Sophie Choe

Seminar Final Paper

How They Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Fried Chicken

"Fried chicken makes the sun shine," said Julie.

"If people stopped frying chicken, would the sun stop shining?" asked Sean, while reaching for dill in the cupboard.
            "Exactly, but one would never know that because the earth has never been in that perilous situation, nor would anyone allow that to happen," said Julie in somewhat of a condescending manner.
            "But we ARE allowing it. You are not frying chicken, nor am I!" protested Sean.            “We are not frying chicken now. How do we know it’s the fried chicken that makes the sun shine?” The color of the dill was nicely contrasted on the pink salmon. 
           "Have you ever eaten fried chicken?" retorted Julie.
          "Yeah,” replied Sean.
          "See? Us fried chicken eaters give chickens reasons to be fried! Therefore the sun gets to shine always. QED.”

          What a bizarre place to stick in the term QED! Wait, doesn’t this constitute an abuse of a term? But never mind. Seems like we don’t have to worry about the sun stopping to shine. Phew… And looks like it’s the time to put the salmon on the grill. But wait a minute! What if there is not an even distribution of desire for fried chicken in us fried chicken eaters, so that we end up frying a whole bunch of chickens in one block of time and none for a huge block of time? Sean felt the very beginning stage of sweat welling up in his pores. My god, who’s gonna save the earth then?

           “Julie, how do we guarantee that there always are a certain amount of chickens being fried within a certain amount of time?” Sean almost screamed. He was shocked by the loudness of his voice, but really, it’s that much of an urgent matter!

          “Hmm…”

Julie’s eye brows twitched a little. She looked down. Finally, she’s not going to be a miss know-it-all. Sean felt a slight sense of satisfaction at watching now humbled Julie. But no, it’s no time for a smug sense of victory! How do we save the earth?

“Poisson.” She mumbled.

“Yeah, that’s what we are cooking for dinner. Salmon, (suh-mong, in actuality, it’s pronounced between mon and mong, very nasal, but of course our protagonist Sean pronounced it perfectly) to be precise!”

“Within a block of time, say an hour, given that there are six billion people on this planet… Of course, I can always go to the CIA world fact sheet site to get the latest figure. The expectation value is… 

“What are you expecting? What does it have anything to do with the poisson we are cooking?”

Julie was still deep in thought. Sean knew to hold his tongue, at least for a few minutes. What would he do with this silence? Maybe make loops with it and take contour integrals while riding on them. And show up in Einstein’s head while he is sleeping, back in time of course. Add a few more lines in Lightman’s book… But the pasta needed to be checked. Hmm… a few more minutes would do. Chop up the garlic. Add some onions when the garlic starts turning brown. Don’t forget to stir. Very patiently. Oh, was it mentioned that one would need an ocean of olive oil on the pan? Which Sean followed meticulously with an almost religious zeal.
“Hey, Julie. Could you come and stir the onion? Where are the cherry tomatoes?”

“Poisson!”  exclaimed Julie. 

“Yes, I’m gonna check the grill right now. Gees, calm down Julie!”


Sean stepped out to the porch to check the salmon. The smell of roasted garlic and dill on the salmon was divine. 

“Say, 10% of the world population likes fried chicken. Didn’t Kentucky Fried Chicken do a good job of colonizing people’s taste buds? So that’s six hundred million people…”

“Are you still on to fried chicken? I thought you were on to poisson.”

“Exactly! Based on Poisson random distribution…”

“Uh? Yeah, I randomly distributed chopped up garlic and dill on it.”

“No, Simeon Denis Poisson, silly!”

“Ah that Poisson! What about him?”

“I am trying to dispel any doubt of yours that the sun might not shine for an extended time period. The intelligence of nature is such that its unconscious mathematics is exact and precise. The loving universe wouldn’t leave us without the sun, you know. So if we find the correct (, the expected number of chickens being fried within a block of time, then we can find the possibility of zero chickens being fried for an extended amount of time. I am sure it will come out to be really small as to put your worries to rest.”

The smell of garlic, onion, cherry tomatoes and basil sweetly filled the air.

“Thank you, Julie. You are so thoughtful!” A kiss on the cheek. All was well.

