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This book is a work of education, not a substitute for individual medical care. It explains how the female body tends to respond to movement, nutrition, recovery and skin care, and it does so in the language of physiology (the science of how the body functions) and biomechanics (the study of how the body moves under load). But a book speaks to every reader at once, and your body is only yours.

Before you begin any new training, change how you eat, or undertake any of the treatments described here, consult a physician or a qualified professional — especially if you are pregnant, have given birth recently, live with a cardiovascular (heart and blood-vessel) condition, a metabolic condition such as diabetes, a musculoskeletal injury, or any chronic illness. Nothing in these pages is a diagnosis, a prescription, or a personal plan made for you.

You will notice that this book never gives you a number for things like maximal oxygen uptake (VO₂ max — the highest rate at which your body can use oxygen during effort) or the lactate threshold (the point during exertion at which a by-product called lactate begins to accumulate faster than the body clears it). This is deliberate. Those values are profoundly individual; the only honest source of your numbers is your own measurement, performed by a professional. A book that hands you someone else’s number sends you to wander — and this book exists to do the opposite.

You can read this book in order, cover to cover, and it will build on itself: each part rests on the one before it. But you can also open it at the part you need today — the chapter on sleep does not require you to have finished the chapter on strength. Each part is written to stand on its own feet while still belonging to the whole.

One habit will repay you more than any other: read with a pen. Where you see a term in plain language inside parentheses, that is not filler — it is the book teaching you the vocabulary of your own body, one word at a time. By the later chapters you will be reading sentences that would have looked impenetrable at the start, and you will understand them. That fluency is itself part of what this book is for.

Dedication


For my mother —

This book is for you, in the hope that it will move you to understand what all those daily physical demands are doing to your body, and how much you can do to help yourself. I am grateful for every difficulty you carried on your back so that I could gain this knowledge.

To my father — thank you for every step and every direction that made me who I am.




To every woman who has passed through my life: the ones whose smile I helped restore, the ones I educated and supported, and the many more I have yet to meet — I look forward to what we will build together.




And to my children — thank you. You have taught me more through lived experience than anything else ever could.




Enjoy the reading.


Marija Jelić
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	This book will not promise you a body in twenty-one days. It will promise you something harder and worth more: that you will never have to start from zero again.




I have spent years among women who were doing everything right and getting nowhere. They trained hard, they ate carefully, they bought every product that promised results — and then, quietly, they gave up. Not because they lacked discipline. Because nobody had ever given them an accurate map of the territory.

What I observed, year after year, was a pattern. Women are extraordinarily capable of following through when they understand why. Give a woman accurate information and genuine respect for her intelligence, and she will do the work. What stops her is not laziness or lack of will. It is the moment when the goal begins to feel unreachable — when the effort is real but the result is invisible — and nobody has explained why that happens or what to do about it.

I have worked with women at every stage: beginners who wanted to start correctly, women who had spent years in the world of wrong advice and needed to reset, and women in their mature years who arrived at yoga convinced it was too late for anything else, and who discovered, slowly, that it was not too late at all. Each of them taught me something. This book is built from what they taught me.

It is dedicated to the women who are searching. To the ones who work hard without seeing results, to the ones who are just beginning and want to do it right, and to the ones who have been circling the same mistakes for years and are ready, finally, for a different kind of instruction.

I hope you read it often, and return to it. And I hope that when you do, you find what you came for.

Marija Jelić

Who this book is for

FOR YOU. WHETHER YOU have never lifted anything heavier than a grocery bag or have trained hard for years; whether you are twenty-three or sixty-three; whether you have just given birth or are entering menopause (the stage when menstrual cycles permanently end). I wrote it so that every chapter has a floor that a beginner can stand on, and a deeper layer for the woman ready to go further. Nowhere will I leave you to guess on your own — that is the promise of the whole book.

