You Can’t Smoke Here!

My lips close around the cigarette, and I draw in a deep pull.
I inhale the toxins and the poisons.
I can feel my body physically relax as I sit uncomfortably in the chair.
I am not talking about smoking.
I am talking about therapy.
Every puff regulates my emotions,
but every detail I must recount traumatizes me again.
I get a sense of relief, but I am forced to inhale and damage my lungs—
the very organs that breathe life into me.
I am not talking about lungs.
I am talking about my joy, my autonomy, my self‑worth.
This VA mental health provider has never served
but is a proud Army spouse
who looks a bit like my first sergeant.
They look the same, and I can’t help but wonder:
will my assault be dismissed the same?
I see all of her degrees hanging behind her desk,
but to what degree of empathy does she possess?
I got ready, drove 45 minutes, all to be here today.
I am not happy or sad or even really present, but I am here.
I have not been out of the house for days, by choice.
I choose peace, but it comes at the expense of my closest relationships.
I don’t really choose peace; I choose isolation—
which is like peace, but only painful.

I have been avoiding having to explain why I am like this… to anyone.
She asks me about the morning I experienced the harm,
the moment of rupture that separated who I was from who I am.
I smoke about a “half a pack” as I recount my story.
With a guttural cough to clear my airway, I struggle to find words.
I am at a loss of voice.
No—
I am not desiring a loss of life.
I am desiring a loss of these sessions.
All I do here is smoke through laborious breaths
that are not worth preserving.
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