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passions —  and his wit, the sharp edge of his insight. I can distinctly 
remember him, on a holiday in Butlins, holding his own with the 
stand-up comic who’d decided to single him out from the crowd.  
 	 We talk ourselves into silence. For the quickest of moments 
time moves me into the future and I have this crashing, debilitating 
moment of picturing us here, telling stories about my mum. I know 
she must have felt that today too. We walk from the tree, leaving it 
to the elements to allow it to take root. Sarah finds a white feather 
besides the tree: a message from the dead, she says. Jackie shows us 
her tattoo of a white feather which she got for my dad. We leave the 
tree behind, to take root before bearing its first flowers next Spring, 
we hope, as a mayblossom. The path leads us back the way we came. 
Our only agenda now is to eat together, and drink. Not with the 
gusto of past family parties but we’ll see in the early hours, holding 
tight to these precious moments — even under the pinch of stress — 
of being together.

As I’m lying in bed, after the Chinese restaurant and the drinks, I 
think about Nunhead Cemetery. When I get there the feeling will 
be one of connection with the physical world — the words of the 
poets will make it cohere. I remember a stand-in teacher in primary 
school who came in on Friday mornings and, on one occasion, read 
to us a poem about ivy growing up a wall. I realised later that the 
poem was really about time, or — more excitingly to my young 
mind — about two things at the same time. It struck me as a kind of 
magic that metaphor could work like that. It was the first occasion 
I can remember in which time made sense to me: the abstract made 
physical. My search for a lost dead poet might also be my search for 
that connection and discovery in language, the rush of that first grasp 
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of what poetry can do: something I’ve spent my whole life thinking 
about — fixating on  — as both a poet and poetry librarian. A handle 
— through language — attached to the vagaries and abstractions 
that so much of life is composed of. The rest of my class at school 
may have slept through that magical poem about time and ivy as 
many people seem to sleep through a life without poetry. Most of 
those who read it go for what’s already known and available; few go 
underground to read the forgotten dead at first hand. But can I really 
face the Cemetery after what’s happened this week?
	 I may be dreaming now as I picture the inside of the Cemetery 
that I’m yet to visit, flourishing with new life, each vine in a race for 
the light that breaks through the trees above. And there, at the end of 
a path of broken headstones — obelisks, roods and broken angels — 
will be a poet forgotten to time, one that gives me the words to live 
by. I will have a feeling then of finding poetry for the first time again, 
as on that Friday morning poetry class when moss and ivy collided 
through my mind and the world stood still for a moment. Perhaps 
all along I’ve been looking for that particular poem, that precise 
moment? I fall asleep thinking of a robin, landing on a headstone, 
tilting the wood knot of its head, listening: the word and the thing as 
one.
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22nd August 2014
I let Pavel play with the old red garage. The one that my Grandad made 
for my dad in around 1956. Paul’s Garage it says across the top in 
white paint. I remember why we called our son Pavel: Slavic for Paul. He 
said ‘Will you one day give this to me, then I’ll give it to my son?’ Then 
he continues, in an exaggerated loop: ‘then his son then his son then his 
son then his son then his son then his son then his son.’ For the first time 
primogeniture hit him. There’s a few seconds of silence and then he asked: 
‘Is that the way life works?’ 

23rd August 2014
I think of all the things I love about my mum. They seem easier to see 
now. Her kindness, her humour, the way she thinks of our needs before 
hers. The way she loses words like some people lose keys. That time a few 
weeks ago when she was trying to describe her favourite lipstick, a pink — 
definitely something pink, she said, before describing an item of clothing 
that Mexicans wear: Sombrero? my sister Jackie said. No, she said: begins 
with P. Pon. Poncho. Poncho Pink! I love the way she bends titles and 
phrases into unexpected new meanings. Christmas lists crackle with mix-
up potential. That time she went to a DVD shop and asked for Bend it with 
Beckham. When my younger brother Ste took a boyfriend home my mum 
asked if they’d like some ‘bread and coumous’, pronouncing the coumous 
with a distinct hard ‘c’? Did she do it to make them laugh? Ste’s never 
forgotten it. I told myself, again, her favourite joke — the one she’s been 
telling to us for as long as I can remember. A little girl is at home, with no 
clothes on and asks her mother if she can play outside and the mother says: 
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No, it’s raining. The girl says: Okay, but if I put on my hat can I look out 
the window?

24th August 2014
She was told today that she’ll have to choose between a lumpectomy or a 
mastectomy. The removal of a breast or the removal of the isolated, cancerous 
flesh. The lump is six centimetres deep as well as wide. Think of it, she was 
told, as if it is a globe. 

25th August 2014
A new world.
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Angels Planted in Hawthorn Bowers: William 
Blake at Peckham Rye

Tarry no longer; for my soul lives at the gates of death. 
I will arise and look forth for the morning of the grave. 
I will go down to the sepulcher to see if morning breaks! 
I will go down to self annihilation and eternal death...
   William Blake, Milton

I’m half a mile from Nunhead Cemetery, on Peckham Rye, when 
poetry — not for the first time — finds me out. Last week’s news 
about my mum’s cancer makes any cemetery the last place I want 
to be today. But I have a feeling that Nunhead Cemetery needs to be 
mapped within its social and geographical context. There is a strong 
series of poetic links surrounding it that comprise something of a 
mythology of their own. Today I’m looking for the tree in which the 
young William Blake saw an angel.
	 The first angel he saw attended his birth in a hosier’s shop 
in Soho. No sooner was he swaddled, named and placed in the line 
of an ever-growing family, than he was out walking the streets of 
London. When he was around four he was beaten by his mother for 
claiming to have seen the Prophet Ezekiel under a bush. From then 
on he walked looking upwards, heading for the southern hills. When 
he was about eight he spotted an angel tangled in the boughs of a tree 
on Peckham Rye. This time it was his father who threatened to beat 
him though the myth tells us that his mother intervened to prevent it 
from happening — she seemed to be warming to this wayward child 


