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Introduction

DO YOU KNOW A woman who doesn’t at least occasionally complain about being tired? I don’t. That’s true in my busy medical practice, and it’s true in my personal life. Most of my conversations with close female friends start like this:

“How are you?”

“Great! Well . . . exhausted, but otherwise great.”

“Ugh! Me, too . . .”

We’re so accustomed to this shared weariness that we dismiss it like a run-of-the-mill windy day. Sure, the fatigue is a drag on our bodies, minds, and spirits, and yes, it makes life more challenging. But many of us see women’s exhaustion as so common, perhaps even unavoidable, that we figure it’s not worth talking about. My feeling is, it shouldn’t be that way and it doesn’t have to be that way, as this book will show you.

Believe me, I’m intimately familiar with this phenomenon, not just as a physician but because I was tired for 20 years straight. During this time, my fatigue was often debilitating. From the moment I woke up, I’d start thinking about how and when I could take a nap. I’d have about 2½ hours of good energy first thing in the morning, then it would wane for the rest of the day, and it had nothing to do with how long I had slept the night before. More often than not, the whole day was a struggle: It was hard for me to get places and often difficult to stay awake. I would pump myself up with caffeine throughout the day; at one point, I was drinking about a pot of coffee daily—that’s how I made it through medical school.

As it turns out, I had plenty of good company. Female fatigue has reached epidemic proportions, according to national statistics. In 2010, women across the United States named fatigue among their top five health concerns in WebMD’s annual Year in Health survey. A 2013 survey by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that 16 percent of women ages 18 to 44 reported often feeling “very tired” or “exhausted”—responses along the more extreme end of the fatigue spectrum—during the previous 3 months, nearly double the percentage of men who did. The study didn’t examine the reasons for the gender disparity, but I suspect men generally feel less fatigue.

Meanwhile, a 2013 survey by the Pew Research Center found that there is (literally!) no job more exhausting than being a mother: While mothers report that it’s very meaningful to care for their children, perform housework, enjoy leisure time, and do paid work, they find all of these activities to be more exhausting than men do. Not surprisingly, 45 percent of women reported feeling fatigue due to stress, according to the American Psychological Association’s 2012 Stress in America survey. And in 2007, the only year that the National Sleep Foundation’s annual Sleep in America poll focused solely on women, 43 percent said that daytime sleepiness interferes with their daily activities.

Women also have more trouble falling asleep and staying asleep than men do, according to the National Sleep Foundation, and they take on more housework and childcare than their male partners, leaving less time for rest. In addition to experiencing exhaustion more often, women consistently report higher levels of fatigue than men do, according to a 2011 study by researchers at Stony Brook University in New York. Making matters worse, some of the most common illnesses in which fatigue is a symptom—such as lupus, thyroid disorders, anemia, celiac disease, irritable bowel syndrome, depression, and rheumatoid arthritis—occur more frequently in women.

The exhaustion epidemic is clearly alive and well among women in the United States, which begs the critical question: Is it really acceptable that millions of women feel incredibly tired, day in and day out, without the prospect of relief in sight?

My response to that is Absolutely not! This issue should be foremost on the mind of every doctor who treats women. Instead, fatigue is often viewed as an unfortunate fact of a busy woman’s life, as unavoidable as elevator music or calls from telemarketers.

When my exhaustion was becoming debilitating while I was a medical student, the doctors I consulted basically said, “Of course you’re exhausted—you’re in medical school!” Yes, I expected to be as short on sleep and dependent on coffee as any other doctor-in-training, but I knew that my fatigue went well beyond what my peers were experiencing. Simply put, I felt wiped out nearly every hour of every day. Still, I let the prevailing notion that medical students are destined to feel drained discourage me from aggressively seeking treatment. Like so many other women, I bought into the idea that painful exhaustion was the penalty I had to pay for being ambitious and working hard.

Despite the unrelenting fatigue, like most women I simply pushed on with fulfilling my daily responsibilities and pursuing my aspirations. Over the next decade, I went on to become a doctor, a TV medical correspondent, a wife, and a mother. But with the arrival of my second child, I drew a line in the proverbial sand. By this time, I was so sick and tired of being tired that I refused to accept that it was going to be my lifelong reality. I decided then and there to make it my mission to recover and help other women along the way.

