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            BOOST natural defenses! 
 The editors of Prevention 
 DISEASE-PROOF your body!
            
 
            DONT GET SICK.
 
            A PANIC-FREE POCKET GUIDE TO LIVING IN A GERM-FILLED WORLD!
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To your best health
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            Introduction

         

         
         Every once in awhile, Mother Nature likes to throw a new disease outbreak our way, maybe just to keep us on our toes. In 2004 SARS (short for severe acute respiratory syndrome) took the world stage; that same year, and again 2 years later, avian flu made international headlines. Now were facing another formidable infectious foe in the form of H1N1, the so-called swine flu.
         

         What makes these bugs so scary is that we dont know very much about themunlike, say, seasonal flu, whose annual appearance is comparable to crabby Aunt Martha showing up for Thanksgiving dinner. You cant do anything to stop either one from coming, so you prepare as best as you can while telling yourself that it will be over soon. At least you can get a vaccine against seasonal flu; with Aunt Martha, youre on your own.

         Whether its seasonal flu or something more serious thats lurking, this idea of getting readybut not going overboardmakes good sense. As youll discover in the pages ahead, you can do a lot to safeguard yourself against the viruses, bacteria, and other disease-causing microbes that want nothing more than to make themselves at home inside your body. Were talking simple things, like eating lunch away from your desk (its germier than a toilet seat!), stowing your purse or briefcase off the floor, and microwaving your kitchen sponge.

         Its true that you may not be able to avoid germs completely. But you can reduce your exposure and strengthen your immunityone small change at a time.

         

         The editors of Prevention
         

         
         

      

      




    
         
         
            CHAPTER 1
 
            MEET YOUR IMMUNE SYSTEM
 
            A GOOD OFFENSE   IS THE BEST DEFENSE

         

         Considering that some 500 million rhinovirusesthe culprit behind the common coldcan fit on the head of a pin, its an understatement to say that we humans are outnumbered by the disease-causing microorganisms in our environment. That we dont get sick more often is pretty amazing. We have our immune systems to thank.
         

         You might think of your immune system as your bodys own personal Secret Service detail. While youre going about your business, its keeping an eye out for viruses, bacteria, and other disease-causing microbes. When it spies a potential troublemaker, it radios for backup, in the form of immune-cell specialists that surround and take down the suspect organisms. And its on alert 247.

         
            Reality Check [image: alt]
            

            If you go outside with wet hair, youll get sick.

            The wet hair alone wont make you sick, says Erika Schwartz, MD, chief medical officer of www.healthandprevention.com. But the combination of cold air temperature and wet hair can lower your immunity and make you more vulnerable to viruses and bacteria. On the other hand, warming up your extremitiesespecially your headhelps support your immune system.

            So while medical science hasnt directly linked any health risks to going outside with wet hair, theres really no good reason to do it. As Dr. Schwartz says, Why take the risk if the solution is as simple as taking a few minutes to dry your hair?

         

         Most germs arent wily enough to outsmart this sophisticated system. But every once in a while, one of them evades detection. A virus, for example, can masquerade as an acceptable substance or take cover inside or between red blood cells. If its novel, meaning that your immune system hasnt encountered it before, its more likely to slip past unnoticed.
         

         Sometimes the immune system itself isnt operating up to snuff. Poor eating and lifestyle habits, chronic disease, and even age can take a toll. You might not be able to change your age (if only!), but you can do a lot to reinforce and strengthen your immune function, as youll see in the chapters ahead. A robust immune system is still your best defense against infection. Then germs will have to find someplace else to do their dirty work.

         White (Blood Cell) in Shining Armor

         At any moment, your body is under assault from countless microorganisms that want to cause harm. Often they gain entry through tiny cuts and abrasions in your skin or through natural portals like your nasal passageways. Once inside, each kind of organism has its own modus operandi. But not to worry: Your immune system is ready to respond.

         What may be most impressive about your immune system is its ability to distinguish friend (that is, your own cells) from foe(viruses and bacteria, for example). Your cells carry markers that act as biochemical ID cards, allowing your immune system to recognize them as official members of the club known as your body. Those substances without markers are called antigens. Their lack of proper ID draws the attention of your immune system, which quickly dispatches leukocytes to investigate the intruders.

         Leukocytes are white blood cells that take several different forms, each with a particular disease-fighting skill. Some are adept at recognizing and destroying foreign substances, while others form antibodies to them. If and when an antigen attempts a return appearance, antibodies will promptly escort them from your body.
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            As you read about infectious illness in this book and elsewhere, youll come across terminology thatlets face itdoesnt exactly put your mind at ease. H1N1? Sounds like a top-secret government project. Outbreak? Could be the title of a science-fiction movie.

