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PROFILE

BETTY PERALTA

I teach children with special needs at the Amistad Dual Language School in northern Manhattan, a highly regarded institution with a reputation for excellence. I make a living by working with students with very different conditions and needs. I am also a wife and a mother of two very active boys—a one-year-old and a three-year-old—and I’m always aware that they each have different ways of learning and growing.

So while the City Gym Boys can give you guidance about fitness and offer a body weight regimen that caters to your general level of fitness and experience, you have to find your own level, your own realistic goals and your own way of meeting them.

If you’re going to take the next step, the way I did, workouts have to be a part of the day you really look forward to. So you have to find a way of taking the City Gym Boys’ message and making it work for you. Everyone’s fitness goals are different: Some of us want perfect legs or a six-pack, while some of us just want to get rid of fat. But the way I see it, we all share one goal: getting to the place where we feel good about ourselves. And Charles teaches—and lives by the idea—that the way to feel good about yourself is to be as healthy as you can be.

WITH CHARLES, I knew I’d found the right trainer. He’s a very positive person, and he made it easy for me to work even harder than I already was. Then, in a way, I’d been heading for this kind of fitness routine for a long time. I was a tomboy as a child. So, I have always been a very physically active person. In later years, my husband, Joel, then my best friend, introduced me to a book he was reading. And when I picked up Bill Phillips’s Body for Life and read it cover to cover, it changed my life. The book talked about “gym rats,” and I recognized myself. I was eighteen, and I was going to the gym three, four times a week. Same routines. Same weights. But my body had hit a plateau.

I wanted to take it higher. It’s all really just about wanting it, and when you want the things that you really need—like health, fitness and self-esteem—the road is never going to be easy. You have to be into it. You have to have the discipline to say, “I have to go work out” on a consistent basis. Making a commitment to making yourself better is not a part-time thing.

For instance, maybe after a winter of working out, you say, “I’m done now. I look good. I can support this body for the rest of the summer.” For many people, the summer is the time when it’s hard to say no to how much you want to eat, and it’s even harder to do the work your body knows it needs to burn off those additional calories.

[image: ]

So maybe you say, “Now I can have fun, and I’ll get back to my workouts in the fall.” No! We’re talking about a lifestyle change. If you’re ready to make a full-time commitment to changing your body you have to make a full-time commitment to changing your lifestyle.

But change is not a cookie cutter thing. Everyone’s starting point is different, so evaluate yourself. If you hate being confined to the gym, take your workout outdoors. No matter where you prefer to move your body, just make sure to give it your best shot every time.

But if you’re a woman, don’t stay away from resistance training. Some women are so scared to use weights: “I’ll look like a man!” But they wouldn’t think that way if they were educated about achieving and maintaining fitness. Resistance training, whether with body weight or gym weights, builds muscle, which allows you to burn fat. For women to get a toned body, resistance training, combined with a good cardio regimen is the way to go. You’ll be fit, you’ll look good and you’ll feel so much better.

You will also sleep better and have more energy, and you won’t focus on food as much. When you’re exercising and feeling good about yourself, food becomes less important to you.

And when you do eat what you want to eat, have the discipline not to eat too much and to burn it off afterward. It’s fine to have the fried dough and the ice cream once in a while, but moderation is the key. The unfortunate truth is that there are people who simply can’t afford to buy “healthy foods” even if they wanted to. We all know that. As a mother, I can tell you from firsthand experience: So-called healthy foods are expensive! Every time you want to shop for the organic stuff, it’s a pretty penny.

But that doesn’t mean you should just shrug your shoulders and say, “I can’t afford to be healthy and look good.” It’s not so much about what you eat; it’s about what you do to burn it off. I know it’s tempting to think, “Who has the time to exercise or take it to the next workout level, as you did? I have so much more to get done in my day-to-day life.”

True, life throws you curveballs, and sometimes things get in the way of the goals we set for ourselves. But don’t give up when things don’t happen as you plan—just do the best you can.

In the same way, if you set realistic fitness goals and then do everything that you can to achieve them—give it your absolute best, and let nothing get in the way—then those other life goals are going to be easier to achieve as well.

APPENDIX II

FINAL THOUGHTS

AT THE END OF THE DAY, we all want to look and feel good; how we get there is still debatable. But after fifteen years of shaping minds and bodies, we’re convinced that placing the focus on physical activities is a more effective way of creating a fit America. As a nation struggling to keep the pounds off, we must open our minds to a new approach, particularly if the old ones are obviously not working. To make fitness a lifestyle, we must set simple, attainable daily goals for ourselves, which must include physical activities. Remember: We can all create our own bangin’ body if we commit ourselves to the physical work and effort that is necessary. The more effort you give, the more bangin’ you will look and feel. It’s all up to you. Your physical destiny is in your hands.

1. The price for our advanced technology in the USA is the fat around our stomach. Despite how great it is, technology has created a lazy society.

2. Food is not the enemy. You can eat whatever you want—in moderation—if you’re willing to burn it off with exercise.

3. A good workout does not discriminate against age, sex or race. These factors have little effect on developing a healthy lifestyle. All races, all ages can have their own bangin’ bodies.

