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all in the family

by Denise Schipani

' only 39, bul uslecporosis has besn
on my mind for 20 yoars. That's whan
iy grandmother was diagnosed with
the disease and a doctor comparsd har
fragile bones to stale peanut britthe.

As a 18-yaar-old, | had only a vague
understanding of bone heslth; like most
yaung woman, | taok my srong
skalaton for grantad. My grandmother's
diggnosis gave me & quick education.

The doctor explainsd that tha
disesss, a gradual weakening of the
bones that leaves suffarars orone o
oreaks and fractures, was li<ely due to
a combination of feslors—heredity,
hormones, poor nutriticn and lack of
evanise—and that she'd proosbly
suffered small fracturas for years.
Urifortunately, not much could be done.
Back then, this was just one of the
inevitalole consequences of aging.

Ower the next several years, my
grandmether suffered other
fractures, Somatimes she could
walle with & cane or welker:
ather times she nooded a
wheglchair. One moming in
1891, while turming to answar
the phone, she fell and broke
her famur bona. Aftar that, she
never walked again. She died a

Top: The author (right)
veer later, and her mother work
hard to keep thelr
bones strong.
Above; The author's
grandmother was
diagnosed with
osteoporosie at 79,

no generation gap
My mom was 43 when her
meother was diagnosed with
ostaoporesis. Soor after, she
got seficus alout sxercise,
began teking calcium and, in her earhy 50s, gat har
first bona minaral danaity (BMD) scan. The test
revealed osteopenia, s possible precurscr of
oeteoporosis. She was prescribed Fosamax, which
was approved by the FDA a few years after my
grandmother died, but in ample time to help my
mothar, who is now 83 After just 18 manths on the
drug, she had staved cff significant bona logs.

But whia thesa new drugs may seem miraculous—
my grandmother was crippled by the diseass; ry
rnather nead not be—without edequate caicium and
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vitamin B they may not
weork at all,

In addition to taking
caleium along with the
Fosamax, my moem
waorks hard to pratect
the bone density she
shill has by exercising
regularty. In her
postmenopausal years,
she takas cardio
kickboxing classes,
bicycles and gardeans on
the hill behind her
home. In fect, her most
racent BAMD test taken
lesst year revealed such
2 decling in bone loss
that she no longer
neacs medication,

lessons learned
Despita my farnily histary, I'm lucky thal my
bones are in pretty good shape. | inherited my
maom’s davotlon fo exarcise, and I've always tried
ta include plenty of calcium-rich foeds In my dlat.
And even as | edge toward 40, it's not toc late to
continue protecting my bones.
“Thera is no regl culoff for when preventive
measures stop being effactive,” says Sivina Levis-
Dassau, M.D., protessor of medicine and dirsctor of
the University of Miami Ostecporosis Center, Your
bores are constantly in a state of both bilding up
and breaking down. Whils it's true that as you age
yau lose more bone than you build, good habits can
help you protect what you have. Plus, vou can slow
loss through: proper nutrition and exercise,

Because | lsamed early how to protect my skelaton,
I'm corfident that my family histony of poor bone hesith
will end with me, that | won't spend my golden years
tethered to a walker or tearful of cracked sidewalks.
Experts stress that it's not all aboul the miracle of drug
therapy. “While we have a kot of good drugs to reat
oatenpornss, what wea realty want iz to not need
them,” says Robert Heaney, M.D., professor of
medicine at Creighton University in Omaha, Mabraska,
who has bean at the forefront of ostecporosis research
for decades. If we want our bones to last a istime, we
have to start protecting therm todsy. wd




