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THE
 EVERYTHING®

DIGESTIVE HEALTH
 BOOK 

When my father-in-law was diagnosed with colon cancer, the subject of digestive health suddenly hit home. Until then, I had been careless about my family’s eating habits. After all, we rarely got sick—so why make waves?

Dear Reader, We didn’t eat much fast food, soda, or chips, and candy was a special treat, not an ever yday occurrence. The more I learned, though, the more I realized I was gambling with my future, and that of my children. Just because nobody was sick didn’t mean we were at our optimal health. Far too often, I reached for the frozen pizzas, white bread, mac-and-cheese boxes, and same three fruits over and over again. My grocery list looked the same from week to week.

I won’t pretend it’s been ea sy to change, and my girls sometimes look longingly at the processed food in the grocery store, but our diet is better than it’s ever been. We introduce new foods every week and have found some we love. Pomegranate juice spritzer, anyone? We all want our families to be as healthy as they can today, and for a lifetime. It’s not too late—good nutrition habits can start today.

Angie Best-Boss 


Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series! 

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information with regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.

—From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a Committee of the American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers and Associations



The Everything® Digestive Health Book is intended as a reference volume only, not as a medical manual. In light of the complex, individual, and specific nature of health problems, this book is not intended to replace professional medical advice. The ideas, procedures, and suggestions in this book are intended to supplement, not replace, the advice of a trained medical professional. Consult your physician before adopting the suggestions in this book, as well as about any condition that may require diagnosis or medical attention. The author and publisher disclaim any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use of this book.

This book is available at quantity discounts for bulk purchases.
For information, please call 1-800-289-0963.
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Top Ten Ways to Improve 
Your Digestive Health 

1. Eat a balanced and varied diet that contains plenty of fruits and vegetables.

2. Choose foods that promote intestinal health like whole-grain breads and cereals, beans, dried plums, and nuts.

3. Limit fats and avoid concentrated sweets, emphasizing complex carbohydrates.

4. Get enough fluids by drinking 8 ounces with every meal or snack.

5. Give up caffeine.

6. Eat slowly and mindfully.

7. Don’t eat before bed.

8. Exercise, doing activities you like.

9. Manage your stress.

10. Don’t assume constipation, gas, or “upset” stomach is normal—it’s a sign you need to make some changes.


Introduction 

[image: 1] ACCORDING TO THE NATIONAL Institutes of Health, more than 90 million Americans suffer from digestive disorders. From upset stomachs and heartburn to life-threatening cancers of the esophagus, liver, pancreas, and colon, digestive health problems account for as many as 35 million doctors’ office visits a year.

Poor digestion can result  in more than a stomachache or gas. Digestion is the machine that powers the body—converting food into a usable form of energy that is used in turn to create health and vitality. When that process doesn’t go smoothly, the effects can be devastating. Digestive health problems can range from mild discomfort to excruciating pain. Chronic diarrhea or constipation can be debilitating and isolating.

Asthma, arthritis, allergies, and even cancer are all directly related to our digestive system health. What you feed your children and what you make for dinner can have a significant impact on long-term health. The good news is that the power is in your hands to make changes. Your digestive health is impacted by what you buy, by how you cook, by the chemicals you ingest, and by the way you move, sleep, work, and play.

Even people who maintain a healthy lifestyle get sick. There are no guarantees, but the choices you make can reduce your chances of digestive health problems. Plus, you can learn how to catch problems early enough to be treated. Only half of adults who should be screened for colon cancer have been screened. Why? Almost everyone has heard horror stories about how painful the test can be and how miserable it is to prepare for. The truth is, knowing exactly what to expect can help, and this book has all the information and encouragement you need to make that appointment you’ve been postponing.

 To make matters more difficult, it isn’t easy to discuss digestive health, even with physicians. Patients are often too embarrassed to acknowledge their concerns, and may suffer silently while experiencing daily abdominal pain, diarrhea, nausea, flatulence, and even incontinence. While this book doesn’t replace the advice of a physician, readers can begin to take appropriate steps to make changes in their lifestyle and diet, and in the habits that are adversely affecting their health.

