Tim Miller

Ad Simian
It was one of those days.

It was one of those gray, dreary days when even the sky looks bored and uninterested.  It was one of those days full of nondescript gray clouds moving across a nondescript gray sky.  It was one of those days when no one has anything to do and there is nothing to be done.  It was one of those days when nothing interesting can happen because everyone is too bored to notice.  It was one of those days when the sky could open up and start raining monkeys and no one would be surprised.  (Incidentally, it did start raining monkeys that day, but that comes later.  I’m getting ahead of myself.)

So it was one of those days and I was in one of those moods.  I won’t even begin to describe my mood, because you wouldn’t understand.  No one understands me.

Stop.  Don’t even try the empathy ploys on me.  I’m sure of this.  No one understands me.  But to put it simply, I was feeling a bit of depression and existential defeatism mixed with pure euphoria.  

No, no drugs.  I told you that you wouldn’t understand.

It was just one of those moods when you’re depressed that you’re so happy and you’re happy to be so depressed, you know what I mean?

No, you don’t know.  Don’t pretend.

Mostly I was just plain bored (along with feeling a little pointless self-pity and some delicious angst).

It was raining outside (not that I would have wanted to do anything outside, anyway; this is merely an observation).

It was raining outside, so I decided to visit Barry.

Now Barry is a paradox in himself.  He’s probably worth telling a story about.  I’m not going to tell Barry’s story, but if you ever meet him, he’s the sort that would love your pity and empathy and misplaced compassion.  He might even let you understand him.

Barry is a self-declared suburban bum (by choice).  Or something.  If you want the full explanation, you’ll have to ask him.  He gets by on the streets, he always says.  In fact, that was the first thing he said to me that rainy day when I went to visit.  That’s the first thing he always says.

“I get by, I do.  I get by on the streets.”

“Sure you do, Barry,” I said.  That’s what I always say.

“Whatever you want, kid, it’ll never come to you.   You’ve got to have faith in nothing, because nothing is a whole lot more reliable than anything else.  You got that, kid?”

Oh, I got it all right.  I was about to tell him so, but just then a dozen small white monkeys fell screeching and screaming onto the pavement in front of us.  They seemed perfectly all right despite the fall, but I had no idea where they could have fallen from.  One moment there was nothing, and then there were monkeys.  (As I was later told quite matter-of-factly, it had merely been raining monkeys.)

Barry didn’t even give me a chance to look as astounded and confused as I was, immediately saying, “Look at those apes, kid.  They know all about it.”

A few seconds later, a few more dropped from… well, somewhere.

“Them, too.”  That was Barry for you.  I, for one, reacted in a more appropriate manner.  I took a deep breath and ran home.

After all, I was starting to get unpleasantly wet.

I tripped over a pair of chimpanzees on my way home.  (At least I thought they were chimpanzees.  I didn’t bother to stop and look.)  Both sides of the concrete path to my front door were lined with a bunch of funny-looking creatures with very large eyes.  I ran through the gauntlet of their steady stares, and when I opened the door, I was greeted by three gorillas.

Three angry-looking gorillas.

At this point, I did what any normal person might do; my mind refused to accept this sorry excuse for reality, and I passed out quite blissfully.  

“Is he awake?”

“His eyes are open, aren’t they?”

“He wasn’t one of ours.”

“No, I don’t think he was.  There’s going to be trouble.”

“Only if we tell the boss.”

“We have to tell the boss.”

“We could just kill him.”

“No!”

“Well, then we put him to work with the others.”

“We could, but what do we tell the boss?”

“He doesn’t have to know, does he?”

“He has to know, but he’ll understand.  Let’s just tell him what happened; we were rounding up the rest and got him by mistake.”

“The boss hates the word mistake.”

“Then we’ll lie.  Say he was causing trouble, so we had no choice but to zap him, and we couldn’t very well have left him there, or his friends would have gotten suspicious.”