Over the course of 15 years, I had been diagnosed with depression, chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, recurrent mononucleosis, and sleep apnea. I had consulted dozens of experts, tried myriad treatments from pills to oxygen chambers, and done so much research that my file on fatigue rivaled the thickness of a classified CIA dossier. Looking back, I don’t think I had all the criteria for fibromyalgia, but I did have depression, chronic fatigue, and sleep apnea. It’s not surprising that many of the symptoms of chronic fatigue syndrome overlap with those of depression. Decreased energy, difficulty concentrating, irritability, feelings of pessimism and helplessness, a lack of interest in things you used to enjoy—these characteristics are true of both conditions. While depression can cause fatigue, in my case I suspect that it worked the other way around—that my exhaustion was taking a toll on my mood. The diagnoses were an important acknowledgment that the fatigue wasn’t all in my head, but unfortunately, they didn’t add up to a solution right away. Perhaps if I had taken steps to manage my shortage of energy earlier on, I could have avoided the derailing illness of depression altogether.

This frustrating experience stayed with me, and now I’m especially attentive to my own patients who complain of fatigue. The vast majority of those patients who come to my busy Manhattan practice say they feel so run down that the only activity they have a drop of enthusiasm for is sleep. Lying in corpse pose (savasana) at the end of a yoga class is another favorite. But who has the energy to get to yoga?! Many of these women begrudgingly drag themselves out of bed in the morning, often with a mild sense of dread about the day ahead. They feel like they’re going through the motions in their lives rather than truly living. They keep themselves going with coffee, energy drinks, or other stimulants. Sound familiar?

The truth is that even if your persistent fatigue isn’t on the extreme end of the spectrum or a symptom of a major clinical condition, it can still drain the happiness and vitality out of your life. Feeling tired and wiped out is, without question, the most common general health complaint that I hear as a doctor. Yet the women who come to see me rarely make an appointment to address fatigue directly. They are simply too resigned to tiredness as a fact of modern life to view it as a medical issue. (In the Sleep in America poll, 80 percent of the women surveyed said that when they experience sleepiness during the day, they just accept it and keep going.) It’s only when I ask a patient specifically about her energy level that she admits how worn out she is. It’s not just the kind of run down that comes from a few nights of too-little sleep. These women are truly and perpetually exhausted, drained, or depleted. They feel like their get-up-and-go has gotten up and gone—or they experience frequent waves of fatigue that nearly flatten them. In short, I get the sense that keeping up with their hectic lives leaves them physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually spent.

Given everything that you do in a day, of course you’re tired. How could you not be? But you don’t have to stay that way. Just because you have a demanding job and/or a family, an active social life, and an overflowing plate of other responsibilities and activities doesn’t mean you have to accept fatigue as a way of life. You are entitled to feel well and vibrant, which is why it’s a mistake to accept fatigue lying down. Instead, you’d be better off viewing it as a wake-up call to take action to reclaim your energy and vitality and kick your exhaustion to the curb. This can be done! It truly is within your power to revitalize yourself and feel better and more energized than ever.

When fatigue is treated properly, we can each have the energy to do what we want and need to do, and we can do it with considerable enthusiasm and verve. Granted, we may never relish cleaning sticky mac and cheese off a high chair or muddy footprints off a carpet—and we may never become US president or fly to the moon. But when we have our vim and vigor restored, we become less focused on merely surviving and more focused on soaring and thriving. Imagine how amazing it would be to wake up in the morning without worrying about how you’ll make it through the day—and instead be able to look forward to all that the day has to offer. That would be incredible. And while it may seem like a pipe dream now, it is attainable. During and after medical school, I went through a long, comprehensive process of gradually unmasking the underlying causes of my exhaustion, and I found ways to counteract them one by one. Now I want to show every chronically tired woman that she can do the same.

But before we embark on that journey to greater vitality, it’s important to figure out a few things: How did we get to this sorry, sluggish state? Where are the energy drains in our lives, and how can we repair them? And why have we been ignoring them? In other words, why is female exhaustion such a disregarded issue, both in women’s own minds and in the medical field?

I believe there are a number of factors that lead women to accept fatigue as their fate. One is the reality that working women with families continue to take on more childcare duties and chores than their partners. Another is the way television and movies portray either a bedraggled and barely-hanging-on working mom as the status quo or the flip side—the superwoman who can manage it all with a smile on her face. Another factor is the false (but damaging) belief among high-achieving women that if we’re not pushing our minds and bodies to the limit, we aren’t doing enough. These insidious factors can suck the life out of our lives as well as take a toll on our bodies and minds.

