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			1

			Steel is the only thing that shines in the belly of the mill. The walkways, which were once the color of jade, have dulled to a sickly, ashen green. The cranes, once yellow, have browned with grime. Dust settles on everything—­on walls and fingers, on forklifts and lunches, on train cars and coat jackets. Even the workers, who lumber through their long shifts, seem to be collecting dust.

			I am one such worker. To the company, I’m known as #6691: Utility Worker. 6691 is a number given to new hires. Greenies. Fresh meat. When I first landed a job in the mill, one of the older employees congratulated me.

			“You won the lottery,” he said. “You’re gonna make a lot of money.” The man paused. He thought for a moment. He let out a long tapered breath.

			“Just be careful,” he said. “These machines will eat you up.”

			On most days, the mill looks like a nightmare. A tall chimney shoots an orange flame into the early-­morning air. Smokestacks let out clouds of white steam. Train tracks divide the drained and dreary earth, and the brown water of the Cuyahoga River slogs toward the mouth of Lake Erie. Many of the buildings, which are covered in rust and soot, have taken on the blackish-­red color of congealed blood. Inside those buildings, furnaces blaze and machinery churns and cranes screech under the weight of their loads. Inside those buildings, iron turns to steel. Billows of bright gas leap atop molten metal as it’s poured into ladles standing upward of thirty feet tall. This leaping gas, which looks orange in the metal’s glow, licks and whips in a devil’s dance. Every inch of the mill is a screaming reminder: This is the kind of place that will kill you. This is the kind of place where people have died.

			On one of my first afternoons in the mill, an old-­timer told me a story about a woman he’d known. Like me, the woman was a Utility Worker. Like me, she probably felt grateful for her job in the mill.

			One day, the woman set her gloves on a steel table near a conveyor belt. It wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Everyone set their gloves on that same table. The conveyor belt chugged along, loaded with steel cylinders that weighed twenty or thirty tons. On that particular day, the cylinders on the conveyor belt had been heavily coated in oil. The steel was particularly slick, and the conveyor belt tended to shudder when it moved. Just as the woman reached for her gloves, one of the cylinders slipped from the conveyor belt and pinned her body against the steel table.

			“Imagine it,” the old-­timer said to me. “The weight of that steel. It just split her in half.”

			I didn’t know what to say. I imagined my own body being crushed.

			“She was still alive after it happened,” the old-­timer said. “That was the worst part. She was still alive. ‘Get it off me,’ she kept saying. ‘Get it off me. Get it off me.’ ”

			I looked down at my dirty hands. The grit of the mill seemed to bore its way into the creases on your palms. It got right down into your skin.

			“When they finally got that steel off her,” the old-­timer said, “she died instantly.”

			The man paused and stared into empty air. He seemed to be looking at something very far away.

			“Her body,” he said, “her body just fell apart.”

			*

			I wasn’t supposed to be a steelworker. I wasn’t supposed to spend my nights looking up at the bright lights on the blast furnace, which glimmered in the starless sky. I wasn’t supposed to learn the language of the mill, telling men twice my age to swing the rolls or jog the mill or clear the line.

			I attended an all-­girls Catholic high school. I ran track. I played Beth in a school rendition of Little Women, and I was valedictorian of my graduating class.

			The possibilities are endless, adults said to me when I was young. You can do whatever you want in this world!

			Like a lot of kids who grow up in Cleveland, Ohio, I mostly wanted to leave.

			In high school I often talked with my friends about our plans of future escape. We would travel far and wide to give ourselves culture. We would attend colleges in legitimate cities like San Francisco or Boston. The real world happened in other cities and other towns, and we wanted to build our lives somewhere—­anywhere—­but here.

			As a native-­born Clevelander, I had always viewed the mill as part of my landscape. It was a fixture, a backdrop, a given, much like the mountains of the Rockies or the cornfields of Iowa, and I can still remember driving past the rusty buildings on summer afternoons as a child. My father often took me on errands to pay bills or send packages or pick up groceries at the West Side Market, and we sometimes found ourselves near the orange flame that shot up from the mill’s furnace.

			I loved every minute of these afternoons with my father. The most mundane task felt like a mission when I sat in the passenger seat of his station wagon, which was the color of flushed skin. Together, we were Timmy and Lassie, Sandy and Flipper, Batman and Robin. We were sidekicks, comrades, kindred souls cut from the same mold.

			One afternoon, as the station wagon crept toward the mill in heavy traffic, my father raised his middle finger at all of the idiot drivers who didn’t deserve to be on the road.

			“Learn how to merge, asshole,” he said with a long honk of his horn.

			I tried not to listen. The man who yelled at passing cars wasn’t the father I usually knew. For the most part, he was a quiet, gentle man who indulged my every whim, but there was something about traffic jams that unhinged him. In those moments, it felt as if he were harboring another person inside. There was a contemptuous spirit lurking below his skin, and the slightest injustice had the power to release it into the world.

			I cringed at every middle finger my father flicked into the air, but I fought the urge to sink into my seat and disappear. If I disappeared, then I wouldn’t be his sidekick, so I did the only thing that made me feel more comfortable. Copying my father, I scowled at the other drivers on the road, but the traffic didn’t ease despite our frustrations. With a sigh, he turned up the car radio, which was tuned to a fuzzy AM station. Rush Limbaugh was talking about all of the bad things Democrats were doing in America. I was too young to know much about the world, but I was drawn to Limbaugh’s energy. He had conviction and charisma, like a preacher struck by the spirit, and I wanted to believe the things he said, even if I didn’t understand them.

			At the very least, I grasped the crux of Limbaugh’s message: Being a Republican was good, and being a Democrat was not. My family believed some version of the same, except we added a heavy dose of religion into the mix. We were Republicans because God wanted us to be Republicans. Satan had corrupted the Democrats by tricking them into the sins of abortion, homosexuality, and, worst of all, feminism. Now the Democrats were trying to destroy everything that was good and moral in American society, and it was our job as Republicans to oppose them.

			As the traffic inched forward, the station wagon drew closer to Cleveland’s industrial valley, which was located just outside the center of the city. My father and I had driven this same stretch of highway many times before. It was one of the main arteries that wrapped around downtown Cleveland, and you could see the Terminal Tower and the Key Building looming to the north. If you looked south, however, you had a bird’s-­eye view of the industrial valley, which was often plagued by acrid smells. On some days, you might detect a vague odor reminiscent of decomposing fish. On other days, the scent of burnt rubber might linger in the air. On that particular afternoon, everything smelled like rotten eggs.

			“Why does it always smell so bad around here?” I asked over the sound of Rush Limbaugh’s tirade.

			“It’s sulfur from the steel mill,” my father told me.

			“Which one is the steel mill?”

			My father smoothed his mustache with fingers that had grown plump with age. As a child, I often marveled at his ring finger, which was so fat that his wedding band wouldn’t budge. His flesh had grown around the gold, forming a smooth indentation in otherwise calloused skin, and he used to joke that it was a good thing Catholics didn’t believe in divorce.

			“See all of those buildings in the valley?” he said.

			I stared down at the old rusted buildings, some of which looked close to collapse. They stretched far off into the distance, like the remnants of a forgotten city. If there hadn’t been smoke swelling from the smokestacks, I would have assumed they were abandoned.

			“Yeah,” I said, “I see the buildings.”

			“Well,” my father said, “most of them belong to the steel mill.”

			“Really?”

			“I think so. I know it’s a huge place.”

			From my view on the highway, the mill looked like a cloaked villain, both sinister and mysterious. Nothing good could possibly come from buildings so decrepit, and the smokestacks made me nervous. My grandmother smoked two packs of cigarettes a day, and everyone told her that she was going to get cancer. If something as tiny as a cigarette could make you sick, then the rotten-­egg chemicals the mill shot into the air would surely send you to an early grave.

			I took a shallow breath and plugged my nose as the station wagon crawled forward. Rush Limbaugh boomed on the radio, railing against the Clintons, and I held my breath until my chest burned. I clenched my fists and wiggled in my seat, taking tiny gulps of air that were just big enough to keep me from passing out.