4. Form and intensity are the two most important ingredients in changing your body. You must always use perfect form and work to failure on every rep, every set. If you can commit to these two things, you’re on your way to changing your body.

5. Cardio is not just for women, and strength training is not just for men. Women can benefit from resistance training to build muscles. Men need cardio to burn fat. Bottom line: Both men and women must incorporate cardio and strength training.

6. Crunches do not give you a six-pack; they only make your core stronger. We all have abs, but we need to shed the fat to show them. To see your six-pack you have to shed the body fat—incorporating cardio exercises into your workout regimen and eating less are more effective ways of bringing out the six-pack.

7. What you eat is not as important as how much you eat and when you’re eating it. The bottom line: You must burn off the calories to create a bangin’ body.

8. You don’t have to love working out. But activity is the only way to look and feel good, so you must include it in your daily lifestyle.

9. Physical education should be a requirement at all levels of school, from elementary to grad school. Being physically fit is as important as excelling academically.

10. Children will naturally crave sugar and salts because their taste buds are not as developed as adults. To try to stop them from eating sweets and salty foods is not realistic. Get them to be active and the sugar and salt won’t matter.

11. Most people do not get the results they want because they do not put in enough effort. Don’t stop working out when your mind tells you to stop—stop when your body tells you to stop.

12. People with a good body have trained very hard for it. Saying that race, sex or age is a factor is taking away from their hard work—and giving you an excuse.

13. It’s not possible to chang1e fat to muscle and your muscle won’t turn to fat. You must build muscles and you must burn fat. Your bones do not convert to cartilage; your heart does not chang1e into lungs.

14. Ladies, working out does not make you big. Not working out enough will make you big.

15. Cardio is a very effective way of burning calories, and cardio can be whatever you want it to be: basketball, swimming, dancing, skateboarding. Cardio is nothing more than simple physical activity.

16. You must work your muscles to failure on every rep of every set for every workout.

17. Protein supplements, like shakes, are not necessary as long as you’re getting your protein from natural food sources.

18. You do not need steroids to look good or gain strength. Natural is safer and cheaper, and the look lasts a whole lot longer.

19. Scale weight is not important. It’s your body composition, and how you look and feel, that really matters.

20. Set realistic fitness goals. Do not expect too much too soon. You didn’t gain all the weight in days or weeks. Don’t expect to lose it that quickly. Quick weight loss with pills or starvation diets never works in the long run—and it’s dangerous.

21. You cannot change the shape of your muscles; you can change only the size. Women cannot create long, lean muscles if they don’t already have them. Guys can’t create a high chest if their muscles aren’t shaped that way. Genetics determines the shape of your muscles, but you determine how to make them as defined as they can be.

22. Parents, lead by example. You cannot be inactive and expect your kids to be active and fit. They do as you do, not as you say.

23. Be honest with yourself. Police your own behavior. You know when you’re making the effort and you know when you’re not.

24. Stop being lazy. Take the stairs. Walk across town. Just start moving your body.

25. Video games are not a form of physical activity.

26. Stop counting calories, and just start burning them. You know when you’re eating too much; adjust your workout accordingly.

27. Don’t just train to look better than the average girl or guy. Always strive to be the best of the best. Just because your friend or relative is fatter than you, doesn’t mean that you don’t need to work out. Be the best that you can be. You’re competing only with yourself.

28. Be patient. Do not expect to totally transform your body overnight. Like a sculptor creating a masterpiece, you can’t get a bangin’ body in just a few sessions. You’ll get there in due time.

29. “It’s not what you eat, it’s what you do” is not your green light to eating more. Our motto says this: Start being more physically active, and stop focusing so much energy on food. It’s your lack of physical activities that will keep you from looking and feeling your best. It’s your emphasis on physical activities that will make you look bangin’.
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CHAPTER 5

NATURAL IS THE ONLY OPTION

THE CITY GYM BOYS ARE KNOWN FOR APPEARING AT parades and festivals across New York City—from the Puerto Rican Day Parade on Fifth Avenue, to the Brazilian Day Festival, to the African-American Day Parade in Harlem. The fun starts when we get off the subway, carrying our backpacks, and find a quiet side street and start stripping down, looking to get that quick pump. People start walking by, doing double takes, totally confused: Who are those guys?

We were Clark Kents on the subway. We’re about to turn into Supermen.

Now, on the sidewalk, everyone gets into their own zone. We’ve got our music on in our headphones, and we start doing what we each have to do to get a nice pump, get the blood flowing. We start working out. Some of us are doing pull-ups on scaffolding. Some of us are doing push-ups on the sidewalk. It’s like getting ready for the Super Bowl. It’s physical, and it’s mental. You can feel the adrenaline.

Then, finally, we take off the shirts and rub on the cocoa-butter cream, and by that time people are gathering around, going crazy.

These parades and festivals go on for hours and hours. We know from the moment we take the shirts off that we won’t have a moment to ourselves until we put our shirts back on. There’ll be packs of girls, and boys, people of all ages, following after us, whistling, cheering, amazed. At the Brazilian Day Festival, people are wondering, “Are they Brazilian?” At the Colombian Independence Day Festival, they’re saying, “Are they Colombian?” The truth is, demographically and ethnically, our group consists of a little bit of everyone.