Thanks to the widely accepted stereotype of the super-busy, super-tired superwoman, doctors may neglect to ask a worn-out female patient questions about the level and duration of her fatigue or the impact it’s having on her, physically and mentally. Even if an exhausted woman were to ask for help—which is rare, in my professional experience—there are a limited number of diagnoses that physicians are trained to pursue routinely. Ironically, the reason for this is that fatigue is associated with a vast range of different diseases, conditions, and syndromes. And if it’s not linked to a specific illness, the underlying cause can be a laundry list of combined factors. Without a doubt, diagnosing the cause of persistent fatigue can be daunting—but that’s no reason to regard exhaustion as normal or acceptable.

Ideally, all doctors would use a standardized, systematic approach to investigate an individual woman’s case of fatigue. And if traditional medicine were unable to neatly categorize and treat a woman’s exhausted state, those doctors would be schooled in the many alternative therapies that could provide relief. Since this perfect-world scenario isn’t likely to become reality anytime soon, it’s currently up to each and every woman to equip herself with the knowledge she needs to walk into a doctor’s office, present informed theories about the roots of her exhaustion (based on her personal circumstances), request appropriate testing, and, if necessary, consider forms of complementary or alternative medicine to help her. The best way to do this is to enhance your understanding of fatigue as it applies to your health so you can speak in specific, relevant terms that will compel a doctor to take action and order appropriate tests or more closely assess certain body systems. Yes, this undertaking will add to the burdens of an already overbooked life, but if you give your fatigue the attention it deserves, you’ll be rewarded with a higher level of energy that will make every moment more enjoyable and productive.

That’s where this book comes in. Throughout these pages, I will guide you through the process of gaining an essential understanding of your exhaustion—and of finding lasting solutions, whether you’ve been struggling with an energy shortage for weeks, months, years, or decades. Having managed to function at a high level despite suffering major setbacks in my personal life and career due to exhaustion, I know what it’s like to keep up with the demands of work and family while feeling as if my gas gauge is on “E.” And I’m intimately familiar with the sensation that I’m treading water as vigorously as I can and yet struggling to stay above the surface.

Many women out there will wonder whether they’re “tired enough” to merit treatment. Trust me: If you’re asking yourself that question, you’re tired enough. If you feel tired, you are tired—really!—and your fatigue can quickly trigger a vicious cycle: You may feel like you don’t have enough energy to get through the day (or night), so you start to drop things from your schedule or to-do list. Generally, forms of self-care are the first things to go: You stop going to the gym; you stop planning and shopping for healthy meals; you stop doing things just to relax, feel good, or have fun. As a result, you become more run down, your stress levels increase, you have a harder time sleeping, and fatigue gets progressively worse. Inadequate sleep has been linked with nearly every chronic disease—from heart disease and stroke to type 2 diabetes—as well as premature mortality from all causes. It’s a dangerous downward spiral.

Because I’ve lived it and I treat it, I want to help you understand the insidious nature of fatigue, describe the havoc that persistent tiredness wreaks on both our bodies and our minds, and reveal just how drastically it reduces the quality of our lives. When you fully comprehend the devastating effects of exhaustion, not addressing it simply isn’t an option. The key to handling it effectively is to gracefully navigate the maze of possible lifestyle and medical-related causes of energy depletion, from illnesses or a poor diet to vitamin deficiencies, sleep disorders, a habit of overexercising, and other factors. In this book, I will lead you through that labyrinth in a way that is manageable and constructive rather than confusing.

Even if there isn’t a link between your fatigue and a medical condition, you will discover lifestyle and emotional factors that may be contributing to your exhausted state of existence. Using the fatigue diary and the 7-day fatigue-beating challenge in Chapter 14 will help you with that detective work. You will come away from this book with actionable advice on how to mitigate each fatigue-inducing factor with diet and lifestyle changes and, when appropriate, alternative therapies (such as acupuncture, massage, yoga, and herbal supplements). Like me, a substantial number of readers will find that it takes a combination of traditional and alternative treatments to finally ditch extreme fatigue for good. It’s worth the effort to find the magical formula that works for you by developing your personalized energy-boosting plan, as outlined in Chapter 14.

