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Kicking the Nic Fit – how one addict took control 
By Shari Getz, ©2008                 

 
"I need a cigarette"--my mantra between 20 and 40 times a day for 19 years. 

 

The Making of a Smoker 

I began smoking when I was 15.   

 

My mother left her Salem menthol cigarettes lying around and I picked one up to try it.  I hated it.  Then I 

smoked a couple of Marlboro 100's with a friend one day and after a few less-then-pleasant experiences, 

finally convinced myself that I liked it.  I was hooked.  The nicotine had done its job and grabbed me as a 

15-year old.  I moved to Marlboro Lights and smoked at least a pack of those a day for the next 19 years. 

 

My mother smoked in the house so when I first started, I knew I could smoke in my room or bathroom 

without much concern that the smell would get me busted.  I was right.  But having not thought the 

disposal process completely through, I kept rolling up butts in toilet paper and putting them in drawers.  

These, my mom found.  She said she wouldn't tell daddy, but was disappointed and hoped I would quit.  

Lot of good that did.  I often wonder if she didn’t view this as a sort of rite of passage; that smoking 

somehow became our little secret.  

 

I was not the kind of kid who flaunted smoking.  In fact, I didn't really think it was all that cool.  I 

performed in community theatre with adults, and I would hide the fact that I smoked by dabbing on 

perfume and putting toothpaste in my mouth after I smoked (don’t judge—it seemed smart at the time).  

So it was always a surprise to people if they somehow found out I smoked.  I didn't even smoke in the 

high school's smoking area (yes, we had one) because I didn't want to be associated with “real 

smokers”—at least, not yet.  I smoked around a corner with the few people who knew I smoked.  This 

leads me to wonder about the genetic predisposition of nicotine addiction:  I didn’t think it was cool, but 

felt compelled to smoke.  My father smoked briefly but stopped before I was born.  Both of my brothers 

are addicted to nicotine:  they dip.  They dislike smoking, but neither of them to this day has made the 

decision to quit dipping.  So all three kids have the addiction.  Mom smoked while she was pregnant.  Did 

that play a part?  I don’t know, but it seems awfully suspicious. 

 

What Is a Real Smoker? 

Unlike pansy, social smokers, Real Smokers are addicted.  They’re hardcore.  They smoke from the 

moment they wake up to the moment they sleep.  They do not miss an opportunity to have a cigarette.  

They do not skip any scheduled cigarettes.  They will not go from smoking a pack a day to smoking only 
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5.  In other words, if a Real Smoker smokes when they wake up and on their way to work, but finds they 

are too busy to smoke their regular 4-6 cigarettes at work, they will chain smoke from the moment they 

get off of work until they go to sleep to hit their daily quota.  They will do what it takes to fulfill their 

minimum nicotine requirements, and nothing will stand in their way. 

 

Let me share with you this story about my best friend—I think it exemplifies my definition of a Real 

Smoker. My best friend, we'll call her Cathy, was planning her second wedding.  We were having fun 

preparing for the Big Day that was about 8 weeks away when she was diagnosed with viral spinal 

meningitis.  Did I mention Cathy was a nurse practitioner in pediatric units, specializing in cardio-

thoracic intensive care?  Well she was. So she knows a thing or two about the effects of cigarette smoke 

on the human body. But don’t think that would keep her from smoking right up until the minute she was 

admitted to the hospital.   

 

I went to visit her in the Infectious Disease Intensive Care Unit. She was in her hospital bed, drugged on 

painkillers.  While suffering from spinal meningitis, the headache the disease produces is extremely 

painful.  (I could barely force a drag when I got a migraine headache, so I can't imagine what it must have 

felt like for her.)  Anyway, she drowsily said hello and managed to pull her body to a seated position on 

the edge of the bed.  She told me that she wanted to have a cigarette.  I told her I didn't think they'd allow 

that, but she forced me to go ask the nurses if I could take her outside in a wheelchair.  So, like an idiot, I 

went to the nurse's station.  Me: "Um.  My friend, in that room, wants to go have a cigarette."  Once the 

laughter died down, the nurse explained that since Cathy was not only on heavy pain medication, she was 

in the Infectious Disease Intensive Care Unit and would not be going anywhere.   

