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Undone


Now

Marta clasps both of Jennifer’s hands in both of hers, a gesture of comrades going into battle. 
“I thank you for doing this,” Marta says solemnly. 
“I thank you for trusting me to do this,” Jennifer returns with equal feeling, startled to see her strong hands trembling in Marta’s small ones.
And she watches as Marta turns back into a woman who has never been murdered.


Five Hours Ago 

Doctor Jennifer Mayo was relieved when the detective knocked on her door. It had been a perplexing day. A day that began with one faculty member lying incomprehensibly dead in a pool of his own blood and another, even more inexplicably, arrested for the crime. Perhaps this man could help her make some sense of it.
He introduced himself as Detective Sanchez and made polite noises about being sorry for her loss. He was a head taller than her, and broad shouldered. She waved him into the low chair opposite her desk, and offered him tea or coffee, which he declined brusquely, taking out his notebook. 
She had the sense that they were the same sort of person, this detective and her. Problem solvers, methodical. 
Good. 
“How long have Marta Popolov and Jacob Murphy been sharing a lab?”
“Five years now. Since Marta won the James Fellowship for her work on temporal anomalies.” 
He wasn’t interested in the James Fellowship. He should be. The fellowship had started it all.
“How would you describe their relationship?”
“Professional.”
“So, not friendly?”
No one could be friends with Jacob. Jennifer had tried once, suggesting a game of chess. He had stormed off in a huff after he lost. 
“No. They respected each other, but they didn’t socialise.”
“Was there any bad blood between them?”
She hesitated, and he noticed it. 
“Not enough for her to kill him, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
His eyebrows raised.
“Detective, let’s be grown-up about this,” she kept her voice level. “Jacob is dead and Marta is in custody. It’s fairly clear you suspect her of killing him. But I am telling you that it is very unlikely. Marta may not have been Jacob’s biggest fan, but she’s not the murdering type.” 
Jennifer resisted the urge to tell him that Marta always brought home-made knishes to the faculty meetings. That they swam together three times a week at the YMCA.
Marta had been her friend. Was still her friend. 
“So there was bad blood between them.” The detective made a note.
“I think it’s fair to say that he was resentful when they were paired to work together.”
“Five years ago?”
“Yes.”
“Why the resentment.”
“The James Fellowship is very prestigious. And it came with enough money that she could design her own research program. Few of us ever have that kind of scientific freedom.”
“And she picked Doctor Murphy to be her partner?”
“No. I assigned him. But he didn’t want to work under Marta.”
“Why not?”
Wasn’t it obvious? Maybe not. Of course, the policeman would be blissfully unaware of the inter-departmental prejudices and resentments that she spent her days maneuvering through. 
“Because he’s prickly – was prickly – and she is brilliant. Brilliant enough not to be impressed by him. And she’s Bulgarian, you know. Very direct. Marta doesn’t use extra words to make people feel better.”
Jennifer admired her for that. 
“So they didn’t like each other,” Detective Sanchez said. It wasn’t a question. 
“He didn’t like her. I don’t think she…” Jennifer hesitated, wondering if her answer would harm Marta’s defence. 
But surely the facts, when fully understood, would reveal her friend’s innocence. 
“I don’t think she cared about him one way or the other. Jacob was… difficult. Still, somehow they made their partnership work. He hasn’t come to me complaining about her for at least…” she paused, scanning the air while she racked her memory, “three years. They’ve been working together pretty well.”
“OK.” The detective snapped his notebook closed with a practiced gesture. “Thank you.”
But she couldn’t let him go without answering some of her own questions. “Have you determined a cause of death?” 
“I can’t really comment while the investigation is ongoing.”
“Yes you can.”
“I’m sorry?” his eyes snapped to her face.
“Marta is my responsibility. So was Jacob. This whole department is my responsibility. I need to know what’s coming.”
He sighed, stood up and shoved his hands into his pockets, staring down at the floor. Finally he said, “we don’t know anything yet. The crime scene… it doesn’t make any sense. That’s all I can say for now. But we should have an answer real soon. We’ve found something that should help.”
Jennifer looked at him expectantly.
“Videos. We found videos. There’s a hidden camera in the ceiling of the lab. There’s a file on it that’s time stamped this morning at six AM. The time of death.” 
Six AM. That made sense. Marta and Jacob both always came in early. They had that in common, at least.
“Why would Jacob have been secretly recording in their lab?” Jennifer wondered out loud.
The detective only shrugged, closing his notebook.
“We’ve downloaded that file,” the detective continued, “and we found hundreds more video files on Doctor Murphy’s computer. All about thirty minutes long. I’m going down to the station now and I’ll see what we’ve got there.”


