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The pain and passion in this
freewheeling text is so palpable
that it is hard to regard it as

fiction. It reads like a memoir, a record
of hurts and darkly humorous short
stories woven together with diary
entries and line drawings, redolent
with clever raunchiness and with
language that rivals a text by Anthony
Winkler. It is the story of the coming
of age of one Kenny Lovelace in the
deep rural village that is sometimes
called “Depression” and otherwise
repeatedly referred to as “that hateful
f-ing place”. Readers who were
offended by The Dead Yard by Ian
Thomson will do well to steer clear of
this uncompromising critique of
poverty and desperation in a
specifically Jamaican context, but
they would be missing a brilliant and
often innovative offering that falls less
in the realm of the West Indian
tradition and more in the way of
American postmodernist black
humour, reminiscent of the work of
Kurt Vonnegut in Slaughterhouse Five.
Ezekel Alan has constructed a
masterpiece of searing memories of
his childhood in “that hateful f-ing
place” in order to come to terms with
them, heal himself, and honour those
of the poor and victimised - the
“disposable people”. Alan writes:

That is what it felt like last year,
standing in that cemetery. So many of
my family and my childhood friends
were buried there. I had lived with
them for almost three decades, under
the camouflage of an ordinary life
lived with ordinary people. Looking at
their graves for the first time in over
twenty years, I realized that this
wasn’t so. This is how I came to see,
for the first time, not my papa and
mama, not my aunts and uncles, not
Tommy and Brian and all, but instead
just a graveyard full of disposable
people, some of whose graves were
now being re-used to bury the newly
dead.

Ezekel Alan writes with an intensity
that astonishes. He creates testimony
out of the terrifying events of Kenny’s
childhood, like the murder by a
machete-wielding mob of his cousin
Brian, a child who was chopped to
death as punishment for thieving:

Brian was already dead when they
got there, but they still got something
to watch as some of the farmers
continued to chop. Chop, chop, chop.
Some dogs find it hard to stop barking
at cars that have long driven away.

Diary entry: Watch him wail. Wail
Brian wail. See them chop. Chop,
chop, chop. See him bleed. Bleed boy

bleed. See them hack. Hack, hack,
hack.

Here are three things I just can’t
do, no matter how hard I try: (1) I
cannot spell Nietzsche without
looking it up in the dictionary; (2) I
cannot prepare Jamaican fried
dumplings perfectly, no matter how
many times I see others do it; (3) I
cannot get this image out of my head:
a large group of men swarming my
cousin like flies, killing him, and
continuing to chop as though they
were also trying to get down to his
soul.

Writing with this degree of fervour
creates a text that is sometimes
uneven but always fascinating. Alan’s
knowledge of superstitions and
beliefs of the Jamaican villagers is
broad and convincing. He analyses
the reasons for their obsession with
sexuality and shows how it begins at
an early age in the children of poverty.
His sexism is rampant and obdurate,

the girl children in the text are fair
game, and the breeding of children by
children is a theme that runs through
the text. There is much here to be
learned.

The stories of the deaths of
Kenny’s papa and mama mark the
end of the first movement in the
narrative. These stories are heartfelt
and deeply moving, as they both
occurred because of neglect of the
poor. The second movement sees
Kenny Lovelace as a grown man who
has escaped his village and moved to
the States, where he continues to
write to “Semicolon”, his journal, of
the actions and beliefs of the people
he grew up with. He writes:

As you already know, my love, I am
a black man and a Jamaican. Also, I
grew up in a hateful f-ing place where
people lived short, nasty lives. And I
know that throughout those years we
were all looking for meaning in those
wretched, cockroachy lives. While no
one said it, it was something that you

could see, right there: in the time
people spent in the rum bars; in the
amount of money they spent on horse
racing, cock fighting, dog fighting and
hermit crab racing; in the number of
women men would try to impregnate;
in the abuse men meted out to their
partners and children; in the number of
kids women would have so that they
always had someone to love them ….

Alan is brilliant in his analysis of
Kenny Lovelace’s relationship with his
father and in the stories of abuse that
most of the children suffered at the
hands of the village men. His novel is
a wail of agony wrapped in spritely
prose, deepened with irony and a
bitter humour. It reads fast and
packed with surprise and horror. This
is no admiring chronicle of the values
of the God-fearing Jamaican peasant
but a searing account of the
exigencies of poverty and superstition
in a demanding environment. It is a
map of Hell that the child Kenny
negotiates and the adult Kenny must
come to terms with.

The story of Kenny’s escape from
the village is vague and glossed over. I
am hoping that Ezekel Alan will write
more about it in a second novel. The
odds are stacked so high against
Kenny that his success in the larger
world outside the village raises
questions that this novel does not have
the space or the interest in answering.
Clearly, the way out was through
education and Kenny’s short stories
caught the attention of his teacher at
school. His illiterate father is proud of
him for this accomplishment; it
provides one of the only times in
Kenny’s childhood when he feels
approved of by his papa.

At times, Alan’s ego tends to get in
the way of the story, but he always
returns to a tight control through
black humour. This is a rousing text,
full of energy and venom, that tells
multiple stories of “disposable
people” while building an
understanding of the lot of Jamaica’s
poorer children that makes Diana
McCaulay’s Dog-Heart seem tame. It
is a magnificent piece of work,
combining different modes of
storytelling including poetry, letters,
journal writing, and sketched images,
and covering a plethora of issues,
including attitudes to homosexuality.
Alan has done a bang-up job of
presenting the memories of the boy
he once was and the collective
memories of the village he came from
- that “hateful f-ing place” that gave
him so very much material to work
with. His coming to terms with these
memories in a brilliantly innovative
text is our gain and his salvation.

Ezekel Alan was born in 1972 and
now lives in Thailand. Googling his
name will bring up links to his blog.
Disposable People is his first novel.
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