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Introduction

			
An Informal Meet-and-Greet, A Little History, and What You Can Expect from Here on Out

			Here’s a conversation I have pretty much every day—

			Guy: What do you do?

			Me: I’m writing a book for women in their 20s.

			Guy (suddenly very interested): Oooh, is it about sex?

			Me: Um, no. I mean, yeah, sure, it’s about sex. But it’s also about a trillion other things like—

			Guy: So what can you tell me?

			Me: About what?

			Guy: You know, about women in their 20s, what do I need to know? I like women in their 20s.

			Me: I’m not writing a dating manual. 

			Guy: Then what else is there to write about?

			Well, actually quite a bit. 

			There’s this asinine rumor going around that the majority of our time is spent teetering about in stilettos, trying not to spill our very pink cocktails on our very tight frocks, lest we embarrass ourselves adorably in front of the smoldering hunk smiling at us over on the banquette.

			You and I both know there’s little truth in that tableau outside of a romantic comedy. But for all the complexity of our lives, insulting stereotypes persist. There seems to be no end to knowing aunts, cheeky advice columnists, and plucky sitcom heroines peddling conflicting messages about how you can “survive and thrive” during your quarterlife odyssey. But somewhere between the overplayed “you go girl!” cheering and the outdated “find a mate and settle down” guidance, the important questions aren’t being answered. How do you say “no” without feeling guilty? Where can you find a bra that fits? Why do some of your friends turn into paper dolls when they’re around potential mates? Should you take “Dry Clean Only” tags seriously? What are you going to do with the rest of your life? Girl, meet World. World, play nicely. Oh, if only it were that simple!

			I started working on this book when I was 27, working as an editor for a women’s media company. Every week, books for review would arrive on my desk, each marketed squarely at me. These glittering tomes had witty titles and flashy covers that promised to explain how to snare a man, how to order a cocktail, how to land that corner office before I turned 30. Most of these “guides to life” bored me to pink-bubble-letter distraction—they proffered little more than retrograde flirting tactics and shopworn clichés. I wearied of saying, “I could do this so much better” and decided it was time I did. 

			My first order of business was to contact all the wise, brilliant, hilarious women I knew in their late 20s, 30s, and 40s and ask them: “What do you know now that you wish you’d known right after college and in your 20s that would have made your life a lot less difficult, spared you heartache, generally made the transition to life on your own a heck of a lot easier? What do you still not know that you wish someone would tell you?”

			The results of my poll were staggering. All the responses were enthusiastic, passionate, and soul-searching. Certain subjects came up repeatedly—it seems not one of the women had been given solid advice about how to avoid debt or how to unleash herself from the yoke of her college major. The women described still not knowing how to apologize with grace, what to spend on wedding presents, how to explain their job and dating choices to their parents, or how to find a good gynecologist. All the women expressed a desire for a “cheat sheet,” a volume of intelligence that would have helped them avoid a lot of the mishaps they encountered in their 20s. The urgent need for meaningful, compelling advice for young women was cast in bold relief. I had my work cut out for me.

			In this book, you’ll find all the wisdom that I gleaned from that first, innocent query—plus all the additional juicy, hilarious, scary, real stuff I discovered once I set out to put together a colossal cheat sheet to a woman’s 20s and 30s. When I couldn’t figure out the answers for myself, I sought the know-how of experts in different fields; you’ll find counsel from these physicians, psychotherapists, a nutritionist, sex advice mavens, a practitioner of Traditional Chinese Medicine, a real estate agent, an image consultant, and lots of moms—all of whom pop up in different chapters throughout the book. For example, every time you see a box titled “A Quick Chat with the Therapist,” we’ll hear one of our resident psychotherapist’s take on the subject at hand. 

			I also checked in again with my cohort of wise women. For every chapter, I carried on extensive surveys, wrangled small focus groups, and conducted one-on-one interviews with about 100 women, from age 22 on up. What emerged was a collaborative effort, some hard-and-fast factual stuff, some opinions and philosophizing, and lots of different voices, discussions, and options. Any time I had more to say on a particular topic but had to move on, there are suggestions of books and websites and apps to check out for deeper investigation. You’ll also find an extensive resource list at the back of the book.

			Six years after the original publication of The Girl’s Guide, I began work on an updated version. The first edition came out at the tail end of 2006, before Twitter was really a thing, before student loan debt hit the trillion-dollar mark, before smartphones or Obamacare or selfies or Netflix streaming or Girls even existed. A lot has changed since 2006, much of it having to do with technology—it seems insane to think there was a time before social media ruled our every thought, but it wasn’t that long ago. In rewriting the book you now hold in your hands, not only did I enlist a whole new crop of women in their 20s and 30s to be my advisors on everything from fitness apps to Facebook etiquette, I went through every inch of the original, rethinking and revising, updating every last bit of the book to address the wondrous and complicated world we live in now. 

			Given the pace of technology, it’s very likely some of the info in the book will go out of date—I saw it happen with the first edition, and it’s sure to happen again. I’ll be updating the electronic version periodically so it stays current, and if you have any burning questions, you can always find me on Twitter @melissakirsch. 

			Some of what you find in here you may already know. You might disagree with a few things here and there. That’s all very fine by me—if anyone were to swallow every piece of advice in this book wholesale, I’d doubt her sanity. I’d also beg her to stop because if there’s one thing I’ve learned in all my experience writing both the original and the updated editions of this book, it’s that all the advice in the world isn’t going to do you a whit of good if you don’t, ultimately, make up your own mind, if you don’t think for yourself. That’s it, my best piece of advice. Wait, could I have just written three measly words and you’d be good to go? Okay, fine, there’s a little more to it than that—about a million pages’ worth. But take what’s here with a grain of salt—take it with a giant, deer-size salt lick—process it, then decide for yourself how you’re going to live your life.

			This is the book I wish someone had given me when I finished college. Or when I got my first job. Or when I turned 30. I’m glad that someone had the good sense to give it to you (or you brilliantly plucked it off the shelf of your local bookstore). Your 20s are so frequently treated as the waiting room to the rest of your life. But why should you wither away in anticipation of real life beginning? To hell with putting Baby in a corner—you’ve got a lot of living to do! Good luck. I’m here if you need me.

			—Melissa Kirsch

				
					Keep In Touch 

					This book was never intended to be the last word on your health or dating or anything else. It’s the beginning of a conversation. The point is to keep talking about the issues raised within, to keep sharing what we learn, to ask yourself what you wish you’d known and then to share it with the rest of us. Tweet me @melissakirsch with your own wisdom that you want to share with other women, questions you still have, things you wish I’d included in the book, or if you’re having a barbecue and need someone to bring the potato salad. I’ll post your brilliance and suggestions and ideas and musings on Twitter and Facebook (facebook.com/msmelissakirsch).

				

	
			
1
Health and Body Image

			
Real Women Get Pap Smears, Eat cake, and Negotiate Cease-Fires with Their Full-Length Mirrors

			Back in college when you were a spring chicken, you could pull all-nighters, subsist on gummy bears, and drink like a sailor on shore leave with minimal consequences. When we’re young, it’s not only inconvenient to worry about the long term, but it also seems premature and unnecessary. In the folly of youth, who hasn’t lived a little bit as though they were immortal? You know the lifestyle I’m talking about—the one where we feel invincible until we get sick; we don’t exercise until we feel fat; we don’t think twice about living on four hours of sleep a night. But this kind of lackadaisical approach to health wears thin pretty rapidly when you have to be at your desk by nine a.m. We’re not going to live forever, even though sometimes it might feel like it, especially during an endless staff meeting. But in the interest of living as well as possible, for as long as possible, we have to start taking good care of our bodies and minds—right now.

			I certainly don’t expect you to follow every guideline and snippet of advice I’ve assembled in this chapter—no one is perfect, and the pursuit of scrupulously healthy habits every single day is unrealistic. We’re human: We eat doughnuts, we get drunk, we forget to take our vitamins and to wear sunscreen. I’m here to say that this is all normal. I’m also here to urge you to take care of yourself. You’ve got so much life left to live, and the habits you develop now—like being kind to yourself, creating an exercise routine you can keep, eating a balanced diet, and getting enough sleep—will serve you well for a long time to come.

			
Living Inside a Real Body

			Confidential to the world: Regardless of a near-constant uproar from women who feel misrepresented and advocacy groups that promote positive depictions in advertising, women are still being sent very mixed messages about what a healthy body looks like. Our society is obsessed with dieting, with thinness, with controlling our eating. Many of us are so terrified of getting fat (or looking “wrong” in some way) that we often forget that we’re human beings, that eating is supposed to be pleasurable, and that no amount of weight loss or change to our physical appearance is going to make us feel comfortable in our bodies if we don’t work on our internal selves—our histories, associations, desires, and needs to be nurtured and fed in a multitude of ways.

			Our relationship with food can be particularly vexing at that point in our lives when we strike out on our own. For the first time, we’re running our own shows, and cooking for ourselves may be new (sayonara, wilting dining hall salad bar; hello, over-microwaved frozen dinners). It’s a fraught time, emotionally and physically, and food can be a soothing place to hide our fears, as well as a replacement for the comfort of family. In a time when we feel as if so many things are changing and out of our control, going on diets or carefully choosing what we eat can give us the feeling of order in the midst of chaos. We need to figure out what our real needs are—love, attention, support, a good winter coat—so food doesn’t become a stand-in for other things.

