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To any patient who has felt that they didn’t have a voice, this book is for you.






FOREWORD
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Chronic illness has become part of the fabric of life in this country, impacting people of all ages and families of all types. Its growth has been driven by many factors: environmental, nutritional, infectious, and social. These external influences drive internal disharmony, disrupting the body’s immune system, hormones, and neurotransmitters, and disrupting the microbiome, the trillions of microbes that naturally inhabit our bodies. For most people with chronic illness, there’s not one cause or one solution, a fact that challenges the fundamental paradigm of modern Western medicine, which is that people get sick because they contract a disease.

I’ve specialized in treating patients with complex, chronic illness for the past forty-five years. “Complex” means that there’s more than one problem; there are what scientists call “co-morbidities,” different medical conditions co-existing in the same person, sometimes closely related to one another and sometimes not so clearly related. As the epidemic of complex, chronic illness has exploded over the past several decades, the number of co-morbid conditions has expanded and the people suffering from its reach have become younger and younger. When I started my medical career, chronic disease was understood as a geriatric problem, readily seen in the frailty of old age. As the epidemic has spread to younger people, there’s been a dramatic increase of invisible illness, which is hard to measure and not obvious to an observer, even one with medical training.

Illness can change us and, when severe or chronic, can change our concept of who we are. We become patients, a term derived from the Latin verb patior, which means “to suffer.” The suffering of illness extends beyond the physical symptoms. Perhaps the worst part is fear, not only fear of sickness, but fear of loss: the loss of identity, independence, valued relationships, and hopes for the future. Despite the substantial technological advances that have improved medical treatment over the past forty-five years, there has been no improvement in the ability of the health care system to alleviate this fear of loss. People who are sick have to navigate by themselves. Living with a chronic illness that others don’t see can dramatically increase your suffering. When your illness is invisible to others, you are at risk of losing the support of family and friends that is so important to each of us in overcoming adversity. People with invisible illness often find that health professionals don’t take them seriously. You may begin to doubt your own experience or get drawn into a vortex of hypervigilance, afraid that the wrong step will either make you sicker or expose you to the critical judgment of others. Tension between self-doubt and hypervigilance further amplifies the suffering, but denial and distraction are rarely helpful because illness can act like a screaming child that demands attention and forces you, over and over again, to confront the effects it has on your life.

I have worked with thousands of patients trapped in this way by invisible illness. They are looking for answers: What is wrong with me and what can be done to treat it? The answers to those questions are important, and my job, as a medical professional, is to help deliver them. Beyond that, what every patient needs is agency: knowledge of the steps you yourself can take to control illness, improve health, and overcome your suffering. Our medical system does nothing to enhance agency. In fact, it is structured to undermine it, especially for people with invisible illness. I have learned that supporting the agency of my patients is as important for their recovery as diagnosis and treatment.

Amy Kurtz has lived with a multifaceted, chronic, and invisible disease for most of her life and has spent years counseling other people with similar afflictions. In But You Look Fine, she dives deep into her experience as a patient and a helper to shed light on this essential and neglected aspect of healing. She shares her own story, the stories of friends and clients, and the wisdom she has received from some of the world’s leading experts in overcoming emotional trauma. The vision and the synthesis are uniquely her own, as she guides her readers to an understanding of a condition she calls Medical Trauma Brain (MTB). Her point: that being chronically sick can create as much damage as physical trauma and can leave you with a post-traumatic stress disorder, even if you are recovering medically.

Amy’s work is designed to help you understand the impact of illness on your emotions, your thoughts, and your relationships with the people who are important in your life. Her goal is to empower you to grow into agency through understanding the steps you need to take to gain control of your emotions, thoughts, and interactions with others, including health professionals, and to overcome self-destructive patterns of behavior. Because she has experienced firsthand the role of diet and environment in creating her own illness, she offers a practical approach to understand how you can gain agency by controlling the food you eat and the air you breathe.

If you or a loved one suffer from an invisible chronic illness, But You Look Fine is essential reading. Through its pages, Amy Kurtz presents a structured program that will immeasurably enhance your journey toward healing.

