Y DAD TALKED ME INTO WORKING AT THE MILL that sum-

mer, my last before college. A job in the steel industry paid
three times what [ made as a waitress downtown, so | was sold on
the idea after two or three phone calls. All year I'd never come home
from the diner with more than a sneeze of bills and loose change,
plus some fratty’s phone number crayoned across the back of an
orphaned receipt. All of my clothes smelled like two in the mom-
ing—spilt beer, burnt coffee, secondhand smoke, I'd often reminded
myself that all great artists started somewhere. A job at my dad's
mill, at least, promised a better start than what I had so far. When
May arrived and school ended, one branch on the oleander in my
mom’s yard “bloomed” for a day and then fell onto the driveway, like
a bride’s severed arm. My mom saw it happen and smiled. Figures.
Growing up in Alabama, she used to drown cats in the river.

“You could never kill those fuckers,” she once told me. “Hold
them with a stick for three minutes, five, eight, water gushing over
them. Their heads would pop right up as soon as you let go, and off
they scampered. Wish I had that kind of resilience. Anyway, killing
them wasn't my idea. My mom told me to do it. Cats spread disease,
she said. They were a total plague.”
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My last Saturday morning in Marietta, Georgia, the mountains
stood in the middle of my window as usual, bored and tired of being
covered with trees. My high school graduation gown swayed in the
closet. [t caught some wind from the open window and ballooned
out, a kind of momentary sail. T arose to spend a few minutes in the
shower and then, deciding to skip the day’s ceremony altogether, I
packed my clothes and art supplies into the backseat and mapped
the three-hour drive to Columbia, South Carolina, where my dad
had moved after my parents divorced a year earlier. Hoping to leave
without a prolenged goodbye, I didn't wake my mom.

I should have.

In a way, I didn’t have to. Her paintings did plenty of talking for
both of us. She’d hung them in the upstairs hallway, living room, den,
kitchen, everywhere. Someone died in every single one—victims of
various mill accidents. Men drowned in bowls of hot metal. They
dangled from construction cranes by nooses made of power cables.
Their crumpled bodies accordioned out of twelve-ton stacks of rebar.
In her recent masterpieces, the victims resembled my dad. They were
akind of voodoo, or maybe just wishful thinking. My mom once said
that Picasso never used the switchblade of cubism to draw the people
he loved. But there my dad lies, in a work entitled Ne. 7, limp on the
floor of an overstocked warehouse, his body peeled like an orange.

Was I next?

Even if I didn’t die in my mom’s paintings, the threats of a steel
plant were real. My dad had promised me I'd be safe. “Don’t worry,
Sarah. Only the dropouts have to work in the melt shop, and that’s
the most dangerous place,” he'd said over the phone. “You'll prob-
ably assist the receptionist in various ways."

“That’s thoughtful of you,” I said.

“Tknow”

Every time we talked long distance, I imagined his attention

Through the Pale Door 3

aimed at a calculator or some broken gadget he'd pried open. My dad
never quite looked me in the eye, Even when he did, he seemed to
be watching some part of the eye, a slash of black in the green iris or
a red scrawl on the white. I didn’t mind those parts of the eye, the
blood vessels. They reminded me of someone testing out a pen. Still,
I tried to make the people on the other end of my conversations feel
important. My dad somehow failed.

“You'll be safe,” he'd said, to finally reassure me. “I'll bet you won't

even lose a finger”

MY MOM HAD SKETCHED ME the afternoon I first told her about
working at the mill. She'd smiled acidly from her side of the kitchen
table, unwilling to share my enthusiasm. “You're eighteen, and your
dad wants you to start turning a profit. That's all. Now, raise your
head. Keep your hands still. And stop blinking”

Like a good model, I tried to speak without moving my lips. “Dad
says it’s worth the money”

“Let me tell you about your dad and money” My mom slashed
at her sketchbook. “Right before he was baptized, the preacher held
out a Bible and a twenty dollar bill. The preacher told him to pick
one. He picked the twenty”

“Mom, you haven’t been to church in twenty years. Do you really
care?”

She glared at her sketch, as if my image had just contradicted her.
“Your dad says he already had a Bible, and that's why. But he doesn’t
get it. The whole thing wasn’t about God. Stop blinking, Sarah. It
was about greed. We've argued for years.”

“Don’t I know that already? You guys argued all the time”’

“We always argued privately, in the bathroom or the garage,
never in front of you.”

