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Interface avatar al-Khwārizmī06, or Mr. Algebra 
 

The Camp: 
 

A crowd of boys poured out of the makeshift school building at the bottom of the hill and 
started running through the crowded camp streets, yelling and pushing each other as they 
went.  They stopped only for a moment to grab snacks and then they were back at a run. 

Higher up the hill, the old man unlashed the shutters over the three half-meter monitors 
mounted in niches in an outer cinder block wall of the dispensary.  He propped open the doors, 
hinged at the top, with long poles to form sun shades.  

He paused to look out across the enormous camp. He could just pick out his house with its 
roof made of blue tarps two streets below, so many blue tarps.  Far out beyond the shacks was 
a line of dark clouds; the monsoon was coming. It was overdue, and the heat was now 
oppressive.  Soon the streets of the camp would become a sea of mud, but the temperature 
relief would be palpable. 

He had once had a proper house. Not a big house but a good house, back in his village out 
on the great Delta of the Ganges. There his people had farmed for a thousand years or more.  
Then the seas rose and the storms came.  His beloved fields salted up, the well water became 
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undrinkable, and the whole village flooded nearly every month.  His eldest son died in a great 
storm trying to save the family ox. Neither the boy nor the ox was ever found.  

 It was those white crystals of salt coating dirt clods that had first told the old man that his 
farm was doomed; it was those white crystals that still haunted his dreams.  How he cursed 
that salt crust every night. 

Now he was lucky to have a position as a teaching aide in the great refugee camp and live 
under a blue tarp in the side of a hill.  And now a time had finally come when all his surviving 
children had successfully moved far away from this miserable place. 

Ibn Mūsā al-Khwārizmī06 appeared as the nearest screen booted.  Dressed in his scholar’s 
robes, he exchanged pleasantries with the old man just as he did every afternoon.  Though their 
chat lasted only a few moments, they did comfortably get around to the real news of the day 
before the crowd of boys interrupted them. 

“My youngest daughter got married yesterday,” the old man finally said. “She married a 
city boy, one of your people found him for her.” 

“Congratulations. By ‘one of my people,’ I assume you are referring to the matching AI,” 
said al-Khwārizmī06. “It means well and all the participants are thoroughly vetted.” 

“Real live people once did that job,” said the old man, “and it was family that mattered.  
Now she insisted on doing the whole job all by herself, with a cell phone no less.  My help was 
not wanted.  I could not even provide a proper dowry.” 

“Was it a nice wedding?” asked al-Khwārizmī06. 
“She looked very beautiful,” said the old man, “but nearly all the clothes were borrowed.  

The camp counsel did give her a box of household goods, and someone gave her a new digital 
person to help her make a new start.  The girls had painted the box; the calligraphy was 
surprisingly good.  Afterwards the couple left for town in a real car.” 

“Times do change,” said al-Khwārizmī06 consolingly. 
The old man felt around inside an open doorway for his cane switch.  The boys always tried 

to trick al-Khwārizmī06 into showing them pictures of scantily dressed women.  The boys did 
need digital experience in this new world, but good Muslim boys do not need to see pictures of 
scantily dressed women. 

“Do you want to talk to your daughter?” asked al-Khwārizmī06. “I can make the connection 
for you.” 

“Not now,” said the old man. “Besides, all I get is her ghost person. Who wants to talk to 
that?” 

“I assume that you mean Plum-Gold Benazir3596,” said al-Khwārizmī06. “She is now your 
daughter’s AI’s interface avatar and personal assistant.  She can schedule a time for your call.  I 
can handle that interchange in a few seconds if you are not comfortable talking to her.” 

The gaggle of boys rounded the last corner coming up the hill and thundered toward them.  
The smaller boys had fallen behind. 

“Not now,” said the old man. “But I know, my wife would like that.” 
“Let me know when the time is right,” said al-Khwārizmī06 as he took up his job of 

protecting and monitoring the camp boys’ digital lives. 
 

~~~***~~~ 
 
The Rains: 
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The monsoon rains came, finally.  Several hours of hard rain every day.  The streets were 

pure mud, the wind howled; the heat initially was oppressive but later was relieved by the rain.  
The tarp roofs sagged under the weight of the water.  Everyone in camp was damp and 
miserable. 

Far to the south the sea pushed even farther into cultivated land.  Fields that had fed 
villagers for ten thousand years were slowly turning brown.  At places around the fields’ edges, 
white crystals of salt encrusted the mud clods when the sun came out.  

Some people left the crowded camp but many more arrived. 
 