—LEO GALLAND, MD






AUTHOR’S NOTE
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I’m so glad you’re here. I promise to do my very best to help you navigate this world of confusion, isolation, anxiety, loneliness, and so many other feels that you’re currently experiencing—this limbo between sick and well that I call Medical Trauma Brain (MTB).

I struggled for over a decade with a serious illness, which launched me into becoming a patient advocate and health coach. I worked with a very prominent physician and developed a health coaching program adjacent to his medical practice. Over time, I started hearing something over and over again from the patients and my private clients that I had never heard anywhere. It had never been named, and there was no language for it. In my own recovery, I didn’t know what was happening inside myself either.

MTB is real. I know it, and I know you do, too. That’s because we’re living it. But because so few people know about MTB or understand what it is, up to this point there’s been no real discussion about it. There’s been no acknowledgment and no path to healing—until now!

Where this understanding comes from is not because I’m a doctor. I’m not. But I have lived it, researched it, worked with doctors on it, and this book is going to show you how to get through it.

What I share in this book are some of the tools that I have personally found to be helpful in managing and healing, along with approaches that my clients have found useful. I’m not trying to imply that every tool or methodology I’ll discuss is going to be right for you. The information in this book is meant to serve as inspiration, not a prescription. (If you’re anything like me, you’ve already had way too many of those!)

When it comes down to it, we’re each unique. It requires a combination of self-awareness and exploration to discover what truly works for you. And that’s what this book is all about: empowering you to connect with yourself on a deep level so you can make the choices that are best for you.

This journey you’re about to take won’t always be easy, but I’ll be right here with you the whole time. And I’ve done my best to ensure that as you read and as you start on the path to healing, you’ll be feeling some good vibes, too. Things like love, validation, support, and hope.

You ready to start taming that MTB monster, look it square in the face, and get the heck out of this limbo and into the bright sunny place? Let’s go. I’ve got you. Take my hand.

Love,

Amy
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WHAT’S WRONG WITH YOU?

I was only halfway through my Lyme disease treatments, but based on how well I was already feeling, it was evident that I was in for a major life change. Having been through so many cycles of illness and intervention in my life, I could tell that this was different. The end, and real healing, were in sight. I was doing it! But for some reason I wasn’t clicking my heels and returning home. Despite being “better” on paper and feeling better than I had felt in a long time, something inside me still felt off. Rather than feeling carefree, I was embroiled in bouts of anxiety, and at one point even had a panic attack. But why?

You see, for most of my life, I’ve been struggling with chronic illness, so I’m no stranger to this roller-coaster. While I’ve certainly felt better without being “well,” something was different here. My physical woes began at age fourteen when I became virtually debilitated by a hideous bout of chronic, very-long-term back pain. From that point forward, I was on a quest to feel better, bouncing from this treatment to that, including round after round of anti-inflammatories, but nothing seemed to help. And somehow I pressed on. In the years that followed, I did the best I could with what I had. I thought, This is my new normal. Then at twenty-five, during a trip abroad, I had a serious (and I mean serious) health crisis. There I was in the hospital, once-vibrant me now suddenly exhausted and languishing, a shell of my former high-energy, life-loving self. The situation felt chaotic and frightening, and once again the cause was a mystery.

My entire life came to a grinding halt with my health and healing becoming my entire focus because the situation demanded it be. Yet as long and hard as the struggle was, I kept seeing it as “only a pause.” The rug is just ripped out from under me, for now, I thought. I was convinced that at some point my docs and I would find the key to unlock what was going on with me, and I’d bounce back and rejoin my life as an actress already in progress. In that time I did what pretty much everyone with a chronic illness does—I adapted, constantly adjusting what I viewed as normal, shifting my perceptions to somehow encompass the crazy intensity and roller-coaster of my experiences. It’s like, we pivot, and pivot, and pivot again.

Over time I did start to feel better—enough so that I was able to write my first book, Kicking Sick. It was my love letter from my heart to people struggling with chronic disease and a guidebook for how to thrive through something that could otherwise be sidelining and totally life-defining.

