
         
 

Cigarettes Will Kill You 

 

She liked to smoke after the salad.  The cigarette shifted the sensation of the 

iceberg from her tongue, the wormy goo of the wilted lettuce that stuck to the plates in 

the places she tended to eat, on the occasions when she had to eat out.  She didn’t like 

eating out.  She hated the fake smiles of the serving staff and the clanging chatter of the 

conversations that floated through crowded diners.  She hated that diner.  She sucked in a 

healthy pull from her cigarette and exhaled.  He was still eating. 

“The ban goes into effect this weekend, you know,” he said. 

“I’m aware.”  She held the stick by her side to keep the smoke from his face.  He 

wrestled with a limp carrot glued to the chilled glass plate.  “It’s shit.” 

“What?” 

“The whole thing.  What gives the government the right to tell me I can’t smoke?” 

“You’re in the minority,” he said.  “Most people don’t enjoy the smell of smoke 

near their food.” 

She took another drag, considered exhaling in his direction, but demurred.  “Most 

people,” she said. 

He set his fork on the plate and pushed it to the side next to hers.  “I don’t 

particularly enjoy it myself, you know.” 

“I’m aware,” she said. 
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The waitress arrived with their meals – turkey club for him and shrimp scampi for 

her, dumping them in a rush and disappearing without clearing their salad plates.  Kevin 

raised his hand to ask for ketchup.  The waitress was gone. 

Carla put out her cigarette in the ashtray, about to comment on the lousy service, 

something sarcastic, or witty, but she wasn’t feeling very witty of late.  The garlic from 

the dish stung her nose and she stopped, forgetting her thoughts, forgetting the anger for a 

moment.  She let it pass. 

Kevin was out of his seat, stalking a few tables over to interrupt a family of diners 

– mother, father, and two babbling children – to borrow their ketchup.  She closed her 

eyes as he returned. 

“Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine,” she lied.  She wasn’t there for therapy.  Not from her little brother. 

“Yeah, I can see that,” he said, nodding toward the ashtray.  A trail of smoke from 

the embers floated across the table. 

“I’m not smoking again, if that’s what you’re suggesting.  It’s just a few, and not 

every day.” 

“When did your ‘just a few’ start again?” 

She almost laughed but held it in as she filled her fork with shrimp and pasta.  

“Three months ago.”   

The diner had changed hands several times since she moved – she wasn’t even 

sure the name now, some deviation on “American” she thought, one of the dozens of 

similar establishments in South Jersey, all the same on the inside – too much chrome, not 

enough natural wood, too many colors, but not the right colors – harsh reds and tacky 
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blues, like a flag without stars, shrouded in fading chrome.  She’d spent the day working 

at a client’s office in the area and Kevin still lived there, near their hometown, and he 

suggested the site, which was an arguably better choice than the Applebee’s down the 

street.  Carla requested some coffee when the waitress returned.  The diner had emptied 

since they’d been seated. 

“I’m sorry you missed the Christening,” Kevin said. 

“Me too.  Work just has me traveling so much.” 

“Right.” 

A young woman in a dress too short skirted past them on the way to the 

bathroom.  Carla thought she was crying at first, but it was just her makeup, slathered on 

thicker than the ketchup on Kevin’s fries, which spilled onto the toast holding the bacon 

and the sparse vegetables against the turkey on his club.  

“Cheryl would have liked to see you there.” 

“I know,” she said, glancing up from his plate.   

“I would have liked to see you.”  He stared back.  “Cheryl’s whole family 

showed.  It was just me on my side.”  

Carla couldn’t remember when she started to hate everything.  It wasn’t because 

of Richard, he’d been gone for a while, and it wasn’t men, or not all men, and Richard 

was different than most men.  All the travel didn’t help – no one who traveled so much 

could find any time for joy in their lives, Richard said, and he was talking about them, or 

about him, but it wasn’t up to her, all the travel, it was her job, and he didn’t want to wait 

for her.  He said he would, but he didn’t, and she’d grown tired of the waiting too – at 

airports, on airplanes, in thick, cushioned seats in conference rooms in strange cities, 
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slurping coffee to stay awake through endless meetings within blank walls.  She couldn’t 

remember when she started to smoke again. 

(excerpted) 

 

 


