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Disclaimer
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Introduction

For nearly a decade I was drained of energy, exhausted, in pain, and completely confused about my own body.

I was told it was “normal” to bloat, suffer unbearable period pain, and feel tired all the time. I was made to believe it was just “part of being a woman,” and when I broke down and cried for help, I was labeled dramatic and hysterical, dismissed, and misdiagnosed for years, and given pills over answers at every opportunity.

And the worst part of this is that my story is far from unique. It’s happening to millions of women right now . . . and if you’re reading this, I’m guessing this might feel familiar to you, too, and I’m sorry. It’s not fair, but I hope this book will improve things.


So many women put up with symptoms like:


	Constant bloating

	Fatigue

	Weight gain

	Acne

	Brain fog

	Mood swings

	Anxiety

	Depression

	Hormonal imbalances

	Skin problems





All of these symptoms are too often labeled as “normal.” That needs to stop right now. Yes, these might be common, but they aren’t normal.

Recognizing that distinction changed my life and made me realize that change is possible and if I could get to the bottom of my symptoms, I might get my life back.

After years of being misdiagnosed and let down by the medical system, I was finally diagnosed with endometriosis. But then I was given the wrong surgery and told my best chance at a relatively pain-free life was to have a hysterectomy, or have a baby . . . at the age of twenty-one. More invasive surgeries followed, alongside egg freezing to preserve the little hope I had. But even after all of this, my symptoms were still there, still causing me daily misery.

So, I stopped asking for answers and went looking for them myself. I made it my life mission to get to the bottom of my symptoms, and I promised that if I ever found the answers, I’d share every single detail so that others could benefit, too.

What changed everything for me was discovering “inflammation” and how it can be linked to almost every symptom we experience, from hormonal fluctuations and period pain to chronic health issues like PCOS, endometriosis, and autoimmune conditions.

This book is the result of everything I’ve lived through, studied, experienced, and tested via surgeries, setbacks, hormonal chaos, and ultimately rebuilding my body (and my life) from the inside out. And now it’s all here for you, too!

And if you’re reading this, I already know one thing . . . you’re ready. You’re tired of feeling lost in your body, tired of “doing everything right” and yet still feeling wrong . . . you want clarity, control, and most of all, you want to feel happy and healthy again.

This isn’t a fad, it isn’t a cleanse, it isn’t a diet . . . it’s a chance to hit the RESET button on your life.

In these pages, you’ll discover how inflammation can sit at the root of so many symptoms, from painful periods to gut issues, fatigue, skin flare-ups, anxiety, and more. You’ll learn everything you need to know about the foundations of inflammation, hormones, and balancing blood sugar (the foundations of health!), followed by a deep dive into the six pillars we can use to live an anti-inflammatory life and manage our symptoms for good. These pillars are: food, gut health, detoxification, sleep, stress, and movement. My biggest struggle on this journey was figuring out what I could eat that actually tasted GOOD, and finding creative meals and recipes with those anti-inflammatory ingredients . . . which is exactly why I’ve included more than eighty step-by-step recipes right here in this book, so that you’ll never feel at a loss for what to cook and eat.

No perfection is required and no immediate action either! The first half of this book will help everything make sense, and then, when you’re ready, you can start your 30-day reset. A practical, empowering, step-by-step challenge that will help you feel better right now, and set you up for a lifetime of health and happiness.

If you’ve been longing for answers, clarity, and a body that finally makes sense . . . you’re in the right place. Because once you understand what’s really going on inside, the overwhelm disappears, the shame lifts, and you’ll finally get your energy, confidence, and health back.

This is your turning point. You’re not broken or lazy, you just need the answers. This was my road map out of a lifetime of pain and into an abundance of health, longevity, and more—and now it can be yours, too!

