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Cigarettes

As I write this, it’s nighttime and I’m smoking a Camel Blue long, outside Bear Creek B. It’s drizzling outside, which is a warm welcome, but prevents me from sitting in my usual spot, the bench. The cigarette tastes smooth and hits a bit hard, harder than Parliaments, which I usually smoke. Right now though, I’m not feeling much of a buzz, probably because I’m a little drunk and on my prescribed Adderall. I still feel it though, in the back of my mind, far away from my zone of stimulant. Still, I’m happy. Something about it just gives me that umph. I don’t like it when the smoke gets in my eyes.
I only seriously started smoking last summer, when I worked a manual labor job and would come home covered in dirt and sweat. I would get home, sit out on the back deck of my mom’s condo, and smoke a cigarette, maybe have a beer too. While a few hours earlier I would be cursing the abnormally hot and humid Louisiana heat, during my smoke I welcomed it, cherished it. The blue sky was beautiful, and I loved looking at the loblolly pine in the backyard of the condo behind our porch. That tree seriously looks like something from millions of years ago, with its cell-shaped bark and tall-ass trunk. The branches don’t start for probably at least 50 feet, or more. It’s the most beautiful thing you can see from that chair on my porch. My mother was once smoking a cigarette sitting on that exact same chair, and witnessed a SWAT team get into a shootout with the previous tenants of that condo. Apparently a hostage situation, no one was hurt. You can still see a bullet hole under the second-floor window, to the left of the tree. The new owners seem nice.
Both of my parents have smoked for as long as I can remember. My mother smokes Marlboro Lights, which are all right but just don’t have much flavor for me. When I was a teenager, I used to get mad at my mom for smoking, saying she was killing herself and spending so much money on cigarettes. That makes me feel ironic and hypocritical now. I found a pack of Marlboro Reds in the pocket of my father’s jacket, while he was on his deathbed. I’ve kept that pack. While I’ve smoked with my mom plenty of times, I never got to smoke with my dad. He lived with my grandfather in a small one bedroom apartment about an hour away from my hometown. Much of the possessions I subsequently inherited from him were yellowed and smelled of nicotine due to the smoking both he and my grandfather did in the apartment. My father didn’t die from smoking cigarettes, but nonetheless substance abuse due to alcohol. I’ve come to terms that addiction probably runs in my bones. My grandfather is in his 90s, still smoking, and he seems to be doing fine.
Most of my core friends back home smoke. We started vaping in college but turned to cigarettes when we were 21, partly due to Louisiana’s vape crackdown, but mainly because we thought they looked cooler. There is something special about going outside with your friends to smoke these white sticks. The flame, the smoke, the smell. A few of my friends are in metal bands, and we all play instruments and like hard music, so it fits. Plus those smoke breaks are bonding time, one where we can shoot the shit, talk seriously, or dick around and do cartwheels in the yard. Smoking a cigarette and taking a few hits from the bong made for a nice jam session upstairs afterwards. Taking a smoke break has gotten us into some fun situations before too. Once we were at a techno rave at the Lindy Boggs Medical Center - a hospital that has been rotting since its abandonment during Hurricane Katrina, and we decided to all smoke on the roof, easily accessible from the square holes in walls that windows once occupied. We were sitting on the edge when I saw a police car at the corner of an intersection down below. I said “Fuck, a cop!” and one of my drunk friends ran back to the inside part of the hospital, inadvertently making himself more visible. We went back inside and got to dance for a little while longer until the lights got shut off and the DJ said “Pigs here, we gotta move out.” I’ll never forget the whole rave walking out in a line, down the stairs, through the stagnant puddles, and under the cut in the chain link fence where an officer was standing, arms crossed next to the sidewalk. The organizer said he only got a ticket, since there were more pressing matters, such as a shooting a block over. There’ve also been plenty of times where we smoked outside the cafe my friend used to work at and a homeless guy would come up asking for a few drags. Wonderful conversations were had with the wanderers of New Orleans. My friends and I have smoked various brands together, but right now the rotation is Marlboro Southerns (a short cigarette with a nice vanilla tone) and Parliaments (a long mellow cigarette with a recessed filter), which my friend introduced to me after his girlfriend introduced them to him.
Growing up around cigarettes, I’m curious to know what the current societal view is of smokers. Lowlifes? Mobsters? Just normal people? It’s hard for me to tell. There’s no doubt that, while for good reason, American society has demonized smoking in the past 30 years. It’s strange to look back at the last century and see how prevalent and ingrained smoking was worldwide, insomuch that it feels inseparable. I watched 12 Angry Men a few weeks ago with my roommates, and that was just twelve men in a room smoking cigarettes for an hour and a half. When I think of 20th century philosophy, I think of French dudes smoking cigarettes. Sometimes, when I’m biking home, listening to music and smoking a cigarette, an 80s Russian rock song that I like comes on and I feel like some gloomy underground Soviet rockstar. People used to be like that! What changed? The health concerns are known, but smoking rates in other parts of the world are still high. Still, I think smoking is somewhat romanticized nowadays, and I won’t deny I myself romanticize it. 
