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introduction 

I remember my first episode of perimenopause as clearly as the first time I saw the Beatles on the Ed Sullivan Show. I was sweating, crying, clawing at my hair, and ripping off my clothes. Unfortunately, I was 46 years old and there was no Fab Four in sight. In fact, this horrific event happened during an important business meeting.

Wearing my sassy yet sophisticated power suit with the appropriate accessories and ladder-climbing shoes, I was speaking to a group of Very Important Personnel. Suddenly some unknown force of evil invaded my body and mind, rendering me a breathless mass of confusion. I swear that it was similar to having a mammogram, a root canal, and a colonoscopy in a sauna while watching reruns of the shower scene from the movie Psycho. Only worse.

A wave of intense heat rolled over my belly to my head. Styrofoam lined my mouth, I forgot how to speak English, and my tongue rolled out just like the camel at the zoo. Then my brain slipped into neutral. Who were these people staring at me? Why was I standing in front of them sweating like a heavyweight boxer in the ninth round?

I feared death was imminent as my chaotic mind ratcheted from neutral into panic mode. Who would care for my children? Had I paid the electric bill? Crap, if this is the end, why didn’t I have that donut after all?

The sudden urge to urinate and pass gas added to the discomfort. I removed my jacket, a serious no-no in a corporate world that frowned on such informality. I grabbed the water pitcher and rubbed it on my forehead. Definitely another no-no. I took a swig from the pitcher as my last defiant act before I could explode into a ferocious fireball and take all those fools down with me. Burn and destroy the evil businesspeople!

Suddenly, after an excruciating forty seconds, the internal torture ended. I stood there like a ravaged survivor who was had just surfed a live volcano flow. Only no one in the room knew or appreciated the fact that I was alive, yes alive, to face another day! I quietly sponged the sweat from my brow and blotted my notes.

After stammering through the presentation, I gathered the leftover donuts and retreated to the women’s lounge to sob uncontrollably between bites of maple bars and cinnamon rolls. Was I going crazy? Were these strange feelings just signs of early dementia? Wow, these donuts are heavenly!

Later that night, after I remembered where I lived, I began to research possible causes for the symptoms of my new malady.

Sudden sweating.

Memory loss.

Irritability.

Food cravings.

Yup, it was perimenopause. I assumed that peri was the Latin word for “dangerous” and menopause was the word for “crazy lady.” I learned that these symptoms were only part of the total menu of midlife maladies that could occur as I transitioned into the real mother of all body betrayals. Menopause. Wasn’t I too young, too busy, and just too perky to deal with the “M” word? I decided right then and there that yes, Menopause Sucks!

I found my reading glasses and began to write down the basic facts. I searched the Internet and studied my vast library of books on women’s health. There wasn’t enough information. After a sleepless night (yet another symptom of perimenopause), I visited the local bookstore to read about this mysterious condition. Unfortunately, most of the facts were very clinical and resigned. So, I asked my mother, and she said to just take it quietly, dear, and why don’t you call more often? I asked my women friends, and they all said they were way too young to “go through the change” and “why was it so damn hot in here?”

I wanted more. I wanted to hear about women who refused to go passively down that lonesome highway. I wanted humor and defiance and road-rage emotion. So I jotted down a few thousand words to provide a more balanced look at menopause. After a few more sleepless months, I had about 70,000 words of wisdom to help women deal with this physical and emotional phenomenon. This book is the result of my research, and I hope you read it and can beneft from the nuggets of my newfound knowledge.


Chapter 1


welcome to menopause!

It’s just a crying shame that you could live to be 100 but only twenty of those years come with youthful vigor, shiny hair, smooth skin, multiple orgasms, and a flat stomach. While it is better than dying too young, living past forty often comes with unpleasant and bewildering challenges. And many of those challenges are the result of going through what many people refer to as The Change. Once discussed only in whispers, menopause is now an important and public topic of conversation and the subject of many an Oprah show for the millions of women who seek fearless facts and a cold drink. 

The outlook on menopause is not always bleak. In fact, there are many women who sail through it and greet this time of life with increased vitality and feelings of fulfillment. But alas, there are others who are frustrated by all the possible irritants of menopause that we’ll learn about in this book. Like most other experiences in life, like pregnancy and high school (not necessarily in that order), each woman’s experience will be unique. Some will have symptoms for only a few months while others may have them for more than a decade. Some will notice only subtle changes while others will find themselves growling like a caged beast, sobbing over a hangnail, or sweating like Albert Brooks on Broadcast News.

