Why I Hate Cigarettes 

Julie Henslee


Light streamed down from a lamp and bled into my lap.  1:15a.m.   I still had my watch on.  


Two days ago the girls next door and I played softball against David and Remy.  Remy hit the ball.  As it floated over my head I reached, but it burst through a window behind me.  Mrs. Lopez thundered though her front door, hurling curses at the five of us huddled in my yard.  In the end, all we lost was the final inning our game and 38 dollars.  Sitting on the front porch, I saw plastic covering the hole, a dull substitute for the panes of bright glass surrounding it.


The white reflections shattered into blue and red flashes.  Three cars, topped with colorful beacons, pulled up.  As an officer ascended the steps, my mother rose to speak to him.  His gun, bulging, hung at an odd angle on his side.  


My grandfather taught me how to shoot when I was ten, and I was a pretty good shot.  David and I used to gather dozens of cans, bottles, and any other shiny objects we could dig up and set them up in dazzling tiers.  Then, in a mad frenzy, we’d fire until everything lay broken and bent on the ground.  I thought of revenge and could feel the gun in my hands, too heavy to hold upright.


“This will take a while.  Is there anything you’d like before we leave?”  The policeman loomed over me.  I wanted desperately to take a shower, but shook my head.  


My attacker had been smoking and the smell of his fetid breath still lingered on my skin.  An hour earlier I had been awake in my bed, knowing he was there.  He saw me ease my eyes open. I tried to sit up, but he leapt before my back left the sheet.  A tortoise shell switchblade twitched against my neck making him, to my disappointment, human.


We walked into the station and sat down on a bench.  My mother sat close, her hand settling on my back.  Her eyes fixed on me, wide and anxious.  I looked back, but a small dark 
lady’s wails broke between us as a man held her around the waist so that she could walk.  Eyes squeezed shut, she pulled at a lock of black hair with one hand and clawed at her boyfriend’s jacket with the other.  She sat across from me, still sobbing.  Watching her closely, I tried to cry, if not for me, at least for her.  I couldn’t.  


A balding man opened a door and, familiar with my name, asked me to follow him.  My mother remained outside at his request.  


“I’m, Detective Dale Pace with Sex Offenses.  You’re going to have to tell . . . just pretend I’m an old bald stump sitting here.”  I nodded.  His typewriter clacked mechanically in unison with my voice.  He fit my entire evening into one typed page which he ripped out of the machine and filed away neatly in a cabinet to his right.

