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A FOREVER FREE
CLOSE-UP

“How  
I Quit  

Smoking”

It’s been a year since I finished chemo, 
and 14 months since I had my last puff. 
It’s been a rough time, but I’m doing OK. 
I sure wish I never had grabbed that first 
cigarette butt under the porch. But I can’t 
change the past. I can control the present, 
though. And I do that every time I take a 
deep breath of sweet, clean Texas air.
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Don’s 
Story



My Old Life
I’ve been a smoker for most of my 71 

years. I started when I was 5. Yeah, that’s 
right — 5. I grew up in West Texas. Our 
neighbor had a big porch where the men 
would smoke and drink after work. Us kids 
would hide under the porch and run out to 
grab the cigarette butts the men tossed 
over the railing. They probably knew we 
were doing this, but they didn’t care. I 
literally can’t remember a time when I was 
not smoking.

Most of my life I worked the docks 
around the Gulf. I never really settled 
down, but I was able to survive just 
fine. And I never thought about quitting 
smoking. All the guys on the docks were 
hard-core smokers. It was part of our life.

 

About 3 years ago I caught a cough that 
I just couldn’t shake. I didn’t have a regular 
doctor, so I finally went to the ER to have 
it checked out. They gave me an x-ray and 
found pneumonia in my lungs. That put me 
out of commission for a few weeks. The 
docs told me I should 
quit smoking or else I’d 
get it again. But I didn’t 
want to quit. And, heck, 
it’s not like it was cancer.

A year later, I got a 
letter from the hospital. 
They recommended that I come in for one  
of those new lung CT screening tests. I 
guess they had my records and they knew  
I was a smoker. I figured it couldn’t hurt,  
so I went in and had the test. They didn’t 
find anything, and a year passed until my 
next CT test.

This time it was cancer. Lung cancer!  
The Big C! It surprised the heck out of me. 
Even though I knew that smoking caused 
cancer, I never really thought it would 
happen to me. I’ve always been a pretty 
healthy guy. Well, my life changed in an 
instant. I didn’t have a family to support,  
but I had an apartment and bills to pay.  
They caught the cancer early, so I survived 
with surgery and chemo. But I was left with 
more bills than ever. And I couldn’t work,  
so I lost my job. I was close to living on  
the street when I found a desk job that  
I could handle. Things got a little more 
stable after that, and I’m catching  
up on my bills.

Everything Changes I Wise Up
My life changed a lot the day they found 

that spot on my lung. There’s one more way 
it changed. I finally sucked it up and quit 
smoking. I didn’t want to die, and the docs 
told me that my treatment wouldn’t work as 
well if I kept smoking. That convinced me.

But you don’t just up and quit something 
you’ve done every day for 65 years. How do 
I work without a cigarette? How do I think? 
How do I drive? How do I eat? I had to re-
learn all those things. And, man, did I have 
cravings! It was like part of me was missing.

It helped to remind myself that because 
of smoking, another part of me was missing 
too—part of my left lung. But I also learned 
that keeping my hands and mind busy really 
helped beat down the cravings. I just had to 
do something—anything really—and the urge 
to smoke would fade into the background.  
I guess distracting myself from thinking  
about cigarettes, that was the key. 