But whatever your experience may be, take heart, all you Sisters of the Soon-to-be Unneeded Uterus Club, I’ll be your trustworthy guide and steer you through this often confusing time. I’ll hold your warm, clammy, or cold hand as we travel through the Valley of Vulnerability together one step at a time. And don’t think for a minute that you’re going through this time alone. Because of the baby boom, not only are you traveling with me, but with the largest group of American women ever! Thirty-eight million women, to be exact.

Because we delve deeply into the actual symptoms of menopause, it’s important to find out why they happen in the first place. What is it that causes your body to just say “no” to the whole “going forth and multiplying” thing? What is it exactly that makes your once-predictable body spin out of control? So let’s take a minute, and this first chapter, to explore what causes this mysterious time between having regular periods and having thoughts of murder.

Three Times the Charm 

It seems a lot of things come in threes. The Three Musketeers. The three-course meal. And, of course, the three stages of menopause. While not as inviting as the first two, the three stages of menopause are equally important. Perimenopause comes first, and it begins when your periods start to fluctuate in regularity, duration, and intensity. You could go several years with periods that range from (yahoo!) three days of light spotting to (horrors!) a week of flows so heavy you’d think that your heart is pumping directly into your vagina. You may also start to experience symptoms that include hot flashes and intense emotions that may cause tearful explosions of gratitude and grief, often at the same time. This gradual and grinding transition to menopause usually begins between the ages of 35 to 51 and can last anywhere from two to twelve years.

The second stage is called menopause. It is more a point than a stage. This is marked when your ovaries stop releasing eggs and you’ve gone twelve months without a period. On average, this occurs around the age of 51. But, by definition, this stage doesn’t last very long. For as soon as a year goes by without PMS or a pad, menopause starts and ends in the same beat, and you’re officially in the third and final stage.

After that beat, my friend, you’ve officially entered the world of post menopause. This is the liberating “happily ever after” when you grab a lover and dance like everybody’s looking because you no longer care what they think.

The tricky part of the menopausal story is that many of the symptoms of perimenopause and menopause are indeed the same. Only the intensity level is different. What’s important to know is that the physical and mental symptoms are more severe during perimenopause and then fade until menopause is officially reached, although some women in their 70s, especially those who had hysterectomies, may still complain of hot flashes.

You may not know exactly when your personal journey into The Change of Life begins. It could hit as you happily drive to the coffee shop to get a tall caramel macchiato. At the takeout window you hear Andy Williams crooning “Moon River.” Suddenly you’re sobbing hysterically until the cutie pie at the window hands you the coffee and mumbles that it’s on the house ma’am and do you want an almond biscotti with that? You take six and drive away.

Hormones Are Horrific 

Before we discuss any of the symptoms of perimenopause, let’s find out why they exist in the first place. For the most part, every single symptom is caused by one factor, and one factor alone: hormones. It seems that your body makes several different kinds of hormones that love to cavort through your body and play havoc with your sanity.



Estrogen 

In medical terms, estrogen is produced in your ovaries and is a chemical commander-in-chief, telling your female body what to do. In not-so-medical terms, imagine a teeny tyrant running through your brain yelling, “Grow pubic hair now!” “Ovulate from the left ovary!” or “Make that boob bigger than the other one!” As with most power-hungry rascals, estrogen likes to change the rules sometimes just to confuse you.

As perimenopause begins, your ovaries are tired of taking orders, so they decide to reduce the production of estrogen. “Attention All Sectors. Estrogen is leaving the body. Farewell party at noon in the pituitary gland.” Then all hell breaks loose and you start to experience symptoms of peri- menopause. The fact that you live through this chaos is definite proof of your magnificence. A lesser species would have become extinct millions of years ago.



Progesterone 

Progesterone hormones are the efficient worker bees of your uterus, dashing about every month to prepare a nice little nest for a fertilized egg. They resemble your Aunt Edna, who always put out the best china in anticipation of guests for Sunday dinner. If no one came over, she put everything away and started over again the next week.

Progesterone also produces a calming effect in the brain. It’s like your own mini-spa. Symptoms of decreased progesterone include anxiety, restlessness, and nervousness. If you have too much progesterone, you can feel drowsy and experience a loss of energy. It’s like a triple-fudge sundae with extra chocolate sauce. Too much will make you a lethargic sloth, and too little will leave you desperately pining for more. Too much progesterone can also lead to urinary incontinence, decreased libido, insulin resistance, decreased coordination and memory, and a greater risk of breast cancer.

