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      Moon Zinc is a work of fiction based loosely on the confession of a stranger. Any resemblance to people real or imagined is purely coincidence or used without permission, in a fictional manner.

      I provide this story continuously free to do my part to educate people about what my research showed to be a much bigger issue than I initially imagined. It also secured me a writing fellowship that literally changed my life.
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      Moon Lotus pushed her slender frame through the crowded city streets of Guangzhou, growing more anxious as she drew closer to the shipping port.

      Rushing by a market stall, the Hakkapop music streaming from behind a beaded curtain made her slow down for a moment and lose herself in the soothing rhythm.

      Winking at her reflection behind mirrored aviators, the teenager admired her chao in the glimmering office windows. Her new animal print high tops were exceptionally stylish compared to the boring brown loafers she usually wore.

      With no time left for self-evaluation, she dodged in-between the endless pedestrians, bicycles and taxis honking their horns non-stop in the morning commute. Car exhaust, warm bodies and sesame oil mixed into a haze of gray that hovered over the high-rises, as the day grew warmer.

      She was already a half hour late for work at the factory and there was no acceptable excuse for it. The company bus left the dorm without her again.

      Her Yong Tau Foo had taken longer than she expected to prepare in the tiny communal kitchen, because she had to go out early and buy one necessary ingredient.

      Fish paste was more expensive than she remembered at the corner market, but she made do with a bottle she could afford. Then Moon shared the savory meal with her three female bunkmates, Nyuk, Chunhua and Liling.

      The other girl’s made fun of her for making such an old fashioned dish, but she was incredibly proud of her Hakka heritage. So much so, that she was fervent, almost obsessive about their teenage clutter. Trying to avoid breaking the energy channels she had been so careful to cultivate in their shared room, while utilizing the ancient art of Feng Shuí.

      Away from the minute social differences, they were all typical sixteen-year-old girls. Young, modern and hopeful, they sometimes pretended to be from Los Angeles when interesting boys tried to talk them up on the street. Using their first names only and snapping duck-faced selfies the way American movie stars do it in Hollywood.

      All of them were perfect strangers before the factory hired them to work in metal parts production.

      It began as a multi-school field trip, then the students took a short aptitude test and most were proclaimed fit for work.

      The lucky ones like Moon who made the cut, toiled together for fourteen hours a day in a manufacturing hall that stretched longer than an afternoon walk around Shamien Island.

      Finally she made it to the employee entrance of Sǐ Industrial Plant. She shoved open the metal door to the office where she had to scan her ID in every morning.

      Obtaining her first scowl of the day from Wu Huojin, the gatekeeper of them all.

      He stopped typing, squinted closely at the wall clock, then peered back at her with his Harry Potter style glasses sliding halfway down his nose.

      Wu was constantly in a crank, because it was inherently in his nature to be. It was fully in his rights to dock her pay; instead he chose to scald her.

      “Do not make excuses to me. What is it now Moon Lotus? Bad day… already? You are very behind, very behind. No break time for you, thoughtless girl! We must make our quota! This is not a charity!”

      The young man was never serene, always perching on the edge of his chair sipping lukewarm tea from an ancient cast iron teapot.

      Trying desperately in between his responsibilities to win at, Dungeon and Fighter on his company computer. Wu wasn’t all that old yet, but his chi was shriveled like dehydrated ginger root.

      Unruffled by his attack, she did not offer him another chance to continue his onslaught. Scanning her badge, Moon hastily slipped on her gray cotton overhauls. Then covered her loose, blue-black tresses with a disposable shower cap.

      She shoved her knockoff Gucci into the open shelf built into the wall.

      Doing a mock Praying Mantis towards Wu’s back, she stuck out her tongue.

      Then she scurried past the utility sink towards a windowless door that opened with the push of a giant, red, plastic button.

      Boom, hiss. Boom, boom, hiss. Boom, hiss.

      The automated die-casting machines always made heavy clunking noises, like a mogui’s beating heart. When Moon buzzed open the door, an intense odor hit her nostrils full blast.

      It was confirmed by the stench. Today was Tuesday. Her least favorite day of all.

      Machined metal parts rested next to each worker in screened bins. No chairs were allowed in the manufacturing hall, because sitting anywhere, except for the break room was unacceptable. It was best not to anyway. Because if she did, it was difficult to stay focused after a long, mind-numbing day of this factory work.

      One by one, the parts were to be placed by hand up to the elbows into vats of rancid goo. Protective gloves were too expensive for a thousand workers. And anyway, the company had already spent all the extra employee money this year on plastic safety glasses.

      Each worker prepared a noxious chemical bath of sulfuric acid and zinc powder and one part was placed in the center of the liquid for five minutes. It continued down the line until a diode or low-voltage electricity in an enclosed tube was inserted into another vat. A current changed the metal permanently to create a special hard coating.

      Moon shrugged herself into place, “Good morning. Sorry, sorry.” Mournfully greeting her counterparts with a nod on either side of her workstation.

      The others did not admonish her for tardiness. Instead their eyes were already dimming from the day that would stretch into another innocuous night of this process.

      The chemical jugs were full again and clunky when Moon lifted them up from underneath the counter. Mixing them as she had been taught, being careful not to splash anything on the floor. Concrete held the mixture in like a sponge and made the massive assembly hall smell even worse, if that was possible.

      The first elbow of metal she fished from the bin was so shiny it caught the sunlight coming in from the bank of windows built high into the wall. Playing a silly game, Moon pretended to wash the pieces like a child in a bubble bath. Quickly she drifted away into romantic fantasy.

      One day perhaps she would fall in love… then get married and have a baby to hold and care for. What joy! To plan weekend adventures to the zoo and delight in the giant pandas, tigers and golden monkeys. Simply having someone to sing to warmed her thoughts with the possibilities of being a woman, a mother and a wife.

      Then as quickly as it had arrived, the vision of her handsome, future husband sailed away, across the glimmering pool of liquid.

      Would her husband be kind? Would he toil here with her and enjoy her traditional cooking after a long day, in a real apartment? Or perhaps he might work for the government and she could finally return to school and become an English teacher?

      Slipping into her robotic pace, dreams popped like soap bubbles, then faded away. Moon focused, working with the least amount of movement to keep her energy level high.

      The boom, boom, boom of the machines in the adjacent room made a thumping rhythm for their work, as time crept forward.

      Moon’s right eye itched and burned when the acid ghost arose from the mixture when a piece of metal reacted. She used her shoulder, hunching her neck to send the annoyance away towards the vent above. It took too much time to scrub off her fingers with the harsh sanitizer in the bathroom.

      Situation averted. So she continued.

      Then a metallic clatter caught everyone’s attention. A woman dramatically threw down her metal piece; “I won’t let him treat me like this! Stupid, inconsiderate, I cannot pretend anymore!”

      The much older woman stormed off towards the break room. Following closely behind was the dark, ominous form of Madame Li, the strict supervisor for their team.

      Lover’s quarrels were common, just not out here. The woman would be most likely be relieved of her job for making a scene and talking, Li would most certainly see to that.

      Shrugging her shoulders with a sigh, Moon remembered seeing Chen, the worker’s boyfriend sneaking off.
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