But the truth was that I still wasn’t healthy. I was just healthier, or so I thought. After my book came out, I started to feel really unwell again, and then I began to plummet, feeling even sicker than before. I started to question my diagnosis. So I took a deep breath and I packed up my hopes and my dreams for great health and lugged them along to my thirty-sixth doctor (you read that right). Finally, through a series of many, many tests, at long last I got the correct diagnosis of late-stage neurological Lyme disease. When the doctor told me, I knew with every fiber of my being it was true. From that moment on, I jumped in, cannonballing straight into a whole new pool of treatments and lifestyle changes—and I got better! Like, for real. Better than maybe I’d ever felt before in my entire life! Good, I thought. Now I can un-pause and get back to my life!

And then the pandemic hit with all its crazy-making what-the-fuckness. I started to feel more anxious and high strung, worrying about every little thing. But that made sense. After all, everyone was stressed out, right? I mean, a global pandemic will do that to you.

As the lockdowns continued, at one point our apartment building experienced a leak. The management company in their wise wisdom decided that the best way to address it was to open up a wall in our unit so that it could dry out from the inside. But when they broke through the wall, what was revealed was horror-movie terrifying—a massive colony of black mold had been living all People Under the Stairs—like behind our wall. The fact that the black mold had been there lurking, unseen, was bad and creepy enough, but the drywall had provided some degree of protection. Opening the wall unleashed the full fury, and my husband, Danny, and I experienced a massive toxic mold exposure.

Literally overnight I exploded with symptoms. I broke out so badly that my body lit up like the night sky in New Mexico, with constellations of hives covering my skin. I developed a steady wheeze and became allergic to anything with a scent or with any kind of chemicals in it. If I got near anything moldy, I’d explode in fits of uncontrollable coughing. Suddenly it felt like anything in the environment had the potential to set me off.

When I got checked out, the doctor said that the levels of mold on my test results were the highest he’d seen during his forty-year career. Thanks, Doc! I love a gold star but not that kind. He added environmental sensitivities and mast cell activation syndrome to my list of diagnoses(eseses). At that point, I was like, Seriously, God, or whoever’s out there, we’re in the middle of a pandemic and now I’m allergic to my house? That’s a low blow.

Finally, Danny and I were able to exit Moldsville and move into a new apartment. In the process, though, I had to get rid of loads of my stuff because I’d become allergic to it: stuffed animals that had comforted me in childhood, a hat that had belonged to a beloved friend and former client who had since passed, all of my books, and essentially everything porous in my home. Relatively speaking, the clothes were no big deal, and I was fortunate enough to have the option of replacing them. And they didn’t have any real sentimental value. But my baby book? That was cruel. I just couldn’t bring myself to get rid of it. As I write this, it’s sitting sealed up in a storage locker.

Fortunately, our new locale and detoxing helped me to feel better and symptoms began to dissipate. Like I mentioned earlier, at this point I was also halfway through my Lyme treatments, which were a massive game changer. My doctor had told me I would feel like I had a new body, and I sure did. I was back on track and feeling better than I ever had in my adult life. At least physically. But mentally and emotionally? Not so much.

I didn’t understand what was going on. My body was so much better, so why wasn’t I celebrating? Why was I still so tense all the time? Why did I feel this overwhelming sense of fear and dread?

It wasn’t until my husband took me on the worst date ever that it hit me like a ton of bricks. Danny casually said, “Hey, I wanna say something to you that might be, well, a little provocative.”

“Oh?” My eyebrows launched into my hairline. “Okay,” I said, trying to sound calm. I quickly diverted my attention to my salmon, which I pretended to suddenly find extremely interesting. One of the things I love most about Danny is that he always tells it to me like it is. At that moment, though, it felt like one of my least favorite qualities.

No, I told myself, sighing internally. You can handle it.

I looked back to Danny. “What is it?” I asked.

“Well, I always knew there’d be another phase for you with this. With your illness. It’s like, I’ve been prepared for the other shoe to drop.”

