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NITA BOURLAND

The morning sun fell bright into my eyes as I heard the buzz of the alarm clock. I winced and slowly opened my eyes.

“Not another Monday!” I frowned as I remembered what a great weekend I had.

I could hear the whinny voices of my two teenagers as they argued in the next room as I poured my black coffee and bit into a piece of burnt toast.

Not my idea of a great breakfast. Why could I not have a wife who loved to fix a big breakfast of eggs, pancakes and juice? I had dreamed of having that type of wife before marriage, but she just was not that type. I was lucky to get a hamburger for dinner, forget the home cooked meals I had imagined.

I rushed out the door, not looking forward to my morning drive to work. It always consisted of angry, frustrated and late commuters, thus resulting in traffic jams and traffic tie ups. So glad I was leaving early, maybe would even have time to stop at Starbucks or McDonalds.

I walked into the office, past George Grump, who was slumped quietly over his desk.

“Hi. How are you?” I greeted, only to be ignored, not even a smile or a look in my direction.

Hummm. Why, I contemplated, did Mr. Grump get a promotion and I was overlooked? Oh well. Only 4 years, 3 months and 29 days until I can retire and be outta the work force.

Just then I saw a flash of pink roll swiftly by my desk. It was Lucy Late. What? I thought, why is she always late? The nerve of her being late every day and I am always here, being overlooked and overworked...hump...only 4 years, 3 months, 29 days.

I booted my computer and sat there staring at the screen as it started up. Each icon slowly, individually staring brightly at me. My, how simpler life was before computers.

Should I play Candy Crush or work on contracts? Hummm, Mr. Doolittle was not due in for another hour and after all I have had to deal with already, as I thought of George and Lucy, I began my game. I started another level of Candy Crush as I kept my eyes peeled towards the door.

4 years, 3 months, 29 days.

Suddenly the door burst wide open and there stood Mr. Doolittle. He was tall and big and no one wanted to be face to face with him. He was very intimidating.

As he thundered towards the door he bellowed, “I need everyone in my office NOW!”

Oh no, I thought, by the tone it’s not going to be good! We do not have that many meetings and if Mr. Doolittle calls one it usually means trouble and is serious. As we all filed into his office the air was quiet and stiff. What now, I contemplated?

“Let’s get right to the point of this meeting!” Boomed Mr. Doolittle in a strong, stern voice. “Profits are low, expenses are high and we are going to have to cut personnel.”

I saw a tear from Lucy Late’s cheek.

Mr. Doolittle continued, “We are first going to ask for volunteers to take Early Outs. You can let me know as soon as possible to avoid cuts.”

Cheryl Childless piped up, “I will take the first Early Out! I’ve been working a long time. I am tired and I have no children to care for like Lucy does!”

Lucy gave her a smile of gratitude.

My heart sank...first off, I never knew Cheryl was childless...poor thing. I just thought everyone had kids...I guess I am truly blessed. I also never knew about Lucy’s children and that it was the reason for her lateness. I had been so caught up in my world I never looked around me.

“How many children do you have?” I questioned.

“Four,” Lucy answered shyly. “My husband passed two years ago and it’s been a struggle. I could not make it without this job.”

“Me neither,” blurted in George Grump. “I haven’t told many, but my wife has cancer and the medical bills are high. I know I have not been pleasant to work with, but...”quivering voice broke.

I thought about my teenagers and how blessed I was to have kids and if I were home how I could spend more time with them. I also thought about my tired wife and all the mornings I could have breakfast ready for her.  

“I will take an Early Out!” I heard myself say, “After all. I only have 4 years, 3 months and 29 days.”

“Great!” exclaimed Mr. Doolittle. “That’s enough. The rest of you can be assured you’ll keep your jobs!”

We filed out with smiles and hugs, even Mr. Grump.

Early retirement! The sound of it sounded really good. After all, I had a healthy wife, I was blessed with two teenagers and a ton of other blessings! My how your perspective on life can change in a moment!

I approached my desk, not to clean it out, but to finish as many contracts as I could before my final day to early retirement.