The book provides helpful tools so readers can assess their digestive health, keep a symptom diary, know when and how to find a gastroenterologist, and even tips on how to prepare for GI testing. Part of what makes this book so user friendly, and what’s missing from other digestive health books, is the inclusion of 100 recipes. Parents learn their children need a high-fiber diet, and they are given a batch of kid-friendly, high-fiber recipes to get them started. When readers learn about the affects of caffeine on digestive health, they may decide to kick the habit, and having a handful of energy-boosting recipes will help make this is a book they turn to again and again.

It is possible to make changes in diet and lifestyle that can significantly improve indigestion, gas, bloating, and constipation. Feeling uncomfortable after eating, or having to plan outings with restrooms in mind, is not normal for our bodies. Sometimes, we have felt so bad for so long that we have forgotten what is was like to feel good.

It isn’t too late to make changes. Whether you are retired or a new parent, the choices you make today will affect how you feel tomorrow and next month. Protecting your digestive health is important. It just might save your life.


 Chapter 1 
 Assess Your Digestive Health 

When it comes to overall wellness, maintaining your digestive health is just as important as maintaining your heart health, bone health, and the health of the rest of your body. Most people who are in good digestive health don’t regularly experience symptoms like heartburn, gas, constipation, diarrhea, nausea, or stomach pain. Learn what normal digestive health looks like and why you shouldn’t ignore those “gut feelings.”

Importance of Healthy Digestion 

To understand why digestion is so important, you must first understand the digestive process that occurs in your body. When you digest food, it is broken down into nutrients, which feed your body and keep it working well. Your body is made up of billions of cells. Like tiny building blocks, they work together to form every part of you. Cells make up your skin, bones, muscles, and organs. Your body uses nutrients to fix damaged cells and make new ones. Nutrients give cells what they need to work, grow, and divide.

Digestion begins in the mouth, where food and liquids are taken in, and is completed in the small intestine. The digestive system supports the human body. It is composed of a series of organs that break down and absorb the food you eat so that the nutrients can be transported into the blood stream and delivered to cells throughout the body.

Most people ignore our digestive system unless there’s a problem. They rarely consider the role it plays in our overall health. To think, move, work, and learn, you need your digestive system to process your food and help utilize the nutrients. Your skin, hair, and even sleep can be affected by whether or not everything is working correctly.
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How common are digestive troubles?

During any particular day, almost everyone has gastrointestinal symptoms of some kind. Nearly half (46 percent) of Americans say digestive problems affect their day-to-day lives.



Your Intestinal Health Matters

People with poor digestive health might struggle with their weight, experience irregularity, nausea, bloating, constipation, stomach pain, diarrhea, heartburn, or gas on a routine basis. Poor digestive health also can prevent people from sleeping, working, exercising, or socializing with friends.

We know our digestive system is working properly when it can process important nutrients through the GI organs. The gastrointestinal organs include the stomach, intestine, liver, pancreas, and gallbladder. What does a normal GIS system look and feel like? If you have good digestive health, you should be close to a normal weight and go days without experiencing symptoms like heartburn, gas, constipation, diarrhea, nausea, or stomach pain.

When you have diarrhea and feel like you can’t get too far away from a bathroom, or when you’re dealing with constipation and feel uncomfortable no matter what you do, then your whole life suddenly revolves around your digestion.

Overall Health Impact 

If you have poor digestive health, you might experience it in ways you never imagined. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) reports that 35 percent of cancer deaths result from dietary risk factors.

