t happened slowly, insidiously, when a dull
ache crept between my shoulder Blades
and staved there, ALlirst it dida’™t bother
mie. Then I noticed that turning my neck
too quickly produced a sharp twinge. My
duy of reckoning armved when 1 dropped a
e s was unable to grab g i Ibent atthe
watkst, [ onee as pliant as a ribbon during my
voga phase a few yvears back, had 1o squat
doeme 1 even made the same groaning nokse
my father docs—understandable for a diksh
retiree, but pitiful when vou're in your 30s
IFT bent over while keeping my legs straight,
my hands dangled a full foot from the Moor,

How could | regain my once-strong, fexible back? 1 phoned
a few friends with amilar problems. Eight out of ten Amencans
will expenence back pain at some point i their hves, and vet
relichis often elusive becawse its maddeningly hard to pimpoing
the source, soeach friend had crafied a custom cure,

“Ranax.” advised one, “Halla milligram.” Another made
weekly visils vo a chiropractor and an acupunciunst. A Los
Angeles acquanmtance had a saner proposal; super-slow
welght traming.

“I'm obsessed,” she said, " Every ache and pain is com-
pletely gone,™

Super=slow was developed in the cighties by trainer Ken
Hurchians for a study of older women with osteopoross, Because
their bones were fragibe, they needed a safe, low-impact way to
build muscle. Rather

wmawsngstort o (e oA info the program, my back muse

which iz riskier for
Joant and muscle injuries, thear traimers had them work on weight
mutchimes very, very slowly. When the voung instructors noliced
how quickly their subjects became stronger, they started using
the method themselves, 1t was soon embraced by professional
athletes and celebrities such as Brad Pitt, and is becoming a
favored oplion al the country’s hipper gyvms,

I found a place near home called Threshold, o gyvm inan indus-

i

trial West Chelsea neighborhood that specializes in superalos
training. Husband<and-wife ieam Eileen Kelly and Lowell Boyers
custom design private 45-minute sesaons to be conducted several
times aweek. “ Even with such minmmal commatment, clienls see
and fiee] remarkable results,™ their Wieb site reads, Forty-five min
utes? I've wailed longer for an ioed skim macchiato, Iwasin,

Threshold i nod vour stereotypical gvm, When | armived fora
consyltation, a boxer dog and a Stamese cat named after Iuzhak
Perdmian hurmed over o greet me. The plisce was blissfully skent:
mix blarning club music. no CNM. Bovers's artwork covered the
witlls (he is an accomplished painter, and moest clients have a
creative bent: photographers, poets, fashion executives)

MNor were Kelly and Bovers the spandexsed drill sergeants
I had envisioned, Bovers, 39, was lud-back and barefootma
white Paul Smith sweater and pristine white jeans, while 44vear-
old Kelly, bvely and quick o lawgh, was clad i keather Dand k
pants and a black cashmicre wrap (™ You thought I'd be in bead-
I-toe Mike, rght?”),

Kelly led me briskly into a workoul froom. replete with a lush
wine-codored Persian rug. Moroccan doors, and six weight ma-
chimes. We sal om a bench—her posture crisply erect, my badk
slumped intoa O shape—and [ explamed my decepively smple
goal: to bend and towch my palms 1o the Aoor without wincing, |
did a demonstration while she struggbed to keep a straight fice

“Wow,” she burst out, " That™s all vou can do™

She quiczeed me on my exerciss regmen (usually, a slogon the
treadmall or ski machine j and swilthy devised o four-pomt plan
super-slow training, thiree timees weekly, supplemented with vog

stretches, massage, and improved cating habits,

“You can defimitely manage chronic back pain through
exercise,” she said. ~Full-body exercise is really the way o
strengthen yvour back.” Recent findings published in the
Arerican Jovrral aff Puchlle Healdt bear this out: Rescanch-
ers discovered that most people who performed exercises
specifically Ffor their backs seemed 1o make their conditions
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Plogued by persistent pain and unable to
pend over without wincing, Jancee Dunn
fums 1o exercise for relief ana, along

fhe way, unveils a strong and sexy back.
Photograpned by Inving Penn.