Yes, I have a ton of Blessings and a New Perspective on life.
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KURT CAMPBELL

In the 1990’s, the world was phasing out chlorofluorocarbons, chemicals containing chlorine and fluorine, to protect the Earth’s ozone layer. The United States Navy had 850 shipboard chillers using a chlorofluorocarbon slated for extinction. A large chemical company offered to sell them a drop-in, ozone-friendly fluorocarbon replacement, Refrigerant 236fa. The refrigerant was perfect for submarines; it was nontoxic, nonflammable, and cooled efficiently. It was expensive but would save the Navy five hundred million dollars in chiller replacement costs. The new refrigerant was tested in naval chillers, worked well, and was ordered in multi-ton quantities for use in all the seaboard chillers.

Refrigerant 236fa was a brand new chemical, produced only in inefficient small-scale batches, and now the large chemical company had to figure out how to supply the tons of refrigerant needed.  To produce it in high purity, the refrigerant manufacturer needed a second chemical as a feedstock; a chemical containing six chlorine atoms attached to a propane molecule, in specific molecular positions they could run through a commercial-scale fluorination reactor. The new feedstock chemical was called 6CP.

A small chemical company experienced in chlorocarbon production contractually agreed to make the tons of 6CP needed. They initially believed 6CP would be moderately toxic but animal testing proved otherwise.

6CP killed pregnant mice at low doses. At lower nonfatal doses, absorbable through the skin, 6CP caused chemical leukemia; it damaged the T-cells in their bone marrow, diminishing their ability to produce red and white blood cells. In minuscule amounts, the first symptom of 6CP exposure was observed in male mice. It liquefied their testicles.

At a meeting with the employees on the 6CP project, a toxicologist explained that in many instances animal results are not applicable to humans. But in this case, mice have “robust reproductive systems.”  Simply put, it’s mice that have balls of steel, not men. The health effects on human testicles was expected to be as bad or worse than in male mice.

Thus, a new standard of personnel protection went into the design of the 6CP plant and its operating procedures - policies called “Zero Contact” and “No Environmental Impact.”  Within the plant’s boundaries, men were suited up in hooded white Tyvex suits, neoprene gloves, and boots capable of repelling liquid 6CP. Tools were left at the plant and not used anywhere else. Workers breathed bottled air when equipment had to be opened and wore respirators containing activated carbon most other times. Women who could become pregnant were not allowed in the plant.

As a Research and Development chemist at the small chemical company, I built and maintained a 6CP area monitor. It continuously measured low parts per billion levels of 6CP in air from thirty locations around the plant site. The 6CP results went straight to the plant’s computer systems and activated alarms if the air concentrations were high.

After the plant started up and had produced 6CP successfully, an operator told me he was amazed how sensitive my monitor was. Earlier in the day, it had kept showing elevated 6CP levels, 12 parts per billion, on a particular point.

So he snooped around the plant in his Tyvek suit, noted the direction of the Kansas wind, and found a damp spot on a metal flange near a bolt, several yards upwind of the elevated location. It wasn’t dripping or obviously leaking but he tightened the bolt a little anyway. The 6CP concentration dropped down to almost zero parts per billion. The analyzer’s performance was impressive enough that company management came by and gave me a check for $5,000.

The company had mandatory checkups on testicular health for 6CP plant employees. Sperm samples were collected and checked for viability under the microscope. Fresh samples were preferred for accurate results.

Testicular hardness was also measured routinely. As a person who entered the plant regularly to maintain the air analyzer but was employed by Research and Development and not the 6CP plant, I was given the option of participating in the testicular monitoring program or not. I didn’t work with liquid 6CP so testing wasn’t really needed. Curious, I asked one of the maintenance workers in the program how they tested the hardness of one’s testicles.

The gentlemen said, “They have this spring loaded gadget.”  He raised his forefinger, curled it back with his thumb, and then flicked it like one tests the ripeness of a watermelon, “That kinda thumps them.”

Didn’t sound like anything I wanted to do, so I declined the monitoring program. But I was tempted to have my sperm viability checked. The way I looked at it, this would be the only time in my life that a legitimate company would pay me to pleasure myself during normal working hours and I’d have a story to tell for the rest of my life.

Think of what it’d look like on a resume.

And a prospective employer asking me about it in a job interview.

