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QUIZ 

How well are you treating your brain?

How much do you know about your own brain and what it requires to function well? Do you eat with your brain in mind? Do you take protective measures to keep your mind nimble well into old age? Do you pamper or do you abuse your brain? Take the following quiz to find out where you stand with your brain. Choose the answer that’s closest to true for you.

1. HOW OFTEN DO YOU EXERCISE?

a. At least six days a week, lifting weights two days and brisk walking at least three miles the other four.

b. Once or twice a week I take a long walk.

c. I rarely exercise.

2. DO YOU EAT A VARIETY OF FRUITS AND VEGETABLES?

a. I love them and eat a wide variety of both fruits and vegetables every day.

b. I eat my favorites—carrots, green beans, squash, tomatoes, oranges, and bananas.

c. I don’t really like vegetables, unless you consider potatoes a vegetable.

3. HOW OFTEN DO YOU EAT FISH?

a. I eat wild salmon once a week, and at least one other fresh fish a week.

b. I eat fish occasionally, but prefer meat or chicken.

c. I don’t like fish and never eat it, unless you count the occasional fish sandwich at McDonald’s.

4. HOW OFTEN AND WHAT DO YOU DRINK?

a. I typically have one glass of red wine with dinner one or two nights a week.

b. I like two glasses of wine with dinner, followed by an aperitif occasionally.

c. I mostly binge drink hard liquor and beer on the weekends.

5. DO YOU KNOW YOUR HDL AND LDL NUMBERS?

a. Yes, I check them regularly and work to raise my HDL and lower my LDL by monitoring my diet and exercising often.

b. I had them checked five years ago, but I have no idea what they are now.

c. What are HDL and LDL?

6. DO YOU HAVE A METHOD FOR DEALING WITH STRESS?

a. I take yoga classes twice a week; meditate for 15 minutes each day; keep a journal; and take concrete measures to reduce stress.

b. Not really, I typically crash on the sofa when I get home with a glass of wine until I feel relaxed.

c. I have a very demanding job (that I hate) and three kids so stress is constant and time for myself nonexistent.

7. HOW OFTEN DO YOU SOCIALIZE?

a. I belong to a book club that meets once a week, attend church regularly, volunteer once a week, and invite friends and new acquaintances over for dinner often.

b. I hang out with the same group of friends once a week or so.

c. I don’t have the time or energy to socialize.

8. HOW OFTEN DO YOU HAVE SEX?

a. At least three times a week.

b. Two to four times a month.

c. I’m not in a relationship so very rarely.

9. WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME YOU LEARNED SOMETHING NEW OR CHALLENGING?

a. I’m always trying something new. Right now I’m taking piano and French lessons, plus a class in sculpture just for fun.

b. When I was in college ten years ago.

c. Why learn anything new? I like to stay with the tried and true.

10. WHEN IS THE LAST TIME YOU READ A BOOK?

a. I read constantly and am particularly fond of historical or literary fiction and Shakespearean sonnets.

b. I read magazines and popular novels at the beach in the summer.

c. I rarely read. Why read when you can watch TV?


SCORING 

For every a answer, give yourself 2 points.

For every b answer, give yourself 1 point.

For every c answer, give yourself 0 points.




15–20 points: You’re doing a lot of things right, and your brain loves you for it . . . but there’s always room for improvement.

9–14 points: You’re lagging behind but can turn things around with a little effort. Hopefully you’ll find a lot of motivation in the forthcoming pages.

0–8 points: Your brain is crying out for attention. You need to take this book to heart before your brain goes to seed.
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KNOW YOUR BRAIN 

The brain is a supercomputer, the likes of which will probably never be duplicated by technology.

1. UNDERSTAND THE IMPORTANCE OF YOUR BRAIN 

If you’re going to keep your brain functioning well throughout your life, it’s important that you know how it works. Virtually every aspect of your existence—physical, mental, and emotional—is governed by the three-pound mass of pinkish-gray tissue safely encased within your skull. Your brain is an extremely complex and miraculous organ that labors night and day to keep your alive, vital, and brilliant. Knowing the basics about how your brain works should inspire you to tend to its care and feeding. There is much to be said for visualization; hopefully, it will acquaint you with your brain—the most precious computer you’ll ever own—and give you impetus to keep it hard-wired and functioning at its maximum capacity.