I will not, however, promise you the other thing: that this will be quick, easy, and that you will end up looking like someone else. This book is not about becoming smaller. It is about becoming stronger, healthier and calmer in the body you already have — and the changes you may wish for will arrive as a consequence of health, not as a price you pay for it.

The promise I am making you

EVERYTHING WRITTEN here can be checked. You will not meet magic words, no “metabolism boosted by 400%”, no foods that “melt fat while you sleep”, no treatments that “flush out toxins”. Where science knows something reliably, I will tell you so plainly. Where it does not, or where the matter is contested, I will tell you that too — because a reader who deserves to be trusted is owed the truth even when it is less attractive than an advertisement.

That is why this book is allowed to be thick. Thin books usually leave something out.

CHAPTER 1


	The single greatest error in the world of health and fitness is not a wrong exercise or a wrong food. It is the assumption that a woman’s body is the same as a man’s, only weaker, smaller and more prone to going wrong. Almost everything that fails, fails because of that one assumption.




If you have ever followed the same eating plan as your partner or your brother and watched him lose weight in two weeks while nothing on you moved — you are neither lazy nor the owner of a “broken metabolism” (metabolism is simply the sum of chemical processes by which your body turns food into energy). You were following a plan built for a different body. If you have ever followed a training program from a magazine and felt depleted instead of strong, the program was most likely not written for a body like yours, nor for the way that body changes across a month. This chapter is about why.

We are not going into biology because I am fond of biology. We are going into it because it is the only way to stop blaming yourself for results that are impossible to obtain with the wrong tool.

Four differences that genuinely change everything

THERE ARE MANY DIFFERENCES between a male and a female body. But for what this book deals with — movement, nutrition, recovery, skin — four of them matter most. We will go through each, because they are the foundation of everything that follows.

1. Muscle, fat, and what no one told you about strength

A woman’s body naturally carries a higher proportion of adipose tissue (body fat) and somewhat less skeletal muscle mass (the muscle attached to bone that moves the body) than a man’s — and this is not a flaw to be corrected, it is biological purpose. That tissue has a role in endocrine balance (the work of the hormone system) and, when the time comes, in the capacity to carry and nourish a child. The problem is not the tissue. The problem is an industry that spent three decades selling women the fear of their own bodies.

Here is what you actually need to know: muscle is metabolically active tissue. In plain terms — a woman with more muscle expends more energy even while doing nothing, while she lies down and reads this very sentence. Muscle, in other words, works in your favour even while you sleep. Fat does not offer that service.

And the fear of “bulking up” — the fear that keeps generations of women from lifting anything heavier than a pink one-kilogram dumbbell? That fear has no biological foundation. The hormonal profile of the average woman simply does not allow muscle mass to accumulate the way it does in men: not as easily, and not as fast. Note that this is a tendency, not an iron law — some women build muscle more readily than others, and that too is normal. A woman who trains strength seriously does not become bulky — she becomes firmer, more upright, and, to be precise, exactly what most women actually mean when they say they want “tone”. The word “tone” is a marketing term for something very concrete: muscle that exists, beneath slightly less fat. There is no second route to it.

A pattern I have seen many times in practice makes this concrete. A woman trains, for years, only aerobically, and when progress stalls she does the intuitive thing: she pushes the intensity higher and the load longer. Nothing moves. The body has adapted to that stimulus and is no longer being asked anything new by it; more of the same signal produces less and less response. When such a woman replaces part of that work with strength training — a genuinely different stimulus — the result she had been chasing for years typically begins to arrive. The lesson is not that aerobic work is inferior; it is excellent for what it does. The lesson is that a body which has adapted to one stimulus needs a different one, not merely a louder version of the old one.

2. Hormones: why your body is not the same every day

A male body functions, hormonally speaking, fairly evenly from one day to the next. A female body does not. It operates in a cycle — and that is not a complication to be endured, but a rhythm that, once understood, becomes your advantage rather than your obstacle.