“We're arguing about arguing”
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“You started.”

“About the whole Bible thing, isn’t he also standing up for what
he wants? If my dad wanted the twenty, then he did the right thing,
Besides, how can I not blink? You've been painting for thirty years,
and you've never complained about blinking,”

“The general act of blinking doesn’t bother me. It'’s you blink-
ing, here and now. So, stop. I don’t know why. Today; your blinking
bothers me. End of story”

“Would've been worse to take the Bible if he didn’t want it,”
I said.

“Go on,” she said, trying to hold her mug and charcoal in the
same hand. “I'm listening.”

“Good," I said. “The real issue is conformity. Taking the Bible, he
would've been doing what everybody wanted him to.”

“Don'’t give him that much credit,” she said. “What other people
want has never, in my opinion, factored into your dad’s thoughts.”
My mom suddenly slammed her sketch book on the table. “For
God’s sake, Sarah, stop blinking. Some people can stare without
blinking for up to an hour. You can stop blinking for twenty minutes,
can’t you? It’s not an unreasonable demand. So many people ask you
to do things. I'm simply asking you not to do something.”

That’s why my dad had left, I guessed. His wants trumped our
needs. The decision had nothing to do with his promotion or the fact
that my mom was insane, like an unwound ball of yarn, tangled and
sprawling, dangerous. She'd tried to kill him once, and me. Things
were better lately, though the social services woman came once or
even twice a month. In South Carolina you can decide at age sixteen

which parent you want to stay with, just like you can marry any man
you please. My dad had asked me to stay here and keep my mom’s
yarn clumped together.
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So that Saturday morning I simply packed my car and drove
straight to the plant. Three hours placed me on a shredded road that
carved across an obstacle course of train tracks and then plunged into
the woods. How a steel mill could hide out here in this forest baffled
me. Spanish moss hung so low from the oaks it nearly brushed the
top of my car. T could barely see beyond the next bend in the road
until, a mile or two down, the wilderness opened up and factory
buildings began to peek out from the treetops. 'The scene reminded
me of the books where explorers stumble onto a city ofruins in some
lush jungle.

Something screamed out from the distant steel plant, a whistle or
siren, and I imagined someone was being sacrificed. My mom had
done a series of paintings on that theme. She'd drawn my dad and
some of his mill friends, their hardhats transformed into ceremo-
nial headdresses, carving open young girls and boys and tugging out
their guts. I'd begged her to make me a sacrifice. She never did.

The road led to a wide concrete parking lot, half-filled with dingy
pickup trucks and trailers. [ parked and climbed out of my car. The
noise I encountered was thick and grainy, so loud it was like silence.
My dad wasn’t waiting up front like he'd said. But he'd left a uniform,
hard hat, and a pair of boots with the security guard. I tugged on
the boots. They had thick steel toes and an oversized steel tongue
that covered the entire top of each foot. I practiced walking in them.
‘Then the guard handed me a bright orange jacket and some safety
glasses and earplugs. The jacket was stiff, made from flame retardant
tabric. The guard laughed and said that someone could hold a torch
to me now and I wouldn’t catch fire.

“What if someone came after me with a flame thrower?” I said.
“Then that wouldn't be an accident,” he said. “So, you ever see a

man's lighter burst into flames in his pocket?”
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"No, do | want to?”

“We've got some footage in a safety video. It's pretty cool
to wateh.”

Waiting for my dad, I watched the mill through a fence, like
someone at a zoo. A trio of trucks rolled to a stop at the back of
the melt shop, where they dumped scrap into heaps. Giant claws
descended onto the heaps, grabbed handfuls of the scrap, and
dropped them. The scrap clattered into the furnace.

I remembered tours my dad had given when I was six or seven.
Generally, I knew how the plant operated. Inside the melt shop, a
furnace charged 80,000 volts of electricity through the scrap, turning
it into neon-red magma. The magma poured into a large metal bowl
called a ladle, which emptied into a castor, which then spewed the
magma into rectangular molds, forming billets. The billets cooled as
they slid out of the melt shop in long crimson bars. The billets were
then hefted up by a magnetic crane and carried to the rolling mill,
which crafted them into one of four products: rebar, flats, angles, and
channels. The various products wound up in everything from roofs
to bridges.

I found a note in my jacket pocket from my dad. He apologized
for the long wait, and told me that if he hadn’t arrived yet that I
should wait outside the “old” rolling mill.