			
Who Decides if You’re “Too Thin” or “Too Fat”?

			Breadless fad diets, “reality” makeover shows, hologram-thin models, and actors lounging skinnily in custom-made couture on each and every magazine cover in the checkout line: You’d have to be a wooden puppet not to be affected by the perfection hucksters selling an absurdly rigid and unattainable ideal. It can be difficult to counter all these unrealistic portrayals of women’s bodies with positive thinking and attempts to “love ourselves.” I can tell you that you look great the way you are until I’m blue in the face and chances are you’re still going to have your doubts. But what if you told yourself this, and you really meant it? Try to program your internal voice—you know, the one that’s always chattering away about the day’s events when you’re trying to fall asleep—to be kind and positive. Work on telling yourself you’re fine and trusting that this is true. 

			Here’s the bottom line: We have only so much time here—let it be spent on doing things that make us like ourselves. Perhaps it’s wearing clothes that flatter our figures, or just making an effort to speak nicely to the girl in the mirror. It’s one thing to want to look good—heaven help you the day you leave the house wearing a belly chain—it’s another to torment yourself for not looking like someone you’re not. Have you considered how much easier life would be if we stopped comparing ourselves to runway waifs and Extremely Made-Over celebrities? We must remind ourselves that advertisements are artificial constructions, not reality. In order to sell products, industries create images that appeal to us emotionally, images that say things like, “Buy this bra and you’ll look like a Victoria’s Secret Angel!” We can choose to filter this stuff out and refuse to accept the message that the media is sending. 

			Psychotherapist Risa Giordano advises: “Dare to think for yourself. Start to look in the mirror and see your body as a unique work of art. Visually embrace its actual size and shape. Appreciate your own physical self. Don’t accept at face value the socially prevalent ‘norms.’ Who says they’re right? Ask yourself, ‘How would my life change if the societal judgments about fat and size did not exist?’ This takes work. The goal is to catch yourself in the act of thinking negatively about your body, then to work on those thought patterns that erode your self-worth. They will keep coming back, like those birthday candles that pop back on when you blow them out. That’s how negative thoughts are. If you keep working at it, they will eventually lose their power.”
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					The Team

					I’m no doctor (surprise!), so I’ve asked some experts to weigh in on many questions about healthy living. I chose these experts because they’re smart, they’re kind, and they’ve devoted their lives to helping women make good decisions about their mental and physical health. Allow me to introduce them:

					Katherine Keil, M.D., is an internist who happens to be my primary care physician. She’s the person we go to for “Checkups” in this chapter.

					Erika Wicks, Psy.D., and Joan Kuehl, LCSW, are psychotherapists who will take us on our “Quick Chats with the Therapist” throughout the book. 

					Risa Giordano, DCSW, is a licensed clinical social worker and psychotherapist who specializes in body image and eating disorders.

					Jeffrey Morrison, M.D., C.N.S., is a medical doctor specializing in nutrition. He runs the Morrison Center for Integrative Medicine in New York City. 

					Sandra Chiu, MSTOM, Lac., is a practitioner of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and a licensed acupuncturist; she’ll be giving us the “Eastern Perspective” throughout the chapter.

				

			Try This at Home

			It’s so easy to talk about what we don’t like about our bodies that we seldom permit ourselves to acknowledge what we do like about them. What do you like about your body? Make a list, if it doesn’t make you feel too New Agey (or even if it does). Talk kindly to yourself—you might not feel like hot stuff every day of the week, but reminding yourself of what you do like, focusing on the positives, will help you when you’re feeling less than gorgeous. Make a point to regularly jot down the things that you value about your physical self. See this box for some help getting started.

				

					“Sing the Body Electric”

					I asked a bunch of women to tell me what they love about their bodies:

					“I’m very flexible. Without discomfort (or even much thought) I can throw my legs up over my shoulders. I can also bend all the way over. I’ll admit that I enjoy showing off now that I’m aware my body can do these things.” —Vanessa, 28

					“I adore my feet. I think it’s pretty amazing that our behemoth bodies balance and move about on roughly twenty-eight square inches of extremely well-designed space.” —Lynn, 36

					“I love that my body is a sensory vehicle through which I experience the world, especially through food. It’s my immediate access to the world around me.” —Heather, 27

					“I have so much power in my body. I can build things with it, I can have sex. I can create another human being. I know that I have to be comfortable enough with my body in order to have fun with it, so being comfortable is a huge priority for me.” —Suzanne, 34

					“I like my hands because they remind me of my grandmother. I like my hips and breasts because they suggest that I can bear children.” —Stefanie, 34

					“I love my freckles: If I were ever locked up in prison or a mental ward, I could entertain myself the rest of my life admiring the freckles on my arms and legs.” —Rose, 30

				

				
					“I spend a lot of time reassuring myself that my body is no different on those ugh days than it is on the days when I feel great about myself. I remind myself that when I’m feeling low about my body, it tends to be chemical—often a few days before my period—so I tell myself not to wallow in those feelings, not to allow them to take hold for longer than the hormones keep me there. I try to recognize the feelings for what they are and then go on about my day.” 

					—Amanda, 31

				

			When You’re Feeling Ugh about Your Body

			As much as I work on focusing on the stuff I like about myself, there is no avoiding those grody, body-as-adversary days. You know, those days when you can’t get dressed, when everything looks like crap, when you stand in front of the mirror wondering if it would be inappropriate to attend your cousin’s wedding in a rain poncho. We know rationally what causes these days: variations in our menstrual cycle, overeating, waking up on the wrong side of the bed, bad weather, bad clams—but the feelings remain, even if we understand intellectually where they come from. 

			Everyone has different ways of dealing with those negative-body-image moments. It’s pretty much a universal truth that, upon onset, one should immediately put on the most flattering or comfortable thing one owns—a friend swears by red lipstick and an A-line skirt for an immediate cure. I have a couple of dresses that never fail to make me feel more attractive than anything else in the closet and I make sure at least one of them is always clean for those dastardly moments of bodily self-loathing.

			If you have some time, try taking a bath or shower—washing your hair, moisturizing your skin, pampering your body. Steer clear of fashion magazines that depict unrealistic standards of beauty. Go for a stroll or do some stretching—any type of movement that makes you feel good. By no means should you climb back into bed, eat a whole pound cake, or stand in front of the mirror giving the evil eye to your corpus. While these activities can be tempting, they’ve been proven to be counterproductive in making you feel better. 

			Taking the focus off yourself may give you some perspective. Walk away from the mirror and pick up the newspaper. Genocide in Sudan, earthquake in Japan, clear-cutting in the Amazon. The size of your thighs? Feh! Put on loose pants and keep moving.
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			The Far End of the Continuum: Eating Disorders


			You may have watched The Best Little Girl in the World—a 1981 movie about a ballerina struggling with anorexia—in health class. If so, the image of the girl’s scapula is probably indelibly imprinted in your memory just as it is in mine. Eating disorders go beyond typical dieting. They are more often about larger issues—society’s narrow definitions of beauty, low self-esteem, feeling out of control, feeling too controlled, troubled relationships, painful personal history—than about food. The most common forms are anorexia nervosa (self-starvation and excessive weight loss), binge-eating disorder (frequent overeating, out-of-control eating), and bulimia nervosa (bingeing and purging). If you think you might have an eating disorder, talk to someone you trust. When eating disorders are severe enough, they can lead to health problems, serious illness, and, in some cases, death. Take care of yourself. 

			For More Information on Eating Disorders

			National Eating Disorders Association 

			nationaleatingdisorders.org

			The Renfrew Center Foundation 

			renfrew.org

			Anorexics and Bulimics Anonymous 

			aba12steps.org

			Adios, Barbie: A Body Image Site for Every Body 

			adiosbarbie.com

			
Stress: The Root of Most Evil

			Sometimes it feels like everyone I know is stressed out. We’re racing deliriously to get all our work done, worrying about paying the rent, waking up in the middle of the night with our teeth ground to dust. I’m guessing you might be a little stressed out yourself. 

			Work, friends, love (or the search for it), finances, the state of the world—anxiety about all these things conspires to keep our stress response surging. Absent some productive way to deal with the stress, we’re in for it. Recent research shows that 90 percent of illness—including diabetes, asthma, obesity, and heart disease—is stress-related. 

			That’s a pretty insane figure, you must admit. I say stress is the root of most evil because it can exhaust the immune system and literally make us sick (studies have shown that the more stress subjects report, the greater the likelihood of illness). And the way we respond to stress can cause further damage—drinking, taking drugs, smoking, being mean to ourselves and others. There’s no way to eliminate all stress, but you can minimize it and learn to handle it in positive ways. (Hint: Starting a fight with your roommate or kicking a hole in the living room wall are not positive ways.)

			Set aside time every single day that is just for you. You don’t have to go and get a massage, but maybe take the time to sit and think, meditate, read a magazine, paint your toenails, or walk in the woods. Realize that we’re living in a world that taxes our brains exceedingly—you need a way to burn off that stress just as you burn off calories when you exercise. Yes, lying on the couch watching Freaks and Geeks counts as stress reduction.

