Singularity | October 2010

polymathprogrammer.com

for curious artists
and intellectuals

“You get nowhere without
communication” – Alex Hall

1
October
2010

Singularity | October 2010

5

Wife Of A Season
A short story by Grey Yuen. Can you guess who’s monologuing?

cover feature
12

Communication is key
An interview with Alex Hall, a web developer.

16

Understand Japanese texts パート 2
A continuation of the article from the previous issue.

19

More than detox: Using the liver’s
temperature
Time of death calculations using the liver.

2

polymathprogrammer.com

Singularity | October 2010

polymathprogrammer.com

from the editor
I nearly forgot that Halloween occurs at the end of October. It is an act of
serendipity that some of the articles in this issue are Halloween-themed.
First we have a short story written by my friend Grey. The story’s not
particularly scary, but the character doing the monologue is. I won’t
reveal more. Just go read it yourself.
Next we have an interview with Alex Hall, a web developer in United
Kingdom. Nothing scary about that. Just that there’s a spider web on the
cover (you know, web development). Yes, I know, it’s stretching the
Halloween theme a bit…
And to round things off, we enter the realm of forensic science and learn
what the liver can tell about a murder victim’s time of death.
Getting goose bumps? Don’t worry, that’s just your arrectores pilorum
doing its job. Have a happy Halloween.

Send me an email at singularity@polymathprogrammer.com
I look forward to hearing from you.

Vincent Tan
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Oh wait, there’s a bonus. In the last issue, I said I could see a baby angel
in the previous picture of the sky and clouds. Here it is.

Yeah, I see patterns where there’s not supposed to be any.

4

polymathprogrammer.com

Singularity | October 2010

polymathprogrammer.com

Yes, you can sit there. The seat is not taken. Hmmph. Do you know who I
am? No, I don’t mean ‘do you know me’; I would have said that if I
wanted to ask that. I mean do you know who I am. That is not a threat,
just a normal question. Over here I like to relax and not stretch too much
in getting information.
So you don’t know me. Good.
Excuse me a second. Tisi, relax. He’s all right.
Sorry, that’s my business associate. She is very, very professional about
her business, but I usually have no reason to complain. You can’t see her
from where you are, but seriously, there is no reason to look. She is
nothing like the ladies around here, and not even near those three at the
table at your five o’clock. You know what I mean?
Yes, the ladies. You’re a ladies man too, I see. This is not that, well, other
kind of bar, and I have to say that some of the more sensitive types over
by the side were throwing strange glances at you sitting down at this
table. It happens. Don’t worry about it.
by Grey Yuen

This short story was written by my friend Grey, who’s knowledgeable
about mythologies and esoteric stuff. See if you can figure out who the
characters are in this short story.
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Me? No, I don’t mind. Where I come from we don’t hold to your fancy
little ideologies. Seriously, don’t worry. If anyone wants to walk over here
and make a statement, Tisi won’t even have to do anything. He will
answer to me.
No one wants to do that.
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You are quite a new face here. A new watering hole for you? It is the first
day of Spring and I don’t see anything wrong with having a drink and
maybe the chance to chat up a charming lady.
Ah, I see. Yes, I understand. I am sorry to hear that, and if you would
allow me to hazard a guess – there is no reasoning with her, no mode of
getting a rational conversation from her, am I right? I understand. Trust
me, staying in that house would have solved nothing. She has closed her
ears and left her talking gap open to emulate a trumpet. I’m not laughing
at you, my good man, there is no pleasure to be gotten hearing these
stories.

Today is the first day of Spring. Today is
always the day she leaves.

But at least you’re not married to her, am I right? No, you didn’t tell me; I
know these things. If you were, coming down here would just add new
layer of jabbering nonsense from her.
Yes, that is true, I don’t wear a ring. But that doesn’t mean I’m not
married. Like I said, where I come from we don’t do things your way. But
coming down here for a drink to forget some things? Well, that, I can say
is quite universal.
No, I don’t think you want to hear about my story. It’s not something I
usually share. Heh. You hear me talk a lot today, but usually people don’t
hear more than a few words from me. We are a little different that way.
Where I come from— yes, that’s right! You're getting the picture.
Really? You mean your words? Hmmph. Today is special. Today is the first
day of Spring. Today is always the day she leaves. Of course I mean the

