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			About This Book

			

			Smoke is award-winning children’s author Nicola Winstanley’s first work for adults and it showcases her ability to create unforgettable characters. This deftly written, linked short story collection moves between New Zealand and Canada following the lives of a fascinating collection of characters and considers the impact of intergenerational trauma from multiple points of view. Questions of responsibility and fate, and a search for understanding thread through these searing stories. Yet even though these are stories of loss, Smoke is ultimately a book about grace, one which calls not only for a rejection of guilt, but also for approaching the world with deep compassion.




		
			Praise for Smoke

			“In each of Nicola Winstanley’s powerful stories we feel for and feel tender toward, even love, these characters trying to navigate through their lives the best they can, with earnest hope and often unrecognized resilience as they find ways to make do and, despite everything, continue to be themselves, to find agency and possibility. Smoke leaves the reader looking into the future, wondering what will become of these people, what will become of all of us, recognizing how lives are often betrayed by the way the world is – often because of the brokenness of men – but also buoyed by the very humanness, the fragility and strength of the women. Smoke isn’t a sugar pill, but something far more effective: a clear-eyed and compassionate tonic for strength and courage.” – Gary Barwin, author of Imagining Imagining and Yiddish for Pirates

			“In Smoke, Nicola Winstanley gives us a recurring cast of characters who we follow over their transition from girlhood to womanhood, growing up too fast in a world that has all but given up on them. But Winstanley also gives her characters hope, writing with raw, honest, unsentimental prose that infuses her stories with insight and humanity that shines a beacon of light through the bleak landscape of their lives. Nicola Winstanley is a fresh new voice in short fiction, and I’ll be thinking about these stories for a long time.” – Amy Jones, author of Pebble & Dove and We’re All in This Together

			“‘A bad thing happens and then it never stops,’ says one of the characters in Nicola Winstanley’s empathetic and compelling collection. This is a beautiful book that gnaws at your heart with its stories about the pervasiveness of intergenerational trauma and the persistent human need to search for love, stability and connection.” – Meaghan Strimas, author of Yes or Nope and A Good Time Had by All

			“Winstanley’s stories move effortlessly between dark and light, between innocence lost and joy gained. She writes characters with a brutal kind of beauty, imbued with sorrow and longing that force us to face things we’d like to ignore, but can’t because their universal truths reside in all of us. These are intimate, sharp, incandescent stories that assuredly declare that while suffering is an inevitable part of our lives, we can choose to not let it define us. A raw, funny and heartbreaking debut.” – John Vigna, author of No Man’s Land and Bull Head

			“The stories in Nicola Winstanley’s meticulously crafted and emotionally walloping debut behave like smoke itself: spreading slowly, getting into every corner, twisting and thickening and darkening, all while the characters that inhabit them struggle to put out the fires that threaten to engulf them. This is a collection that builds in power and strength: by the time you reach its final, unexpectedly grace-filled moments, you are blinking away tears.” – Nathan Whitlock, author of Lump and Congratulations on Everything
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			Smoke

			

			At six o’clock, all the mothers singsong “Dinnertime!” into the echoing valley, and the kids in the playground jump down from swings and slides and run barefoot across the prickle-sharp grass and up the long driveway to the street where they live side by side in wooden bungalows surrounded by shaved, green lawns.

			“Clare!”

			“Hurry, Fiona!” her mother calls, because Fiona huffs when she runs and comes last to the table every single night.

			“Dinner, Kenneth! I said, dinner!” 

			Kenneth tosses a tennis ball high into the air and still three more times after his mother’s final “Kenneth, I mean it!” 

			“Clare, darling!”

			Clare yanks the other end of the skipping rope from Amanda’s hand, loops it neatly, then crouches to buckle her patent-leather sandals. 

			Amanda is already at the bottom of the driveway by the time Clare catches up to her. “It’s not fair,” Clare says. “You don’t even have to go.”

