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Fear less, hope more,
eat less, chew more,
whine less, breathe more,
talk less, say more,
love more,
and all good things
will be yours.


—Swedish Proverb 
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Introduction


“You have diabetes.” Just three little words, but together they form a very powerful sentence. And no matter how many times I have delivered that news to patients, I can never be sure of the exact response.


A diagnosis of diabetes can be a big shock. Rightly so, because diabetes is a serious medical condition. After hearing the news, many patients go through a series of several emotions—often including anger, denial, sadness and sometimes even depression.


Fortunately, most patients soon learn to accept their diagnosis and adapt the rigors of diabetes management into their lifestyle, at least for the most part. I will not go so far as to say a patient should jump for joy after learning they have diabetes, but there are ways to make lemonade when life hands you this bowl of lemons.


The best case scenario? You will recognize this diagnosis as a wake-up call that you have been lax in maintaining an optimal healthy lifestyle. You will use the diagnosis of diabetes as motivation to embark on a totally new approach to healthy living.


If you are lucky—and dedicated enough to stick to your new healthier lifestyle—you may even be able to reduce, delay or even avoid the need for medications.


However, sometimes medication is a necessary fact of life for people with diabetes. But equally as important as anything that comes in a pill or needle are other “treatments” such as keeping a good attitude and benefiting from a strong support system.


You probably have many questions about diabetes, and hopefully I will answer most of them in this book. Perhaps more important, I hope the diabetes experiences shared by contributors will inspire and enlighten you—and, in some cases, give you a much-needed chuckle.


I leave you with this final thought: Even the best medical treatment will only have limited success if you don’t nurture your inner self and emotional health at the same time.


Wishing you a healthy and happy life, with or without diabetes.
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I Can’t Do It


“Ican’t do it,” Adrian blurted as I started to explain how to count carbohydrates to control his blood sugar levels. “I have to give myself four injections and check my blood sugar ten times a day and now you want me to count how many grams of carbohydrates I am supposed to eat as well? I just want to have fun like all of my friends and not think about so many things. I see what happens to people who get diabetes. Why should I even bother?” Adrian looked beaten. Being alive had become a chore that he wasn’t very enthusiastic about fulfilling.


At eighteen years old, Adrian had many psychological issues to deal with regarding his diabetes. He was too young to be so accountable for his health. Adrian had many considerations; he needed to follow a schedule—a demanding schedule. His friends didn’t share this level of responsibility at all. “Adrian, let me tell you a little story,” I said, hoping that I could help to change his perspective about his disease. I wanted him to realize that less than a century ago he would have died.


“You see, Adrian,” I said as I began my story, “before 1922, children were starving to death from diabetes. Without insulin, these kids couldn’t feed their body with energy or sugar and the body would literally eat itself to death. James Havens, the son of the vice president of Eastman Kodak, was the first child to be treated with insulin in the United States. His weight was down to seventy-three pounds and he was dying. Insulin saved his life. Five-year-old Teddy Ryder was down to twenty-seven pounds and approaching death when he received insulin and went on to live until he was seventy-six years old. Then there was Elizabeth Hughes, the daughter of United States Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes. Diabetes ravaged her body until her weight was below forty-five pounds and she could barely walk. Her doctor put her on a starvation diet to prolong her life. It allowed her to live long enough for a treatment to be discovered. Within weeks of the discovery of insulin and her visit to Dr. Banting in Toronto, she began gaining weight and her health improved significantly in no time. Elizabeth went on to marry and have children. She died at age seventy-three.


“Eighty years ago, you would not have lived unless you were one of the fortunate ones who survived long enough for insulin to be discovered. For you, Adrian, there is a long and healthy road ahead if you care to follow it. I will give you the tools to save your own life and then it’s up to you.”


Adrian sat still in contemplation about his disease, his life and the choices he was forced to make. “Twenty-seven pounds and forty-five pounds? How could they have lived?” Adrian asked, looking overwhelmed at how destructive “his” disease could be. 


“As humans, we want to survive. We fight until the end. Their fight was painful, uncontrollable and horribly scary. All they were able to do was pray that a treatment or cure would be found before their bodies gave up,” I said. “And for some their prayers were answered.”


“I suppose these children were so thankful to be alive that they were grateful to follow a regimented treatment plan,” Adrian said, realizing how truly fortunate he was. “So, did you say I need to inject five units of insulin for my breakfast?”


“Yes, and if you would like I can give you other breakfast samples and we can figure out how much insulin will be needed. And you know what? I bet a cure is within reach. Maybe you can join me in the Walk to Cure Diabetes next Saturday?”