I looked at him blankly. He’d been thinking this all along?

“Other shoe?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “You have been through so much. I mean, you’ve been sick for over two decades. I always expected that there would be a part two. What you’ve experienced has been incredibly traumatic, you know?”

Boy, did I.

He went on. “But I think that now that you’re feeling better physically, you’ll be able to work on that other piece.”

Other piece? It took a moment for what Danny was saying to sink in. That long-term illness hadn’t just affected me physically, but also mentally.

That other shoe he’d mentioned? Well, it had just dropped. And it wasn’t some cute little Louboutin, it was a big old camouflage Croc. CLUNK! Right there in the middle of the table.

I sat there stunned. The whole time I’d been sick I thought I’d been caring for myself, not just physically but holistically. There was a whole regimen of self-care I’d undertaken. I meditated, did yoga, ate healthy… basically all the things. I’d even written about it in my book. And hello, ten years of talk therapy! I thought I’d been working all of the angles together.

In the days and weeks that followed, as I continued to reflect on what Danny had said, the picture became clearer. After I’d started the Lyme treatments and was experiencing real relief, suddenly I had all this room on my mental plate. After all, I no longer had to spend most of my energy and attention trying to navigate life as a sick person. My routines didn’t have to be quite so strict or regimented anymore. So why couldn’t I calm the fuck down? Why was I still so high strung? I had become like the sick police, constantly monitoring for the slightest sign that my symptoms were returning. I’d see a red dot on my skin and hit the panic button. I knew it. It’s a hive! The treatment stopped working and I’m going to be allergic to everything again and we’re going to have to throw everything out and find a new place and I’ll be coughing and wheezing all the time, walking around with the Big Dipper right across my face! [pause] Oh, it’s just a pen mark.

Every little thing that could possibly signal that I was getting sick or that I may in some way be unsafe again, would send me to eleven. I even became convinced that the symptoms I’d experienced right after my return from my trip to Israel when I was twenty-five would resurface. The slightest twinge in my back would have me bracing for a flood of pain. I was like this overeager, overprotective, hypersensitive superhero showing up on the scene with her cape on backwards and crazy hair, glasses half off her face. I was Super Freak!

Danny was right—I wasn’t the same as I’d been before. Something had changed within me and not in the good “Defying Gravity”–way. And it was something that would require work to repair. I realized then that in some ways, my healing journey was only just beginning.

I started doing research, poking around to see if I could find anything that named what I was experiencing. The anxiety, hypervigilance, overreacting, and generally acting like an overbearing control freak about anything that might remotely affect my health. It was like my mental and emotional wiring had been, well, rewired. But I wasn’t really finding anything that described these feelings. I mean, more than a decade of therapy and no one ever said anything about an anxiety problem.

I went back and spoke to some of my physicians, asking if this was a thing. “Oh, yeah,” some of them said, “I’ve seen that.” But no one had a name for this phantom illness, and no one had a solution. I’d been to thirty-six doctors and not one had ever told me I’d need to deal with the mental and emotional effects of my physical illness. That being sick in my body had made me sick in my head. Instead, I had to put it together for myself. The fact that all of the physical challenges I’d experienced, all of the lab tests and not knowing, the ups and downs, not to mention the terrible experiences with doctors and medical staff—all of it had been traumatic. That’s the word Danny had used. This dude with no medical training who was simply a bystander on the front lines of my chronic illness had nailed it.

That’s when it hit me like a Croc to the face: Holy shit, I have Medical Trauma Brain!

This was followed closely by a second thought: Wait, what the fuck is Medical Trauma Brain?

As the days went on and I contemplated my new self-diagnosis of a condition whose name I made up, I became more and more convinced of something: That if I had Medical Trauma Brain (MTB), I sure as heck wasn’t the only one.

MEDICAL TRAUMA BRAIN

With this new idea in mind, I turned back to my research, talked to my doctor, and recounted countless conversations with friends, clients, and fellow veterans of chronic illness for the last five years. The patterns became clear.