 

I returned to Cathy's room.  She was balancing herself on the edge of the bed.  I told her what the nurses 

had to say and she responded with, "Screw that."  With those two words, she lay back down and remained 

in that position for the next 7 days. 

 

On day 7, she was released and her fiancé and I arrived to pick her up.  The whole time she had been 

hospitalized, I had never mentioned the "c" word around her, figuring that since she had been without 

them this long, perhaps she'd be able to stop altogether.  What was the first thing she said to me?  "Bring 

me a cigarette."  I asked her why she couldn’t just go without now that it's been 7 days!  She replied, 

"Look.  I've been in the hospital in pain for 7 days and I'm getting married in 7 weeks and damn it!  I 

NEED A CIGARETTE!"  This was a true epiphany for me.  Cigarettes are bad.  We addicts will take 

them in almost any condition.  We are completely powerless. 
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I was a Real Smoker.  And not only that, I was pretty righteous about it.  When I used to walk into a non-

smoking restaurant, I remember thinking to myself “Why can’t they just have a smoking area for God’s 

sake!  It would make me so much happier!”  If I was smoking while walking down the street and I got a 

glare from some righteous non-smoker, I’d think “What are you complaining about – I’m outside!”  I was 

always considerate of others, but dedicated to my addiction.   

 

There were only a couple of occasions in my life from age 15 on during which I did not get my required 

quota of cigarettes.  I remember one of my rare but very painful migraine headaches kept me from 

smoking…for a few hours.  I had my wisdom teeth removed (impacted) when I was around 28 and 

smoked a few less that day.  My tonsils were removed when I was 21 and I think that day I probably 

wasn't able to sneak any in (once we got to the hospital) but when they released me I'm sure once the 

anesthesia wore off I was able to force a few drags. 

 

Wow.  I Should Really Quit. 

I had three separate experiences between the ages of 24 and 30 that one might think would have provided 

all the motivation one could need to stop the insanity.  First, I watched a stupid movie (of which I 

remember very little—Cheryl Tiegs was in it, I remember that much) about a woman who was dying of 

emphysema.  For some reason the image of her horrible, painful demise stuck with me.  Second, and 

some time later, while I was standing outside my workplace in Santa Monica having a cigarette, a 60-ish 

woman with short gray hair and no taller than me (5') came directly up to me, said "You've got to 

quit…I'm dying of emphysema and I looked just like you,” and walked away.  To top that off, by the time 

I was 30 I got the news that mom had COPD (Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease.  Though it would 

be a some time before she would be hospitalized for the condition, her morning ritual for many years was 

to begin her day coughing for about 2 hours before the crud in her lungs died down enough for her to stop 

coughing for a few more hours; during the day she depended on inhalers, breathing treatments and 

oxygen to help get air through her corroded airways, followed by a couple of hours of coughing before 

bedtime.  I can't imagine that's pleasant. 

 

So these three experiences might have had an effect on a normal person.  But not me.  After each of these 

moving moments I thought, "Wow.  I should really quit."  And then I'd continue my habit of 1 to 1½ 

packs a day, increasing it to close to 2 packs by my 30’s. 

 

Toying with Quitting 

Here are the facts: I had been smoking for longer than I hadn't.  My chest hurt every morning and I woke 

with a cough.  Cigarettes had risen to over $4.00 a pack (in Texas, anyway; higher in other states.)  I 

disliked making plans with my non-smoking friends because I knew I would have to find ways to sneak a 
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cigarette.  My clothes, my car and my house all stank of stale smoke.  My mother had given herself lung 

disease.  In addition to hacking every morning, not being able to run up a flight of stairs without getting 

out of breath, smelling like cigarettes all of the time, spending $4-8 per day on cigarettes, and having 

every cold become a respiratory illness, now I had been diagnosed with high blood pressure and was 

prescribed daily medication.  Cigarettes controlled my life. 

