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	“Friends are messy. Cigarettes are honest: they ask for a trade, and you make it. No illusions. No compromises.” Shirley’s lungs stuttered with a cough that she tried to smother with a hand.


Death By Cigarettes

	I



	t was 3:30 in the afternoon. Shirley sat at her desk, picking at the skin around her fingers, and shifting her weight from one side of the chair to the other.

	The office was quieter than usual because most of her colleagues had gone out for food. Some of the ones remaining gathered in little groups, and some were alone. They were all escaping the harsh lights that annoyed them and the never-ending shuffle of paperwork.

	Break time was always Shirley's time to sneak out. Normally, she would head up to the rooftop, leaning against the chipped wall and pulling out a cigarette happily.

	She would smoke three or four cigarettes, one after another, depending on how the day was going. Some days it was two, some days it was even five. But today she stayed seated. Today she was trying, really trying, not to give in to her chainsmoking habit.

	Her lungs had started to protest weeks ago; from little coughs that came in the morning to a heaviness in her chest when she climbed the stairs. She didn’t want to think about it too much, but the thought sat in her mind anyway. She knew the cigarettes were getting to her.

	Her fingers trembled slightly as she reached for the water bottle on her desk. She unscrewed the cap, lifted it, and chugged. The cold water went down her throat in gulps. When she set it back down, she felt no relief. Her entire body still buzzed with one single, overwhelming thought: cigarettes.

	She tried to push the craving away and redirect herself. So, she closed her eyes, placed her hands on the desk, palms up, and tried to remember that video she had seen online. It was some guide about meditation.

	The woman in the video had said to breathe, to let the thoughts pass like clouds, to think of somewhere else.

	So Shirley breathed. In and out. In and out. She tried to picture something calm.

	Her mother. That was the first thing that came. She thought about her mother’s birthday last year. She had surprised her by showing up with a cake, walking into the small living room where her mum had been sitting watching television.

	The way her mum’s eyes had widened and softened at the same time, the way her smile had stretched wide across her face. Shirley remembered the hug. It was long, tight, and full of warmth. That memory steadied her a little.

	But then another thought came.

	A month ago. The club. Loud music, sweaty bodies pressed together, colored lights flashing in every direction. She had smoked two full packs that night, pulling out one cigarette after another, not even noticing until the boxes were empty. She had woken up the next day with her throat dry as a desert and her head pounding, with a stale taste lingering in her mouth.

	Her chest tightened just remembering it. She pushed the memory away, shaking her head slightly. No, she told herself. Don’t think about that. Think about something else.

	But the craving didn’t leave. It clawed at her, reminding her how good the first drag would feel, how it would calm her nerves, how it would quiet the noise inside her head. Her foot tapped rapidly against the floor. She bit her lip.

	She was losing the fight with herself.

	Maybe just one, she thought. Just one stick, just to get through the day. She could buy a pack from the convenience store across the street. Nobody would notice. She almost stood up. Her body leaned forward like it already knew the path to the door.

	And then…

	“Um, excuse me?”

	Shirley blinked her eyes open and turned. One of the new interns was standing there, holding a folder against her chest. A nervous look on her face.

	She froze for a second, caught between relief and irritation. On one hand, the intern had interrupted her attempt at meditation; though it wasn’t working anyway. On the other hand, their timing had pulled her back from standing, back from giving in.

	“Yes?” she said, sitting up straighter.

	“I… I was wondering if you could explain this part to me,” the intern said, opening the folder. Papers shifted, edges fluttering. “I’ve been trying to figure it out, but I don’t want to mess anything up.”

	Shirley let out a long sigh, but it wasn’t the heavy, frustrated kind. It was a sigh of relief. A distraction. Something to fill the space.

	“Alright,” she said, reaching for the papers. “Show me.”

	The intern slid the folder across the desk. Shirley looked down at the forms, scanning them with tired eyes. Numbers, codes, and instructions that seemed straightforward to her but were understandably confusing to someone new.
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“Okay, see this section here?” she said, pointing with her pen. “You’ve got to double-check if the reference number matches the one in this column. If it doesn’t, you cross-check the system. It’s not as complicated as it looks once you do it a few times.”

	The intern leaned in, nodding quickly, pen hovering over a notebook to jot things down. Shirley kept explaining, breaking down the steps in simple terms. She wasn’t trying to be the best teacher in the world, but she could see the intern’s shoulders relax slightly as she started to understand.

	And while she talked, she wasn’t thinking about cigarettes. She wasn’t thinking about her cravings or the rooftop or the packs she had smoked in the past. Her focus was on explaining, on making sure the intern walked away with enough confidence to do the task on their own.

	Time passed quicker than she expected. She didn’t even notice the minutes slipping by until a voice from the hallway called, “Break’s over!”

	The intern looked up, startled, and then gave a small smile. “Thank you so much. I think I get it now.”

	“Good,” Shirley said, closing the folder and sliding it back. “If you get stuck again, just ask. Everyone here had to learn at some point.”

	The intern nodded, clutching the folder tightly, and hurried off.

	Shirley sat back in her chair. She exhaled slowly, realising that she had just gotten through the entire break without leaving her seat, without lighting a cigarette. Her hands were still shaky, but a little less than before. Her chest felt a little lighter, even if the craving still lingered at the edges.

	She picked up her water bottle again and took another sip.

	***

	By the time Shirley got home, it was a little past seven in the evening. The sky outside was fading from its bright orange to a dark one, getting ready to receive the moon. She had taken the bus, then walked the short distance to her apartment building. Every step felt heavier than usual.

	Halfway up the stairs to her floor, her chest tightened. She stopped suddenly, gripping the railing.

	She prayed in her mind for it not to be what she was thinking, but the universe had its way of mocking you in your face.

	A dry and deep cough tore through her throat. She bent forward, one hand on her knee, the other clutching the rail as her body convulsed. The sound echoed in the stairwell, bouncing back at her in harsh bursts. The wheezing came next, a sharp whistling with every attempt at breath.

	Her lungs burned so badly.

	She tried to inhale slowly, in an attempt to calm herself, but the coughing fit only grew. A full minute passed, then another. Her eyes watered. Her throat felt like it was on fire.

	She spat into the corner, and it was a string of mucus tinged with red. When she raised her sleeve to her lips, she saw the small smear of blood.

	It was not much. Regardless, it was enough to make her pause, enough to remind her how far the damage had gone.

	She stayed frozen on the steps, chest heaving, until the worst of it passed. She wiped her lips again, made sure no one had come into the stairwell to see her like this, and leaned against the wall. The building was silent except for her ragged breathing.

	When she felt steady enough, she pushed herself upright and climbed the rest of the stairs, taking her time by making each step slow. By the time she reached her door, sweat dotted her forehead. She fumbled for her keys, unlocked the door, and stumbled inside.

	The first thing she did was let her bag drop to the floor with a dull thud. She let her body follow, collapsing onto the couch. The cushions sagged beneath her weight. She leaned back, head tilted, eyes shut tight.

	Her breathing was uneven, but she focused on it, tried to force it into some kind of rhythm. In. Out. In. Out. A slow, shaky pattern. She wiped her face with her hands, feeling the stickiness of sweat along her hairline.

	And then, suddenly, the hairs on her arms lifted, and a chill ran down her neck. Her skin prickled, and her stomach dropped. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know. She already knew.

	This was the third time.
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