I asked my Lyme doctor, if in his decades of practice, he’d seen anything like what I was experiencing. He confirmed that, while not known by any particular name, what I described was something he, too, had witnessed. As he characterized it, it’s that patient who, even though their symptoms improve or even go away entirely, still isn’t okay. For some reason, they’re not acting like they’re better. And as I realized firsthand, the reason was that we aren’t all better. We still have another kind of healing left to do.

That’s when I realized that “better” isn’t even a destination, it’s relative. That “sick” and “well” aren’t a dichotomy. Society, though, has other ideas. We walk around with this idea that you’re one or the other, leaving no space in between. But the fact is that it’s a spectrum. And that vast gap in between sick and well? Well, that can feel like hell. It’s the illness after the illness.

And that hell is a place most of us with a chronic or invisible illness, who have spent chunks of our lives dedicated to “healing,” find ourselves in. It’s just that no one is talking about it. Sure, there are rumblings among doctors and researchers and mental health practitioners here and there, but there’s no real, visible understanding and awareness among patients that this phenomenon—Medical Trauma Brain—exists and how many of us it affects.

Well, you, guess what? It’s other-shoe time for you, too. If you’re reading this and any of it sounds familiar—the anxiety, the obsessive hypervigilance, the fear like a tidal wave that the worst is coming back, and the general all-around crazy—there’s a good chance that you (or perhaps someone you love) also have Medical Trauma Brain. And I’m planting a flag in this godforsaken land so that all of the nearly 194 million Americans (that’s more than 76 percent of adults!) struggling with chronic illness can escape the confusion, ignorance, and gaslighting and find true, deep healing. And these numbers barely scratch the surface of the billions around the world who are dancing with the demon of prolonged, unpredictable illness.

Medical Trauma Brain, or MTB as I’ll often refer to it, is a phenomenon that somehow has gone unrecognized in our modern health system, but it’s a significant and very real phenomenon, and what I believe is the missing piece in our true healing journey. Just like other forms of lingering traumatic stress, it’s an invisible wound and it needs healing. But I have some good news. While getting there isn’t easy, healing is possible. And I am going to show you how. I’ve done the digging, read the research, been the guinea pig, and I’ve interviewed some of the top experts in trauma to understand what MTB is and how to move through it. The result is this book you’re holding right now in your hands.

In part one, we’re going to answer the first big question you probably have when you find yourself in the hell between sick and well: What happened to me? We’re going to unpack exactly what this hellacious hell is all about—what it feels like and how you got here. First, we’ll visit a place I call The Shadowlands to get a better picture of what Medical Trauma Brain is, in part by seeing the stories of others who are struggling just like you (and me).

Then we’ll unpack the mechanisms of MTB—what trauma is, how and why certain experiences become traumatic while others don’t, what makes the trauma we’ve experienced so unique, and how a medical system that’s supposed to help us (and often does) can also hurt us. By the time you’re done with part one, you’ll have a full handle on how Medical Trauma Brain affects what’s happening inside you, along with a heavy dose of validation. Because you’re not imagining it, my friend. Something truly is wrong inside you, but we can make it right again. That’s what part two is all about!

In the second half of this book, we’re going to focus on healing. I’m going to share all of the tools I’ve learned to help manage and process my MTB. We’ll start off by creating a kind of emergency response kit: a set of tools you can use to dial down the intense stress or anxiety so you can manage those spikes and function from a more stable space. Then we’ll dive into the longer-term work, starting with ways to deal with dysregulation and rewire your nervous system so you’re not so prone to those big swings and you can start to feel more grounded within yourself. From there, I’ll take you on a journey into self-health coaching, where we’ll look at the massive number of things you can do all on your own to improve the quality of your health and your life and move past MTB.

But while the decisions you make for yourself form the core of your health, for some things we need help, so from there we’ll turn to the professionals and the modalities that can be particularly useful for addressing the unique brand of trauma you’re dealing with. After that, we’ll explore the identity crisis many find themselves in, the one that comes from becoming a professional patient and missing out on huge pieces of your life. We’re going to explore some new ways to engage with life so you’re no longer staring after that cruise ship from the dock. Instead, you’ll be building your own boat and sailing!

