
A Chemist’s Fate
A recently departed very senior research
chemist was standing, dismayed, before
the gates of Hades. Satan was trying to
determine which hell was most appro-
priate when a violent argument broke
out far back in line. The devil, distract-
ed, waved the chemist through the
gates. “Go to the cavern on the right
and choose one of the two doors for
your punishment.” 

Somewhat befuddled, our chemist
entered the cavern and was confronted
by two doors. Opening the door on the
left, our chemist saw an endless row of
laboratory sinks surmounted by an infi-
nite pile of crusted glassware. Hunched
over each sink was a senior chemist
scrubbing away with a tiny bristle brush.
A laughing demon with a whip stood
behind each dammed soul and occasion-
ally flicked the lash. Shuddering, our
chemist moved on to the next hell. 

Behind this door, a pitted conference
table stretched out into infinity. Glazed-
eyed senior chemists sat sipping cold
coffee while a department head droned
on endlessly. Whenever one of the
chemists nodded off or looked away, a
demon giggled and jabbed the damned
soul with a pitchfork. Horrified, our
chemist shut the door. 

Looking around the cavern, our
chemist spotted a third door in a hidden
alcove. Behind this door was a glorious
laboratory complex. Senior chemists sat
in rows of window offices overlooking
landscaped gardens. Each office was
connected to a lab where hundreds of
graduate students were busily working.
As our chemist watched, a student

entered one of the offices and presented
a notebook. The elderly chemist looked
up with a scowl, took the lab book and
tossed it in a pile with a hundred others
and went back to reading a newspaper.
When the student mumbled something,
the old chemist jumped up and booted
the youth in the rear, laughing as the
student stumbled. 

Startled by the feel of a clawed hand
on one shoulder, our chemist turned.
“Well, which hell do you choose?” Satan
asked. Without a thought, our chemist
pointed to the alcove. The devil looked
momentarily puzzled, then burst out
laughing. 

“Oh, no. I’m afraid you can’t have
that one. That’s graduate student hell.”

—Mark S. Lesney

Microbial Mathematics
My 11-year-old daughter April now
knows quite some multiplication and
division in math. One day, we were
talking about the growth of bacteria.

She asked me how bacteria multiply. I
told her that if you feed them the right
food, bacterial cells divide. She said that
cannot be right because they cannot
multiply AND divide at the same time!
If they keep dividing, they will become
smaller and smaller and then disappear!

Linsheng Song

You Jest . . .
Two hydrogen atoms walk into a bar.
One says, “I’ve lost my electron.”
The other says, “Are you sure?”
The first replies, “Yes, I’m positive . . .”

Greg Hall
Benson, AZ

Quotation
There is no quicker way for a scientist
to bring discredit upon himself and 
on his profession than to roundly
declare . . . that science knows or soon
will know the answers to all questions
worth asking.

Peter B. Medawar ◆
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Please send your work-related stories to the
Editorial Office as listed on page 3. If your humor
is published, you will receive a Today’s Chemist at
Work souvenir.
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