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ABOUT THE  BOOK

‘Come with me
to St Pancras Old Church, on a little London hill…’

It’s Christmas Eve and on this enchanted night Charoum, the Angel of Silence, can speak. As night turns to day, he unfolds a resonant story of a little girl, a homeless man and a fox…

In the tradition of Charles Dickens and Dylan Thomas, Tidings takes us on a journey into the heart of Christmas, showing us celebrations down the ages and across the globe – as dawn sweeps from East Australia to Bethlehem, from London to the Statue of Liberty in New York.

This is Christmas in all its magic, reminding us that it is a time not only of good tidings, but of loneliness and longing, compassion and connection.

Beautifully illustrated and exquisitely musical, Tidings is a poem to be read out loud and cherished.
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RUTH PADEL is a prize-winning poet, a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, and Reader in Poetry at King’s College London. Her most recent collections include Darwin: A Life in Poems on her great-great-grandfather Charles Darwin, The Mara Crossing on migration and immigration, and Learning to Make an Oud in Nazareth on the Middle East. She lives in London, the place where she was born.

www.ruthpadel.com
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VOICES


	CHAROUM	The Angel of Silence

	HOLLY	A seven-year-old girl

	ROBIN	A homeless man of forty-four

	FOX	A young female fox

	MESOMA	A volunteer in a Christmas homeless centre
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The Voice of Silence


I am the oldest angel, the dark side of the brain.

Everything untold, suppressed, unseemly or wild

is under my protection. I am Charoum,

Angel of Silence. I am the seed of fire

in a hearth you thought was cold,

the stillness when you step into moonlit snow

and who you are in private. I appear

whenever you drop into quiet, when surface

cracks, lustre and veneer rub thin.

Silence, you say, when you make room for wonder.

I am less and less here. But tonight, for twenty-four

strange hours in the darkness of the year, I have a voice –




for this is Christmas Eve, when everything hidden

comes alive. Children’s toys

that have rolled under a sofa, or stayed

in the cupboard unplayed-with for years,

the mice you weren’t aware of in the wall,

and your own unspoken longing to be given

something more by life: suddenly, if you listen,

all unnoticed things can talk. And so can I. Tonight

I play a part in everyone’s secret search

for something better. Come with me

to St Pancras Old Church, on a little London hill

runed with twenty centuries of human stories.




Nearby shops are closing on Camden High Street,

Euston Road. The sky is that bruise-colour

you hardly think is sky, and sodium lights

from the station terminal

flicker in glass sides of the bus shelter

like a zodiac on mica.

London’s neon glory falls

on wet-purple tarmac of Royal

College Street and its last-minute traffic:

on roadworks, traffic cones, surveillance

cameras above the door of a homeless hostel

and the final Eurostar before the Christmas break.




Below us, evening pads down Pancras Road

and pokes its nose through shy, half-open doors

of girls tying last-minute mistletoe

in Goldington Crescent, Unity Mews, Penryn

while young men fresh from the gym

zip back the first ring-pull of lager.




Up here the evening glides over golden moss

on the flat-top tomb of Mary Wollstonecraft

where her daughter – whom she never knew,

and died giving birth to – met her lover, Shelley,

in secret. And here is the Hardy Tree

where a young surveyor, not yet a writer,

ordered to clear consecrated land

to make the new thing, Railway, fanned

dug-up grave-stones like slices of grey bread

round a sapling ash in a memorial wheel.

Now the roots, look, flow and tentacle

through crumbled names on lichened marble.




People are trickling through the gates, up the path,

around the monuments and into church: a stream

of fur-trimmed anoraks and trailing scarves

for the Children’s Service. Those two figures,

hurrying because they’re late,

are Sue and her daughter, Holly.

Holly is seven. She’s a pony,

prancing on the fire-fly shimmer

of LED Light-Bringer trainers

through a thousand-year-old arch

into an ancient shrine, built over a Roman altar

on the bank of the River Fleet –

long covered-over like the secret hopes, hidden

in every soul, which might flare out tonight

in joy or disappointment, in a loneliness

hardest to accept this time of year,

or else might bear new fruit.