I wanted to tell them that I certainly didn’t have any friends, and I also wanted to ask just what exactly was going on here; unfortunately, when I opened my mouth all that came out was my half-digested breakfast.

“He’s definitely awake now,” said one of the voices.  They were both male, but I couldn’t see who was speaking because my eyes weren’t cooperating quite yet.

“He’ll be up and moving in a few minutes.  We’ve got to do something with him.”

“We could zap him again.”

“Bad idea.  You know what that did to those gorillas, and they weighed a lot more than he does.”

“Well, if he tries anything, I’m going to do it anyway.  You hear that?  Don’t try anything and you won’t get hurt!”

Let’s just say that I tried something.  And this time I didn’t pass out quite so blissfully.  They told me that I didn’t wake up for three days after that, but I had no way of knowing if they were telling the truth.  At first I didn’t believe a word either of those guys said to me, but then they took me to see the boss.  

And the boss, well, the boss don’t lie.  

That’s not to say that the boss doesn’t lie; I mean the boss don’t lie.  His “assistants” (the two individuals I had had the pleasure of meeting earlier) used words like “he” and “him” to describe the boss, but hearing him/it/them speak even once would convince anyone to think of the boss in terms of the plural.  (It’s also better to avoid pronouns.  Just think of him/it/them as “the boss.”  It’s easier.)

You see, the best way I can explain it is that the boss had a lot of things on his mind.  Not only that, but he also said exactly what was on his mind.  All of it.  All of it at once.

I don’t think you’re understanding.  Let me just give you an example.  The boss’s first words to me (after the assistants threw me at his/its/their feet) were as follows:

“Hello, what a novelty to meet you!”

“Who are you and what are you doing here?”

“Oh, untie him, you two!”

“I wonder how the experiment is coming along.”

“Perhaps I should increase the population of rhesus monkeys.”

“How did you get here?”

“Why did the universe happen?”

Don’t be mistaken.  He didn’t just say these things all in a row; he said them all at once.  Simultaneously, and each in a different voice.  The result was just the sound of incoherent babble.  Have two people ever been talking to you at the same time, and you tried to listen to both of them only to end up not understanding a single complete thought from either one?  Well, that was what this was like, only seven times over.

And it was the same person.

You don’t believe me?  Why would I lie?  I don’t get people.  And no, it wasn’t a dream.  You don’t get headaches like that in dreams.  And no, it wasn’t some trick of hidden speakers or ventriloquism.  It wasn’t a hallucination, either.  I told you, no drugs.

The only word I had understood clearly was “monkeys” (spoken in a rich bass), and I was more confused than ever.

“Hello?” I attempted feebly.

“Speak up, boy; I can hardly hear you!”

“What was that he said?”

“I told you to untie him!”

“The gorillas were a lovely addition.”

“Oh, what brave new world…”

“I wonder what it is like to be a true monkey.”

 “Why did the universe happen?”

This time I only heard “true monkey.”  I looked helplessly to my two captors.  They moved reluctantly to untie me but didn’t offer any help in the way of a badly needed translation.

“Excuse me?”

“What, can’t you hear?”

“This isn’t working!”

“Finally you listen and do what I tell you!”

“The ones from Japan are doing nicely.”

“The secrets I will unlock!  It was a stroke of pure genius!”

“Maybe one of the smarter monkeys can help me communicate with this monkey here.”

“Why did the universe happen?”

Communicate with this monkey here.   I realized that the boss meant me.  Then I began to wonder… if I was a monkey, what was the boss?  Ignore the seven voices and the guy seemed pretty human.  He certainly looked human, just some tall bearded man in his forties or fifties.

Suddenly, the boss leapt across the room and proceeded to place one large hand on both of the assistants’ heads, and they instantly fell to the floor, motionless in the lotus position.  Their eyes glassed over and they looked almost catatonic.

Then the one on the left opened his mouth and said, “Why did the universe happen?”  

The other quickly cut in with, “Do you understand now?”