Let’s do it together,

Sophie
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My Journey & Discovering Inflammation

I still remember the day my doctor told me that my constantly bloated belly and horrendous period pain were just me putting on weight and being dramatic. The words every seventeen-year-old wants to hear . . . ! I’d gone to the doctor desperate for help, but the pain I was in was labeled as “normal” and the message I came away with was clear: I needed to toughen up and get on with it (and of course take the pill—because that solves everything, right?). Well, sadly that wasn’t the case for me. Nor, I know, for a lot of others, too.

I was very late getting my period. I was sixteen turning seventeen, a crucial age when it comes to school, friendships, thinking about college or university, and of course . . . boys, and absolutely NOT a time when I had envisaged becoming chronically ill for the next decade of my life. We usually say hindsight is a wonderful thing, but in this instance I’m quite glad I didn’t know then that my next ten years would be spent arguing with doctors, being dismissed, misdiagnosed, and undergoing the wrong surgery. It was not the future I was dreaming of, and if I’m honest I still mourn my late teens and early twenties, picturing what life could have been like. However, I’m also a firm believer that everything happens for a reason, and right now, I’m living a life beyond my wildest dreams. All because I found an anti-inflammatory way of living, which tackled my symptoms, stopped my endless surgeries, and introduced me to my real passion, helping other women feel their best selves.

Growing up, my life was pretty normal. I was raised on a farm, which meant I was always outdoors, always moving, and had a fairly standard diet of home-cooked meat, fish, and vegetables. I was active as a child and constantly on the go, doing various jobs around the farm, including feeding the baby cows, my favorite! Although my meals were generally healthy, I had the biggest sweet tooth you can imagine. I’d bake cakes just to eat the batter, scoff a whole family-sized pack of custard creams, and never really saw any issue with it. It was all just part of my day-to-day life, and I never gave it a second thought.

As a family, we have suffered some unlucky turns when it comes to health, and especially in our experience with serious symptoms being ignored. My mum was severely unwell from her late teens to mid-thirties, constantly fatigued and low in iron, which turned out to be celiac disease, an autoimmune condition where the immune system attacks the lining of the small intestine when gluten is consumed. She can’t eat any wheat either! Her symptoms were obvious, but she was dismissed for years before having the help she needed. My brother became seriously ill from the age of seven, and when he turned ten a mysterious lump appeared on his neck. Doctors said it would go away on its own, or at worst be TB. Sadly this lump wasn’t going anywhere: it turned out to be cancer. Thankfully, my mum pushed on for answers and demanded further investigation, which is how my brother received the diagnosis, had timely treatment, and thankfully made a full recovery. Then there’s my journey . . . I had a particularly nasty cough when I was a baby, and my mum with her “mother’s instinct” took me straight to the doctor, who shockingly dismissed her pleading for further investigation. What was really going on was pneumonia, which, by the time it was finally diagnosed, had spread to both lungs, and became so serious that my entire family was called to say their goodbyes. That was my first brush with death, but sadly not my last.

Even as a child I always struggled with constipation, which I carried with me until my mid-twenties, and had a gluten and dairy intolerance, which wasn’t a surprise given my mother’s celiac diagnosis and my brother’s lactose allergy—it’s in the genes, sadly. However, other than these pretty serious “one-off” incidents for myself and my brother growing up, day-to-day we were all pretty healthy!

Then came my first period, and everything changed.

Almost overnight, I went from being a normal teen, full of life, to being regularly doubled over in pain. I developed extreme bloating, all my energy disappeared, and I just felt like I’d been taken hostage by my own body. I simply wasn’t myself any more; my life had completely changed and I spent most of my time exhausted but unable to sleep, in pain, and feeling embarrassed about my symptoms. Eventually, after a couple of months of struggling, I decided enough was enough and I went to the doctor, which felt incredibly daunting at the time because communicating that I was having problems “down there” was difficult and nerve-racking! But I plucked up the courage, telling the doctor that I was in a lot of pain and (TMI incoming! get ready, this book is full of it!) that I was bleeding from my butt as well as my vagina while on my period, and also that I had this sharp tugging pain that felt like someone was plunging a corkscrew into my lower tummy! However, I experienced what sadly most women do when they go to the doctor with “pain down there,” and was told the same thing over and over again . . . “It’s normal. Periods are painful, and you’ll probably just grow out of it anyway.” But the pain I felt didn’t seem normal. I was missing school, fainting, struggling to function, and the saddest part of it all was that eventually I started believing what I was being told: that maybe I was just too sensitive, maybe I just wasn’t built to cope? To this day, the most offensive misdiagnosis I was given was “phantom symptoms,” meaning the symptoms were quite literally in my head . . . which didn’t explain the amounts of blood I was bleeding each month.

