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			Before I Begin

			My illness tale is pretty tame compared to most. There were no epic climaxes in the form of bodily collapses, misdiagnoses, or hospitalizations. My body’s unraveling consisted of subtler warning signs that didn’t always capture my attention. But eventually they added up to the same narrative through line that all fifty million autoimmune disease sufferers have probably experienced at some point in their lives: why don’t I feel well?

			In January 2015, I launched a yearlong series on my blog, Feed Me Phoebe, to help me answer that question. Inspired by Gretchen Rubin’s best-selling book The Happiness Project, I came up with a dozen short-term experiments that would help me become the architect of my own health, one lifestyle change at a time. And the culmination of that project is the book in your hand.

			Anyone who’s been chronically ill will tell you that getting well does not always follow a linear timeline. My journey with Hashimoto’s thyroiditis started long before I decided to take on my project, but as far as this book is concerned (and to avoid confusing the bejesus out of you), I’ve condensed the main action into a year of experimentation, while still being true to the ebb and flow of my experience.

			Many of the wellness challenges—like my vice detox—lasted a very finite period of a week or month. Others—like rehabilitating my back—unfolded over the course of many months. At times, I discovered that the question I began with wasn’t the right one at all. An experiment to eat for my hormones unearthed a bigger issue around birth control; an investigation into the effectiveness of probiotics caused me to grapple with the concept of what it really means to be clean; drinking half my body weight in water revealed how unclean what flows from our tap really is.

			While I did treat myself like a guinea pig, I did not do it blindly. I had the help of a very qualified team of professionals. Professionals whose care I was in prior to deciding to write a book, and whose identities—with the exception of my acupuncturist, Heidi Lovie—I felt should be changed to honor a unilateral physician-patient privilege.

			You’ll find some readily applicable advice at the end of each chapter. These Healthy Hedonist Tips are listed roughly in order of least to most intimidating—basic to niche, point A to point B—to allow you to choose your own wellness adventure.

			Which brings me to what I really want to say before we begin: I can’t give you a perfect prescription for living a healthier life. You will need to do your own investigations to reveal where your pain points reside, and which benefits more than justify the tough work of changing deeply ingrained habits in order to realize them. Now that I am on the other side of my project, I can say with authority what I’d always suspected: wellness is a journey that starts within. And it’s one I feel so much stronger for having taken.

			So many people are battling their bodies and looking to others for answers. My story may not offer you a seamless solution. But it’s my hope that by following along, you’ll be better able to find your own sweet spot between health and hedonism, wherever it may be.

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			FROM FEEDING ON FADS TO FINDING “BALANCE”
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			On being sick, getting better, and paving a path toward healthy hedonism.

			I’d always thought that bad skin was just an unfortunate side effect of adolescence, that like mouth metal and experimental hair highlights, I would leave it behind with high school. But here I was, a year away from my thirtieth birthday, with a pink pixelated rash around my nose and mouth that refused to go away.

			It was mid-December during the winter that spawned the polar vortex and led East Coasters to start sourcing their outerwear from Canada. So I could have simply blamed my face’s distress on the subzero winds that came barreling off the Hudson River every time I left my apartment in downtown Manhattan. But this was a rash I knew well.

			Perioral dermatitis had been more or less taking up an annual residency on my face since I graduated from college. Every time it flared up, I’d pop into my dermatologist’s office for a few painful steroid injections and some medicated cream. Usually, this frontline attack would force my skin to surrender to its former (manageably flawed) state by morning. If it didn’t, she’d upgrade to antibiotic warfare.

			I had fallen back on these tactics for years without giving them a second thought. But eventually, the shots and the creams and the pills stopped working altogether, which brings me to this particular visit.

			“You don’t want the medication?” Dr. K asked, her taut eyelids giving me a sharp blink-blink of incredulity.

			“Well,” I said, trying to appear calm. “We’ve tried three different kinds now and they only seem to work for a week. Can you please just tell me why this keeps happening?”

			“It’s just one of life’s mysteries,” she replied, clearly annoyed that my appointment was taking longer than the usual ten minutes she allotted for this type of conversation. “I’ve had patients with chronic perioral dermatitis for half their lives. Then one day it just vanishes as mysteriously as it came. Clearly something is out of balance and your body is reacting.”
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			This was not exactly the response I wanted to hear from a medical professional charging three hundred dollars for ten minutes of her time. But I knew that Dr. K was right about the underlying imbalance, even if she had zero interest in helping me figure out how to right it.

			In truth, I already knew there was something out of whack in my body. My skin was just one outward symptom of a downward health spiral that had been under way for years—I just had never connected the two.

			For a lot of us, the first indication that our bodies are not, in fact, invincible, appears in our twenties. And for me, the realization that all those Jägerbombs in college might have taken their toll came when I was diagnosed with an autoimmune disease.

