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Fiction 

Ian Williams, Not Anyone’s Anything, Freehand Books, 2011
Michael Christie, The Beggar’s Garden, HarperCollins, 2011

These are two vastly different but equally enjoyable debut short story 
collections: one plays with structure and format, while the other 
roots itself more firmly in traditional storytelling. Both showcase im-
pressive talent.
      Ian Williams, whose credentials include the poetry collection You 
Know Who You Are, liberally subverts convention in Not Anyone’s 
Anything, implanting musical scores and foreign language flash 
cards into his narratives, and complicates structure with split-screen 
effects that divide the page into horizontal or vertical columns. What 
to do at the bottom of such a column? Continue to the top of the one 
on the next page, or finish the current column by reading the top 
of the next? To make sense of the story, readers must concentrate 
and recall what was going on in the first column while reading the 
second. This is not a book for casual readers.
      The title Not Anyone’s Anything has the rhythm of a blues line, 
yet the title story is not about a musician. Soo is a Canadian-born 
student taking Korean language lessons in an attempt to raise her 
grades and please her parents. But the blues theme emerges at vari-
ous points in the story, such as when Soo hears ‘the R&B backup 
singers’ in her head as she considers breaking up with the only man 
in the class, Goran. ‘“Tell me how you go’n drop him, Soo?”’ they 
sing, and when Goran calls her his woman she responds, ‘“I’m not 
anyone’s anything.”’ The two decide that their future together will be 
determined by a game of strip flash cards, which in itself indicates 
where the relationship might be headed. Williams’s stripped-down 
prose renders young Soo’s edginess with perfect pitch: 

     Flash. My father entering the store. The vision has the quality of a 
surveillance camera recording. His shirt is tucked in, pants high, hair 
parted and dyed too black, skin a deep grey colour that would translate 
as orange. There’s a moment of terror, when Goran and I freeze under 
the counter. On seeing us, my father has a second or two to decide 
whether he should kill Goran, then cook up a story about robbery, 
rape, self-defence. And why mutilate the body, Mr. Kim? Temporary 
insanity. He is old school when it comes to torture—poverty, military 
service, growing up with stories of the Japanese.

The collection consists of a trio of trios set in and around Toronto, 
and two stories of the second section, ‘Statistics,’ are particularly 
compelling. In ‘60% of Black Children Grow up Without a Father,’ 
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the narrator tells us those are American numbers, and meant for 
‘a man with an overbite, a steno pad, and pants that could be let 
down at the hem an inch,’ implying that none of this applies to him. 
However, we quickly learn the narrator hasn’t seen his own father 
for seventeen years, has a thirty-four-inch inseam, and his father is 
‘in an Indian restaurant waiting to see if my pants fit.’ Here, Willams 
pulls us into his character’s fears and anxieties. We feel for him. 
The narrative stream effectively comes to a halt, tripping over words 
like ‘father,’ ‘Family,’ and ‘Relative,’ finally using a long blank within 
square brackets, 

[            ] 

 This appears just where we might expect to read about the meet-
ing between father and son. Did the father even show, we wonder, or 
might the son’s late arrival have given him an excuse to leave? 
      In the next story, ‘43% of First Marriages End in Divorce or Sep-
aration Within 15 Years,’ the same son’s Trinidadian mother tells of 
a fight that ends her marriage:  

     We were fighting, high heat. I was making supper for you and your 
sisters. He tried to take the tin because of something I said. Something 
about money. It might have been, You could provide for anybody? You 
cyah even mind your own children. And he might have said, Don’t eat 
my food then, and tried to take the tin of sardines. But I held on. He 
held on. Emigrate your skin from this marriage, I said. He held on. He 
said, Anybody want you here? I held on. Emigrate from me, nah. We 
both held on to the tin of sardines, trying to peel the lid back.... You 
were there. I ripped the top back. It cut straight down his ring finger, 
from the corner where the nail breaks with the flesh down almost to the 
base of the finger, and the skin hung like a banana peel. 

The words ‘banana peel’ evoke the family’s former life in a tropical 
land and, used in a new and violent context, reveal the extent of 
marital breakdown in the new country. The cadence of her voice is 
exuberant and unexpected, commanding our attention much as does 
the mother in David Chariandy’s acclaimed novel Soucouyant.

Michael Christie is a writer firmly in the public eye with The Beggar’s 
Garden, long-listed for the Giller and winning the 2011 City of Van-
couver Book Award. The collection plunges us into the teeming world 
of Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, a sometimes comic and often 
sad world. Reminiscent of the fictional geography of Grant Buday’s 
work, but peopled by Christie’s own unique cast of eccentrics, The 
Beggar’s Garden explores the grittier side of urban life. The story 
‘King Me,’ set in a psychiatric hospital, is told from the point of view 
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of a patient who deliberately goes off his medication and grows in-
creasingly paranoid:  

his brain was crackling with sharpness as the chemical fog burned off 
him. This morning, upon waking, he’d felt a sensation like a subtle tear-
ing away behind his eyes, then sensed a spotlight flicking on, its beam 
falling somewhere at the base of his skull. Today he’d completed the 
Spanish castle puzzle, plowed through a crossword, and his normally 
forgotten childhood was returning to him in vivid, painful chunks. 

Christie’s characters come from a variety of economic backgrounds, 
but all stray into the margins, like Bernice, a former department 
store employee in ‘The Queen of Cans and Jars.’ Her apartment 
is cluttered with objects she has hoarded over the years, and the 
thought of moving and losing her stuff frightens her. The ending is 
a surprise, but all the same, we gather that the leap from hoarder to 
bag lady would be short. In ‘Discard,’ a widower is lured to the alleys 
to reconnect with a troubled grandson. He brings a roasted chicken 
to plant in the boy’s favourite dumpster, but finds himself literally 
flung into the territory of the homeless when the plastic food con-
tainer slips to the bottom and the old man has to retrieve it:

Earl kicks his leg up to the edge of the bin and feels his stockings cinch 
tight on his calves. He draws a bracing breath and attempts to hoist 
himself over the lip of the dumpster, wary to not land on the chicken. 
He is just about over when he hears a sick silence as if someone has 
placed two drinking glasses over his ears and the sky swings over him 
and the side of the dumpster heaves up, striking him mercilessly in his 
ribs, and it is difficult to unravel the sound of the lid slamming from the 
faraway sound of his head against the bottom and all this is followed by 
a bleached, dizzy rushing in his ears. 

And, in the titular final story, a bank director takes refuge from his 
failed marriage by moving into the back shed, and eventually makes 
friends with a vagrant who appears to have a firmer grasp on reality 
than he does.
      Throughout the book the fictional personalities are fully realized, 
with Christie drawing them in caring detail as one might one’s way-
ward children. Perhaps this is because he once worked in a homeless 
shelter and provided outreach to the mentally ill. Some of these stor-
ies run thirty or forty pages, and it would not be surprising to hear 
that a novel is next for Christie. 

                                                                  —June Hutton