			If you really can’t see your way out of chronic stress, have stopped listening to reason, or if you are thinking about hurting yourself, you must call a professional immediately. Understood? You wouldn’t let whooping cough go untreated (right?)—excessive stress is just as urgent.

			For More Information

			National Mental Health Association: Coping with Stress 

			mentalhealthamerica.net/conditions/stress

			Stress Free for Good: 10 Scientifically Proven Life Skills for Health and Happiness 

			by Dr. Fred Luskin and Dr. Kenneth R. Pelletier

			The Feeling Good Handbook 

			by David D. Burns

			Full Catastrophe Living 

			by John Kabat-Zinn

			The Worry Cure

			by Robert L. Leahy

			The Mayo Clinic Guide to Stress-Free Living

			by Amit Sood

			The Relaxation and Stress Reduction Workbook

			by Martha Davis, Elizabeth Robbins Eshelman, and Matthew McKay 

			Meditation Isn’t Just for Buddhists and David Lynch

			There’s something that’s passive-aggressive about telling another person she should meditate. It’s akin to saying, “You’re wound tighter than a drum and it’s starting to annoy me.” But as someone who doesn’t know you at all, doesn’t know how stressed out and anxious and disconnected from the rest of humanity you feel (really, I have no idea!), I’m going to tell you to start meditating. Hear me out.

			In the same way you exercise to train your body, you meditate to train your mind. And just as physical exercise builds muscle, meditation gives you measurable results: decreased stress, improved concentration, a stronger connection to others. It helps you to feel calmer, to deal better with change, and to be a kinder and wiser person. Doesn’t this sound appealing? 

			Meditation isn’t just great for your spiritual and emotional life. It has been proven to lower blood pressure, improve immune function, and actually physically change your brain through a process called “neuroplasticity.” Scientists have been working with the Dalai Lama to find out precisely how consistent meditation can rewire our brains so we’re better problem solvers, more compassionate, and better able to handle stress. These are just a few of the known benefits of meditation—and more are being discovered every day. 

			“If you can breathe, you can meditate,” says Sharon Salzberg, a meditation teacher whose books and teachings I like very much. I started meditating by sitting in a chair for five minutes a day with my eyes closed, gently drawing my attention to my breath, in and out. That’s it. You could start with thirty seconds to see if you like it. Over time, you can build up, try different types of meditation, and go for longer periods, just as you would with any practice. 

			Here are some terrific resources to get you started:

			Real Happiness: The Power of Meditation

			by Sharon Salzberg

			Mindfulness in Plain English 

			by Bhante Henepola Gunaratana

			A Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Workbook 

			by Bob Stahl and Elisha Goldstein

			Seeking the Heart of Wisdom 

			by Joseph Goldstein and Jack Kornfield

				
					“Meditation is a cure-all for me—it helps with most everything. It’s gotten me through some lengthy unemployment, helped me cry when I needed to, even eased some migraines. It’s like my personal therapist.” 

					–Sophie, 24

				

			
Feel Better Now: Quick Stress Fixes

			• Breathe deeply and slowly. Focus so completely on your breathing that you can’t think about anything else.

			• Have tea or lunch with a friend who calms you down.

			• My friend Erika recommends repetitive, mindless activities like sewing, chopping vegetables, cleaning the bathroom, or washing dishes.

			• Get outside and take a walk, even if it’s just around the block.

			• Eat something healthy, like some grape tomatoes or a handful of almonds. Concentrate on chewing slowly.

			• Talk to friends or family about what’s on your mind. Write it down in a journal or blog, or email it to your best friend.

			• Repeat a soothing phrase or mantra over and over, aloud or in your head. Someone advised me years ago that “smaller, smaller” was a good mantra, and I’ve used it ever since. It reminds me to break my work, problems, or irksome issues into tiny pieces that feel more manageable. At my most stressed-out, I’ve been known to “smaller-smaller” myself into putting on my shoes, brushing my teeth, and walking out the door to deal with an unpleasant task. It may sound a tad simplistic—but it works for me.

			• Take a warm bath.

			• Try to remember that this too shall pass. You’ve gotten through stressful periods before, and you will survive this one, too.

				
					Checkup with the Doctor

					It’s hard to tell a patient, “You have to get rid of your stress!” because we live in a society that thrives on it. In college you were worried about grades; now you’re worried about doing a good job at work. This is the time to start learning how to manage stress, because the job (and the stress) is going to be there for the rest of your life. 

					The most important habit to cultivate is to take time out of your busy schedule for yourself each day—even if it’s just taking ten minutes to read a book. We always hear how much healthier Europeans are than Americans. In Europe you don’t see people running around with to-go cups of coffee. They’re drinking a leisurely latte in a café, chatting with their friends.

					—Dr. Keil

				

			
An Exercise Regimen You Can Stick With

			Growing up, it was far cooler to be a fast runner than, say, a whiz at multiplication tables. Jocks were the superior caste from elementary school on up; everyone else was a serf tilling the soil at Jock Manor. This ethos seemed to have governmental sanction as, each year, we were subjected to the President’s Physical Fitness Test, which required children to compete in feats of strength like sprinting a 100-yard dash and hanging on for dear life from a chin-up bar. The races went, as usual, to the swift and further cemented the irrefutable coolness of being good at sports. The president never passed out gilt-sealed certificates for Most Judy Blume Books Read.

			As a nonjock, I always found the one-mile run to be the most grueling portion of the test. And I’ve felt redeemed in adulthood to learn that so many other girls felt as terrorized as I did, lying awake the night before, dreading the four-lap trip around the football field, fearing coming in last or actually dying on the track. Far worse than death, of course, would be the shame of Not Finishing the Mile. 

			It may surprise you to learn, therefore, that my current preferred form of exercise is a nice long run. I started running specifically because I thought I couldn’t. I found the Couch-to-5K, an online program that promised to turn me from the antirunner into a cantering thoroughbred in just over two months. I’ve always been very good at following instructions, so I decided to take back running—from the president, from demanding gym teachers, from the voice in my head that said I couldn’t. And guess what? I can. Sometimes I even like it! 

			Beyond Zumba: Figuring Out What Works for You


			I run for many reasons: because it calms me down, because it makes my body stronger, because I like wearing shorts with built-in underpants, but mostly because it makes me feel good. Science tells us that exercise produces endorphins, neurotransmitters that can induce feelings of euphoria, modulate appetite, make us feel sexy, and reduce stress. I suspect that I have endorphins to thank for the general feeling of well-being I experience after a good run. (I’m still searching for that elusive “runner’s high” that an endorphin rush is said to supply—I’ll keep you posted.) 

			This is the secret to a successful exercise program: If it makes you feel good, you’ll do it. If you hate it, you’ll give it up. As much as I sometimes dread getting suited up for a run, as much as the first couple of minutes sometimes feel cruel and unjust, I always feel at least a little better after running than when I began. It also helps me get to sleep and kicks my digestion into high gear. I’ve also found that if I can go for even a short run on the first day of my period, I can transcend a dagger-to-the-pelvis bout of cramps. 

			Too often, we exercise because of what we don’t want rather than what we do. We don’t want to get fat; we don’t want to feel guilty; we don’t want to waste our expensive gym memberships. It’s far easier to get yourself to exercise if you figure out what you do want and make your workout about affirmation: I want to be strong; I want to dance or run or bike, to be conscious of my body’s amazing capacity for movement and grace; I want to clear my head; I want to blow off steam; I want to feel great about myself. 

			What can you do to get yourself to exercise? I have a friend who was getting bored with her swimming routine until she found a waterproof iPod case that enabled her to listen to music while doing laps. Another friend found a clown school in her city that teaches trapeze courses—now not only is she more fit than she’s ever been but she can fly, which is inestimably cool. Maybe you love riding your bike to and from work. Or you’ve been trying to get into Pilates because everyone at work does it, but you are actually most happy on a stationary bike in your living room, sweating while watching Netflix. Do what you enjoy, despite what’s trendy.

			Don’t discount the incidental exercise you can get from minor changes in your daily routine—climbing the stairs instead of taking the elevator, walking to work instead of driving, lifting free weights while hanging out at home.

				
					Why Exercise? 

					The Benefits

					So many women exercise for one reason: to lose weight. It’s true that regular exercise can help you maintain a healthy weight for your body type, but that’s not the only reason to lace up your kicks. Exercise is good for every part of your body. Check out the facts:

					• It builds muscle, which helps ward off aches and pains, aids in digestion, and makes it easier to carry your groceries. 

					• It can help diminish the effects of PMS and menstrual cramps. (Even if you feel like you can’t possibly get out from under the duvet during your period, moving around does help.) 

					• It relieves stress, anxiety, and depression, keeping you in good emotional shape.

					• It helps you sleep better. 

					• Long term, it reduces your risk of heart disease, high blood pressure, osteoporosis, and diabetes.

					• And yes, regular exercise increases metabolism and can help you lose weight.

				

			Why Everyone’s Nuts About Yoga 

			There are so many different types of exercise available to you—I’ll leave it to you to figure out what you like, be it wind sprints or tae kwon do. (Try both, why not?) 

			I’m eager to talk specifically about the benefits of yoga, however, because it’s kind of like the super-exercise. You get a big part of your physical, mental, and spiritual workout all in one place.

			Get This: Yoga originated in India, sometime around 200 BCE. The most commonly practiced form in the Western world is Hatha yoga, which involves holding a series of postures or poses and regulating your breath. 