Two hours ago 

Jennifer was getting ready for bed when Detective Sanchez came pounding furiously on her door at home. 
His appearance was utterly transformed. His eyes, which had been careful and precise that morning, jittered wildly around in their sockets. His breath smelled stale. 
“I need your help,” he blurted as soon as she opened the door. 
“Of course, of course. Come in,” she said, rattled. 
She rarely invited people into her home. This was her private space, covered in soft furnishings, houseplants and cats. 
He flopped onto her sofa, then immediately stood up again and started fishing around in his bag for something. 
 “What’s happened?” Jennifer demanded. “Did you watch that video? Is Marta all right?”
“Great question. Complicated question. Yes, I’ve watched the video. It’s…well, I don’t know. I don’t know what it means. Think I should just show you. Can I show you?”
“Of course.”
Still standing awkwardly in front of her, he opened his laptop and hit a few buttons with one hand. He shoved it towards her. 
Jennifer took it and retreated to the armchair. She pressed the button and Jacob’s face appeared huge on the screen, then retreated into smallness as he stepped away. He must have just hit record on his hidden camera. 
Jacob bustled around the lab until Marta came in. 
Without greeting him, Marta turned her back and walked straight to the hooks on the wall, taking off her jacket and donning a white lab coat. 
In the few seconds that Marta’s back was turned, Jacob took out a key and opened a locked drawer on his workbench. He did something inside the drawer that Jennifer couldn’t quite see, then he closed it again. 
The detective leaned in behind Jennifer and reached over her shoulder to fast forward the video. When there were only five minutes left on the menu bar Detective Sanchez hit play again and the video resumed at normal speed. 
Marta was deep in concentration, running models on her computer. Without any apparent provocation, Jacob stepped behind her and pulled something long and shiny out of the lining of his blazer. 
Jennifer was startled. “Is that…”
“Yes, it’s a knife,” the Detective said.
Jacob was gripping Marta by the hair with one hand and pressing the knife to her throat with the other. 
“Jacob,” Marta was whispering, cringing away from his touch, “Put that away. Why would you need a knife? What nonsense!”
Which was such a Marta thing to say. 
“Oh, shut up,” he snapped. He pressed the knife closer to Marta’s throat. He drew blood. “Let’s cut things short today, shall we?” 
He pulled tighter on her hair and made a slashing motion with the knife. It would have been enough to slit her throat if Marta hadn’t wriggled herself an inch or two backwards, pressing herself closer to Jacob, right against his chest. Even so, bright red blood streamed from her neck, and she clutched at it with both hands, covering them in blood as well. It streamed down her white lab coat, dripped onto the tiles of the floor. 
“Damn,” said Jacob, and he released his hand from her hair for a fraction of a second to get a better grip. But Marta, quick thinking as ever, seized the moment, ramming her head back, smashing him in the face. His face bleeding, he dropped the knife, instinctively cradling his broken nose in both hands. Marta made a break for it, bolting for the door, but Jacob chased after and tackled her to the floor. They wrestled for a minute, Jacob on top, Marta kicking with her strong legs. 
Legs that did forty laps in the pool three times a week. 
Even so, Jacob eventually managed to pin her down and he glanced back towards the knife, lying a few feet away. He lunged for it, knocking into a supply cupboard as he went, and a black basalt mortar and pestle came tumbling off an upper shelf. Jacob recovered the knife but before he could turn around to attack Marta, she had picked up the heavy mortar, gripping it awkwardly with both hands, and brought it down on the back of Jacob’s head with clumsy but deadly force. 
The man slumped onto the floor in a posture that was familiar to Jennifer. It was the position the body had been found in – she’d seen it herself that morning when they all came running. 
“It was self-defence,” Jennifer cried, shaken but relieved. “She did kill him, but it was self-defence.”
“Yes,” said the Detective. “Wait. Keep watching.” 
His voice was unreadable. 
On screen, Marta had recoiled into a crouch, clutching at her bleeding throat. She fumbled at her lab coat pockets, leaving red smears all over the white cloth. She stumbled to the coat hooks and found her phone buried in one of its pockets. She blinked at the display for a moment, then something changed. 
