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Friends with Benefits

	 

	 

	Meet Amelia.

	 

	Amelia was a young woman with long black hair tied into a tight ponytail high on her head. She often wore light makeup and her vibrant brown eyes surveyed her surroundings as she walked. She was dressed in a simple black, long sleeved top with a smart red and black plaid skirt that bobbed playfully as she walked. On her slender feet she wore black leather boots that made her feel tough despite how graceful and elegant everyone thought she looked. 

	 

	Amelia was following her new work friend Rebecca, a cute redhead with long curly hair, around for the day. Dressed in a flowery pink sun dress and flip flops, Rebecca was smart, comfortable and endearing. She was Amelia’s first friend at her job and also her first since moving to the city. Amelia was eager to get to know her more and the promise to be introduced to more cool people was very intriguing indeed.

	 

	“You will love these people,” Rebecca said eagerly, as if anticipating what Amelia was likely thinking about. “They are a little hard to work out at first but they are a cool bunch and they have a lot of connections. This could really work for you.”

	 

	“I am really excited to meet them!” Amelia said with a nod. “Do you think they will like me?”

	 

	“Very likely,” Rebecca assured. “You seem pretty clued up, but there is one thing you need to know before we go and hang out with them.”

	 

	Amelia looked back at Rebecca confused. 

	“What do you mean?”

	 

	“Do you happen to smoke?” Rebecca asked casually. 

	 

	“Uhh...” Amelia responded, not sure how to answer the question. “I have never smoked...but my mom does.”

	 

	“Well they hang out here every day at this time to smoke,” Rebecca continued, “so if you are going to hang out with them you need to at least be cool with it.”

	 

	“I can be cool!” Amelia insisted. “I might be from a small town but I’m not like, judgmental or anything.”

	 

	“Good.” Rebecca responded as she opened a door out into a patio courtyard. “You should do just fine.”

	 

	Amelia walked into the courtyard to see two women sitting on benches over to the side. Both were a little older than Amelia and both were confidently smoking.

	 

	“Everyone, this is Amelia.” Rebecca said as she gestured back. “These lovely ladies are Sally and Nicola.”

	 

	Both women nodded in a welcoming fashion. Sally was a thin blonde dressed in tight black jeans, leather boots and a blue blouse. She had sunglasses perched on her head and after greeting Amelia drew a fresh cigarette to her mouth and lit it. She waved the flame in front of the cigarette and inhaled, the tip lighting up red, smoke pouring out of the sides of her mouth.

	 

	“Pleased to meet you.” Sally responded between drags on her newly-lit smoke. “Rebecca speaks highly of you.”

	 

	“Thank you.” Amelia said with a polite nod as she took a seat next to Rebecca.

	 

	Nicola had short auburn hair, close cropped to her face. She was dressed in a dark blue undershirt with a leather jacket over the top. She had a short black skirt and slick tan leather boots. She was already half into her smoke, exhaling deeply from her mouth and nose, causing a jet of white to slowly rise into the air.

	 

	“Do you smoke?” Nicola asked matter of factually. “I mean, this doesn’t bother you does it?”

	 

	“Oh of course not,” Amelia said eagerly. “I’m pretty much easy for anything.”

	 

	“She’s kind of a newbie for...everything.” Rebecca responded as she reached into her purse and took out a small pack of smokes. “I'm sure she will be up to speed soon enough.”

	 

	“You were quite the newbie too if I recall,” Sally said in jest. “Wide eyed and puffy tailed not too long ago.”

	 

	Rebecca nodded as she leaned in towards Nicola who held a lighter out for her. She lit her cigarette before purring: “I suppose everyone is at one point.”

	 

	“So you have never smoked?” Nicola asked Amelia.

	 

	“No, not really.” Amelia responded. “There were always people around me who did but I guess I never got into it...or even tried it.”

	 

	“It’s not like a hobby you need years to get into.” Sally said with a chuckle. “You can just get up and choose to do it, or not to, any time you like”

	 

	“Choosing not to is harder though am I right?” Amelia said with a nervous laugh.

	 

	“Smoking is addictive, yes.” Nicola said, deadly serious. “Though continuing to do so is a choice. I do it because I like it.”

	 

	“It’s like a lifestyle,” Sally added, clearly thinking. “People judge, and if it’s not for them it’s not for them. I don’t blow smoke in anyone’s face.”

	 

	“Unless they deserve it!” Nicola added eagerly as she exhaled a concentrated line of smoke as if to demonstrate. The girls laughed in unison.

	 

	“It’s also very social.” Rebecca jumped in. “When I first moved here, like you I found myself without many friends and unsure how to go forward. Most women our age are cliquish and suspicious of outsiders. I spent my first month here sitting by myself, eating by myself. It wasn’t until I met these two that I really started to fit in. Smoking is kind of an ‘anything goes’ activity, all you have to do is, well, smoke.”

	 

	“Got a spare cigarette?” Sally quoted. “Those simple words are a great conversation starter.”