			There are many different types of yoga, but they all have certain benefits in common. Yoga is an amazing way to increase your flexibility, lubricate your joints and ligaments—which we need more and more as we approach 30—and build long, lean muscles. (It won’t give you Arnold Schwarzenegger biceps—one reason why yoga is so popular with women.) It’s also been linked to a strong heart and immune system and can help keep your weight steady, not to mention help with your digestive-tract functioning. As if that weren’t enough, yoga devotees like Diana (see quote) often find the physical benefits of yoga as helpful as the mental ones. 

			A good teacher can help you focus your thoughts and energy, and correct your poses so that you get maximum benefit from the practice and don’t injure yourself. If you’re not into exercising in public, or you’d like less structure than you get in a room full of sun saluters, you can do yoga at home—follow along with a DVD or practice the positions you’ve learned in class. Be careful, though—you can injure yourself if you don’t know the correct postures or try to progress too rapidly. Be sure to set up at least one or two sessions with a yoga teacher so you know you’re practicing safely. 

			Learn more about yoga at yogajournal.com. 

			Find classes near you at yogafinder.com.

				
					Eastern Perspective

					Exercise Is Like a River

					The Chinese think of exercise as a way to stimulate movement. They believe we need to flow, just as the water of a river does; if the river stops, it gets stagnant and stinky. 

					Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) teaches that our bodies mirror the earth and its forces. From the observation of opposites in the natural world—day/night, water/fire, male/female—comes the fundamental principle of yin/yang, which is used to describe all things. TCM concentrates on balancing yin and yang to balance the body. 

					From the Eastern perspective, being fit means having strong internal organs and strong qi, or energy flow—it’s not just about having strong muscles and tight abs. Slower, gentler activities help strengthen the internal organs and improve energy flow. It’s important that you balance your exercise regimen by engaging in physical activity along with a more restorative or meditative practice, like tai chi or martial arts.

					—Sandra Chiu, MSTOM

				

			Sustaining Your Exercise Habit

			There are always Hulu series to binge on, closets to clean out, exes to Facebook-stalk—there will always be a million things easier and seemingly more pressing to do than exercise. How best to ensure that you actually do it?

			Seek balance in your regimen. Carrying on an exclusive relationship with the elliptical trainer seven days a week is like subsisting on just one type of healthy food—it’s good for you, but you don’t get any variety, and you risk hurting yourself. We all need to do a combination of aerobic activity (e.g., jogging, biking, playing rugby), weight-bearing exercise (anything that works your bones and muscles against gravity, like lifting weights, hiking, tennis), and stretching. Plus, any exercise routine is bound to get boring if you don’t mix it up a little. So swim today, lift some weights tomorrow, do yoga on Thursday. Rinse. Repeat. This practice of alternating different kinds of exercise is called cross-training and it gives your entire body a workout.

			Since all the systems of your body are connected, you’ll probably notice that exercising has crossover effects: for example, building muscle through lifting weights helps you swim faster. My friend Mandy notices that doing push-ups during the week builds up her endurance and gives her more muscle so she feels stronger on her weekend hikes.

			Find a workout partner, class, boot camp, or a team sport to help you stay motivated. Some people prefer exercising alone; others will never break a sweat if they don’t have a drill sergeant with a megaphone yelling to drop and give him fifty. 

			Keep your workouts short enough so that they don’t rule your life. If you spend two hours at the gym, working out to the point of exhaustion, you’re less likely to ever want to go back. Let the exercise be something you fit into your life; it shouldn’t become your life. 

				

					“After morning yoga, my day is more likely to be lived with intention, and it gets me out of the everyday compulsion of ‘busy-doing.’ Yoga encourages me to travel inward, inside my mind, body, and soul at whatever level I feel comfortable. This ‘exercise’ is not about competing with myself or others; it’s about connecting with the essence of who I am on many levels. Yoga puts me in a space that allows me to tune in to my body’s needs, whether it’s tight hamstrings or an awareness of negative internal chatter.” 

					—Diana, 35

				

			How Much Exercise Is Enough?

			I’m of the opinion that regardless of the amount of activity that’s “recommended,” the most important thing is that you do it. If you’ve been relatively inactive, or verging on couch potato-ish (and who hasn’t at one point or another?), shoot for twice a week to start. Remember that this is a lifestyle change, and if you come out guns a-blazin’, trying to work out five times a week, you’re less likely to keep it up. You need to actually carve out time for exercise by putting it on your schedule or making it a priority on your to-do list.

			When you’re comfortable with your regimen, try to work up to thirty to forty-five minutes of different types of activities, of varying degrees of intensity, four or five times per week. Yeah, this sounds like a lot, but this is a general recommendation—you might need or want more or less than that. Remember that movement is essential for physical and mental health, but we all slip up once in a while—just get back on the treadmill when you can. Check out the CDC’s guidelines online for more specific info.
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			The Gym: Home Away from Home or Torture Dungeon?


			Gyms are convenient—all those workout options in one place—but they can also be expensive. The very fact of having a gym membership might inspire you to work out—after all, you shelled out all that money, and it’s right on your way home—but it might just as easily lead to stressful Gym Guilt if you skip a week or a month because you’re too busy, too tired, or just can’t face going. 

			The gym is not for everyone—many people prefer to exercise outdoors, and some simply don’t have the money for a membership. It’s more tempting to join a gym if you live in an urban area because parks, paths, and green space are limited. Or your job may consume the daylight hours, necessitating a safe, indoor place to work out. I have a friend who was too broke to join a gym so she lifted the furniture in her apartment. You may not be able or inclined to bench-press your dresser, but where there’s a will, there’s a way. Clear some space in your home and get a set of free weights, or lift sacks of flour if you prefer. (Resistance bands can be quite cheap and as effective as hand weights.) You can stretch and do calisthenics just about anywhere (a mat only costs about $20 and is a good way to combat slippery kitchen floors). If you need guidance, an aerobics, Pilates, or sculpt DVD runs about $15 or less. One winter a friend and I did Pilates on her living room floor every evening after work when neither of us could afford to join the local fitness club. I am pleased to report that our makeshift class was just as effective in strengthening our cores as the much costlier one at the gym I later joined.

				
					In Pain? No Gain

					As eager as you may be to show the glute press who’s boss, take ten minutes before and after exercising to stretch. If you’re heading into a heavy aerobic workout, walk at a brisk pace for five minutes to get your blood circulating and your muscles prepared. Do the same after your workout to cool down and get your heart rate back to normal. 

					Make sure you drink enough water (especially on hot days) before, during, and after exercise—sweating can lead to dehydration. Pay attention to your body.If you’re keeling over from a side stitch, struggling to catch your breath, or experiencing wincing pain, slow down or stop. It’s okay to feel achy or stiff after a good workout, but you shouldn’t be in actual pain (or in the hospital). If you’re having trouble distinguishing between the discomfort caused by a challenging workout and a sprained ankle, stop exercising immediately. Exercise shouldn’t be a masochistic endeavor.

				

			Secrets to a Cheap Gym Membership

			Try out as many gyms as you can before committing. Most will happily give you a free day or week pass to try out the facility. You can probably cadge a month or two of free workouts by shopping around and taking advantage of all the offers. 

			Depending on where you live, your local Y may be your best gym option or a great, cheaper alternative to larger chains. Don’t be seduced by the fancy “Cadillac” gyms; the Y or a community fitness center may have comparable facilities and is likely a lot easier on the wallet. These places will probably offer as many classes as the Equinox across town and may have fewer people competing for the machines or swimming lanes. 

			Better yet, women-only gyms are often more relaxing than coed clubs full of stacked bodybuilders. They offer programs and classes tailored to women’s physiques and endurance. Give it a chance: I know several women who originally cringed at the idea of a single-sex gym as “workout lite” but are now deeply devoted to their Curves circuit training.

			If you live near your alma mater, you may be able to get access to the university facilities for a comparatively small donation. For half the price of the gyms in my city, I have an alumni membership to the athletic center where I went to school. Even if you didn’t attend the school, if there’s a university in your area, it may offer discounts for community members to use its facilities. Check into it.

			Because it’s in a company’s best interest to have healthy employees, many offer special corporate rates to membership in a certain gym. I’ve even worked for companies that held yoga classes after work in the conference room (not the most tranquil place on earth, but a nice perk all the same). Your health insurance plan may also give you a subsidy for a gym membership as long as you show proof that you’re going regularly. 

				
					“When I don’t feel like exercising, it helps to know Alice will be downstairs four days a week at six a.m. sharp waiting for me to go running. I look forward to the physical benefits of running, but most of all it’s a great chance to talk with my friend—after a year and a half, we know everything about each other.” 

					—Rose, 30

				

			Before You Sign on the Dotted Line

			Check out reviews of your gym on Yelp to see what others’ experiences have been like—you’ll discover stuff like peak hours to avoid waits for machines, the best instructors, and which classes are appropriate for your level of fitness. When you go to sign up, be sure to read the fine print on your gym contract—it can be as complicated and binding as a mortgage. Ask questions: Is there an initiation fee? Do they offer a monthly payment plan? Can you freeze your membership if you go out of town or decide to take a break? For how long? And how many times? Does the membership include a free personal trainer session? Can you have one anyway? Do classes cost extra? And most important, what are you committing to when you sign—are you going to owe the gym an ovary if you try to get out of your contract early? 