The blood disappeared. 
That was the first thing Jennifer noticed. 
Marta’s lab coat was clean and white, and hanging on the coat rack. Marta was uninjured and was wearing her jacket. There was no phone in her hand. Her hair, which had been wild from Jacob’s tugging, was smooth and tidy. While Jennifer watched, Marta donned her lab coat again and turned around, spying Jacob’s body lying in a pool of blood on the ground. 
She made a shocked, squealing sound a few decibels short of a scream and then stood frozen for a long moment. Finally, she opened the lab door and stepped outside. 
“Help! Help, come quickly! Something has happened...” 
And the video ended.
“What on earth…?” Jennifer said.
“Exactly.”
Her brain whirred and spun for an explanation. “Was there a gap in recording? Maybe it paused, then she cleaned up the room and then the video started again.”
“And she healed her neck? Without a scar?”
“No of course. That doesn’t work. Maybe the whole video was faked? Some AI mockup?”
“Theoretically, but it was recorded on a device with no internet connection and only basic video capabilities.”
“So what is your theory, Detective Sanchez?”
“Mark.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Please call me Mark, Doctor Mayo.”
“Jennifer.” He was right. Two people going through something like this together ought to be on a first name basis. 
Mark had been standing the whole time, bouncing in place on the toes of his leather shoes. Now he started pacing back and forth across her living room. 
“Jennifer… If I’m honest, I don’t actually want to tell you my theory. It’s too embarrassing.”
“Embarrassing?” She was baffled. 
“It’s crazy. And you’re a physicist. I feel like you’ll laugh at me. You’ll say I’ve watched too many Marvel movies.” 
“Ah.” She saw the direction his mind must be going. 
“But there’s more. Remember I said there were hundreds of these? Hundreds of videos – all about 30 minutes each?” 
“Yes?”
“They go back about three years. I watched some of them – a random selection. Fast forwarding at four times the speed. Just to get a sense of them. And… My God.” 
Finally, he slumped onto the sofa, covering his face with his hands. “My God. The things he’s done to her.”
“So this was… wasn’t the first time?”
“I watched him kill her at least thirty times. Sometimes quickly with a gun. A couple times by poisoning her tea. At least those were quick and clean. Sometimes he used that knife,” Mark gestured towards the screen where the still from the video was still visible, “to scare the life out of her. Tied her up. Did… things to her. Tortured her. And each time she… resets. Comes back to life.”
“Did he…” Jennifer couldn’t make her throat say the word ‘rape’.
“A few times. Yes.”
“Fuck him.” Jennifer didn’t swear often, saving the power of those words for moments like this. 
“One hundred percent. Fuck that guy. I’m glad he’s dead.” He shuddered, no doubt replaying the atrocities he had spent his day watching. 
Jennifer liked him for that shudder. She saw that he had been undone by what he had seen, and she was glad. 
Kindly, she said, “I don’t think you’ve watched too many Marvel movies.”
“What?”
“Well, maybe you have. But I think your guess might be along the right lines.”
“Temporal anomalies, you said. That was Marta’s field of study? The thing she and the fucker were working on together?”
“It was. Is. She had identified some localised and unexplained distortions in space-time.”
“Sorry, what does that mean exactly?”
“Disruptions in time that are specific to a small space and isolated to an object within that space. A space the size of one particular person. That’s what her work was leading her towards, constrained anomalies. And she had some theories about how they were created. She even thought it might be possible to create them artificially.”
“It’s possible?”
“No, it’s logically impossible. But some of Marta’s research points to… other ways of understanding time. That might force us to adjust that thinking.”
“So this time distortion… You’re saying it was limited to Marta Popolov?”
“That’s my working hypothesis, yes.” 
“So that explains why the videos still exist. Why the guy is still dead. She killed him with an action in her time loop, but the things she changed in the world while she was in that time loop stayed changed.” He frowned. “But wouldn’t that create a paradox? Two… bits of time… sorry I don’t know the right words…”
“No, you’re doing great,” she encouraged.