			Like my grandmother’s cigarettes, the mill belonged to a past I couldn’t quite fathom at the time. It was the dividing line between the generations who had built America and the ones who were ­supposed to inherit it next. The word Millennial hadn’t yet entered my vocabulary as I held my breath past the mill, but I already understood that my generation had been promised a better future than the one contained inside the sulfurous buildings of Cleveland’s industrial valley. We weren’t supposed to settle for trivial jobs that would provide us with nothing more than a paycheck, and adults encouraged us to pursue something more than the drudgery of blue-­collar work.

			If you can dream it, you can do it! they said. The world is your oyster!

			As a child, I took the catchphrases and clichés to heart. The rust-­covered buildings smelled of rot, not opportunity, so I stubbornly held my breath as my father honked his horn. I didn’t care how long it took us to move through traffic, and I didn’t care how badly my body wanted air. I was going to hold my breath as long as I could, because I didn’t want the ugliness of the mill inside me.

			*

			When I was twenty-­eight years old and months away from starting at the mill, I was still living on the outskirts of Cleveland. I had rented the only one-­bedroom I could afford, an apartment that smelled like dead animals. It came with ugly burgundy carpeting and a mouse problem, which my landlord had remedied with poison. Now there were dead mice festering in my walls, so I had decided to pack a bag and visit my best friend in Washington, D.C. Unlike me, my friend had remained true to her adolescent wanderlust. She had escaped.

			As I threw a fistful of underwear into a suitcase, I wondered what I’d done wrong. My friend and I had both gone to college. We had graduated with bachelor’s degrees and turned a blind eye to our rising debts. Of course, we were both struggling in our own ways, even if my friend had managed to get out of Cleveland. She was barely making ends meet in an entry-­level position in D.C., and I was painting houses for a living. Neither of us could afford to make payments on our student loans, and we wondered if we would ever be able to build meaningful lives for ourselves.

			As teenagers, we had been told to follow our hearts and pursue our passions. She had chosen Chinese, and I had chosen English. Admittedly, English was an odd passion for me to pick, mostly because I didn’t particularly like the subject in high school. I’d thought Shakespeare was dumb. Symbolism was a waste of time. Ten-­page papers were invented by the Devil, and The Great Gatsby wasn’t everything it was cracked up to be. Truth be told, I probably would have made a decent engineer. The STEM subjects came easily to me, but that was precisely the problem. Calculus didn’t provide a challenge, which didn’t jibe with the American ethos. We were a people who put our faith in hard work. Earn what you have. Struggle to the top. Pull up your bootstraps and build yourself from nothing. A true American passion needed to be conquered, like the ascent up a mountain, so I forsook engineering for English. I wanted to master the thing that I found most difficult.

			Back then, my future job prospects didn’t seem like cause for concern. For years, adults had assured me that people with college degrees could always find full-­time work. It didn’t matter what you studied; the degree itself was a golden ticket to a career, so I figured that a liberal arts diploma would do just fine. Then the Great Recession hit right after I got my bachelor’s. I hadn’t yet secured a job, and my prospects dwindled to nothing inside a Rust Belt that was hurting for available work. Even so, I wasn’t worried. I still trusted the promises I’d been given in youth, so I enrolled in graduate school in the hopes of becoming a professor.

			For three years I studied and went to classes. I deferred my student loans, which continued to accrue interest, and I earned a living by painting houses on the side. When the time came for me to get the degree, the college notified me that I had filled out one of the graduation forms incorrectly. Even though I had completed the coursework and finished the thesis, I needed to amend the form if I wanted my diploma. The problem seemed like a monumental hurdle as I was struggling with an unshakable bout of depression at the time. My life had followed a cascade of unpredictable events, and somewhere along the line I’d lost control. My low, often suicidal mood was only exacerbated by my anxieties about my future, so I ignored the graduation form for months. Inertia took hold, and the months turned to years. I continued to paint houses—­I was unable to find work elsewhere—­and now I was living inside an apartment filled with rot.

			My couch had been someone else’s trash. My kitchenware had been someone else’s leftovers. My mattress, which I had salvaged from a friend’s attic, was stained with someone else’s menstrual blood. I was glad for a chance to escape the apartment, even if only to spend a few days with my friend in D.C., so I eagerly threw my suitcase into my tiny black hatchback and sped out of Cleveland.

			When I arrived at my friend’s place for the weekend, we went out and drank whiskey with two men she’d met in the city. The men were both lawyers on the fast track, and they seemed curious about my Cleveland heritage.

			“So,” one of the lawyers said. His thick brown hair was slicked back with just the right amount of gel. “What does Cleveland produce?”

			“What do you mean?” I said.

			“You know, Maine’s got lobsters. Hawaii’s got coffee. Virginia’s got peanuts. What about Cleveland? What comes out of Cleveland?”

			The man’s question reeked of sarcasm. It was less of a question and more of a challenge. I dare you to find something important that comes out of Cleveland, Ohio. I sipped my whiskey and thought for a moment. I didn’t know what to say. What did Cleveland produce? What made us important? What separated us from the rest? I couldn’t think of anything, so I did what Clevelanders do best. I made a joke.

			“What comes out of Cleveland?” I said. “Failure.”

			The joke got a good laugh. I laughed too.

			“It’s too bad that you got stuck in such a dead-­end city,” the lawyer said.

			My fist tightened around my glass of whiskey. There’s an unspoken rule among Clevelanders: Those who’ve been born and bred in the city can joke about its blunders, but outsiders had better keep their mouths shut.

			“Listen,” I said, “you don’t know shit about Cleveland.”

			The man looked surprised, almost amused.

			“We have all kinds of shit that you don’t even know about,” I told him, desperate for the right words. “We have the orchestra and the art museum and the lake. We have the fucking Cleveland Clinic.”

			The man took a long sip of whiskey. No doubt he was trying to discern whether or not I was joking. Truth is, he had struck a nerve. I felt torn about my city, my home, my heritage. I did feel stuck in Cleveland, but I also recognized the beauty of my hometown. It’s a city nicknamed “the Mistake on the Lake.” It’s an underdog town marked by a spirit of dogged perseverance. Its people have a unique breed of gritty optimism in the face of dire odds.

			I grew up in the nineties, when every Cleveland sports team carried with it an unbreakable curse. The Indians lost the World Series. The Browns packed their bags and headed to Baltimore. The Cavs weren’t even on the map. Every year people always said the same thing: This year’s the year! It didn’t matter that they’d been saying the same thing for decades. Every year, they had a desperate hope. It might not seem like much—­after all, it’s just sports—­except it’s not just sports in Cleveland. It’s a way of looking at the world.

			Of course, the underdog mentality had its disadvantages. It could get so ingrained in your identity that you couldn’t move forward. For years, people had crooned about my potential, but I was a product of my hometown. Every year, I told myself, This year’s the year I get my diploma! Three years had already elapsed, and, like clockwork, I had fallen short of getting it done. Earning my graduate degree felt too much like a moment of truth. I had spent years trying to become proficient at the one thing I found most difficult. If I got the degree and failed to secure a job in academia—­just as I had failed to secure positions in other fields—­it would have meant that my years of study had been a wasted effort. It was better to fail on my own terms. It was safer to paint houses.

			Before I went to work at the mill, it had never occurred to me that I didn’t know shit about Cleveland, either. My hometown was more than just a city of blunders, but I didn’t realize it as I talked to those lawyers from D.C. My half-­baked defense had failed to persuade anyone, because I was only seeing half of the picture. I couldn’t possibly defend Cleveland’s spirit until I learned to appreciate its orange flame.

			In a Rust Belt town, that flame isn’t just a harbinger of weird smells and pollution. It isn’t an anachronism, and it doesn’t prove a lack of innovation. While people in cities like San Francisco or Boston might think of the flame as an embarrassment, it’s something more than that to us. It’s jobs and tax dollars. It indicates a thriving economy. If that flame is burning, steelworkers say, then it means that Cleveland is doing all right. The flame is very much a part of our history and our identity. It’s a steady reminder that some things can stand the test of time, even in a world where nothing is built to last.