Poor diet and digestive health may be related to:

• Bad breath 

• Heart disease and high blood pressure 

• Reflux esophagitis (GERD) 

• Crohn’s disease 

• Arthritis 

• Osteoporosis 

• Ulcerative colitis 

• Psoriasis and eczema 

• Chronic fatigue syndrome 

• Asthma 

How the Digestive System Works 

When you eat things like bread, meat, and vegetables, they are not in a form that the body can use as nourishment. They must be changed into smaller molecules of nutrients before they can be absorbed into the blood and carried to cells throughout the body. Digestion allows your body to get the nutrients and energy it needs from the food you eat.

Parts of the Digestive System 

The digestive system consists of the digestive tract and other organs that assist in the digestion process. The digestive tract is made up of organs joined together in a long tube that runs from the mouth to the anus. The digestive tract includes the following:

• Mouth 

• Esophagus 

• Stomach 

• Small intestine 

• Large intestine 

• Rectum 

• Anus 

Other organs aid in the digestion process but are not part of the digestive tract. They include:

• Tongue 

• Glands in the mouth that make saliva 

• Pancreas 

• Liver 

• Gallbladder 

Other organ systems, such as the nervous system, are also involved in processing food.

Starting the Process 

It’s time for breakfast. You get your bowl of cereal and take a bite. You chew and swallow. What happens from the moment the food goes in your mouth until it leaves your body? When you see, smell, taste, or even imagine a tasty snack, your salivary glands, which are located under the tongue and near the lower jaw, begin producing a digestive juice called saliva. Your teeth break the food into smaller pieces and the digestive enzymes in your saliva start to break down some of the carbohydrates. When you’re ready to swallow, the tongue pushes a tiny bit of chewed-up food called a bolus toward the back of your throat and into the opening of your esophagus, the second part of the digestive tract.

You swallow by choice, but once the swallow begins, the digestion process becomes involuntary and moves along under the control of the nerves. The esophagus is like a stretchy pipe that’s about 10 inches (or 25 centimeters) long. It moves food from the back of your throat to your stomach.

Muscles in the walls of the esophagus move in a wavy way to slowly squeeze the food through the esophagus. Think of it like squeezing toothpaste out of a tube. It would work even if you were standing on your head! A muscular ring called a sphincter allows food to enter the stomach and then squeezes shut to keep food or fluid from flowing back up into the esophagus.

The Stomach’s Job 

Digestion continues when food reaches your stomach. The stomach has a stretchy wall covered with special cells. Some of the cells make digestive juice to continue breaking down food. Some things you drink or eat like water, salt, sugars, and alcohol can be absorbed directly through the stomach wall. The rest needs the help of the stomach before passing down to the small intestine.
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An adult’s stomach has a volume of just 1¨M5 of a cup (1.6 fluid ounces) when it is empty, but it can expand to hold more than eight cups (64 fluid ounces) of food after a large meal.



Mucus coats the food and the wall of the stomach and helps protect the stomach wall from acid. Acid plays an important role in helping to kill germs in the food and soften the food. The stomach stores the swallowed food and liquid, which requires the muscle of the upper part of the stomach to relax and accept large volumes of swallowed material. Acting like a mixer, the lower part of the stomach mixes up the food, liquid, and digestive juices produced by the stomach by muscle action. Every twenty seconds, the muscles in the stomach wall squeeze and turn your dinner into a soupy liquid.

Next, the stomach empties its contents into the small intestine to convert food into absorbable nutrients and energy. Food moves, a teaspoon at a time, out of the stomach and into the small intestine. The amount of time it takes for the stomach to empty depends on the type of food being digested and the amount of fluid in it. The more fluid you have, the faster the stomach empties.

The Small Intestine and Liver 

From the stomach, food enters the small intestine. The twenty-two-foot-long small intestine is a narrow tube that loops around your stomach several times and is the longest part of your digestive system. It does the bulk of the digestive work. It takes one to four hours for the small intestine to break food down into nutrients and absorb it into the blood.