6

polymathprogrammer.com
Missus. Who else is there? And no, she didn’t actually leave, she just went
back to her mother’s. She will come back. Not until at least nine more
months, but I have her word. Her word as well as the word of all her
wretched little coven of—
No, wait. Excuse me. Tisi, it’s all right. Just see if you can quietly help the
bartender clean up those shards of glass. Quietly. And don’t frighten
anyone.
I’m sorry. This anger is not productive or rational. They really should be
using higher quality light bulbs here. The electric hiccups in the old wires,
or whatever you call it, shatter them too easily.
You mean Tisi? No, you didn’t see her because she is behind you. You
turned your head, yes I know, but she is still behind you now.
No, you can’t. And you really shouldn’t.
Oh, that’s easy; you just take the ugliest guy in this place, and imagine his
grandmother. And then extrapolate to her grandmother. Then you place a
scowl on that face terrible enough to strike fear into the hearts of
murderers. There you have it.
No, of course not. I am the boss. And I can tell you her loyalty is never
questioned. Not her, not her sisters. You can’t paint them with the same
brush as the Missus. But, of course, there is no one else like Tisi and her
posse.
Posse! For goodness sake, man! Get your mind out of the—Ha ha! That’s
the first time I heard that one. Here’s to posse!
Ah! Don’t look now, but you’re getting a glare from her that can turn
boulders to ashes. At this rate cities will fall and worlds will burn. Ha ha!
Oh, don’t worry, nothing’s going to happen to you. I’m the boss,
remember?
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Let me get you a drink. Here. Don’t ask me what it’s called or where it’s
from. It is a blend of the secret of secrets and the mystery of mysteries. It
isn’t magic and you definitely didn’t see me pull it out from my coat
pocket. Just trust me on this. Sip it slow and feel it slide down the throat.
How do you like it? Ha ha! It is very much watered down. You folks can’t
handle the real thing. It’s been thinned down a lot, an awful lot. And you
hear these things coming out from my mouth? They are called ‘words’,
and it has already made me say more this evening than I did the entire
past year. Feel the power? That’s true power. If you and I have an
appointment in the future, let's just say it has been postponed by a few
years, to say the very least.
Don’t ask what that means.
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the kind of story shared by men of warm blood; hers is the story told
among midwives, grandmothers and other scheming viragos.
You want to talk about meals? Your modern-day ‘dining and wining’ has
nothing on how I wooed her. Did anyone give an account of the things I
have given her? Wonders of this world and beyond, treasures so exquisite
no light from Sun or Moon had ever touched them, and literally Life and
Death. No one mentioned those.
Her mother never mentioned those. You know what I mean?
What? Now, that’s a funny question. Do I look like an underworld boss to
you? Where's the greasy hair and the stub of cigar? Good one! I’ll drink to
that.

Oh, you mean that. No, you can get me a pint later if you want. No
obligation. None.
Take my word for it. I offered you a drink of my own free will, you don’t
owe me anything for taking it. That’s how it goes. Granted that’s not how
she related her story but that’s the fundamental truth. It’s always been
her story. I know she claimed I ensnared her and then bound her
obligations to it. Let me know if there’s a smellier pile of dog excrement
than that. When one gives, one gives. When one trades, one trades.
These are the rules and everyone understands them.
Really. If they think I could con her with that, why didn’t I con anyone
else? I didn’t con my little brother of the family business? Would have
been easy for me if things work out that way, wouldn’t it? He is still sitting
there at the head of the establishment, telling the world how he’s
running this and running that. My little brother. And I am the oldest.
But the rumour-mongers don’t work that way. A ‘dainty damsel in
distress’ makes for a fancier talk around the campfire than a scheming
virago with a flair for emotional blackmail. No, I take that back. It is not
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Wonders of this world and beyond,
treasures so exquisite no light from Sun or
Moon had ever touched them, and literally
Life and Death.

Do you have an enemy? Yes, I know the term means something
completely different nowadays compared to, well, the old days. You don’t
have blood feuds and wars are usually quite far away and somewhere
else. Still, you have your enemy, right?
Your boss? You mean your employer, the one who gives you your wages?
Ha ha! I like that! That works out for you, I guess. Men have enemies like
that. The enemy defines the man.
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You know what the enemy of a woman is? That’s right – another woman.
Try praising one woman in front of another. Ever done that? Don’t do
that in front my sister-in-law, though. She makes Tisi there look like a
toothless housecat. I don’t how my brother handles her. They won’t
admit to it, you know. They will not say they are insecure or jealous. And
if they are fighting one another of their own kind, it’s our fault.