			The mill itself has stood on the banks of the Cuyahoga River for more than a century. Back in the early 1900s, the river provided access to a wider world. Barges traveled the Great Lakes before shimmying up the river, delivering raw materials to the mill and transporting finished steel to anyone who would buy it. From the turn of the twentieth century until now, the mill has gone through booms and bankruptcies and name changes. It’s been the colossally successful Republic Steel. It’s been the ill-­fated LTV. It’s weathered depressions and recessions. It’s survived fluctuating prices and foreign imports. It’s adapted to new technologies and new markets and new demands. Even now, the mill keeps chugging along.

			Inside its borders, men and women work long hours to make a living. It’s a good living. Good benefits, good pay. One person’s salary can feed a family, so the men and women chug along at the mill’s rapid pace. They have bags under their eyes and dirt under their fingernails and fully loaded Mustangs beneath the rooftops of their garages. They work through the night. They work through the holidays. They work through marriages and divorces, birthdays and graduations, sicknesses, deaths. They keep the steel moving. They keep the production high. They work for ten hours, twelve hours, sixteen hours straight. If they don’t do it, someone else will. A job in the mill is a coveted position. Hundreds, sometimes thousands, of people vie for a few open spots. They want what the mill offers. The livable wage, the good benefits, the union protection. They want to feed their families. They want the American dream, or what’s left of it.

			*

			In the winter of 2015, as the holidays were swiftly approaching, my future didn’t look very bright. The house-­painting business always slowed from Thanksgiving until Valentine’s Day, and I was strapped for cash. When an old friend asked me to paint a few rooms in the house he’d just bought, I jumped at the opportunity to make some quick money.

			I lugged my drop cloths up his driveway on a cold gray morning, edging my way past a brand-­new pickup truck. It was the tricked-­out kind that costs money, which seemed odd to me. The last time I’d seen my friend, he had been working overtime just to pay off the loan on a shitty old Pontiac.

			When I got to his door, he greeted me with a quick hug and a cup of coffee. He had the rich, buttery accent of someone who’d spent his childhood in Puerto Rico, and the two of us got to talking while I worked. We asked about each other’s families and relationships, and we caught up on gossip about mutual friends. Eventually the conversation turned to our jobs.

			“I started working at the steel mill a while back,” he said, smiling proudly. A maze of freckles patterned his round cheeks, making him look younger than his thirty odd years. “I never would have been able to afford a house otherwise.”

			“The steel mill?” I asked with a pan of drywall mud in my hand. “No way. Do you work with the molten metal and stuff?”

			“Kind of. I’m in steel producing, but I mostly just clean the tundishes.”

			I continued to patch cracks and holes as I talked, my drywall knife scraping against the walls like nails on a chalkboard.

			“The what-­dishes?” I said.

			“The tundishes.”

			He went into a lengthy explanation about equipment I couldn’t even imagine at the time. He talked about the caster and the BOF and these things called tundishes that apparently needed to be cleaned quite often.

			“That’s crazy,” I said when he finished.

			“Yeah, I know. I really don’t mind it, though. It’s a union job, so it’s got great benefits and everything. I don’t know how much you make as a house painter, but you should really think about applying.”

			I thought back to those ugly buildings that I had once driven past with my father.

			I still didn’t really know what a tundish was, but I was pretty sure that I didn’t want to clean one.

			“I don’t think I’m cut out to be a steelworker,” I said.

			My friend turned and riffled through some papers on his dining room table while I finished fixing a crack in the ceiling.

			“Here,” he told me. “Let me show you something.”

			I set my drywall knife aside, and he handed me a crisp blue pay stub. I honed in on the section labeled Gross Income.

			“Shut up,” I said. “You make that much money?”

			“Yep,” he said with a smile.

			Seeing my friend’s paycheck was enough to make me forget about my childhood fear of the mill. When I finished painting his house, I doctored up my résumé and embarked upon a four-­month-­long application process that involved so many tests and background checks that I wondered if I had been recruited into the FBI. When the mill finally called me with a job offer, I accepted without hesitation. It was the first full-­time offer I’d ever had, but it didn’t damage my underdog persona. I was still an underemployed English major who had hopes of becoming a professor. I was still striving toward a goal that I was too afraid to attain.

			When I accepted the offer, I called my friend to tell him the good news.

			“Just be careful,” he said after congratulating me. “Don’t get caught up in all the money. I’ve seen it a hundred times. Someone smart comes to work in the mill. Maybe they could’ve been somebody someday, but they get used to all that money. They buy new cars and new houses. Before you know it, they’re trapped.”

			I assured him that I wouldn’t suffer the same fate. I was striving for financial stability and nothing more. Many months later, however, I sat behind the steering wheel of the brand-­new car that I’d bought with my newly found income. I rode along the same stretch of highway that I had once driven down with my father.

			The orange flame shot into the sky, and liberal pundits on the radio talked about all of the industrial workers in the Rust Belt who elected Donald Trump to the presidency. I hadn’t been one of them, but I also fell into a slew of other demographics. I was college educated, a Millennial, a woman. But I was also now a steelworker. These people had become my people. Our country felt severed, as if crushed by a great weight, and I was straddling some invisible divide.

			As I drove past the orange flame, I did the only thing that would befit a steelworker in my situation. I breathed deeply and raised my hand. Then, with great love and affection, I flicked that damned flame off.

		

	
		
			2

			The alarm on my phone rang at four in the morning, but the buzzer barely seeped into my dreams.

			“Wake up,” my boyfriend groaned from beside me. The words stuck in his throat, as if they were made of dried leaves, but I buried my head in my pillow. My mind hadn’t yet made the full leap into consciousness, and it felt like the rooster crowing on my phone had pecked its way into my skull.

			Tony shifted in the bed and gave me a quick jab on the shoulder, which roused me for a moment.

			“Turn it off,” he said. “Please, turn it off.”

			I opened my eyes long enough to hit the snooze button. My head felt dull and heavy, as it did on most mornings, so I rolled over beneath the warm sheets and pressed myself against Tony’s back. His whole body emanated heat like a furnace, which felt heavenly on a cold, dark morning in early spring. It was a rare treat to wake up next to him. We had been dating for nearly a year, but we weren’t living together. He was recovering from a failed marriage, and I was recovering from a difficult relationship with an ex-­boyfriend. Combining households seemed like a monstrous step for two people who had each been hurt in their own ways, and neither of us was gunning to jump into something we might regret. While we usually only slept in the same bed on weekends, Tony had agreed to let me stay with him during my first few weeks at the mill. I had a tendency to sleep through my alarm, but he would wake up at the drop of a pin.

			When the rooster crowed on the nightstand for a second time, Tony nudged me in the shoulder, nearly pushing me out of bed. As much as I wanted to ignore the alarm, I knew that my new job at the mill could undo years of financial hardship. It was a once-­in-­a-­lifetime shot at stability, so I tore myself away from Tony’s warmth and sank my feet into the plush carpeting that lay beneath the vaulted ceiling in his bedroom. I paused for a moment, pushing the carpeting between my toes. It felt downright luxurious, mostly because I knew there weren’t any mouse droppings in it.

			I had never been the type of person who envied material things, but I often found myself resenting Tony’s place in the world. He was ten years older than me, and while he wasn’t rich, he was worlds away from used mattresses and secondhand couches. He owned a modest house, a beat-­up convertible, and a brand-­new car, which he had purchased with cash, and his parents had paid for his undergraduate degree out of pocket.

			When his mother first met me, she gestured toward his house and said, You must be digging for gold. It was meant to be a joke. Tony was a middle-­school teacher, and his house wasn’t particularly big or expensive. Even so, I cowered in my seat while his mother chuckled to herself. Any house that didn’t smell like dead animals seemed like a mansion to me, and I didn’t want to be seen as the type of person who expected something for nothing.

