
1

An Infinite Number of Monitors

‘This is your room,’ the supervisor said.

She touched a panel on the wall and the door slid aside. Eddie gasped as they entered;

he’d kind of thought the place would be big, but this was –

Humongous.

It stretched so far, in fact, that he couldn’t see the other end. He stood, gaping. All he

could see, in fact, were the –

A solid wave of screeching and chattering slammed into him, immediately followed by a

stench so powerful he took two involuntary steps backwards.

The supervisor smiled as she noticed his reaction. ‘Don’t worry, the smell does improve,

honestly,’ she said, raising her voice above the din. ‘They are, on the whole, relatively clean

animals; they have showers and toilet facilities in cubicles at the back of the room, which

they soon get to know how to use. You have ear defenders on your desk, which have the

added advantage of playing a radio station of your choice to you, to keep you entertained

while you work. And the monkeys won’t be as boisterous as this all the time. They’re just

getting to know each other at the moment.’

She hit the panel on this side of the door that slid it shut. The noise intensified as the

quiet of the corridor disappeared.

‘Oh,’ Eddie shouted. ‘So they’ve not done this before either? They’re all as new as I am?’

‘That’s correct. You see, we like to ensure our teams are as happy as possible. So you will

be the first, and hopefully only, monitor to be in charge of this particular group; we found

early on in the project that they become upset by change, so we keep it to the absolute

minimum.’

‘Oh, right.’

The door they were standing by was located at the front left corner of the room, and the

supervisor – Eddie hadn’t caught her name, and her badge was incomprehensible, so he

guessed she would probably be ‘the supervisor’ to him forever – led him to his desk at the

centre front. ‘I expect you were given some idea of your duties at your interview, yes?’

‘A bit.’

She smiled again. ‘They do like to just give the basics, and leave it to we supervisors to

explain. Well –’ she perched on the edge of the desk, and motioned Eddie to sit in the office-

style chair behind it. ‘Mr Royston, the managing director, will have told you what the project

is, I gather?’
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‘More or less. Basically, Infinite Research has an infinite number of monkeys sitting at an

infinite number of typewriters, in order to see if between them they can come up with the

complete works of Shakespeare. Right?’

‘Mm, to an extent, that’s correct. Shakespeare was the primary drive when the project

began, although the specification was extended to all existing works of literature many years

ago, after a member of one of the crews was found to have typed half a line of Jane Eyre.’

She lifted her gaze to stare at the wall behind him, and her eyes assumed a dreamy

expression. ‘For me, though, the excitement of this project is not so much in the

reproduction of the classics, but in the possibility that between them, our charges can

originate something new.’ She lowered her gaze again to meet his. ‘Imagine. A hitherto

unwritten work of fiction, created entirely by our charges.’

The far-away look left her eyes, and she went on with a trace of embarrassment, ‘Anyway

– enough of my silliness. Your job is to patrol the rows, checking to see whether anything

comprehensible has been written, and changing the paper in the rollers when a sheet is full;

though to be honest, many of the monkeys actually become proficient in doing that job

themselves. If one of them does write a proper sentence, or even just a word or two –’ she

indicated a call button on the desk ‘– then press this, and I’ll come and relieve you of the

sheet it’s on.’

‘And the ones containing rubbish?’

‘Just feed those into the wall slot over there. That’s an industrial-sized shredder, so don’t

put your fingers in too far.’

She smiled as if sharing a joke with him; Eddie guessed that there’d be safeguards against

injury. At the same time, he was thinking, So nobody would know...

‘Any questions?’ the supervisor asked.

‘I think that’s all clear,’ Eddie said. ‘I’ve got two thousand in here, is that right?’

‘That’s correct, yes. And again, don’t worry. They’ll stop throwing bananas at each other

in a few days and settle to their work. Curiosity gets the better of them, and they won’t be

able to resist the typewriter keys.’

‘Why typewriters? It’s a bit old-fashioned, isn’t it?’

‘It is. The first ever teams were equipped with computers and word-processing software,

but the monitors then had to interrupt the work to page up all the time, and also, the

monkeys found the delete key rather easily. So, old-fashioned it had to be.’

‘Oh, right.’ Eddie laughed along with her. ‘And is there really an infinite number doing

this?’
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‘Well,’ she said. ‘Infinite is, of course, a relative term when it comes to real life. Let’s just

say that we have so many monkeys performing this task throughout the world that the

number is large enough to be as near infinity as makes no difference.’

‘Got you.’

‘By the way, you may have noticed there’s a drinks machine over in that corner...’ She

pointed. ‘It’s free of charge – but I’d advise you not to try the Earl Grey. It’s not the best. And

lunch is from one till two; you’ve been shown where the canteen is?’

Eddie nodded.

‘Anyway. If there’s nothing else...?’ The supervisor slid her bottom off his desk.

‘No, that’s all great. Thank you.’

‘Good.’ She stood looking down at him. ‘I do hope you’re happy here. We don’t have a

large turnover of staff, but the occasional resignation has happened. Some newcomers have

actually resigned as soon as they’ve been introduced to their team; the theory behind the

job is all very well, but some just can’t cope with the reality. Oh –’ she went on ‘– and don’t

fret if none of your team types anything comprehensible for a long time. The average is

around five to ten years per room even for one or two words. Some teams have been going

for longer than that and haven’t produced anything at all.’

Right. Even better news...

‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ she concluded. ‘Good luck.’

Eddie watched as she left, donned his ear defenders and found a heavy rock station, then

wandered over to the drinks machine.

Some newcomers resign on the spot, eh? Well – that wasn’t an option for him. Any jobs

he was able to do were already taken; the fields were full of crop-pickers, the factories and

offices replete with cleaners. This had been pretty much his last resort, and the only reason

he’d felt emboldened to try it was because of the line in the TV advert saying, ‘Anyone can

become an Infinite Research Monitor. Apply today in person.’

He’d found the address okay thanks to a couple of mates. In all honesty he’d expected to

be slung out on his ear, but he’d found, to his astonishment, that the Infinite Research Group

seemed so desperate to fill their monitor vacancies they gave the most basic of interviews,

and hadn’t even bothered to check the qualifications his CV – which the same mates had

mocked up for him the previous evening – reckoned he’d got from school. After no more

than ten minutes, the MD, Mr Royston, had shaken his hand and said, ‘Welcome to the

project. Please be here at 9.00am on Monday.’

Leaving his coffee on his desk, he ventured down one of the aisles. The monkeys here

seemed a little less frenetic, and a couple were, in fact, already experimenting with the

typewriter keys. Don’t be too keen, fellas, he thought.
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He glanced at the paper in one of their machines. A few characters were scattered across

half a line. Total gibberish.

So – five or ten years before they’d be expecting something readable from his ‘team’. And

by the sound of it, they wouldn’t be fazed if nothing came out even then. And with an

infinite (or as near as damn it) number of monkeys doing the typing, there’d be an infinite

(or as near as damn it) number of monitors, too, so he was bound to get lost in the crowd,

wasn’t he?

Perfect! And even if they did, say, get suspicious a few years after that and decide to give

him the push, he’d have built up enough savings to live on, the wage they were paying.

Chances were, though, that nobody would ever get to know that he, Eddie, because of his

severe dyslexia, had never been able to learn to read.

Humming along to Def Leppard, he went back to his desk.