Our abusive father managed to pass down
his libido in reverse order, somehow. I’m
the oldest, you know?

There was this other woman. Now don’t start that smirk – it’s not what
you think. This woman, her name was Min, or Mindy or something. See? I
don’t even remember her name. But I remember she was a classy lady.
Her poise, her style, her manners. You cannot find fault with her. Coming
from me, that is something. We met and talked a few times; genuine
talking – exchanging words and ideas. Nothing happened. I don’t have a
reason to lie to you or anyone. Nothing happened. I was only foolish
enough to do one thing: praise her in front of the Missus.
She raised hell. Oh, not literally – not when I’m still in charge, bloody no –
but as far as the metaphor goes. She came that close to the line. You can
call it whatever you want, a hissy fit, a tantrum, stomping of the feet, but
you give them enough of the chain to go that far, and they bloody will.
What? My brothers? Ah, I did mention that, didn’t I? Yes, I have two. And
no, you don’t ask them for help. You do your utter best never to ask them
for help, not even when the sky crashes down and the oceans rise. They
have just one mode of dealing with womankind, and it’s one solution for
all problems. Their thinking is all done in the groin. To them, I’m the monk
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of the family. Our abusive father managed to pass down his libido in
reverse order, somehow. I’m the oldest, you know? The bloody oldest
son. What did I get?
Here’s a toast to our wretched old man.
You are probably thinking that Mindy incident was pretty warped. You’re
not wrong, but it wasn’t the worst. She once set one of her friends up to
test me. I use the term ‘friends’ loosely here, because apparently they see
friends differently from how we do. They can say they are as close as
sisters – oh, please don’t make me use the term they use – but they
would sooner turn on one another for trivialities than starving dogs fight
for the last scraps of food. The lore behind their spirit of sisterhood is
harder to decipher than a Maenad’s gibbering.
It was nothing less than an entrapment. Does that register with you?
Would you send one of your friends to try and seduce your woman?
Don’t tell me that, it makes sense to them. I don’t know what their
arrangement was, and more importantly, I don’t want to know.
This friend of hers was good. She was subtle and blatant all at once. You
know the phrase ‘Sugar and Spice’? That’s right. With any of my brothers
she would have been the lamb delivered straight into the lion’s maw.
With me, well, on hindsight I should have known there was already
someone who knew how to take advantage of a gentleman.
I was feeling a bit under the weather, as I always did every Summer
Solstice. You know, the longest-day-shortest-night thing. I should not
have gone for the walk. It didn’t go the way she planned. Somehow I
think we had a connection. I’m not saying something happened, I’m not
saying nothing happened, and I’m not my brother, either of them. But
who knows, maybe there’s a little bit of charm the old man left me. Now
you may have heard the stories that go around about what happened.
Well, I don’t know, maybe I’m some sort of celebrity somewhere. You
make your own judgement.
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That is what we all do. We hear a popular story, we find out more behind
what everyone says, we make our own judgement.
What was disturbing was what happened after. The Missus wasn’t too
happy about the way it went, and exacted some kind of retribution on her
friend. It was a terrible thing to do, enough to make everyone rethink
their friend status. I can’t even look at a flower now without bringing back
the whole fiasco. Here’s to the poor girl.
Ah. That washed a bit off the bad taste.
You are aware that they’re not fighting for equality, right? All this new
idea of empowerment is not about them wanting to be treated on the
same level as men. When it’s time for the rewards to be given or for
opinions to be heard, they want to be with the men, indistinguishable
from the men. When their work can be seen and admired and praised,
they want to be seen toiling. But come the time when the job is messed
up, when the sink is sinking, they’re all suddenly their fathers’ little girls;
they’re the ‘women’ as in the ‘women and children first’. You know what I
mean?
I knew you’d ask that. It was going to come to that sooner or later. People
usually hesitate to mention it, but they really shouldn’t fear me for that. It
has been so long. And to answer your question, no, she’s given me
neither son nor daughter. I don’t have an heir, if you will. It is not very
often that we… well, it’s not often at all.
Many times I have imagined – nay, figured out – that at her mother’s
place where they gather all her sisters together, they would do nothing
else other than pat one another on the back about how that is a victory
over me. Here’s to their triumph, their hiding not of Death from Life, but
of Life from Death.
I have so many nephews and nieces I can barely count them all. I’m sure
there are more popping out even now. I don’t hate them, I don’t love
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them; they are just who they are. Every now and then I run into one of
them and I feel obliged to play the Uncle From Hell again. Well, someone
has to do it. It is some kind of familial role, I guess. We are sticklers for
these things. Go figure.
What’s that? No, I’m not offended. It’s a legitimate question, a good one.
It’s just that we don’t work the way you folks do. We don’t change things
– not without terrible consequences. I can’t just end this. You think she
wants this to end, after getting addicted to all the benefits of being my
wife? She has a really good deal going now, and it doesn’t take an oracle
to see that. Most importantly, she knows what a terrible, terrible thing it
is to incur my unholy ire. Oh no, I don’t mean getting me angry. I mean
provoking my wrath. There is a fine line and she knows.

