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Preface

My wife Jackie, to whom these poems are dedicated,
died in September 2014 at the age of 64. About a
year later | wrote a poem for her that | called ‘A
Bigger Picture’. Since then others have followed,
all prompted by my attempt to come to terms with
my grief and by my long held belief that death is a
transition rather than an end.

Jackie didn't like the word ‘battle’ in relation
to her illness. For two years she ‘lived’ with cancer.
She spoke to our son, Tom, about 'the extraordinary
quality of these days, the precious intensity of it
all', and about her deep sense of wellbeing. I don't
know where this inner strength comes from and |
don't ask’, she said; I'm just grateful for it." In the
last weeks she spoke to us on several occasions about
how extraordinary it was that she felt so alive.

Jackie's adult life had three quite distinct
and fulfilling phases. After reading mathematics
at Cambridge she travelled extensively, partly in
connection with her role as Overseas Programmes
Administrator for the charity War on Want. After we
married she devoted ten years or so to bringing up our
two young children. She then read for a PhD in the
History of Mathematics at the Open University, and
in 2000 made her first connection with Oxford where
in due course she became Senior Research Fellow
of The Queen’s College and Lecturer in the Oxford
Mathematical Institute. Among the nine books that
she wrote, largely on developments in algebra during
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was her much
acclaimed The History of Mathematics: A Very Short
Introduction.’ In Jackie's obituary in the Guardian, her
friend and colleague at Oxford, Dr Peter Neumann,
referred to 'her exceptional breadth of scholarship.’

At Jackie's funeral our daughter, Ellie, spoke
of how her mother's deep sense of the past seemed
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to make her ‘'unusually comfortable with her
own limited space in time and to give her a quiet
confidence in the future.’ This confidence and trust
is beautifully conveyed in a message she wrote to
young people — ‘my beloved children, their wonderful friends,
nieces, nephews, students' — that she asked to be read out
at her funeral: ' want you to know how much I loved you,
bow much I enjoyed seeing you make your way into adult life,
each with your own particular energy and expertise. I want to
tell you tkatfor avery long time I bave been learning morefrom
you than you could ever bave learned from me, that wisdom and
understanding are not the prerogative of the old or middle-aged,
they are yours too. And I want you to know how profoundly
[ respected your values: your care and respect for me, for your
own families, for each other, and for the world about you. I am
confident of a future that is in your hands.'

Jackie's own role in that future will, I believe,
be more than just the influence that is inspired by
memory; she was less sure of this. Life and death, time
and space, the wisdom and beauty that surrounds
us — we each had our own way of expressing our
understanding and appreciation of these great
mysteries. She was increasingly drawn to the silence
of a Quaker meeting.

Some months before she died I told her that |
wanted to write a book for her. 'You'd better hurry up’
was her reply! Yet she knew what | meant and that |
believed much could still be conveyed between the
living and those who have died — albeit not in words
as such, but through what lives in our hearts.

[ hope, therefore, that what follows — the
thoughts and feelings that prompted what [ have
written — will be a bridge of sorts, both to her and
also to those who sense that there is indeed a bigger
picture. Some of the poems are also intimations that
in our efforts to extend boundaries of every sort there
is, in fact, no shore too far.

Jonathan Stedall






Beauty

So often, as [ stand in awe

of beauty in its many forms —
the flowers, a frost,

the kindness in a person'’s eyes,
our grandson three days old —
[ long for you to see them too,
to share the joy,

to share the thrill

that life so often brings.

But then I think,

or rather hope,

that all this beauty isn't lost
because of where you are.
Perhaps, indeed, that joy is there,
and greater than for us;

for you can see

and you can hear

the essence of this world we love
in greater depth,

with brighter light

than those of us still here.

If this is so,

and not some ruse

to keep at bay my tears,
then when I kneel

to thank the world,

[ know you're kneeling too.



A Bigger Picture

She said to me,

this brave and thoughtful soul

[ so admire and love:

"Why all this talk of angels and the like —
there's so much beauty,

so much goodness here on earth.
Why should we look elsewhere?'

And she was right;

a world sublime

and wise beyond belief

indeed right here at every turn,

and in our daily lives.

And yet like so much else

we witness hour by hour:

the wind, our thoughts,

the life that calls forth flowers from tiny seeds,
we cannot always see

with eyes that have to close at night.

Miracles abound,

both seen and unseen,

day in, day out

and in the here and now.

So, too, the angels and the gods,
of whom [ sometimes speak,
are not for me far out in space
or in another world,

but working in our daily lives
to help us out of bed,

and out into the rain;

to help us take the next step,
and the next.



And now she, too,

is nowhere to be seen —

my dear and precious friend,

my wife.

And yet she lives,

of that I feel so sure;

closer perhaps than when we still held hands
or disagreed about the meaning of it all.
Together still, united in our search

for what | sometimes call

a bigger picture:

a journey and a quest

that maybe never ends.



That Robin

That robin who became so tame
when you were ill

is back again,

but not so close.

Perhaps he knew —

not in his tiny brain,

but in his feathered being —

that you would welcome such a friend
when times were hard.

For what keeps animals at bay

comes tumbling down

when people drop their guard

and boundaries start to shrink.

The garden was your world.

You saw each flower and tree anew.
Perhaps you saw them as the robin does.
No wonder you became such friends.

In Touch

There is no number I can call,
and email doesn't work;

yet where you dwell,

just out of range,

is not that far away:.

So I must make my own device,
and not with bits of wire,

but woven from the love | feel —
a love that flows through all our lives,
in sky at night,

in light of day,

and will do evermore.



Marmalade

When white, not orange,

cold, not heat,

reminded us our friend, the sun

was very far away,

you, carer of the four of us,

took down your cauldron from the shelf,
and chopped up fruit,

which boiled and boiled,

and filled the house with steam.

And so our treat for months to come
would slowly fill up jars;

and breakfasts were a daily feast
reminding us at start of day

of Spanish warmth,

and English frost,

and all those hours of toil.

Now all is quiet,

but nothing lost —

[ live both now and then.
Your skills I miss,

but what remains

so links me still to winter days
when you brought warmth

to all our lives

in many different ways.

But now there's only one jar left,
and that I'll have to keep;

for stored up there

is treasure rare

which helps me not to weep.