			A year postgraduation, after some routine blood work, my childhood doctor told me I had Hashimoto’s thyroiditis. I had never heard of it before and was immediately unnerved. The name sounded more like an answer I had missed on my History of the Pacific War midterm than a disease. My doctor casually explained that the autoimmune condition was causing my body to attack my thyroid, a butterfly-shaped gland at the base of the throat that regulates the way our bodies use energy. She told me not to worry: Hashimoto’s was fairly common in women my age, affecting as many as fourteen million Americans, and completely treatable with a daily dose of Synthroid, a widely prescribed hormone replacement drug. But I’d probably need to be on it for the rest of my life.

			This last piece of news did not sit well with me.

			I grew up with a mother who was an early adopter of the organic movement, in a home where “medication” really meant “remedies,” in the form of small white homeopathic balls that dissolved under your tongue. I may have taken my morning birth control tablet and the occasional Z-Pak, but being dependent on a daily dose of drugs for the next sixty years was a different story.

			That, I would not sign up for.

			So I did what any super-mature twenty-two-year-old would do in my situation: I pretended like the conversation never happened and went on living my life.

			In the years that followed, I started a food blog, got a cookbook deal, and left a cushy corporate job at the height of the recession to launch a career in food.

			I worked long hours in front of my computer, bouncing between tabs of various freelance projects. I hustled hard and took on pretty much any cooking job that involved buttercream and not my naked body. I spent my days teaching nine-year-olds how to bake granola bars and my nights lugging hundreds of mini meatballs to upscale Fashion Week parties where no one wanted to eat them.

			And it was all going pretty well, until my stomach—my best friend and most trusted colleague—turned on me.
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			My wonky digestion was more than just an occupational hazard. I had to stop jogging because I got stabbing cramps after just half a block. I was tired all the time but rarely slept through the night and often woke in a pool of sweat. I ate everything in sight, yet couldn’t put on weight, which was nice at first when it meant saying good-bye to the four years of late-night pizza that had gotten lodged in my midsection but became more worrisome when my clothes became so oversized I started looking like an Olsen twin.

			It took me longer than it should have to realize that these symptoms—hot and cold flashes, muscle pain, crushing fatigue, weight fluctuations—might be a product of my malfunctioning thyroid. At the time of my diagnosis, I barely knew where my thyroid was located, let alone its many vital functions in determining my overall health. I didn’t yet know that thyroid hormones were responsible for regulating body weight and temperature, and that if the gland was underperforming (as mine had been after years of self-attacks courtesy of my immune system), it could affect everything from my menstrual cycle to my sleep to my moods.

			I spent the better part of my midtwenties playing catch-up and trying to get on board with the diagnosis I had ignored for so long. I went with a more integrative approach than what my childhood doctor had offered and, in the process, gave up gluten and tailored my day job as a chef and food writer to more health-focused recipes and articles. I read countless wellness newsletters, saw prestigious specialists who didn’t take my insurance, and used my professional experience in the kitchen to attempt to heal my body with leafy greens.

			And yet, I still felt like I was flailing.

			I was flailing, in fact. Because despite all the changes to my diet—and all that kale and coconut oil consumed in the process—here I was at twenty-nine with prepubescent acne and a blood panel that looked like I subsisted on Big Macs and Red Bull.

			What was I doing wrong?
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			Sitting on Dr. K’s exam table that frigid day, frustrated beyond belief and trying not to cry on her bony little shoulder, it finally (finally!) dawned on me that by retiring her antibiotic Rolodex, I had exhausted my doctor’s capacity to find an answer to my skin issues. I knew that I needed to change my approach and that it would have to be my job to figure out what was causing all this external havoc in the first place.

			You can’t keep running from what’s staring back at you in the mirror morning after morning and, for me, vanity proved to be the most powerful motivator.

			I had already experienced (and ignored) several wake-up calls regarding my health, but it was the symptoms I saw on the outside that really convinced me to stop what I was doing (which, at the time, I didn’t think was all that terrible) and make some bigger changes.

			Luckily, this realization came just before the onslaught of New Year’s resolution mania. A new wave of health books had just hit the shelves, and you couldn’t turn on the TV without some celebrity doctor, fitness instructor, or vaginal steam-spa operator telling you how you could lose ten pounds and live disease-free for the rest of your life just by following their protocol.

			The problem, as I soon found out, was that very few of these books offered sustainable solutions. A thirty-day plan for weight loss, yes. But an ongoing strategy for balance? Not so much. Or rather, I should say that they didn’t address the type of “balance” I could identify with: the kind that wouldn’t require me to drink cucumber juice for lunch and meditate three times a day like the cover girls of the Whole Foods magazine aisle. As far as I was concerned, that type of balance was just another extreme, and I had already discovered that extremes didn’t work for me.

