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Canadian writers excel at short-form fiction. With writers like Alice 
Munro and Mavis Gallant setting the standard, this is a strong trad-
ition in our literature, mirroring the fragmented, mixed-media mural 
spread across the five and a half time zones that comprise Canada. 
It suits us. And short-form literature in all genres is, if you follow 
social-media gossip, a #trend: long essays published as e-books, 
famous writers writing 140-character fictions, short pieces commis-
sioned by websites. An astounding percentage of reading is now done 
onscreen, despite the resistance of mainstream publishers, who 
have only very recently gotten with the program. In August, Random 
House Canada launched an online magazine called Hazlitt, which 
will produce a series of e-books known as Hazlitt Originals, and most 
of every house’s major titles are available as e-books, including these 
two. (I recently heard a speaker quote a four-year-old’s definition of 
a book as an iPad that doesn’t work.) With shorter works, it can be 
argued that online reading is, if not actually a pleasure, at least an 
option.
 Having said that, both books reviewed here merit actual page 
turning, especially Ru, which was clearly designed, and perhaps even 
written, as an actual book. Ru, by Montreal writer Kim Thúy, is a fic-
tionalized memoir written as a series of about 100 short pieces over 
140 pages. Some of the pieces are only a sentence or two, and others 
overflow a single page by a few lines or paragraphs; only one extends 
to three pages. They resemble prose poems, and they are linked, 
sometimes too tightly, not by chronology but by words or phrases 
occurring at the end of one piece which are then picked up in the 
subsequent piece, as if to mimic the way word-association memories 
work, each piece triggered by the previous. Ru means small stream in 
French, and that aptly describes this stream-of-consciousness style 
of writing. In Vietnamese, Thúy’s native tongue, ru means lullaby, 
and that too fits. Each small piece is like a short song, sung one after 
the other, a way of telling a life story that perhaps would be over-
whelming and painful as a formal, linear narrative.
 The narrative is this: Thúy was born in Saigon during the infam-
ous and bloody Tet Offensive (1968) into a prosperous family that 
finally fled Vietnam, going first to a hellish refugee camp in Malaysia 
and eventually arriving in Quebec in 1979 as impoverished refugees. 
Thúy’s traumas on this journey, her subsequent growing up in Que-
bec, and a return to Vietnam for three years as an adult become a 
story told by her fictional counterpart, An Tinh. The timeline has to 



be picked out of the dense, truncated fragments—a cosseted early 
childhood (where every woman carried her own loupe for assessing 
diamonds); a voyage in the stinking hold of a ship wearing an acrylic 
bracelet (made from a dental plate) filled with diamonds; internment 
with 2,000 people in a refugee camp built for 200; arrival in Granby, 
Quebec (the family by then had just $300 of government money to 
furnish an apartment). A confusing introduction to Canadian life, 
enabled by enthusiastic sponsors and marked by terrifying experi-
ences with language. The details are razor sharp—a boyish Com-
munist policeman who does not know what the lacy brassieres he 
confiscates actually are; the loss of a slipper into ‘a gigantic pit filled 
to the brim with excrement’; a Christmas tree consisting of branches 
stuck into a spare tire, covered in a white sheet. A fierce mother who 
‘put me in situations of extreme shame’ to encourage independence 
and strength of character, because she herself had learned as a girl 
that ‘Life is a struggle in which sorrow leads to defeat.’ The narrative 
is peopled with a bewildering collection of family members named 
Uncle Two, Aunt Seven and Step-aunt Two, many other refugees who 
came to Canada from Vietnam, and the author’s own two boys, one 
of whom is autistic.
 Thúy’s writing is simply exquisite; each piece is vivid and beauti-
fully crafted, and the rhythm of one against another is unsettling. In 
fact, this little book is unsettling as a whole; reading it is like awak-
ening after a night of heavy dreaming, disoriented and upset. Con-
ventionally, the reader reaches the last page of a novel with a sense 
of satisfaction, able to review the journey that has just ended. That 
never happens with Ru, as the book perhaps replicates the writer’s 
own understanding of her story:

 The story of the little girl who was swallowed up by the sea after 
she’d lost her footing while walking along the edge spread through 
the foul-smelling belly of the boat like an anaesthetic or laughing gas, 
transforming the single bulb into a polar star and the biscuits soaked 
in motor oil into butter cookies.

 The arc of the author’s early life is clear; her adult life less so, and 
there are composite characters and the combined stories of many 
who still identify themselves as boat people. Most writers would have 
chosen to wrestle their memories and observations into a coherent 
narrative; Thúy has opted to make each small fragment perfect, but 
not to hammer and polish the whole.

Floating like the Dead, by Yasuko Thanh, is a simpler book, a decep-
tively quiet collection of short stories set in the past and present, in 
Germany, Honduras, Vietnam, Mexico and Canada. Nothing links 



these stories, although Thanh picks away at the entrails of passion 
with meticulous attention to detail. Each story is a closed world 
under the intense scrutiny of the author; you have no idea, as a 
reader, where you are going next.
 The title story, set on D’Arcy Island, a leper colony off the coast of 
Vancouver Island, is a portrait of Gold Tooth, Ge Chou and Ah Sing, 
three dying, abandoned men seeking solace and release in the form 
of small kindnesses to one another. ‘The Peach Trees of Nhat Tan’ is 
a simmering, vengeful monologue by a woman healer deserted by her 
artist husband for his more beautiful mistress with a ‘capacity for 
stillness.’ ‘Her Vietnamese Boyfriend’ is the wonderfully robust story 
of a young German girl sent to work on a farm in 1960s Germany, 
who has acquired a Vietnamese student as a boyfriend through a 
pen pal club. (Thanh herself is the daughter of a German mother and 
Vietnamese father.) ‘Hunting in Spanish’ is set in a violent, drug-
steeped quarter of the seaside town of Zipolite, Mexico, where an 
idealistic Canadian woman called la güera by the locals has become 
the lover of an opium dealer named Chinchu.
 These are the four outstanding stories in this very fine collection, 
and they show range, confidence, and an unflinching curiosity about 
human nature:

 She knows she is malingering. Still she consumes whatever crosses 
her path, gorging herself like someone used to starving. This is how you 
create memories, she tells herself, until she feels sickened by all the 
pleasure. Chinchu’s voice rings in her ear. ‘Semana Santa is coming. 
No one’s luck lasts forever.’

 The remaining five stories seem cut from more conventional cloth. 
While ‘Hunting in Spanish’ digs deep into the complexities of its dark, 
unbalanced world, ‘Hustler’—set in a similarly seedy milieu in the 
Honduras—reaches a melodramatic impasse. ‘Lucy May’s Love Stor-
ies’ mines the overly worked soil of yet another drug dealer doing a 
naive woman wrong. But even these stories show a sharp eye and an 
ear tuned to the vicious undercurrents in human behaviour: ‘Lula 
May could have helped her get away. She could have untied the knot, 
untied the knot, untied the knot. Instead, Lula May got the truck.’
 There is richness gained through the ordering of the stories, and 
the collision of characters and worlds.

These are both debut books. Thanh’s story ‘Floating like the Dead’ 
won the Journey Prize; Ru won the Governor General’s Award for 
French Fiction in 2010, and its superb translation into English by 
Sheila Fischman was short-listed for this year’s Giller Prize and nom-
inated for the Governor General’s Award for Translation.

— Marian Botsford Fraser