Years later, after endless appointments and still no answers, I ended up having emergency surgery. They found cysts on my ovaries and commented that some of my organs were stuck together, too—but nothing to worry about, of course: all “normal” according to the surgeon, which I now know was completely untrue. This “gluing” of organs is called adhesion, when one organ sticks to another, and is a very common sign of endometriosis, but it was never picked up.

The distinction between “normal” and “common” may seem trivial, but it’s not, it’s life-changing.





“It’s common, not normal”






It’s common for people to be unwell. It’s common to struggle with our periods. It’s common to feel tired, in pain, constantly bloated, and burned out. But none of that is normal, and the more I was told otherwise, the more I started questioning everything.

Going to university was the tipping point. I was thrown into a world of late nights, cheap food, alcohol, high stress, and minimal sleep, and my body just couldn’t cope. In continuous pain and discomfort, I started to crumble, my relationships suffered, my mental health was in the trenches, and I felt completely out of control. I still had no answers, despite pleading with doctors for five years for help. I felt like I was losing everything, including my dignity! The conversation changed from “It’s just painful periods” at school, to now, at university, “It must be an STI”—because of course all women with pelvic pain at university MUST be having unprotected casual sex on all occasions. The irony was, I had one boyfriend at uni, and my endometriosis was so bad that sex became almost impossible, so the endless STI tests, all of which proved it was not an STI, were a waste of time.

I got very close to giving up, until finally a trusted and brilliant doctor mentioned the word “endometriosis.” Shortly after, I had another operation, an exploratory laparoscopy (a fancy way of saying they’ll have a look in your tummy to see what’s going on!), and from this I received my formal diagnosis. You’d think things would have gotten better from this point, but all my main symptoms came rushing back and I was told I had two choices: have a baby or have a hysterectomy, as these were supposed to “cure” my endometriosis and take away all the pain. I was twenty-one, felt like a baby myself, and was in a very new relationship, too, so having a baby was not in the cards! A hysterectomy, however? It was an extreme option, but it was presented to me as the ticket to a pain-free life, and so that’s what I began to accept would be in my future after I graduated from university. I didn’t want it immediately because it was a major operation that would have disrupted my studies, and there was no way in hell I was going to let that happen, as I was determined to achieve first-class honors, no matter what.

What saved me was a placement year in London. While there, I went to a GP purely to ask for stronger pain meds, but this doctor did something no one else had done before: she actually listened! She acknowledged the years of pain, dismissal, surgeries, and misdiagnoses I had suffered and referred me to an endometriosis specialist. (I didn’t even know they existed until that point.) This specialist told me three things that changed my life:


	A hysterectomy does not cure endometriosis.

	Having a baby does not cure endometriosis.

	I’d had the wrong surgery. I’d had ablation, and I should have had excision surgery. Ablation is like cutting a weed, excision is like ripping it out at the root. The weeds will grow back with both, but excision is much more effective long-term.



