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rounding me like the movie poster for China-

town. I reacted to music with my cigarette. I

emphasized my words with a cigarette. I cul-

minated sex with a cigarette. Smoking was sim-

ply what I did and who I was.

Phones rang, cars started, non-smoking lights

on airplanes went out and I would light up. My

friends never forgot that I was a smoker. They

knew, they remembered.

How did I ever get to that point where my

addiction to nicotine had so consumed my per-

sonality and me?

Probably, I was born a nicotine addict. My

mother smoked through her pregnancy and I

am sure I was first a
ddicted in the womb. Of

course, I have no memory of this. I do remem-

ber those long trips with my two older sisters in

the back seat and myself between my mother

and father in the front. No one thought of sec-

ond hand smoke then, as my mother filled the

car with her smoke and kept the windows rolled

up to keep out the cold but clean North Dakota

air. My father quit smoking in his early thirties

and except for one smoking lapse during my

childhood; I do not remember him as a smoker.

My mother, however, was a smoker. I remem-

ber the cigarette smell on her clothes and hair

and all over our home. She was young then and

no one questioned her smoking. I think I grew

up thinking smoking was a natural thing to do.

When I was 15, we lived next to a family with

four boys who were my friends. One named

Ralph was the black sheep of the family and it

was he who, over the backyard fence, introduced

me to cigarettes. It was no big deal. Ralph made

it seem rebelliously cool. I think at first I was a

This is the conference-approved version of Rodger’s

Story. It will appear in Seven Minutes in three

parts. This is part one.

Iwould look down and realize I had two lit cig-

arettes burning in the ashtray. The burning

tip of a cigarette would fall into my lap as I drove

a car. I would have a cold and take cough syrup

just so I could calm down my throat enough to

smoke a cigarette. If I knew you were a non-

smoker, I would take my car instead of yours. I

was addicted to nicotine.

I lived to smoke. But I would never admit that

to myself or to anyone else. However, 50 to 80

times a day I went through the ritual of patting

pockets for my pack, tapping out a cigarette,

pulling it out, and gripping it between my lips,

finding and striking a match, and, finally, bless-

edly, dragging on that cigarette. I would feel the

raspiness in my throat, the almost immediate

sense of relief, that pressure in my lungs. Often

I would tilt my head back and exhale as if I were

expelling a deep and satisfying breath. Then,

depending on how low my nicotine level was,

I’d either puff furiously to inject the nicotine

into my lungs and eradicate those sensations of

physical deprivation, or if I had just had one,

I’d leisurely play with it or use it as security stick.

I loved to smoke.

I used cigarettes to take the edge off all my

emotions, including nervousness, fear, love,

stress, and even happiness. Cigarettes were an

integral part of my persona. They were part of

my self-image. I saw myself as a movie star, talk-

ing with a cigarette hanging from the corner of

my mouth. I wanted to be a film noir character,

excitingly doomed; standing there with a ciga-

rette in my hand and a swirl of smoke sur-
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