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“This is something you live with your whole life.
Asthma’s part of who I am, 
and I can’t control it if I don’t know about it.”


—CATHI B. 
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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 










Introduction:
Breathe Easier with Asthma 


Today, it seems as though asthma is everywhere. In fact, an estimated 20 million people—6.1 million of them children under 18—currently have asthma. If you are reading this book, then you know someone who suffers from this chronic disease. It could be you, a family member, a young child, a coworker, or a neighbor.


Asthma isn’t always obvious; you can’t tell an asthma sufferer from looking at them—unless they are having trouble breathing. Though you can’t always see asthma, you can see and count its devastating effects. Asthma is the leading serious chronic illness among children. It is the number one cause of school absences attributed to chronic illnesses and accounts for a total of 14 million lost school days each year.


In every community, children and adults suffer from asthma, but in our inner cities, asthma is especially prevalent. In addition, although more prescriptions for asthma medications are being written, many people are not using their medications as prescribed. The result: an increase in asthma attacks that land people in the emergency room.


But the good news is that asthma in most cases can be controlled. Every person with asthma can and should expect to lead a normal life. Far too many people with asthma accept limitations on their life. Children accept the fact that they can’t participate in gym class. Teenagers accept the fact that they can’t do sports. Adults accept the fact that they have to get up twice a night almost every night, gasping for breath.


I want to reach people to make them understand that they should feel better and they can feel better. It’s not okay to accept limitations on your life because of asthma. If asthma is holding you back, tell your doctor. Maybe your doctor can change your medication. Maybe you need to use an asthma inhaler before you exercise. Maybe you can make changes at home to get rid of asthma triggers.


One day, perhaps soon, we will be able not only to control asthma but to cure it. Today, there is great reason to hope for a cure for asthma. We have learned so much about asthma in recent years, particularly about the inflammation in the airways that leads to asthma. We have great reason to hope that we can eventually find the key to shutting off this inflammatory process and curing this disease.


But in the meantime, there are many things you and your doctor can do to control your asthma so you can lead a healthy, normal life. On the following pages you’ll learn many ways to control your asthma, like getting rid of asthma triggers in your home, having a plan that will tell you what to do in case you feel an asthma attack coming on, dealing with your child’s asthma at home and at school, exercising with asthma, traveling with asthma, plus sections on asthma during the teen years, pregnancy and senior years.


I hope that you will come away from reading this book with tips that will help you or your loved one with asthma to breathe easier. The most important message I can give you about asthma is: you can control it—don’t let it control you!


—Norman H. Edelman, M.D. 
Chief Medical Officer 
American Lung Association 










Don’t Let Asthma Control You!


Asthma. It means many things to many people. For some, asthma means wheezing during spring allergy season. For others, it means a daily struggle to breathe normally.Asthma affects people differently— some people have mild asthma, some severe.


But it’s important for everyone with asthma and their families to know that you can control asthma—don’t let it control you! If you’re not breathing normally, don’t accept it—it’s not okay. This book will walk you through the steps you can take to begin to breathe normally again, in many situations, throughout your life.


Yes, most cases of asthma can be controlled. But unfortunately, many people with asthma continue to struggle with their breathing. Perhaps their asthma is being ignored in the hopes that it will simply go away. Or they aren’t taking the right kind of medication. Or they aren’t taking their medication as often as they should. Maybe they’ve been told—wrongly— that most people grow out of their asthma.


There are many reasons why people with asthma aren’t breathing normally and aren’t living life to the fullest. You don’t have to be one of those people. You can—and should—live a normal, healthy life despite your asthma.


In fact, several Olympic medalists have had asthma, including track and field star Jackie Joyner-Kersee and swimmer Tom Dolan. They are proof that asthma doesn’t have to slow you down.


