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Mathematics in The Verdict

Last quarter in writing my paper on the history of infinitesimals and in preparing for my presentation about Abraham Robinson I read and wrote a lot about infinitesimals.  This quarter I wanted to extend that theme by writing an entire story that takes place in just one instant.  The story The Verdict is a mystery of sorts in which the entire story is a description of a single instant spread out over a 23 by about 10 mile rectangle of rural Montana.  In writing this story I had to decide what exactly could be done in an instant and I became aware of how much motion is implied by our language.  
Obviously in an instant there can be no motion, which means there can be no talking, no gestures and no full thoughts.  Within this restriction, one of the most useful devices for telling the mystery was momentary glimpses into the thoughts of characters.  As long as I was careful to use only momentary snapshots of thoughts, I was able to use the minds eyes of characters to give the reader glimpses into the trial, into the defendant’s blackout on the night of the crime and into the guilt of the real criminal.  In doing so I had to decide exactly how much of a thought can really fit into an instant.  I wrote that “in [the bald juror’s] mind are the hikers who spotted the defendant driving the murdered man’s truck away from Lowell Lake where the body was found.”   While some thoughts are linear and take time to execute, the nature of this thought was more of a general feeling associated with an image – something that could be thought of all at once in one moment.  

In writing this story I frequently came across questions about what exactly constitutes a moment frozen in time For example, when I wrote about the murderer going to burn the evidence I wrote that “His head is turned to look behind him, and his nervous eyes scrutinize the muddy road” I had to decide whether one can scrutinize in an instant or whether scrutinizing requires looking carefully over time.  In the end I decided that the story would be pretty boring if all looks were just looks and none were gazes or scrutinizing stares.  

Our language assumes motion.  In many cases it was hard to describe things without implying motion that wasn’t there.  For example when I described the church parking lot I wrote “brambles reach out from the woods over the gravel parking lot.”  Even though this sentence depicts a completely still scene that occurs in one instant it has the sound of motion because of the word reach.  This occurred frequently in the story – another example is the description of the wet leaves reflecting sunlight  -- I wrote “wet spring leaves catch the sunlight and reflect it towards the man”  Because of the verbs ‘catch’ and ‘reflect’ motion is implied even though this scene is a snapshot.    
Writing this instantaneous mystery was a good way for me to continue thinking about and playing with the idea of infinitesimals.  I had to decide what exactly could be done in an instant, and what constitutes motion.  By avoiding explicit motion in my story I got to reflect on motion that is implied by our language.   