			Now, after nearly a year of trying to fit into a family that was more well-­to-­do than my own, I was finally going to be making some serious money. I pulled my toes away from Tony’s carpeting and headed for the cold tile of his kitchen to choke down a quick breakfast. My stomach churned with excitement as I kissed him goodbye and headed for the orange flame in my tiny hatchback. The air still stank of rotten eggs, but I didn’t mind. Sulfur was the smell of shifting fortune.

			*

			My father had told me that the mill was a huge place, but I didn’t understand its scope until I drove the winding road into the valley. The buildings stretched out as far as I could see. Warehouses rose out of the ground as if they’d been planted by the god of rust, and a pair of blue flames burned from a furnace with curved smokestacks. Steam billowed overhead, and a string of dump trucks rolled down the worn, pitted roadways.

			The trucks were like nothing I’d ever seen before. Their tires were as tall as men, and their army-­green bodies had been covered in a thick layer of dust. The squat rectangular windows on their cabs looked like squinted eyes, and their engines growled when given a little gas. At full speed, those trucks could’ve ridden to the other side of an apocalypse, but that wasn’t where they were heading on my first day inside the mill. They were carrying slag to the pits on the far side of the property. The slag, I would learn, was a waste product of the steelmaking process, and it was so hot that it sizzled inside the truck beds, leaving a trail of steam in the air.

			After parking in a gravel lot on the northern edge of the mill, I stood outside my car, mesmerized by the landscape. I couldn’t help but feel that I had been sucked into a grisly version of the future where everything was gray. The asphalt was gray, and the pigeons that picked at the ground were gray, and the white security trucks that occasionally drove past were covered in a thick gray mud. The sky, which was still pink from the sunrise, provided the only color in the place, but even its blush felt like an intrusion.

			The mill inspired the same fear and awe that one might feel when encountering an untouched wilderness, but I had to pull myself away from the sight. Orientation was about to start, and most of the other new hires had already filed into a tiny building that resembled an elementary school. There were four or five classrooms inside, each of which had a whiteboard, a projector screen, and several rows of desks. Thankfully, there were also two giant pots of complimentary coffee.

			Once inside, I poured myself a cup and sat down in the designated classroom, where twenty-­three other people were already waiting. We were a diverse group: young, old, black, white, Latino. The overall mix of people appeared to be a representative cross-­section of Cleveland’s demographics with one notable exception. There were only two other women in the room with me.

			One of these women had already earned a reputation for herself. I had met her the day before, when I joined the other new hires at the union hall to sign tax forms and insurance papers. She had greeted the group with a confidence and an assertiveness that I envied in other women, but the rest of the new hires didn’t share my admiration.

			“How are you doing on this fantabulous morning?” she now said to a middle-­aged man who had tattoos on his forearm.

			“I’m fine, Amelia,” the man said in monotone.

			“Oh, you remembered my name!” Amelia squealed, tossing her long blond hair behind her shoulder. Everyone in the room had already pegged her as a valley girl, but I knew better. Deep down, Amelia was the type of woman who should have lived on a farm somewhere. She belonged to the smell of blackberry pies and early-­morning dew. Her wide eyes were the color of freshly tilled dirt, and the extra weight she carried in her midsection suited her perfectly. She should have been digging her toes into the earth, not making friends inside a steel mill.

			Amelia slowly scanned the room until her eyes fell on another man, who was trying to hide beneath the rim of his baseball cap.

			“I don’t know your name,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Amelia.”

			“Uh-­huh,” the man grunted without looking up.

			Amelia withdrew her hand and put it on her hip, cocking her leg forward.

			“Don’t you have a name?” she asked.

			The man pulled the baseball cap lower on his brow.

			“Yeah,” he said.

			“And?”

			“And what?”

			Amelia appeared unfazed by the man’s response. She ignored him and looked around the room for another target, eventually landing on me.

			“What’s your name?” she said as I took a sip of coffee.

			Amelia walked closer to me, and I could feel everyone in the classroom looking at us. Most of the men seemed to view Amelia as a wild animal at a tea party—­they thought she was totally out of her element—­and they were probably wondering what she would say next.

			“I’m Eliese,” I told her with a smile.

			“And what did you used to do before this, Eliese?”

			“I used to be a house painter,” I answered.

			“Oh, wow, that’s interesting,” Amelia said, the pitch of her voice rising a few notes. “I used to work the night shift at a warehouse, but the pay was awful. I have a little boy, you know. I’m a single mom, and it was hard to make ends meet. I’m going to make twice as much money here, though. Aren’t you just so excited about getting a job?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “I am.”

			An awkward silence settled between us. Amelia might have been gregarious and outgoing, but she was no match for an unabashed introvert.

			“Well,” she said after a long pause, “I’m going to get a bottle of water. You want one?”

			“No, thanks,” I told her, holding up my coffee.

			Amelia smiled and turned to the rest of the classroom.

			“Anyone want water?” she asked loudly.

			No one answered.

			“Come on,” she said. “Cold, fresh bottled water. Anyone?”

			Still no answer. Amelia shrugged and stepped out of the room. A few men craned their necks to make sure that she was gone.

			“Oh jeez,” one of the men said, not speaking to anyone in particular. “That girl is not gonna do well in the mill.”

			“Nope,” another man responded. “I don’t think she knows that the guys down here aren’t gonna put up with all that bubbly shit.”

			It was true that Amelia’s personality was a lot to handle, but I didn’t think that she would be a bad employee. If anything, she was probably a hard worker. She was just going to be very effusive and excited about all of her hard work.

			When Amelia finally returned with her water, the man who was moderating the orientation stood at the front of the room to get everyone’s attention. He was a young union worker with baggy jeans and closely cropped hair. His white T-­shirt was drawn tightly over his biceps, and his eyes were liquid blue. Compared to most of the men in the room, he was also relatively short. There were other seasoned union workers floating around the building that morning, and a few of them had already given the moderator grief about his height. They called him shrimp, and they asked if he needed a step stool to get into his pickup truck.

			“We’re watching safety videos today,” the moderator said to the class. “We’ll actually be watching safety videos for most of orientation. After these next two weeks, you’ll never want to watch another safety video in your life.”

			“Hey, Gage,” an older union worker called from the doorway, addressing the moderator. “You want a booster seat for the movie?”

			Gage rolled his eyes and shook his head. I was surprised by the amount of calm he showed in the face of such a brutal insult.

			“Don’t pay any attention to him,” he said to everyone in the classroom. “That’s Jack.”

			“Maybe you want a sippy cup to go with your booster seat?” Jack said. He had the rough, hardened nature of someone who had been in the mill for decades. I would see a lot of him over the coming days, even though he didn’t seem to have an official role in the orientation.

			“Hey, old man,” Gage said, turning toward Jack, “why don’t you go tell the AARP about your Alzheimer’s?”

			Some of the new hires snickered at Gage’s comeback, but it made me cringe in my seat. I glanced over at poor Jack, but the slur hadn’t offended him. He laughed in a way that seemed almost self-­congratulatory before walking away.

			From the front of the room, Gage shook his head and pressed play on an old desktop computer. He hadn’t been exaggerating about the safety videos. For the next two weeks, I would gather with the other new hires in this same classroom to watch more videos. Each one explained the many ways we could be injured inside the mill. We watched videos about arc flashes, which were random bolts of electricity that made you burst into flames. We watched videos about noxious gases, which could kill us without warning. We watched videos about confined spaces, which harbored the noxious gases, and we were told not to help a worker who had lost consciousness within a confined space. That’s how you get multiple deaths, Gage said. You go in to help a friend who’s been gassed, and you end up getting gassed yourself.

			Gage offered us these nuggets of wisdom every so often, but mostly he just exchanged one video for the next. A middle-­aged union official checked on us every now and then, but Jack provided the most consistent entertainment. Between videos, he sat in the back of the classroom and told us stories.