			The year prior, as I began taking my autoimmune diagnosis seriously, I found myself in the office of a militant naturopath endocrinologist. It only took a cursory look at my blood work for Dr. A to point out that I was a clinically malnourished chef, and the irony was not lost on either of us. Over the course of the session, she convinced me to finally start taking Nature-Throid—a hypothyroid medication made from pig’s thyroid. The rest of her solution, however, required a laundry list of dietary labor. No more soy, no more corn. No more cans, no more plastic. No more nonorganic food of any kind. In addition, I needed to detoxify my life, beginning by throwing out the entire contents of my apartment and replacing them with some derivative of baking soda or unbleached cotton.

			Dr. A’s default approach for new patients was clearly to employ scare tactics, to bully them into making some very necessary changes. Some people who approach habits with more of an all-or-nothing attitude may have had no problem turning their lives upside down overnight. For me, her advice was emotionally and financially jarring. And since she didn’t devote the time to fully explain the “why” behind them, most of her lifestyle minutiae went in one ear and out the other.

			It was just too much change all at once.

			The recommendations I did heed may have changed my cooking for the better, but they also meant I spent more money on green elixirs and supplements than I could afford, and I felt guilty every time I indulged in a Bloody Mary at brunch or inhaled toxic fumes at the nail salon. The more obsessive I got trying to follow the rules that my doctor set for me, and the more failure I endured when I couldn’t, the less “well” I felt.

			As a chef and spokesperson in the healthy living space, I couldn’t help but wonder: if I was this overwhelmed by applying healthy practices to my life, how lost must everyone else be feeling?

			I had so many leg ups that should have made my journey easier: I live in New York City with access to top experts and medical professionals. I don’t have a family to feed, so I was able to funnel what money I could into my own self-care. I grew up privileged, with an organic-minded mother who fed me bowls of millet instead of Easy Mac. And now it was actually my day job to make those bowls taste less like something that would be served to Oliver Twist.

			I knew there had to be a way to ease my body’s issues and still indulge in my more hedonistic, boozy brunch–loving behavior. I had to figure out a protocol that would help me discover what it really took to be well. And not just healthy on paper, but to feel well—to do right by my body without giving up my life.

			If no doctor or diet book had an action plan that actually felt actionable, I would create one for myself.
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			Having a rotating list of medical professionals over the years in some ways was a crutch that prevented me from doing my own due diligence around my disease. I wanted to better understand my body’s specific set of needs—the aspects of my Hashimoto’s that hadn’t been properly explained in thirty-minute visits with my endocrinologist or one-off listicles on wellness websites. But I also wanted to take a step back and distill the most basic and important variables of anyone’s health equation—to discover the nonnegotiables before I got caught up in another round of minutiae.

			So instead of poring over studies on how eating more turmeric might prevent cancer, or articles on why biking for twenty minutes every day could lengthen my life span, I began by tracking down experts I’d gotten to know over the years on all sides of the wellness space—yogis, health coaches, aestheticians, nutritionists, chefs, endocrinologists, gastroenterologists, and so on—and asked them all the same question:

			If you could tell someone to make just one lifestyle change that would have a profound effect on their general well-being, what would it be?

			The answers I got to my One Big Question (henceforth referred to as the OBQ) were surprising. People stopped talking about SoulCycle and superfoods and started talking about the bigger picture.
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			With these responses, I started designing a set of short-term challenges to help me tackle each of my problem areas, one by one. The idea was to dedicate a year to overhauling my health—like Gretchen Rubin did for her happiness—with experiments for everything from cleaning up my makeup to forming better hydration habits to feeding my microbiome.

			And thus The Wellness Project was born.

			When I started talking about my project with friends and the readers of my blog, Feed Me Phoebe, it became clear that “wellness” was a rather polarizing term. While many said that they embraced it, others reported that they felt the word was elitist and had come to stand for hundred-dollar-a-day juice cleanses and designer yoga mats instead of integrative health.

			I needed to settle on a definition outside the modern marketing machine, and the one that spoke to me most was from the National Wellness Institute. It states that wellness is “an active process of becoming aware of and making choices toward a more successful existence.”

			I liked this idea of an active process—that wellness itself was a journey, not a destination. Because what I’d found that so many health experts, and even my own physicians, fail to acknowledge is that change is pretty fucking hard.

			The struggle is real.

			Ninety-two percent of people who set New Year’s resolutions in 2014 failed to keep them. Why? One reason might be because the objectives were too ambitious. With so many new rules added to the mix every year—usually, the villainizing of one ingredient or another—it’s all too easy to throw fifteen balls (or organic apples) in the air and watch them come crashing down.

			Working as a culinary instructor had shown me firsthand the failures that can result in the kitchen when you bite off more than you can chew, and tackling these “life recipes” would be no different. I had already struggled to implement the far-reaching advice that my doctor had handed to me without a road map. The grander my intentions, the more I would need a framework for execution.