Despite having successfully overcome my own exhaustion, I still don’t have the boundless energy of a Broadway actress, and it’s unlikely that I ever will. From morning to night, my days are packed, and I seldom get an uninterrupted night’s sleep thanks to my wonderful but quite active children. But because I have taken the time to find energy-boosting measures that work for me and are compatible with my hectic life (I’ll tell you more about those later), I’m now able to handle the pressure and chaos of my usual responsibilities more effectively. I’ve even come to enjoy my life more now that I’m fully present for it—or at least every minute that’s not spent cleaning up spilled mac and cheese. I want the same for you. I wrote this book with the hope that you can use it as your guide to feel more vibrant than ever.


PART I

Fatigue and You: Assessing Its Impact


CHAPTER ONE

How Tired Are You, Really?

IF YOU’VE PICKED UP this book, you already recognize that you’re fairly exhausted. But you may not realize just how tired you really are or recognize the exact ways in which you’re exhausted. After all, fatigue can take many forms. One woman feels chronically wiped out with a pervasive tiredness that isn’t relieved by getting enough sleep, while another starts the day with plenty of vim and vigor but runs out of energy quickly. Meanwhile, a third woman might have a vague but enduring sense of malaise or listlessness, while another feels physically weak, apathetic, and emotionally vulnerable on a regular basis. The point is, there are many different faces of exhaustion, literally and figuratively speaking.

To address your personal energy crisis and repair the elements that are depleting your vitality, it’s important to be sensitive to the specific messages your body is sending. You need to listen closely to what your exhaustion is telling you. Otherwise, how can you possibly expect to reverse your state of depletion and restore your vigor to healthier levels? It’s not enough to recognize that your energy balance is out of whack; you need to figure out why it’s off kilter. Could it be because you’re sick with an underlying medical condition? Could your thought patterns, your stress level, or your general state of mind be dragging and slowing you down? Could lifestyle habits such as your food choices or eating patterns, sleep practices, or exercise routines (or lack thereof) be creating an energy leak that’s draining you physically and/or mentally? Or have you created a work or social schedule for yourself that’s so demanding that it causes you to run out of fuel without ample opportunities for replenishing your energy reserves?

The first step toward breaking the exhaustion cycle is to identify and understand what is zapping your energy and contributing to your profound sense of fatigue. Then, and only then, can you begin to take steps to revitalize and reclaim your vigor and well-being. So let’s start that identification process!

GETTING TO THE BOTTOM OF FATIGUE

First, let’s establish a sense of how profound your fatigue is and how it affects you. Read each of the following questions and pick the response that best describes you.


	1. Would you say that you become fatigued easily?

	Rarely
	Sometimes	Often

	2. Is your motivation or desire to do things lower when you feel fatigued?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	3. Do you have trouble starting new things?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	4. Does your fatigue limit you or cause problems in your life?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	5. Does your fatigue interfere with your ability to carry out and fulfill certain responsibilities in your life?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	6. Does fatigue affect your work, social, or family life?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	7. Has your fatigue affected how you socialize with friends or family or engage in leisure activities?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	8. Does your fatigue affect your thinking skills, concentration, communication abilities, or other aspects of mental functioning?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	9. Does your fatigue interfere with your ability to function physically?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	10. Does exercising give you an enduring sensation of tiredness?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	11. Does your fatigue affect your eating or sleeping habits or other aspects of your behavior?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	12. Has your fatigue affected how you take care of yourself (with bathing, dressing, and the like)?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	13. Has your fatigue affected your sex life?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	14. Does fatigue rate among your three most incapacitating symptoms?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often

	15. Do you feel distressed or bothered by your fatigue?

	Rarely	Sometimes	Often



If you answered “often” three or more times, you are in need of an antidote for your exhaustion and could use an infusion of fresh, vibrant energy. Fatigue is taking a serious toll on your life, affecting the way you feel and function, your behavior and attitude. And if it hasn’t already, it probably will affect your physical or emotional health in the not-too-distant future.

The same is true if you answered “sometimes” five or more times. This is your wake-up call to take your exhaustion seriously.

If you chose “rarely” for many of your responses, you’re not entirely out of the energy-drain zone. There’s always room for improvement, and this book will show you how to fix your exhaustion triggers and boost your energy in a sustainable fashion. If, however, you chose “rarely” for every single answer—granted, it’s a remote possibility, assuming your responses were honest and accurate—then you might want to pass this book along to a tired friend who could truly benefit from reading it.

Now let’s try to pinpoint the patterns and rhythms of your fatigue as well as the lifestyle factors that may be contributing to it. Read the following questions and choose the responses that best describe your exhaustion.

