate gender. “Now.”

