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About this Book

Step into the world of Mind Walking, a thought-provoking collection of verse by Phoebe Caldwell. Best known for her groundbreaking work in Responsive Communication, Caldwell turns her gaze inward, capturing life’s transient beauty in verses that linger long after the page is turned.

Provocative, tender and arresting, this collection is a celebration of a life spent noticing and an invitation to see the world through her eyes – eclectic, unexpected and profoundly moving.


Absent Friend

Sometimes at night

before going to sleep

when I read poetry to myself

I want you beside me,

so I can say,

what about this one

and we can listen together –

and after the words have ended

we can go on

listening to the silence

that binds us.

Bull’s Eye

She articulates each word with care,

follows its undeviating flight

arc through the air. The shaft

shivers as it strikes the target,

dead centre.

Her pen is a self-inflicted wound,

she had always been ruthless:

read my heart, read my heart,

draw out the meaning of astringency.

Arrow from the undermind,

now, to no future, is some trajectory,

retrospect and anticipation gone,

only in the act of dying.

is her quiver empty.

Back Then in Innocence

Step back down the moving stair of time,

to the end of ’thirty-nine, before the Enigma code

was cracked, and wolfpacks roamed unchallenged,

sinking merchant ships at will.

Head on her bag, she sleeps on the warehouse floor,

embalmed in the smell of feet and fag ends.

Cigarette smoke drifts through collared light.

Hundreds of wounded soldiers wait to embark

on the Polish hospital ship, MS Batory. Aged seven,

she rolls the name round her tongue – even now,

‘Gdynia line’ – is a handrail from the past.

On board, she stands on deck beside her mum,

listens to the ship’s captain speak to the troops.

‘If you have to leap into the sea, tug at your

lifebelt, or your neck will break.’

She looks over the side, it seems a long way down

and wet –why anyone would want to jump?

Her mother nudges her. ‘Are you listening?’

Must be important.

Day after day, the sea looks much the same,

restless shoulders of water climb and lurch,

climb and lurch, only deck-tilt alters shift.

Monotony detonates abruptly –

torn from nothingness to explosion,

standing start to the calico tearcrash

of sheering metal.

A sailor on torpedo watch

leans over the rail, looking for telltale

incoming trails, tells the child,

‘No worries, we’re catching fish to eat,

look overboard, you’ll see.’

Stunned by blast, a pod of whales

floats belly up, uneven on the waves.

collateral damage to a submarine attack.

Two days on, disembarkation,

(mainline blocked, wartime priority),

the train trundles through worn-out forest,

saplings sag in pools of snowmelt:

journey’s end with Dad in Washington.

Eight months later they are flying home

to an island under siege.

De-escalate to now:

the quick-witted sailor

who shielded the child from fear,

lives in present memory.

Museum Pieces

We have looted your sculptures,

put them on display in museums,

treated them with care, they are beautiful

– and we are amazed how primitive

peoples could have such refinement.

We have even exhumed the bones

of your ancestors: generations

of skeletons wait to be examined,

so we can write learned papers

about indigenous ways of life, as if

you are objects, not men and women.

What have we done?

Hug

Dad is scything the field,

slow sweeps, parallel to the earth,

‘Take care not to catch the tip,

buckle the blade,

you can cut your leg off with that.’

Even strokes – coumarin drifts

as stubble falls in rows.

When he stops to hone the chine,

I ask if I can try.

Not yet full-grown, the curving snaith

is awkward in my grasp:

my father gathers me from behind,

setting the tempo:

I feel the measure of his swing.

Snagging a tussock with the tip,

my cuts fall in awkward clumps,

testament to inexperience,

no good for harvesting.

‘You’ll need to grow a bit

to bear the weight.’

The field is sold,

Dad, long-since reaped:

his rhythm hugs me now.

Birdsong

On the other side of the world,

you talk to me of birds,

the wild aviary in the tree out there

beyond the balcony.

The cockatoo is hungry,

squawks and lifts his lemon crest,

jabs the glass, letting you know

it’s time for breakfast,

always with the or-else threat,

‘I’ll chew your window frames.’

The kookaburra laughs

as he stakes his territory,

chasing his rival off the branch,

jabbing him with his beak;

next minute he’s making eyes at you

from the table. Hints of blue flash

from his brown wing feathers.

Do not be deceived,

he’s also after seed.

All I can offer is a song-thrush

mimicking the ambulance in reverse,

Beep-Beep-Beep.

Forecast

Weather on the edge of massive a storm,

not so much force ten gales but hosepipe drill,

deluge directed from directly overhead,

two months’ worth in two days.

Wrap up tight, scarf, anorak,

waterproof trews, insulate

to the point I can scarcely move –

set off along the track.

Ground dry as a six-month bone,

no rings in puddles, not a drop,
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