Famous People with Asthma 


• Loni Anderson, actress 


• Jason Alexander, actor, on “Seinfeld”


• Ludwig von Beethoven, composer 


• Leonard Bernstein, conductor, composer 


• Calvin Coolidge, thirtieth president of the United States 


• Tom Dolan, Olympic medalist in swimming 


• Morgan Fairchild, actress 


• Bob Hope, comedian 


• Jim “Catfish” Hunter, baseball player (Hall of Fame) 


• John F. Kennedy, thirty-fifth president of the United States 


• Jackie Joyner-Kersee, Olympic medalist in track and field 


• Liza Minnelli, actress, singer 


• Walter Mondale, forty-second vice president of the United States 


• Dennis Rodman, basketball player 


• Theodore Roosevelt, twenty-sixth president of the United States 


• Elizabeth Taylor, actress 


• Martin Van Buren, eighth president of the United States 


• DominiqueWilkins, basketball player 


• Woodrow Wilson, twenty-eighth president of the United States 










The Littlest Gift 


There was one surprising advantage to my first asthma attack, but it was entirely due to timing: I was five years old, it was Christmas Eve, and I wanted to see Santa Claus when he came to my house with the presents.


Every previous Christmas Eve, the excitement of the holidays had meant I hadn’t a prayer of being able to stay awake and alert enough to see the big jolly man in red. This year, I would have given anything for the relief that sleep would have brought from the exhaustion of not being able to get enough air into my lungs. Still, I held out the faint hope that my wheezing wouldn’t be too loud to eclipse the sound of sleigh bells and the hooves of eight reindeer on my roof.


My first asthma attack was precipitated by sitting too close to our church’s nativity scene at Christmas Eve mass. To lend a little more authenticity to the scene that year, the church had hauled in bales of real hay and set up some plastic donkeys and horses. My parents thought it would be a harmless treat for me to sit close to the nativity scene so I could see better. I had always loved animals, but I had recently developed quite severe allergies to most of them, including cats and dogs. My parents hadn’t counted on the hay itself triggering an allergy—they had logically assumed that if the animals were plastic, I was safe. They were wrong.


Halfway through Christmas Eve dinner, my nose started running, my eyes became red, itchy and watery, and I started coughing. Several hours later, I was in the full-blown horror of an asthma attack, and it was the most frightening thing that had ever happened to me. Every breath was a struggle, and it seemed that the harder I worked to get air in, the harder it became to breathe, and the more tired I became. It was like there was a heavy iron weight on my chest, squeezing all the air out of my lungs and taking away all my strength.


Shortly after midnight on Christmas morning, after a steam bath, hot tea, and allergy medicine had eased my symptoms but failed to cure them, it was clear that neither my mother nor I would be getting any sleep. She decided it was time to go to the hospital. I came out of the bathroom to see her arranging the presents under the tree. The room was dark but comforting, illuminated only by the gentle, cheerful colors of the Christmas tree lights. My eyes moved quickly to the plate of cookies, glass of milk, and carrots for the reindeer. Gone, all of them! I couldn’t understand how I’d missed him. I’d been listening so hard. Then, as I watched my mother’s quick movements with the logic and clarity of youth that inevitably leads to the first bloom of skepticism, it dawned on me. Maybe Santa Claus hadn’t been here at all. I knew he was fast and clever, but how could he have waited until the exact moment when I went to the bathroom to deliver all those presents?


It was time to get this sorted out. “Hey, Mom,” I croaked between wheezes, “What are you doing with those presents? Isn’t that Santa’s job?” I asked accusingly. “Well,” she said calmly. “He’s so busy that he just needed my help arranging them so they look pretty.” I hesitated. This made sense, and she sounded sure of herself. Still, something didn’t seem quite right.


“You can pick one present to open now and take with you to the hospital,” she said gently but firmly. Still disgruntled at having missed the magical Santa Claus and growing crabbier by the minute, I picked the smallest package from the pile and was surprised when it made a little musical sound. I tore off the wrapping to reveal a miniature keyboard, not much wider or longer than the palm of my hand. I was instantly enchanted, and I did take it to the hospital with me, trying to concentrate on making familiar songs with its lovely delicate tones rather than my wheezing and exhaustion.


The little keyboard has long since lost its sound, but my asthma is much better. To this day, listening to any kind of music calms me in the midst of an attack. And my mother’s real gift from that Christmas endures—she still does her best to shield me from disappointments, large and small, which I’m sure will never change.


Anne Stopper 










What Is Asthma?


Asthma is a disease that affects the airways in and out of the lungs. In a person with asthma, the airways are swollen or inflamed. They are very sensitive, and when you breathe in something irritating, or that you’re allergic to, the airways narrow and become more inflamed.
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