Across one month the levels of key hormones in a woman move in waves. Those shifts influence energy, strength, mood, the amount of water the body retains (fluid retention — a temporary holding of water in the tissues), even how readily something is learned or how pain is tolerated. In other words: the same exercise, the same meal and the same number on the scale do not mean the same thing on day fifteen and on day twenty-eight of the cycle.

This is information that can change everything for a woman. Not because you should live as a slave to a calendar, but because you stop punishing yourself. The day on which you feel “weak” and everything is harder is often not the day you lost your willpower — it is the day your hormonal picture genuinely does not favour you, and that is allowed. We will work out in detail how to align training and nutrition with the cycle in later chapters; here it is enough to know one thing: a body that changes is not a broken body. It is simply not a constant, and it was never meant to be one.

3. Bone: the quieter story your last thirty years depend on

Bone density is not discussed, because it does not photograph well. It should be, because it is one of the most important things a woman can do for herself — and one of the few in which timing genuinely matters.

A woman’s body reaches its peak bone mass relatively early in life, and later — particularly with the hormonal changes of the mature years — bone begins to lose density faster than in men. This is not a fate you merely await. Loading — strength training, working against resistance, carrying weight — is one of the few known ways to signal bone to stay dense. Bone is living tissue; it responds to what you ask of it. If you ask nothing of it, it concludes that strength is not required.

So when this book insists on strength training, it is not for the sake of appearance. It is because I want the woman reading this, at seventy, still to carry her own bags, to rise from a chair without using her arms, and not to know what the fear of falling feels like. That is not bought later. It is built now.

4. Joints and connective tissue: why caution is not weakness

The structure of the female pelvis and the way forces travel through the knee and hip make women somewhat more susceptible to certain injuries — of the knee in particular — than men. This does not mean you are fragile. It means that technique, gradual progression and strengthening the right muscles are, for you, not a detail but the essence — and that a plan which ignores this is not brave, it is irresponsible.

The good news: almost all of these injuries are, to a large degree, predictable and preventable. That means control is not an illusion — but it requires that the body be approached with understanding, not with a list of exercises prescribed by someone who never had your build. We devote an entire chapter to this later.

What all of this means for you — in practice

IF YOU REMEMBER ONLY one sentence from this entire chapter, let it be this: you are not assembled wrongly, you were simply given instructions for the wrong machine.

Three things follow, and we will develop them through the rest of the book:


First — strength is not an option for “later”, nor an aesthetic whim; it is the foundation of female bodily health, from metabolism to bone.

Second — your body changes across the month and across life; a plan that does not honour this works against you, however popular it is.

Third — caution and gradual progression are not signs of weakness; in the female body they are precisely what separates progress from injury.



In the next chapter we look closely at the first of those waves — the cycle as your inner calendar, and how to stop working against it.

CHAPTER 2


	For the longest time you lived with the conviction that your body ought to be the same every day — and that something is wrong with you when it is not. This chapter gives you back the day on which you are “weak” and tells you the truth: that is not your failure, that is your rhythm.




There is a sentence I have heard from too many women, spoken almost always in the same tone of guilt: “I don’t know what is wrong with me — yesterday I could do everything, today I can do nothing.” They say it as a confession, as if they had failed somewhere. They had failed at nothing. They are telling me, without knowing it, about something entirely in order within their body — only no one ever taught them how to read it.

In the previous chapter I said that a female body is not a constant. Now we go to the heart of that sentence. Because if there is one thing that separates the woman who wanders from the woman who knows, it is the understanding of her own cycle. Not as something to be endured twelve times a year, but as a calendar the body writes out faithfully each month — one that most of us were never taught to read.

What actually happens across one month

I DO NOT NEED TO BURDEN you with the names of hormones and exact day counts — the body does not run by a ruler, and every woman is a little different. What you actually need is a picture in your mind, and the picture is this: across one month, waves pass through your body. They are not identical, they do not last the same in everyone, but they repeat with a rhythm you can learn to recognise.

