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INTRODUCTION

In Healthy Living for Teens, teens show that it’s possible to overcome bad habits and lead healthy lives in a time when substance abuse, junk food, and obesity are major social problems.

In the first part of the book, several writers describe how they fell into unhealthy habits. Edwin Mercado, 17, has been smoking since age 12 and knows he has to quit but can’t. Evelyn Gofman hates smoking but finds herself in the dilemma of dating a smoker. To deal with stress and loss in his life, Antwaun Garcia starts abusing alcohol and drugs.

But most of these writers are able to change their bad habits into good ones by making healthier choices. Antwaun realizes that substance abuse, instead of helping him, only brings out his demons, and he finds better ways to deal with his emotions. The anonymous author of “Starving for Acceptance” considers herself “chubby” and wants to look like the skinny girls in her school. She embarks on a dangerous program of losing and then regaining large amounts of weight. Eventually she realizes that being healthy doesn’t mean starving yourself or conforming to stereotypical notions of female attractiveness.

In a second story, Antwaun Garcia describes how he was in good shape until age 15. Then, everything changed.

“I would stay out late eating street food, the usual Chinese food, pizza, beef patties, Oreos, and Doritos,” Antwaun writes. “I began to gain a whole lot of weight. Between ages 15 and 17, I must have gained about 150 pounds.”

Realizing this path is a dead end, he embarks on a rigorous program of working out and sticking to a better diet to get back in shape.

The second part of the book focuses on proper nutrition, the foundation of good health. The teen writers make surprising discoveries about themselves and their diets, while learning how to eat in healthier ways.

When Elsa Ho and her friends take a vacation with no adult supervision, they’re thrilled they can make their own food choices.

“We ferociously munched on Doritos and gummy worms,” she writes. “Our parents would never allow us to eat junk food right before dinner, but since there were no parents in the house, we did as we pleased.” But after a few days, eating whatever they want loses its appeal.

“Not only was the junk food not satisfying, but we . . . felt sluggish, bloated, nauseated, and completely lethargic,” Elsa writes. “We yearned for some apples and salad. . . After my unhealthy vacation, I learned that not caring what I eat will leave me feeling ill.”

Seeking to understand her fast food addiction, Chantal Hylton interviews a former commissioner of the US Food and Drug Administration, who explains that most packaged and restaurant food contains sugar, fat, and salt to get us hooked.

The anonymous author of “My Hood Is Bad for My Health” wonders why healthy food is scarce in poor neighborhoods and describes the difficulties of living with a grandmother who cooks mainly with meat and oil.

Horrified by how animals are treated after watching a video on slaughterhouse practices, Suzy Berkowitz tries to become a vegetarian. But having grown up among carnivores, becoming a complete vegetarian isn’t a viable option, so she makes her contribution by boycotting meat at fast-food restaurants.

The third section of the book looks at how teens can stay healthy by dealing with stress instead of allowing it to rule their lives and develop into bad habits.

Viveca Shearin overcomes her fear of having an asthma attack, realizing she can’t live her life in a bubble. Cynthia Orbes deals with problems by playing vigorous games of handball. Niya Wilson turns to yoga to deal with stress while Ashunte Hunt writes poetry. In the book’s final story, Emily Orchier spends so much time lying on the couch in a deep depression that she worries her mother will soon have to dust her. But then she starts taking long walks, her mood lifts, and she realizes how exercise and emotional health are inextricably linked.

Healthy Living for Teens will help teens understand the basics of good health and learn practical ways to achieve it.



PART ONE

GETTING HEALTHY: GIVING UP BAD HABITS




TALES OF A 17-YEAR-OLD SMOKER

By Edwin Mercado

I smoked my first cigarette when I was 12. My father, who smokes, was cleaning up the day after a party. He lit a cigarette, took two drags, and just left it in the ashtray. When he left the room to go to sleep, I saw my opportunity. It was a spur-of-the-moment thought. “Edwin, take a drag,” I said to myself.

I guess I wanted to try it because just about everyone in my family smokes or used to smoke: my father, mother, grandfather, aunts, uncles, and my older sister. Then I thought, “But what if you get caught?” I was going crazy wondering whether I should take a drag.