				
					Forget the Nike Tracksuit

					Fancy running shoes can cost over $100. Don’t even get me started on the cost of butt-enhancing yoga pants, Sigg water bottles, and blister-relieving socks. You don’t have to spend a mint on workout gear. Aerobic exercise does require good shoes (there are specific ones for running vs. walking—try a pair of cross-trainers if you’re going to be doing a combo of different activities). You can get special moisture-wicking clothes, which are delightful but pricey, or you can wear a cotton tank top and a pair of shorts or sweats like your grandma did in the days before spandex. 

					You absolutely need a good sports bra if you’re going to be running, leaping, or jumping rope—that lacy number is not going to give you the kind of chest support you need. Try Title Nine for the best selection (titlenine.com). 

				

				
					“I love my belly-dancing class. Not only is it a surprisingly good workout, but I get to hang out with the most amazing group of women each week. It’s a big motivator to keep me going to class. I’ve found a way to work up a sweat that doesn’t involve spandex or sneakers.” 

					—Adelaide, 24

				

			A Trainer (or Drill Sergeant) in Your Pocket

			Of course, you can forgo the pricey gym altogether and, for just a few bucks, get an app where Olympic medalist Kara Goucher cheers you on after a run. There are countless apps and gadgets that make getting fit fun and affordable. The only question is whether you’d rather download a playlist of songs with beats-per-minute that correspond exactly to your pace (pacedj.com) or try to outrun zombies (zombiesrungame.com).

			There are new online support systems for dieters and exercisers springing up every day, each with their own devoted communities. You’ll find apps for athletes of every stripe and level of proficiency. I started running with the Couch-to-5K program, which has since developed its own app. Now I use the Nike+ app for my runs and could not love it more passionately. Of the zillions of tech-related fitness options, these are the best I’ve found:

			• My Fitness Pal: A food diary, exercise tracker, and super-supportive community that’s dead simple. I love it and use it and recommend it for anyone who’s looking to get fit but doesn’t want to spend a lot of—or any—money. myfitnesspal.com

			• Fitocracy: A bustling social network for fitness. fitocracy.com

			• Nike+: An app that tracks distance and speed for walks and runs. nikeplus.nike.com

			• Couch-to-5K: An app that coaches you through the transition from couch potato to 5K runner in two months. c25k.com

			• Fitbit: A food and activity log, plus very cool gadgets that track your steps taken, distance covered, and calories burned by day, as well as your sleep cycle by night. They even have a wi-fi “smart scale,” if you’re into that. fitbit.com

			Death by Desk Chair

			Want to hear something terrifying but true? You burn more energy chewing gum than you do sitting still in a chair. For those of us who work at desks, that means our eight hours (or more) of work every day is actually pretty terrible for us. Even if you exercise every morning, you’re still at increased risk of obesity and heart disease if you sit all day. Ask anyone who’s been out of college and working in an office for a few years—it doesn’t take long for the pounds to sneak on and the back to get creaky. 

			Before you quit your job and become a dog walker (which sounds pretty tempting, actually), there are some workarounds.

			• If your office can accommodate it, get a standing desk. Many are adjustable so you can stand some of the day and sit when you feel like it. 

			• Try substituting your desk chair for a balance ball, which forces you to engage your legs and core to stay upright. 

			• Schedule regular breaks—get up, walk around the office, walk around the block. There are simple apps (I like Time Out for Mac/Workrave for Windows) that will freeze your computer for ten minutes every fifty minutes to remind you to take breaks to move and stretch. 

			• Get a little more activity in. If you sit all day, try not to sit too much when you get home. (I know watching TV while jogging in place sounds wretched, but even sitting in a rocking chair or on a balance ball instead of sacked out on the couch is more active.)

				
					A Word on Technology

					The apps and sites recommended here (as well as in the rest of the book) are current at the time of writing. Of course, given the pace of, well, everything, today’s cutting-edge apps will inevitably be updated by the time you read this paragraph. I’ve tried to recommend resources and apps and websites that are more than passing fads and have staying power, but let’s just agree that if you come across one that feels dated, you’ll substitute one that’s more relevant, and consider emailing me at melissa@melissakirsch.com so I can make an update for the next version of the book. Thanks! 

				

			
Why You’ve Got to Get Enough Sleep

			Life can be so exciting, so demanding, so jam-packed with things to do that sleep sometimes seems like a waste of time. We’re urged to get to work at sunrise, labor away until prime time—then we rush out to meet friends for dinner, barely leaving a moment to brush our teeth (forget flossing) before falling into bed. We’re impressed by people who say they “get by” on four hours of sleep a night, assuming that they’re made of stronger stuff than we are, that sleeping less is the secret to success. This is patently bananas. Sleep isn’t a quick break we take to recharge batteries between “episodes of being alive”—it’s essential to every system in our bodies, and when we don’t get enough, everything else quickly turns nightmarish.

			The Sleep Imperative 

			Specialists agree that adults need, on average, seven to nine hours of sleep per night. When you get too little sleep, it affects everything from how well you drive a car to how articulate you are at work. Your body and mind must have enough time to recharge energy stores, repair muscle, process information (there’s a reason you always see a problem more clearly after you “sleep on it”), and regulate mood and appetite. Without ample sleep, your immune system produces fewer antibodies, so you’re more likely to get sick. Everything from stress level to blood pressure rises when you undersleep. This is serious business—so what are you doing playing Words with Friends at three in the morning? Go to bed!
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			Rock Bottom, Thy Name Is Insomnia

			Gallup polls indicate that about 40 percent of adults have trouble sleeping a few nights a week. What’s more, the National Sleep Foundation tells us that women experience insomnia and daytime sleepiness more frequently than men do. You’ve probably experienced insomnia at some point: You’re tired, but once you get into bed you can’t fall asleep. Or you fall asleep, but wake up in the middle of the night and can’t get back to sleep. Then there’s the second-wave insomnia when you begin to worry about the fact that you’re not sleeping, and a vicious cycle sets in that keeps you tossing and turning until sunrise. What’s a girl to do?

			• Stick to a regular sleep schedule—even on weekends, if you can manage it.

			• Exercise regularly, but finish up at least two hours before bedtime. Exercise raises your body temperature and makes you more alert, neither of which helps you sleep.

			• Make your bedroom quiet, dark, and cool. 

			• Avoid mind-activating activities at night, such as paying bills or practicing algebra.

			• Establish a regular, relaxing nighttime routine, like soaking in the tub, reading, stretching, or meditation.

			• Avoid exposure to bright light at bedtime—light tells the neurons that control your sleep-wake cycle that it’s time to wake up.

			• Make sure you have a comfortable, supportive mattress (ten years is the average lifetime of most) and good, allergen-free pillows (hypoallergenic pillowcases are available and quite affordable at most department stores).

			• Use the bedroom for sleep and sex only. Don’t do work or watch TV in bed if you have space to do this stuff elsewhere. Move anything anxiety-provoking such as bills, unfinished work, your phone, or the clock face out of view. 

			• Finish eating and drinking at least two to three hours before turning in. Heavy meals can cause discomfort, spicy food can lead to heartburn, and too many fluids close to bedtime will have you up more times in the night than Grandpa.

			• If you wake up in the middle of the night and can’t sleep because some worry or problem is swirling around in your head, sit up, turn on the light, and write it down. Literally get the worry out of your head and onto paper, knowing you’ll deal with it in the morning. It works!

			•  If you can’t sleep within fifteen to twenty minutes after lying down, get up and go to another room. Come back only when you’re drowsy. The point is to keep the sleeplessness away from your bed.

			• If you nap during the day, limit it to thirty minutes max in the early afternoon.

			• Avoid too much alcohol before bed. Contrary to popular belief, alcohol is not a sedative and can cause sleep problems—like the party girl’s favorite pass-out-drunk-and-wake-up-four-hours-later scenario.

			• Avoid caffeine in the afternoons and evenings. Caffeine generally stays in your body for three to five hours, but some people feel the effects up to twelve hours later. If you’re experiencing insomnia, cut it out altogether. 

			• If you have chronic insomnia and changing your habits isn’t helping, talk to your doctor. Frequently, insomnia is caused by anxiety or allergies that aren’t going to go away no matter how little caffeine you consume. It may be tempting to try to medicate your insomnia away with over-the-counter remedies, but if you find yourself reaching for the Tylenol PM more for its somnolent effect than for headaches, chances are there’s something deeper at work—just call the doc, already. 

				
					Sleep and Your Period

					The rise and fall of hormones throughout your menstrual cycle can affect sleep. Your body’s progesterone level rises during ovulation, which may cause sleepiness. Then it plunges rapidly around the time of your period, and can cause insomnia. In addition, more than 50 percent of menstruating women report trouble sleeping due to bloating. Cramps, moodiness, and various aches and pains associated with PMS may also affect sleep. Practice extra-vigilant sleep hygiene during your period to keep any disruptions to a minimum.

				

				
					Disco Napping

					Experts say there’s no way to make up for lost sleep—you can’t starve yourself of sleep during the week, then make up for it by binge-sleeping on Saturday. While napping is generally a no-no for people with sleep problems because it “steals sleep” from your regular schedule, a short siesta can help relieve fatigue—provided it’s done properly. 