“I’ll be there!” Adrian smiled as our session ended. His new outlook on life was just beginning. 
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A Medal-Winning
Diabetes Support Team


I had spent my entire life eating right, exercising and minding my health. Something like this wasn’t supposed to happen to someone like me. I was an Olympic swimmer, a world class athlete. But in 1999, I started experiencing a number of symptoms, like blurred vision, constant fatigue and an unquenchable thirst. Finally, after collapsing at a party, I was diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes at the age of 25.


As most people with diabetes will tell you, taking the first decisive step to admit you need help isn’t easy; some would argue that it’s the hardest step in the diabetes care process. I’m here to tell you that it isn’t any easier when your doctors are telling you that you won’t ever be able to do the one thing you’ve been training for throughout your whole life. I was a week away from the Spring Nationals and had been feeling more confident in my swimming, but all of a sudden I felt like my whole world was crashing down around me. My girlfriend at the time—now my wife—became my support system. She stuck by my side even when I felt like giving up completely, and she encouraged me when I wasn’t sure if I would ever swim competitively again. I was lucky.


As an Olympic athlete, I was used to being surrounded by a team of people who would work with me to help me train and achieve my goals. After thorough research, I was able to add diabetes experts to my team of coaches. I surrounded myself with a team of experts from across the country who believed that I would continue to swim and who knew I could go for the gold despite my diabetes. They helped me learn how to care for myself; how to monitor my blood glucose levels to avoid getting too high or too low, how and when to inject my insulin—my life line. Essentially, I had to relearn how to live my life to incorporate my diabetes care needs.


Not everyone is so lucky. I have been very active in the diabetes community since I was diagnosed, and I often meet people who feel alone in their challenge to manage their disease. I was fortunate enough to meet a few people who reminded me how lucky I was when I became involved in the BD Diabetes Makeover program. The participants in the Makeover program came together from all over the country to get a better grip on their diabetes management. Like so many others, they had lost the motivation somewhere in a busy, often hectic life to give their diabetes the attention it needed. Some didn’t have access to the right tools and information. For others, the mention of diabetes was met with a groan, and a mental acknowledgment that they needed to start monitoring their diabetes in a more aggressive way to get their blood glucose level back where it belonged.


When I first met the Makeover participants, I was immediately overwhelmed by their enthusiasm. The teamwork they demonstrated reminded me of the team attitude I was accustomed to at the Olympic level. Everyone, including Olympic athletes, needs encouragement and support—and the room was full of it. They became my inspiration, despite the fact that I was there to be theirs. The determination I saw in their eyes, and seeing these ordinary people take control of their lives, motivates me to test my blood glucose levels when I don’t feel like it, to give myself that extra shot of insulin, and to swim an extra lap in training.


The team approach paid off for those participants just as it paid off for me. I managed to win four more medals in the 2000 Olympics, as well as two more in 2004. But those medals belong not only to me, not only to my team of coaches and doctors, but to everyone out there who is determined to control their diabetes and take charge of their lives.
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A Wake-Up Call 


Diabetes is a disease that causes the body to not produce enough insulin, or not use it properly. Insulin is essential to keep your body functioning properly.


This is a serious disease that should not be taken lightly. For many people, the diagnosis can actually end up having a positive effect, because it gives them a much-needed wake-up call to make some important changes in their life, and their lifestyle.


Facts About Diabetes


A quick look at the important statistics regarding diabetes makes it very clear this is a major concern for people in the United States:


• 5.8 million Americans had diabetes in 1980


• By 2002, that figure rose to 13.3 million


• Today, diabetes affects 18 million people, or 6 percent of the total population


• One-third of people with diabetes don’t know they have it 


[image: insect] Think about . . .
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• What (if any) serious symptoms and complications do I need to address right away?


• What lifestyle changes can I make immediately?


• Do I need insulin, pills or other regular treatment? If so, how can I incorporate that into my daily schedule?


• Do I need to find a medical specialist?


• How can I best benefit from the help of friends and family?


• Where can I find a good support system?


• How am I going to change my lifestyle in the long term to improve my health?


And, perhaps most important:


• How can I put a positive spin on this, and maintain a good attitude?
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The Gift


It was a particularly beautiful spring day when I went to my gynecologist for a routine checkup and held out my finger for a needle prick. It was the first time that office had asked for a small blood sample, an acknowledgment that a gynecologist is often the only doctor many women see.
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