I finally decided to go for it, so I took about five drags of the cigarette. My first impression of smoking was terrible. The taste was nasty and I felt like throwing up. But there was something about it I liked. Smoking made me get a light-headed rush and that felt kind of good. I wanted to feel that same rush again. So I started stealing cigarettes from my father and smoking them in my room or the bathroom.

I was soon smoking about four cigarettes a day, but it wasn’t until I turned 14 that I started buying cigarettes. Since I started getting a whole bunch of facial hair, I looked old enough to buy them.


The taste was nasty and I felt like throwing up.



I didn’t have much money, so I had to buy loosies, which at the time cost 25 cents for one cigarette. It became a habit, buying about three cigarettes in the morning and three after school. Since I was 14—I’m 17 now—I’ve hardly gone a day without smoking a cigarette, except when I’m sick. I’m addicted.

It’s been hard to hide my smoking from my parents, because I want to smoke when I’m home. The first time I got caught, it was because I had left cigarettes in my pocket. I had bought one and taken one each from my mother and grandfather.

My mom had come into my room one morning to wake me up for school. She saw my jeans. “You want me to wash these?” she asked. Without thinking I said yes, so she emptied out my pockets and that’s when she found the cigarettes.

I was brushing my teeth when she barged into the bathroom and said in a loud, scary mother voice, “What the heck is this?”

I dropped the toothbrush.

“Ahh,” I said. “They’re not mine, I found them.”

“Yeah, right,” she said and smacked me hard upside my head.

When my mother gets angry, it’s not a pretty sight. Her face gets red and her lips turn smaller and it scares the hell out of me. That whole day I was in shock because she caught me and I didn’t know what to do. It was the worst feeling in the world when my mother found out I was smoking. I felt like the world was going to end.

When I got caught, I thought about stopping. I did stop for about a week, because all I could think about was getting caught again. But I got a little less worried, and I started up again.

I wish I had my mom’s willpower. When my mother used to smoke, she smoked about four cigarettes a day. She didn’t really like it, but it became a habit. One day she said, “That’s it for me. I’m going to stop smoking.” And she did. Within a week, she had stopped totally. My father, though, has been smoking for over twenty years. He always says he’s going to stop, but he doesn’t.

My parents have caught me about five times with a cigarette in my mouth and about thirty times by finding cigarette butts in my room or in the laundry room. I get screamed at and punished. As punishment for smoking, my parents don’t give me money for a while. Plus, I’ve gotten about a hundred lectures, where they ask, “Where do you get your cigarettes from?” or say, “I’m going to kick your rear if you keep on smoking.”

I’ve heard it all, so now I lie to save myself the lectures. When I leave butts around or have a cigarette smell when I come out of the bathroom, I just deny it.

I’ve tried to smoke outside my house, but when I come back, my parents ask me, “Where were you?” I say, “I needed some fresh air.” They know I’m lying. I can see it in their eyes; they look at me as if I’m stupid. I feel real bad when I have a hard time with my parents, and I tell myself I’m not going to smoke anymore, but I still do.

I think my parents don’t want me to smoke because they know how hard it can be to stop. And they don’t want me to try smoking other things like weed.

I know smoking is bad for me because I’m only 17 and I can’t even play three games of basketball. I usually have to stop because I can’t breathe. I don’t want to be in the hospital in ten years, coughing up phlegm because I’m a smoker.

Smoking already makes me sick. From time to time, I get a sore throat that feels like I swallowed glass. When I get this sore throat, I tell myself I’m going to stop smoking but all I do is cut down. And when my sore throat is gone, I start smoking as much as before. As I write this, I’m getting a sore throat. It makes me want to stop, but I keep smoking anyway.

Smoking is also bad for my wallet. The first day I found out that they raised the prices for cigarettes, I felt like crying since I now go through a pack in about two days, three at the most.


I get a sore throat that feels like I swallowed glass.



Packs of cigarettes used to cost $3.25 or $3.50, and now they cost $7 or even more. (I also buy three packs of Doublemint every day so my breath won’t stink.)