That’s why I’m here. I belong with secrets

kindly kept. With possibilities, with mute –

for what might a mysterious birth, witnessed

by distant shepherds and foreign kings,

the longings conjured up by giving, gift and given

and this time-stopping rift in every schedule –

yes, what can Christmas do, to all of us?



Out of the Bushes


Children’s voices singing The First Nowell

ring out from the little church. Dark air whirrs

like the string of a plucked guitar. Think everyone

loves singing carols? Think again. This hill,

this park, seem empty now

but I’m watching for a man

who never makes a sound. Keep an eye

through sudden drizzle, on laurels

at the far edge of the graveyard

shadowed by St Pancras Hospital.

Those glazed, hard, lonely leaves of evergreen

are where mad homeless Robin likes to hide.




He’s quarrelled with the world. I saw him gaze

at children going into church as if they

were shadow-puppets, nothing to do with him.

Now they’ve gone he shuffles from his cave.




Forty-four. His hair

is floating grease-locks, black and grey.

His face is beaten copper, smocked with red.

Wander-startled, as if he had a bounty

on his head. His stare

reminds you of a loose wind vane

flapping on a yacht in open sea.

There’s a lot he can’t, or won’t, remember.

One careless glance at him can drown

his soul in thunder. He spends his days

round here, or down in town, but he goes to ground

in the muddled night of Sue and Bill’s front garden.




They don’t know he stashes a sleeping-bag

and rucksack, everything he owns,

under their shed, behind a tangle

of weed-cuttings and bramble –




and, like Saint Jerome, beds down there

with an animal – a young vixen he’s tamed.

Or maybe she tamed him. She’s company,

she keeps him safe. She’s here too –

see her by that grave

hoping for food? But Robin

is catching echoes of his childhood.

Poor shepherds in fields they lay.

Robin has slept in those cold fields. He knows

the tunes. But remembering is danger.

Any way back in or any whiff of home,

is lost in muddy vales of wandering.




Babe in the manger, outcast and stranger.

The drizzle has turned to sleet, coming hard

like a spill of coins. Every breeze,

even the dab of air on his face as he shifts his feet,




will make him colder. There’s hazard

everywhere. That’s why he takes pains

to hide. Even the weather

is out to get him. O Come All Ye Faithful?

No. Shut out from all of that.

He lives on the cold side of alone

and never talks. Now, in the sleet,

he’s watching pearls

of nearly-not-melting

ice




roll off eaves of the Coroners Court.

Step closer. Listen to his thoughts.




Church door’s open. Could go in.

Been in once. Wood rafters like a stable.

Sick-sweet incense smell, a stone

floor like a street, a staring boy

with a leopard at his feet

and a skull on the wall

with wings. Nothing like chapel at home.




Home. Where did that word come from?

Journey of a wound. At fourteen

Robin cut and ran – that’s what he tells

himself – from an alcoholic mum,

a blank where his father might have been,

a Bible-bashing step-dad

and the darkness in between.




Can’t we reach out and touch him? May this church

on its dark hill, spark-strung with golden windows

and humming with Europe’s sweetest, oldest songs,

pass through his lonely fears to buried dreams

and kindle some unburnt thing in him that longs

to change. Behind this freezing layer of cloud

a billion stars spin over all our heads, unseen.



A Wolf in the Carol Service


The church smells sweet, of forest and cut pine.

Holly’s sitting by a cardboard angel

with green eyes and silver wings, dangling a scroll




embroidered with gold words –

Goodwill to Men on Earth –

over Mary, Joseph, Baby Jesus,




seven shepherds, sheep and three Wise Men

whose turbans, wine-red cloaks and painted skin

say how foreign they are, how far away they’re from.




Away in a manger. Why away? She can’t wait till
    tomorrow.

She wrote her Father Christmas letter weeks ago.

What she’s wishing for is her own




live, bright-eyed puppy. Bible words
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