 

I instituted a few very lame attempts at different points in my life to monitor the amount of cigarettes I 

would carry around because, of course, if I only had 12 cigarettes with me that's all I would be able to 

smoke!  I figured I would never stop into a store to buy more.  Then I would slowly cut down until I was 

no longer smoking!  What a clever girl!  But it never worked.  I always ended up at the store. 

 

I was always quite capable of coming up with lots of excuses the few times I pondered the idea of 

quitting.  But one sticks out as truly notable.  Some people use day planners or Palm Pilots to help them 

keep track of things.  My system?  Little yellow sticky notes stuck in between the cigarette pack and its 

wrapper.  This was my LIFE!  Sometimes I'd have 5 or 6 little notes stuck in there.  It worked because 

that was the one place I was certain to look 30-40 times a day.  I became a master of task completion.  

How was I going to quit smoking if it meant giving up my “sticky-note-system?”   

 

Each time I even considered giving up my constant companions—wonderful, dependable cigarettes—

tears would form in my eyes.  I'm not kidding here, though I realize how completely ridiculous it sounds. 

The mere thought of actually living without them was overwhelming and would cause me to well with 

tears.   

 

The Fraternity of Smokers 

I had been offered the chance to quit smoking when I worked in Los Angeles, California for a wonderful 

businesswoman named Jackie.  Jackie was a Marlboro 100's woman.  She must have smoked two packs a 

day, and did for many years.  When I first met my soon-to-be employer and future mentor, her first words 

to me were "Nice to meet you!  Do you smoke?"  I happily replied, "Yes, I do."  She screamed with glee 

as she wrapped her arms around me singing happily, "I've never worked with a smoke!  My last employee 

hated that I smoked!  I'm so glad you'll be working with me!" and thus established our bond. 

 

After I had worked for her for maybe six months, Jackie declares one morning that she is going to get 

hypnotized to quit smoking and when she returns to the office she wants me to have all the ashtrays put 

away and will I please only smoke on the patio from now on.  A couple of hours later, she returned and 

has never smoked since.  In a way, I was crushed.  I had been so happy smoking while I worked, and 

now, my joy was going away.  How sad that was.  But good for Jackie! 
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A short while after she managed to quit, she was so pleased with her success and so happy about how 

much better she felt, that she offered to pay for my hypnosis session so I could quit smoking for myself.  

She offered this purely as a gift, and I turned her down. I was very happy for her, but it just wasn't my 

time.  I was 24. 

 

Deciding to Quit 

I’m not here to lecture you about quitting.  I’m also not here to tell you if you make the decision, it will be 

easy.  The challenge is that stopping the actual smoking is not the entire problem.  A large part of this 

addiction is mental, and while thinking about quitting, going through the act of stopping, and for quite a 

period of time after quitting, there are effects and consequences that many people don’t expect.  I think 

understanding what different people experience and how they handled it can benefit anyone who decides 

to take the plunge.   

 
The Friendly Sabotage 

When I first decided to actually “do it,” I had friends who told me, “Man, I tried to quit once but I shook 

so badly at night from the withdrawals, I couldn’t stay with it.”  I personally had no shaking problem.  I 

had another friend say, “when I stopped for a couple of days, I found it was really hard to breathe, so I 

just started back.”  I hate to say it, but quitting actually did help me experience breathing without pain, 

something I hadn’t experienced for many years.   

 

Why did my friends tell me these things instead of saying, “Wow.  That’s terrific.  You’ll do great!”  

Were they trying to warn me?  I don’t think so.  I think there is an underlying fear that all the smokers 

they know will manage to quit, leaving them with no membership in the comforting club of nicotine 

addicts who support one another’s twisted philosophy.  In the same way individuals are drawn to 

belonging to a group, smokers consider themselves members of a club and don’t want to be the only 

members left.  They probably don’t want me to fail, but subconsciously they’re aware that they have 

failed and don’t know how they’ll ever succeed.  Their words reinforced my fear that they were all right 

and if they couldn't do it I certainly wasn't going to be able.  I feared I was neither strong enough nor in 

possession of the kind of will power it would take to conquer this lofty a goal.  Was I kidding myself? 

