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I spend my time here reciting poetry. Not for me, the
words of Larkin, Yeats or Heansy. I racite the Periodic
Table, running my tongue over the slements, trying
them on for size. My favourites are the noble gases:
helium, neon, argon, krypton, xenon and radon. They
sound to me like a potent task force of mythological
super heroes. Imarvel at the slegance and simplicity of
the building blocks of the univarss. W are mads of
stars. ihen the sun dies, and this world ends, the
slements n the Periodic Table will remain and combins
to form something new. Life is a series of chain
reactions.

Somtimes, I can go many days without thinking of
Sally or Julia or Sharon. But then something will remind
me. It always does. I hate the rain the most, becauss
the rain reminds me. I picturs Sharon again, standing in
the rain at the bus stop, shoulders sloping with
hopelassness.

“Hop in, I'll give youa lft. You'l be soaked.’

Sharon got into the car, silent and grateful. Giving her
alft home sesmed like the right thing to do - it wasn't
out of my way. It became a regular thing. e mostly
talked about school and her homework or her guinea
pigs, but on day she was monosyllabic on the journsy
home and when we pulled up outside her houss, there
were tears in her eyes.

Sharon sat still, the sffort to speak taking all her
concenration.

‘Dad'’s gone and Mum won't stop crying”

Fat, salty tears spilled down her cheeks and misery
seeped out of every pore. I put my arm around her
shoulder and pulled her close to me, like T would when
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Sally fell and scraped her knse, or when she'd fallsn out
with her best friend. T'd lsarned how from watching
Julia.

Tt will be okay, swastheart. It will be okay. I stroked
her hair and no-one was more surprissd than me, when
Sharon reached up to kiss me. I pulled away, brushed it
asids; thought it best to ignore it. Then I stammersd
something I don't remember and said goodbye. Sharon
looked sad, then angry and stormed up the short path
to her front door. I drove away from her house, to a
chorus line of twitching curtains.

By the tims I got to school the following day, it was
clear that I wouldn't be able to ignore the problem. T
was called to the Headmasters offics. His round,
porcine eyes bored into me and his throat-clearing
underlined his disquist.

T...ehm...thinkit best if .. hm . .suspended ...
need to invastigate . . . serious allegations . . . shm . ..
bestfor youand.... shm ... the child”

The Headmaster actually meant for the benefit of the
school, but was too cowardly to say so. The sound of his
embarrassment rings in my sars still.

It didn't s2em to matter to anyone that I didn't touch
her, that I wouldn't do that. The words were out there,
causing their ovn chain reaction, and psople choss to
believe what was convenient, over what was the truth. T
try to blot out the memory of the gaggle of reporters
camped outside the house; Julia’s accusing facs; my
suitcase packed and waiting for me in the hall when T
got home. The headlines in the papers wers hard to
bear. ot just for me, but for my family. I remember
seeing Sally for the last time. Her puzzled face, her
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outstretched arms, her plamtive call for her Daddy. A
wave of pain crashes over me.

T was charged, of course, and there was a trial. My
defence barrister quickly stripped fact from fiction and
the jury undarstood that it was a schoolgirl crush, not
reciprocated in any way by me. After all the months
lsading up to the trial, the matter was dealt with in just
48 hours. At any other time, the efficiency would have
delighted me. I was exonerated. Except it wasn't as sasy
as that. Mud sticks - I won't go into the physics of it -
but it doss. By that time, Julia had taken Sally away and
it was too late to take back the barbs she'd throvn.

My lifs changed, decayed, oxidised. The iron in my
heart fused with the hydrogen and oxygen that used to
be Julia and me. The cascades of tears that I crisd
bound the new compound and, dsep inside, the rust
started to eat away at me. Day after day, I stood and
stared out, until one day, I was powerless to stop the
changs. It bsgan in my fest; they became leaden,
heavy, as I slowly turned to iron. Now, my body is
delaminating. The sea sloughs layers of rust and metal,
like skin. The end result wil bs the same as if L had been
buried in the ground. I will break down into my
component slements and disperss, returning to the
stars. All that remains of the old me is my
consciousness - and even that will svaporate in time.

In another life, T would have liked to be a Classics
scholar. The geometry and philosophy of the ancisnt
Gresks fires my imagination almost as much as their
contribution to the Periodic Table. Another day has
passed and Apollo’s fiery chariot will soon disappear in
the wast. Ws ars bathed in the golden glow that Paddy
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calls ‘God-light'. 'm awars of another presence nearby.
This time, it's an older man and, as he sheds his clothes
to absorb the dying rays of the sun, he nods and mouths
over to me, ‘Bankruptcy. He turns away from me to
stare out to sea like the rest of us. The iron in the
haemoglobin carrying oxygen from his lungs thickens
and multiplies, turning him to metal from within. His
movements slow as the change takes place and, befors
sunset, he is one of us.

e number nearly a hundred now. We strstch for
miles over the sands, silent, contemplative. e all have
our stories. In our quist, dstermined way, we look out
to the horizon, reflecting on the svents that brought us
here. Each one of us stands apart from the rest, but we
maintain the collective communion of hops. Tims
passes whilst farrous oxids ravages our outer shalls,
returning us to the universs. The view I have changes
daily, a moving landscape before me. I don't have to go
anywhere to see the world turning. It all here.
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Tused to be afraid of dogs. T have besn ever sincs Iwas
alittle boy and our neighbour's dog barked all through
the night. The sound invadsd my drsams, giving ms
night terrors, where wolves chased me through the
rain-glistening strests. Years later, my morning walk to
work would take me past a small serub of green, whare
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The Iron Men