I have so many nephews and nieces I can
barely count them all.

At the end of the day, if you’d forgive the cliché, there is the night. And
sooner or later everyone comes to me. Everyone.
Right now she can boast about how she is all woman, all aspects of the
feminine archetype. She can make it a statement about how she handles
all her roles, like that word you people use – multi-task? I have to tell that
to Briar. Multi-task. Really. He will get a good laugh out of that. When he
says he has got his hands full, he has got his hands full.
Multi-task indeed.
You keep hearing about how she is a ‘woman of all seasons’. Well, I say,
how about a ‘wife of one’?
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Is it getting colder? Gah! Look at the time. If I didn’t know better I would
say good times are wasted on the miserable. Can you imagine it’s the
start of Spring and there is so much to do?
Tisi, you ready? We have a boat to catch.
Now you enjoy the rest of the evening here, my good man. I have to get
things in motion again. The wailing and gnashing of teeth won’t start
themselves, you know? And I have to feed the dog, too. When it’s hungry,
it’s extra grouchy, and nobody likes that. The pint? Don’t worry about it.
We will probably not meet again for quite a while. Just remember not to
drive tonight. And don’t run with scissors. Heh!
Until then, the night waits.

Grey is a mild-mannered IT guy by day who puts on a mask to fight his
stories by night. He has not won any significant prize for his struggles and
constantly worries that he will never be able to finish off the novel he's
been pounding at for the longest time.
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Why did you get into web development? Was it due to personal
interest, or a friend's advice, or circumstances (or a thunderstorm
rumbled in the distance and you decided this is it)?
I first got into web design when I was in college. I had taken an interest in
the subject when my next-door-neighbour had shown me some of the
things he had built. He was much younger than me, but already had a
sound knowledge of PHP (PHP: Hypertext Preprocessor. It's a recursive
acronym.) and I was amazed at what he could create with it. I was
studying the International Baccalaureate at college, which proved to be a
very difficult 6 subjects, but I still managed to find time to hit the library
and read up on as much as I could about HTML (HyperText Markup
Language). That’s where it all started for me, creating simple web pages
in pure HTML.

One line of CSS compared to multiple lines
of HTML and JavaScript is an absolute
blessing.

Alex Hall is a web developer in the United Kingdom. He is proficient in
HTML, CSS, PHP and other acronyms that you probably don’t need to
know about but make your website usable and beautiful. He writes on
web development at www.devseo.co.uk, and you can also find useful
website tools there. You can also follow him on Twitter @devseo
I am delighted to have an interview with him. Here we go.
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However, what really captivated me to the industry was CSS (Cascading
Style Sheets). During my two years at University I learnt this ‘new
technology’ called CSS, which was described to me as a way to separate
content and design when it comes to web sites and I was absolutely
enthralled! As well as writing and building as much as I could I also did as
much reading as I could about the subject, which led me to Web
Standards, Eric Meyer and the goal for perfection. And that is one of the
strongest pulls in web design for me, creating a website that adheres to
as many standards as possible, whilst being functional in its entirety, yet
still a pleasure to use.
Now, I think what keeps me interested in web design and development is
the changes that have come about recently, especially with regards to
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CSS3 and HTML5. It is quite simply amazing, the things you can do
natively in supported browsers compared to the pain we, as designers,
had to go through in order to get the simple effects of ‘rounded corners’
or ‘drop shadows’. One line of CSS compared to multiple lines of HTML
and JavaScript is an absolute blessing. And the way things are looking to
change in the future ensures my part in it!
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debugging someone else’s 10 year old code, or dealing with those clients
that know more about your job than you do.