A number of important digestive hormones and digestive enzymes help to regulate digestion, especially in the upper gastrointestinal tract. The small intestine is a coiled tube made up of three sections—the duodenum, jejunum, and ileum. It is covered with billions of microscopic, finger-like bumps called villi. The walls of the villi are very thin and covered with tiny blood vessels. The nutrients go through the walls of the villi and into your blood.

Blood carries absorbed nutrients through the bloodstream to the liver. The liver cleans the blood, straining out nutrients when they arrive. Some nutrients are stored in the liver and stay there until the body needs them. Other nutrients leave quickly and are distributed to other parts of the body. After every useful, digestible ingredient other than water has been wrung out of the remaining material, called chyme, the remaining waste passes into the large intestine.
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The intestine has a big job. More than a gallon of water containing over an ounce of salt is absorbed from the intestine every twenty-four hours.



Bile from the gallbladder (hidden just below the liver) and liver (located under the rib cage in the right upper part of the abdomen) emulsify fat and enhance the absorption of fatty acids. The enzymes in the pancreas cause chemical changes that, with the help of bile, break down proteins, fats, and carbohydrates. An enzyme is a protein that can cause chemical changes in organic substances like food.

Getting Rid of Waste 

The undigested material from the small intestine is vegetable roughage (cellulose), meat connective tissue, some digested but unabsorbed nutrients, and large amounts of water. What’s left over in the small intestine gets passed to the body’s waste-processing plant, the five-foot-long large intestine. The intestine forms a big loop that runs up your right side, across your middle and down your left side.

The walls of the large intestine are smooth on the inside with large colonies of bacteria. The bacteria act on the undigested waste and convert it into gases, acids, and vitamins. There are three parts of the large intestine: the cecum, the colon, and the rectum.

The cecum is a pouch at the beginning of the large intestine that joins the small intestine to the large intestine. This transition area expands in diameter, allowing food to travel from the small intestine to the large.
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The large intestine is home to the appendix, the small fingerlike pouch that can become inflamed and be extremely painful. Some scientists suggest that the appendix—the slender two- to four-inch pouch located near where the large and small intestine meet, once thought to be worthless—may actually produce and protect good germs for your body.



The colon extends from the cecum up the right side of the abdomen, across the upper abdomen, and then down the left side of the abdomen, finally connecting to the rectum. The colon has three parts: the ascending colon and the transverse colon, which absorb fluids and salts, and the descending colon, which holds the resulting waste. Billions of bacteria live in the colon and help to ferment and absorb substances like fiber.

The rectum is the last twelve inches of bowel above the anus. Here, your feces wait to be excreted through the anus in your next bowel movement. The anus is held closed by a ring of muscles. When you have to go to the bathroom, you relax those muscles and feces are released from your body.
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How long does it take for food to go through your digestive system?

It takes about twenty-four hours for a meal to move through your entire digestive system. The exact amount of time depends on the size of your meal and on the kinds of food you ate. In other words, soup moves a lot faster than a steak dinner!
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The Digestive System 

Create Good Digestive Health 

Now you know how your system works. What’s next is to discover all of the things you can do to promote good digestive health. The GI system has some pretty intricate architecture that makes it both sensitive and responsive to environmental changes.

Take Care of Yourself 

Taking good care of your body will have a dramatic impact on the overall health of your digestive system. Your digestive tract is impacted by everything from the amount of sleep and exercise you get to your state of mind. If you get enough sleep, you allow your body time to repair tissue damage and get rid of waste. Exercise helps improve muscle tone and your mental state impacts how you digest and absorb nutrients. There’s a lot you can do to improve your digestive health.

Choose Meals Carefully 

Your meals, especially over a day or several days, should be balanced. That means having neither too much nor too little of anything. You need some fat because it slows down your intestinal tract, allowing slow-absorbing nutrients to be absorbed. But as you know, too much fat isn’t good for any of our body systems. A well-planned meal allocates about 30 percent of its calories, or energy, as fat.
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Maintaining good dental health is an important part of digestive health.