			And without one, the more likely I would be to end up with organic applesauce all over the floor.
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			The American Psychological Association recommends that you approach lifestyle changes in baby steps, one habit at a time. So for my wellness curriculum, I decided to compartmentalize my endeavors as much as I could. Like the 92 percent of well-meaning Americans, I had already tried to do too much at one time and felt like a failure when overwhelm set in and, instead, I did nothing at all. Isolating each change would help me measure its true impact and see which ones were worth the time, money, and energy going forward.

			I ruled out prohibitions that were too crazy or unrealistic. For example, I wasn’t going to throw out my entire wardrobe because the clothes contained toxic dyes. Everyone has a limit or an exemption clause, and I put my peep toe–heeled foot down at wearing a shapeless hemp tunic down Fifth Avenue.

			To get the most difficult stuff out of the way, while my resolve was at its firmest, I would start by confronting my three biggest vices: sugar, caffeine, and alcohol. Since the state of my skin was one of my chief barometers for success, I would explore greener ways to care for it next. And because our food choices loom the largest, I knew I needed to figure out once and for all what rules should prevail in the kitchen.

			Water, sleep, and exercise were basic imperatives that came up again and again in the answers to my OBQ, and they too would get a deeper dive. I blamed my failure on the fitness front on back pain and digestion problems, so I knew that I would have to tackle those two issues as well. And part of putting all the pieces of my wellness puzzle together would be to better understand how to support my hormones. Finally, since physical problems are often driven by emotional ones, I would have to get my stress in check. After all, one of my main motivations for taking on this project was that desperately trying to be “healthy” was causing me anxiety.

			As for the new rules and routines I would live by, I gave myself the freedom to modify them as I figured out which experiments improved my life and which, despite the best scientific and spiritual intentions, just didn’t. I would certainly measure my progress by internal (blood work) and external (skin) evidence of change. But my intention was not to become the healthiest person on the planet. I wanted to discover a new path forward that I could stay on indefinitely, for the long haul.

			And part of that was addressing something I’d always felt was missing from other health protocols: hedonism.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Now when I say “hedonism,” I’m not talking about drinking chalices of wine while a servant fans me with palm leaves—though that obviously sounds like a wonderful way to spend a Sunday afternoon. Rather, my definition of hedonism stands for everything that lifts our spirits and brings us pleasure. Restrictive dieting may pull off the pounds and bring us closer to looking like a Greek goddess. It may even make us healthier on paper. But it can often get in the way of living.

			I knew that my own pursuit of wellness thus far had been the most soul-crushing when it prevented me from spending quality time with the people I loved. Healthy choices can’t happen in a vacuum. And fitting them into your life is even trickier when you share your life with another person.

			At the time of that ill-fated visit to my dermatologist Dr. K’s office, Charlie and I had been dating for just a few months. My skin decided to revolt shortly after he entered the picture, which only added insult to injury and frayed nerves already being tortured by the throes of early L.O.V.E.

			Charlie was everything I wanted in a partner, minus a commitment to exercise and an enthusiasm for green vegetables. And as one tends to do during those blissful first few months, we were living the life of the fat and happy. Was this what my skin was reflecting? And would adopting the practices of a healthful hermit pop the honeymoon balloon?

			I had outlined the general idea of my wellness project for Charlie, though I hadn’t yet explained the backstory—the autoimmune issues, my faulty thyroid, and certainly not the reemergent acne, which I disguised every morning with a thick layer of Clinique Superpowder. I wasn’t sure how his presence in my life would affect the healthy hedonism continuum. Could I still have a social life if I drank less alcohol and insisted on getting eight hours of sleep a night? Was putting toxic sunscreen on my body better or worse than looking like Casper the Friendly Zinc Oxide Ghost? Would a BPA-free linen shower curtain be worth the smell of mildew that inevitably came with it? Which of these practices would be naturally rewarding, and which would make me feel like I was taking an infrared sauna in hell?

			These are the daily negotiations we all make, the hedonism points that need to be tallied to figure out if our healthy choices are worth it.

			Above all, I hoped that my project would help me find this happy medium—that by peeling away the layers of my body’s issues like an onion, I could get to the core of what I needed to do in order to wake up with energy and be excited to take on the world.

			In the months that followed my visit to the dermatologist’s office, I found myself diving headfirst down the rabbit hole of healthy living. I befriended wellness experts, researched best practices, battled food cravings (and myself), and slowly made over my world, one challenge at a time.

			This book is the story of how I did it. And it starts by paying homage to a most undervalued organ.

		

	
		
			DRUNK IN LOVE...WITH MY LIVER

			THE VICE DETOX
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			On whether life without alcohol, caffeine, and sugar is a life worth living.

			Living with my liver in mind might not have been the first thing on my wellness to-do list if it hadn’t been for an organ “aha” moment that happened a few weeks after I left my dermatologist Dr. K’s office.

			I had just started formulating a plan for my year of experiments when the wellness rabbit hole spat me out at the doorstep of Gloria the Healer.