Was I going to let myself down once I realize I am like them…just unable to quit? 

 

The Decision 

I'm the last person my friends thought could quit smoking.  I'm really the last person I thought would quit 

smoking.  But I did.  July 7, 2002. 
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I am a planner.  I need to plan just about everything.  It's how my machine functions.  Just thinking about 

being spontaneous makes me a little nervous. I had planned to lower my actual intake of cigarettes before 

I quit because I believed that if my body was addicted to less nicotine right before I quit, withdrawals 

should be easier.  While this is probably true, I would have had to lower my intake substantially and for 

quite a period of time in order for this brilliant idea to have made any difference.  And I wasn't able 

(willing) to make this happen anyway.   

 

I decided I needed some help with the process so I opted for hypnotherapy.  I was, and still am, skeptical 

about hypnosis but I didn't want any gum, pills or patches.  I also didn't want to fail.  I figured if my old 

boss Jackie could quit smoking in one session, maybe a few sessions would be even better for me.  They 

certainly couldn’t hurt!   

 

I met with a therapist in April.  He asked me how I knew I was ready to quit and what I wanted to do in 

preparation.  I told him my plans.  And because there was a move on my horizon, I also planned to keep 

my new home smoke-free. He later described this as "creating your conditions for success".   

 

The therapist’s advice was to pick a date and use that as my "quit date."  He reminded me that there was 

never a perfect time to stop as there would always be challenges and stressors in my life.  I chose July 7, 

2002 as my day for quitting for two reasons.  One was that 7 was my "lucky" number (not so much lucky 

as favorite, really), and the other was that it was after I returned from a trip to see Cathy, and the day after 

another friend's wedding.  I also decided to get a dog. I’d wanted one for a long time and felt focusing on 

my new dog would also help in the transition. When I told a friend about the dog, he asked what I planned 

to do with the dog if I wasn’t successful. “Success or not – I’m keeping the dog.” 

 

I was awake for all of my hypnosis sessions.  At no time was I unaware of every word the therapist said.  

He simply puts you in a relaxing state so you can be more open (and your subconscious is more open) to 

the messages and re-programming of the hypnotist.   

 

Triggers & Pitfalls 

My parents came for a visit and helped me with my move.  My mother and I smoked in the backyard (I 

had standing ashtrays out there).  She said I needed a couple of plastic chairs so it would be more 

comfortable.  She said she'd bring them up the next time she came.  I told her I didn't think that was a 

good idea.  I explained that I didn't really want to be comfortable and that that might entice me to sit 

outside, when I didn't feel that would be good for me.  She said that was silly and brought the chairs up to 

me a couple of weeks later.  Now we could sit and really enjoy our cigarettes, even though we had to be 

outside. 
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I still felt this was wrong.  In a later therapy session I explained to the doctor about this chair thing.  I told 

him how uncomfortable having them there made me feel.  In delving into this a bit, he had asked what 

they made me think of.  I realized that they very vivid reminders of sitting in my outside patio at my 

townhome in Redondo Beach with my friends for hours on end, chain-smoking.  The therapist could 

plainly see this was my mind's way of warning me that these chairs had become a kind of "trigger" and I 

needed to listen to myself and my intuition.  I immediately removed them and the ashtrays from the 

backyard.  It was the absolute right thing to do.  Once they were gone I felt a huge relief.  It seems so silly 

but they represented something important to me and they needed to be removed.   

 

I started really paying attention to this "trigger" word.  It made me decide that I might not want to make 

coffee for myself for a short time after I quit because I really enjoyed my coffee cigarettes.  It's funny, 

because when you ask a "real" smoker what activities they associate with cigarettes, it will go something 

like this, or at least this is what I would say…I like my first cigarette of the day, and my coffee smokes, 

too.  Being in a car is a trigger--I always smoke in the car.  So is being on the phone.  Also, I can't work at 

the computer without cigarettes.  Oh, and liquor.  Drinking always makes me want to smoke.  I really 

enjoy those "after-meal" cigarettes, too.  I love smoking after eating ice cream…something about the cold 

and the smoke.  Oh and of course after sex.  Can't possibly be without that cigarette. 