I know I’m wasting my money on something like that, because I know smoking isn’t good for me, but I can’t stop. I don’t think I could go a day without having a cigarette. What I like about smoking is that it calms me down. If I’m pissed off about something, I just smoke a cigarette and I’m not so mad.

When I don’t have a cigarette, I get very cranky. And I don’t know why, but my stomach starts to crave food. I could have just finished eating, but I get hungry. It’s not a good feeling.

A few of my friends smoke, but they’re not addicted like me. They only smoke sometimes. They tell me “Yo, Ed, you need to stop smoking. You gonna just die one of these days.” I tell them, “Yeah, I need to stop, but I can’t.”

I know there are patches and gum that supposedly help you stop smoking. I haven’t tried those patches or gum myself, but I know people who say they’re a waste of time and money. I think if you really want to stop smoking, you have to do it on your own.

I plan to stop smoking soon, maybe by January. I’ll make that my New Year’s resolution. I plan to stop little by little, maybe cutting down at first to about three cigarettes a day. But if that doesn’t work, I’ll go cold turkey. I know if I go cold turkey, I’m going to go through some hard times because I’m going to have the urge to smoke, but I’m going to do whatever it takes to stop.


Edwin was 17 when he wrote this story.




STOP THE SMOKE!

By Evelyn Gofman

I’ve lived around cigarette smoke all my life, but that doesn’t mean I’ve gotten used to it. I’ve disliked the smell of cigarette smoke ever since I can remember.

My dad smokes. Fortunately, he doesn’t smoke in front of me or in the house. He goes outside—no matter what the weather is like.

My mom and I wish he’d quit. We’ve talked to him about it, and so have his doctors; they told him that stopping smoking would help his back problems. We even sent him to hypnosis sessions. But after twenty years, the habit’s too strong to kick.

I worry about my dad. Seeing his struggle with cigarettes made me want to learn about the harm they can do and how addictive they are. The more I found out, the more I hated the idea of ever putting that stick-shaped object in my mouth.

Cigarettes contain nicotine, an addictive chemical that affects the body and the mind and keeps people hooked. And tobacco companies’ own reports admit that they add ammonia, which makes the brain absorb more nicotine than it normally would.

Some companies actually add licorice and cocoa to cigarettes, not for taste reasons, but because they help you inhale the smoke and get the nicotine further into your body.

Because nicotine is so addictive, even people who want to quit often can’t. It takes about two or three days for most of the nicotine to leave a smoker’s body after he or she stops smoking, but intense cravings usually follow as symptoms of withdrawal.

But cigarettes are more than just an annoying habit that’s hard to break. According to the Centers for Disease Control, the health problems caused by cigarettes are responsible for more deaths in the United States than AIDS, suicide, fires, alcohol, and all illegal drugs combined.

One of the worst smoke- related diseases is emphysema, the narrowing of passages in the lungs, because there’s no known cure for it and it only gets worse over time.


Cigarettes cause more U.S. deaths than AIDS, suicide, fires, alcohol, and drugs.



Then there are the lung cancer cases, about 87 percent of which are smoke-related. People who smoke are also a lot more likely to develop cancer in other parts of their body, such as their throat, bladder, and mouth.

Knowing the dangers of smoking made me hate it even more. And because I had such a strong dislike of cigarettes, I was never attracted to boys who smoke. When I saw a group of guys with smoke in their faces, I just assumed I wouldn’t find common ground with them.

Last winter, though, I met this guy, Roman, who I came to really like. I couldn’t resist his wittiness and sense of humor. I enjoyed spending time with him, going to the movies or Central Park.

When I first met him, he had a cigarette in his mouth, but once we started hanging out, he didn’t smoke in front of me. Sometimes he’d wait up to five to six hours for a smoke. Only now do I understand what he went through for me.

Five months after we met, we started going out, and the reality set in on me: I was dating a smoker.

Me? Evelyn? I was going against all my standards and values. Smoking was a big “no-no!” Yet here it was, in my face. I was dating someone who did the very thing my dad did, the thing I hated.