The primary function of your teeth is to tear and chew food, to reduce it into smaller pieces. But if your teeth or jaws hurt, you will be less likely to eat a wide variety of healthy foods—especially fruits and vegetables.



There should also be many different foods in your diet. Eating a good variety of foods is the best way of ensuring you get all the nutrients you need. You know food contains important vitamins like A, C, E, D, and B complex, as well as essential minerals like zinc, chromium, calcium, and magnesium, but there are also hundreds of micronutrients—nutrients that are required in lower quantities but are nonetheless essential to keeping your body’s intricate systems functioning properly. Plus, eating different things each day will keep you from getting bored and, hopefully, less likely to give in to the easy gratifications of junk food.
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To boost variety in your diet, wander the grocery story aisles and find new things you never considered cooking, or find a unique fruit or vegetable at the farmer’s market. If you eat the same fruits and veggies all year, you will miss out on the flavor and nutrients of eating produce when it is in season.



Get Regular Medical Screenings 

You will learn a lot in this book about how to make lifestyle changes, add dietary supplements, eat well, and feel better. However, even if you embrace all of these changes, you still need to learn about what screenings you should have and when. Seeking appropriate medical care is another avenue to maintaining good digestive health.

It’s Your Decision 

When your digestive system is working the way it should, your body converts food into energy and nutrition to build, repair, and sustain itself. In a lifetime, your digestive system will process about 23,000 pounds of food. It has a pretty big job to do and when it isn’t working right, you feel it. Heartburn, constipation, and diarrhea can all make you feel uncomfortable, but they can also be signs that it’s time to make some changes. Starting today, you can take responsibility for creating and maintaining your body’s digestive health.

Assess Your Health 

Good health begins with good digestive health. Having digestive health means you have the ability to process nutrients through properly functioning GI organs, including the stomach, intestines, liver, pancreas, esophagus, and gallbladder. Between 60 and 70 million Americans experience some sort of digestive health problem. Are you one of them?

Lifestyle Limits 

One key factor in determining your digestive health is how it affects your lifestyle. Does your digestive health affect what you do? If it does, it’s time to make digestive health a top priority.

According to the Digestive Health Organization, many people report that poor digestive health impacts their lifestyles to the point where:

• 34 percent feel uncomfortable in social situations 

• 32 percent experienced an embarrassing situation 

• 23 percent have been depressed and lacked energy 

• 20 percent avoid work or social situations altogether 

• Nearly 20 percent limit physical activities/exercise 

• 17 percent experience heartburn or abdominal pain more than five times a month 

Normal Digestion 

If you are in good digestive health, you should not be severely under or overweight. Typical digestion does not include regular periods of heartburn, gas, constipation, diarrhea, nausea, or stomach pain. Researchers believe one of the best ways to maintain a healthy digestive system is to eat a nutritious diet.

Normal Colon Habits 

When it comes to regularity, everyone’s different. Although having one bowel movement daily is a good frequency for some, there are many healthy people who have several movements daily and some who have as few as one every three to four days. The goal is to be symptom-free—that is, no pain, abdominal discomfort, bloating, constipation sensation, or heartburn.

Signs of a poorly functioning colon include:

• Straining to pass your bowel contents 

• Having a hard stool that sinks to the bottom of the toilet 

• Chronic diarrhea, loose stool, or constipation 

• Excess gas, bloating, and abdominal cramping 
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Download the Digestive Health Diary from Senekot ( www.constipationadvice.co.uk ) to monitor and record your digestive habits.



When Something Isn’t Right 

Good digestive health may be defined by the absence of symptoms of functional gastrointestinal (GI) disorders. The Rome Multinational Working Teams (Rome II) has classified more than twenty functional GI disorders related to any of five anatomic regions: esophageal, gastroduodenal, biliary, bowel, and anorectal. These disorders may vary in their symptoms and causes, all are characterized by chronic or recurrent symptoms attributed to the gastrointestinal tract.