In this book I have done my level best to provide you with every bit of information, guidance, and support I can to help you get out of this hell and experience true wellness and true healing. And not just that, but to experience something even deeper and more meaningful: a sense of safety inside yourself.

As you travel this path, rest assured that I’m going to be with you every step of the way, and we’re going to do this thing together. I’ve got you.

All aboard the healing train! First stop: The Shadowlands.







PART ONE
WHAT IS MEDICAL TRAUMA BRAIN?
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THE SHADOWLANDS

There I was, me, myself, and my Medical Trauma Brain. I thought I was on the road to recovery. And I was, physically. But mentally and emotionally I was barely hanging on. In a strange way I’d kind of normalized what I was experiencing—all the anxiety and fear. I mean, doesn’t everyone freak out at the sound of a power saw and immediately email the building owner, super, and manager and request full details on the construction, immediately convinced that any work could release more toxic mold and cause a complete reappearance of all the symptoms they’ve just spent all this time and energy (and money) finally getting under control? To be fair to myself, and to those of you who’ve experienced this kind of thing, chemical sensitivity is real.

Yet the thing is, that anxiety (and okay, abject terror) isn’t just me being irrational or worked up. It’s simply par for the course when you’re living with MTB, or as I like to describe it, living in a place called The Shadowlands.

Imagine you’re having dinner with friends. Everyone’s chatting and laughing, catching up on the news and the gossip. And while you’re sitting right there with them, smiling and chuckling along, in your mind you’re a world away. It’s like your body is out for tapas, but your brain is in purgatory, trapped in a giant, gusting sandstorm where there is no one else in sight and no way out.

That’s The Shadowlands. It’s like everyone around you is in the regular world, but you’re living in the Upside Down on Stranger Things. You’re in this place that looks familiar, only it’s all dark and gray and there’s this creepy ashy confetti blowing around. But, NBD, right? Because it’s become your new normal, so you don’t even realize the disconnect. Still, the signs are all around, like that vague sense of loneliness or isolation you sometimes feel even in a room full of people. Or the flood of worry that envelops you when that smallest thing happens that you fear could trigger your illness.

Over and over again, you buckle down and brace for impact even though it may never come. But the most fucked up thing is that it might, because it has before. And that’s why we’re in this place. The most stressful type of stress is when something is unpredictable. It’s aptly named chronic unpredictable stress. The worst might happen, or it might not. There’s no telling! As a result, you’re completely off-kilter.

After Danny gave me the gentle tough love and I finally put together the puzzle pieces, my entire perspective shifted. I realized that the amount of stress and worry I was carrying every day was extreme, yet I’d been coping with tough stuff for so long that my baseline was totally off. If you’re anything like me, what happens is that the conditions we learn to tolerate as normal are what others might characterize as extreme. Things like spending a part-time job’s worth of hours juggling medical appointments, wrestling with insurance companies, trying to get a copy of your damn test results already, finding ways to tolerate dehumanizing and disparaging treatment by doctors and other medical staff, or daily sessions sitting on the bathroom floor with your head propped against the side of the toilet because your new meds cause Tilt-a-Whirl–level nausea.

I’d been living in survival mode for so long that it had become my home. But when I panned back, I realized that my house was on fire. Ironically, I finally felt good enough in some ways to realize how bad I felt in others.

First, I’d spent decades navigating the labyrinth of pain and illness (along with a medical system where doctors frequently dismiss patients, but we’ll get to that later). Then, there was the pandemic, and we all remember what that was like. On top of that, the mold exposure. When it comes to your experiences, I bet you have your own Jenga tower of doom. Maybe on top of chronic illness (along with a drastically diminished bank account thanks to all the bucks you spent to simply get well), your stress has been compounded by other life issues, like the loss of a job, challenges with your kids, and so on. The options are endless. The point is that when you’re living in The Shadowlands, you’re ill-equipped to deal with these issues, but life just keeps a’stackin’. Eventually, that tower can start to get reeeeal wobbly, and may even crash.