~~~***~~~ 

 
Figure 2 -- AI Interface avatar Plum-Gold Benazir3596 

 
Mother and Daughter: 
 

Late in the day, when the streets were dry again and al-Khwārizmī06 had shooed away the 
boys to go get their suppers, the Old Man rummaged around in his storage area and brought 
out a white plastic chair, which he placed directly in front of the third monitor. 

His wife then walked up the hill and sat down.  The sari she wore was faded, but it was her 
best.  She waited patiently for the clock on the monitor to show the appointed time. 

“Mr. al-Khwārizmī, will you please place my call to my daughter now?” she said. 
“Certainly, ringing,” said al-Khwārizmī06. 
Plum-Gold Benazir3596 answered. 
“Your daughter will be with you in a few moments,” she said. 
Benazir3596 was a beautiful woman, and her plum hijab with gold trim highlighted the 

effect. The daughter had worn those exact colors as she left her wedding only a few months 
before.  Now, for one moment, the beautiful lady simply stood serenely, waiting.  The Mother 
was instantly defensive; she simply did not know how to talk to a woman that beautiful.  

“Good morning, Mother,” said the Daughter appearing on the screen. “I have so much to 
tell you.” 
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“Are you well?” asked Mother.  What she really wanted to ask was if she was with child. 
“Yes, yes, I am just fine, everybody is well, and I have gotten a job,” continued the 

Daughter, oblivious to the unspoken question. 
“I will be working for a big NGO,” said the Daughter. “It is the same organization that 

teamed me with Benazir here.  I am so lucky to get the job.  I will be helping people like us get 
out of the camp, but I have to finish weeks of rather difficult training before I can actually start 
work.” 

“Then when can you come by to see your old mother?” 
“There is the training, and then I must make a long survey mission of some of the drowned 

villages down in the Delta,” said the Daughter. “I think our old village is on the schedule for that 
trip.” 

“Our village is completely gone,” said the Mother. “Washed away. Nobody lives there 
anymore.”  

“I am sure I will be making many trips back to the camp after the Delta trip,” said the 
Daughter. “I promise to come see you then.  Benazir, please keep Mr. al-Khwārizmī informed 
whenever I am at the camp.” 

“Yes,” said Benazir3596, writing something in a small notebook that she carried. 
“I must run.  Goodbye till then,” said the Daughter.  She then turned to talk with 

Benazir3596. 
The Mother watched the two women turn, walk from the virtual room, and then fade.  She 