			“I’ve seen a lot of shit down here in this mill,” Jack said while we all took a coffee break. He didn’t seem to be talking to anyone in particular, but I was sitting nearby and he happened to lock eyes with me. “I’ve been workin’ down here longer than some of you’ve been alive. I’ve seen people get hurt. Hell, I’ve seen people get killed. You gotta watch your back, especially when you’re an Orange Hat.”

			The seasoned steelworkers had a variety of names for new hires. They called us greenies, newbies, and fresh meat. Mostly, however, they called us Orange Hats. Every new employee at the mill wore an orange hard hat for approximately six months to distinguish them from the veteran workers, who wore yellow hard hats. The orange hard hats served two purposes. First, the bright color stuck out inside the mill. Veteran workers could easily identify inexperienced employees and offer them guidance, which provided added protection against accidents. Second, the orange hard hats let the bosses know that you weren’t quite in the union yet.

			In order to weed out any bad eggs that had slipped through the interview process, the union and company agreed to a probationary period for all new hires. As far as the company was concerned, we were at-­will employees for our first 1,040 hours on the job. After completing those hours, however, we would be gifted with new, yellow hard hats to replace the orange ones. A yellow hard hat meant that you were officially in the union. While the bosses could fire an Orange Hat for the tiniest infraction, they would have to jump through bureaucratic hoops to fire a union-­protected Yellow Hat.

			“I’ve seen it time and again,” Jack said, running a hand over his smooth chin. “An Orange Hat comes into the mill, and he thinks that he owns the place. Then he ends up getting hurt. Or, even worse, a Yellow Hat starts getting lazy about safety protocols. Then, one day, it bites him in the ass. Just remember, the mill can kill anyone at any time. I’ve seen it happen.”

			I smiled politely at Jack, whose small eyes were bordered by wrinkles. He had a square jaw and a furrowed brow, and he wasn’t the type of man who worried about his receding hairline. At some point, he had simply shaved his entire head down to the skin. No sense in crying about what you couldn’t change.

			“One time, me and my buddy was out fixin’ a crane,” Jack said, inhaling deeply. He was still staring at me as if we were the only people in the room. “It was just routine stuff, but some idiot turned on the power before we got outta there. My buddy was bending over next to one of the wheels—­you know, he had his head right there by the wheel of that crane—­and the crane started moving. I tried to get to him, but I wasn’t quick enough. That crane ran right over his head. Squashed the damn thing like a melon.”

			Jack blinked away a bit of moisture that was threatening to become a tear. He was a big, burly man with broad shoulders, and I wasn’t sure how to comfort him. The violent death he had witnessed defied easy consolation, and the thought of it frightened me. When I first told my friends and family that I’d gotten a job at the steel mill, everyone looked at me with skepticism. You might get cancer or lose a limb, they warned. It’s a dangerous job. People die down there. While I knew that the mill had its risks, I dismissed everyone’s comments as hyperbole. After all, I already understood the hazards of physical labor. Painting houses wasn’t a cakewalk either, and I had once broken a few bones when a sixteen-­foot ladder kicked out from under me. I figured that the mill couldn’t be any worse than that. I was simply exchanging one hazardous job for another, but Jack’s story was making me reconsider.

			“You don’t forget something like that,” he said. “I remember that whole day like it just happened, you know? Later that night, after my friend got crushed, I went home and went to bed, and something woke me up around two or three in the morning. My dog was barking like crazy, but I figured she was just yapping at one of the neighbors, so I rolled over and went back to sleep.”

			Some of the other new hires had started listening to the story, but Jack kept his eyes on me. He had begun stirring his coffee in an effort to keep his emotions at bay, and the tiny Styrofoam cup looked like a thimble in his big calloused hands.

			“Well,” he continued, barely taking a breath, “I woke up the next morning and I couldn’t find my dog. She had one of those doggie doors, so I went outside to look for her, and I found her by the porch steps. She was as dead as dead could be. I always felt bad about it. I heard her barking, and I didn’t go check. Maybe she was just barking at the neighbor, but I think maybe she was barking because she knew she was gonna die. I don’t know why I didn’t get up and check on her. Maybe I was just too messed up after my friend died. She was my favorite dog too. I’ve had a few of ’em over the years, and she was my favorite. She would always sit with me in my chair while I watched the sports station.”

			Everyone who had been listening to the story waited in silence while Jack stirred his coffee. I think all of us were expecting a happy ending. We wanted Jack to tell us that everything had gotten better after his dog died. We wanted closure. We wanted a moral at the end of all that misery, but Jack just sat back in his seat and crossed his arms. He was obviously done talking, and the rest of us looked around in confusion. Some people rolled their eyes, including Gage, who was sitting at the front of the room, but I just stared down at my hands.

			“All right,” Gage said with a sigh, “if story time is officially over, I’ll play the next video. Luckily, it’s the last one for today.”

			A brief introduction flashed across the screen, and the voice on the safety video began explaining the hazards of forklifts. Forklifts can tip over and crush you. Forklifts can impale you. Forklifts can get stuck on railroad tracks, and then you might get hit by a train.

			I tried to pay attention to the video, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Jack. A story as sad as his needed to mean something, but Jack’s silence hadn’t given any hints as to what that meaning might be. His dog had died, and his friend’s head had been crushed by a crane. That was the moral and the story all rolled into one, and I really didn’t know what to make of it at the time.

			Later that night, long after I had pushed Jack’s story to the far corners of my mind, Tony and I walked through a little park on the edge of Lake Erie to enjoy the sunset. The sky had turned the same shade of pink it had been when I watched the dump trucks roll past me in the mill, but the scene was far more idyllic now. A few wooden swings swayed on a grassy hilltop that looked down at the lake, and the leaves on the pear trees were just beginning to bud. Crocuses poked through the soft dirt, and a retriever jumped between its owner’s legs, making a knot of its purple leash.

			“How much do you love me?” I asked Tony as we navigated the crest of the hill.

			He turned to me with a deadpan look in his eyes, as if I had posed the most serious question in the world.

			“On a scale of one to ten,” he said, “I maybe love you a two.”

			“No,” I said. “You never love me.”

			“You’re right,” he told me. The look on his face hadn’t changed, but his voice was light and playful. “I never love you. I was just trying to be nice.”

			I smiled at him. He was tall, dark-­haired, and slender, and I was secretly afraid that he would realize how handsome he was. If he did, he certainly wouldn’t want to be seen with a pale, plump Polish girl on his arm.

			We had met each other on the Internet, which was the last place I ever thought I’d find someone. For years I had struggled to meet people in the world of house painters, which was often inhabited by potheads and alcoholics, so a friend had insisted that I try a dating website. I reluctantly agreed, and I hated every minute of it. The first man who had caught my eye tried to woo me with graphic images of tentacle porn, which seemed to confirm what I already believed to be true: I had wasted forty bucks on a dead end. I tried my best to laugh it off. My friends and I joked about Tentacle Porn Guy, and I figured the online dating experiment would go down as one more epic failure. Then I saw Tony’s picture in the slush pile. He had thick-­rimmed glasses and an infectious smile, which caught my eye immediately.

			That’s the one, I said to myself, even though the website’s algorithms didn’t agree. Tony and I were almost compatible, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t pass on that smile.

			As we walked beside the lake, Tony stopped and pointed to a flock of birds that was floating on the water.

			“Look,” he said, “there are a few red-­breasted mergansers.”

			The birds bobbed and paddled on the waves. The females were relatively unadorned, but the males looked striking. They had red eyes and white necks. Each tiny head was a cascade of black feathers, and their red breasts looked like flames in the water. Every once in a while, one of the birds dipped down below the surface in search of fish.

