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The secret behind the ultimate

You must remember this: The perfect Valentine's Day kiss is all about your breath

Valentine's Day is coming, and it's time to get your lips ready for the kiss that often counts most. Before you do, however, check your breath to make sure you're kissable.

Nationwide, nearly 40 million people suffer from bad breath, otherwise known as halitosis, said Dr. Jonathan Abenaim, a dentist in Hawthorne, Passaic County.
"Most people don't even realize they have bad breath," Abenaim said. "Just like you look at yourself every day, you also smell yourself every day. You won't know you have bad breath, until someone tells you." 

If you're lucky enough to get the lowdown from a friend about stinky breath, do something positive to clean up your mouth. Brush your teeth. Use a tongue scraper. See a dentist.

"Mouthwash companies make tons of money," Abenaim said. "But mouthwash just masks the problem." Most bad breath is caused by food stuck between the teeth. 

"That food rots over time," Abenaim said. "When the bacteria ferments, it releases a really bad odor." Using breath mints, sprays and washes can actually make the problem worse. By covering up the problem instead of getting to its root, people risk more serious issues, the dentist said. 

"Without proper oral care, the waste products left behind cause smelly breath, or halitosis," he said. Continued neglect leads to gum disease, he said. With that, tooth decay increases as pockets develop in the gums around and between the teeth. Plaque and bacteria thrive in that kind of ill-kept mouth, Abenaim said. As a result, sulfur compounds and other gases accumulate, making bad breath even worse. 

Mornings are the worst for the average person. Everything that was put into the mouth the day before, Abenaim said, and not brushed out before going to bed, grows bacteria overnight. 

Most of the bacteria that causes bad breath hangs out on the back of the tongue. 

"Stick it out," the dentist said. "If you see white, you've got bad breath. In the morning, it can be very white." 

That white stuff has to be scraped away, he said, for fresher breath.

Not all bad breath is caused by bacteria in the mouth. Sometimes it's more serious, Abenaim said, a medical issue that needs to be treated by a physician.
"If a person has no teeth," he said, "and they have bad breath, it's probably systemic, and they need to see a doctor." Dr. Kenneth Schwab, division director of gastroenterology at Shore Memorial Hospital, said that 95 percent of halitosis cases are related to the mouth, nasal passages, and the tonsils. "People who have bad breath that is not mouth related are usually quite ill," he said. Typically those folks are already hospitalized. 

But bad breath can come from illness, and Schwab named several diseases and conditions that could cause halitosis: 

Lung infections 
Kidney failure 
Liver failure 
Post nasal drip 
Poorly controlled diabetes
Gastro-intestinal disorders 
Bacterial infection 
Oral cancers 

But the majority of stinky breath comes from not taking proper care of the mouth. That care means rethinking some daily habits, and for that Abenaim has a list of the top four things that make bad breath worse: 

Using a lot of alcohol-based mouthwash. Alcohol dries out the mouth, and can make bad breath worse.

Using sugared breath mints, sprays or washes. With those, you not only have bad breath, but end up with bad teeth. Alcohol, especially hard liquors, makes breath really bad. 

Tongue and lip piercings can get infections that cause bad breath. Lip piercings too close to gum can lead to gum disease

One of the most important things for keeping a healthy mouth is seeing a dentist.

"We recommend that people visit their dentist every 3-4 months for a cleaning," Abenaim said.

Not all insurance companies with that schedule. Most insurance companies only cover two visits a year, and some only one visit, Abenaim said.