			Amanda stops suddenly. For the last few weeks, she had been going home at dinnertime, same as everyone else, as if her mother’s voice rang out too. But no one called her now. She just hadn’t noticed yet.

			“You don’t even have a mother.” Clare pokes Amanda in the chest with her finger. “You get to stay here and do whatever you want.” Then she runs up the hill and doesn’t say bye to Amanda or look back once.

			“See ya later,” Amanda whispers. “Have a nice dinner.” 

			When all the other kids have gone, Amanda sits on a swing and kicks at the dry dirt beneath. Dust puffs and settles on her skinned knees. They had been playing horses, and, as usual, Amanda was the horse, on all fours. Clare had bridled her with the skipping rope and guided her to the gravel. When Amanda hesitated, Clare had said, “Horses who misbehave get cropped,” and threatened to use the belt from the waistband of her corduroys.

			Amanda licks her palm and rubs at the dirt and grazes on her knees; it stings. 

			On the ridge, behind the cabbage trees and Norfolk pines, the Auckland sun is melting like a pink marshmallow. School has started, but it seems like summer still, warm with a little breeze and the lazy buzzing of fat flies. On the other side of Mr. Grayson’s six-foot fence, Clive barks hard at nothing, then stops. His chain clunks as he lies down again in his doghouse. Amanda pumps her bare legs listlessly, stretches out until she is nearly horizontal. She floats above the ground, her hair trailing, while the swing tilts up and back, its hinge screeching like a slow, far-off train whistle. 

			Soon, the sun is just a blinking eye on the horizon, and ­Amanda climbs the ladder on the tall slide to get a better view of the houses all around. The kids are at their dinner tables now, saying grace. Soon their fathers will come home, and their mothers will put the kids to bed and tuck them in with goodnight kisses. The mummies will say, “Sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite,” and leave the bedroom doors ajar so it isn’t too dark. Then the kids will close their eyes and go to sleep.

			Amanda had waited in the hospital corridor with Judy while their father was in their mother’s room. When he came out, he closed the door behind him and said, “She’s gone.” Amanda thought her mother had taken a holiday without telling them. Then her father had started to cry. 

			Amanda still wasn’t sure where her mother had gone or when she would be coming back. She hadn’t been allowed to go to the funeral. 

			The outlines of the play equipment begin to dissolve in the spreading dark. “Clive,” Amanda yells. “Clive, ya dumb mutt!”

			Not even a rattle from his doghouse.

			

			By the time Amanda runs home, the darkness rises from the ground like smoke. Streetlights hum, then flicker on.

			Judy is reading on the sofa. “Where have you been? It’s too late to be out. You’re naughty.”

			“What’s for dinner?”

			“I’m telling.” Judy wraps one mousy ringlet around her finger and twists. “There’s only toast again, and you can make it yourself.” Her eyes slide back to her book.

			“What are you reading?” Judy stares at the page, sniffs and wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “Judy?”

			They have a new kind of toaster – the kind that pops the toast. Amanda likes the way the toast jumps and the sound it makes. Their father, Ernie, bought it after the funeral, and also an electric kettle and an automatic washing machine. Judy doesn’t know how to use the washing machine, but they’re the only people on the street who don’t have a wringer-washer now. When Clare’s mum, Mrs. Price, came to see it after the social workers had left, she said, “What a pigsty!” as soon as she stepped into the house. She told Ernie that he would have to give her six dollars a week and she would do the laundry and the hoovering on Wednesdays. “And make your own bed, young lady,” she said to Amanda on the way out. But the house always looked like it had been hit by a tornado by Friday night, and Amanda hadn’t made her bed once.

			“Amanda!” Judy yells from the lounge. “Don’t you have a nose?” Grey smoke pours from the toaster slots. “Don’t waste the bread. And you have to open a window so we don’t suffocate, for goodness’s sake!” 