			On a cold Wednesday morning, I arrived at a small walk-up apartment building in Queens. The buzzer for the garden unit had no name next to it, and as I looked for signs of life inside, I worried that my fifty-minute commute might have taken me to the wrong place. Just as I was about to re-consult (and curse) Apple Maps, a mop of brown curly hair appeared behind the frosted glass.

			Gloria greeted me briskly as I followed her through the emerald-green carpeted hallway into her apartment.

			“Take a seat,” she said, motioning to a couch on one side of the living room, which was separated from the rest of the studio by a cream-colored sheet. The space was sparsely decorated, but not in the usual Zen/New Age sort of way. There were no Japanese hanging scrolls or potted bamboo plants. Instead, small wire animal sculptures perched on the few available surfaces. As I removed my shoes, I noticed a faint cat food smell and the prelude to an allergic reaction around my corneas.

			After my final failed experience with conventional dermatology, I had reached out to my extended wellness circle to point me toward a naturopath who specialized in skin issues. Some green beauty aficionados offered recommendations for aestheticians who might help calm things down on the surface, but I needed someone who could uncover what was out of balance on the inside—to find the root cause that Dr. K wasn’t equipped to investigate. Finally, a friend sent a long glowing email saying that I had to go see her healer, Gloria.

			I’d never been one to shy away from nontraditional medicine. Aside from Dr. K, I had migrated most of my health “team” to practices that specialized in more integrative care. But I was still a little wary of the job title “healer”—if it didn’t even occupy a listing category on Yelp, it felt a little too woo-woo for me. I was desperate for answers, though. So if someone thought this woman could help me look in the mirror without feeling the weight of the world passing through my pores, she was worth a try.

			After a brief chat about my health history, I lay down on the massage table in the center of the room.

			“We’ll start with some muscle testing,” said Gloria the Healer as she reached into the medieval black briefcase beside her.

			Muscle strength testing (also known as kinesiology) is based on the belief that specific weaknesses are linked with specific organs and can signal internal problems like reduced blood supply, chemical imbalances, or other distresses. The process was similar to a soft-core arm wrestling competition: I held my arm straight up and tried to lightly match the pressure Gloria was putting on it, which she did while touching various areas of my body, first with her hands, then with small glass vials of potential allergens. If my pressure weakened significantly, she’d push my arm all the way down to the table as an indicator that I had lost that round and whatever she had tried on me had hit a nerve. Or, in my case, a liver fungus.
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			After the diagnostic was complete, Gloria said she suspected that my liver was in distress due to some sort of critter or overgrowth. She did a few more tests and found a combination of three herbal supplements that seemed to restore my strength when placed on my abdomen. The first was to increase bile to the liver, the second was to detoxify, and the third was to help with evacuation. Without the third, she said, my body would just reabsorb all the toxins the liver was flushing. “You should also try to give your body a break from alcohol, caffeine, and especially sugar. Those three are like kryptonite for your liver.”

			I got a glass of water from her kitchen and took my first round of supplements. Though I wondered if the strands of feline hair I found on my sweater might have interfered with my diagnosis, I was relieved to finally have a prescription that didn’t need to be filled at the drugstore. Between my friend’s seal of approval and the overall body trance I was experiencing from the Reiki portion of our session, I was becoming more convinced that the answer to my skin’s problems could be channeled through the hands of this strange little woman in Queens.

			No Sugar, Sugar. And No Honey, Honey.

			A lot of popular science literature likens the liver’s role in our digestive system to that of a sanitation worker. It processes everything—both emotionally and physically—that we put in our body. It does so without bias, treating food the same as supplements, Stoli, and stress. And the work is dirty and thankless.

			In addition to sorting through what’s coming into the plant, this scrappy organ also manages the storage of sugar and its conversion into energy, produces a vast reservoir of the body’s proteins, regulates hormones, and cleans your blood. And when the junk piles up, it doesn’t have as much manpower for all these other necessary chores.

			If your liver becomes overloaded, excess toxins that aren’t successfully flushed by way of the bathroom are eliminated through the only other escape hatch: our pores. And this can cause sensitive skin to react in horror.
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			After doing more research, it seemed like giving that poor boomerang-shaped Cinderella a much-needed vacation was the perfect way to launch my foray into healthy hedonism. So as much as the prospect terrified me, I decided to go all in on Gloria the Healer’s liver advice as my first wellness sprint: for the next month, I would cut out alcohol, caffeine, and sugar.

			The following morning, I carefully made my way down the ladder from my bedroom, the four-foot-tall sleeping loft that hovers over my desk. As I stood in the kitchen wondering what to do next, I realized how hard it would be to get my head in the game for the day ahead of me (and Project Health in general) without any caffeine to defog it.

			My first order of business was to find a new breakfast ritual.