As you age, this imbalance of estrogen and progesterone can cause some nasty side effects. Symptoms of lower estrogen levels can include:



• Mood swings, including irritability and depression 

• Recurring urinary tract infections and urinary incontinence 

• Decreased sexual arousal 

• Memory lapses 

• Hair thinning or hair loss 

• Weight gain 

• Headaches 

• Skin changes 

• Sleep problems



Symptoms of too much estrogen are just as lovely, and may include:



• Nausea 

• Leg and foot cramps 

• Yeast infections 

• Bloating 

• Polycystic ovary syndrome 



Testosterone 

Testosterone is another hormone that is manufactured in your amazing body. Yes, it’s the same hormone that causes men to beat their chests, knock out another guy over the possession of a football, and leer at everything in a skirt. You can play that game, too, as your testosterone impacts your erogenous zones and increases your ability to have multiple orgasms. You really don’t want to lose that precious little gift. But lose it you will, and when your testosterone levels fluctuate, you can experience either a lack of libido or enormous horniness. More on that stuff in Chapter 3.

It’s a rather cruel trick of nature that you could be raising teenagers and caring for aging parents while your Generalissimo Estrogen is barking orders at your female parts, your Busy Bee Progesterones are frantically fixing up the uterus for the Sperm and Egg Combo, and your Naughty Testosterone is working your libido like a tigress in heat.



The Hormone Whisperer 

So, how do you cope with the fluctuating hormones? The good news is that you have more resources than your mother and her mother had during this stage of life. Two generations ago, Grandpa’s homemade moonshine was the best remedy Grandma could find to ease her “spells.” Your mother may have relied on snippets of advice whispered among ladies at lunch. You, however, are armed with a plethora of books, magazine articles, television programs, and Internet sites that provide current analysis and advice. The bad news is that some of the information is inadequate, contradictory, or just plain wrong.

Let’s try and sort out some of the facts, fiction, and fables of your journey from hot chick to sweating fowl to soaring eagle. Information is your best defense against rampaging hormones. You can talk with your health care professionals, interview your friends, and research the Internet, but you may still be wondering what to do to alleviate the irritating symptoms and side effects of perimenopause. Here are a few legal remedies:



Progesterone cream: Although controversial because it is highly processed and has a questionable progesterone level, this over-the-counter cream contains natural progesterone and is applied to the skin two weeks before your period is due. The purpose is to counteract the wild and unruly estrogen hormones that are having nonstop parties throughout your system. One brand is called Natural Pause and contains wild yam, red clover, and sesame oils. If the cream isn’t effective, talk to your health care practitioner about other solutions, and don’t forget to report all the remedies you’ve tried so far and any other drugs (over-the-counter or prescribed) you’re currently taking.



Estrogen: Either synthesized or bioidentical estrogen is available as a capsule or in patches, creams, and lotions. The extra estrogen can help alleviate the intensity of hot flashes. After a few of the industrial-strength, melt-your-eyeballs flashes you’ll be crawling on your knees and begging for a remedy. Just remember there is strong research showing that taking estrogen can result in an increased risk of heart conditions, breast cancer, and gallstones.



Oral contraceptives: Some doctors recommend low-dose birth control pills to younger women who are perimenopausal and need supplemental hormones. The contraceptives help regulate periods and can control bleeding as well as offer protection from pregnancy. Even though low dose, they may increase the risk of high blood pressure or cervical, liver, or breast cancer.



Now you are armed with fascinating and useful information about the hormonal upheaval that is happening inside your body. It’s no wonder you may experience some discomfort and be a bit less charming than normal, what with all the joy-sucking changes to your system. But, as countless other women can attest, you can survive and thrive. Knowledge is power, so stay informed and you’ll soon be the smartest, strongest hormone hussy on the block.


Chapter 2


no pain, no perimenopause 

Now that we’re clear on the hormonal changes that plague your body, let’s explore how your body reacts to them. As you know from medical textbooks and over-the-top sitcoms, certain body parts take a bigger blow than others. And some of these blows can be downright painful. Sure, I could tell you that menopausal symptoms just tickle and give you that warm-all-over feeling, but then Oprah would be mad at me for lying, like that guy who wrote A Million Little Pieces.