Yet here’s one of the things that’s so tough about all of that. As someone coping with a chronic illness and all that it brings with it, you’ve probably gotten really good at dealing with challenges. When stuff goes south, you pull up your britches, take a deep breath, and do what needs to be done. You get the next round of tests. Commit to the extreme juice diet. Or take the medication with the terrible side effects. That’s how you’ve made it this far: intense hypervigilance and being regimented to get better as soon as possible. You’ve learned how to normalize some crazy stuff to keep it together and do what needs doing, all in the hopes that at some point, you’ll pop out on the other side of the long, dark tunnel.

In fact, you can get so clutch at coping that at times, it can come as a surprise just how okay you’re not doing.

In The Shadowlands your ability to manage is maxxed out like a college credit card, but you don’t necessarily realize it until your purchases start getting declined. It’s when something happens and you try to shift into management mode, but you find that suddenly you just don’t have that gear. It’s simply not in you to manage One. More. Thing. It’s like what happened to me a while back when I got a call from my compounding pharmacy.

SPIRALING

Every month for the last ten years, the very same angel at my compounding pharmacy had been mixing up her special recipe for my thyroid medicine. I started on a compounded medication because the regular drugs my old endocrinologist gave me for my hypothyroidism were just too much and I ended up with thyroid toxicosis, which is exactly as fun as it sounds. Picture your heart pounding so hard and fast you’re afraid your chest is going to burst open like a crew member from the Nostromo in Alien. I was gasping for air, feeling like I couldn’t take a breath, sweating like crazy. Needless to say I changed endocrinologists, then after the acute portion of this particular picnic was over, spent the next year slowly weaning my way down on dosage as my body detoxed.

If you have thyroid issues, you know what an enormous deal they are. Your endocrine system affects essentially everything else in your body, so when your thyroid is off, it can have a global impact on your health. The point is, having the right kind and dosage of medication is extremely important.

A little while back, out of the blue, I got a call from the manager at my pharmacy. “Hi there, Amy. It’s Joe Schmo. Yeah, hey, I just wanted to let you know that your pharmacist won’t be doing compounding anymore, effective, like, now, so you’ll have to find a new pharmacy right away. And, we don’t have any more of your medicine so we can’t mix you an interim dose. Okay? Good luck!”

I sputtered. I think my mouth was literally hanging open. In total shock and panic, before he could hang up, I blurted out, “I need to talk to Sally!” the pharmacist in question.

“Oh, yeah, well, you can’t,” Joe said. “She doesn’t want to talk to you.”

What? Doesn’t want to talk to me? That made no sense at all. I’d always had a great relationship with Sally. Hadn’t I? It was confusion on top of the mayhem that was going off in my mind. What’s going on with Sally? Why is she leaving? How can Joe be such an ass? And most important, How the hell am I going to get my meds?! It was a full-scale freakout. Inside I’d rocketed straight into survival mode, and all of the shmo shit, the condescension, and the chaos got shelved for later.

It wasn’t until a week later—after I’d secured a new pharmacy and after Sally, herself, had called to apologize for Joe’s schmo-ery, tell me the full story of their professional breakup, and help me get squared away—that I began to
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Praise for But You Look Fine

“Amy Kurtz exposes a common occurrence that until now has gone unnamed and undiscussed by doctors and patients alike. Not only does she reveal this roadblock to wellness, but she also offers solutions, ones that we can all apply to our lives, whether chronically ill, newly diagnosed, or labeled ‘cured.’ This is a paradigm-shifting book and a must-read.”

—MARK HYMAN, MD, #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR AND HOST OF THE DR. HYMAN SHOW

“If you or a loved one suffer from invisible chronic illness, But You Look Fine is essential reading. Through its pages, Amy Kurtz presents a structured program that will immeasurably enhance your journey toward healing.”