In one part of the month the body is in ascent — more energy, greater strength, a clearer mind, faster recovery. In another part the body prepares for a different kind of work — it retains more water, expends more energy at rest, mood becomes more variable, and what was easy a week ago suddenly asks for more will. Neither part is “good” or “bad”. Both are your body doing what it is built to do.

The error almost every woman makes — because she was taught to — is to demand the same output from herself every day, and then to experience the day of low capacity as a personal defeat. That is like blaming the sea for having a tide. The sea is not broken. It simply has a rhythm, and you were trying to sail against it because no one gave you the chart.

A pattern I see repeatedly in practice. A woman has pushed herself, for years, to deliver the same output every day — the same training, the same intensity, the same demand on her will — and reaches a point of exhaustion she reads as a personal failing. What changes everything is not more discipline but a different question: she begins to note, across two or three months, where her energy actually sits within her own cycle. The day she stops blaming herself for the low days and starts arranging the demanding work for the days her body favours, the same week’s training stops costing her what it used to. Nothing about her willpower changed. She simply began reading a calendar her body had been writing all along.

Your calendar, translated into plain language

SO THAT THIS DOES NOT stay abstract, here is a table you can use as an orientation. I stress: this is a frame, not a law. Your task is not to fit into it, but to observe yourself over two or three months and write your own version — because your cycle is known only to you, once you begin to listen to it.

	Phase (approximate)

	How you most often feel

	What usually suits it best

	After menstruation

(early phase)

	Energy rising, strength building, mind clearer

	Hardest strength work, new challenges, learning new movements


	Mid-cycle

	Peak energy and strength for most women

	Greatest efforts, personal bests — but mind the joints


	Before menstruation

(late phase)

	Energy falling, water retained, mood variable

	Lighter training, yoga, pilates, walking — maintain, do not force


	During menstruation

	Very individual — from heaviness to relief

	Listen to the body: gentle work or rest is not failure, it is the plan



You will notice that this table joins together things that usually live in separate drawers — how you feel, what you eat, how you train, how much sleep you need. That is not by accident. That is the whole point of the way we will work through the rest of this book: no single part of your body works alone, so no single part can be planned alone.

Why this changes everything — not only training

IT IS EASY TO THINK the cycle is a topic for the training chapter and nothing more. It is not. Look at everything it touches.

Training

The day training does not go well is often not the day you lost your will — it is often the day your body genuinely does not favour you. If you force a maximal effort that day, you get a poor session and a poor opinion of yourself. If you recognise it and give the body lighter work — yoga, pilates, a walk — you get both, clean. We will work out in detail how training aligns with these waves in the movement part; here it is enough to know it is not an excuse, it is a strategy.

Nutrition and water

That feeling of being “swollen” and heavier before menstruation — in most cases that is not fat gained overnight, it is water the body temporarily retains. If you step on the scale that day, see a higher number and punish yourself with starvation — you are punishing yourself for water. The scale is not lying there, but it is not the truth you think you are reading. What the scale actually measures we discuss in the nutrition part.

Sleep and recovery

In certain days of the cycle sleep is poorer and the body needs more rest for the same work. That is not laziness — it is an increased bill for regeneration that the body issues, and it is wise to pay it with sleep rather than push on until the debt accumulates. Sleep has an entire chapter of




One honest note, so I do not leave you to wander
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The body does not have departments




The stress axis: one mechanism that touches all four pillars












The second wire: energy systems and why “more” is not a strategy




Why this is the most practically important idea in the book
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Why “the normal cycle” did not describe you — and that is not an error


Hormonal contraception: a different internal weather, not a flaw


Pregnancy and the postpartum year: the most under-served season


The mature years and the transition: the season most lied about
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Why enthusiasm is the wrong first tool



What is actually measured — in plain terms
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When a medical check is not optional
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There is no such tissue as “tone”



Why you will not “get bulky” — the actual physiology
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