I was shocked into honesty.  (And I also I hadn’t yet decided that this wasn’t a dream.)  “Well, I hear you, sir, but I don’t understand.”

The boss looked puzzled, and it was the same assistant who replied.  “Don’t you speak English?  What do you mean, you don’t understand?”

“I mean,” I began, “that that I have absolutely no idea how I got here or where I am or who those two are or what they did to me what you are or what is going on or why monkeys and a couple apes invaded my neighborhood or why the damn universe happened.”

“Such harsh language!” said the one on the right.

“But it’s perfectly acceptable to damn the universe, you know,” added Left.  “It is indeed most perplexing and worthy of condemnation at times.”

“Is that all you have to say to me?” I demanded.  “I want some answers!”  I know that this doesn’t seem like the best attitude to present to the boss, but I didn’t see any of those zap things around.  Maybe they made the boss nervous.  

“Answers?  You want answers?”  The boss removed his hands from his assistants, who collapsed on top of each other like two discarded puppets.  Then he laughed in all seven voices.  That was the most unsettling sound I have ever heard.  

“Answers?!” shouted seven voices in unison.  (Actually it was just six.  I barely caught the whispered sentence, “Why did the universe happen?”)

“Yes,” I asserted firmly.  (Ok, ok, so it wasn’t very firm.  But I did manage to say it.)

The boss laughed softly and then assumed a new position with both of his hands on one assistant’s head.  I think it was Left.  They both looked pretty much the same, not like twins or anything, but similar enough that I couldn’t really tell the difference.  I had only seen them for a total of fifteen minutes, anyway.

“You want answers?  Very well!  But only because I like you!  If you’re going to work for me, you might as well learn all about my little experiment!”

I coughed.  Not nervously, mind you.  I just coughed.

“Er… work for you?  Do those two work for you?”

This time the boss only laughed using Left’s voice.  It was an eerie, “Haha!”  His puppet’s expression didn’t change.  “No, no, boy!  But I don’t have time to explain about them!  The Experiment is more important that these trivial matters!  Shall I begin?”

“All right.”  What else could I have said?

“The Experiment is about infinity and probability, infinite probabilities and probable infinities!  Haha.  Pardon me if I get poetic.  Haha.”

I didn’t think he had said anything particularly poetic, but I didn’t say anything.  I just listened.

“Yes.  Haha.  Well, I must admit that my hypothesis is not entirely original.  However, I can claim with complete certainty (haha) that my experiment is the only one that can conceivably test this hypothesis.  

“Consider the monkey.  Consider the typewriter.  Consider a monkey banging away at a typewriter.  You get completely random input and completely random output, right?”

I stopped listening at this point.  I didn’t believe he was serious.  (I felt more comfortable calling him “he” now, because he only had that one voice.)  I knew what his hypothesis was going to be before he formally stated it, but for the sake of the ignorant and stupid, I will summarize for you.  Infinite monkeys typing at infinite typewriters will eventually produce the complete works of William Shakespeare.  It was the oldest untestable hypothesis of them all.  (Well, maybe not the oldest; it can’t be older than monkeys, Shakespeare, or typewriters, but it’s still pretty old, as untestable hypotheses go.)

Untestable.  That’s what it was.  Of course.  Anyone can see that.  I started listening again when he got to the part about how he was actually performing the experiment.

“…infinite monkeys,” he was saying, “which we have here, in this humble complex.”

“What, you mean computers?  You’re going to use computers to randomly generate letter combinations instead of monkeys?”

Apparently this justified a hearty laugh from all seven voices.  That sound!

…verse happen?

And then there was even a “haha” or two as the boss regained his composure.  “I’ll definitely put you to work for me!  You’re hilarious!  Haha.  Haha.  Computers?  Never?  Never!  You think we have infinite computers, boy?  Haha.”

“So you’re telling me that you do have access to an infinite number of monkeys?  And typewriters, too?”  I sounded more than a bit incredulous then, but wouldn’t you have?  No, no empathy.  You don’t have any reason to do what I did, to react how I reacted.  You aren’t me.