Since we were spending more time together, sometimes Roman would smoke around me. It still drives me crazy when he smokes. I feel like my own lungs are corroding when I see a cigarette between his lips—where my lips should be.

I told him he should quit.


Reality set in on me: I was dating a smoker.



I told him I hated it. I told him that he was killing himself! When I asked him whether he thinks about tobacco’s harms when he’s smoking, Roman said, “No. It’s much easier that way.”

I thought I’d persuade him that smoking can do lots of damage, but he still insists cigarettes can’t do anything but addict him.

I thought maybe he’d take me more seriously if I tried it for myself. Even though I despise the smell of cigarettes and know how harmful the habit can be, I wanted to experience it firsthand.

I wanted to understand what the attraction was. I knew that people said smoking made them feel calmer and more relaxed. I was curious. And I figured once I knew all the sides to smoking, I could be more comfortable criticizing the living hell out of it.

So last spring, hanging out with Roman in New York City, I tried my first cigarette. I took the cigarette between my index and middle finger, barely able to hold it in place, and put it to my lip-glossed lips. I felt like a 5-year-old who just discovered something new to play with. “This is too ridiculous,” I thought.

I took a few seconds before I finally inhaled and felt . . nothing! I thought maybe a party of senses would go off in my mouth, but that didn’t happen. I tried it again to make sure I did it right. There was a bad taste and a gasp-like feeling in my throat. I coughed.

“That wasn’t so bad,” I said to Roman, who was half-amused.

But I didn’t see what was so special about it either. I never finished that cigarette.

A few weeks later, I tried it again. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t trying to get hooked—I was only trying to see what was so “great” about smoking. But trying it this time, I was only reminded that it tasted awful. Again, I didn’t feel anything exciting. “Is that all?” I said. My curiosity ceased.

But according to the American Lung Association, every day, three thousand teens in this country smoke their first cigarette. Many go on to pick up the habit; at least four million teens currently smoke. I’m not joining them. But I think trying it for myself made me realize how easily people can pick up the habit without realizing what they’re doing.

Roman tried his first cigarette when he was just 5. He credits it to the older kids in his neighborhood in St. Petersburg, Russia, who were already smoking. “Most of the younger kids started smoking to copy them,” he said. He started smoking regularly at 15 and now, at 19, smokes 10 cigarettes a day.

Roman started smoking because people around him were, and that’s how my dad started, too. By the time he was in college, every one of his friends smoked. After a while, he joined in—and got hooked.

For young people, friends are our support system, our advice givers, and our party people. Whether it’s obvious peer pressure or not, it’s easier to relate to your friends when you all do the same things. Smoking also seems “cool” to a lot of people who’d rather smoke than stick out of the crowd.

Once people pick up the habit of smoking, it gets increasingly hard to quit. And the younger people are when they start smoking, the more likely they are to develop severe nicotine addiction.

Roman says quitting is really difficult. “Not smoking for a day, my head feels like it’s going to pop,” he told me. “In a week without tobacco, I’ll jump on people.”

After seeing addiction in action—watching my father banished to the porch when it’s below zero, so he can smoke, and seeing Roman barely able to stand five smoke-free hours with me—I’m convinced smoking is evil. Now, if only I can convince them.


Evelyn was 15 when she wrote this story. She later published her own zine, graduated from college, and went on to pharmacy school.




HOW I QUIT FAST FOOD. . . AND LIVED TO WRITE ABOUT IT

By Carmen Rios

Until I read Chew on This: Everything You Don’t Want to Know About Fast Food, a book for young people by Eric Schlosser and Charles Wilson about what we eat, I was one of the many teens eating fast food almost every day. I loved fast food. Eating it was like getting a special gift.

By the time I was in middle school, I’d gotten so tired of eating the Latin food my mom made every day: arroz blanco con abichuelas (white rice with beans) and pollo frito (fried chicken). I preferred McDonald’s. I knew that eating too much fast food could make me fat, but I didn’t see myself getting any bigger (I only weigh 105 pounds). Plus, the food was delicious.
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