What percentage of time do you spend on each aspect of your work?
For example, between image creation/editing, design, coding
(JavaScript, HTML, CSS, and PHP)?
What are the tools you use in your work, be it physical or software?
What's the one tool you can't live without?
I code all of my projects in PHPEdit (www.phpedit.com), and pretty much
always have. I found that its autocomplete functions saved me plenty of
time and headaches where you’d normally find missing braces and
brackets! But also its project management functionalities are perfect
when working as part of a team as it supports SVN
(subversion.apache.org, Apache Subversion) and project collaboration,
informing you if files have changed since you last edited them. I’m sure
there are plenty of other editors out there, but once you’re used to
something it’s hard to try something else.

I would say the one ‘tool’ I can’t work without
is music.
I would say the one ‘tool’ I can’t work without is music. Every time I code
something new, or improve the old there is music in my ears. In fact, even
now I’m listening to music. It helps me concentrate, as strange as that
may sound, and certainly makes the more monotonous parts of the job
(of which there are always some) a lot easier to bear. In particular I like to
listen to Jason Mraz as the acoustic melodies keep me calm in the face of
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If I’m honest, I’m not much of a designer. It’s one of those things you
simply have to have a flair for, and I don’t. I think my design for DeVSeO is
about the most challenging, but certainly the most gratifying I have ever
created. In most cases I will try to get someone else to do the design, but
if I leave it to myself I will spend as little time on it as possible as I think
I’m more likely to live longer that way!

No matter how thorough you begin a new
project you will find that you always have to
go back and re-write sections
Depending on the project the most amount of time is spent on coding.
That is closely followed by debugging or changing that code. No matter
how thorough you begin a new project you will find that you always have
to go back and re-write sections, either for optimisation or because the
project has changed. Of course some projects I have worked on in the
past seem to have had most of the time spent on planning and agreeing
on the way the site should look and work. It really does depend. Of
course, if you’re writing a more complicated site that requires a
framework you’re bound to spend most of your time on that. I remember
one particular project I worked on took months to finish, but after its

Singularity | October 2010
release as a product, years were spent on adding to it and improving
what was already there.
I think, in general, I would spend as little as 10% on a design, possibly a
further 10% on image creation (the beauty of both of these is that you
can create a template that can be used over and over again), and then
50% on coding. The other 30% would be used for the stages around this,
which include planning (10-15%) debugging (10%) and improving (5-10%).

polymathprogrammer.com
And then, you’ve got team communication. Without that no group
project is going to work. And it’s not just about talking code, it helps a lot
if you’ve got a team that all agree on what the final product should be
and what it should do.

What is the most unusual/challenging project you have done?

You’ve got team communication. Without
that no group project is going to work.

What is the one skill that has been invaluable to you as a web
developer?
Communication. You get nowhere without communication. That goes for
all aspects of web development. You first need to get a grasp of the next
project you are going to be doing, and you need to make sure you
understand it as fully as possible before even starting. That is
communicating with the client, which can also prove to be the hardest
part of a project. I heard a story the other day where a client wanted their
web site ‘re-vamped’ and all they gave the designer was a 1997 template
they liked and 1 line of text! You can’t do anything with that!
Then when you have a product built you need to make sure that you
communicate it to its intended audience. There is no point in creating
something for someone that doesn’t immediately tell you what it is there
for. However, this can also prove to be challenging, but is certainly one
reason why I have a lot of respect for a good designer who can tell you all
you need to know about something simply by the way it looks.
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The most challenging project that I’ve done was also the first in my web
development career. The basic concept was to create a “site builder” that
allowed customers of the company I worked for to create, edit and
manage their own websites through a web-based interface. With a client
base of around 30,000 this was never going to be an easy task but the
major problems were that because it was web-based it had to work in all
browsers, had to work without JavaScript enabled and had to handle
huge amounts of data securely whilst making the whole thing as easy to
use as possible for the regular user.