“Yes!” came the thunderous response.

…did the universe happen?

“I think it’s time for you to see the lab, boy.”

“Fine.”  Infinite monkeys!  Haha.  “Let’s go.”


The food was good there.  And they let me type anything I wanted to, memoirs, stories, anything.  They didn’t make me bang keys randomly like my coworkers did.  The boss said that my writing coherent sentences would be just as random as anything the “lesser monkeys” typed (at the phrase “coherent sentences,” he said, “Haha,” via Mr. Herbert, my old friend Left).  However, I was warned that if anyone ever caught me typing Shakespeare intentionally, I would have to be eliminated.  I didn’t know if that meant eliminated from the experiment or… eliminated.  Period.

The cubicles in my part of the lab were filled with those “lesser monkeys” and a few great apes.  (I think I recognized one of the gorillas.)  No one ever told me if there were any other humans involved in the experiment, and I never asked.  I knew better than to talk to the boss more than was absolutely necessary.  Talking with him alone was out of the question, and Mr. Herbert and Mr. K didn’t seem too fond of the experience of… well, whatever it was the boss did to them.

Mr. Herbert and Mr. K weren’t great conversationalists, but neither am I, so I avoided them as much as possible, the same treatment I had used to give everything remotely human.  Avoiding them wasn’t difficult, because they only made rounds in my part of the building twice a day.  

Sometimes, though… sometimes I tried to get one of them to explain to me how the whole thing worked.  Mr. K was always a little more willing to talk about it; Mr. Herbert usually got too frustrated with me.

“We have about sixteen thousand actual monkeys, as you already know,” Mr K explained one day.   “And then we have the Mirrors…”  At this point, he would launch into a detailed description of how the Mirrors worked, trying to work around my conceptions of reality and science as best he could.  I can’t explain how it works at all.  Do you know what happens when you hold two mirrors up to each other?  You get infinite images.  This was like that, only… real, I guess.  Basically, the Mirrors didn’t reflect light.  They reflected ideas, concepts, essences, or something else equally abstract and quaintly metaphysical.  They somehow multiplied the idea of monkeys in addition to the monkeys themselves, which were multiplied ad infinitum.  Literally.  There were an infinite number of monkeys just typing away.

I had seen them that first day.  I had seen row upon row of cubicles, and I made myself walk through hundreds of corridors to prove that it wasn’t some sort of clever illusion.  I walked among them.  I had stared into the face of infinity, and the face of infinity is that of a hard-working monkey.

I suppose the entire experiment was only limited by how fast the data could be scoured for Shakespeare.  (I assume computers, infinite or not, helped with that, but who knows?)  When I began work, there were over three thousand confirmed cases of the letter combination r-o-m-e-o, but only around two hundred were capitalized properly.  Mr. K assured me that this was excellent progress.

“Only a matter of time,” he always said.  The boss would laugh at that if he was ever around, so Mr. K tried not to say that if the boss was around.

All in all, it was a good life as part of the boss’s experiment; it sure beat the life I had left behind.  I only wished Barry were there.  He would have had an explanation for why the universe had happened.  Sometimes I missed Barry.

Yeah, I missed him in the way you people miss old scabs and sores once they’re gone.

Mr. K once told me that all of the infinite monkeys were actually real and tangible, given life and permanence by the Mirrors.  

“That’s why leakage becomes a problem,” he added.

“Leakage?  You mean the day it rained monkeys on me?”

“Yes,” he said.  “A few get loose every once in a while.  We have to go round them up.  It’s usually not too challenging, because they very rarely land in populated areas.”

I still had no idea where they had fallen from or where the boss’s labs actually were in relation to say, the Earth, and no one could ever give me a meaningful explanation.

“Wait a minute… How do you feed an infinite number of real monkeys?”

“Simple.  The Mirrors work with food, too.”

