
She is Underneath Everything 

Matthew Keeley 

 

 

1. Volcano 

2. Photos Don’t Work 

3. Grief is a Needle 

4. Half-Life 

5. Crying Diary 

6. Skara Brae Bed 

7. Director’s Cut 

8. Sore Presents 

9. Our Hands 

10. Alive 

11. Clutching 

12. Epiphany/Nestlé is Bad 

  



Volcano 

 

A fireball of red wool smoked my eyes 

with one needle shoved in,  

ready to be picked up again. 

It wasn’t picked up again. 

A moth shot out of the unknitted something  

trying to scatter up through the dead-end ceiling. 

Mum’s room was a Pompeii of un-tasks: 

blank birthday cards unwished;  

empty envelopes unsent;  

puzzles unsolved. 

In Memoriam Orders of Service were gathered here on a shelf,  

waiting for company. 

Our grief suffocated us slowly  

in puffs  

and coughs  

until we fell unconscious. 

Concrete clouds pelted everyone else.  

At her funeral they choked and spluttered. Then settled.  

We still cough. 

In dreams she’s here, unchanged.  

She can climb Vesuvius, 

not lie on one side with unwalking bone legs. 

Now  

her ashes are in the room,  

unwished, unsent, unsolved, unscattered 

and I try to attach meaning like sellotaping a laminated name  

– ‘Juniper’ –  

to a Hospice room window. 

I bubble inside and have melted 

but they see a stoic mountain,  

green and pleasant. 

I will erupt. 

 

 

 

 

  



Photos Don’t Work 

 

Where did she go? The solid bulk of her? 

Not beneath sheets or behind a living room door.  

A magic trick I didn’t ask for, 

like rubbing out the sun and moon. 

The morning she died, 

Her hand fit in my hand  

and I pressed her arm 

and even then she was whole, warm.  

Now she is lost  

and I don’t know where to look. 

Dad has littered the house with photos of her 

like Missing posters. 

Have You Seen Our Mum? 

But photos don’t work. 2D, flat 

shining glossy ink at me and not her face. 

Satin paper can’t replace 

her gold voice, her infinite stories, her soft hands,  

and questions from Shakespeare. 

Photos can’t ask questions.  

Photos can’t answer them.  

 

I dreamt about her this morning  

but can’t remember what she said to me.  

Her words are gone  

in shapeshifting blurs and my fuzzy head. 

The leaves on her plant move at night, 

folding over one another, springing and waving. 

I want it to be her  

but don’t think it is. 

How could she - 

she - 

only lift a leaf 

with an invisible finger? 

  



Grief is a Needle 

 

Grief is a needle  

cut from glass. 

There and not there,  

clear and sharp. 

Laughs at TV are  

pricked by vomited tears  

and gulps for  

breaths  

that don’t  

hurt. 

Singing in a kitchen 

is punctured and I am 

at a funeral again, 

crying into tea. 

Driving away from Mum and Dad’s house 

 – or just Dad’s house? –  

and poison injects. 

An overdose that won’t kill, just infect. 

Grief stabs at smiles  

and pierces peace 

on a whim. 

It dictates. 

Grief is a needle and I am its hostage junkie 

with phantom black bruises. 

  



Half-Life 

 

I am indignant at ‘Hi’. 

Hi? 

Why are you smiling? 

Complaining about ageing? About headaches? Swimming classes? 

Don’t you know who died? 

The most important person in the world. 

Weekend plans? You should be wailing. 

I want to kick your dumb grins and knock out teeth. 

Sympathies and sadness for a week or two  

before decaying to a handful of ‘How are you?’s.  

Should I have stopped mourning now?  

Was she not deserving of more than a fortnight of grief?  

Questions about holidays - you think I should have moved on; 

flown away from death now on a jumbo jet.  

She didn’t matter that much. 

And my anger inverts, bouncing from mirrors. 

Her death is creative capital and I am cashing in poems. 

Couldn’t the muses have dealt me something else? 

A big birthday? A pounding headache? A cancelled swimming class? 

And don’t I know who is gone? I laughed on the same day she died.  

Was my brain breaking?  

Or a perfect machine –  

saving me from hell with my own dumb grin? 

Does anger have a half-life? 

Or is the next scream always waiting  

to pounce and shred to pieces? 

  



Crying Diary 

 

Three times today: 

When I pushed a trolley past happy, pink Her Birthday cards and looked away; 

When I saw a film I knew we could share and wanted to phone you; 

When I listened to one of your crackling records,  

wondering what song might have been your favourite  

and knowing I couldn’t hear you sing it. 

Twice today: 

When I booked a train to Brighton because you’d said I’d love it  

(was this your last holiday?); 

When someone talked about cancer on TV and it sounded different than before:  

an unwelcome relative. 

I only cried about you once today: 

When I was happy and then remembered you were dead. 

Three times again today. 

 

 

  



Skara Brae Bed 

  

I sleep in Mum’s old bed. 

Her bed when she could rise and walk,  

not the bed she couldn’t stand  

from. 

Does she haunt it? Nestled in the mattress,  

swimming behind the seaweed-green bars? 

Anti-undine: all soul and no form. 

And is she underneath everything, resting in the shallows of my life, 

her faintness in my words and face and memories and choices, 

like the skeletons beneath Skara Brae, buried under floors and foundations? 

When I sleep, she surfaces through the pillow and  

into my skull, tapping at the window of my mind  

and I can see her, watery and muffled, but there.  

She gave me this bed and now I lie in it. 

‘Aye, I’m OK.’ ‘Fine, thanks.’ 