 

The time leading up to my quit date can best be described as strange.  I remember being mindful of the 

number of cigarette cartons I was buying.  I'd say to myself, "Self, you won't be needing any of these after 

the 7th so you might as well be aware of the number of packs you collect up until then.  You don't want to 

waste money on them if you really do stop."  I think I was still pretty unsure I was going to be able to 

succeed, but my plan was underway.   

 

On July 6th of 2002 (the day before my quit date and after several hypnosis sessions to ready me) I had 

smoked my usual 35 or so cigarettes.  I was at my friend's wedding with my old friend Jim.  He was 

sensitive to my anxiety, my "impending doom" as I saw it.  Every moment was filled with my acute 

awareness that this might actually be the last day I was going to smoke!  Every minute that passed put me 

closer to midnight.  I was becoming fearful.  At around 11 p.m., we decided to leave.  As soon as we left 

the party, I lit up again.  Jim asked me if that was my last cigarette, which required the appropriate 

response, "Shut the hell up.  I have until midnight."   

 

I smoked one more that night before midnight.  I knew the hard part was still ahead as I am used  

to sleeping through the night without smoking, so I went to sleep trying to remind myself of the  

purpose of it all.   
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The first day was extremely weird.  July 7th was a Sunday.   I awoke, had a cup of coffee, and went back 

to bed.  I kept thinking if I could just sleep for the first week or so the hard part might be over, but that 

really wasn't an option. 

 

Jim, who lived with me, came in and asked how I felt.  I said I felt weird, that I didn't know what to do 

with myself to keep my mind off of smoking.  He suggested we go to a movie and a meal out, and just 

tried to keep me busy for the day.  I agreed, as those were two of my favorite things to do. 

 

There was, of course, the moment after the movie when I was supposed to smoke, but I couldn't.  I 

complained momentarily, and then moved on.  We went to eat, which always makes me happy, and then 

we decided to walk through Garden Ridge Pottery, a great place to waste time looking at items you don't 

need but could totally see buying. 

 

We returned home at around 7, 7:30pm.  I felt lost the whole day.  It was probably the weirdest day of the 

whole process simply because it was my first, but I was ok.  I never lost my temper, I didn't cry, I was 

really ok.  That night I remember thinking that if this was as bad as it got, I was going to be able to do it. 

 

Part of this weirdness, or not feeling like myself, came from the fact that when you are a devout smoker 

for as many years as I was, it’s hard to remember a time when you weren't a smoker!  I was 15 when I 

started, so remembering what life might have felt like before that was basically impossible.  Not that I 

have no early teenage memories, but somehow filling my time going to Adam Ant concerts, participating 

in Drama Club and playing Spin-The-Bottle would not be the way I'd be spending my 34th year, as 

tempting as that seemed. 

 

So part of the process was developing this new "non-smoker” persona that hadn't existed for 19 years.  I 

didn’t think I would be able to create new habits or to let go of old ones, but amazingly, I did.  For 

example, at work, instead of going out for a smoke when I needed a break, I would take a stroll outside.  

When I worked at the computer, I would make sure I could stop every so often and involve myself in 

another activity.  I developed a new habit that even now seems to provide me with comfort – I found 

myself taking a deep breath – like a big drag on a cigarette, but without the cigarette – and blowing it out.  

When I realized I was doing it, I began doing it on purpose whenever I felt stressed. I still do. 

 

I didn’t realize how much my life had changed until a few months after I quit when someone close to me 

asked, “What did you ever do about your little yellow stickies?” I was speechless.  I had completely 

forgotten about them and the “crucial” part they played in my everyday life.  It was like they never 
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existed until I was reminded about them.  Had my brain decided I needed to forget them so as to avoid 

any potentially negative thoughts?  I had seriously blocked it out.  I think I was truly unable to 

contemplate this aspect of my life and somehow chose to ignore it until I was asked about it. Surprisingly, 

the little yellow stickies did not turn out to be the obstacle I had supposed them to be. And I quickly 

found alternatives that were equally dependable. 

