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The news came hard and fast last fall after lying down for my first-ever bone-density scan: I have a serious case of osteoporosis, the bone disorder that means my inner architecture is anything but solid.

My spine is worse than my hips, and because I'm only 49, I have no time to waste.

Shaken by the news that my bones were capital-B bad, I leapt into action.

First off, I found a physical therapist, Donna Parise Byrne, a former dancer who trained with the Joffrey Ballet and danced for years with the Washington Ballet Company. She now specializes in back and pelvic-floor rehabilitation and has a private practice at Pilates Central in Wilmette. She got me started on pilates for strength-training, and every other day, I step on a shaking machine called the Power Plate.

Based on technology developed by the Soviets in the 1970s to combat the bone-density loss that is the downside to traveling in gravity-free space, the machine enabled the cosmonauts to stay in space three times longer than their American counterparts. The Power Plate vibrates the muscles at high frequencies for short spurts, and with each tug of muscle against bone, both are strengthened.

At first, it's sort of like standing on a jackhammer, but after a while it becomes a calming jiggle. And nearly one year later, it has made a difference. My body, never taut, is actually muscular enough that if my T-shirt played peek-a-boo, I would not cringe at the thought of someone seeing my crepe-paper belly. It's almost flat these days. And my biceps--when I make a fist there is actually a little bulge in my upper arms; nothing Popeye would be proud of but for a lifelong weakling like me, I'll take it.

The best part is that I feel strong. I walk down the street knowing that even if my bones are compromised, the muscles around them are strong and getting stronger.

Part 2 of my Bone Building Plan is nutrition.

I stuck with the nutritionist Valerie Early, of Nutrition, Connection, Balance, in Schaumburg, who nudged me to get the bone scan in the first place. And, at her urging, I started taking daily doses of a bone supplement called ProBono, made by Ortho Molecular Products, a highly respected nutritional-supplement maker.

In two daily packets, I get a veritable alphabet of bone essentials: calcium; vitamin D-3; vitamin K; ipriflavone, an estrogenlike compound derived from soy that's believed to improve bone density; and strontium, a heavy metal that shows promise in European bone-density trials.

At a minimum, Early recommends 1,200 to 1,500 mg of calcium citrate, 800 to 1,000 IU of vitamin D-3 and possibly 250 to 500 mg of magnesium and vitamin K, with each patient's dosage determined by a health-care practitioner.

After talking to two bone doctors, Dr. Murray Favus at the University of Chicago and Dr. Robert Heaney at Creighton University, I might tweak my regimen. Both Favus and Heaney thought the ProBono might be unnecessary. And Heaney advised taking 10,000 IU of vitamin D-3 per week, which is what he does even though he's not osteoporotic.

Heaney also pooh-poohed the Power Plate, dismissing it as "gimmicky."

But another doctor, Dr. Beatrice Edwards, who runs the bone-health program at Northwestern Memorial Hospital, said she is "very impressed," with studies from Europe showing promise for the Power Plate and bone density.

Heaney said the only exercise that matters is high-impact: running, jogging, skipping rope. The biomechanics of just how it works are unclear, Heaney said, but it's the pounding of the bones and muscles against the ground, a rapid change in force, that triggers bone-building.

Oh, and this just in: I had a repeat bone-density scan a little while back, and it seems my hips went from a borderline osteoporotic score of -2.3 to a respectable -1.7, just a tad less than normal. And my spine improved from -3.4 to -3.1, still osteoporotic, but progress nonetheless.

I have every intention of staying the course. Bring on the jackhammer, er, the Power Plate, the D-3 and, until someone proves there is something better, the ProBono will do just fine.
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