			Amanda has to get the toast out with a fork and scrape the black off before buttering it and sprinkling on the sugar, but it doesn’t really matter; she likes the burned taste. Sometimes Ernie forgets to give Judy money so she can buy bread at the dairy after school, and then there’s only stale bread and the toast is dry and hard, and sometimes the butter is rancid or there are ants in the sugar – but not today. 

			Amanda squishes on the sofa beside Judy. She takes huge bites of toast and chews with her mouth open, satisfied with the clack-clack it makes. 

			“Stop it,” Judy says. “I can’t read if you’re going to eat like that.” 

			“There was no lunch!” Amanda licks at the sweet butter that ticklish-drips down her wrist until Judy snaps her book shut. 

			

			At half past nine, Ernie appears and drops his briefcase on the floor. He hesitates. “What’s that doing there?” he says, finally, and points to a carving knife lying on the velour recliner seat. He pulls on his tie to loosen it, yanks it over his head and throws it beside the knife.

			“Amanda was late home.”

			“What?” Ernie pinches the skin between his eyebrows, above his new glasses. His eyebrows are black and thick, and his eyelashes curl as pretty as a girl’s, but Amanda is never to say that again, ever. “I’ve had a long day.” He disappears into the kitchen.

			“Well?” Judy yells over the sound of running water. “She didn’t come home for dinner!”

			“Some dinner.” Amanda pokes Judy’s upper arm. “You’re not Mum.”

			“I know that, but I’m supposed to look after you.”

			“I can do what I want. You can’t stop me.”

			Ernie is back, hovering. “Can’t I have some peace and quiet?”

			“Go ahead!” Judy slams the door on her way out. 

			Amanda has won the argument, but it doesn’t feel like it.

			Ernie changes the channel on the TV set to the ten o’clock news, turns the sound up loud, then sits on a hard-backed kitchen chair, a mug of tea balanced on his knee. Petrol prices are going up. Ernie groans and shifts uncomfortably, straightens out his leg with the missing kneecap. When the business report comes on at half past ten, Amanda says, “Should I go to bed?” He looks at her and frowns, as though he doesn’t know who she is.

			In bed, she pulls a tangled blanket over the same clothes she wore all day and falls right to sleep.

			

			The room is bright. It must be late. Then the thrum of a lawn mower and Amanda realizes: it’s Saturday. Ernie will be home, and the weather is good. He will take her to tennis, or maybe the beach. She kicks her bedding onto the floor and sprints to the bathroom. 

			Ernie is there already, shaving. A towel wrapped around his waist, he leans over the sink, his face a few inches from the mirror, and draws the razor through the foam on his cheek. A smooth strip of tanned skin appears.

			“I need to go to the toilet.” A faint rasp, and another strip. “Dad!”

			“You’ll have to wait.”

			Amanda slides down the door frame and sits, squeezing her upper thighs together and trying not to think about it. But it’s not so bad; she likes watching Ernie shave. After each stroke, he dips the razor into the sink and the soapy water gurgles and splashes along with the transistor radio on the window ledge singing, “American Top 40!” 

			When the Bee Gees come on the radio, Ernie makes a choking sound. “Why do they sing like that? They sound like women.” He takes off his glasses, rinses his face with clean water and pats it dry with a raggedy towel. He can barely see without his glasses, and without them he looks like a different person, like a kid – as though he has another face you only get to see when he can’t see you.

			“I like them. Judy said she’s going to teach me the Brooklyn Hustle. Why don’t you use aftershave, like on TV?”

			Ernie shakes his head. “Men don’t wear perfume.” He puts his glasses back on and tries to see the back of his head in the mirror, pulling at the short hair where it stops at the top of his neck. “My hair isn’t too long, is it?”

			“Can we go to the beach today?” 

			“I have to get dressed.”

			“Can Clare come? Can we get an ice cream?” Amanda calls after him, then sits on the toilet, at last. She hums along loudly to “How Deep Is Your Love” until it’s the chorus, and then she sings the words. 

			Ernie is by the front door in a suit. “I’ll be gone most of the day.” Before Amanda even thinks to remind him that it’s Saturday, the door clicks shut.

