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For her family-history 
homework assignment, a 
Houston schoolgirl asks 
her grandmother about 
escaping Vietnam by boat 
because “that’s an A-plus 
story!” Grandma, non-
plussed by this mercenary 
request, tells instead of 
her honeymoon voyage at 
age 16 with her hungover 
fisher man husband, who 

heedlessly took her out to sea and into the teeth 
of a gale. As they come to fear for their lives, 
something  approaches dancing across the roil-
ing  waters: a corpse, “ribbons of kelp threaded 
among the white bones of its rib cage,” yet “a 
little too alive to be completely dead.” The 
newlyweds escape death but are left wondering 
whether a debt has thus been incurred to the 
spirit world, one that it “would eventually come 

collecting.” Why can’t you tell 
me how you escaped Vietnam? 
the schoolgirl asks. The grand-
mother  replies, “It’s simple, child: 
Did we ever really escape?”

This schoolgirl is a stand-in 

for Violet Kuper smith, the 24-year-old author 
of The Frangipani Hotel (Spiegel & Grau), whose 
mother fled Vietnam by boat and  married an 
American man. In this auspicious  volume, 
 Kupersmith has reshaped and woman handled 
traditional Vietnamese folktales that her 
grandmother told her into a wildly energetic, 
present-tense fusillade of short stories: We 
meet, among others, a clerk at a Hanoi hotel 
where one attrac tive guest’s presence goes 
 oddly unnoticed by  others, except a dashing 
American businessman with a tinted-window 
SUV, much to his eventual  regret, and a young 
U.S.  consular official whose  American-émigré 
boyfriend’s casual sexual history with local 
women sends her a little bit around the bend.

In perhaps the most pungent story here, a 
young woman who works the graveyard shift 
stocking shelves at Kwon’s World Grocery in 
suburban Houston befriends an old man she 
finds standing naked beside a Dumpster. His 
problem: He occasionally turns into a 14-foot 
python. “I am just a very old man who is some-
times a python,” the man tells the woman. “But 
you, my child, are a creature far more com-
plex.” One might suspect that Kupersmith, who 
is working on her first novel, is that creature.

[fiction]

ancestral shadows
a new author channels the shape-shifting denizens of 
Vietnam’s traditional spirit world in utterly contemporary stories 
By Ben Dickinson

[fiction]

MayheM and Masquerade
a new-style western dressed up in an author’s signature themes
By Elyse Moody

Prior to Room, her 2010 megaseller, Emma 
Donoghue had made a name for herself in 
historical fiction. Frog  Music (Little, Brown) re-
turns to that genre, bringing to steamy life the 
unresolved so-called San Miguel Mys-
tery. It’s summer 1876, and post-gold-
rush San Francisco has fashioned itself 
into the Paris of the West. It’s fitting, 
then, that it attracts a trio of French ex–
circus stars: Blanche, a onetime equestri-
enne, dances burlesque (and entertains 
michetons, or johns) to support her lover, 
Arthur, a trapeze  maestro turned lay-
about “fancy man,” and his partner in crime, 
Ernest. When Blanche gets bowled over by a 
bicycle steered by one Jenny Bonnet, she reg-
isters the crop-haired young woman as her 
antithesis: Jenny prefers menswear (and has 
been jailed for it), traps frogs for restaurants, 
and packs a Colt. But Jenny’s gadfly influ-
ence spurs Blanche to reexamine her life—and 
brings lethal trouble.

Donoghue front-loads the  drama by open-
ing with Jenny’s murder, then alternates be-
tween Blanche’s present-tense search for who 
she thinks did it and flashbacks that reveal 

why. She captures San Francisco (“all 
hills, like a featherbed a giant’s shaken 
up and left one crumpled mess”) in 
all its  melting-pot, fishy-smelling 
glory, and weaves in authentic  details 
about smallpox outbreaks, race riots, 
and orphan ages.  Jenny Bonnet is an 
incendiary character pulled directly 
from the history books, but, as Dono-

ghue concedes, she’s not quite the  “proto-trans 
outlaw” celebrated in accounts on the Internet. 
Still, her extraordinary life gives Donoghue’s 
novel contemporary resonance. 
She writes of the two not-so- 
dissimilar damaged women’s 
love: “Same old notes, Blanche 
thinks at one point, but arranged 
into an unfamiliar music.”

[nonfiction]
The eLLe’s 
LeTTres 2014
readers’ prize
15 ELLE readers choose their 
favorite among three promising 
new books—this month, memoirs 
about moving back to the land

1 cathEdraL of thE WiLd 
Boyd Varty
(randoM hoUSE) 

a near-consensus among our 
readers formed around Varty’s 
vivid and event-filled account of 
growing up on South africa’s 
Londolozi Game Preserve, which 
was founded by the author’s 

great-grandfather, 
and returning to live 
there after an 
unsettled young 
adulthood. his 
descriptive panache 

moved more than one 
commenter to declare an urgent 
desire to visit the place he so 
lovingly celebrates.

2 thE oGaLLaLa road 
Julene Bair 
(VikinG)

Bair balances several themes: 
inheriting part of a kansas 
farming empire and returning to 
live on the ancestral land; 
becoming an eco-activist when 
she realizes that her farm and all 

around it are 
draining the 
gargantuan, 
life-giving ogallala 
aquifer beneath her 
feet; and getting 
romantically 

involved with a neighbor of 
decidedly different political 
views. net-net? a somewhat quiet 
and loosely shaped narrative 
that a number of readers greatly 
enjoyed.
 

3 thE MaP of EnoUGh 
Molly caro May 
(coUntErPoint) 

as a young woman with 
globe-trotting inclinations, May 
moved with her fiancé from new 
York city to Montana’s Gallatin 

Valley to live off the 
grid in a yurt and 
painstakingly build a 
rural way of life “from 
the ground up,” in the 
words of one reader. 
Several commenters 

called this the best-written book 
of the three; others found it a little 
arch or contrived; still, most were 
quite taken by May’s recollection 
of learning life lessons and 
raising a daughter on the land—
and hope for a future update on 
May’s fortunes.—B.D.

kupersmith
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