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We dedicate this book to our readers
and their first steps on the path
to believing in themselves.
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Part I

Gut Rehab
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Chapter 1

Welcome Home
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Christina: Anyone who knows me—or watches my HGTV shows Flip or Flop and Christina on the Coast—would probably use the same word to describe my life: BUSY. I work full-time (okay, who are we kidding, overtime) transforming not-so-amazing houses into incredible homes, plus hosting and filming the entire process, all the while keeping up with my three kids. And while I’ve spent seven years, eight seasons, and more than a hundred episodes making life look just a little more beautiful for the owners of my lovingly renovated and designed homes, I—like many women who are struggling to balance it all—haven’t always been sharing that love with myself. I was over-caffeinating and under-eating. I lived on juices, protein bars, and coffee; and I was really scared of fats—any fats. On a daily basis my body felt sluggish, my brain was fuzzy, and bloating and indigestion were the norm. I attributed it to stress, but later found out that my symptoms were actually the result of two autoimmune disorders, Hashimoto’s disease and polycystic ovary syndrome. I’m hardly alone when it comes to these issues—an estimated fifty million Americans suffer from autoimmune problems, and about 75 percent of them are women. So I know that a lot of you reading this can identify with what it feels like to struggle through each day, keeping fatigue and other symptoms at bay but not really thriving, focusing on taking care of everyone else, and putting your own needs last.

That’s the reason I wanted to write this book. Ever since I first appeared on television, the number one question people have asked me has been, “How do you take care of yourself?” The reality is, for a long time, I didn’t. But now I do. And while I’ve never really opened up about my health challenges before, my hope is that letting people into my life and sharing the tools I’ve used to transform my health can help improve the lives of other people struggling to feel their best. The most important thing I’ve learned on this journey is how to listen to my body—it seems so simple, but it’s so easy to overlook. Your body is always talking to you. It knows what it wants and what it needs—you just have to learn how to listen.

This book is a compilation of all the lessons I’ve learned, distilled into one easy-to-read guide with advice that fits into any life, at any time. The way I’ve learned to approach diet (as in what I eat, not following a strict set of rules) and all the other elements of wellness that create a more balanced, healthy me doesn’t actually take a lot of work. Because it’s about a change in attitude and basic practices rather than some rigid, impossible-to-stick-to program, it can follow me everywhere, whether I’m at work, on vacation with my kids, out for a date night, or enjoying the holidays.

I’ll include my personal regimen for how I’ve been able to eat, move, and breathe my way toward a healthier, more energized life. I promise that this is an anti-gimmick, anti-diet, pro-feeling-amazing book that reconnects you with real food in an approachable, sustainable way so that you can maintain a healthy weight without depriving yourself, fend off chronic illness or keep your symptoms at bay, and have a more even-keeled, peaceful relationship with the ups and downs of life. It’s comprised of three main sections:

GUT REHAB: This is your new plan for eating intuitively. That means no fads, no all-or-nothing dieting, no off-limits food groups—just real food that makes your body look and feel like the best version of itself—and no rules other than learning how to tune in to your own hunger and craving cues. You’ll hear a lot more about what you should eat rather than what you shouldn’t. I’ll walk you through the 14-Day Reset, our kickoff detox that will help you shed some of your negative eating habits, nourish the power center of your health (the gut!), and start creating a more energizing and wholesome sense of balance in your life. Once you’ve hit the “refresh” button, you’ll be able to clearly hear what your body is asking for, and what doesn’t make it feel so great. Remember, your body is your truest, most honest guide!

BUILDING A STRONG FOUNDATION: While eating a balanced, nourishing diet is the cornerstone to overall wellness, moving your body is a crucial piece, too. In this section of the book I’ll share my secrets to finding an effective—and enjoyable—exercise routine that fits into an on-the-go life. No hour-long, high-intensity, punishing workouts required—thirty to forty-five minutes of even moderate movement is plenty to see results and get a hit of feel-good endorphins. Who has time for more than that, anyway?!