			From her bedroom window, Amanda watches Ernie fling open the door of his car, get in and pull the door shut. No slamming! It’s a company car, shiny dark green. Hunter green. He puts his briefcase on the passenger side, then adjusts the rear-view mirror, and maybe that’s why he doesn’t see what Amanda sees – Mrs. Price rushing down her driveway in an apron and fluffy slippers, then waving one arm over her head while she crosses the street – because Ernie starts the engine and begins to reverse. He doesn’t seem to notice she’s there until she bangs three times on the car boot with her open hand and he has to stop. She comes around and taps on Ernie’s window, and he winds it down slowly. Her voice is loud and sharp, but Amanda can’t make out the words. Ernie nods his head, staring straight ahead, until she stops talking, and then Ernie reverses out of the driveway with a jolt and a screech. Mrs. Price folds her arms and watches him speed away, then looks back toward Amanda’s bedroom, frowning. Amanda ducks. She has probably done something wrong.

			

			Judy’s bed is empty and neatly made, her clothes all put away, not all over the floor like Amanda’s. Judy’s not in the kitchen either.

			There’s no bread left, so Amanda has Shrewsbury biscuits for breakfast, and instant coffee with four teaspoons of sugar. Judy says Amanda is too young for coffee, but she’s not here.

			Amanda wanders out to the street, where all the children play when they are not at the park. There is no sign now of Mrs. Price, but Clare flits around the spiral of a sprinkler on their front lawn, jumping over the arcing water as if it’s a skipping rope. When Amanda waves and runs over, Clare jumps back from the spray, plants her hands on her hips, and looks up and down at Amanda’s too-tight T-shirt and flared purple jeans, short by two inches. “That T-shirt was dirty yesterday.” Clare is one year older than Amanda, and she is smooth and pale, and white-blond, and thin as a whip. She has long legs, longer than most other girls, her mother says so, and Amanda is nearly six inches shorter – they’ve measured. Amanda has baby fat and freckles and a gap between her front teeth. Clare’s teeth stick out because she still sucks her thumb in secret, but she’ll get braces as soon as she’s old enough. “It’s a good thing you do well in school,” Mrs. Price says to Amanda whenever she sees the two girls playing together.

			“I slept in this outfit,” Amanda brags. “Do you want to come to my house and make fudge?” Clare is never allowed to use the stove at her house or eat things with sugar.

			“Is Judy there to supervise?”

			

			Amanda and Clare make fudge, extra careful with the boiling liquid sugar as they stir it on the stove, and when they pour it in the pan, because if it splashes it will burn enough to take their skin off. Then they sit behind the twelve-foot-high monkey-apple hedge that hides Amanda’s house from the road and eat the fudge while they collect monkey apples off the ground. Later, they’ll throw the apples at the boys who ride their banana bikes on the pavement, hooting and laughing, as if they own the whole street.

			By half past twelve, Amanda and Clare have eaten most of the fudge and gathered two sand buckets full of the tiny apples, but that’s right when Mrs. Price calls from the other side of the hedge, “Come home for lunch, Clare. It’s no use hiding. I can see your sandals.” Amanda stays put because when Clare appears from beneath the hedge, dress and face smeared with fudge and dirt, her mother scolds her. “What were you doing? I know Amanda’s father wasn’t there, young lady. Was Judy? Go home now.” Then Mrs. Price crouches so she can see Amanda between the leaves. “Your father came home late last night. Past your bedtime,” she says, as though it was Amanda’s fault. “And he’s out again today.”

			“No,” Amanda lies. “He came home early then went out again, then came back. He has to work today.”

			Kenneth rides past and yells through the hedge, “Bullrush!” and Amanda turns from Mrs. Price and runs barefoot after him as fast as she can.