My response. “Yes, the company knew what I was doing. They encouraged it. Their only request was that I leave a sample.”

After the 6CP plant had been running for sometime, a lady from another department stopped me in the hall, knowing I had been out there, and asked me how things were going. I explained we had made many tons of product, shipped them off, the big chemical company had used them successfully to make refrigerant, and had paid us millions. I finished with, “Even better, all the guy’s testicles are doing fine.”

Apparently, she wasn’t aware of 6CP’s health effects because she looked at me like I was a slimy alien from outer space. Her jaw dropped and she lost her voice; nose wrinkled up. As I walked away, she sputtered something like, “Why would I want to know that?”

After a few years, the Navy got the quantities of refrigerant they needed, our contract was filled, and the 6CP plant was shut down. As far as I know, no one was injured by exposure to it.

At the small chemical company, we worked with hazardous chemicals all the time - toxic elemental chlorine, explosive hydrogen gas, caustic sodium hydroxide capable of removing skin on contact. We always handled hazardous chemicals safely, yet knew accidents could happen and we could get hurt.

Keeping a sense of humor helped relieve the stress of working daily with those risks. I saw the best example of that humor when I visited our company’s sodium chlorite plant before 6CP production had started. Dave, an operator in the control room, had volunteered to work in the 6CP plant when it was under construction. I asked him why since the new chemical sounded scary to be around. He explained he’d rather work with 6CP wrapped in Tyvex than sodium chlorite. 6CP couldn’t catch on fire and then burn explosively like rocket fuel. Sodium chlorite can.

As I left the control room, I passed by a bulletin board hung near the door and noticed a small slip of paper tacked near the bottom. I read it and realized one of Dave’s coworkers had written it, offering words of encouragement on his move to the 6CP plant.  A copy is below.
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SARA CARDON

“Kill ‘em!” Carrie shouted at the top of her lungs as she plunged her stick into the steaming tar.

“Die! Die!” I retaliated.

My older sister and I fought the black monster waging war on every house on the block. The tar on the sides of the road seemed ready to bubble and burst. I pictured it creeping up the sidewalk in splats and splatters. This could not be. Carrie and I stabbed the living tar with our sticks and moved its brains around like peanut butter.

“All right, everyone in the car. We’re ready to go.”

We dropped our sticks and ran to the car. Dad buckled me up so the seat belt wouldn’t burn me. We drove from our green neighborhood into a more crowded part of town. A myriad of billboards couldn’t distract from the lush green trees, grass and colorful flowers.

“When we get to the mall, if you girls are really good, we’ll get you a treat. Fair enough?” Mom called.

“Yeah!” Carrie and I shouted in chorus. Really, I didn’t have to answer. Carrie always responded for me. Talking didn’t frighten Carrie, my brave older sister. I recalled how Carrie came to my defense and confronted an angry adult when I rode another kid’s tricycle. She did a good job as my spokeswoman, so I happily let her talk for me.

We arrived at the mall, a massive building in my mind. Carrie took my hand as we walked inside. Being only four-years-old, I simply followed with no expectations or places I wanted to go. The stores soon became monotonous as we passed by them, went inside this one, and thought about coming back to that one. I began to daydream to pass the time. I smelled caramel popcorn and that got my attention. We stopped to look at a candy store window, brightened by lights and full of chocolates and colorful sweets. I was fascinated. I placed my hands against the cool glass hoping, somehow, to get a little closer to what was inside. How wonderful it would be to eat as much candy as I wanted. Why didn’t we open a candy store? I will one day, I thought.

I looked away to ask for a treat. Gazing around for a minute, I had no luck spotting Mom, Dad or Carrie. A thought crept into my mind slowly, taking it’s time to form and sink in. They lost me. I got lost. I tried it out in my mind. As the thought solidified, an odd sensation began, something lodged in my throat but still plummeted to my stomach. I swallowed. I circled back to the cheery window display. The lights, now surrounded by watery hazy balls, confused me. I squinted, then blinked hard, wiping my eyes with my fists. Forgetting the candy, I frowned, searching my mind for important safety rules. Stay where you are. That was one of them. I could do that. Tell a police officer or adult. I counted up as high as I could, then turned to study the rush of people. 