					Try to time your nap for around midday, so it’s as far from your regular sleep schedule as possible. Limit it to twenty to thirty minutes—any longer and you go into a deep sleep from which it’s tough to wake up. And don’t worry about actually falling asleep during your disco nap—just closing your eyes and lying still is rejuvenating.

				

			
Eat This Up: A Healthy Diet That’s a Cinch

			We all know how important it is that we eat well. The problem is that so many of us eat unconsciously, grabbing food on the run without thinking about how we truly are what we eat. 

			Start now by making a balanced diet your priority. You don’t want too much or too little of any one type of food—you need protein, but you also need nutrients from whole grains and calcium from dairy products and vegetables. Think of the old saying, “Everything in moderation,” and let it guide your eating habits. (Of course, dietary concerns make it impossible for some of us to eat grains or dairy products—we’ll address healthy alternatives farther along in the chapter.)

			Nutrition is actually about nurturing yourself—so let’s not forget how pleasurable eating is. We’ve all had stupendous meals that rival great sex (and a few so-so meals that totally trounce bad sex, but that’s another conversation).

			Good Eats: Foods You Should Have Lots Of


			First things first. We’ve got three main food categories: carbohydrates, proteins, and fats. We need all of them in balanced proportions. The 40/30/30 approach is favored by many scientists—that means you eat 40 percent of your diet in carbohydrates, 30 percent in protein, and 30 percent in fat. You don’t need to measure it out by the ounce—it’s a pretty equal split, with an emphasis on carbohydrates. So let’s unpack the grocery cart.

			Carbohydrates have been wrongly vilified over recent years. They provide the body with its main source of energy, allowing proteins to be used for the body-building functions for which they’re intended. The best place to get carbohydrates is by way of whole grains. Whole grains are grains that aren’t processed, so their nutrients are still intact. Whole grains include brown rice, quinoa, millet, buckwheat, and oatmeal. The usefulness of whole grains has been widely recognized in the food industry—today you’ll find bread and pasta made of them, as well as bulk bins of these grains at both the big grocery stores and the little health food boutiques. You can also get carbohydrates from vegetables, beans, and fruit. The grains in white bread and processed cereals are not considered whole because they’ve been processed within a millimeter of their lives.

			Proteins provide nitrogen and amino acids for our body’s proteins—skin, muscles, brain cells, and hair; they’re also used to make antibodies, which fight infection. Proteins provide helpful enzymes, which control the rates of chemical reactions in our bodies. You can get protein from milk, cheese, yogurt, meats, fish, poultry, beans, eggs, and tofu.

				
					Next You’ll Be Drinking Your Urine

					I don’t need to tell you that every day we’re bombarded by news reports, scientific studies, and government discoveries telling us about a new wonder food, super-nutrient, or diet that’s sure to heal all the world’s ailments. Today it’s a gluten-free or paleo diet, tomorrow it’ll be cat dander or some vitamin you’ve never heard of. Just as you’re (hopefully) skeptical of new diet sensations, you should also be careful not to live your life based on the latest nutritional news flash. Wait for the research to come through, try things that sound reasonable, and remember that you’re trying to achieve balance. Neither shun advice nor binge on it—listen to the news, but make up your own mind. If something sounds too good to be true, chances are it is.

				

				
					“I went on stupid eating kicks in college (all fro-yo; or nothing for breakfast or lunch, then a five-pound salad for dinner). Now, I keep only healthy foods in the house. This is because I have no portion control or anything control when it comes to junk food, especially sweets. So I’ve pretty much accepted that this is my MO: I eat well at home, I usually order healthfully at restaurants, but if I’m at a party and there’s a bowl of M&Ms, well, I just eat them, and that’s the way it is. I’ve decided that if I’m eating healthfully 90 percent of the time, I don’t need to beat myself up about the other 10 percent.” 

					—Jen, 29

				

				

					Surprising Stuff You Might Not Know

					Nutritionists typically work with individuals to customize dietary guidelines to suit personal needs, but Dr. Morrison offers some fascinating info for all of us about what we’re putting into our bodies that we might not have considered. 

					• We’re under the misconception that eggs increase cholesterol levels, but Dr. Morrison points out that the cholesterol components in eggs are broken down before absorption; these “good fats” don’t directly increase cholesterol. 

					• While women definitely need calcium, milk isn’t necessarily the best place to get it. The cows in the U.S. are constantly pregnant or given hormones to make them continue to produce milk, meaning that the milk we’re drinking still has hormones in it. 

					• Dr. Christiane Northrup, a gynecologist and author of Women’s Bodies, Women’s Wisdom, notes that the bovine growth hormones cows are given can cause you acne, menstrual cramps, and intestinal discomfort. She recommends switching to sheep and goat’s milk products and looking for organically farmed milk products. Alternative sources of calcium include dark green leafy vegetables, broccoli, fish, and nuts.

					• On the subject of cows: Cows used for meat are being fattened up quickly on grain instead of grazing on grass as Mother Nature intended them to do. So when we eat their meat, we’re eating their fat as well. Consider getting protein from “white” protein sources such as fish, turkey, and eggs.

					• Shop around the periphery of the supermarket, where all the fresh food is; the middle is full of processed food. Processed or “refined” foods have had chemicals added in order to eliminate any disease-causing microbes and give them a longer shelf life. The problem is that processing food usually strips it of valuable nutrients, leaving only “empty calories.”

				

			In Other Words . . .

			
				Free radical: A highly reactive chemical that’s produced during the body’s normal, everyday processes and that’s thought to contribute to aging and some diseases.

				Antioxidant: A substance that inhibits the destructive effects of free radicals. Some antioxidants that are easily attainable by eating vegetables, fruits, and nuts are vitamins A, C, and E and omega-3 fatty acids. 

			

			Fats are a class of food we actually need despite what seems like an all-out media campaign to banish them from our diets. Without fats everything goes to hell: Our brains stop thinking properly, our organ functions decrease, our blood slows down, we lose energy, our skin and hair and eyes all suffer. This doesn’t mean you should be downing forkfuls of Crisco—there are, as you might have suspected, “good” and “bad” fats. You can get saturated fat, necessary to make certain hormones in our bodies, from animal products like meat, butter, and dairy. Saturated fat is necessary, but high in cholesterol, so watch your intake. You can get very important and cholesterol-lowering unsaturated fat from fish and vegetable oils as well as from avocados, nuts, and fish. The unsaturated fat known as omega-3 that’s found in fish is recommended by Dr. Morrison and many other doctors for promoting heart health and a variety of other bodily functions. 

			Okay, so you’re eating your whole grains and you’re taking in the right amount of carbs, protein, and fats. What else do you need to know?

			Well, word on the street is that you’re not eating your fruits and vegetables. And they contain most of the vitamins and minerals you need to maintain a healthy, energetic body. They keep you regular and provide antioxidants. You need at least five servings of fruits and vegetables a day. That’s a lot of roughage, but it’s not as difficult to work into a daily diet as you might think (see this box). We’ve all had the best intentions, stocking the fridge with broccoli, eggplant, tomatoes, apples, pears, and four pounds of grapes, only to have the whole paycheck’s worth go bad because we can’t eat them fast enough. Try shopping in smaller batches, sharing groceries with a roommate, or throwing a potluck dinner party where you can socialize over the excess fruit and vegetables.

			We also forget how important it is that we drink water. It’s good for every part of our bodies, especially the kidneys and bowels. Our nutritionist recommends one to two liters of water a day for women: “We’re in the habit of drinking coffee in the morning to wake up, which automatically puts us at a water deficit because coffee is a diuretic, meaning it makes us lose water. We also lose a lot of minerals, like magnesium, potassium, and calcium, when we drink coffee.” 

			I don’t know about you, but I’m not about to cut out my morning joe—it’s one of the few consistent rewards I have for getting out of bed. So while I find those who are able to quit caffeine very virtuous, what works for me is drinking a big glass of water before I have a cup of coffee, and then keeping a bottle of water by my side throughout the day and drinking it even when I don’t necessarily feel thirsty. Sometimes we mistake thirst for hunger—so drinking water often satisfies what we perceive as hunger cravings. Juices and sodas are not, for the record, good substitutes for water. They contain sugars and caffeine and other unnecessary stuff that loads us up with useless calories and doesn’t fill our nutritional needs. 

				
					Your Secret Ninja Guide to Identifying “Whole Grains”

					So many products tout their “whole grain” benefits, but scrutiny of the ingredients shows scant amounts of actual healthy grains. Here’s a handy decoder list to take to the market, courtesy of the Whole Grains Council.

							
									
									
								
									
											
											Words You May See on Packages

										
											
											Are these actually whole grains?

										
									

								
								
									
											
											• whole grain [name of grain]

											• whole wheat

											• whole [other grain]

											• stone-ground whole [grain]

											• brown rice

											• oats, oatmeal (including old-fashioned oatmeal, instant oatmeal)

											• wheatberries

										
											
											Yes. Contains all parts of the grain, so you’re getting all the nutrients of the whole grain.

										
									

									
											
											• wheat, or wheat flour

											• semolina

											• durum wheat

											• organic flour

											• stone-ground flour

											• multigrain (may describe several whole grains or several refined grains, or a mix of both)

										
											
											Maybe. These words are accurate descriptions of the package contents, but because some parts of the grain MAY be missing, you are likely missing the benefits of whole grains. When in doubt, don’t trust these words.