 

Wrap Up 

The process of transitioning from Smoker to Nonsmoker has been a most significant one, not because it 

was hard or even because I didn’t know if I had the strength or the will power to do it, but because of the 

depth of the addiction, the numerous aspects of my life it affected, and how much of my mind and my life 

the addiction and this transition took.  For years after I quit, when someone would ask me what was going 

on in my life, the answer in my head was often, “I quit smoking recently.” I have even had dreams over 

the years where I am smoking but claiming to be a nonsmoker. In my dream, I have somehow justified 

this by saying I only smoked a couple – “it’s like I’m a nonsmoker.”  I’d always wake with the same 

feeling – wow. There is still some part of my brain that thinks a few cigarettes wouldn’t be that bad. It’s 

part of our destructive programming. In fact, I really think my friends who have tried to quit several times 

are sabotaging themselves as a form of punishment. I understand the idea that sometimes you need to try 

a couple of times before you feel prepared to make the full commitment. But to try and fail repeatedly? I 

actually have one friend who has done this more times than I can count. And his wife can tell you – it’s 

painful every time – for him, for her, for his son, for everyone. It’s almost become a semi-annual occasion 

requiring full family participation without any of the fun. It’s the opposite of fun, really. And yet, twice a 

year, he announces he will quit and goes through the motions only to fail days or weeks later. His family 

puts up with his moodiness and frustration, and he puts himself through heaps of disappointment, guilt, 

and failure each time. I’m not a therapist, but I sure wish he’d talk to one. Obviously every person must 

come to the decision to quit in their own time and in their own manner. But perhaps by addressing some 

of the issues surrounding his addiction he could find a new approach that would work once and for all. I 

do know this – when he’s ready to not smoke, he’ll stop. 

 

The addiction is much more complicated than most people think, and certainly more complicated than a 

non-smoker would ever know.  Would I like to have a cigarette now, 10+ years out?  Rarely do I even 

think about it. But if the thought crosses my mind and I give it momentary consideration, I realize that for 

me, even a single puff poses risks that make even the slightest slip out of the question.  Someone once 

said to me “I’m one puff away from a two-pack-a-day habit” and that was pretty much how I felt. Plus I 

have zero interest in repeating the whole quitting experience. The important difference now is -- I have 

power over them.  I’m cigarette-free and plan to keep it that way.     
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What about the dog? Well, if taking control over my addiction and improving my health were the greatest 

outcomes, she was definitely a close third. I was very lucky. I put the word out among area rescue groups 

that I was interested in a small, house-trained adult dog that was affectionate, friendly, and quiet (I lived 

in a duplex and didn’t want to disturb my neighbors). I was introduced to “Lady” on 7/9/02 and was my 

beloved companion for many years. I’m certain having her was helpful – she required attention, and that 

was just what I needed – to place attention on something other than those expensive, cancer-causing, 

smelly, filtered sticks of evil.  

 

 “You're the last person I thought would quit" was something a close friend said to me after I'd made it a 

couple of months.  So if you think you're alone, you're not.  There are a lot of us out there who are/were 

so controlled by the addiction to this crap that it affects our belief in ourselves.  It has a power that is both 

mental and physical so the power to overcome it must be equally strong.  We each possess a great deal of 

strength and underestimate it regularly.  "I'll never pass this class," "I can't finish this task," "I'll never 

make it through this workout," "How will I ever get over him?"  Somehow, we can, we do, manage.  

Why, when it comes to something we really want, do we hesitate to believe in ourselves?  I don't know.  

All I know is that this seemingly overwhelming addiction can be controlled, can be fought, can be 

overcome.  It is completely within your control.  Not everything may be, but this certainly is.   

 

When you succeed, I’d love to personally congratulate you on your accomplishment!  Please send me an 

email and share YOUR success story!   

 

Yours in solidarity. 

Shari  