In the arched entrance of the mall, his silhouette looming from the bright sun behind him, towered a policeman. I watched him cautiously. I pondered walking over to tell him my predicament. I could imagine him looking down, far down, to see me tapping his leg, a scowl on his face, hands on his waist next to the gun belt. The thought stopped me short and I shivered. Maybe Carrie could look a giant in the eye, but not me. Besides, I’m sure I did something wrong today and he would know. He would put me in jail. No, I was a big girl and would handle this myself. I resolved to stay and wait.

My family would notice they left me. They would eventually notice I was missing, I nodded my head. I couldn’t be lost – forever. Surely they didn’t plan to leave me. On purpose. Did they? I began to feel weak and panicked. I froze as stiff as a Popsicle. Two boys walked out of the candy store, one holding a bag of sweets up high while his brother tried jumping to grab it. I recalled Carrie snickering, “You weren’t born into our family. We found you on the doorstep!”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Uh huh! That’s why you have red hair and the rest of us don’t!”

What if that was true and I followed along until they decided they didn’t want me anymore? Why did I have red hair? What if Mom and Dad kept it a secret about finding me? Carrie probably knew what really happened, she’s so much older than I am. Carrie looked honest. She didn’t hit me much, played with me, and Mom says she even potty trained me. So a part of me believed her, not knowing who to trust, my sister or my parents. I also hated my red hair. The boys dodged into another store and out of sight.

Across the hall stood a slender woman with short brown hair and a handbag slung over her shoulder. My mom! I took a deep breath, but before I could let it out she moved farther into the store. I hurriedly shuffled across the hall that stretched on forever between safety and me. I caught up to her in a small aisle of breakable objects and crossed my arms so I wouldn’t bump the shelves. Treading behind her, relief washed over me. I felt shielded again, and safe, and began to relax as we looked at polished glass objects. The store smelled of candles and potpourri. The music playing softly above soothed me. I reached for my mother’s arm.

“Well, hello there sugar.” The voice hit me like a water gun attack. I leapt a few steps away from the perpetrator. Embarrassment and shock, along with frustration from not knowing where I was supposed to be, overwhelmed me.

“What’s a matter? Where’s your momma and daddy?”

I shrugged my shoulders and released my hands from their tight grasp to show open palms.

“Well, bless your heart. What’s your name sweetie?” Her voice softened.

I narrowed my eyes but responded. “Sawa.”

“What is it?”

“Sawa.”

“Sara?”

I nodded.

“Well, honey, let’s see if we can find your momma and daddy, okay?”

I nodded my head up and down and took her extended hand. We walked a little ways outside the store. I tightened my grip.

She crouched down. “Where do you live now, Sara?” 

“Knoxville.”

“Do you know where in Knoxville you live?”

“Um. Tennessee.”

“Okay. Okay, good. Can you remember your address – the number – of where you live? No? That’s all right.”

I somehow sensed this woman felt as lost as me. We kept dragging our feet back and forth in front of the same stores. After a few times doing this she took me to go buy a drink. The pretty woman then gave me a big piece of purple bubble gum. In between asking me questions, most of which I answered by shaking my head, she showed me how to blow bubbles. I desperately wanted my family. The mall was crowded and as noisy as a highway, and I feared they wouldn’t find me.

I thought back to the baby bird we found dead under the big tree in our backyard. I felt grief-stricken that the baby had fallen so far from the shimmering leaves and branches of his home. Did the momma bird try looking for her baby? I wanted my dad. We buried that baby bird in the moist soil.

Suddenly hands encompassed my shoulders.

“Sara. Oh, sweetie!” Dad’s voice rang. “We didn’t mean to leave you. Are you okay? Were you scared? Give me a hug.” My dad’s voice played like music to my heart. I leapt up in my seat and gave him a bear hug.

“Sara has been really brave. We sat here talking and looking for you folks. I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t take her to someone. This mall is so small and I thought surely you’d have no problem spotting her, what with her beautiful red hair and all.”

“She is our special little girl.” Dad said as he stroked my head pressed deeply against his chest.

Maybe red hair is not so bad after all, I thought.
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