			Tony stopped to watch for a moment, but I walked ahead of him in frustration. I’ve never been the type of person who smells the roses. I would much rather be pushing forward and moving ahead, but Tony preferred to pause. It was the least of our differences. He was a Virgo who valued restraint; I was a Scorpio who valued raw emotion. He was a morning person, and I was a night owl. Everything in his house had a place, and everything in my apartment was in a state of controlled chaos. We didn’t even relate to our city in the same way. He had spent his life on the east side of Cleveland, and I had always lived on the west. Everyone in the city knew that the west side was the best side, but Tony had every intention of staying in his east-­side corner of the world. We might as well have been named Capulet and Montague, except Clevelanders would have never presumed to give themselves such timeless titles.

			I stopped a few feet ahead of Tony and waited. The sun had already disappeared beneath the horizon, and the clouds were turning salmon and orange. Tony looked over at me.

			“Just one more minute,” he said.

			“Okay,” I answered, trying to contain my restlessness.

			I stared out over the lake, which rippled slightly beneath the clouds. The red-­breasted mergansers had turned into tiny silhouettes in the fading sunlight. They rode gently on the water until the whole flock suddenly took flight. Together they skimmed the surface of the water, and even I had to admit that there was something beautiful about the way they floated across the auburn sky. Tony walked over to me and took my hand. Sometimes it seemed like our relationship wouldn’t survive our differences, but there were just enough moments like this one, when our differences made us recognize the things we would have missed on our own.

			It was the kind of relationship I never would have envisioned for myself growing up. I wasn’t supposed to join dating websites or take long walks on Lake Erie with a man I imagined myself marrying, much like I wasn’t supposed to work at the mill. Such trivialities were meant for boring girls, but I was destined for something greater. When I was young, I believed that God had called me to become a Catholic nun, like Mother Teresa, and I fully intended on healing the sick and feeding the poor. I was willing to go wherever the Spirit sent me, so long as he didn’t send me to Cleveland, and I was willing to do Christ’s bidding, so long as he gave me something in return. Mother Teresa had won the Nobel Peace Prize. Ronald Reagan had given her the Presidential Medal of Freedom. I, too, craved national recognition and international accolades. I wanted shrines built in my honor. I wanted my face on the cover of Time magazine.

			These visions of grandeur seemed entirely feasible to my childhood self. Growing up Catholic had given me a sense of wonder, and I believed in the magic of it all: the miracles, the visions, the unlikely tales embellished over generations.

			In fourth grade I received a chain letter that promised exactly this kind of magic.

			If you send this letter to nine people within nine days, it said, you’ll get a special miracle from St. Therese of Lisieux.

			Most people would have seen the message as a scam, but I was a sucker for miracles. I typed the letter up on the family computer, and I addressed all of the envelopes. Then I forgot about it. The letters sat on a desk until the ninth day, when I suddenly remembered the deadline. I found my father, who had just gotten home from work. He barely had time to take off his shoes before I accosted him at the door.

			“We have to go to the post office,” I pleaded, the stack of letters in my hand. The white envelopes felt crisp and perfect between my fingers, and my mind raced at the thought of letting a miracle go to waste.

			“The post office is almost closed, but we can go tomorrow,” my father said in the same chipper tone he always used with me. He had a way of treating me gently, even when he was breaking my heart.

			I tried to explain just how dire the situation was. If we didn’t go to the post office right now, then I wouldn’t get the miracle and God would be mad at me. My father probably had a million other things to do, but we hopped into his station wagon and arrived at the post office just before they locked their doors.

			A few days later I sat in the basement reading about whales when I was overcome by the smell of roses. The scent was potent and fresh. I looked everywhere to see if I could find its source, but there wasn’t anything in the musty basement that would have produced such a strong aroma. I breathed deeply. The letter had promised a miracle from St. Therese of Lisieux, who was often called the Little Flower. In statues, St. Therese was always depicted with a bouquet of roses. I went upstairs to find my dad, who was drinking his morning coffee in the living room. I plopped down beside him on our blue gingham couch and smiled.

			“I got the miracle,” I told him excitedly.

			“Well,” he said with a glint in his eyes, “what was it?”

			I stared up at him for a moment. There was something about his smile that made me think he already knew the answer, but I didn’t give it much thought. He was my father, which meant he was all-­knowing, so it stood to reason that he already knew what the miracle would be.

			“It smelled like roses,” I answered, and he smiled even wider.

			“It’s pretty cool that you got a miracle from your favorite saint,” he said with a wink, but I didn’t put two and two together. I just rushed back down to the basement to see if there were any more miracles to be found.

			*

			I barely noticed the smell of sulfur when I arrived at the mill for another day of orientation. The sun was just beginning to rise, and most of the other Orange Hats were already sitting in the classroom, waiting for the safety videos to start. It was just shy of six in the morning, and everyone except Amelia looked sleepy despite the complimentary coffee. Many of us had worked normal jobs before coming to the mill. We’d gotten used to standard forty-­hour workweeks, and we weren’t yet accustomed to the mill’s wild schedule. In the life of a steelworker, the daily nine-­to-­five doesn’t exist. Nearly everyone works twelve-­hour shifts and mandatory overtime, and nearly everyone swings between nights and days. Some people get to work at three in the morning and leave work at three in the afternoon. Others become so exhausted from the swing shifts that they find it difficult to decipher dawn from dusk. Many Americans might say that six in the morning is early, but a steelworker knows that six in the morning is a relative term.

			As I sipped my first cup of coffee, I listened to a conversation Amelia was trying to strike up across the room.

			“Who are you?” she said to a man who looked to be in his early thirties. He had a kind smile and caramel skin, and Amelia hovered over him as he sat quietly in his chair.

			“I’m Sam,” the man replied. He was one of the first people who didn’t roll his eyes when Amelia asked him a question, which made me take note.

			“Hi, Sam,” Amelia said, flipping her hair like always. The words came out effortlessly, as if there weren’t a self-­conscious bone in her body. “What did you used to do before this?”

			“Oh, I worked for FedEx,” Sam told her, and the two launched into a conversation that I would have struggled to keep afloat. In a matter of seconds, Amelia learned that Sam had twin toddlers, one boy and one girl, who were the result of a long struggle with infertility. The twins had been an accident—­Sam and his wife had given up hope when they conceived out of the blue—­and now Sam hoped to buy a new house with his job at the mill.

			I watched Amelia from the far side of the room, admiring the poise with which she extracted this information. For most of my life, I had marveled at extroverts, although I never wanted to be one. I preferred to sit quietly in the background, watching and listening, which was odd for someone who craved recognition as a child.

			When Amelia had learned all about Sam’s home life, she turned to a man who was sitting nearby. The man had these large brown eyes that should have belonged to a philosopher, and while he was more withdrawn than Sam, he still seemed willing to indulge Amelia’s ­extroverted whims.

			“How about you?” she said, smiling. “What’s your name?”

			“I’m Charlie,” the man told her. His voice was low and smooth, like smoke from a pipe.

			“You got kids?” Amelia asked. It was one of the main get-­to-­know-­you questions that surfaced during orientation. What did you do before all of this? Do you have kids? I didn’t mind the first question, but I hated the second. I always detected a hint of disappointment when I answered no.

			“Nope,” Charlie answered, “I don’t have any kids. At least not yet.”

			“Oh, that’s too bad,” Amelia said with a sigh. It was the same sigh I’d heard countless times before, and it always issued from the mouths of people who believed that everyone was cut out to have children.

			Ever since I hit my mid-­twenties, I had started to sense that people pitied me for being childless and unmarried. When I was twenty-­four, people said, Oh, you’ve still got time to have some babies. Now that I was twenty-­nine, people had started to say, Oh, you better hurry. You’re running out of time. It didn’t matter that I had made a very conscious decision not to have children, at least for the time being. I had been diagnosed with bipolar disorder at the age of eighteen, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to pass those genes on to the next generation. I also wondered what kind of mother I’d be.

			Since my diagnosis, my life had felt like a tireless string of downfalls and disasters. I went through depressive periods, which made me sluggish and suicidal. I went through manic periods, which made me impulsive and irrational. Worst of all, many of my episodes had characteristics of both mania and depression. Rather paradoxically, the two extremes could exist together in what was called a mixed state.

