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            AND SOME THERE BE, WHICH HAVE NO MEMORIAL; WHO ARE PERISHED, AS THOUGH THEY HAD NEVER BEEN; AND ARE BECOME AS THOUGH THEY HAD NEVER BEEN BORN; AND THEIR CHILDREN AFTER THEM.

            —Ecclesiasticus 44:9
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            Godspeed’s Prelude

         

         
            
               That rin-trah-la-la-la-

               boom-wha-dis-boom-wha-dat-ra-ra-ra-

               hottaclaps-inna-di-nitty-gritty-

               rin-tin-tin-tin-I-Bop-I-own-the-trumpet.

            

            
               Rin-trah-la-la-la.
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            His Idylls at Happy Grove

         

         
            
               Above deck, ice-scarred, off to Albion.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            
               A boy struggles with a flag, crack-lashing

               from his hands like a fer-de-lance.

               Scorched, turning, watching.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            
               Albion. Let it be named so. Furies

               combed into heads, pressed into lines of boys

               fidgeting with oceanic sorrows,

               shouting ‘here, sir’ and ‘not here, sir’

               to ghosts on parade and at devotion,

               leaping over shadows as the sea broke

               with their names interred in the same roster.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            
               Later they will climb the sea-charged cannons

               and look up the school’s purple and grey wall,

               huddle in the breeze, quiet, awaiting

               the bugle. Brass rasps the air iodine.

               Then their scurrilous voices cross strict waves,

               bound by an ardour to move while crouching

               hidden in the open, an infantry

               stalled in the holy metal of the sun.

                

               Flecked dust and heat. Melting vellum. Lament.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            
               The flag falls and

            

            
               charcoal burners; shipwrights; tailors; clerks; fishermen;

               motor engineers; blacksmiths; cooks; mechanics

            

            
               whisks away in the grass.

               Laughter sweeps across ranks. The chase earns him

               his name: Godspeed. Godspeed! A khaki blitz

               chorused their mute, fettered pain, the future’s

               fata morgana raging

            

            
               sargasso eyes bulge as if a mirror lapses

               time: Jesus of Lübeck? Braunfisch? No: iron twins

               Karlsruhe and Dresden, incandescent drift amid

               reefs at sunset rumoured to be wedding torches

            

            
               to puncture

               these poppies blackened with the unknown names

               stung to their chests each morning like courtiers

               of empire, primed to rake the playfield

               where small wars erupted noon: ‘A Ras! A Ras!’

               aimed at the Zion-haired boy, who mirrors

               the sound, that broken water place gurgled

               from poppies: the dread Arras.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            
               Through wild

               bells

               he heard this, mouths gashed with ringing, fell in

               ordered rows, tilted like ships in the glare.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            
               This boy’s passion for his Britannica,

               its long-drawn leaves echo Vallombrosa,

            

            
               off -key volumes buried now in his head,

               or somewhere else, irrecoverably lost.

            

            
               Will the flag rise like a kite’s tail again

               in air, like a headstone, accusing God?

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            
               Agog with corrosive dates in his book,

               Godspeed shuttled between bush and school,

               branching with delirium. He recalled

               rain gauzed cannons with steam. Escutcheons

               fluttered a red-letter day of sorrow:

            

            
               Every man who went from Jamaica to

               the front was a volunteer. 10,000.

            

            
               Volunteer? Bourrage de crâne. Shadowed chains.

               Sails, the air stagnate, white flashes of sharks

               haunting fevers strangers shared in the hulls,

               never to break after centuries on land;

               perpetual flashes, perpetual sharks

            

            
               trailing men who sang on the Verdala

               in a blizzard to war.

               Recover them.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            
               They shovelled the long trenches day and night.

            

            
               Frostbitten mud. Shellshock mud. Dungheap mud. Imperial mud.

               Venereal mud. Malaria mud. Hun bait mud. Mating mud.

               1655 mud: white flashes of sharks. Golgotha mud. Chilblain mud.

               Caliban mud. Cannibal mud. Ha ha ha mud. Amnesia mud.

               Drapetomania mud. Lice mud. Pyrexia mud. Exposure mud. Aphasia mud.

               No-man’s-land’s-Everyman’s mud. And the smoking flax mud.

               Dysentery mud. Septic sore mud. Hogpen mud. Nephritis mud.

               Constipated mud. Faith mud. Sandfly fever mud. Rat mud.

               Sheol mud. Ir-ha-cheres mud. Ague mud. Asquith mud. Parade mud.

               Scabies mud. Mumps mud. Memra mud. Pneumonia mud.

               Mene mene tekel upharsin mud. Civil war mud.

               And darkness and worms will be their dwelling place mud.

               Yaws mud. Gog mud. Magog mud. God mud.

               Canaan the unseen, as promised, saw mud.

            

            
               They resurrected new counterkingdoms,

               by the arbitrament of the sword mud. 
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