			This is a generous term for what I had been doing in the past. As a freelance food writer who works mostly from home, without an office or even any walls that would help define the ever-aspirational goal of work-life balance, I’d found it hard to adopt any sort of morning routine. It wasn’t uncommon for me to descend from my sleeping loft, sit down at my desk while the coffee was brewing, start writing emails, and look up two hours later to realize I was still in my underwear and the coffee was sitting on the counter untouched.

			One of my many day jobs was working for private clients in their kitchens, and at eight a.m. I considered myself off duty at the stove. Like most people, I’d reach for the least time-consuming option available, usually a breakfast bar or one of its organic fruit-and-nut contemporaries—anything that began and ended with ripping open some plastic and going to town.

			But as I discovered that first morning, the problem with my beloved “healthy” bars was the sugar—or, rather, the honey and non-GMO glucose listed on the back of the package.

			The American Heart Association recommends the average woman consume no more than 25 grams (or 6 teaspoons) of added sugar a day. And at 13 grams, one small bar would put me at the halfway mark for my daily quota by nine a.m. With a sweetened latte added to the mix, I had conceivably been blowing my sugar load before the day even really began.

			Was it possible that my Madagascar vanilla bean organic yogurt had nearly as much sugar as a can of soda? That the dried cherries I threw on top of it had been sweetened further with apple juice concentrate? And that sugar was even hiding in my whole-grain gluten-free toast?

			So much for my breakfast of champions. The meal was a minefield.

			The added sugar in fizzy drinks and packaged foods is really the liver’s cross to bear because it’s the only organ that metabolizes fructose. To deal with the deluge, it engages the pancreas in a complex game of Ping-Pong to control your blood sugar.

			When levels are too high, the pancreas steps in and signals to your liver—using the blood’s favorite gang sign, insulin—that it needs to store all that excess energy.
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			“Insulin plays ‘good cop’ and ‘bad cop’ in your body,” write Brooke Alpert and Patricia Farris, the dietician-dermatology duo behind The Sugar Detox: Lose Weight, Feel Great, and Look Years Younger. “It’s the good guy when it jumps in to control the sugar riot in your bloodstream. Yet it’s also the bad guy because, while it’s controlling the sugar situation, it is depositing fat in places you don’t want it, like around your belly.”

			While unflattering for some, these fat deposits aren’t always apparent to the naked eye. Being thin on the outside doesn’t necessarily indicate how lean your organs are. So even if you’re in the vast minority of people who look good in gold lamé spandex, your liver could still resemble Jabba the Hutt.

			To make sure my liver would be fully prepared for bikini season by the end of my thirty days, I decided I would try to avoid all added sugar, even natural sweeteners like honey and maple syrup, whose fructose content (though slightly lower than that of table sugar and corn syrup) still gets metabolized the same way as the refined stuff.

			One sweet thing I would allow myself, though, was whole fruit. When you consume 200 calories of fresh apple slices, the fiber slows down the body’s process of absorption. Your blood sugar rises more gradually and, without those spikes, insulin stays out of it. Consuming the same number of calories in the form of organic apple juice, which has the fiber removed, means all that naturally occurring fructose is funneled straight to your liver. Even juicing sweeter vegetables (like beets and carrots) can cause your blood sugar to spike like it would if you were drinking a can of Coca-Cola.

			Despite the word “cleanse” being synonymous with the concept of detox these days, I was relieved to learn that redirecting my dollars from booze to expensive bottles of BluePrint beet juice wasn’t necessarily the solution to my liver’s problems.

			Breakfast of Champions

			Even with the caffeine-free mental haze, my brain immediately turned to recipes.

			Eggs would be the quickest savory option, but I didn’t have much fresh produce on hand that first morning to turn a simple scramble into a balanced meal. Plus, I prefer to observe a moratorium on dirtying cutting boards before eight a.m. I considered reheating a bowl of the black bean soup staring me down from the second shelf of my fridge—a recipe I’d been testing a few days prior—but leftovers didn’t seem like a sustainable solution for the weeks to follow. As I looked through my cabinets and freezer, I noticed a few bags of frozen berries stashed away and decided that fruit would indeed be my breakfast du jour—in smoothie form.

			I shook a generous handful of the rock-hard blueberries into my mini food processor. They were a deep Violet Beauregarde purple but, thanks to the freezer burn that had set in, lacking her plumpness. I forged ahead, dousing the purple pellets with a carton of unsweetened almond milk I’d found in my pantry. Not only would a plant-based milk help me eliminate the hormones my liver would otherwise have to contend with in conventional cow’s milk, but in purely practical terms, it was shelf-stable and something I was used to buying in bulk. Drinking your breakfast also offers an opportunity to pack in extra fiber on the fly, like the dollop of almond butter and dash of hemp seeds I threw in as the Cuisinart’s metal blade whirred, turning my pruney frozen berries into an icy slush.