So, in the interest of full disclosure, and perhaps to one day fulfill my dream of sitting on Oprah’s couch, let me fill you in about the good, the bad, and the painful sides of The Change.

Not Tonight, Dear, I Really Do Have a Headache 

Menopause can be a great big pain in the neck. It can also be a great big pain in the head. That’s because headaches are a common problem of the 40-and-over crowd. If you don’t suffer from them, you should immediately do fifty somersaults across the lawn and join a marching band in celebration. However, if you’re among the many women who do suffer from headaches, you have my permission to ignore the world and stay in bed in a darkened room until the pain subsides. An over-the-counter gel-cap, a cool eye pillow, some soothing music, and a gift certificate for expensive new jewelry can all help ease the discomfort.

Stress, cigarette smoke, eyestrain, and lack of sleep can all be contributing factors to headaches. Some types of food may cause headaches as well, such as alcohol, chocolate, onions, and aged cheese. Meat tenderizer, soy sauce, and many Chinese foods often contain the ingredient MSG, which can also cause a headache. MSG is found in many products, including a popular seasoning called Accent. Focus on these triggers one at a time and experiment to discover whether you can make some changes in lifestyle that will reduce the amount and intensity of your headaches. You may want to keep a food diary to identify your headache triggers. Maybe drinking two bottles of red wine every night and getting four hours of sleep is not the best of habits.

Many over-the-counter pain drugs such as aspirin and NSAIDs (such as Advil, Aleve, Excedrin, Motrin, and Nuprin) have dangerous side effects such as intestinal bleeding, so if you’re taking them, be sure to let your health care practitioner know, and always follow the recommended dose on the bottle.

If you’re suffering from acute headaches or migraines, see your health care practitioner to help you discover whether your headaches are tension or estrogen-related.

In addition, there are several other prescription medications to consider. One group of drugs on the market is called ergot-derivatives. They are derived from a fungus and only work for throbbing headaches. Just remember they can have serious side effects, and they also interact with many other drugs. If you do take them, it’s important to tell your health care practitioner about all other drugs you’re taking so no serious interactions occur. Ergot-derivatives work by constricting blood vessels and include Migranal Nasal Spray and Cafergot. As with most potent prescriptions, these can have possible side effects that include leg cramps, anxiety, diarrhea, flushing, gastric upset, restlessness, nausea, and vomiting. Menopausal women with cardiovascular disease, hyperthyroidism, liver disease or hepatitis, infection and fever, malnutrition, blood clots or high blood pressure should not use these drugs. It’s also important to see your health care practitioner while you’re taking ergot-derivatives so you can be monitored for any untoward effects.

If you have a history of migraines, get at least two opinions from medical professionals about medications you can try. There are over-the-counter painkillers that are especially made for migraines, but in severe cases, you may need heavy-duty prescriptions.

Botox, a muscle-paralyzing injection that makes your forehead tight and frown-free, has been known to reduce migraines and produce brighter moods in many women. Perhaps you could alleviate three ills of getting older in one shot…wrinkles, migraines, and crabbiness. This Triple Crown cure could become the grand slam of glam. Don’t forget to discuss this possibility with your health care practitioner. 

If you suffer from frequent headaches, suggested remedies include the following:



• A 90-minute massage from a mysterious massage therapist named Thor.

• Keep a diary of the foods, drugs, and drinks you consumed (as well as upsetting situations) to see if they may have caused a headache.

• Reduce or eliminate your association with certain known headache triggers such as cured meat, alcohol, stress, husbands, and children.

• Try the natural cures of meditation, yoga, affirmations, relaxation exercises, guided imagery, and naps—lots of naps.

• Over-the-counter painkillers such as ibuprofen, aspirin, and acetaminophen can ease the pain in the short term, but let your health care practitioner know which ones and how much you’re taking. Don’t be fooled because they’re over-the-counter that if one is good, ten are better. Follow the directions on the bottle.

• For extreme and persistent situations, consult your health care practitioner for prescription medication, and keep talking until your needs are met.



Headaches are not funny, and neither are the women who have them. Women seem to have more headaches than men do. And men get to blow up things, drive fast cars, and use power tools. Maybe we all need to slow down and meditate on world peace. If that fails, just go find that massage therapist named Thor.

Tender, Traveling Titties 

You’ve known these gals all your life and watched them grow from peas to cantaloupes. But now that you need them the most to feel sexy and womanly, these once gravity-defying orbs are heading south faster than a flock of geese in November. Yes, one of the most violent sins of hormonal changes is that it causes the loss of breast fullness, or what’s left of it after pregnancy and nursing have taken their toll. Gravity and lack of exercise are big contributors too.