This was informative.

After all, most of the buildings here looked old—worn and
scarred by a succession of decades. 'To find my desired location, I
had to follow the pointing fingers of helpful passershy. At a certain
pointI crossed a thin metallic bridge that cut between the melt shop
and billet yard. As I crossed the bridge, I glanced halfway up the melt
shop’s fagade and saw something truly remarkable for a steel mill. A
mural, which kicked open my eyes like rusty doors. T hadn’t expected
to see visual art out here. .
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The mural, the length of my arm span, portrayed a skeleton
giving birth to a baby skeleton the size of my palm. Both skeletons
were deep black against a wall of red, as if someone had welded them
together from strips of nighttime and held them over a fire. My mom
must've painted this, I thought, however unlikely. The deep, sharp
contours and curved diagonal lines resembled those in her work, but
somebody else must have done it. My mom couldn’t have come to
Columbia without telling me,

Another similarity lay in my own reaction. My stomach sud-
denly felt heavy and began to bulge. | felt the stab of pregnancy, as if
a razor-sharp fetus were cutting into the inside wall of my womb. If
this mural had played a song, it would've played the second part to
Stravinsky's Rife of Spring, “Dances of the Young Girls and Boys.”

I stopped a worker as his feet clanked across the metal bridge and
asked him if he knew who'd painted these brutal corpses.

The man had a mustache, like my dad, which he flattened with a
finger as he eyed me through dark sunglasses. “Nobody knows who
does them.”

“Them, as in more than one?”

The man’s head twisted left, and he pointed toward an alley.
Bright red steel trickled along a rough, ashy ground. Along the alley
walls, the mystery muralist had painted a dozen muscular gods
hammering crimson hot swords. My mom had never painted any-
thing this epic. I felt thrown backward in time five-thousand years.
I imagined the artist who'd painted these works to be a man with
thick vines for arms, carrying a paintbrush that weighed a hundred
pounds. I swooned.

“How can nobody know?” I asked the man in sunglasses.

He spread gravel with his foot, shrugging. “These paintings just
kind of show up. Nobody hires nobody to come out here!”

“He does this for free?”
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"Ifyou ask me, more than one got to be behind them things. Only
areallunatic would spend that much of his free time out here, though
| happen to think they brighten up the place some. Others ain’t too
fond. Plus, if whoever don't work here, they re liable to injure them-
selves and cost us some big bucaroonies.” The man glanced at his
watch and tipped his hard hat. “Well, nice talking to you, little miss.
But now I got to get back to work”

Maybe my dad had hired someone to paint the murals, I thought.
Or maybe one of my mom’ students had driven here out of homage.
Explanations were endless, but therefore useless. I walked on, trying
to pretend I hadn’t noticed anything.

When I reached the old mill, the place was overrun with grease-
coated men in jumpsuits. T navigated the crowd, looking for my dad,
but was greeted only by wave upon wave of dark, sooty grins.

One of the plant electricians told me that my dad had gone ount
to lunch with some important clients. 1 could return to the front gate
or, if Iwanted, I could sit here and watch them dissect the old rolling
mill. “Your dad masterminded this project. Last May he showed
everybody how we'd double production by building a new mill. We
finished construction a couple weeks ago, and he was right. We're
already seeing a rise in profits. So now we're gutting this old hunk of
crap, saving parts we can sell off”

“Makes sense;” I said. “Doesn’t my dad mastermind everything?”

The electrician smiled. Or I thought he did. I couldn’t quite tell,
really. Grime and soot had camouflaged his lips. “I reckon he does”

“By the way,” I said. “Do you happen to have any idea who's been
painting all of these murals?

“Miss, if you was to figure out that mystery, well, you'd have a
leg up on most folks.” He waved goodbye and rejoined the indistin-
guishable painted faces. I searched for a safe place to perch. But, no
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matter where I stood, I was always in the way. Men with wrenches
and power tools and chainsaws kept telling me where I'd be safer
before they pushed past me, grumbling blue-collar language.

The old rolling mill looked to be under siege. In addition to the
hoards coming and going on foot, more workers hung off an outer
wall, cutting through pipes and ducts with blow torches. The old
mill's insides glowed like thunderheads full of lightning. Sitting
down, I pulled a receipt from my pocket and sketched the scene
until someone told me 1'd best not look straight at the blow torches,
unless I wanted to go blind.