1. At what time(s) of the day is your fatigue most pronounced?

a. Late morning

b. Midday

c. Late afternoon

d. Evening

2. Which of the following statements best describes your sleep-wake patterns?

a. I often wake up feeling unrefreshed and soon start thinking about if or when I can nap.

b. I have trouble getting to sleep and/or I wake up with the roosters and have trouble going back to sleep.

c. I tend to skimp on sleep to get more done during the day and evening hours.

d. I feel as though I get enough sleep and start the day feeling reasonably rested.

3. Which of the following best describes your eating patterns?

a. I tend to eat erratically, and my pattern can change from day to day.

b. I usually skip breakfast but eat lunch and dinner.

c. I eat three square meals a day with lunch or dinner being the biggest meal of the day.

d. I often have multiple small meals throughout the day.

4. How would you describe your food preferences?

a. I’m a junk-food junkie—if it’s fried, salty, or sweet, I’ll probably love it.

b. I’m a serious carb lover—breads, pastas, and grains are the mainstay of my diet.

c. I’m a meat-and-potatoes kind of gal—I like hearty meals that fill me up.

d. I eat a primarily plant-based diet with moderate portions of lean protein.

5. How stressed out do you feel on a daily basis?

a. I am flirting with stress overload; I feel tense and anxious all the time.

b. I spend much of the day feeling anxious about the challenges and responsibilities I have to deal with.

c. I generally feel calm until something upsetting happens—then my stress level soars.

d. I experience ups and downs in the stress department but feel like I have it under control.

6. How well do you manage your stress?

a. I don’t. If anything, it manages me; I often feel like I’m at the mercy of the stresses and strains in my life.

b. So-so. Sometimes I remain calm under pressure, but sometimes I cave into it and feel like a wreck.

c. I try to hold on to my can-do spirit and try to control what I can and let go of what I can’t—but sometimes stress gets the upper hand.

d. I carve out at least 10 minutes a day to decompress with meditation, deep breathing exercises, or other relaxation strategies—whether I’m feeling stressed or not.

7. Which of the following best describes your exercise habits?

a. Erratic at best—often I do little more than move my fork to my mouth.

b. I spend much of the day sitting at my desk, but I try to go for a daily walk.

c. I’m an addict—I kill myself at the gym with daily extreme-intensity workouts.

d. I do moderate-intensity exercise on a regular basis and feel as though it boosts my energy.

8. How do you typically use your spare time?

a. I try to catch up on all the things I never seem to get done on my to-do lists.

b. I spend a lot of my so-called downtime trying to recover from exhaustion.

c. I often worry about work, my finances, my family, or other issues—and find it hard to relax.

d. I spend time with loved ones and engage in hobbies or other activities I enjoy in order to recharge my batteries.

9. Which of the following is your usual beverage of choice?

a. I’m a java junkie and often drink coffee or strong tea all day long.

b. I drink a lot of soda—it’s refreshing and sweet, which boosts my mood.

c. I often count the hours until it’s cocktail time and don’t focus on fluids until then.

d. I try to drink water or watered-down juices throughout the day.

10. In a perfect world, which of the following best describes the way you’d like to be able to move through life?

a. I just want to regain the feeling that I can make it through each day without crashing and burning.

b. I want to stop worrying about running out of gas and falling further and further behind on things.

c. I want to feel more in control of my life, my moods, and my energy.

d. I want to feel like a force—strong, capable, unstoppable, really.

Before I tell you how to interpret your responses to these questions, it’s worth giving yourself a reality check (or reminder). In the media, the myth of the superwoman or supermom is alive and kicking—but it’s a fantasy. It’s not real or attainable. It’s true that you may know a few women who seem to have mastered the juggling act—they look polished or professional; every aspect of their lives (their homes, their children, their careers, their fitness regimens) seems to be in stellar shape; and they often seem ready, willing, and eager to add more to their already full plate of responsibilities. But think about this: How much do you really know about the inner workings of their lives?

They may have an entourage of help (nannies, housekeepers, personal assistants, chefs, trainers, and so on) at their disposal or the financial resources to continuously make their lives easier. They may have an extensive network of family members and friends who can step in at a moment’s notice to help. Or they may work very hard to make it seem this way. Appearances can be deceiving, as we all know, and despite the happy face these perfectly put-together women show to the world, they may be privately grappling with depression, exhaustion, or deeply rooted insecurities. They may feel just as overwhelmed, stressed, or depleted as the rest of us do. So cut yourself some slack before playing the comparison game.

