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smoking

i’ve never smoked a cigarette
with anyone but jed.
senior year, driver’s licenses,
our town is so many miles
with nowhere to go.
nowhere but the woods,
where leaves block out the haze of the city
blocking out the stars.
we pass the cigarette hand to hand, and
somehow i can see the trail of smoke in the
darkness. the way i can see jed’s eyes
even when there isn’t any light.



it would never have occurred to me to smoke.
but one day we’re at the 7-11 and jed says buy a pack.
we have been in the 7-11 for twenty minutes
reading newsprint about bat boy and the
shocking! gay! love! affair! of someone
in hollywood, and jed jokes that if our local
paper was like that, we’d certainly be
headline news.



i have never wanted to be a cowboy
but i ask for marlboros anyway.
i have to prove myself



with the photo that doesn’t really look like me,
only a department of motor vehicles version.
i don’t know whether to smile
and it shows. i thank the shopguy like
he’s delivered the cigarettes to my door.
it’s only when we’re back in the car that
jed asks me if i got matches.
I am so new at this.




jed is not a smoker
but he’s smoked.
i am not a smoker
and i have never smoked.
i light matches for candles
for sitting in my room and wanting
a flicker of life, a flicker of mood.
the smoke i’ve known is
vanilla scented.




i think he will laugh but instead
he tells me he loves the way i am.
hearing those words is like
being handed flowers. we walk
to the woods and find the one bench,
our hidden observation post.
as we sit on the carved names of other discoverers
he takes the cellophane from the pack,
smoothes it between his fingers,
and folds it into a ring.




i open the cardboard,
pull out a cigarette, slightly amazed
at how light it is. like a piece of chalk
made of paper.



jed and i don’t have much in common.
he is much stronger than i think i am. he is
mischievous, outgoing, ready to soar
through clouds while i often feel
like the cloud itself. we are a strange pair
and we love that. we’ve been going
to school together since sixth grade
but we didn’t really meet until last year’s art class.
we had both drawn escher patterns on our jeans.
do you like magritte? he asked
and at first i didn’t really know jed was
although i was sure he knew that i was
but gradually we both knew
and we knew.



i hold the cigarette like i’m in a black-and-white movie.
but when jed lights the match, it spreads to color,
his skin in the campfire light, the spark of his eyes
as he leans in to me. when the match touches,
he says, breathe it in. i wait for the glow,
the yellow smoldering to orange. i wait
and then i inhale. one long drag as jed shakes off
the match. i can taste the dark spice of the smoke.
i take it in too long, too fast. my body says not yet
and pushes the smoke back out in a cough. i feel
foolish, but jed smiles and says i’m doing fine,
better than he did. he takes the cigarette
from my hand, brings the orange deeper, then
hands it back to me and says try again. 



my parents are okay with me being gay
but they would kill me if they saw me with
a cigarette. which makes sense, in a way.
my friend pete would also have something
to say. he says his body is a temple, and i think
that’s the problem with the two of us lately. i don’t want
my body to be a temple. i don’t want it to be
worshiped or congregated. pete is an athlete
and my next door neighbor and we’ve known
each other so long that we can talk about anything
except jed. or what pete calls
that whole thing.



the second breath works. the smoke
fills my air. it doesn’t feel good or bad
just a buzz of different. we sit down and pass it
back and forth. it is hard for us to be alone
between school and our friends and our families
and his track practice and my literary magazine.
so this pause is heaven, feeling entirely
open. we talk and sit close and the only
time that passes is the ash that falls.
i have never had anybody talk to me like this.



this is not a flirty sixth-grade phone call or
bantering with friends or words passed in a note.
i feel that if my soul could talk it would
talk like this.



i am willing to smoke the cigarette until
it disappears. jed tells me when it’s time to stop.
i reach into the pack for another but jed
says one is enough. anyone can do more,
but it will be our thing to do just one.
we talk until our voices are tired
and then we talk about what we’re doing
tomorrow. when i get home, the pack safely hidden
in the trunk of my car, i am surprised
to find that my hand still smells like smoke.
i know i should wash it, hide it too, but
the scent makes me think of him.
so i let it linger.



it becomes one of our rituals. like
skipping sixth period study hall together
like signing our notes with truth beauty freedom love.
these things let us know how we fit
with each other, even if we aren’t sure
how we fit with everybody else.
i look at guys like pete and sometimes feel
lost. he works out for two and a half hours a day.
he has this perfection he wants to be.
he travels in groups and looks so at ease.