THE REWIRE: Finally, we’ll discuss the most important element of all: reconnecting with your spirit and feeding your soul. I’ve experienced firsthand that your feelings can affect your physical body just as much as anything you eat. So it’s important to work on your mental and emotional health in addition to your physical health. For me, faith and prayer combined with gentle yoga and meditation (we’re talking ten to fifteen minutes before bed) does the trick; and I’ll help you find whatever it is that grounds you, whether it’s following a religious or spiritual practice, writing in a journal, or dancing around in your underwear (no judgment!).

Luckily, I have an incredible partner in wellness—and best friend—to help me with this mission. Cara Clark is pretty much the most awesome person I know. She manages to run her hugely successful businesses as a nutritionist and wellness coach while raising four kids—and kicks my butt at just about every workout we do together! Like me, she’s a dreamer and a lover, and with her help, I was able to completely turn around not just my health but my whole life.

I met Cara in 2013, shortly after my ex-husband, Tarek, was diagnosed with thyroid cancer (now thankfully in remission), and I needed meal plans for his doctor-prescribed diet. Cara was super knowledgeable and supportive, and she asked me about my own diet. At the time, I felt pretty confident that I was eating “good” food, but one look at my intake form and Cara had other ideas. She told me that I needed to start eating more, especially healthy fats and unprocessed carbs. She also suggested that I was way too stressed. We ended up meeting for breakfast one day, and it was clear from the moment we both ordered our triple-shot espressos that we had an instant connection. Our breakfast turned into a workout—she’s one of the only people I know who loves doing the stairs at Thousand Steps Beach in Laguna as much as I do!—which turned into us becoming fast friends.

With Cara by my side I’ve learned how to look and feel my best by adding, not taking away. That translated into more food, more activities I enjoy, more laughter, more balance, and more peace. She truly helped me heal my body, mind, and spirit. And in this book, she’ll be by my side once more, dishing out her signature no-nonsense advice on how to connect with the best version of you. But I’ll let her tell you for herself!

Cara: What I noticed about Christina right off the bat—aside from our shared love of espresso and hard-core stair workouts—was that she needed some support for herself. Between caring for her sick husband, raising young kids, working around the clock, and—as we eventually learned—managing two autoimmune disorders, she wasn’t nourishing herself properly. From the initial assessment she filled out for me, it was clear that she was under-eating—something I see in tons of my clients who think they’re eating “healthy”—and that her stress was through the roof. It was a bad combination that was affecting her health, contributing to her feeling foggy and lethargic, and exacerbating the symptoms of her chronic conditions. I knew that we had to bring her cortisol (stress hormone) levels down and nourish her adrenal health, since the adrenal glands are responsible for producing hormones that help regulate metabolism, immune response, blood pressure, and other essential functions. To do that, I introduced her to my philosophy that starts—but doesn’t end—with food. I explained that if she was serious about looking and feeling her absolute best and getting rid of her insomnia, digestive issues, and low energy, she was going to have to learn how the physical, emotional, and spiritual elements of her life all affect one another. We started by looking at her diet, and from there shifted focus to how she was moving her body, and last but not least, how she was caring for her mind. It’s a process that takes time and practice, but with a few simple lifestyle changes, I promised that she could finally ditch some of her old damaging thinking and embrace a new set of health-promoting tools that she could reach for on even her busiest days. And that’s exactly what we’re going to teach you how to do in this book!

The Wellness Remodel is built from the very same guidelines and principles that I shared with Christina, which are the foundation of my practice as a nutritionist. My motto is: Real Food, Real People, Real Results. Because while I may work with celebrities and professional athletes in my practice, I want my programs to be accessible to everyone. Here are the basics:

• EAT MORE, NOT LESS: Because of the outdated thinking that calories in minus calories out equals weight loss, many people aren’t eating enough food. One of the first things I worked on with Christina was getting her to consume more calories in the form of healthy fats, which would keep her feeling fuller longer. I also had her add healthy carbohydrates to her diet, like oats and quinoa—one of the key changes that ultimately helped resolve her PCOS and Hashimoto’s symptoms. I’m also a big proponent of eating within an hour of waking up (sorry, intermittent fasters!) and every three to four hours thereafter to keep your blood sugar stable. Eating for stable blood sugar isn’t just for people with diabetes—almost everyone can benefit from this strategy, as fluctuating glucose levels can result in fatigue, light-headedness, brain fog, and increased body-fat storage, as well as cravings for foods that don’t serve our health (hello, processed sugar!). By eating frequently and combining macronutrients (carbohydrates, protein, and fat) at mealtimes, you can prevent glucose spikes, which in turn minimizes body-fat storage while combating many chronic diseases.