			Suppressing a few shivers, I sipped the concoction while scrolling through the pile of health and food news that had hit my inbox overnight. I wished I had a banana on hand to add a layer of creaminess, but overall it was satisfying. Ignoring the advice of the white-blond celebrity nutritionist staring back from my computer screen, warning that they were higher on the glycemic index than other fruits, I added a bunch to my shopping list in the name of healthy hedonism.

			And then, realizing I was already late for my weekly private chef client, I put the food processor bowl in the sink, threw on my five-pound winter parka, and hoped that the cold winds outside would do a better job than my smoothie of shocking me into wakefulness.

			Breaking Free of the Coffee Break

			Aside from missing that morning boost, I was most curious about how the absence of coffee would affect my digestion. Had my daily cup made my intestines lazy?

			Studies have shown that coffee has pharmacological effects as a laxative, and I’d go out on a limb and say that half of its merry morning drinkers rely on it as much for intestinal as mental stimulation. I had a friend who once admitted that for years she couldn’t go to the bathroom without a cup of black coffee with a tablespoon of Benefiber stirred in. (My organs shuddered at the thought.)

			The question of what abstaining from coffee would do for my long-term health, though, was a bit murkier. Certainly the research was inconclusive due to many moving pieces that make it hard to prove cause. But individual sensitivity depends in large part on how coffee is metabolized by the liver.

			Not only does caffeine cause blood sugar and cortisol spikes, a big downside of coffee is that it competes for precious enzyme resources that are also needed to process estrogen during the detoxification process. This is one reason why women taking hormone replacement drugs (like birth control pills) metabolize caffeine more slowly and can feel its effects longer.

			Coffee may speed up the overall commute to Toilet Town, but it also creates a ten-car pileup of estrogen on one of the exit ramps. As a result, those extra hormones get sent back into circulation. And all you need to do is flip open your middle school yearbook to remember what this can do to your skin.

			For thyroid sufferers, higher levels of estrogen in the body are especially problematic.

			When the thyroid gland is underperforming and becomes inflamed, thanks to repeat attacks from the immune system, it has trouble producing the essential hormones that control our energy levels. This is known as hypothyroidism. Hormone replacement medication is what’s most commonly prescribed to treat the condition, and yet many people still experience symptoms of fatigue. Why? Because most synthetic drugs only replace the hormone T4, which then needs to be converted into T3, the active form that gets released directly into the bloodstream to deliver energy to our cells.

			The big problem with estrogen dominance is that it obstructs this essential conversion.

			The kind of mental and physical delirium I often experienced at the hand of my Hashimoto’s made me feel even more attached to caffeine as a method of morning survival. But as I read more about the downstream effects, I realized how my daily cup may have been fanning the flames of my symptoms. It was clear that Gloria the Healer was right to tell me to give caffeine a temporary rest.
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			To avoid head-pounding withdrawal symptoms that first week, I decided to replace my morning java infusion with a single cup of green tea, a low-caffeine, high-antioxidant option. I knew the headaches would hit hard for a few days and then I’d be in the clear. The big question was what I’d fill my mug with going forward.

			Then I remembered something that came up more than once in experts’ responses to the OBQ: starting the day with a glass of warm lemon water.

			Lemon juice, in general, is one of nature’s secret weapons. Its antiseptic nature acts as a solvent for toxins, and though it makes zero sense on paper, when added to water it becomes an alkaline solution. Starting the day with an alkaline drink rather than something acidic, like coffee, helps your liver flush all the junk it collected overnight when it was doing double duty cleaning your blood.

			Drinking my first cup felt like the healthy adult equivalent of the warm milk with cinnamon from my childhood—soothing and delicious. It lit a fire in my caffeine-free system and made the wintery smoothie that followed much less jarring.

			So a week into my detox, the first hour of my mornings looked like this: I’d wake up at seven a.m., hit the snooze button for thirty minutes, attempt to descend from my sleeping loft without falling, take my thyroid medication, and sip a mug of hot water with the juice of half a fresh lemon mixed in. I would read the news or write emails. Then I’d take my second round of pills (Gloria the Healer’s supplements) and make my second morning concoction from a combination of nut butter, frozen banana, berries, and almond milk.

			Sometimes, I’d even remember to put on pants.

			Making Peace with Prohibition

			Alcohol is probably the most well-known toxin our livers battle on a regular basis. But it’s not necessarily the worst one, despite what many think. The issue really involves quantity: guzzling a venti macchiato or a liter of soda can overwhelm your liver just as much as flooding your insides with consecutive vodka tonics. Order a sugary, caffeinated rum and Coke, and you’ve got triple the trouble.

			I understood the physical argument for not drinking. I had experienced it many mornings when my body felt like it had been infected with some sort of deathly venom. But unlike my relationship with caffeine, there was a social attachment to alcohol. Even though my friends weren’t exactly slapping the Franzia bag anymore, I still felt like some might look at me funny at a bar if I didn’t have a drink in hand.