BEE LEWIS

‘THE OTHERS THINK sunset is the best time, but I prefer
sunrise. There is something comforting about sesing my
shadow stretching out in front of me, a visual marker of the
‘hours and days to come. I could be a sundial. The beach is
quieter in the morning and each new day brings with it a
promise that bends the horizon. The joggers stick to the
promenads, their pounding hesls driving the world
forward. In the evenings, they run along the shoreline,
blotting my view. Idon't jog. I stand and absorb the air, my
‘pores soaking up the sodium chloride and the ozone, which
in fact isn’t ozone, it’s dimethyl sulphide.

Sometimes, thers are horses and riders. They gallop
past, sending clods of sand flying and leaving crescent
moons in their wake. The horsss are fleeting but I can
fesl them long before they come into view. Their
hooves beat a tribal rhythm, replacing the thrum of my
heart. I feel them at first in my fest, then my kmess, then
my pelvis, until finally they splinter up through my
chest and out of my skull. Just as quickly, they are
gone.

A bit further down the bsach from me, Paddy
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contemplates the world around him by paddling in the
Spume. He started coming hers befors I did, after his
wife had an affair. He doesn't talk about t, but he wears
the pain on his face like decay. He smiles across at me
and Tcan tell he is happiest in that exact moment, with
infinitesimal photons beaming down on him and the
foamy sea tickling his ankles. Man and nature.

A little girl in a red coat squeals and runs along the
sand. Hers, in north-west England, the sand is mainly
silicon dioxids, better known as quartz, but in the
Caribbean, say, it would be calcium carbonate, created
by millions of years of shellfish habitation. The girls
flowery Wellingtons splash through the rivulets of
water, coursing down from the dunes to the sea. She is
carrying a sun-blsached stick that is almost as tall as
her and, up ahead, a Jack Russell is barking
encouragament. Two adults come into view. They must
be her parents. They walk slowly, deliberately, handsin
animated conversation. The woman has long hair that
snakes in front of her face in the bresze as she listens to
her companion. He calls to the girl and she stops,
before turning towards him, knees bent as though ready
to sink into the sand. The adults catch up with the girl
and, taking her hands in theirs, swing her between
them. The dog yaps and circles them, wanting to join in.
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the dog walksrs congregated. It was a daily test of my
mattle. T challanged myself to go by without giving off
the scent of fear. Now I think of it, it's possible I was
more afraid of their owners. One morning, a quist lady
in a blue, quilted jackst, stopped me. Har black
Labrador sat, patiently waiting.

“You don't ike dogs, do you?

Tlooked at her clossly, unnerved by the intervention,
not sure how to respond. Mould she think me a coward?
And would Imind if she did?

‘Io, not really. I can't read them, you see. I can’t tell
what they are thinking.’

She looked at me, her eyes level, steady, and said,
It's simple really. They want love and security, a place
to sleep and food to eat. They ars not so different from
youandme”

Her words staysd with me, coating my heart. T
started looking out for her, Julia, and Jet, the Labrador.
They'd walk part of the way to work with me. It took me
awhile to find the courage to ask her out, but I nsedn’t
have worried, we fitted together like hydrogen and
oxygen. The result was something bigeer than just us on
our own. I asked her to be my wife and we lived
together, not far from hers. When our daughter, Sally,
was born, we moved to a larger houss further up the
coast, but sill closs enough to the school I taught at.

T miss teaching the wonders of chemistry and physics
to shiny-faced students, innocent with untapped
potential. T try not to think of it too often. lot on days
like this, when the haematite sea mests the mercury
horizon.
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My arms ache to hold my daughter. I look out, across
the Irish Sea, and imagine her running along the
shoreline, like the lttle girl with the stick and the Jack
Russell. She'd be nearly twenty now.

Thers is another man standing closs by. He, too,
stares out to sea and breathes in deeply. I wonder if he
can he smell the chemicals from the oil refinery at
Stanlow. He sess me looking and half salutes; brothers
in arms. He takes his clothes off and folds them in a neat
pile next to where he is standing. Then he resumes
staring, scanning the horizon for somsthing he has lost.

Loss. It hits me in the guts again, and each time the
blow hurts just as much as the first time. Sometimes, T
S22 my pupils, heads bent in concentration, or chewing
the ends of their pens, daydreaming. Mithout warning, I
remember Sharon's face staring up at me as I stand at
the front of the class, chalking the chemical formulas
onto the board. She wore her red hair tied back in a
single ponytail, a frovn of concentration plaating her
features. She was always an sasy student to teach
because she tried hard. Not especially clever, but abls
to apply herself wall and her natural curiosity
blossomed with the extra tuition I gave her.

My home life was more than I ever expected to have.
Julia filled the houss with love, whils flling the
cupboards with cakes and treats for Sally and me. e
spent our weekends walking across thess dunes, or
further up the coast at the nature reserve, fesding the
red squirrels. Our happiness came from simple things.
All we nesdsd was a car, a picnic rug and a Thermos
flask. When it changed, no-one seemed to care what my
opinion was.