            Simply getting a handle on what these terms mean can offset the fear factor and give proper perspective to all the hyperbolic headlines. Heres a glossary to help.

            Avian flu

            An influenza-A virus that occurs naturally among wild birds. Some strains dont cause major problems, while otherssuch as H5N1, which can spread from birds to humanscan be quite serious. Generally, the risk to humans is low. Symptoms are similar to seasonal flu, though complications such as pneumonia and acute respiratory disease have been reported.

            Epidemic

            The spread of a disease within a specific region or country.

            Influenza virus

            A virus that causes influenza. There are three types: A, which is prevalent in humans and animals such as birds, pigs, and whales; B, which occurs only in humans; and C, found in humans, pigs, and dogs. Type C usually doesnt cause outbreaks.

            MRSA (pronounced MER-sa)

            Short for methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus   aureus, a bacterium that causes staph infection. As its name suggests, it resists treatment with several common antibiotics. MRSA commonly occurs in hospital settings, though it can pass from one person to another through skin-to-skin contact.
            

            Outbreak

            The spread of a disease over a short period of time in a specific region.

            
            Pandemic

            The spread of a viral disease across a large geographic area that meets these three criteria:

            

            [image: alt] The virus is new, and the human body hasnt developed a natural immunity to it.
            

            

            [image: alt] The virus causes serious illness.
            

            

            [image: alt] The virus spreads easily among populations.
            

            Seasonal flu

            A contagious respiratory illness caused by various types of influenza virus; also called the common flu, or just the flu. People can contract seasonal flu up to 4daysbefore symptoms appear. Healthy adults are infectious from the day before symptoms appear until 5 to 7 days after. Symptoms include headaches, fever, dry cough, and body aches. While seasonal flu can be serious, most people recover in 1 to 2 weeks.

            Swine flu (H1N1)

            An influenza-A virus first seen in the United States in April 2009 and classified as a pandemic 2 months later. Initial testing suggested that H1N1 was similar to a virus spread among pigs (hence the name swine flu). Subsequent lab results showed that it was a mix of genes from swine, bird, and human viruses. Symptoms are similar to the common flu, although there have been reports of nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea, which are rarely seen with seasonal flu.

            Vaccine

            A product of weakened or killed viruses or bacteria that stimulates the immune system to produce antibodies. A vaccine can be administered as a shot (inoculation) or as nasal spray.

            Virus

            A tiny parasite consisting of either RNA or DNA and surrounded by a protein coat. Viruses invade healthy cells to survive and reproduce.

         

         
         
            Thats a Fact [image: alt]
            

            Airplanes are dirtier   than public toilets. Planes dont get cleaned very often, and the scientific data on the number of viruses and bacteria per square inch is horrifying, says Erika Schwartz, MD, chief medical officer of www.healthandprevention.com. When you travel by air, take steps to keep germs from hitching a ride on the friendly skies. Wash your hands often, and wipe down your seat and tray with disinfectant wipes.
            

         

         Your immune system also comes equipped with its very own circulatory system, called the lymphatic system. Its an elaborate highway of vessels that branch out into all of the tissues of your body, just like blood vessels. The key difference is that lymphatic vessels carry lymph fluidthe leukocytes primary means of transportinstead of blood.

         All along the lymphatic route are rest stops of lymph glands and lymph nodes that house leukocytes and produce lymph fluid. So no matter where or how a foreign substance enters your body, leukocytes can be on the scene in a flash, before the microbe can do harm.

         A Virus-Eye View

         To help illustrate just how your immune system works, lets tag along with an influenza virus as it attempts to run the gauntlet of immune defenses, as it must do before it can sideline you with the flu.
         

         First, of course, it needs to get inside your body. The most likely route is through your nose and throat, as a sneeze or cough from someone whos infected sends viral particles parachuting through the airand you inhale them. Once it gains entry, it scouts around for a healthy cell whose internal machinery it can essentially hijack for its own growth and reproduction.

         But your body is already fighting back. Lets say the virus came in through your nose. In doing so, it tripped a respiratory alarm of sorts, causing the nasal passageways to ramp up their production of mucus to trap the virus. Then ciliathe fine hairs that line your respiratory tractmove the mucus away from your lungs. This triggers a sneezing or coughing reflex, as your body attempts to get rid of the virus for good.