But the whole group doesn’t get to crash the festivals or do the modeling gigs or work at the schools. Not all of the guys who approach us to be part of the group understand what it takes to be a City Gym Boy. There’s the looks, of course. But there’s a lot more: the physical and mental dedication. The passion for community service. The weekly commitment to volunteering at the Boys & Girls Club of Harlem.

And, of course, no drugs. I interviewed a guy from the gym recently, a guy I’ve known a long time. He wanted to be in the group. But I saw that his body had changed—likely due to steroids. I said to him, “You know, our guys have to be clean. And it’s better if you let me know, ‘cause you can stop.”

So he confessed: He’d done a photo shoot and admitted to doing a cycle of testosterone. “Just once,” he said. “To make me feel better emotionally.”

I couldn’t let him join the team. It’s difficult to turn down a friend. But if you’re using, I’ll tell you right at the start that this is not acceptable within the City Gym Boys. Our goal is to train hard in the gym and create a bangin’ physique the old-fashioned, natural way. We’re not about fleeting overnight success—we’re about hard work.

You don’t want to be strolling along 135th Street during the Harlem Week festival, basking in your moment of glory, knowing that you use enhancement drugs. You’d be cheating not only yourself but also all of those people in the ‘hood who are looking to you for inspiration.

When I was competing in bodybuilding, I felt the pressure from a lot of people to get big quicker. I never gave into that. I never felt that I would be me if I used enhancement to win. It wasn’t a question of the potential guilt. I just never felt like I needed to do anything unnatural. I said no to it then, and I say no to it now.

Steroids are always an option in my world, but for me and the City Gym Boys it isn’t.

Truth is, I have never done any kind of drug in my life. I’m not into experimenting. Never smoked a joint, never done a line of coke—that’s just not the kind of person I am. I was never the person to say, “I’ll try it.” I was always the one to say, “I don’t think so.” And that feeling just gained momentum. It was like working out: The more I kept saying no, the more I knew I would always say no.

When I was younger, it was coming at me so much that I found that the more I said no, the more I was proving to myself that I was a strong person. The fact that I was doing so well in the competitions helped, too. I was not getting first place against drug users, but I would get second or third. I felt that if I was beating a lot of the guys who were juiced, even if I didn’t get the top prize, in my world I’m really winning because I’m 100 percent natural.

Medically, it’s been proven: The path of steroids is a risky one. The younger City Gym Boys are already trained to go natural, because the public schools have wisely started to preach against the drugs in health classes.

The natural path to fitness is the road to take. And if you have any doubt, all you have to do is look at the faces of the people who approach us at the festivals. They see bodies that are perfectly proportioned, not ballooned and grotesque. They see smooth skin, not acne pockmarks. Their admiration is a whole lot more satisfying than a trophy. It’s the most incredible feeling when we turn a corner and start to walk through a crowd, and people’s eyes make their way toward us.

But the funny thing is, after awhile it’s not so much about ego anymore. It’s more like, “I have to continue this”—for them, not for myself. You’re changing peoples’ lives. After all the time in the gym, when you actually take it out there onto the street and realize how impressive and inspiring you are to others, that’s when it becomes clear that you can’t stop. You have a mission: to get as many people as possible to want to follow your path.

“Your body can be anything you want it to be”

And so you’ll be going back to the gym. It becomes a cycle, a cycle of work and pleasure. More time in the gym means a more effective show at the parades and festivals, where people keep coming up and saying things like, “I love what you’re doing,” and, “I guess I have to join a gym.” And even if they’re saying that jokingly, you can tell that you’ve already made a difference—especially when they approach you thinking you must be doing some amazing, unreal workout, and you tell them that they can start changing their own lives with a few simple body weight workouts and a new commitment to activity.

It’s hard for anybody to see a group of attractive cut guys walking down the street, with crowds of men and women drawn like filings to a magnet, and not be reminded that maybe they themselves ought to be spending five or ten minutes a day on a treadmill. When you’re not at your own best and you see six guys with six-packs who are where you’d want to be in your fantasy, it gives you motivation to achieve your fitness goals.

I’m here to tell you that your body can be anything you want it to be, and when your body is at its peak, your brain benefits, too.

SPEAKING OF “BRAINS,” I met Jelani at a festival in Harlem. He’s a sophomore at Williams College and a graduate of the Ethical Culture Fieldston School—one of the most prestigious prep schools, with more famous alumni than you can count (including New York Times executive editor Jill Abramson and John Lennon’s son Sean).

When he’s not in school, you’ll usually find him by my side in one of our middle-of-the-night workouts at J’s Big Gym in Washington Heights, surrounded by guys who might have never finished high school, or who might be finishing up a tough day at the brokerage. The late-night gym community isn’t concerned with where you’re from or how much you make. It’s a sanctuary for those who want to work hard and shape their body.

This is a young guy with his eye on the prize. I have a feeling that Jelani might be the next name on that boldfaced Fieldston alumni list.
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