“I’ve seen movies like this…” It was impossible to laugh at such a time, during such a conversation, but they both smiled wanly. “So wouldn’t it create a distortion in our time? A paradox?”
“That depends on your theory of time. You’re assuming time is changeable. But it might be that all the time that’s going to happen has already happened. And any anomalies have already been absorbed into the overall pattern, like a dropped stitch in finished knitting.”
 “Huh.” She sensed that sci-fi film references came more naturally to him than knitting, but he nodded his understanding. 
His legs were stretched out in front of him, taking up too much space in her small, tidy room. He pulled them in now, restoring himself to his practical, problem-solving mode. 
“We’ve still got Marta down at the station. I’m heading there now. To tell her. Will you come with me? I feel like she should have a friend with her. When she finds out what’s happened...”
A friend. Yes, she and Marta were friends. This man, this detective, Mark, he didn’t know her. Didn’t know how singular she was. Almost an innocent. Marta who took the straight line to every path. Who loved science so much she trusted everything else to be as coldly beautiful as the mathematics. 
Jennifer was determined to be the friend that Marta deserved. So she summoned her strongest Department Chair voice, and said with authority, “Nothing has happened to her.”
“What?”
“Marta Popolov was never raped, never murdered, never tortured or abused or held by the hair while Jacob… Doctor Murray did those things to her. It never happened.” Jennifer swallowed down the bile that rose in her throat as she thought of it. “He did it. Yes, he committed all of those crimes. But he’s dead. And none of it happened to Marta. Her time has reset.”
The detective buried the fingers of both hands in his curly brown hair and scowled. “I know. That’s why she doesn’t remember any of it. It never happened to her. Thank God. Hopefully that should help her.”
“No, you don’t understand. Until you tell her, it hasn’t happened. But as soon as she knows, it has happened. You see?” Jennifer said, with fierce urgency.
“Not really.”
“You can’t tell her. No one can tell her.”
“We have to tell her.”
“Why?”
“Because… it’s the truth. Don’t you think she deserves to know the truth?”
“It’s not the truth. It’s only one of the possible truths. Because none of it has happened to her. She could live her whole life never having had it happen to her. She still has the option. Physically, she’s unaffected. Every cell of her body has not been attacked. Psychologically, she has no trauma to recover from. She is unharmed. Who are we to deprive her of that?”
But he was a detective. His whole life was oriented to the finding out. 
“I would want to know,” he said. “If it were me.”
“I wouldn’t,” she said.
“OK. OK, I get it. This is a big decision.” 
She watched his face slowly reason through all the implications of all the options. 
“It’s not that simple,” he said at last. “The crimes didn’t happen to her, but they did happen to the rest of the world. I’ve got a dead scientist and I need to be able to account for that. I’ve got a pile of evidence and that’s going to come out, right?”
“But there was no crime.”
“Sorry?” 
“Evidence only matters if a crime was committed. From Marta’s point of view, no crime was committed. Certainly she didn’t commit one.” 
“Riiight...”
“And the person who did commit a crime is dead. Even if he hadn’t died, the crime itself was erased when Marta reset. So there’s no victim and therefore no crime. You couldn’t prosecute even if he had lived. Right?”
“It’s complicated. I’d have to talk to the prosecutor’s office, but I think so?”
“So you don’t need to preserve those tapes. If there’s no crime, there’s no evidence, and those tapes are property of the University. I can delete them any time I want to.”
Mark shook his head, mournfully. 
“I’m right,” Jennifer insisted, determined to do this thing for Marta. 
“Yes, you’re right. The logic holds. But…” 
He started pacing, taking long strides up and down the room, his hands gesturing wildly. “But I think it’s wrong. I don’t think we have the right to decide. Doctor Popolov is a scientist.”
“So?”
“I don’t know much about scientists, but it seems to me you folks are all about trying to know things. Right? And this happened because of her research. Wouldn’t she want to know?”
It was a good point. A terribly good point. 
“You’re right. It shouldn’t be up to us.”
And she saw the solution. She knew what they should do.