			Amanda spends all day in the park with the other kids. They play bullrush and statues and soccer until four o’clock when the teenagers arrive. The teenage girls have low-cut T-shirts and cleavage, and they wear skin-tight jeans and feather earrings. The boys have long hair, and one of them carries a bright-red disco boom box on his shoulder. The other little kids scatter, but Amanda stays behind to watch the teenagers flirt and smoke. Fiona’s sister Mimi pretends she doesn’t know who Amanda is and doesn’t look her way. Then a boy pushes her up against the pole of the swing set, and Mimi and the boy smush against each other and kiss like they do in the movies. Then the boy leans around Mimi and winks at Amanda.

			“Hey, you want one?” He waves his cigarette in her direction.

			“Don’t,” Mimi says, but he shakes a cigarette from a golden box of Benson & Hedges, lights it on the end of his own and offers it to Amanda. Amanda’s mother smoked the same kind, two packs a day. Amanda takes the cigarette, puts it between the knuckles of her first and middle finger, then up to her lips. She drags and doesn’t cough, blows the smoke out her mouth in an O. Amanda knows how to do it from sneaking puffs when her mother wasn’t watching.

			“Check it out!” The boy laughs and slaps his thigh.

			The boy’s friends come and watch her.

			Amanda’s head spins. She is hit by a wave of nausea and wants to spit on the ground. She has never felt more special in her whole life.

			“Isn’t it about time you went home?” Mimi says.

			“Why? There’s no one there.” Amanda takes another drag and exhales. She stares at the smoke as it spirals in the cooling air, dissolves and disappears.

			When it’s nearly dark, the teenagers leave. “Go home, ­Amanda!” Mimi yells from the top of the driveway. The others laugh, as though it’s funny. As their laughter fades, Amanda stands alone in the shadow of Mr. Grayson’s fence and listens. Faint music. Cars far away. A door slammed shut. Her own breath. Then nothing. Her fingertips and lips tingle.

			In the half-light, barely visible and all alone, she realizes she is boundless now, like smoke.

			

			None of the lights are on at home, and it’s nearly dark. Amanda flicks the switch in the hall, and the bulb splutters, fizzes and dies. The kitchen is grey and still. There’s a note on the table from Judy that says she will be at Vivienne’s and staying the night. No note from Ernie.

			Amanda crawls behind the sofa and extracts from underneath it the fudge she hid in case Judy came home and found it. She sits down right there and chips at the dry lump with her teeth, taking her time. Each sliver melts slowly in her mouth. She stays crouched in the gap between the sofa and the wall gnawing on sugar and daydreaming until it’s late and she is too tired to stay awake anymore, then she lies down on her side and falls asleep.

			

			It takes Amanda a long time to remember where she is when she wakes up at dawn. Her neck is sore, her hip bruised. She runs her sticky hands down the sofa upholstery to clean them before wriggling from her spot.

			The kitchen light is still on, and everything is where it was the night before. Her father’s bedroom is exactly the same as the day before too – the pillows scattered, the bedspread in a puddle on the edge of the bed, the closet door open and a mess inside, laundry and papers thrown over the boxes full of her mother’s things.

			Amanda slides one of her father’s old suit jackets off its hanger. The lining is slightly scratchy and cool on her arms. It smells of shaving cream and hair oil. Sunlight soap. Her father’s smell. Musk and bitter lemon. The jacket comes all the way to her knees, and though it isn’t cozy exactly, she wraps herself in it, then lies down on the bed and waits.

			At last, Ernie’s key clicks in the lock and Amanda jumps up to meet him at the door. “Where were you?”

			It’s not an accusation, but Ernie’s jaw goes up and down goldfish-like, as if he’s been caught. “Why are you up so early? It’s Sunday.”

			“You weren’t here last night.”

			“I was. I went out early this morning for a run.” He’s wearing his work clothes from the morning before, but no tie.

			“I don’t care. I wasn’t scared.” Amanda flaps the too-long sleeves of the jacket, like a baby bird trying out its wings. “You can leave me here whenever you want. I’m old enough to look after myself.” 

			“I saw you fast asleep in bed when I came home late, then got up early.”