[T]he major problems were that because it
was web-based it had to work in all
browsers
The first challenge was that I had little experience with PHP or JavaScript,
but relished the project because by the time it was released I had a sound
knowledge of both! However, the whole project was basically a learning
curve in coding and dealing with clients, co-workers and senior members
of the company. It was also one of the hardest sites I’ve ever to build, to
this day, to get it to work correctly and effortlessly in IE6.
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I don’t think I’ve ever really worked on a particularly unusual project, but
I’m currently working on something a little different to my normal
regime. The company I currently work for are looking to build a ticketing
system for their IT team to manage users' IT-related problems. Because
the company uses Firefox as a preference I offered to build them a Firefox
Add-on that would allow them to submit, discuss and manage tickets for
the company. It’s something a little different, but very enjoyable for me
and lets me try something a little different.

I thank Alex for granting me an interview, and I hope you learnt
something from it. Visit Alex at DeVSeO (www.devseo.co.uk) for more
information. You can also follow Alex on Twitter at @devseo
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This is a continuation of the article from the September issue. For ease of
understanding, I’ve put in the chart of katakana characters here as well.

polymathprogrammer.com

a
ka
ga
sa
za
ta
da
na
ha
ba
pa
ma
ya
ra
wa
va
ng

ア
カ
ガ
サ
ザ
タ
ダ
ナ
ハ
バ
パ
マ
ヤ
ラ
ワ
ヷ
ン

イ
u ウ
キ
ku ク
ギ
gu グ
シ
su ス
ジ
zu ズ
チ
tsu ツ
ヂ
zu ヅ
ニ
nu ヌ
ヒ fu/hu フ
ビ
bu ブ
ピ
pu プ
ミ
mu ム
yu ユ
ri リ
ru ル
wi ヰ
vi ヸ
vu ヴ

i
ki
gi
shi
ji
chi
ji
ni
hi
bi
pi
mi

e
ke
ge
se
ze
te
de
ne
he
be
pe
me

エ
ケ
ゲ
セ
ゼ
テ
デ
ネ
ヘ
ベ
ペ
メ

re レ
we ヱ
ve ヹ

o
ko
go
so
zo
to
do
no
ho
bo
po
mo
yo
ro
wo
vo

オ
コ
ゴ
ソ
ゾ
ト
ド
ノ
ホ
ボ
ポ
モ
ヨ
ロ
ヲ
ヺ

Now in the last article, I didn’t quite explain how learning just katakana
will help you in Japanese. Imagine you’re a tourist in Japan. Signs (in the
airport, on the street) might be in katakana. Tourist attractions might be
named in katakana on brochures. Magazines usually have lots of katakana
characters because global trends and issues are discussed.

In the September issue, I gave a few examples for you to translate. I
deliberately left out something. Some of the katakana characters are
written smaller, and they have a slightly different meaning. They are:
ァ, ィ, ゥ, ェ, ォ, ヵ, ヶ, ッ, ャ, ュ, ョ, ヮ

Sure it will not help you in understanding everything, but you’ll at least be
better than knowing nothing.

Understand that the Japanese language doesn’t have the range of vowel
sounds in English, so certain pronunciations are “made”. For example,
there’s no “ti” as in “Timothy” (they have chi チ ). For this, they combine

テ and ィ to form ティ (not te-i). The smaller forms augment the
katakana in front of them, almost like replacing the “vowel” part.

16

Singularity | October 2010
For normal purposes, you only have to know the vowel-like sounds ァ, ィ,
ゥ, ェ, ォ,ャ, ュ, ョ (a, i, u, e, o, and ya, yu, yo) and ッ. The last one acts
as a “stop” sound (I can’t remember the proper term for it). I’ll explain
with an example later. Let’s look at our examples from the September
issue:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