• EAT INTUITIVELY: One of the most important lessons that I hope you’ll take away from this book is that food isn’t the enemy. Carbs aren’t the enemy; meat isn’t the enemy; cheese isn’t the enemy. I have clients who are afraid to eat fruit, thanks to recent fads like the ketogenic diet. Fruit is one of the most powerful foods that God gave us! I want you to understand that food is your friend and should deliver healing, not fear. Instead of filling this book with a list of “don’ts” or telling you that something is off-limits, we’re going to let your body do that work for us. If something doesn’t agree with your system (i.e., it causes bloating, indigestion, headaches, or any other discomfort), then that’s for your body to tell you, not us. This is where the Reset comes in—to help you reboot your metabolism and get real clarity, in body and mind, about what serves you and what doesn’t. For Christina, not eating meat causes her to feel tired and gain weight more easily, and eating dairy leaves her down for the count; while a serving of whole grains paired with a healthy fat gives her supercharged energy. Every body is different and there’s no one-size-fits-all solution, but I promise we’ll find the right solution for you.

• EAT FIVE COLORS A DAY: This is another great way to think about eating more food. I often find that people are hyper-focused on eating their greens and not getting in any of the other colors, including the beautiful jewel tones of fruit. We need all those powerful phytochemicals and micronutrients, plus all that beneficial fiber to feed and heal our gut—a topic we’ll discuss in more detail soon. We also need at least 80 ounces of water a day. Get yourself a reusable 40-ounce water bottle and fill it up once in the morning and once in the afternoon. The often-recommended 60 ounces a day just isn’t enough to hydrate your organs and keep them functioning optimally, especially if you’re active (working out regularly, on your feet at work, chasing kids around, etc.).

• MOVE FOR AT LEAST THIRTY MINUTES, FOUR DAYS A WEEK: That’s it! No grueling hour-plus-long workouts. And it doesn’t have to be high intensity, either. Walk your dog, play hide-and-seek with your kids, climb some stairs—that’s minimally what your body needs to progress and excel. And if you want to work up to something more challenging, we’ve included some of our go-to workouts that we love to do together, as well as recommendations from some of our favorite trainers. People like to say that achieving physical transformation is 80 percent what you eat and 20 percent how you move. But I say that you still need to be 100 percent of a person! And working out does matter—not only for how your body looks but, more important, how it feels.

• CELEBRATE YOUR SUCCESSES! When you feel good about what you’re accomplishing, you’re more likely to set realistic goals for yourself. That’s why I always recommend tracking success by measures other than weight loss. Along this journey, I’ll be asking you to check in with yourself regularly: Have your energy levels improved? How does your skin look? Do you feel more comfortable in your clothes? Are you feeling sharper and more focused at work? Are you able to be more present and patient with your family? These are all indications of health versus weight loss—and are all signs that you are on the right path.

• SET YOUR SPIRIT FREE: I believe that you can’t fully heal or achieve your wellness goals until you strengthen your spirit. The same way you exercise your body, you need to work on the emotional and spiritual elements of yourself. Whether it’s through meditating or attending a religious service, playing a musical instrument, journaling, practicing yoga, or any other mindfulness ritual, nourishing your spirit is the final piece of the puzzle that will help all the other areas of your life fall into place. For Christina, tending to her emotional health in addition to her physical health was the crucial part of her self-care regimen that helped her finally feel like herself again. On some days that might only look like fifteen minutes of Headspace (an amazing guided meditation app) before bed, and that’s totally fine. A little attention to the spirit goes a long way.