“Hey,” shouted one man, “we're about to park a dumpster right
where you be sitting, Better get out the way.”

When the man had guided me to a safe spot, he touched his
finger on his chin. The finger sponged off a patch of grime, leaving a
white splotch of clean skin. “Hmm, we got to find some place to put
the man-lift, too. I figure it'll have to go right here”

I asked, “What’s a man-lif?”

He pointed down the walkway at a machine on wheels that re-
minded me of a giraffe. At the head of the machine’s long neck was
a platform with yet another man on top, who controlled the vehicle
with switches and levers. The man-lift crawled forward. I walked
backward, trying to stay out of everyone’s way, until something
bleeped at me.

I had stepped inadvertently into the billet yard. An overhead
crane’s emergency lghts strobed as the operator leaned out of the
window. “Hey, watch out now.”

At first, I overlooked the dull gray swirls on the old mill’s star-
board side. This factory towered over the landscape, and so [ had to
walk backward fifty feet to follow the dynamic paths of these swirls to

discern their camulative image. Once I gained perspective, [ became
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entranced in these spirals. ‘They were a pair of eyes, enormous, like
the ones in litzgerald’s novel. But I guessed they didn’t symbolize
Gudl. No, something darker peered into me,

“Who are you?” I whispered.

After I'd given up on finding my dad, or a safe place to wait
for him, I went for a long walk around the plant, hoping to pass
the time.

I'd forgotten how much space steel needed. A quarter of a mile
placed me before the new rolling mill, a long rectangular block with
a golden sheen to the surface. Another quarter of a mile placed me in
the vast plains of the storage yards. Rusted stacks of rebar and piles
of scrap stank like elephants. I couldn’t hide from the sun, which
turned gravel into hot coals. A dirt devil spun to life there and spi-
raled up a hundred feet, sucking paper bags and Ccke cans into its
brown cloud.

The devil skipped and swept across the desert of the storage yard.
I almost expected the thing to leave all the litter in a neat pile when
it was done. My dad had told stories about dirt devils. They chased
forklifts around the plant. They were harmless, but they struck fear
and awe into a small crowd of crane operators and welders that gath-
ered to pay homage to weather.

T 'walked on, my patience wearing thin. The sun invaded me like
a virus. [ began to feel dizzy from the heat. So I made my way back
to main gate, which was further than I thought. If my first day pro-
ceeded this way, I would shrivel and die. My soul would stay here and
wander about, searching warehouses and storage yards. Time would
erode the old mill and the new mill alike, and T would remain in this
terrible state of waiting for someone to show up.

My dad made quite the entrance, when he finally appeared. Just
when my thoughts had begun to drift, a buzz grew out of the general
noise of the mill. At first I thought it was a bee or a wasp hovering
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at the backside of my ear, trying to whisper some important infor-
mation. The longer I listened, the louder it got, splitting off from
the general racket to become its own sound. The waves finally crys-
tallized into the thumping of a helicopter. The copter passed over
the mill, descending behind the shipping warchouse. Intuition told
me to head that way. When I got to the landing site, I saw my dad
strapped into the copter’s bubble-shaped head. He lifted the flight
helmet off and reached into the back for his hardhat.

Clothes flapping under the blades, [ folded my hands at my
back and prepared for a comatose greeting, I'd been trained not to
expect hugs. A simple hello always did best, even after long absences.
“How've you been?” I said, when he nodded in my direction.

“Production record this week.” His fingers fondled his front
pocket for a cigarette. “Can’t do better than that. Let’s go over to
the office”

He paced off, and 1 struggled to keep up in my boots. “Mom
seems better than ever now that she’s on the new stuff. I forget what
it’s called. It's been almost a year now, and no breakdowns.”

“Good,” he said, smoke escaping from the side of his mouth.
Chugging forward, he looked a bit like a train. “In a way, I'd hope so.
We pay enough for it. The new stuff’s double what they charge for
anything else” A gust of ash hit me in the face. “Oh, well. Cheaper
than the alternative’

He meant the asylum. I knew that wasn't the correct term. You
were supposed to say clinic or hospital, but after eight years of fre-
quent visits that’s how I'd come to see the place. My mom had circled
in and out of there like a first grader who's just discovered a depart-
ment store’s revolving doors.

Our conversation took us around the east side of the new rolling
mill and through the shipping warehouse, down a driveway crammed

with sixteen-wheelers and criss-crossed by overhead cranes. We
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