			Amanda stops flapping and stares up at Ernie. His face is pale, fallen and unshaven. He smiles awkwardly, like an adult who doesn’t know her and is trying to be nice. “Oh. Okay.” The jacket slides from Amanda’s narrow shoulders and onto the floor, and she wraps her bare arms around her chest to stop the feeling unfurling inside her. It creeps and burns. She didn’t know before that adults could lie. But now she does. What else has he lied about? “If you say so.” Ernie doesn’t say anything about the jacket, and she doesn’t bother to pick it up. 

			

			At school on Monday, Clare won’t play with Amanda. “My mother says you have no supervision, and your father is a disgrace. She says you’re running wild and a bad influence.”

			After that, the other kids won’t play with Amanda either because Clare is the boss. Fiona won’t sit with her, and Fiona is nobody’s friend, just a tagalong, so Amanda is all alone through lunch, and lunch-less too because Ernie slept all Sunday afternoon and forgot about the groceries. 

			At the picnic table across the narrow playground, Clare sits up straight, opens her Tupperware and neatly stabs cheese cubes with a fork, staring at Amanda the whole time.

			

			Later, Amanda realizes she has lost her bus ticket and has to walk home. It’s better this way because she will not have to see Clare, who had kept glancing over her shoulder at Amanda all afternoon, as if Amanda were on her back somehow and had to be shaken off. 

			Kenneth nearly knocks her down with his bike, then brakes to a sudden stop, hops off and doubles back. “Your mum died, aye?” 

			Amanda shrugs. She doesn’t want to think about it anymore.

			“It was a dog? Whose dog?” 

			“It wasn’t a dog.” 

			“Yeah it was. Clare said that.” 

			“She doesn’t know anything.” 

			“Then what?” But Amanda couldn’t answer; she didn’t know herself. “Sucks to have no mum.” Kenneth sniffed. 

			“How would you know?” 

			“My mum left yesterday. Took her suitcase and that. You know?” 

			“Forever?” 

			“She might come back. But Dad said don’t bother.” He jumped back on his bike. “Anyways, see ya.” 

			She might come back? Amanda is so happy she nearly runs home. 

			

			When Judy finally gets home, Amanda jumps up off the sofa. “I have something to tell you! Kenneth’s mother left, but she –” 

			“I have to tell you something first.” Judy takes a big bad-news breath and sits stiffly beside Amanda. “Vivienne’s mother said I could stay with them for a while if I wanted to, in their spare room.” She puts a hand on Amanda’s shoulder, like an adult, even though she’s only twelve.

			There is a yellow-faced puppet on the TV singing “Happy day! Let’s play!” over and over. Amanda stares at the puppet and won’t look at Judy. “I can have your room.”

			“Her mother thinks I need more stability because of school. Because I’ll be going to high school soon.” Judy stares at the side of Amanda’s face; Amanda can see out of the corner of her eye. “Will you be all right if I’m not here?” Judy is always such a baby and almost crying about everything.

			“You don’t have to stay,” Amanda says to the TV screen. She wants to say, “I don’t need you,” but it will hurt Judy’s feelings too much and then Judy will cry for real. “How many weeks?” Amanda asks. The puppet’s bright-pink, flat mouth opens and shuts.

			“Maybe for the rest of the first term. At least.” 

			“Oh.”

			“Stop watching TV!” Judy lunges forward and clicks off the set.

			Amanda turns to Judy, free of the puppet’s demands at last. “So? Can I have your room while you’re gone?” Then Judy is mad, her lips pressed together – but she pretends she’s not. “Well, you won’t be needing it.”

			“Don’t you care whether or not I live here?”

			“You’re never here anyway. What difference does it make?”

			

			Judy moves out a few days later and takes all her records and her record player with her and all her clothes. She leaves the broderie anglaise bedspread Amanda coveted once, the last birthday present Judy got from their mother, and she says Amanda can sleep in her bed if she wants to.
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