and substitute hummus or a boiled egg for sugary snacks o
balance miy cnergy levels. “Stimulants like caffeine and sugar in-
crease your stress, contribuling tensson o vour spine,” she said.

worse, either by doing them incorrectly or having the wrong
ones initkally prescribed. Most phyvsicians recommend gen-

eral acrobic activity because it's easier on the spine, prevents
pan=aggravating weight gain, and improves your body’s core
strength, which can lessen the chance of re<injury,

Time for the machines. My regimen was simple and eas-
ily adaptable for anyone who does strength training: Lift the
weights, taking ten secomds io reach the top position, then lower
therm at the same glactal pace, using a smooth, even turnarounsd
between repetitions. Each stint lasted two and a half to three
minutes, or until “musche fatigue to failure™ wis reached, Kelly
set up the first machine, a leg press, 1 pushed forward —slowly,
slowly, 11 scemicd casy enough. Then, abrupaly, it was nod. Take
away the momentum gained from the guick repetitions I'm
used 1o, and the weights seem twice as leavy, Afier the second
minuie, my legs shook uncontrollably from the exertion, amd 1
was panting sharply, Lamaze-style.

As the three-minute mark loomed, Dali's panting of meltung
dlocks floated dimly through my mind, Finally, my muscles sime-
ply gave out. I made my wobbly way to the other machines —leg
extension, beg curl, chest press, row, and kateral raise. The effect
wirs Lhe same—torrents of sweat and twitching, jerking limbs,
Kelly ended our session with yoga stretches 1o loosen my ham-
sirings, key to improving my overall flexibility.

Orwver the next two weeks, the shaking diminished, but I was
still steeped in pain as 1 struggled to maintain the correct form,
The upside was that | grew stronger afier only a few sessions,
The thinking behind super-slow is that decelerating and control-

or added insurance, Kelly
incked on a weekly Thai mas-
sage, i sor of elfort-free yvoga in
which she vigorously sireiched
and Ffolded my body into intr-
citte shapes, “Massage is really
medicine for your spine,” she
said, ticking off its advantages
{increased circulation, lension
release, bumped-up endorphin
levels) as she pulled my legs
over my head.

Crne month imo the program.
I noticed real progress. My back
muscles, once as firmly toned
as veal, were taking real shape. = Your back gets strong very
quickly,” said Bovers one morning. “And we stone less fat there,
&0 the muscles might ook more defined early on.” As | became
conscious of my sturdier spine, 1 made a concerted elfort 1w
stand up straight (the simplest way in the world to look like
you've shed a few pounds) and gleefully plotied to buy some
of this scason’s ubsquitous backless tops, in particular a camel
Dxsor, i haligr 1 had been eyeing.

As the weeks rolled on, my routine grew easier to man-
age. [ dropped

ce as firmly foned as veal, were 1aking real SNCPE  jiee the

ling the process makes for a workoul that is more intense but
also maore streamdimed. Althoagh it con be tedious, the method
suited me perfectly. I will never be the woman thit you see smil-
ing beatifically as she does two-hour wind sprints on the beach.
I prefer how exercise makes me Feel ., after it's all over,

Kelly, who 15 a tramied nutntonal counselor, also made dict
recommendations, telling mie o ose my afllemoon Cappuccing

LLE. women's
gymnastics team is not calling anytime soon, | can bend and
turn frecly without reflexively bracing myself fiest, Best of all,
the back pain had disappeared.

Two months from my first day at Threshold, I walked in, bent
casily from the waist, and placed my palms on the floor,

Feelhy was jubilant, “You did in!™

“1did in,” 1 said, grinning like a kid.
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