Maybe I’ll stay here for a day and rest with her, 

sinking into the ghost sand as she buttresses me. 

 

  



Director’s Cut 

 

Our life paused  

and you were cut. 

The film keeps playing and 

your scenes were on VHS, 

glued in the past. 

The story stretches further and further 

away from you  

and I cry to rewind. 

 

Now you are in an obsolete shop  

and I want to pull you from your case but can’t. 

New people I meet can’t watch 

and will never know you. 

And the film reel rolls on and on, 

unstoppable, 

without you. 

 

Dying, you could still fill crosswords with Peter. 

Now the empty squares stay empty  

with no answers. 

On my pen - a hotel we stayed in without you.  

Should I write without it? 

But you visit me in the reels of my dreams 

I think. 

They are new and real; 

the director’s cut. 

Dad has brought you home 

from the hospital.  

You know what I am doing  

and tell me things. 

We chase chickens up a road 

and hug in our old kitchen: 

a new place to meet. 

  



Sore Presents 

 

Glimpses of Mum appear suddenly and completely like smell.  

The exact gold colour of her hair and the freckled skin on her hands  

and the way she clasped them. 

I see her pretend-dancing, waving arms and laughing. 

I hear her perfect choir voice singing every old song. 

Foggy time collapses and we rush together.  

She is back, 

a third eye hallucination. 

Watching Christine, I see Mum tell a story, imitating anger like an actress. 

Talking to children about words, I hear the words Mum would use. 

Even holding the remote, I press the button like she did and I see her there on her couch. 

Am I a medium and she is here? 

Or is my brain just good at remembering every detail when it feels like it,  

gifting me sore presents? 

 

  



Our Hands 

 

When I close my eyes and hold my own hands 

I can feel your soft hand 

that I touched when I said bye to you. 

Before I’d go you’d reach up to me, backwards, and hold  

just a little longer  

and rub my fingers 

with your garnet engagement ring still on. 

You knew holding on was finite now 

and it made me cry but not when you could see. 

Were you passing something unseen to me?  

Magic, love, a secret? 

I have a photograph of you rubbing sun cream on my young neck. 

The cream was cold and my face is screwed cartoon-tight. 

I want you to rub cold cream on my neck again 

or touch my fingers but not say bye. 

  



Alive 

 

I hear her words alive. 

Right, let me guess. 

Wait tae ye hear this. 

Eh, excuse me. 

But if her words are alive, where have they gone to live?  

They must be homeless, wandering like ghosts with no one to speak them. 

Does the inside of my head count?  

Hearing them there is hearing them in a cave  

with no entrance or exit. 

They used to be aloud in the world, singing in colour. 

Mum was Glaswegian but her voice didn’t come from a place  

and no one else sounded like her. 

Aye, that’s a gid yin. 

You’re no gonnae believe this. 

At’s ma boy. 

Yes, the same words as anyone else  

but she strung them like clothes on a waving washing line  

and made them dance her own way. 

I don’t want anyone else to wear those clothes. 

Maybe they’re artefacts now, kept waiting for her in a museum  

where we can visit if we knew her. 

The luckiest guests. 

  



Clutching 

 

‘Christmas will be tough,’ they’ve said.  

But Christmas is a full house of jumping kids,  

endless crumpled wrapping paper,  

heat from new scarves and bacon on the grill,  

and too many people in one space.  

Sadness won’t  

fit. 

But it’ll see its chance; tiptoe in on Boxing Day and  

wait  

behind the tree for five days. 

Hogmanay is quiet and close.  

People raise dreaded glasses and sing sad Auld Lang Syne.  

Hands on big clocks slowly wave goodbye and everything will be  

still. 

Sadness will be there,  

waiting to stare, unblinking at us. 

Mum’s tradition was to open a midnight window for the old year  

to whisp out  

and the new year 

to climb in. 

But I don’t want last year to leave. 

You’d think I would -  

leave behind the pain of cancer 

and that hospice room 

and her funeral that I still think was for someone else. 

But it’s leaving behind Mum. 

‘A few months’ is closer than ‘last year’. 

I don’t want to say ‘last year’ and feel her drift off behind me - 

a trail of jetsam as we sail ahead. 

Time is tugging me out to sea  

and I am digging my heels into the sloppy seabed  

but can’t anchor myself. 

Don’t ring the bells. Put an iceberg in their way. I’m not ready. 

I clutch her death close to my chest because I’m clutching her. 

 

  



Epiphany/ Nestlé is Bad 

 

In a Stirling street, a woman with a clipboard and lanyard leaned at us. 

I stood by Mum’s hip. 

‘How likely would you be to buy this cereal?’ 

‘It’s Nestlé so I wouldn’t buy it.’ 

‘… But based on packaging, how likely would you be to buy this cereal?’ 

‘It says Nestlé on it so I wouldn’t.’ 

‘What would make this packaging more appealing to you?’ 

‘To not have Nestlé on it.’ 

‘Yes, but’s and ‘Apart from that’s. She tilted her head and held her clicky pen ready. 

Mum held bags, barely shrugged. 

‘Would you be more likely to buy any of the following cereals?’ 

‘Yes, all of them, if they’re not Nestlé.’ 

I didn’t know why Nestlé was bad, but Mum said it, so it was. 

Flapping hands and laughing tuts from the woman  

as if Mum was the idiot here. 

She gibbered on with more questions, unable not to ask.  

Mum wouldn’t play. 

All this remembered amongst Bran Flakes and Rice Crispies in a cereal aisle. 

I tip over a Nestlé box and smile. 

 

 