			I wished that the highs of mania and the lows of depression would cancel each other out, but this kind of logic doesn’t exist inside the mind. The extremes only amplify one another. The mania fills you with an overwhelming need to get up and move, but the depression makes it impossible to climb off the couch. You’re completely immobilized by sadness, and the inertia makes your skin crawl. You grow more and more irritable with every passing moment, and eventually the irritability tips the scales. The mania takes over and your impulses reign. Maybe you yell at a loved one or a friend, or maybe the mania drives you off the couch and into an electronics store where you spend all of your rent money on a professional-­grade DSLR camera with all the trimmings. You certainly can’t afford it—­and you’ve never had any inclination of becoming a photographer before—­but none of that matters. You are destined to become the next Robert Mapplethorpe, because Robert Mapplethorpe’s birthday is two days before your birthday, which means that his soul has been reborn into your body. When you come back home with your new camera, you sit on the couch and realize that you are too depressed to take any pictures. You’re completely immobilized by sadness, but your skin is still crawling, and the cycle begins again.

			Doctors would tell me that mixed-­state bipolar disorder is one of the most dangerous forms of the disease. Depression brings suicidal thoughts, and mania adds impulsivity. When people with mixed-­state bipolar disorder have the will for death, they are more likely to have the energy to follow through. In the midst of such an episode, it often feels like you’re at the mercy of a fickle mind. You are a helpless observer strapped to a missile that’s hurtling toward a sleepy city. You are a cricket chirping into a void. You are a puppet on a string, and you are the drunken ventriloquist who makes the puppet talk, and you are also—­strangely—­the voyeur who’s watching the show from the window. It was the kind of disease that made you question your ability to raise children.

			My mind wandered as Amelia continued to talk with Sam and Charlie. Gage fumbled around with the desktop computer at the front of the room. He was apparently having trouble finding the first safety video of the day, and the complimentary coffee was beginning to take effect on all of the sleepy Orange Hats. Everyone was growing livelier, and a few conversations had sprung up in various pockets around the room. I wasn’t quite awake enough to participate, so I listened absently to a nearby exchange between a young man and his neighbor, whose brown hair was speckled with gray.

			“Man, I wonder what we’re gonna be doing down here,” the older man said. He was tall and lanky, and he had the air of someone who thinks he knows more than everyone else. “I hope they don’t send me to Iron Producing. My friend told me it’s the worst.”

			The younger man appeared more timid than the first. He ran his palm over his black hair in a gesture that seemed to me like a self-­conscious tic.

			“Actually, I already know what I’ll be doing,” the younger man said. “They told me that I’m going to the Railroad.”

			“Oh, wow.” The older man sighed. I could tell by his tone that the younger man’s placement in the Railroad had instantly earned his respect. “So, you’re one of the Railroad guys? I heard that a few people were going there.”

			The majority of new hires, myself included, didn’t yet know what kinds of jobs we’d be doing inside the mill. The entire steelmaking operation was massive—­it spanned nearly 950 acres—­and the twenty-­four new employees in the room would be divided up and sent to various departments scattered throughout that huge space. Each department was responsible for a different aspect of the steelmaking process, and all of us were eager to find out where we were going. Only a handful of new employees already knew their fates, and they were all destined for the Cleveland Works Railroad, which was also known as the CROW. These employees had undergone a more extensive physical examination than the rest of us, and they would soon be taken away for a separate orientation just for Railroad workers.

			The CROW was owned by the same company that owned the steel mill, and it was primarily responsible for transporting steel and materials between the various departments within the mill. While employees of the CROW were still considered steelworkers, they were also part of the nationwide brotherhood of railway workers. They were entitled to a better pension than the rest of us, and they went through a much more intensive training program. Not only did they have to memorize the intricate network of tracks within the mill, they also had to learn how to jump on and off moving trains without getting killed. These Railroad employees might have enjoyed some extra retirement benefits, but they had one of the most dangerous and physically demanding jobs inside the mill.

			“I heard that the Railroad is no joke,” the older man said. “I think that the last person who died down here was working on the Railroad.”

			A concerned look spread across the younger man’s face.

			“Really?” he said. “Are you sure?”

			“Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was a Railroad guy who died,” the older man said. He seemed completely oblivious to the younger man’s growing trepidation. “My friend told me about it a little while back. I guess there was a big snowstorm or something, and this guy was riding on the front of a train. He was just out there in the open, which wasn’t weird or anything. That’s just what those Railroad guys have to do sometimes. They hop up onto this little platform and cling to the front of the train while it’s still moving. That’s just part of the job or something. You’ll have to do it too, I guess.”

			The older man’s voice was growing more animated with every word, and the other people in the room were beginning to turn their attention to the conversation. Meanwhile, the younger man was trying to mask his unease.

			“Well, anyways,” the older man said, “this guy was riding on the front of the train, and there was this big snowstorm. I don’t have to tell you how bad the weather gets around here.”

			The older man paused and glanced around at his growing audience. He took a deep breath and leaned forward, as if to build tension.

			“So the snow was really coming down,” he said. “It was one of those storms where you can barely see your hand in front of your face, and all of those trains are just big hunks of metal, and all of that metal gets icy real quick. Well, the guy slipped on all of that ice. He fell right on the tracks, and the train just kept on going. I heard it split the guy right down the middle.”

			The older man leaned back in his seat, and the room settled into a brief silence.

			“I remember when that happened,” Gage said from the front of the room.

			He had finally found the first video, which was cued up and ready to go, but he’d gotten caught up in the conversation just like everyone else.

			“I was down at the mill when it happened,” Gage continued. “Everyone was really upset, because the company just left the body on the tracks for hours. Apparently, they were waiting for people to come out and investigate what happened. I think that there always has to be an investigation after a death, but it took them forever to get it done. The body was just sitting there in the snow.”

			I thought back to the story that Jack had told us about his friend. The incident with the crane had been just as horrific and frightening as the train accident, but it happened back when Jack was a much younger man. I was probably just a child at the time, if I had been born at all, and so much had changed over the years. Things were supposedly safer now. We had OSHA. We had mandatory safety videos. I figured that workplace fatalities happened to Jack’s generation, not mine, but the story about the Railroad accident seemed to prove me wrong. Gage had been working in the mill when the accident had occurred, and he wasn’t a grizzled old man. He was barely in his thirties.

			“How long ago did this happen?” I asked.

			“I’m pretty sure it was back in 2013,” Gage said.

			“You mean that it happened three years ago?” I blurted out, barely masking my surprise.

			“Yeah, I guess it’s been about three years,” he told me. “I remember feeling really sorry for that guy. I think he was still pretty young. He’d only been working down here for a little while. He probably had a family and a wife and everything.”

			All of the Orange Hats in the room had grown quiet. Even Amelia was speechless. The talk of death had piqued our interest, but we weren’t motivated by morbid curiosity. All of us had been ecstatic about landing a job in the mill. We had hit the jackpot. We had scored a union job, and we were going to make loads of money. Then we started watching a barrage of safety videos that outlined the many ways we could be hurt in the mill, and the people narrating those videos didn’t just mention injury. They talked about death. They told stories about people getting electrocuted to death, people getting crushed to death, and people falling to their deaths. Those videos started to scare us, so we tried to hold them at arm’s length. We told ourselves that they were just videos. They were supposed to scare us so that we would develop a healthy respect for the machinery.

			Still, we were worried. We wanted to know just how likely we were to die inside the mill, and the story about the Railroad gave us a grim answer. The man’s death wasn’t separated by time or distance, and it wasn’t told to us by a faceless narrator in a movie. The death had occurred in our city and in our mill, and it had happened only three years prior. Suddenly all of the fears we’d been keeping at bay came rushing into view, and we hung on every ugly detail. It wasn’t curiosity or irreverence, and it wasn’t an odd form of masochism. We were all trying to divine what had sealed this particular man’s fate. If we could just understand why he died, then we might be able to predict whether our own futures would come to the same end.