When the digestive system is out of balance, symptoms may include:

• Bloating, belching, burning, and flatulence after meals 

• A sense of fullness after eating 

• Indigestion, diarrhea, constipation 

• Rectal itching 

• Weak or cracked finger nails 

• Dilated capillaries in the cheeks and nose in the nonalcoholic 

• Postadolescent acne or other skin irritations such as rosacea 

• Iron deficiency 

• Chronic intestinal infections, parasites, yeast, and unfriendly bacteria 

• Greasy stools 

• Skin that’s easily bruised 

• Fatigue 

Look Before You Flush 

It may seem gross, but your stool can give you clues about your overall digestive health. The color of your stool, for example, can be indicative of digestive health problems. It should be the color of tan cardboard. Pale stool can be caused by some medications or a lack of bile. If your stool is green and you aren’t eating lots of spinach, it could be that food is passing through your body too quickly and you aren’t absorbing the nutrients you need. Black and red stools can be produced by some foods, medications, and artificial colors added to foods. Black stool can also indicate bleeding in the upper digestive tract.
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Unless you have been chowing down on beets or red velvet cake, the proper response to any deep red or black stools is an immediate check-in with your health care provider.



Your stool should also float. Bowel movements that sink to the bottom of the toilet may indicate too much protein and not enough fiber in your diet. The consistency of your bowel movement should resemble toothpaste. Pellet-like stools that are difficult to pass are signs of insufficient fiber and water.

Types of Digestive Problems 

There are two basic types of health problems—functional, also called physiologic (no disease present), and organic, also called pathologic (symptoms caused by disease). If no pathologic changes can be found in the organ, the symptoms are regarded as annoying but harmless. Most health complaints are described as functional, which means no known associated organic or pathological tissue changes can be found by the physician.

Functional Digestive Problems 

Functional gastrointestinal disorders are a group of disorders, including irritable bowel syndrome (or IBS), gastroesophageal reflux disease (or GERD), and chronic constipation or diarrhea. These extremely common conditions all have chronic or recurrent gastrointestinal symptoms that appear for at least twelve weeks within a year. Besides the symptoms, no structural or biochemical causes are found. The only way you can learn if you have a functional disorder is by visiting a health care provider.

Pathologic Digestive Problems 

Organic digestive health problems are caused when there is a structural problem with a part of your digestive system. For example, a duodenal ulcer is an actual, visible sore on the inside lining of the first part of the small intestine (duodenum) that goes into the stomach. It is a structural abnormality and therefore an organic digestive problem.

Risk Factors for Digestive Problems 

Whether the condition is functional or pathologic, there are a number of factors involved in how well someone’s digestive system functions. A person’s lifestyle—including diet, exercise, smoking, and alcohol consumption— is one of the key indicators. Someone’s personal history is important as well. For example, if you have already had a bout with cancer, you are more likely to battle it again. Likewise, family history and genetics also play a role.

Just because you have one or more risk factors doesn’t mean you will definitely develop poor digestive health. Knowing your risk factors to your digestive health can guide you into making the best choices for yourself—whether it’s making lifestyle changes or learning symptoms you should be concerned about. Regular medical checkups and timely screenings are important for everyone, regardless of the number of risk factors.

Keep a Food/Symptom Diary 

Even people with no digestive problems can benefit from keeping a food diary for two to three weeks. An honest look at what you eat (including portion size) could be a helpful resource in choosing how to improve health. Most people think they eat better than they do. Few people need to keep a permanent track record of everything that goes in their mouth, but after a few weeks, most people can see where healthful changes can be made. If you are not eating a healthful diet, sharing the diary with a doctor or nutritionist could yield helpful results.
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If you’re ready for a high-tech food diary, try the free Tweet What You Eat, which uses a service called Twitter. Tweet What You Eat allows you to keep an itemized food diary using your cell phone and/or instant messenger service. Not only will it keep track of what you’re eating, but it’ll keep track of the times you eat too. To get started, just create your own free account at www.twitter.com.
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