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Period novel smoulders with small-town secrets 

Elizabeth Ruth examines the nature of alienation and deviance 

On a spring night in 1958 in the fictional southwestern Ontario village of Smoke (population: 507), a teenage boy named Buster McFiddie nearly burns to death in an accident involving youthful hijinks, an indecent amount of booze and one fateful cigarette. He survives with little damage to his body, save for “the leathery gullies and ravines that are his landslide face.” 

The consequences of this terrible disfigurement — arguably worse than death, and not only in Buster's eyes — are the subject of Elizabeth Ruth’s compelling coming-of-age novel, Smoke.

Founded by United Empire Loyalists, Smoke is a sleepy hamlet devoted to the cultivation of tobacco. Getting ready to celebrate its 150th anniversary, the citizenry appear to be a conventional cast. There are Buster’ s salt-of-theearth parents, Tom and Isabel, his older brother, Hank, and baby sister, Lizzie. 

There are his school friends, Ivan and Donny, who egged him on to drink himself senseless. There’s Jelly Bean Johnson, who was sweet on him before the accident but whose poisonous mother, Hazel, will do almost anything to deter her from extending friendship to Buster now. 

Most important, there’s Doc John Gray, the town doctor with a heart of gold. Through the worst of Buster’s ordeal, he tries to distract him from his agony by telling him stories. 

Ah yes, but why is a pillar of the community like Doc John filling the boy’s head with tales of mobsters, loose women, blind pigs, gambling and rum-running in Prohibition-era Detroit? And what possesses him to give Buster an antique pistol to help stiffen his spine when he returns to school after the long absence of his convalescence? 

The gun isn’t loaded, but no one except the doctor and Buster knows it. 

“Every time you hold her,” Doc John says of the weapon, “I want you to repeat after me. I know who I am. I know who I am.” 

Buster used to know who he was. He expected to take over the farm from his dad, the most successful and hardest-working tobacco grower in the region. 

Once handsome, he now views himself as a freak or monster — a notion that, as far as outward appearances go, is not out of line with reality. The gun and the white fedora Doc John hands him are props that help him find a new self-image, that of a tough-guy bandit. 

In the meantime, an actual criminal is frightening the neighbourhood and suspicion falls on Buster. And, beneath the social conformism and conservative attitudes typifying the 1950s, the sleepy hollow that is Smoke smoulders with secrets. 

Ruth, who lives in Toronto, is a fine writer. Her first book, Ten Good Seconds of Silence, was shortlisted for three major fiction prizes. She has a wonderful ear for dialogue, a nice sense of pacing and an authoritative command of detail. 

The novel works on two levels, as both a character and a period study. It evokes its times with precision, be they the minutiae of tobacco farming, the Detroit underworld or Hit Parade tunes and television programs of the late 1950s. 

But Ruth’s major preoccupation is with alienation and deviance. How permeable or rigid is the boundary between what is morally acceptable and what isn’t? What makes a person an outsider?

Buster ponders “how everything can change in a split second, ... how it’s things we don’t plan that lead us farther away from our old lives than we ever thought possible.” 

Buster wears his difference on his face, but it’s Doc John — the embodiment of respectability and responsibility — who has covered up his otherness so thoroughly and seamlessly that revealing it threatens to destroy not only him but also his devoted and determinedly oblivious wife.

Ruth tantalizes the reader with what the nature of the doctor’s secret is, revealing it only in the last pages. 

Ultimately, Buster realizes that loyalty to his friend is of greater value than cracking the truth beneath a lie. In that recognition and through the love of those around him, he finds redemption. 

Elizabeth Ruth: She has a wonderful ear for dialogue and a fine command of detail.