シングラリティー
ポリマス ・ プログラマー
ワールド ・ カップ
ネックレス
コンピューター

The first one translates to shi-ng-gu-ra-ri-ti-i. Or “Singularity”! The next
one translates to po-ri-ma-su pu-ro-gu-ra-ma-a. The middle dot signifies a
space between words (because the Japanese language has no concept of
a space). And we get... “polymath programmer”! Note that there’s no
“th” sound in Japanese, so typically “su” (ス) is used as a replacement.
The third example uses that stop sound we talked about. We have
wa-a-ru-do ka-(stop)-pu. I refer to it as the stop sound, because it cuts
short the vowel pronunciation of the previous katakana character. That
example translates to “world cup”. Notice how you would pronounce the
word “cup”. It’s short. But in Japanese, the length of pronunciation for
each katakana (or even hiragana) is the same (relatively speaking), so to
shorten the ka カ sound, we have this ッ. I’m probably mangling this
“stop sound” concept from what it’s supposed to be, but you’re here just
to learn how to understand some katakana words, right?
The fourth example translates to ne-(stop)-ku-re-su, or “necklace”. Note
the stop sound.
The fifth example combines the “smaller” vowels with a lengthening. It
translates to ko-ng-piu-u-ta-a, or “computer”.
As you can see, with your existing knowledge of English (and even other
languages), and some imagination, you can understand most, if not all the
katakana words. Wait, knowing English is not enough? Yeah. Remember
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that katakana is used typically to represent foreign words. That means
non-Japanese words, and not necessarily English words.
For example, チャーシュー translates to chia-a-shiu-u, which is actually
two Chinese words spoken in Cantonese (yes, it can get confusing...)
meaning “barbecued pork”. The Chinese words are 叉烧 pronounced
“cha shao”, and in Cantonese, they’re pronounced as “cha siu”.
And now for the challenge... ハリー・ポッターと不死鳥の騎士団
“I can’t read that!” you say. Give it a go anyway.
The first part translates from ハリー to ha-ri-i. The second translates
from ポッター to po-(stop)-ta-a. The rest seems gibberish. No, gibberish
is not a new language spoken by the Gibbers... So what do we have?
Ha-ri-i po-(stop)-ta-a ... “Harry Potter”! Now at least we’re getting
somewhere...
The と is a hiragana character and in this case, means roughly “and”, as in
“apples and oranges”. If you know Chinese, then you might recognise
不死鳥 to mean “no die bird” literally, or “a bird that doesn’t die”.
Hmm... what kind of bird doesn’t die? A phoenix (it’s actually 凤凰 in
Chinese, but we’re digressing…). 騎士団 means “order of knight” or
“knight’s order”. So, yeah, we may not know how to pronounce the kanji
characters correctly in Japanese, but we can guess at the meaning, which
is what we’re after anyway.
So combining all that together, if you’re a fan of Rowling’s work (or even
if not), you get “Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix”. Even if you
didn’t get the rest, at least you know it’s something about Harry Potter.
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death estimation becomes (more) inaccurate with the liver temperature
method.
Putting aside the actual temperature figures and the validity of the
method, why is the liver chosen? Why not oral temperature, or ear
temperature, or *ahem* rectal temperature?
Because heat is mainly produced by the liver (and muscle contractions) 2,
and the liver forms part of the core organs of the human body, and needs
a narrow temperature range so essential enzymatic reactions can occur 3.
With a narrow temperature range, this means the liver temperature is
more “constant” and thus more accurate.

You walked into the room. The air smelt stale, the kind you breathed in
after opening some forgotten room where old books, toys and memories
were stored. You shivered, and pulled your jacket tighter for warmth.
Your colleague was already taking pictures. Watching where you step,
you move to the object of your colleague’s attention. There in the centre
of the room, was a body lying in a pool of blood.

Now I live in sunny (scathing, sweaty, scorching) Singapore, and the room
temperature is about 27 °C. That means we have maybe 6 hours. But
don’t you get ideas that you can get away with murder easier in the tropic
region than in the temperate region. I’m sure the forensics experts have
more up their sleeves to catch bad guys.

1. http://www.exploreforensics.co.uk/estimating-the-time-of-death.html
2. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_homeostasis
Watching those crime shows, I understood that one of the most
important facts to catching the killer was time of death or TOD. It’s not
always an exact science, but even an estimated time of death can narrow
down a list of suspects significantly.
One of the oft used methods was using liver temperature. The body cools
at a regular rate till it is the same as the temperature around it (room
temperature). The average adult’s liver temperature is around 36.8 °C,
give or take 0.7 °C.
Assuming a room temperature of 22 °C (which is very low), and that heat
loss is about 1.5 °C per hour 1, we have just under 10 hours before time of
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3. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Normal_human_body_temperature
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have a nice day!
If you enjoyed this issue of Singularity, feel free to share the magazine
through email, blog or other means. You’re given the right to print and
distribute the magazine electronically provided you don’t change any of
the content or charge for it.

You can find out more about the magazine at
http://polymathprogrammer.com/singularity/

If you find interesting stories and topics, you can send them to
singularity@polymathprogrammer.com and I'll write an article about it. If
you want to submit articles and feedback, send them to the same email
address. Remember, this is a magazine for you.

A publication of Polymath Programmer
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