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Dark matter

A review by
SHIVANEE RAMLOCHAN

Brave women live in the poems
of Lauren K Alleyne’s first collection,
Difficult Fruit (2014, Peepal Tree
Press). They are uncertain, scarred
and bear the bloodied wounds of
the world’s multiple aggressions, but
they persist against the current of
despair. Alleyne’s poems scrutinise
the very nature of the powerful, pri-
mordial female self, and how she
fares in the terrain of high-heeled
shoes, form-fitting dresses and sex-
ual shaming.

A Trinidadian-born poet living
and working in the US, Alleyne is
the current poet-in-residence and
assistant professor of English at the
University of Dubuque, Iowa.

The strongest poems of the col-
physical and emotional aggression
against women and other figures of
damaged agency. In the book’s first
Eighteen poem, the narrative follows
a rape survivor through the harrow-
ing battlefield of her post-traumatic
landscape.

The poem’s narrator addresses her
subject directly, beckoning her into
the fortress of self-empowerment:
“18, we will carry our dark, we will
birth ourselves again and again; we
will tend our gardens, harvest the
difficult fruit; we will apprentice
ourselves to the work, and learn the
language that will allow us to sum-
mon our own angels.”

Alleyne populates this poem, and
others treating with similar thematic
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elements, with clean, clear visual

allegories, using language that doesn't
shy away from its principal purpose:
to make difficult things both visible

and keenly felt. If Eighteen is con-
cerned with re-legitimising the
abused subject’s claims to autonomy,
then poems like The Hoodie Stands
Witness explore a world where no
such reclamations are possible.

Here, the hoodie of murdered
American teen Trayvon Martin
speaks, recollecting the muscular
memory of Trayvon’s fear, delineating
the innocence and adolescent blame-
lessness of the slain boy’s body.

In this way, it functions as an ideal
anthropomorphic vessel: the hoodie
is a socially engaged mouthpiece,
willing to point fingers at culpable
subjects, to remember Trayvon with
alover’s ardour and a brother’s ani-
mal familiarity.

On the day of the boy’s death, the
hoodie testifies, “he was thinking of
nothing in particular. He was quiet
in his skin; tucked into the shade of
me, he was an easy embrace until
an old ancestral fear lay its white
shadow across us like an omen."

Even when her poems aren’t
bravely refusing to balk in the face
of rape and murder, Alleyne isn’t
afraid to hold forth in conversation
with the darkness. How the soul
confronts its own tendencies to come
unmoored in the vast firmament of

An inspirational writer

DEBBIE JACOB

Laura Hillenbrand writes about
how losers turn into heroes.

With two major nonfiction books
to her credit, Hillenbrand has man-
aged to capture the heart of a race-
horse named Seabiscuit and the heart
of an Olympic runner named Louis
Zamperini. Her two inspirational
books, Seabiscuit and Unbroken: A
World War II Story of Survival,

Check out the links below about
Laura Hillenbrand and Louis
Zamperini.

1. Laura Hillenbrand releases
new book while fighting
chronic fatigue syndrome by
Monica Hesse, Washington
Post Staff Writer
ow.ly/DADYB

2. Louis Zamperini dies
ow.ly/DAF18

Resilience and Redemption, have
been widely popular among readers
and critics.

In Seabiscuit, Hillenbrand shows
how a horse that is too small to be
considered a racehorse ends up
becoming one of the best American
racehorses of all time. In Unbroken,
our Sunday Arts Section (SAS) Book
Club choice for November, Hillen-
brand tells the remarkable story of
Louis Zamperini, a trouble-making
teen who grows up to be an Olympic
runner and a World War I prisoner
of war and survivor.

Hillenbrand possesses an extraor-
dinary ability to write stories that
capture the spirit of survival and
indeed triumph. Her own story is a
major triumph in itself because Hil-
lenbrand suffers from chronic fatigue
syndrome, a debilitating disease that
keeps her confined to her house.
Even sitting up is difficult for her.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why do you think World War |l stories make such popular books and

movies?

2. Louis Zamperini's story is told by two women: Laura Hillenbrand and
Angelina Jolie. How do you think this book would be different if men

were telling the story?

3. How do you feel that Hillenbrand's disease affects her writing and

the projects she chooses?

+ Join the discussion about Unbroken in the SAS Book Club group on

Facebook.

the unknown: this is one of the poet’s
chief inquiries.

Poems such as Letter to the Out-
side explore the wonder that fre-
quently accompanies a self-exam-
ined life, in relation to a sense of
natural splendour. In it, the poem’s
narrator declares, "From this place
I gift you the unoccupied air; the
wobbly prancing of new calves; a
sky so close the stars might be a
chain-link fence you run your hands
along as you amble through the
night; your live and mutable body,
its spark and spell and solitude.
Write back."

Alleyne’s most impressive poems
in Difficult Fruit put the collection’s
less-lustrous pieces solidly in the
vast poetic hinterland of forgettable
space. The body of work is at its
most rewarding when it steeps itself
deep in a potent marriage of ruth-
lessness and emotional volubility.
Those poems that escape a certain
efficiency of interrogation read as
confessional, bloated affairs, perhaps
best consigned to the pages of a

diary.

For all that, when Alleyne’s verses
do impact, their intensity and mag-
isterial forcefulness of presence pen-
etrate to the marrow. These are
poems for sitting with, in one’s own
personal dark and solitary enclaves,
in one’s bowers of self-doubt.

They do sharp, careful work,
investigating the perils of earth-
bound existence, the pleasures of
potentially-fictitious heaven, and
every state of grace in the grey space
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Hillenbrand, it seems, likes to
lmagme specxmens of endurance. It
is no , Newspaper
have noted, that her subjects are
always extraordinary runners.

An excellent article by a Wash-
ington Post writer tells the story of
how Hillenbrand went from writing
the hugely popular tale of Seabiscuit
to her massive hit Unbroken. When
she was doing research and reading
newspaper articles for her book
about Seabiscuit, she often saw arti-
cles about Zamperini’s races on the
same page as Seabiscuit’s races.

Zamperini was hesitant to co-
operate with Hillenbrand when she
approached him about writing his
biography. Three books on his life
had already been written, and Zam-
perini planned to complete his mem-
oirs. Hillenbrand insisted on telling
his story. Zamperini didn’t feel she
would find anything new to say.
Much to his surprise, she did.

Hillenbrand has an uncanny ability
to write stories that remind me of
those connect -the-dot puzzles. Per-
haps it is her disease that makes her
s0 sensitive. Perhaps it is her isolation
that makes her so descriptive.

If there’s one Internet story you
have to read this year, it's the Wash-

between.

Alleyne quotes fellow American
poet, Ada Limoén, in Eighteen:
“Inside our bodies something
always waits to disappear, to burn,

ington Post story about Hillenbrand
featured in the link below. Unbroken
is one book you must read this year.
Seabiscuit, I might add, is on my
personal list of favourites.

A Young Adult version of Unbro-
ken is being advertised on

or to startle us with |
this corporal mystery
that Difficult Fruit i
shaping certain forms
matter.

Amazon.com with a re
November 11. The mx
directed by Angelina
released in US theatres
on Christmas day. The
and it is stunning.
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