30 minutes ago

Two uniformed officers were stationed outside the lab door when she arrived. They gave her a pair of gloves and instructed her not to touch anything, then one of them opened the door with his own carefully gloved hand and, on Mark’s very strict and very unusual instructions, they closed it and left her alone in the room. 
Jacob’s body had already been removed, of course, but the blood pattern on the floor was alarming in the otherwise immaculate space. Jennifer tried not to look at it as she moved towards the drawers that had belonged to Jacob and opened them with the key that Mark had given her. The key that he had himself taken from a bag of carefully labelled evidence – it would have to be returned there, or Mark would be in trouble and she found that she was invested in his well-being at this point. 
Though they had only known each other one day, it had been an extraordinary day for both of them. 
Inside the drawer there was a remarkable device. Jennifer recognised parts of it – bits of expensive equipment that Jacob had reported lost or damaged over the years, welded together into a lumpy metal box that was screwed to the bottom of the drawer. It had a cone protruding from it with a metal rod in the middle, and Jennifer observed that with the drawer fully extended, the rod pointed directly at a spot slightly below the coat hooks in the far corner. As she had suspected. 
She ran her hands along the back of the device and found a button at the back. 
There was a soft knock at the door. Quickly, she closed the drawer, without locking it.
“Come in!”
It opened and there was Marta, with Mark just behind her holding the doorknob and gesturing for Marta to go through. 
“I’ll leave you two alone,” he said, giving Jennifer a long look. 
She nodded her head the smallest possible amount. Yes. Yes, I’ve found it. Yes, I think this will work.
Marta strode into the room with her usual straightforward confidence. The movements of a woman who had never been anyone’s victim. 
“Isn’t it terrible about Jacob,” she said, without any trace of ambivalence. If Jennifer had had any doubts before that Marta had no memory of the morning’s events, now she knew for sure. 
“I was the one who found him, you know,” she continued. “I suppose he must have fallen and hit his head? It is extremely surprising.” 
“It is. Extremely. Marta, will you do something for me, without asking why? Will you go to the coat rack and put on your lab coat, please?”
“How interesting,” Marta said, but she obeyed immediately. 
Jennifer was grateful for that. 
While Marta’s back was turned, Jennifer quickly opened the drawer and, taking care to stand well clear of the direction the device was pointing, she pressed the button at the back. 
Nothing obvious happened. 
Or..? Was there a slight shimmer in the air? 
Jennifer led Marta to a small table at the corner of the lab farthest from the bloodstains.
The two women sat straight in their chairs, one nervous and the other merely curious. 
“I have something to tell you,” Jennifer said simply. 
And she explained everything. 
It took a long time. Twenty precious minutes of their time, with many pauses while she gathered herself for the telling. Marta listened quietly, a kaleidoscope of expressions flickering across her face, but she didn’t speak except to ask a few clarifying questions.
At the end of her explanations, Jennifer paused and waited for her friend to react. 
Marta’s hand, resting on the table, had curled itself around the edge, the knuckles whitened from gripping so hard. 
She stared into space for a long time, and Jennifer waited in the silence with her.
Finally, she stood up quickly, knocking the chair over in her haste. She stumbled towards the lab bench, weaving wildly as though drunk, her legs not functioning as they should. She lunged for the countertop and snatched at a Star Trek mug next to the sink, smashing it on the tiled floor.
“Are you OK, Marta?” Jennifer asked.
“A thousand times I handed him that mug. ‘If you’re making a coffee could you make me one too’,” her voice broke slightly as she broke into a decent impression of Jacob. “And of course I always did. Because I am not a monster. Even though I could see that he hated me. So I handed him that fucking mug full of his fucking coffee hundreds of times after he’d already fucking murdered me?”
Jennifer couldn’t think of any words adequate to convey the depth of her empathy, so she settled on, “I’m sorry. It’s horrible.”  
Marta shook herself, angrily swatting away her tears.
“The device in question, I assume is in one of those drawers?” She pointed to the spot where Jennifer had been standing. 
“Yes,” Jennifer worked hard to keep her voice in the same calm register as Marta’s. “Marta, I have triggered a thirty-minute time loop to have this conversation. Because we weren’t sure what was the right thing. Whether we should tell you, or not.”
Marta blinked twice, then nodded. “Of course. I understand.” She seemed for a moment as though she might say more, opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it again and only nodded. 
