
From…. 

Her hair smelled like rhododendrons

Call it stupid love. 

In the 1970s, I was in grad school, studying English in Washington

state. She was an undergraduate poet who I saw at writing functions around campus. She was 

pretty and clever and her poetry was good. She also had long auburn hair that, when she thought 

you weren’t looking, she would pull over her left shoulder and then slowly brush it with her right 

hand. I know that sounds awkward, but it was anything but. She looked like she was playing a 

harp. 

This was stupid love. My logical brain had shut down and my emotions were wide open 

and making all the decisions. And this girl was saying all the right things. I remember that she 

told me she made “love” bread. That while she was kneading the bread, she would think loving 

thoughts. And then later, when somebody ate the bread, they would feel those loving thoughts.

And I remember nodding, “Yeah, that makes sense.”

I also remember her telling me that she’d experienced an orgasm while laying, by herself, 

on a stony beach next to the Puget Sound.

I didn’t ask any questions. I just listened to her stories and thought, “That is really 

freaking cool.”

Even then, I should’ve known that things don’t usually work out the way you hope that 

they will. Even then, I should’ve known that sometimes things don’t work at all. 

But did I mention that her hair smelled like rhododendrons?



--

She was too young to go to bars, so we spent most of our time together at coffee houses 

drinking coffee and talking. I didn’t drink coffee, but I drank it with her and even learned to 

control the expression on my face when I did.

Some of the places even had public readings where we could whisper wisecracks during 

the breaks between the poets and storytellers. 

It was fun. For me, there was nothing to not like. For her, there was one big thing to not 

like.

I smoked. And she hated smoking. She hated it so much that it became the main subject 

in more and more of our conversations. One night, during a coffee house conversation no doubt, 

I agreed to quit. I was into her so much that I agreed to quit smoking.

She suggested that I visit a hypnotist. She even knew a hypnotist to recommend.

The walk-up hypnotist’s office was a cliché. A lava lamp. Incense. Soft sitar music. 

Spider plants with tendrils that seemed to reach out into the room. It was also the first, and only, 

time in my life that I’d seen an actual beaded doorway curtain. You had to pull the strands of 

plastic beads apart, duck through and then let the strands swing back behind you. After you went 

through, the beads kept clicking against each other for what seemed like forever. 

The hypnotist was a man who spoke in a slow, rhythmic way that made you lean forward 

during his pauses, anticipating what he was going to say next without really knowing why.

“So why,” he asked, then took a deep breath, “do you wish to quit smoking?” I thought 

“wish” was an unusual word choice.

 But I told him the story anyway. About how I was in love with a girl who made love 

bread. I told him about her orgasm-on-the-beach story and the coffee shops where we spent time 



because she couldn’t drink beer and how she wanted me to stop smoking. 

             “Good,” he said, then stopped. It was a full stop, so full that I wondered if we were 

finished. “Then we’ll start. There.”

Where?

“With the woman,” he said. “Close. Your eyes.”

I closed my eyes and he talked to me, in the most soothing voice that I’d ever heard, 

about how I couldn’t smoke if I wanted to have a relationship with the love bread girl. And I did 

want the relationship. In short, he connected my smoking to the girl. Want the relationship? Quit 

smoking.

I heard every slow word that he said but I didn’t feel like I was hypnotized. Was this the 

way this was supposed to work? Because I didn’t feel hypnotized.

Really? It’s that easy?

“Yes,” he said. “Easy.”

I paid the guy and walked back down the stairs to the street. Behind me, I could hear the 

beads in the doorway still clicking against each other.

And here’s the weird part, I didn’t want to smoke anymore.

But that’s not the end of the story.
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