	 

	“Do you want one?” Nicola said, looking over to Amelia.

	 

	“I don’t know...” Amelia commented in uncertainty. “It’s kind of a big decision isn’t it?”

	 

	“It’s not like you are getting a tattoo!” Rebecca said with a laugh. “It’s just one cigarette.”

	 

	Nicola smiled warmly. “As much as the advertising would tell you, it is not that terrifyingly addictive. I will admit that as a teen it can be. I started smoking when I was fourteen. Similar to Rebecca’s story in that I was a bit of an outcast. My parents moved around a lot and when I found myself transplanted into a new high school, I was a strange girl whose fashion and sensibilities were not what the masses were used to.

	 

	“I tried to get in with the sporty group, the art kids, the crazies, no one was looking for an addition to their circle. However, when I thought that no one would accept me I met some kids who would smoke out by the parking lot. One of them just offered me a cigarette. They didn’t know me, they didn’t know who I was and neither did they care. I was just someone who looked like I could use a smoke and they offered me one.”

	 

	“It was that easy?” Amelia asked. “They just offered you one?”

	 

	“It’s a social convention as old as smoking itself.” Nicola continued as she put her previous butt in an ashtray and immediately took out another and lit it up. 

	 

	“Smoking with people feels better than smoking alone. Whether it was a clay tobacco pipe or pack of slims, sharing a smoke is almost hardwired into our brains now. Back then, like you I was uncertain to whether I should try a cigarette. However, I was just so desperate to be accepted that I eagerly reached out and took it. The first one, mind you, can be rough. As I struggled to draw the smoke into myself part of me wanted to reject it. However, the others, people who I had just met, were there for me. These people were my first friends in a long while and still my friends to this day and all it took was one cigarette. So when I smoke it is not because I am addicted, it is because I like it and it makes me feel like I belong.”

	 

	“That makes a lot of sense actually.” Amelia agreed. “I have trouble making new friends sometimes. But isn’t it bad for you?”

	 

	“Most things are.” Sally chimed in. “Did you know how incredibly carcinogenic burnt toast is? I used to worry about all of this stuff. I am obsessive compulsive and have like a thousand little fears in my head at any time. I worry about foreign countries waging nuclear war, I worry about airborne diseases mutating, I worry about people snapping and gunning down crowds. The back of one’s brain can be a dark place that is fully capable of envisioning your demise at any time.”

	 

	“That...” Amelia said, finding herself envisioning all of those things suddenly. “...is very unnerving.”

	 

	“I know, right!” Sally continued as she took a long drag on her smoke. “I would have times where the very idea of leaving my apartment terrified me. My doctors had me on medication after medication but I could not shake this feeling that any little thing could mean my demise at any time. I felt like I was stuck in one of the final destination films.”

	 

	“What did you do?” Amelia asked. “You seem pretty relaxed now.”

	 

	“This.” Sally said holding up her half-smoked cigarette proudly. “My fears were mostly irrational. They weren’t based on the idea that I was likely to die, they were based on the idea that if I were to meet my demise I would be helpless to affect it. This cigarette might be dangerous, but at least it is something I control. I bought it, I lit it, I put it in my mouth. This is me in charge of my own destiny and that’s how I like it.”

	 

	“Wow that is impressive.” Amelia nodded. “My brother is on medication and the side effects are ridiculous.”

	 

	“The side effect here is that it is soothing as hell,” Sally said after another hefty draw from her cigarette, letting the smoke trail out slowly, “and that feels pretty good to me.”

	 

	Amelia looked around at the trio as they smoked, each held the small tube of paper and tobacco like a treasure, seeming to enjoy every sensation the small item offered.

	 

	“What about you Rebecca?” Amelia asked her friend. “When did you start smoking?”

	 

	“About a month ago actually.” Rebecca answered casually. “I started hanging out with these two. At first I was determined not to smoke.”

	 

	“We saw to that!” Nicola said with a jovial tone before drawing another deep drag out of the brown cork filter. “She could not resist the call. Now she’s a seasoned pro.”

	 

	“True enough.” Rebecca answered with a sly smile. “You guys just seemed to be enjoying it so much I had to try it. I will admit I have always been curious about smoking. I have known many smokers through the years and the draw of it was always a great mystery to me. I don’t really have any other vices. I don’t drink alcohol, avoid coffees and things with too much sugar. But the whole culture behind smoking always intrigued me. Every time I refused a smoke from these two part of me was always in the back trying to talk me into it, just trying it to see what it was like. One day, when offered, the voice broke through and I figured I might as well try one.”

	 

	“Surprised the hell out of me.” Sally laughed as she let her cigarette hang in her hand, a wispy stream of smoke rising beautifully into the air. “I went to put the smoke away thinking she would refuse. Had to take it out again and light the freaking thing up for her.”

	 

	“How was it?” Amelia asked. “Your first smoke?”

	 

	“Not great at first.” Rebecca responded. “My first instinct was that I didn’t like it as I felt the burn at the top of my throat and the
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