Christina: When I started working with Cara, I thought, “This is the first program I’ve seen that actually makes sense!” There weren’t any crazy gimmicks or complicated rules, just real food and plenty of it. It also didn’t hurt that I finally felt good. Like, really good. I felt lighter in every sense of the word. I was clear and connected to a higher spiritual voice. Since my followers and Cara’s clients have been begging us for our secrets to looking and feeling our best, and because we share the same philosophies about what makes for a well-rounded, fulfilling, and vibrant life, it just made sense that we do this project together!

In these pages, you’ll find tons of tips and tricks for integrating healthy habits into your life, and it all starts with Cara’s 14-Day Reset to help you refresh your connection with food, revitalize your gut health, and rev up the detoxifying functions of your bod. After you’ve figured out what foods work best for you, we offer a mix-and-match meal plan that takes into account the challenges of real life (including going out to eat or cooking for a family); our all-time favorite recipes (including desserts and cocktails!); and sample exercises and routines that don’t require a gym.

The most important thing we want to communicate is that all of this information is intended to be helpful, customizable, and 100 percent doable. If it didn’t pass the Does this work for Christina’s life? test, it wasn’t included in this book. Because—contrary to many people’s opinions—when it comes to my health, I’m doing it all myself. From meal prep to workouts, I’m my own personal chef and trainer. So everything I do needs to be efficient, low-fuss, and, most important, effective—the same requirements that you most likely have, too! I want you to see that it’s absolutely possible to be healthier and feel better, no matter how demanding your schedule. My hope is that by sharing this knowledge along with my own wellness journey—and Cara’s, too—we can help you find your path. Every day that you wake up and choose to do things that nourish your body and spirit, every time you tune in to what you really, truly need to feel good, you’re one step closer to building the strongest foundation possible for a long, healthy, fully charged life. Let’s get started on this remodel!





Chapter 2

Your Body Blueprint
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Christina: For most of my twenties I remember feeling tired—like exhausted—pretty much all the time. Brain fog was a constant, and so was bloating. We’re talking a pregnant-looking belly after meals. And speaking of pregnancy, when I eventually wanted to start a family but was having trouble getting pregnant, a test revealed that my body wasn’t producing enough estrogen, and I had polycystic ovaries that weren’t regularly releasing eggs. My doctor told me that the combination would make it difficult to conceive and carry a pregnancy to term—all the more a miracle that I was actually, unknowingly, pregnant with my daughter, Taylor, as I sat in her office. To be on the safe side, she prescribed me a progesterone supplement to help support the pregnancy. But because I’d managed to get pregnant, I didn’t really think much about taking the hormone. I never stopped to ask any questions about how or why my body had become imbalanced in the first place.

After Taylor was born, I was back to the grind, constantly running on adrenaline, if I wasn’t running on caffeine. I put myself through grueling high-impact workouts almost every day to stay in shape for filming, and it wasn’t uncommon for me to skip meals—or just grab a protein bar or a juice and call it lunch—because when I get stressed, I lose my appetite. In my mind, I was living a “healthy” life: I was active and eating what I considered to be a good, “clean” diet. But when it started to take me a week to bounce back from a particularly tough workout, and I could barely make it through a day on set without feeling foggy and lethargic, I began to think something might be off.

Luckily, that’s when God/the universe/fate sent me Cara. Within moments of going through my daily routine with her, she knew exactly what was going on: thanks to a steady diet of stress and intense workouts, my adrenal glands were worn out and not functioning properly. Cara explained to me that this control center is essential to optimal health because it produces hormones like cortisol (which regulates metabolism and your sleep rhythm), aldosterone (which helps control blood pressure), and adrenaline (which attunes your body’s stress response). It turns out that if you’re always operating in Code Red (which I definitely had been), then your body gets the message that it’s always in a state of “fight or flight”—that caveman instinct we have to run away from danger or confront it. The problem is that this causes your adrenals to consistently pump out the stress hormones cortisol and adrenaline, which can cause an imbalance in other important hormones. The result: fatigue, body aches, anxiety, sleep disruption, and, for me, reproductive health issues. Cara also pointed out that I wasn’t getting enough nutrients or eating often enough, which was causing my blood sugar to fluctuate too much and taxing both my immune system and brain health.