			My friend Rob had periodically given up alcohol while training for Iron Man races and eventually found that he felt so much better without it, there was no real reason to resume drinking post-competition. When I asked him what it’s like to be social and sober, he found two strategies that were particularly helpful.

			First, have a reason.

			“For me, it was that I was training,” he said. “End of story, everyone gets it. They just think you’re crazy in other ways.”

			Second, if you don’t have a reason, have a soda water with lime.

			I certainly had a reason. I just hadn’t yet learned how to wrap my wellness project into one neat and tidy sentence. The pitch hadn’t been practiced in an elevator, let alone a bar, and I was slightly gun-shy. How do you explain the need for a series of health challenges without digressing into the big picture challenges that led to your breaking point?

			Hashimoto’s thyroiditis wasn’t exactly casual Friday happy hour chatter.

			With good friends who knew about my autoimmune struggles, I figured I could tell the truth about my year of health. For less-good friends, I could hide behind a lime-studded beverage. And for anyone particularly prone to peer pressure, I could say I was on antibiotics.

			“Just make sure to choose the right illness so that people still want to touch, kiss, or share food with you,” said Rob.

			Good call.
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			In truth, I was less concerned with people not understanding my motives for sobriety than I was about my own ability to have a good time without the traditional social lubricant. Perhaps it wasn’t others perceiving me to be less fun than my own fear that I would actually be less fun.

			After a long day of work, especially on weekends when I went straight from a catering or teaching gig to meet friends out on the town, I relied on alcohol to pull me out of my exhaustion. Even by myself, with an office that was in the same room as my bed, couch, and kitchen, a glass of wine was often all I had to differentiate work from play. It was the equivalent of taking off my black blazer and sensible flats as I’d done during my time in the corporate world—a symbol that I could be done with the worries of the day.

			I wanted to find out what I was really craving when I craved a drink. Was it this contextual reset? The taste of red wine? A feeling of connection? The need to let loose? Latent social anxiety? I set out to identify my triggers, and see in what corners of my life—on top of a bar stool, by the kitchen counter, in the middle of a dance floor—they were lurking.

			Drinking Buddies

			I didn’t even make it to the weekend before I experienced my first bout of angst around the alcohol embargo. It happened the second Charlie showed up at my door.

			“The whole building smells amazing,” he said, struggling out of his snow boots on the landing. I had tried to compensate for all the new dietary restrictions he would be passively observing by starting things on a very indulgent and positive note: a homemade steakhouse meal.

			Charlie entered the kitchen area and slid a bottle of Malbec from its paper sleeve. “I thought this would go well with the rib eye.”
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			My eyes narrowed. When he looked up from searching for the corkscrew, he noticed the laser-like beams of passive aggression shooting from my face.

			“Oh shit. I forgot.”

			Charlie and I were still very much in the early phase of our courtship. I had met his immediate family members, and we had begun planning a vacation for the end of the year—both very good signs on the commitment front—but in terms of intimacy, we still had a long way to go. He hadn’t yet seen my granny panties or noticed my tendency in wintertime to leave crumpled used tissues around the apartment. And I was still acting like it was my MO to put on a black dress and prepare a slab of expensive meat for a casual weeknight dinner. Just your typical Wednesday!

			Since starting to see Charlie, I had begun drinking more wine during the week and eating more bacon on weekends. We often stayed up past my bedtime and once under the covers, I was kept up even later by the dull sounds of his snoring. I recognized that this was not a lifestyle I could sustain in the long term given my thyroid condition, yet I was reluctant to push back.

			As Charlie stowed the bottle so we could share it at a later date, a wave of worry passed over me. I knew that having to pass up a glass of weekday wine wasn’t a deal breaker for him. (If it had been, that would probably be a deal breaker for me.) But when it came to my hedonism, I still had an image of the “Cool Girl” in the back of my mind. As Amy, the narrator of Gone Girl, tells us, the Cool Girl pretends to love chili dogs and cheap beer, while remaining a perfect size 2. She’s hot and understanding and doesn’t ever fucking complain.

			“Men actually think this girl exists,” Amy says, “because so many women are willing to pretend to be this girl.”

			When I first read this passage, a little piece of my rom-com-loving soul died. It was a rude awakening to my perceived independent spirit to recognize how much my younger self had been swayed by this expectation. You could say that the demise of my two main college relationships was partially due to trying to be the Cool Girl for the precious first few months, until my neurosis and self-respect came bubbling to the surface and I realized it was much easier to just be single and myself.
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			As I got older, wiser, and more set in my ways, it became impossible to feign a high level of easygoingness, especially when it came to gluten-free fried food and drink. But part of me—that insecure twenty-year-old still lodged somewhere in my subconscious—feared that I had lured Charlie into my love nest under false Cool Girl pretenses.

			When we’d met the summer prior through mutual friends, I was already feeling torn between observing my naturopath endocrinologist’s lifestyle extremes and having fun. That weekend, though, between all the rosé I drank and the
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