			On the other side of the room, the young man who was destined for the Railroad had grown quiet and nervous. He stared down at his hands with wide eyes, and the older man finally seemed to realize that a story about a train-­related death wasn’t quite the pep talk that a future Railroad employee wanted to hear.

			“Hey,” the older man said. “Don’t even worry about what happened to that guy. Don’t let it scare you or nothing. You look young and fit. You can handle it. I mean, you can’t be older than twenty-­five. Am I right?”

			“I’m twenty-­one,” the younger man said.

			“Shit. You’re twenty-­one, and you’ve already got a job at the mill? You’ve got it made. You’ll be buying a house before you turn twenty-­three. Don’t even think about what happened to that guy. It was just a fluke thing, you know?”

			I didn’t realize it at the time, but the older man was right. In the mill, you couldn’t think too long about what had happened to the man who died on the Railroad. If you did, you’d be paralyzed. You just had to keep pushing forward. You had to keep striving for a good living. You had to keep saving for that house. You had to keep your wits about you if you wanted to avoid doing something stupid. You had to keep calm if you wanted to avoid a tragic misstep, and you had to keep looking at your surroundings if you wanted to avoid the fluke that might kill you. True, the fluke might come for you anyway. There are some accidents that can’t be divined. There are some fates that can’t be understood. The future is a very uncertain thing, and you can’t always predict the end you’ll meet.

			*

			When I was growing up, money was often tight, but my mother knew how to stretch a dollar. She worked her own bit of magic within the family, although I didn’t always appreciate it as a child. Every year, she budgeted the family’s expenses to a T, making sure that there was enough to pay for piano lessons and Catholic schooling for my sister and me. This was no small feat considering that my mother worked part-­time as a dental hygienist and my father worked as a retail manager at a pawnshop. She could pinch pennies and conjure dimes, but her role in the family went far beyond the monthly balance sheet. She was also the disciplinarian, the secretary, and the cook. She was the overseer who made sure my sister and I did our chores. She gave the epileptic dog its daily dose of phenobarbital. She rolled everyone out of bed in the morning, and she made sure our lunches were packed. In our family, my mother was the gear that made everything run, but she wasn’t too rigid to bend.

			Once, when I was quite young, she missed Sunday Mass for the sake of a ratty yellow blanket that I used to carry everywhere. The tattered piece of fabric was practically part of my body, and I wouldn’t even stand for it to be washed. As we walked out of the house that morning, the blanket caught on the door handle. The yellow fabric ripped down the middle, and the bottom fell out of my stomach. I cried so loudly that neighbors probably thought that I had broken a leg, so my mother kneeled down in front of me and wiped away my tears.

			“It can be fixed,” she told me. “It can be sewn.”

			We both stayed home from church that morning, which was practically unheard of in our family, and I waited as my mother sewed the blanket in the basement. She reinforced the hole with several layers of thread, making sure there weren’t any gaps that could unravel, and she let me watch cartoons on the couch when she was finished. While the fabric would always retain a scar, my mother’s stitching was good. With my father, she had created a world where the most devastating hole could be mended with a mother’s needle. It was a place where miracles could happen if you just made it to the post office on time, and it made me believe that even the improbable could be possible.

			Years after the torn blanket, when I was about nine years old, I sat next to my mother at Sunday Mass. My father and sister were there too, and everyone was listening to the priest, who lectured from the pulpit. As usual, my attention had been drawn elsewhere. I focused on a statue of the Virgin Mary, which stood above the tabernacle on the right side of the church. The Virgin had flawless skin and open palms. Her tiny feet balanced atop a miniature Earth.

			“Mary,” I prayed silently, “if I’m supposed to become a nun, give me a sign before Mass is over.”

			Even at the age of nine, I needed to be assured of my destiny. I wanted proof. While my desire to become a nun might have been rooted in childhood visions of fame, it was also deeply spiritual. I felt something unspeakable welling up inside me. This something felt like a rush of beads pinging on a glass tabletop, or a wildfire torching old trees to allow for new growth. It was quiet and urgent, whisper-­like and fierce. I didn’t know its name, but the religious life seemed to be the only vocation worthy of its power. Looking back, I’d call it hunger.

			The service ambled along, and I stared at the statue of the Virgin. I wanted the clay to come alive and tell me that I was destined for greatness, but no matter how hard I stared, the Virgin wouldn’t move.

			“Please, please, please,” I prayed, “give me a sign.”

			I dreaded the Virgin’s silence. If she didn’t give me a sign, then it meant that I wasn’t chosen. I would end up just like everybody else. I had watched the ways in which adults seemed to move through the world. They went about their days with downtrodden resignation, as if life had beaten something out of them. They weren’t just cogs in the wheel; they’d fallen off the wheel completely. It seemed as if they no longer believed that they were an integral part of anything, and I didn’t want to suffer the same fate.

			The priest stood in front of the congregation and spread his arms. My stomach tightened.

			“The Mass is ended,” he said. “Go now in peace to love and serve the Lord.”

			The organist began playing the final hymn.

			“Please, Mary, please.”

			Some of the congregants gathered their belongings and snuck out the back door.

			“Please.”

			When the organ fell silent, my mother and father turned to leave. Tears itched at the corners of my eyes, but I fought them back. The Virgin had communicated through her silence: You are not as important as you think. My parents headed toward the church exit, and I followed. As I resigned myself to my own mediocrity, I heard a woman’s voice behind me.

			“Okay, goodbye,” the voice said.

			I looked around. The surrounding pews were empty. The aisle was clear except for my mother, my father, and my sister. There were no other women within earshot. I pulled at my mother’s arm.

			“Did you hear that?” I said.

			“Hear what?”

			“That woman.”

			“What woman?”

			“Never mind.”

			I looked back at the statue. It must have been the Virgin who spoke. Okay, goodbye, she’d said. That must have been my sign. I smiled. Maybe I had been right all along. I had been chosen for a great and impossible thing, and the beauty welling inside me was real.

			My excitement didn’t last long, however. I was skeptical, even as a nine-­year-­old. Right after I heard that voice, I began questioning. Perhaps I’d heard an echo. Perhaps I’d heard a passing conversation. What kind of message was Okay, goodbye, anyway? Couldn’t the Mother of God think of something better to say? I craved a second sign that would confirm the first. Better to be safe.

			“Mary,” I prayed as I walked out of the church that morning, “if that was you who spoke, let me see doves today.”

			Doves seemed like an optimal solution. It was something specific. It was something I could expect. Asking for two signs in one day felt excessive, so I didn’t want to ask for something completely world-­altering. Doves were improbable but not impossible.

			On that particular Sunday, my family was heading out on our yearly vacation. As my father drove to a local state park, I thought of nothing but doves. I watched the sky and scanned the power lines. My stomach tightened at every flutter of wings, but only robins and pigeons appeared. When we finally reached our hotel, I grabbed my backpack and jumped out of the car. I searched the bushes for doves.

			“What are you looking for?” my mother asked.

			“Nothing,” I said.

			“Well, come on, we don’t have all day.”

			I followed her reluctantly into our hotel, but I stopped in the doorway. In the middle of the lobby stood an enormous birdcage. The burnished brass bars curved toward the ceiling. Inside the cage crooned a handful of off-­white birds.

			I ran over to my mother, who was already checking in.

			“Mom,” I said. “Mommmm.”

			“Hold on, Eliese.”

			“No, Mom, I just have to ask you something. Please.”

			“What is it?”

			“What kind of birds are those?”

			She turned around.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “They look like mourning doves.”

			I walked back to the cage and watched the birds. They skittered between thin branches and flapped their clipped wings. Some searched for seeds at the bottom of the cage. I smiled, and my heart raced. I gripped my backpack with furious excitement.

			Morning doves, I thought to myself.

			It would take years for me to realize that the doves were mourning, not morning. On that perfect summer afternoon, I still believed in my own quiet magnitude.
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If your heart, like mine, feels poisoned by this era of political division,
Rust may just be the antidote for which you've been searching.’
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