even though i know him well enough
to know he gets nervous and tries
too hard, i still look at him sometimes and
think that’s the way jed and i should be.



when i am with jed, though, i don’t
care. we head to the soccer field for
our second cigarette. beyond the goals,
far from the school. we don’t hold hands
until we’re out of view, but that gives it
more of a charge. we can still hear people’s
voices, but they can’t hear ours. we talk
about growing up, about college. jed
talks about the foreseeable future and
how little there is that we can foresee.
which gives the present more of a charge.
inhaling deeply, i am aware that something
touching my lips has just touched
his. so uncomplicated.



i can’t pretend to know
how to smoke. i just do it.
i can’t pretend to know
what love is. it just is.



because it is senior year i have begun to see things
as potential absences. the things i love will become
the things i’ll miss. i don’t know how to use this
negative sight. when jed and i are playful i feel very
young. when jed and i are serious i feel
older, like how I feel when I’m wearing a suit.
when i was twelve, smoking a cigarette would have
made me feel old. when i am forty, maybe smoking
will make me feel young. but right now all it makes me
feel is that i am with jed and we are in the same place
and time. when we kiss we taste the same.



pete comes over to do homework later that night
and he tells me my shirt smells like a concert and asks me
if i went to see a band without him. i tell him
i barely recognize his body from all the working out and he takes it
as a compliment. tells me how much he’s lifting and how much more
he’d like it to be. i have known him since we were small enough
to fit in a kiddie pool. i have heard about the girls
he’s made out with and he’s heard about all the girls
i didn’t quite. back before i thought of friendship in terms of love,
i would’ve never said we loved each other. and now
that i think of friendship in terms of love,
i’m still not sure.



the first time jed asked me on a date i almost
cried. this was in the middle of junior year. having
someone think of me that way was like discovering
a new window in the room i’d lived in all my life.
in my english notebook, i had cataloged his graces
while in his mind he had detailed my kindnesses,
dreamed about saying things i dreamed of hearing.



he had been seeing someone and i had seen a lot of people
from afar. we realized the only thing separating us
was air. we walked through it with simple words.
we knew that all we had to do was tell two people
for the whole school to know. so we told two people
and were a little surprised when nothing happened
except our surprise. we were okay, i think, because
we kept to ourselves. which was exactly where
we wanted to be.



i drive around and smile when i think of the cigarettes
in the trunk. one time my mother needs to borrow the car
and i spend the whole day nervous that she’ll crush them
with her groceries, discover them and turn on me
with questions. jed teases me all day and then
when we get the car back he insists there’s a cigarette
missing, that my mother has stolen one from us on the sly.
i’ve lost count—are we on seven or eight?—it
no longer matters. we sit on our bench and listen for owls
and i feel like i am at home in the world.



we make it to the last cigarette, proud
of ourselves for sticking to our plan. it is a sunday night,
television hour, and we are fugitives
in the park after sundown. i light the match this time
as jed inhales. and i, who have never thought
in terms of a life, think to myself that
i could make a life out of this.
not the smoking, but the aura of smoking,
the togetherness and the nightfall and the words
that we share. i could make a life out of this.
i, who have never been prepared.



we are quiet tonight, but in the same
silence. we hear the footsteps together,
too many of them, and loud. i can tell from the way they walk,
the way that jed and i don’t really walk,
that they’re guys from our school. and i am
scared. in a way that jed is not scared.
it’s not until they’re closer, until they’re seeing us,
that i realize one of them is pete.
one of the guys says, what’s this? and pete
just looks at me. i say hello, ask him
what’s up. and all he can say back to me is
you’re smoking?



he says this seriously and i
laugh. he doesn’t join me and i feel us
becoming untied. the guys move on, one or two of them
making jokes about me and jed, about interrupting.
pete does not look back. he’s walking away and at the same time
i feel like i’m the one leaving him behind. i realize
i have already made a life out of this. i am capable
of making a life. i pass the cigarette to jed after taking
one last drag. he asks me if i’m okay and i say i’m
more than that. he agrees, and wipes some ash from my shirt.
the night continues, and we continue. i fold
the empty pack of cigarettes in my pocket, to keep.



once time is lit, it will burn
whether or not you’re breathing it in.
even after smoke becomes air
there is the memory of smoke.



i am seeing, as if by the light of a match,
a glimpse of my life
and having it feel right.



this will linger.






End of sample
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