Not only are your breasts saggy, but they’re tender as well. It may be the same degree of discomfort that you felt when you were just about to get your period or even more intense, like during your first trimester of pregnancy, when even a strong gust of wind could bring you to tears. In both cases, your achiness may be due to those nasty hormones or too much salt or caffeine. Not only is there discomfort, but it can last for quite some time. Because you tend to get more periods each month during perimenopause, that translates to more tender titties as well. Lay off the salt, salted foods, and caffeine, and see if that helps.

In most cases, the discomfort level is quite mild and manageable during the day, but at night, things can change. For some reason pain always seems to get worse at night, and if you’re a tummy sleeper, forget about it! You’ll sleep on your head if it makes you feel better. Nighttime is also the right time for love, but if you’re breasts are tender, don’t even think about having your lover fondle them unless you’re into S&M. Try early morning or nooners instead, and see if that helps.

Heating pads, warm water bottles, and wearing a wireless bra to sleep may alleviate the discomfort, although one study found that the more hours a day a bra is worn, the higher the risk for breast cancer. Restricting your breasts can hamper circulation and reduce the elimination of toxins from that area, so the more hours you can go braless, the better.

You may find the application of castor oil, lavender essential oil, or natural progesterone cream soothing. Since you’re putting your husband on a boob ban for now, he may welcome the job of rubbing them in for you.

To help with the pain and keep your bosom off of your belly, a proper bra is essential. Always wear a bra that’s not too snug and without any underwires. To deal with the saggy factor, join a weightlifting class or get a good book that will show you the exercises to do to firm and lift your breasts, and get a bra with a great fit. Supportive exercises, supportive bras, and supportive men come in very handy during this time.

Oh, My Achin’ Stomach 

As you age, you’ll notice a change in your digestive system. Not too long ago, the only time we ever heard from our stomachs was when we had that large bucket of popcorn with a Milk Dud chaser at the movies. These days it may seem like you can’t even nibble on a green pepper without experiencing indigestion so strong that your throat burns with fire and your eyes water enough to freshen a potted fern. Add to that our lack of exercise and any extra weight we may be carrying around and we can suffer big-time from abdominal discomfort.

If you’re having the unpleasant and irritating symptoms of bloating and heartburn, grab an antacid. Better yet, instead of destroying the acid in your stomach that you may need to help digest your food, eat acidophilus or plain yogurt with active cultures (read the label) to enhance the friendly bacteria in your digestive system. Like almost everything else, your digestive enzymes may not work as well as you age. You can also find replacement enzymes at your local health food store.

Live and learn about another unpleasant sign of aging. Yes, it seems that your body’s lack of estrogen during menopause can cause gastric distress. Combine that with other age-related symptoms such as poor digestion and a decreased amount of the lactose enzyme that breaks down food and liquids, and you become the uncomfortable victim of gastrointestinal distress. Not only are you downright miserable, but so is everyone who happens to be within a two-mile radius.

Certain fruits, high-sugar foods, and cauliflower, onion, and broccoli may irritate your intestines. Your innards can become inflamed and suddenly you have indigestion so painful that you want to carve into your chest with a dull spoon. Try eliminating gluten to test for sensitivity, or go without red wine to see if you have an adverse reaction to sulfites. Your tolerance for spicy foods may change, and you may have already bogged your system down with preservatives and additives. Go for moderate servings of fresh food whenever possible. Remember, you could easily live another fifty years, so you might as well take care of yourself.

One way to spell relief is to hit the drugstores. Once you get there, always read the label and/or ask the pharmacist what nasty effects to watch out for. There are many over-the-counter medicines like Zantac, Prevacid, Prilosec, and Tums that may work on mild heartburn and gas, but they all have side effects. For chronic symptoms, try an acid-blocking medication such as Tagamet or Zantac, but talk to your pharmacist first. If your indigestion is severe, your health care practitioner may prescribe a number of medicines, including Estradiol, which can relieve bloating. Or, you may be advised to try prescriptions for proton pump inhibitors like Prevacid or Prilosec.

If you find that your stomach pitches a fit whenever you eat protein, eat less protein and more soothing foods like brown rice and stir-fried vegetables or oatmeal and bananas or try soft-boiled eggs and toast.