My next step was having my third surgery at twenty-two, with the endometriosis specialist, when she performed the correct procedure, excision. She found endometriosis in far more areas than my previous surgeon had, mainly between my rectum and vagina (rectal-vaginal endometriosis), which explained why I was bleeding from my rectum (sexy, I know!) and had this horrid tugging pain there before my period. My pain improved after this surgery, and although she mentioned I’d possibly need one more operation to really get to the bottom of the damage endometriosis had done, overall I should feel better. Unfortunately, this did mean I had to quit my highly sought-after placement year at Aldi. Despite it all being out of my control, and my being genuinely in too much pain to work and needing time for the surgery and recovery, I just felt like I had failed. I remember feeling I should have tried harder, or should even have delayed the surgery so that I could prove myself at work, but in reality my body couldn’t cope and my mental health wasn’t in a great place either.

After the third surgery, life was slightly easier. I was still getting daily pain and bloating, and my periods were a dark hole in my diary each month, but the excruciating emergency room trips stopped, which was success in my eyes. I was able to attend most of my lectures in person, there were no more missed exams, and thanks to Covid making all lectures virtual, I was able to catch up easily on the lessons I missed because of flare-ups. This new way of working, an accessible work-from-home model, allowed me to achieve my dream of getting a first-class degree, something I still feel immensely proud of.

I then secured my dream graduate role, account management with Procter & Gamble. It was in Yorkshire during lockdown, which meant a six-hour move away from family and friends, but I was excited about the opportunity. I loved working with retailers, and my manager, Jonathan Olding, was the most wonderful human inside and out. I explained my medical history and we made an agreement that if I was having an “endo day”—meaning I needed to work from home or take time off—he had my back, and I will forever be grateful for the time we worked together.

Sadly, the pain that surgery had once helped was coming back thick and fast, and a terrifying trip to the emergency room found me back on the operating table after a week-long flare-up had aggravated my appendix into full-blown appendicitis. I struggle to talk about the forty-eight hours prior to this surgery because, in truth, I almost died. This particular flare-up wasn’t anything special, it was very “normal,” but it became concerning after I passed out a few times. Writing this now, I can’t believe I didn’t take this seriously, but bear in mind this was almost a monthly occurrence, so for me it was “normal.” I thought I could sleep this one off, but that’s not how appendicitis works, sadly, and I was in real trouble. An ambulance came to my rescue, and I was immediately on the operating table faced with one of the most painful ultimatums of my life. Due to my medical history, the surgeon said there was a real possibility of needing to remove both ovaries due to cysts complicating the operation. I was twenty-four, facing my fourth surgery, on my own and having to decide whether I should have life-saving surgery and risk my ovaries (and, as a result, my dreams of becoming a mom), or hope my appendicitis would stop, which wasn’t really an option. I woke up from surgery screaming, not from the pain, but from wanting an answer—Did I still have my ovaries? The longest thirty minutes of my life went by until I was told, “You have your ovaries.” The surgery had been successful.

After almost saying goodbye to my possibility of having a family, I changed my job to move to London, where I went straight to a fertility clinic to ensure I was protected if this situation ever happened again. I had always been told prior to this situation that I was ridiculous, I was young and would be fine! However, that last surgery proved that youth wasn’t helping me and I needed to take action. I did two rounds of egg-freezing, one I self-funded and the second round was paid for by my parents. A privilege I will never forget, as the NHS typically won’t fund fertility treatment unless you’re trying and failing to get pregnant, or going through chemotherapy. Something I hope to change one day!