										
									

									
											
											• enriched flour

											• degerminated (on cornmeal)

											• bran

											• wheat germ

										
											
											No. These words never, ever describe whole grains.

										
									

								
							


					For more: wholegrainscouncil.org

				


			Vegetarians Can’t Live on Rabbit Feed Alone

			If you’re a vegetarian, you need to make sure you’re getting enough protein (swap the meat and eggs for nuts, beans, and soy), iron, and vitamin B12. Get iron from dried beans, spinach, dried fruit, and iron-enriched foods. B12 comes naturally only from animal products but can be found in some fortified (not enriched) breakfast cereals, fortified soy beverages, some brands of nutritional (brewer’s) yeast, and vitamin supplements. 

			Vegans must find alternative sources for calcium and vitamin D that we omnivores get from dairy products. Try calcium-fortified soy beverages, tofu, spinach, molasses, and oatmeal.
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			Bowel Movements: They Should Really Move You


			Let’s be frank: A lot of women have problems with pooping. Yes, it’s private and it’s embarrassing to talk about, but it can lead to some serious bad times if chronic diarrhea or constipation is left untreated. 

			Here’s what you need to know: Pooping should be a regular, easy, uncomplicated activity. You should be doing it one or two times a day, ideally after breakfast and after dinner. If you can get through an issue of Vanity Fair in the time you’re on the crapper, you’re probably constipated. If you find yourself constantly seized by surprise rumbles-in-the-jungle that send you racing for the toilet, you’ve probably got an issue with diarrhea. I’m pretty sure I don’t have a single friend who isn’t plagued by some extreme bowel situation. Blame it on our potty training—Freud might tell the once-a-week poopers they’re incapable of letting shit go—literally. Or blame it on our diets: We’re not drinking enough water or eating enough fiber, or we’re gumming up the works with coffee and other BM-affecting substances. 

				
					[image: ]
				

			Tips for the Constipated

			Fiber, fiber, fiber. Fruits, vegetables, whole grains. This is why Grandpa drinks Metamucil—because fiber keeps you “regular.” Good sources of fiber include bran, beans, artichokes, whole grains, prunes, figs, dates, and most vegetables.

			Water, water, water. Keep things flowing! The fiber will absorb the water and expand to trigger a BM, so be sure to hydrate constantly if you’ve been having a spell of slow-poop. And while caffeinated drinks can help get things moving, they also make you pee, so be sure to drink plenty of water if you also drink coffee, tea, or soda.

			Try a natural lax. Ask your doc about aloe, psyllium, and other gentle remedies. Steer clear of over-the-counter laxatives—they’re the devil’s pharmaceuticals. Yes, you want to evacuate; no, you don’t need cramp-inducing, often addictive chemicals to do so.

			Give yourself enough time to crap. If you’re about to miss the bus to work and have only five minutes to go, you’re more likely to seize up. Get up early enough so you have plenty of time to relax and take your time.

			Go for a walk or bike ride. Exercise speeds everything up and gets the cogs turning. 

			For the love of God, don’t ignore constipation. You think talking about poop’s gross? Try chatting with your doctor about hemorrhoids. A hemorrhoid is a varicose vein on your anus that can itch, burn, and bleed and is often the direct result of pushing too hard when you’re constipated. Whether or not you have hemorrhoids, I suggest you use a damp wipe (you can get premoistened adult wipes, though they’re not the most eco- or septic-friendly products, or just moisten your toilet paper) when you wipe—or rather, gently pat—yourself clean after pooping. To help soothe hemorrhoids, over-the-counter remedies like Preparation H, hydrocortisone creams, and witch hazel can help. 

			Tips for Diarrhea Relief

			Try the BRAT diet. Bananas, rice, apples, and toast are all supposed to be “binders” and should slow the insanity. Steer clear of high-fiber foods, alcohol, caffeine, or anything spicy.

			Drink a ton of water. When you have diarrhea, you risk dehydration. 

			Eat yogurt. Diarrhea causes your bowels to lose the good bacteria they need to function, but you can restore the good stuff via yogurt’s active cultures. 

			Diarrhea normally goes away on its own, but if you find you haven’t had a solid bowel movement in a week, or you’re having stomach pain, persistent loose poop, or constipation, cramping, and/or bloating, it’s time to call the doc. 

				

					High Five

					Five servings of fruits and vegetables a day sounds like a lot, but it’s not so hard to manage and it will keep things running smoothly. Look:

					• Have an orange for breakfast or a banana on your granola (1 serving).

					• At lunch, have a sandwich with lettuce, tomato, and sprouts; a stir-fry with veggies; or a salad (1 or 2 servings).

					• Afternoon snacktime: baby carrots, an apple, or some dried mango (1 serving).

					• With dinner, a side salad or some sautéed spinach, maybe some steamed broccoli or vegetable lasagna (1 or 2 servings). Voilà!

					Try to snack on fruits and vegetables whenever you can. Some people are weird (okay, I’m one of them) and like a glass of V8 from time to time. You might not get all the fruits and vegetables you need every day, but as you can see, it’s entirely doable.

				

				
					Lactose Intolerance

					An Excuse to Talk About Farting in Public?

					If you’re having a gas issue brought on by milk products (so many of us do, it’s really okay), there are a zillion soy, almond, and coconut milk alternatives, in addition to lactose-reduced products. You can also take the enzyme lactase before consuming dairy. If you’re cutting out milk altogether, try nondairy sources of calcium such as leafy green vegetables, broccoli, fish, and nuts to make sure you’re taking care of your teeth and bones as well as your gastrointestinal situation.

				

			Centrum, Flaxseed, and B Complexes, Oh My!

			Do you need to take extra vitamins? That depends on what you’re eating. We should get most of our nutrients from the food we eat. Supplements are just that—they can add to the nutrients you’re already consuming, but they’re not a replacement. 

			Everyone can benefit from (and should take) a multivitamin. It doesn’t need to be a fancy brand—Centrum, One A Day, or your local drugstore brand will do the trick. If you’re like me and don’t like swallowing a pill as big as your head, you can take the chewable or gummy cartoon character ones—they all have the government’s recommended daily amounts (RDAs) of multivitamins. 

			If you’re eating a healthy diet, why do you need a multivitamin supplement, or any supplements at all, for that matter? The simplest answer is that most of us are not getting the vitamins we need from food. We’re not eating five servings of fruits and veggies a day, and even if we are, national farming practices may make it hard for us to get the nutrients we require from food. Since vegetables typically absorb their nutrients from the soil, if the soil is in bad shape, the vegetables don’t get what they need and neither do you. 

				
					Ask the Nutritionist 

					What Supplements Could Do For You

					Let’s break it down—here are a few basic supplements and how they could help you out. Remember to consult your doctor before you take any supplements.

					• 1,000 mg of vitamin C (strengthens immune system, improves strength, skin, and vision)

					• A vitamin B complex (helps with stress, mood, and energy)

					• 1,000 mg of omega-3 fatty acid fish oil (decreases triglycerides, helps with mood—if you don’t like the taste, buy gel capsules and keep them in the freezer)

					• 400 units of vitamin E (a powerful antioxidant)

					• 600 mg of calcium citrate (bones! teeth! muscles!)

					• 1,000 units of vitamin D3 (helps with calcium absorption—a blood test can determine the exact amount)

					• 400 mg of magnesium glycinate (helps with stress and can be used as a sleep aid)

					How can I improve my concentration?

					While the temptation is there to find a quick fix for focus—like Adderall or other so-called “smart drugs”—unless you’re prescribed them by a doctor, please think again. Once a person starts on these brain drugs, a dependency develops that’s difficult to overcome. Instead of taking a medication or chemical to affect focus and memory, consider taking a supplement to help your body work better. Some options to consider include: 

					• Ginkgo biloba, 60 mg daily (an herb that improves blood flow to the brain—do not take if you’re on blood thinners) 

					• Prevagen, 10 to 40 mg daily (a jellyfish extract that protects the neuronal cell membrane from toxins)

					• High DHA fish oil at 1,000 mg daily (good fats improve neuron cell membrane health)

					• Phosphatidylcholine, 1,000 mg daily (another good fat for improving neuron cell membrane health)

					—Dr. Morrison

				

			
How to Lose Weight Intelligently

			So you want to drop fifteen pounds before your sister’s wedding this summer. Okay, fine, but please be smart about it. Your health comes first—before slimming your hips or losing a chin. It would really be a crying shame if you were to work so hard to drop a few pounds and you got sick, or you just gained the weight back when you returned to your “normal” diet. Subsisting on almonds and bottled water may help you lose weight, but it’s obviously not sustainable as a lifestyle, and it’s a good way to damage your health. Your body needs all three major food categories to function, remember? Good.

			Here’s the hard science: If you don’t get enough calories (the Food and Drug Administration says women need about 2,000 calories a day—2,500 if you’re very active), your body is going to behave like it’s starving—your metabolism goes into Neanderthal mode, assuming it must be winter and there won’t be food until the first thaw, so it slows way down to conserve calories. It uses lean tissue and muscle as calories in order to conserve its fat stores, so not only do you not lose weight, but you actually lose muscle. This is why you need to keep your calories at a normal level and be smart and patient if you want to lose weight. A safe plan to lose weight generally involves reducing your calories by no more than 350 to 500 a day and increasing the amount of physical exercise at the same time.