For a more natural approach, try drinking herbal teas to restore some semblance of balance to your tortured system. Start with a cup of peppermint tea. It’s not wise to mix teas or buy them mixed unless you have a lot of knowledge about herbs. You can also buy aloe vera gel at the health food store. It is very soothing to the entire digestive system and has no negative effects. (Don’t try to use your own aloe plant; if you get too close to the leaves, it acts as a laxative.)

Digestive problems are often related to stress such as eating too fast, watching TV or reading while eating, or discussing or thinking about upsetting situations. Set aside a quiet time to eat and focus on chewing and tasting the food rather than bolting it down. This will also assist not only with indigestion, but also with weight loss because your brain will have time to get the message that your stomach is full before you overeat.

Don’t be stubborn and ignore severe symptoms of indigestion. Untreated stomach troubles can lead to ulcers, infection, and acute gastritis. To avoid these, reduce your consumption of alcohol to prevent irritating the stomach lining, and if you’re taking pills, be sure to take them with food if the label suggests, and swallow them with plenty of water. Always consult with your doctor about what medications you’re taking, both prescribed and over the counter, to avoid dangerous interactions that could harm your health.

My boss was a hard-working woman who had such bad stomach problems that she purchased liquid antacids by the case. Just the smell of chili would cause her to double over. In desperation, she finally took a one-month sabbatical to immerse herself in meditation with a famous guru. We haven’t seen her in over a year, but we occasionally get letters and photos from some tropical island that show her frolicking on the beach in a grass skirt and a coconut-shell bra with a shaman named Axis Mundi. She says her stomach feels just fine.

Vexing Vaginal Dryness 

Remember when a slow dance with Mr. Right could whet more than your appetite? Back in the early days before you had children, Mother Nature was doing her ding-dong best to make you as horny as hell and reproduce. But now that she’s fulfilled her goal of having you go forth and multiply, she’s moved on to younger, more nubile women, and has left you high and dry. Dry being the operative word. One sign of perimenopause is to have a vagina that’s drier than a Bond martini. And having sex with dry vaginal walls is not pretty. 

The reason for this irritating condition is that hormonal changes during perimenopause can leave your vaginal walls dry and less elastic, putting intercourse on the same enjoyment level as a tax audit. If you nursed when your babies were born, you know firsthand how uncomfortable it can be. It’s like getting an internal rug burn.

Luckily, we live in a time when drugstores are full of once-unmentionable products like vaginal lubricants. Now there are several brands to choose from. My personal favorite is the kind that heats up on contact, offering a whole new dimension to sex. If you need a lubricant with more staying power, head over to your local sex shop and stock up on some heavy-duty Astroglide. If the drugstore brands aren’t doing their job, talk to your gynecologist. She may prescribe a topical estrogen cream such as Prevacil.

If you’re into the more natural approach, herbal, dandelion, and oat-straw tea may offer some relief. Just let your doctor know if you plan to try this, especially if you’re taking any other medications because drug interaction may be a problem. Two double-blind research studies demonstrated that taking 20 to 40 milligrams a day of black cohosh can decrease climacteric symptoms, including vaginal dryness. Black cohosh was shown to thicken vaginal epithelial cells. You can find the herb in capsule form at a health food store. And finally, drinking a big glass of wine before getting down and dirty can offer some relief. No, it won’t make your vagina any less dry, but it’ll make you care a hell of a lot less.




“It was dark and we were crazy in the mood for some action. I grabbed my bag of newly bought drugstore supplies but uncapped the toothpaste instead of the lubricant. It was gritty but served the purpose. And, we both had minty-fresh smiles afterward.”

—Beth 

Cramp Your Style 

So you’ve eaten your oysters, donned your sexiest nightie, and lit a scented candle. You hop into bed with the gleeful expectation that tonight’s the night for some crazy sex, but right at the pinnacle of passion, your foot gets a cramp that makes you yelp in pain and roll off of the bed. Not a pretty picture.

A foot or leg cramp, also called a charley horse, occurs at night just when you’re trying to get relaxed. Nocturnal cramps can also occur when you’re sound asleep and can wake you with a spasm-like pain that makes you think an evil intruder sneaked in and cranked a vise around your calf. These episodes can last from a few seconds to a few minutes and may be repeated throughout the night. You can experience cramping in the calves, shins, feet, or toes. Your toes may extend straight out as your foot arches inward. The pain is real and quite annoying.
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