It was during my egg-freezing journey that I started to take my “hobby blog” seriously. After getting the news that a hysterectomy and a baby do NOT cure endometriosis, I didn’t want anyone else to go through what I had. I also wanted a space to raise awareness and track progress (if any), to hopefully inspire others going on the same journey as me. So I started an Instagram page, previously called “The Endo Spectrum.” Truthfully, the name was chosen because I wanted to hide behind it because of what I was posting about! Sex, periods, problems with having a poo . . . it wasn’t exactly dinner-table chat for my family, but I had a fire in me to make a change that thankfully my cousin Jess fueled to no end! I often had doubts about what I was sharing, which wasn’t helped by the whispers of how “cringe” my posts were from even those close to me. However, Jess filled me with the confidence I needed to persist, as did other wonderful friends I made along the way, notably Sevs . . . and now that online account is proudly changed to my name: @sophie.richards!
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Despite all this, I still wasn’t really getting anywhere with my health. Even after all the surgeries, the diagnosis, the treatments, etc., I still didn’t feel good, and I was battling inflammation every day. My bloating was out of control, my weight was skyrocketing, my hormones were all over the place, and I just didn’t recognize myself. My emotions didn’t feel like my own, and neither did my appearance. I’d look into the mirror, and looking back at me would be this bloated, puffy, sore, sad girl who had no idea what was going on or how things were ever going to change. I was also working in a corporate job, sitting at a desk all day, pushing myself beyond what my body could manage. I felt misunderstood and exhausted, constantly fighting flare-ups with no idea why they were happening.

In desperation, I started researching, learning, and investigating; reading anything relevant I could lay my hands on. Hormones, inflammation, and balancing blood sugar kept coming up time and time again, and so did “managing your cycle,” which I’d been told was best to stop altogether, whether through the pill or a hysterectomy . . . neither of which I wanted.

Realizing I needed to change my lifestyle, I quit my job. And inspired by the research I’d been doing, I signed up for a women’s health practitioner course with certification in menstrual health, to try to learn all the things I didn’t yet understand about what living a truly healthy life looks like and, most important, HOW to do it.
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Interestingly, although my mission was to fix my endometriosis, I soon realized that it wasn’t the root of the problem. The real issue was what was triggering my endometriosis flare-ups, as well as my other symptoms, like acne, brain fog, nausea, constipation, mood swings . . . everything! And that, I discovered, was inflammation!

At first it seemed simple. I knew my bloating was inflammation because it was easy to see—I looked nine months pregnant! I also knew that certain foods triggered a reaction, because when I ate particular meals, all of a sudden I blew up like a balloon (usually meals containing dairy and gluten, but there were unknowns, too). My confusion around food became clearer after following a very strict anti-inflammatory diet (called the AIP). It helped me, but it didn’t fix everything, because food was only one piece of the puzzle. Even when my diet was “perfect,” I’d still have big flare-ups, often when periods of stress came around, or when my sleep was off. My face would swell up, I’d catch colds constantly, and bad period pain would come flooding back, too.

This personal experience, along with what I learned while studying hormonal health, made me realize that inflammation can affect the whole body. That it isn’t just about food; other lifestyle factors are equally important. Food, gut health, detoxification, sleep, stress, movement . . . the six core pillars of inflammation.

Understanding those six pillars is what finally helped me reduce inflammation in a meaningful way, and when I say reduce inflammation, I don’t just mean less bloating or fewer flare-ups. I mean fewer symptoms across the board. I started to feel more balanced, my mental health stabilized, my energy came back, and as a result my spark for life did, too. My skin also started to improve after ten years of painful acne, and most important, my cycle stabilized. My periods weren’t painful any more, and my endometriosis felt non-existent—I was finally symptom-free, and I still am, when I follow an anti-inflammatory way of living. I say this, rather than “I’m cured forever,” because health will always be a work in progress. No one is perfect and life throws curve balls along the way. Our bodies respond to real-life events, so when life gets in the way, our health can be thrown off balance, too. However, following this anti-inflammatory way of living 80 percent of the time has changed my life 100 percent.

It’s not a quick fix, and long-term health requires long-term consistency. However, the changes you can see in just thirty days can be astronomical. Just by changing my diet, I got rid of ten years of symptoms in a matter of months.

I still live with endometriosis, but it no longer rules my life. I now understand my body, I know what triggers symptoms, and I know how to support myself. When a flare-up happens, 99.9 percent of the time I can trace it back to one of those pillars being off—and THAT is control I never thought I’d have.