Here’s another reality check: Some fatigue is natural and inevitable, especially for women. A modicum of fatigue could be a sign that you’re living your life with full engagement and commitment—and you probably wouldn’t want it to be any other way. So if you chose mostly d’s on this questionnaire, you’re actually doing pretty well. If you chose mostly b’s or c’s, you’re in good company among the tired sisterhood who run out of fuel in the afternoon and tend to collapse into bed at the end of the day, feeling worn out, stressed out, and in danger of burning out. If you chose mostly a’s, you may already be in that state of utter exhaustion, barely able to drag yourself through the day.

The point here isn’t to judge yourself but to get a baseline sense of the level of exhaustion you’re dealing with—and what it’s trying to tell you. Then you can begin to take steps to recharge your body and mind and reclaim your vitality. The key steps are to track your levels of fatigue in a diary and do a 7-day fatigue-beating challenge (both detailed in Chapter 14). If your eating habits seem to be responsible for at least some of your lethargy, you can upgrade your dietary choices by consuming more fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean protein, and healthy fats. If sedentary behavior is draining your energy, you’ll want to move more and sit less. If insufficient or fragmented sleep is making you tired, it’s time to make getting good quality shut-eye a priority by improving your sleep hygiene and consulting a sleep specialist if need be. If excessive stress is pushing you into the exhaustion zone, it’s time to get a grip on your stress and find ways to relieve it or manage it better. In the pages that follow, you’ll learn more about how these various aspects of your lifestyle can contribute to fatigue and discover how sneaky medical conditions (from anemia to autoimmune diseases, from fibromyalgia to type 2 diabetes) can drain your energy, too.

Armed with this knowledge, you’ll be able to develop a customized energy-boosting plan that’s likely to work for you, as you’ll see in detail in Chapter 14. It doesn’t matter how long you’ve been tired or how severe or mild your fatigue is. What is important is that you identify your current energy drains, repair them, and put an end to exhaustion. It is possible. I did it, and you can, too!


CHAPTER TWO

A Crash Course in Fatigue

NOW THAT YOU KNOW more about the patterns behind your fatigue, it’s time to get to the bottom of where it is coming from, what your fatigue is trying to alert you to, and what to do about it. Yes, exhaustion makes you feel awful—that’s its job. It’s trying to tell you something. But the question is, are you heeding the message? Fatigue, just like pain or fever, is one of your body’s primary alarm systems designed to alert you that something is out of whack or just plain wrong. In a healthy person, this is how the fatigue-rest-rejuvenation cycle should work: Let’s say you lose sleep and/or vigorously exert yourself physically, mentally, or emotionally, and you are left feeling depleted, weak, weary, or unmotivated. These sensations of feeling sluggish or drained tell you that it’s time to rest and recuperate, that this is what your body and mind need to do now. Once you’ve given yourself a restorative break, exhaustion disappears and your energy levels bounce back to normal.

That’s the ideal scenario. But when days, weeks, or months go by and you don’t get adequate rest—or it provides little to no relief—fatigue can shift from being uncomfortable to crushing. When that happens, you may start to view every drop of energy you have as a precious resource that should only be spent on the most essential activities. All the “extra” pursuits that make life fun and enjoyable—seeing friends, playing with your kids, reading books, browsing in stores—begin to fall by the wayside, simply because you don’t have the energy to do them. When you look in the mirror, you may see a faded-looking version of yourself.

The trouble is, fatigue is nearly impossible to sum up in a single sentence, and there is currently no official medical definition for it (the same is true of exhaustion, a term that I am using interchangeably with fatigue). Part of what makes fatigue so complex is that while it is often a symptom that can be caused by a wide range of medical conditions and lifestyle factors, it can also be a medical condition in its own right, as in the case of unexplained fatigue and chronic fatigue syndrome, a complex, debilitating disorder that’s marked by overwhelming fatigue and symptoms like muscle pain, impaired memory, and insomnia. The symptoms don’t improve with bed rest and tend to worsen after physical or mental exertion. Many narrow medical definitions of fatigue frame it in terms of reduced muscle performance after intense exercise or impaired cognitive ability after extended periods of concentration.

But neither of those fully captures the essence of true fatigue, in my way of thinking. For the purposes of this book, the following definitions, from an article in Arthritis Care & Research, may hold the most accurate and relevant distinction between tiredness and fatigue: Tiredness is considered “a universal sensation” and a “natural response
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