She stood up and walked over to the drawers pulling the top one open and staring down at the device. “Wonderful,” she said, her voice bright as a beacon. “I must know how he did this. I know he was trying something similar several years ago, but he never had the right theoretical foundation. I tried to tell him, but I didn’t think he was listening. Perhaps he was. I’ll give him credit for that.”
A flame of outrage surged in Jennifer, “No. He gets no credit. I watched him kill you on that video. I won’t give him any credit for the clever way he did it.” 
Marta hugged her body with both her arms. “I cannot imagine. What a thing to see.”
Her eyes scanned the ceiling. 
“You are asking me to make the decision for my future self, yes? Shall she exist in a world where this has happened to her or shall she exist in the world as it was before.”
“Yes.” Jennifer glanced pointedly at the analog clock above the door. “And, I’m sorry, but you must decide quickly. We’ve only got five minutes left.”
“Of course. Thank you for the reminder.”
She studied the blood pattern on the tiles, then turned back to Jennifer. 
“I suppose we do have some loyalty to truth, do we not? As scientists.” Jennifer nodded, slightly, not wanting to influence her friend’s thinking by too vigorous a reaction.
“But I do not… I am not...” 
She seemed to have lost her train of thought. She lowered herself, sliding along the lab table until she was sitting on the floor, her arms wrapped around her knees. “I can’t think of it. My body… my body rejects this truth. I don’t feel very well.” 
Jennifer quietly eased herself onto the floor as well until she was sitting beside her friend. 
“I do not want to be a woman who… who that has happened to. No one does, do they? Most of us don’t get a choice. So in a way I am… lucky. 
Jennifer looked away from her friend, studying the blood, sprayed in an abstract pattern on the floor. It was almost beautiful.
“But if I ask you to tell me everything,” Marta continued, “to reveal these happenings to my future self, I will never be at peace again. And he will be the one who took that peace from me. He does not deserve that.”
“I agree,” Jennifer said. “So you would like me to destroy all the videos? Never to tell you about what happened?”
“On the other hand,” Marta said, “If we walk that path, then his crimes will be expunged. His life will have been a triumph. Because the world must know of his achievements, of course.” She pointed at the device. “His extraordinary achievement!”
“Built on your thinking! Your insights!” 
“Yes of course. But also his work. He will be celebrated for this by all humans now and for all the ages to come. Including myself. The version of Marta Popolov,” she thumped herself on the chest, becoming more animated, “that I will be… she will admire him! She will think better of him than she ever has before, because he has exceeded her every expectation of him. She will not be able to balance this with the wicked truth.”
“So you do want to know? You want me to tell you everything.”
“No!” She was almost shouting now.
“Marta, time is running out.” Jennifer was almost shouting back. “We’ve got just one minute left. What do you want me to do!?”
“I don’t know! I want… I want you to take the burden of this from me.”
“What do you mean?” 
“Live in the knowing of this. That is what I ask of you. Act as though it has happened. Be the only one in the world to know and to act in that knowledge.” 
“I wouldn’t be the only one. Mark. The detective, he also knows. He’s seen the videos…”
She waved this away as irrelevant.
“He knows what has happened to me, but he does not know me. You know me, Jennifer. Act on my behalf. So that I do not need to act on my own. Free me from this truth.”
“I understand.” And she did. “Go now. Stand by the coat rack and take off your lab coat. So when you loop, nothing seems different.” 


Now

Marta clasps both of Jennifer’s hands in both of hers, a gesture of comrades going into battle. 
“I thank you for doing this,” Marta says solemnly. 
“I thank you for trusting me to do this,” Jennifer returns with equal feeling, startled to see her strong hands trembling in Marta’s small ones.
And she watches as Marta turns back into a woman who has never been murdered.
Twelve Hours From Now

The police will remove the crime scene tape, and they’ll grant Jennifer permission to bring in the cleaning services. To restore the lab back to a usable state. 
But first, Jennifer will enter the room alone. She’ll take a small screwdriver from her coat pocket and carefully remove the four screws holding the device in place inside the drawer. She will lift the device, which is small but surprisingly heavy, and conceal it in her oversized handbag. 
Jennifer will take the device, which will be the most earth-shaking discovery ever made by a member of her department, back to her home. Detective Mark Sanchez will already be waiting for her there. 
With a silent nod, he will hand her a metal hammer that he’s brought for the purpose. While he watches, she will smash the device into tiny, unrecoverable pieces. 