         
            Does it work?
            

            Airborne

            Worth a try
            

            Developed by a second-grade schoolteacher, Airborne is a tablet combination of 17 herbs, minerals, and vitamins that claims to support the immune system. Ingredients include vitamins A, C, and E; the minerals zinc, selenium, manganese, and magnesium; amino acids; and a special proprietary herbal blend.

            Airborne alone probably isnt going to keep you from getting sick, says Erika Schwartz, MD, chief medical officer of www.healthand prevention.com. I dont use it personally, but it isnt dangerous. When used with other immune-boosting measures, it cant hurt.
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            As you chat on your cell   phone, lots of viruses   and bacteria are   listening in. A number of studies have shown that cell phones and PDAs harbor tons of bacteriaincluding staph, which can lead to skin infections, and salmonella, which can cause nasty gastrointestinal symptoms. And if you think your leather case protects the phone, think again: It provides even more creases in which germs can hide. To clean up your calls, wipe down your phone a few times a week with disinfectant wipes.
            

         

         If the virus manages to survive this initial blitz, it must then navigate your respiratory passages to reach the target cell. Getting through any passageway in your body is no easy task. The respiratory, digestive, and urogenital tracts are coated with mucus to protect the layers of cells underneath. These mucosal surfaces also secrete a special kind of antibody called IgA (short for immunoglobulin A). The mission of IgA is to keep the virus from attaching to the cell surface.

         Remember those leukocytes we talked about earlier? This is where they come into play. If the virus manages to elude IgA, the leukocytes step up to finish off the bug once and for all.

         There are several different categories of leukocytes, each with a very specific role. Phagocytes, for example, are large white blood cells with a voracious appetite. They like to ingest foreign substances of all kinds, including viruses.

         T cells are a bit more particular. These small but potent white blood cells are equipped with keylike receptors that match specific antigens. If the virus fits its receptor exactly, the T cell sounds the alarm. Then other immune cells rush in to ambush the suspect organism.
         

         Some T cells, called helper T cells, help direct and regulate the immune response. They work closely with B cells, which secrete a cocktail of antibodies made precisely for a particular virus. Other T cells, the killer T cells, can wipe out any infected cells.

         Both T and B cells have an extraordinary memory. When they meet a substance that theyve never encountered before, they remember its genetic composition so they can identify and attack it faster the next time. This is whats known as acquired immunity. Vaccinations work on the same principle: Introducing a small amount of a disease-causing microorganism (or its derivative) to the body stimulates production of antibodies that can help fend off the germ should it try to gain a foothold again.

         
            Thats a Fact[image: alt]
            

            Handbags, suitcases, and briefcases can be as dirty as the soles of your shoes. Think about it: You routinely set these items on restroom floors, store counters, maybe even on sidewalks and streets. So keep them away from anything that eventually could come near your nose or mouth, advises Sue DeCotiis, MD, a board-certified internal medicine specialist in private practice in New York City. When guests enter my home, I immediately invite them to leave their handbags or briefcases on a shelf in the hall, she says.
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         As much as we know about the immune system, we still have much more to learn. Why, for instance, does it sometimes go rogue and tag normally harmless substances like pollen as antigens? How can we harness and direct its remarkable protective powers to fight diseases besides the infectious kind?
         

         Theyre huge questions, the answers to which could fill a book (or two!). For our purposes, what matters most is this: Your immune system is your best protection against colds, flu, and other bugs, and you can keep it in disease-fighting form with good, basic self-care. Well show you how!
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            The Pros Know

            James Beckerman, MD 
Heart expert for WebMD, a cardiologist at  
the Providence Heart and Vascular Institute,  
and author of The Single Pound Solution
            

            

            As a physician and father of two toddlers in day care,   Dr. Beckerman gets a daily dose of viruses and bacteria.   Heres what he does to fend them off.
            

            Health-care providers are in a unique situation because they need to stay healthy for their patients as well as for themselves. To keep myself as healthy as possible, I get plenty of sleep(when not on call, of course!), exercise regularly, and go easy on caffeine.

            Having two toddlers makes all of the above more challengingnot to mention the germs they bring home from day care. We try to make sure the kids keep their hands clean and stay away from diaper pails and garbage cans that can put them at risk. When they are sick, though, its hard to avoid close contact, so we do what we can to boost our immune systems.

            At work, I always wash my hands and use hand sanitizer outside patient rooms. I realize that stethoscopes can carry as many germs as elevator buttons, so I try to clean mine frequently. I
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