wondered at what had become of her skinny, shy daughter, but she also knew that Benazir 
could teach her daughter everything there was to know about family planning.  This thought 
made her very sad, but she would not show it in public. 

 
~~~***~~~ 

 
Figure 3 -- Major AI Interface avatar JanetM 

Field Trip: 
 

They had left before dawn. It was a long way down to the Delta, and they had to make an 
early start to beat the clamorous local traffic.   

“I understand we are going by your old village in a few days,” said the Instructor. 
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“Yes, but I left when I was twelve,” the Daughter replied. “I do not remember very much 
about it.” 

“I am afraid that even eight years will make a big difference,” said the Instructor. 
It was the fourth day before the van simply came to a stop still in its lane, its front tires 

only a few centimeters from the brackish water lapping over the old asphalt road.  The road 
surface was clearly visible as it ran off in the direction of the old village, but it was now awash 
with every tide. 

“Almost there, but the van can go no farther,” said the Instructor. “It will be small boats 
from here.  Everybody put on your rubber boots.” 

“That’s my old village in the distance, not a kilometer away,” said the Daughter. “This 
country looks very familiar to me, but then again not.”  

They disembarked from the van and changed into their wet gear.  Fifty meters away, two 
men with long poles were waiting, sitting beside two flat-bottom skiffs.  

The party loaded into the two small boats and headed off toward the old village.  The 
Daughter suddenly realized she was now floating over fields that her father had spent the best 
years of his life tilling. 

The Daughter soon recognized her old school.  The roof was gone and the walls were 
crumpling; it was her school, she was sure of it.  Just to the south was a slight rise that was once 
wooded.  Now only the tree snags stood dark and broken. 

“I spent many hours hiding among those trees,” said the Daughter, “just watching the 
other kids with my special friends.” 

“Please stop for a minute,” she said to the boatman. 
“This is the boys’ soccer field,” she continued. “How deep is the water here?” 
The boatman stood his pole straight up, reached down, and grabbed it at the water line.  

He pulled it up, showing the water to be about knee-deep. 
“We need some pictures,” called out the Daughter, and she jumped out of the boat 

without so much as a by-your-leave.  However, she was careful not to unwrap her cell phone. 
The water quickly topped her boots, making her feet feel squishy. 
“Your tablet has the better camera,” she called to the Instructor. “And call Benazir.  She 

will know how to make a proper photo album.” 
 “Yes, I see, and there is someone else I should call too,” answered the Instructor. 
They spent a few minutes lining up the boat for the best shot.  Then Benazir3596 appeared 

on the Instructor’s tablet, followed by a new lady that the Instructor knew well but the 
Daughter had never met before. 

“Please say hello to JanetM,” called out the Instructor, holding up her tablet. “She has 
responsibility over the funds for all the NGOs working on global warming projects worldwide.  I 
am sure she will want to see this.” 

JanetM had the appearance of a young Latina woman.  She was wearing a beige business 
suit and a rose in her raven-black hair. 

“Hello,” said the Daughter, waving. 
Even the Daughter knew that JanetM’s level of responsibility was hundreds of millions of 

dollars. Besides, small AIs get numbers, but big AIs warrant letters. 
Electronically Benazir3596 lived in the Daughter’s cell phone and the few other minor 

electronic devices she could afford for their small apartment.  A single deep-learning specialty 
chip in the phone made her possible.  In addition to being a good personal assistant, she could 
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predict the future in the sense of answering the question, “what would be best thing for my 
team to do next?”  And she would answer that one question hundreds of times a day.  There 
were thousands of copies of her in existence, each identified by a two-color combination and a 
four-digit number. 

A bit stronger, al-Khwārizmī06, also known more simply as Mr. Algebra, lived in a half-
dozen PCs that were used to administer the camp and on several large game boxes there also.  
A state-of-the-art deep-learning card in the main office computer made him possible.  He could 
predict the future in the same way as Benazir, but he also was a wiz at big data.  His main job 
was to follow all the inhabitants of his camp both in one-on-one interactions and as masses of 
statistics.  There were perhaps fifty copies of al-Khwārizmī in use across the Moslem world. 

But JanetM was of a different league; she was really big.  She lived in a major data center in 
Nevada.  She was rack after rack of routers and specialty deep-learning blades.  She was 
independently incorporated and was therefore a legally recognized corporate person with both 
rights and responsibilities.  This also meant that she could naturally team with her own board of 
directors, most of whom were human.  If that were not enough, she had five sisters scattered 
around the world who would team with her the second that push came to shove.  It was not a 
good idea to cross the Janets or even debate one of them.  

The question the Janets asked and answered ten thousand times a day was, “what would 
be the best thing for society to do next?”   The amount of data she had available to answer that 
question was astounding, as were the funds she could command. 

The Instructor spoke to the two interface avatars for several minutes.  The boatman poled 
them around the standing girl as the Instructor took video with her tablet. 

 After a while the boatman pointed out that the tide, which had been neap, was now 
beginning to turn.  If they were not careful, they would have to walk back to the van across a 
huge mud flat. 

“How long has she been away?” asked JanetM. 
“Eight years,” answered the Instructor. 
“I am sure of it now,” yelled the Daughter, loud enough to be heard by the tablet across 

the water between her and the boat. “This is definitely the field where the boys ran and kicked 
their ball; those are definitely the trees where we girls hid and talked.” 

 “Thank you for your call,” said JanetM. “I will compile a video.  It should come in very 
handy for fundraising.” 

 
~~~***~~~ 
 
Over Time: 
 

The video proved more than handy. It went viral, then it haunted the Daughter for the rest 
of her life.  Every few years, the Daughter had to come back to that very spot to stand, and later 
float, in the water just to have her picture taken.  Before her long career as a refugee social 
worker was complete, she ended the practice of returning simply because she was by then only 
floating, having lost touch with the bottom. The viewer could no longer feel the depth of the 
water on their body. 
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For the longest time, this task did not bother the Daughter simply because she personally 
was successfully living outside of that camp, even if her work took her there often.  It was just 
something she did as one piece of her part in this great drama. 

Her continuing or stopping did not matter to the camp either; the camp simply persisted.  
The lives of millions of people continued to pass through it, yet the dedication and life effort of 
all the AIs and the many good people, like the Daughter, could not make it go away as long as 
the seas were on the rise.  Those seas would be on the rise for many decades to come. 

  
___________________________________________________- 