Cara suggested that the first and most important order of business was to establish a clean slate that we could work from, so I embarked on her 14-Day Reset, which is a kind of full-body detox. We started by removing foods that tend to cause inflammation, like gluten, dairy, refined sugar, and processed foods. For a lot of people, these foods can trigger an immune response. While we want the body to bring out its big guns to fight off things that can make us sick, when it reacts to the foods we eat, a lot of harm can occur. Over time, an overactive immune response generates chronic inflammation that can have a damaging effect on just about everything—your gut, your brain, your heart, your lungs, your joints, and even your mood.

We also needed to restabilize my blood sugar by having me eat more food and more meals—especially meals that included fruits and vegetables along with a generous dose of healthy fats like avocados, nut butters, and olive oil. Eating this way kept my insulin levels in check and lessened my near-constant cravings for sweets.

But the most noticeable result of making all of these changes was that I suddenly had more mental and physical energy than I’d had in years. And yet it wasn’t like any other “detox” I’d done before—there were no weird ingredients I had to track down at a health food store, and definitely no starvation or deprivation. My meals—all of which were completely eat-out-of-the-cup-holder, on-the-go friendly—kept me feeling satisfied all day long.

After two weeks, we slowly reintroduced foods we suspected might have been triggering my symptoms and monitored to see how my body reacted to them. That’s when I discovered that I had a gluten intolerance—cutting out gluten had made a huge difference in how I felt and looked (no more bloated belly at the end of the day!), and when I reintroduced it, my symptoms came back right away. It was a major “aha!” moment about how my body would be my best guide when it came to figuring out what was right for it. It showed me so clearly that if I was going to take control of my health, then I was going to have to tune in and eat intuitively.

When I started listening to what my body wanted (plenty of fruit and vegetables and healthy fats) and what it didn’t (gluten and red meat), it completely changed my relationship with food. I not only felt better than I ever had, I also saw more results than when I was counting every calorie and depriving myself of anything indulgent. Even with chocolate (daily), snacks (so many snacks), and cocktails (a girl’s gotta kick back) in the mix—and even with dialed-down workouts, which we’ll talk more about in part II—I was still feeling great in my clothes and in my own skin. This chapter is dedicated to helping you find the same relief and freedom that I found once I tuned out all of those old, damaging voices about what I should be eating and instead tuned in to the most powerful voice of all: mine!

But what really made me believe in Cara’s program was when it was put to the test again. As you most likely know, your health isn’t always a straight line, and that was definitely the case for me. After my son, Brayden, was born, I felt “off”—in more ways than could be attributed to the usual post-baby hormonal haze. During the pregnancy, my doctor had told me that my thyroid wasn’t functioning “optimally” and put me on medication, but even that didn’t seem to make a dent in the way I felt.

Desperate to find an answer, I turned to an integrative physician, who ran more complete thyroid bloodwork. We discovered from those tests that I also had Hashimoto’s disease, which meant that my immune system was attacking my thyroid. That’s a pretty big deal because your thyroid gland has some important jobs—like producing hormones that regulate brain and heart function, metabolism, and mood. I started reading everything I could find about Hashimoto’s, and then suddenly it all clicked. I could see why I’d be feeling okay for a couple weeks, but then absolutely horrible and run-down for a week.

For a lot of people, this information would be overwhelming—and don’t get me wrong, it was for me, too. But because I already had a clear line of communication with my body and because I understood how significantly my lifestyle choices could affect my health, I didn’t have to start from scratch. I worked with my new practitioner to course-correct my medications, while also consulting with Cara to address what foods might be causing an immunogenic response (as in, making my immune system aggravated). I revisited the 14-Day Reset, this time paying close attention to how my symptoms would start to flare up when I added certain foods back into my diet. I started meditating in the evening and practicing yin yoga (we’ll discuss this in more detail in chapter 7), which helped soothe the stress response in my body—a huge cause of inflammation. And Cara was always there for me with her friendship and laughter—some of the strongest medicine there is! With her support and with the insight I’ve gained into my own body’s needs, I’ve been able to build a new baseline for my health, and I feel better than I ever have before (seriously, who says your twenties are the high point?!).