The poisson on the grill was sublimely done. Salad with olive oil and lemon juice. Of course a little bit of sesame oil and soy sauce always add to it. Cherry tomato penne. Finally, our divine poisson. The earth was well and life was beautiful. There was a candle light and a bouquet of irises in the middle of the table. Julie was busy writing things and working things out on a piece of paper. She looked lovelier than ever. As Sean was trying to put together a light diffraction equation of the visible light spectrum in his head that was causing Julie’s face glow as to make his heart melt…

“Yeah, that’s it. If we say that those six hundred million people eat fried chicken once a year, that’s six hundred million divided by three hundred sixty five times twenty four times sixty times sixty. Let’s see…”
           “Nineteen point zero two nine five,” almost shouted Sean. He always felt hyper good about himself every time he had the opportunity to show off his arithmetic abilities.

“Nineteen point zero two five nine. Sorry, Sean.” Julie continued on with her calculation.

“Chardonnay or Pinot Grigio?”

“Pinot Grigio!”

Sean opened a bottle. Chin chin. Sean felt the lightness of heart knowing that he was getting close to being assured of the sunlight’s perpetual existence over the earth. He was grateful that mathematics existed in the first place to make the world so beautiful and to reveal its beauty in such an elegant manner. He was also grateful that Julie was the means of reassurance for him with paper and a pencil in her hand as usual. Julie’s smile looking back at Sean over the pink salmon was beautiful. It’s the candle light. Hey, what was that light diffraction equation again?
            Yes, the suh-mong tasted as sublime as it looked. Always remember to use frisée and endives for your salad. Why would anyone want to cut himself short? And for good pasta, a lot of garlic, a real ton of garlic is always crucial. Hmm, what they were missing after that dinner was crème brulée. But since Julie was occupied with saving Sean’s earth, it would have to wait till the next dinner. After all, since the earth was going to be saved, there were surely going to be lots more dinners to come. As soon as the last piece of suh-mong was properly chewed and swallowed in her mouth, Julie ran to the computer to the CIA world fact sheet page. 

“Six billion eight hundred thirty million five hundred eighty six thousand nine hundred eighty five to be exact,” said Julie with the pride of her scientific accuracy.

“Alright, ten percent of that divided by thirty one million five hundred thirty six thousand seconds in a year…twenty one point six five nine six.”

“That’s our (! So now e to the negative ( times ( to the… how many seconds is sixteen hours?”

“Fifty seven thousand six hundred seconds,” now Sean’s voice was calm.

“So, ( to the fifty seven thousand six hundredth over fifty seven thousand six hundred factorial.”
            “That’s where the human calculating machine decides to resolve to the mechanical calculator,” said Sean humbly. He was still proud of his ability to admit his limitations; rightfully so.

“If you did it in your head, you would have made me hate you for three seconds.”

Julie smiled lovingly at Sean and punched in numbers into her calculator. 

“The calculator says undefined.”
            Does that mean the fate of the earth is undefined? Sean felt that familiar feeling of his pores being filled with sweat. 


“Don’t you sweat, honey. We can change the unit of time. Let’s try by year. Then our ( is 683058697.” Julie was only happy to be busy with a mission with her calculator. 


“Oh no, the probability is zero!” A look of confusion sat on Julie’s face. Now Sean felt a drop of sweat on his forehead. Julie thought for a moment, biting her lip.


“OK, we can do this. If I change the unit to an hour… then our ( is seventy seven thousand nine hundred seventy four. And then… oh no, the probability is still zero!”


Sean felt everything going blank in front of his eyes for a second. 


“Hey, it’s because the ( is way too big!” A spark came on Julie’s eyes. “We can divide the world into smaller regions. We can check the population of… Let’s start with the States. If it doesn’t work, we can go by states starting from Washington.”


That way Sean and Julie worked out the intricate workings of Poisson random variables applied to real life deep into the night. What they forgot however, while they were deeply engrossed in saving their earth, was that there surely was going to be the sun next day, even if it rained. Behind a blanket of thick clouds was going to be the bright and glorious sun shining. You know, the intelligence of nature is such that its unconscious mathematics is exact and precise. And the elegant and austere beauty of the unconscious mathematics cannot help but make the sun shine even if you forget to eat your favorite food, fried chicken! So the following day the meticulous glory of the sun-shine peaked through their window. And they ate a lot of fried chicken just because they wanted to. 
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