As of now, I smoke on my own two or three times a day, usually one in the morning and one before bed. I’ve had stomach problems all my life, and I’ve found nicotine helps stimulate my stomach in the morning. It’s probably the only health benefit I’ve gained from smoking, although it’s probable that it’s just placebo. I live at Bear Creek and smoke on a secluded bench outside. I know you’re not supposed to be smoking on campus, but I don’t smoke near anyone, and Bear Creek staff have walked past me and don’t seem to care. A victimless crime. Sometimes me and my friends, even the non-smoking ones, joke that more places should allow indoor smoking. We’ll be in a bar or a cafe and say that they should allow smoking in here, and that we might as well light a cigarette right now. This joke has extended to airplanes, zoos, government buildings, and McDonalds. Sometimes I think in certain places, like dive bars, it should be allowed. The griminess just isn’t complete without it. I know this is still much the case in probably the majority of the world, but in the context of America’s massive cultural shift regarding cigarettes, it feels like we’re throwing something a part of us away. 
I smoke more at parties, probably two or three at one function. Everyone wants a cigarette at a party. Bartering sprouts from nowhere. Someone will ask me for a drag and I’ll ask in return for a hit of their vape or pen. Call that “hit for a hit”. A birthday party I went to this weekend had a porch right outside the apartment, and throughout the night some group of people would be out there having a smoke. Great conversations were had about nothing. Where are you from? Oh you study linguistics? That’s cool. Here are some bands you might like. Come to my Super Bowl party! I heard all of these with a cigarette in between my index and middle finger. We’d start a rotation and tell stories about our lives, one of us clapping back with a question about anything when the opportunity arose. Anything to keep the conversation going while the cigarette was burning. I wouldn’t have much of an incentive to be outside if I didn’t smoke. Sometimes the loser of rage cage would come out and chug the bitch cup, and we’d all cheer.
I’ve noticed people in Boulder don’t smoke as much as people do back home. Is it that rich, California hippie culture? The weed? A sort of sterileness pervades Boulder. The buildings too modern, an expensive city with no soul. I think the big influx of techbros working at Google and Microsoft here probably doesn’t help, although that may be a misattributed stereotype. I’d feel like a cigarette would be the only thing keeping you from going insane working at Google. 
The coolness of smoking probably played a part in why I smoke today, but I don’t think that’s the sole reason. My parents and coming from Bumfuck, Louisiana definitely contributed. I think it’s a continuation of a younger rebellious self (although I wouldn’t say that self is totally gone), the me that spray-painted all around town, climbed roofs and lockpicked into abandoned buildings. Smoking has a counterculture feel to it now, so now that I’m older I feel it’s natural I partake, at least while I’m young. As said before, many characters my age in older media are seen smoking, especially men. This probably was imprinted on me as a child, watching The Outsiders or Citizen Kane. Even through the person I’ve seen smoke the most in my life, my mother, is a woman, smoking a cigarette has a certain masculine feel, at least nowadays. It’s slick, and when I think of slick I think of greasers and punks. Most of the girls I’ve been romantically involved with would smoke occasionally, but it was usually with me or after a night out. Never regularly. Girls today vape, which I have also done regularly before, but to me it has a more feminine feel. Softer, usually sweet. I usually despise gendering things in the real world, but this disparity is too obvious to me. My loss of masculinity due to not having a stable father figure from age 12 onwards has probably pushed me to smoke, trying to touch lost experiences that have made me feel alienated with my fellow man. I’m not queer, but I hang out with a lot of queer people, and I’ve observed higher rates of smoking among them. I wonder if they’ve had similar battles with their identity that has lead them to choose the cigarette as their preferred method of nicotine consumption. Although, me and my two best friends back home are the people my age I know smoke the most, the multiple-times-a-day-smoker.. We’re all straight-ish, and all have had strange strained relationships with our father figures. 
On 1960s Star Trek they don’t smoke. This was my dad’s favorite show, and I’ve made a small vow to watch the whole franchise sequentially after he died. Its creator, Gene Roddenberry, was apparently adament that smoking not be allowed on the show, despite pressure from NBC and their sponsers, tobacco conglomerates. Smoking would obviously look out of place in a post-scarcity idealist space utopia, where the collective human spirit is now in full swing and we have dedicated ourselves to exploring and protecting the galaxy. On the flip side, the famous Tarkovsky movie Solaris, an 80’s sci-fi Soviet flick, has three men all alone on a space station, struggling with the psychic manipulation of the planet below. There’s a scene of them in a classical pre-modern looking reading room, all sitted at a table smoking cigarettes, planning on whether they should try to fight in futility, or kill themselves. Maybe as long as sorrow and melancholy exist, cigarettes will too. The human condition is cursed.
I don’t want to smoke forever. I don’t want to become my parents. I’m still concerned for my mom’s health. I think depending on a substance inhibits your personal freedom on many levels, including religiously, and I don’t think it was what we evolved for. But for now, I’ll imbibe, I’ll satisfy the urges I haven’t yet strengthened my will to overcome. I’ll smoke.