			Don’t Be So Trendy: Signs of Fad Diets

			Healthy weight loss is a slow and systematic process. The American Heart Association advises us to beware of any diet that advocates:

			• Magic or miracle foods that “burn fat.” Foods don’t burn fat—they create fat when we eat more than we need. To lose weight, you must use more energy than you consume, forcing your body to use some of its surplus. You can burn fat either by increasing your physical activity or by decreasing the amount of food you eat (or both). It’s as simple as that: calories in, calories out. (Of course, it sounds simple, but is harder to implement when you desire far more calories than you feel like expending. I blame pizza.)

			• Single foods or one type of food in bizarre quantities, such as eating only tomatoes or beef or unlimited bowls of cabbage soup. These foods are fine as part of an overall healthy diet, but eating large quantities of them could lead to nutritional imbalances. It’s also boring and unsustainable.

			• Rigid menus. Many diets set out a very limited selection of foods to be eaten at a specific time and on a specific day, exactly as written. Often, limited diets don’t address varied taste preferences.

			• Rapid weight loss of more than two pounds a week. Yes, you want results. No, you can’t lose half your body weight by next week.

			Julia Child and the All-Over Butter Massage 

			In a time of rampant fad dieting, it is refreshing to revisit Mireille Guiliano’s French Women Don’t Get Fat: The Secret of Eating for Pleasure. The title itself is a sharp commentary on Americans’ relationship with food: “We non-French women are terrified of getting fat, and we’ve sacrificed the joy of eating for an obsession with being thin.” A sad-but-true statement, but deftly put to rest by Ms. Guiliano as she reveals her secret to staying slim: three meals a day, fruits and vegetables, portion control, take the stairs, and hold the guilt. 

			Her message is an expansion of Julia Child’s philosophy, the chef who proudly declared, regarding chicken, that she “always gives her bird a generous butter massage.” When asked how she stayed fit when she was so profoundly into cooking with high-fat ingredients, Julia’s stock response was, “Small helpings. No seconds. No snacking. A little bit of everything and have a good time.” She despised the massive portions of food at the majority of American restaurants. Most important, she stressed that food should be something we enjoy. You can eat healthfully and still get pleasure from it. As Julia wrote in The Way to Cook, “The pleasures of the table—that lovely old-fashioned phrase—depict food as an art form, as a delightful part of civilized life. In spite of food fads, fitness programs, and health concerns, we must never lose sight of a beautifully conceived meal.”

				
					“I am really trying to focus on how I feel rather than on how I look. I’m not always successful, but I have definitely noticed that even if I’m still technically a bigger size than I think I want to be, if I am eating healthy food and exercising, I feel good about myself, I stand up straighter, and my confidence shows more. Since I’m practicing good habits, the weight comes off eventually.”

					—Andrea, 24

				

				
					Checkup with the Doctor 

					So You Want to Lose Weight? 

					1. Have realistic expectations about what a diet is going to achieve. People often think, “My life is going to be better if I lose weight,” which is not necessarily true. Healthy weight loss—one to two pounds a week—takes time and effort. Most people who lose weight quickly will also gain it back quickly. Be realistic about your body type: “It’s unlikely that I’ll go from size sixteen to double zero—that’s pretty impossible.” 

					2. Take it five pounds at a time. Have a concrete plan: “I intend to lose ten pounds in two months, and I will do this by exercising this way.” 

					3. Plan ahead for social events. Ask yourself: “What am I going to do when I go out for drinks or to a social event?” Think about how to limit what you eat in social situations or you’ll binge unconsciously.

					4. Have a plan. Most people can lose weight but can’t keep it off. If you don’t change your basic habits—healthy eating and increased exercise—you’ll put the pounds back on.

					—Dr. Keil

				

			Calories Are Not Out to Get You 

			As you learned in science class but may have chosen to forget, calories are not the demon spawn of fat but a measure of energy content. When we eat foods that are high in calories but low in nutrients, we’re not getting much benefit from the food. So basically, while cake tastes good and you should have it and eat it, too, every now and again, it should be looked at as a “treat” because it’s not supplying you with enough nutrients. In general, we need to choose foods that are high in nutrients but low to moderate in energy content—aka calories. How much food you should eat is directly related to how active you are—the more you exercise, the more calories you need to fuel another lap around the track. This is also the secret to maintaining a healthy weight, but for reasons much more crucial than fitting into a smaller size. 

			The only way to lose a few pounds in a healthy, sustainable way is to eat fewer calories while increasing your physical activity. Remember: Calories taken in must equal calories expended, or we gain weight. Simple! Bon appétit!

			Resources on Healthy Eating 

			Dietary Guidelines for Americans 

			health.gov/dietaryguidelines

			American Society for Nutrition

			nutrition.org

			NIH Office of Dietary Supplements 

			ods.od.nih.gov
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					Ask the Nutritionist

					Everyone I know is giving up gluten. Should I?

					Evidence is accumulating in the scientific literature that avoiding gluten is smart for anyone with a health condition that has inflammation as part of the disease process. This includes anyone with fatigue, chronic achy muscles and joints, asthma, or skin rashes. Though people with these health conditions don’t necessarily have a sensitivity to gluten, eating foods with gluten has been found to cause inflammation and exacerbate their existing health problems.

					So, if you are frustrated with a chronic medical condition, consider eliminating gluten (found in all wheat-based flours, and other grains like barley, bulgur, rye, and seitan) for at least a month and see if your symptoms improve. At the end of the month, reintroduce these foods to see if symptoms return. If they do, you have your answer. What do you have to lose besides unwanted symptoms and probably a few pounds? 

					What’s the story with juice cleanses?

					The benefit of juice cleanses is that, for a period of time, all processed foods are eliminated and replaced with vegetable and fruit juices, which are high in vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants. However, juice cleanses are really meant to be a temporary event—three days would be sufficient. The problem is that juice fasts completely eliminate protein and fat, both of which are important for our bodies’ natural detoxification process. Also, juice cleanses should be predominantly vegetable juices, rather than fruit juices, to avoid extra unnecessary sugar. 

					—Dr. Morrison
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When Bad Habits Get the Best of You

			I am not your mother or your doctor, but we’re all getting our info from the same places and we all want you to lead a long and healthy life, which is why we really need to talk for a minute about smoking and drinking. 

			Why You Really Must Quit Smoking Today

			I was talking recently to my friend Lise, 30, a smoker. “I’m constantly trying to quit,” she said. “I know intellectually how stupid it is to smoke, that I’m shaving fifteen years off my life, but somehow that isn’t enough. I need someone or something to scare me enough that I actually quit.” We nonsmokers can be a smug bunch, wrinkling our noses at our friends who light up, quoting the Surgeon General, evoking that black lung in a jar shown to kids to scare them from ever taking a drag (it certainly worked on me). It’s easy for the nonsmoker to say, “If Lise really wanted to, she’d kick the habit. She must lack willpower, or she must not be reading the same studies I do. Doesn’t she know what she’s doing to her body?”

			The more I thought about what Lise said, however, the more sense it made to me: We have no problem doing the healthy thing when it’s easy, like switching from whole milk to 1 percent, or when we see fast results from our behavior, like moisturizing our skin. But the threat of potential, far-off illness or earlier death is harder to assimilate—when you’re 25 and addicted, when smoking is something you like to do, it’s not surprising that concerned friends, mind-boggling statistics, and even your own conscience aren’t enough incentive to make you quit. 

			But they should be. Look at the facts:

			• Smoking is the single most avoidable cause of death. 

			• It is directly responsible for 87 percent of all lung cancer deaths in America. In 1987, lung cancer surpassed breast cancer as the leading cause of cancer deaths among women in the U.S. Smoking kills an estimated 178,000 women in the U.S. each year (whoa!).

			• Women smokers who die of a smoking-related disease lose on average 14.5 years of potential life.

			• Women who smoke double their risk for developing coronary heart disease. As if that’s not harrowing enough, women smokers who also use oral contraceptives (the Pill) are far more likely than nonsmoking women to develop it. 

			• Female smokers aged 35 or older are 10.5 times more likely than nonsmoking females to die from emphysema or chronic bronchitis. 

			• Smoking interrupts the menstrual cycle; it’s been linked with decreased fertility and early menopause.

			• Smoking accelerates the aging process, causing wrinkles, bad skin, bad breath, and stained teeth and nails. 

			• Women who smoke smell like smoke, which is pretty much universally considered unattractive.

			Here’s the good news: When you quit smoking, the benefits kick in almost immediately. Within twelve hours, the carbon monoxide levels in your blood return to normal. After a few months, your heart attack risk begins to drop, lung function improves, and that irritating smoker’s cough starts to go away. If you quit before 30, the risk of cancer and heart disease will go back to that of a nonsmoker—it will take seven years or so to get there, but it will go back. If you quit after age 30, it will go down, but it’ll never go all the way back down. More recent studies show that if you quit by 40, you will live almost a decade longer than if you quit after. So the sooner you quit, the better off you are.
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“The first book to explain ...
a Roth IRA and a bikini wax with equal clarity.”
-ROSALIND WISEMAN, author of Queen Bees and Wannabes
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amazing life
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