Cara: As Christina learned, lifestyle change isn’t always easy, but there is great wisdom to be gained from listening to your body and shifting your choices to support its needs. Here’s the thing: It is possible to feel like the strongest, most energetic, patient, tuned-in, vibrant version of yourself. It is possible to feel better than you ever have before. It all starts with making your health a priority.

On this program, that’s just what you’ll do. And you’ll reap the rewards of treating your body right. The symptoms you once thought you had to live with because of genetics, chronic disease, or just plain life—headaches, brain fog, joint pain, imbalanced hormones, mood fluctuations, depression, anxiety, digestion issues, poor sleep, unwanted weight gain or loss, and so on—will dissipate. And yes, your clothes will fit better, too.

Am I going to carry you there on my back? Nope. You are going to get yourself there. Will this be the easiest thing you’ve ever done? Nope! But investing in your health is one of the best investments you’ll ever make. And Christina and I will be with you every step of the way, giving you the tools and guidance you need. We can attest firsthand—as busy working moms who struggle every single day with making choices that support our health—that some very simple shifts can yield very meaningful results. All I ask is that you make a few changes to the way you’re eating (and eventually, moving and thinking), which will give your body what it needs to start healing from the inside out. And in exchange, I promise that I’ll never ask you to deprive yourself or do anything that makes your body feel bad. The goal here is to feel good.

The Program

The philosophy at the foundation of my work boils down to this simple formula:





STABLE BLOOD SUGAR → BODY RUNS OPTIMALLY →
INCREASED METABOLISM, ENERGY, AND FAT-BURNING






One of the things people love most about my program is that at its core there’s really just one sensible and achievable goal: Eat for stable blood sugar. Every other “rule” or suggestion that you’ll learn in this chapter leads back to that one objective, and the reasons for this are powerful but simple.

STABLE BLOOD SUGAR . . .

•  Keeps your body burning stored fat (instead of lean muscle) for fuel

•  Regulates your hunger hormones and reduces cravings

•  Increases the available energy your body can use

When your blood sugar is stable, your mood will balance, your hormones can function as they should, your energy will increase, your memory and mental capacity will improve, your weight will settle into a healthy range, and your risk for blood sugar–related diseases such as metabolic syndrome, insulin resistance, diabetes, and heart disease will decrease. In short, you’ll feel healthy, happy, and equipped with the clarity you need to live the life you want. Sounds pretty amazing. So how does it work?

The body gets glucose (aka blood sugar) from the food you eat, namely from carbohydrates. And the hormone insulin (produced by your pancreas) initiates and regulates the transport of glucose in your body. Most of the cells in your body use glucose for energy and other metabolic functions such as repairing and restoring tissues, transmitting and processing information, and keeping up with life’s daily demands. Your brain also needs glucose in order to function optimally.

If too much glucose is present in the bloodstream, more insulin is released in response. There are two problems with this. First, when too much insulin is present all the time, your body becomes less sensitive to it, leading to a condition known as insulin resistance, or prediabetes. And second, all of that extra glucose gets stored as fat. Over time, chronic high blood sugar levels can also damage blood vessels, nerves, and organs and lay the groundwork for a variety of diseases, including autoimmune diseases.

If too little glucose is available in your blood, which is what happens when you follow a low-carbohydrate diet (I’m looking at you, keto!), then your liver hoards glucose so that your brain, which needs glucose to function, doesn’t starve. While your body will start to break down fat to use as fuel, your brain can’t run that way for long, and it will send out the Bat-Signal for more calories. That’s the reason why when you skip a meal or go too long between meals, you find yourself running to the nearest donut or bag of chips. Your brain is hungry, and it wants glucose now!!
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