“Then why not use the technology to solve world hunger or something?  What’s so important about a bunch of monkeys reproducing Shakespeare?”

“You would have to ask the boss about that one, but I bet he’d just laugh at you.”  He shuddered visibly.  “It probably has to do with why the universe happened,” he suggested.

That made sense.

A few weeks later, I went to Mr. K with an idea I had been playing around with.  

“So, if I have this right, and the Mirrors infinitely multiply not only the physical number of monkeys, but also every quality of any given species to be shared among the group,” I paused for a moment, “then what about me?  Have I added another variable to the experiment, a variable that the system wasn’t designed to handle?  My human mind?  I’m saying… Well, I mean that if you have a truly infinite number of monkeys with the total influence of a now infinite human brain, is there a chance that one of the monkeys might actually have William Shakespeare’s own mind?”

Mr. K stared blankly at the wall, and I thought that either he didn’t follow me or I had just said something unbelievable stupid.  Then he turned and ran.  Mr. Herbert looked about ready to go sprinting after him, but I grabbed his arm before he could rush off.

“What’s going on?” I asked, sounding more irritated than confused.

He just stared at me.  “You mean you don’t know?  You’re the one who pointed it out!”

I shook me head.  “What?”

“Shakespeare!”

“What about him?”

“Well, as we all know, Shakespeare lived a few centuries back.  Therefore, we have to find him and teach him how to use a typewriter!”  With that he broke free of my grip.  His retreating footsteps echoed erratically down the corridor.

I came to the conclusion that someone must really be missing the point.  For all I know, it could have been me.

Mr. Herbert stopped and called my name.

“You’re coming too, you know.”

I went.  What else could I have done?

Sure enough, there say a monkey (howler, I think) that wasn’t slamming his fists against the keys like the others always did.  (It must have been something in the food that made them do that; those monkeys all worked hard at their arduous task.)  This one just sat there, pensively.  It’s hard for a monkey to assume a pensive expression, but this one did.

Mr. Herbert and Mr. K began making elaborate gestures and strange noises at the monkey.

Suddenly, its face lit up.  (A monkey’s face can actually do that, too.)  It began to type:

TWELFTH NIGHT

Mr. K gave a tremendous sigh of pure joy.  It continued typing:

or, THE CHILDREN’S CRUSADE: A DUTY DANCE WITH DEATH

Call me Ishmael.  Some years ago – never mind how long precisely – having little or no money…


“Oh,” said Mr. Herbert after a while.  “Pity.”


“I… I really thought it was him.  I thought this was it,” lamented Mr. K.


“Yeah.  Too bad.”  They both just left.  No one asked me to follow, so I didn’t.


“Hello, Ishmael,” I said hesitantly.


The monkey genius’s face lit up again and he began typing on a fresh page.  He loaded the paper himself and gave me a conspiratorial grin.  At this point in my life, I had stopped being surprised by anything.  Besides, I thought I was really beginning to understand a little bit about this whole Mirror thing.  Even if Shakespeare himself wasn’t among the infinite monkeys, maybe some of my fine human intelligence was still rubbing off on them.  I had a feeling pretty soon they wouldn’t be typing gibberish anymore.  They might start work on some impressive dissertations after a while.  And thanks to the Mirrors, it would have to be all of them that would become that intelligent, if it was even a single one.  This Ishmael fellow seemed proof enough to me.  No way all of that was random chance.  He must have been trying to tell us something.


I stopped thinking for a moment at looked down at what else he had been typing:


When in the course of simian-human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another…

The boss rushed in, voices booming.

“What have you done?”

“Stop him!”

“Stop them all before they get out of control!”

“This is going to ruin the experiment!”

“Why did this happen?”

“Why did this happen?”

“Why did the universe happen?”  (That last question didn’t seem like a priority.)


I barely heard him.  I was still reading:

…which impel them to the separation…

Ishmael was grinning madly now.

…Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.


Suddenly I understood.  I realized that we were about to have a very big problem on our hands.