This book exists because I never want anyone else to feel the way I did: confused, overwhelmed, and alone. It’s why I began blogging about my experiences on my Instagram page, and now with this book I want to give you the road map to health that I never had. The WHY behind your symptoms and the HOW to manage them. Always discuss your symptoms with your trusted medical provider but never underestimate the power you have to improve your health through lifestyle tweaks.

I truly hope you find the help you need in this book, and that sharing what I’ve learned from my research and personal experience can help you avoid what I went through. For those who are reading this, in the depths of your journey with pain and inflammation, feeling like there’s no hope, I am living proof that things can get better, that life can be not only pain-free but full of excitement and opportunity, too.

If I can do it, I know you can, too. I can’t wait for you to start your 30-day reset, and would love to support you on your journey, so make sure to use the hashtag #30DAYRESET and join our community at @found.womenshealth where the Found team and I will be hosting challenges and events and you can meet like-minded people on the same path.






All About Inflammation


What is inflammation? And why is it such a big deal?

We often hear people say they feel puffy, bloated, or sluggish—these are all signs of inflammation. It doesn’t just show up in one area. It can affect your face, tummy, arms, legs . . . and often it’s happening internally, where you can’t even see it.

Inflammation is a full-body response, so symptoms can pop up anywhere, even if the root cause is one specific issue such as an injury or condition. That’s why healing it takes a full-body approach. You can’t just spot-treat one area, you need to support your whole system—and that’s what we’re going to do in this book!


Inflammation definition: Inflammation is an important biological response induced by various harmful stimuli, like viruses, bacterial infections, toxins, toxic compounds, tissue injury.1



Inflammation is like your body’s emergency services team. Imagine having paramedics, firefighters, policemen, and bodyguards all on standby, ready to act when something goes wrong. When we suffer an injury, infection, or even a spike in stress, the team rushes to the scene with sirens going off! Think of the last time you cut your finger—you probably got a little bit of swelling and redness, right? That’s inflammation doing its job: the security team has rushed to the cut, is clearing out the bacteria and damaged cells, and is starting the healing process (nail-biters, you’ll know this feeling well!). Once the situation is under control, the emergency team packs up and heads home, as if nothing had ever happened . . . that is IF everything’s working well. If everything’s good, your emergency team efficiently clocks on when there’s trouble, and clocks off once it’s tackled. This short-term inflammation (or “acute” inflammation) is there to protect and heal us. So short-term (acute) inflammation is actually a GOOD thing.


So why does inflammation have such a bad rep?

When the inflammatory response is constant (chronic), this is when problems start to occur. It’s like when a friend asks to stay the night; it’s not a problem for one or two days. But fast forward a few months to when they’ve completely taken over your house and brought all their friends with them. They’re making a mess in the kitchen, the living room’s a dump, the sofa’s covered in stains, and don’t even START on the bathroom situation . . . and the worst part? You were there all along, watching it happen! You just didn’t realize how bad it was getting until all of a sudden your house is burning down and you’ve been brought to tears! This is what happens when inflammation lingers for too long—it can wreak havoc on your body, weakening your immune system, because it’s so busy fighting off these unwanted guests that it doesn’t have time to function properly, leaving you feeling sick, tired, and even more exposed to other illnesses.

But here’s the good news—it’s never too late to make a change. All we need to do





Signs and symptoms of chronic inflammation



	Digestive issues: bloating, IBS, constipation, or food intolerances.

	Joint pain and stiffness: achey, swollen, or stiff joints.

	Skin problems: acne, eczema, psoriasis, premature aging.

	Brain fog and fatigue: feeling sluggish, forgetful, or always exhausted.

	Weight gain or trouble losing weight: especially around the belly.

	Autoimmune conditions: when the body mistakenly attacks itself.

	Mood swings and anxiety: inflammation can throw off brain chemicals.






Genetics and chronic conditions: why some of us are more prone to inflammation




















The six key pillars that drive inflammation


	Food and nutrition


	Gut health


	Detoxification


	Sleep


	Stress


	Exercise and movement
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