2. ENVISION YOUR BRAIN 

Put your two palms together and then make your hands into fists. If you look down at your thumbs, you can envision the actual size of your brain. Your curled up fingers even look a bit like the incredible convolutions in the brain. Its 100 billion nerve cells weigh about three pounds in total and connect with each other along 100 trillion different pathways. The 100 billion nerve cells in the brain look like bizarre amoeba on hallucinogenic drugs. They have a central body where metabolism takes place, and they have several incredibly long, stretched-out arms, or axons, that conduct electrical signals. At the tips of the axons is where signals jump from one nerve cell to another. That junction is called a synapse; there are 100 trillion synapses in the brain.

3. HONOR YOUR BRAIN 

The brain is a supercomputer, the likes of which will probably never be duplicated by technology. Just think of all the functions it’s involved in: myriad memories, a wide range of moods, sensory perceptions (taste, touch, smell), all muscle movements, breathing, blood circulation, digestion, pressure, pain, swallowing, arousal, abstract thinking, identity, and more. And yes, we take it for granted— that is, until we find we are losing our grasp on it.

4. UNDERSTAND HOW YOUR BRAIN WORKS 

Nerve cells in the brain communicate with one another and pass messages along the chain of command to keep the body functioning. Each of the 100 billion nerve cells has several axons or long arms attached. From those axons come multiple smaller arms called dendrites. A nerve cell, like all other cells, has a nucleus in the cell body that controls all the metabolic functions of the cell. The axon, which is the width of a hair, carries messages from one nerve cell to the next. Dendrites also receive messages from axons. Surrounding each nerve cell are neuroglial cells that provide nutrients, support, and protection. The nerve cells send and receive electrical messages. An electrical charge builds up in the nerve cell and then at a certain critical point it travels down to the end of its axon. At the tip of the axon a chemical messenger is released by the electrical stimulation. Chemical messengers are called neurotransmitters. Their job is to travel the short distance from the tip of the axon to bind to receptor sites on dendrites or nerve cell bodies. The junction is called a synapse, and the average nerve cell has about 15,000 synapses. Now, aren’t you impressed? Give your brain its due—it’s a miraculous organ.

5. RESPECT YOUR ELDERS 

Cells in the lining of our mouth and intestines live for only a few days; red blood cells live an average of three months. But nerve cells, which arise when we are in our mother’s womb, are very long-lived. In fact, they can live 100 years or longer. We used to think that once nerve cells died they weren’t replaced, but recent studies show that new nerve cells can arise in a few regions of the brain, even in older brains. This puts a whole new emphasis on how we can best support and stimulate the production of new nerve cells. Even so, as with anything that is going to be around for a long time, we must make sure to take good care of our nerve cells. The brain and body do their jobs by ensuring an ongoing process of cellular detoxification and repair. So, cherish those brain cells and keep them awake and alive.

6. EMBRACE THE WHOLE PACKAGE 

The brain is divided into the right cerebral hemisphere and the left cerebral hemisphere and comprises 85 percent of your brain’s weight. The connection between the cerebral hemispheres is called the corpus callosum and resembles a major telephone switching station crowded with bundles of nerve connections. The outer layer of the cerebral hemispheres is called the cerebral cortex and has an average thickness of ⅛ of an inch. It scans incoming sensations, and originates movement and thinking. The cerebellum (10 percent of the total brain volume) sits at the base of the brain and controls balance and coordination. The brain stem (5 percent) sits below the cerebellum where it relays messages from the brain to the spinal cord. It’s crucial for automatic functions in the body such as breathing, heart rate, blood pressure, and sleep. The limbic system controls instinct, emotions, and the sense of smell. The thalamus receives information from the limbic system and transmits it to the cerebral cortex. The hippocampus converts short-term memories into long-term memories for storage. Alzheimer’s plaques, for example, begin in the cortex near the hippocampus and then enter the hippocampus. Memory loss is often the first sign of Alzheimer’s. [image: Il_9781605500607_0030_001]
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PROTECT YOUR BRAIN 

“Mind, body, and spirit are inseparable.”

7. TAKE RESPONSIBILITY 

Given instantaneous relief of what ailed them, people gradually gave up responsibility for their own health. The advantage of modern pharmacopoeia was that people could abdicate responsibility for how they lived their lives, for what they ate, and how much; for what they imbibed, and how much; for how they worked, and how much; for the games they played and so forth. Unhealthy habits could be enjoyed, and their deleterious results could always be magically removed by a little colored pill. No need to develop awareness of one’s own complexity—body, mind, emotions, and spirits, and how they interact. Someone else was trained to “know” what to do when you got into any kind of trouble. That the treatments didn’t work—neither the medical nor the psychological— was easily ignored. It is up to you to know what’s good for your brain and what isn’t good for your brain.
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