—LEO GALLAND, MD, BESTSELLING AUTHOR AND BOARD-CERTIFIED INTERNIST SPECIALIZING IN THE TREATMENT OF PATIENTS WITH CHRONIC COMPLEX ILLNESS

“But You Look Fine offers clarity, compassion and a rare blend of scientific rigor and heartfelt guidance. It’s an empowering guide that gifts readers the tools needed to move forward with clarity and purpose in their quest for regaining stewardship over their health destiny.”

—DAVID PERLMUTTER, MD, FACN, #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF GRAIN BRAIN AND BRAIN DEFENDERS

“Amy Kurtz shares something in this book that is rarely talked about from the patient’s perspective. It is wise, insightful, fearless, and provides you tools, not just reasons. In a sea of books about well-being, if you’ve struggled with illness, grab this one first.”

—SHELLEY KOLTON, MD

“Amy Kurtz’s vulnerable account is a testament to the enduring human spirit. But You Look Fine isn’t just about surviving chronic illness; it’s about thriving in its aftermath. It’s a wellspring of courage, resilience, and the unwavering belief that even after hitting bottom, you can rise, stronger, wiser, and more resilient.”

—KRIS CARR, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR, WELLNESS ACTIVIST, AND CANCER THRIVER

“A tapestry woven of emergent resilience, commitment, and trust, But You Look Fine is a must for anyone who’s ever been lost in the labyrinth of illness. Amy Kurtz is the knowing voice of a good friend offering guidance with humility, presence, and clarity.”

—ELENA BROWER, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF HOLD NOTHING AND PRACTICE YOU

“With introspection yet fierce spirit, Amy Kurtz navigates the uncharted territory of what whole healing really means. This book is an essential read for anyone who has stared into the abyss of illness and emerged forever changed. I am so grateful she is bringing this tremendously important perspective of healing out of the shadows and into the light.”

—JOEL EVANS, MD, FORMER CHIEF OF MEDICAL AFFAIRS, THE INSTITUTE FOR FUNCTIONAL MEDICINE

“If chronic illness feels like being at war with oneself, Amy Kurtz offers an answer. Her book, But You Look Fine, is the key for those struggling to find their way back to health. It’s a testament to the power of vulnerability, a call to arms for those fighting unseen battles. This book is a trailblazing read for anyone yearning to break the shackles of illness and move into a future filled with possibility.”

—DR. GABRIELLE LYON, DO, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF FOREVER STRONG

“Amy’s book is ultimately one about righteous sight. She casts light on the millions of lived chronic patient experiences longing for a rewrite, and with her trademark warmth and championship, guides those waiting to leave the shadows of illness. With the intimacy and emboldening of a coaching session and from the authenticity of a fellow warrior, she transforms our inner lens so that it can correct our external world’s vision. Prepare for crystal-clear, 20/20 patient empowerment.”

—SARA HIRSH BORDO, AWARD-WINNING FILMMAKER AND AUTHOR OF AUTOIMMUNITY AND THE GOOD GIRLS

“Recognizing the mental, physical, and emotional toll that western healing can take on patients, Amy Kurtz creates a workable roadmap to holistic health in But You Look Fine. With kindness, compassion, and humor Kurtz guides readers through life after chronic illness, through what can be an otherwise bewildering and uncharted land.”

—SHARON SALZBERG, MEDITATION PIONEER, WORLD-RENOWNED TEACHER, AND NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

“But You Look Fine gives voice to a painful dimension of chronic illness that is rarely acknowledged. Amy Kurtz writes with honesty and great compassion, helping readers feel less alone in their experience. Her words offer understanding, reassurance, and a sense of being met—like a trusted presence walking alongside you.”

—TARA BRACH, AUTHOR OF RADICAL ACCEPTANCE AND TRUSTING THE GOLD

“For so many, the fear of relapse can be a significant hurdle on the road to recovery. But You Look Fine, by Amy Kurtz, tackles this issue head-on, offering evidence-based strategies to manage anxiety and build resilience. I highly recommend this book to anyone affected by illness—patients and healthcare professionals alike.” —LINDSAY TULCHIN, PHD
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