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				Praise for The Gut Wellness Guide

			
			
				“Allison and Stephen have done the miraculous: written a book about the functioning of our bodies in an ever-so-personal and delicious way. They write so clearly and with such warmth and mastery that what seemed obtuse and dry is suddenly understandable, even—dare I say—exciting. And, as a grateful recipient of Allison’s hands-on magic, I can say with utter conviction that the love that comes through her work is astounding. It is, after all, love that heals, and now we can all be recipients of that magic through this book.” 

				—Geneen Roth, author of the New York Times #1 best seller Women Food and God

			

			
				“Through their intimate knowledge of anatomy and extensive hands-on experience, Allison and Stephen gift us with the definitive practical roadmap to a healthy gut, a stronger immune system, increased energy, and a sense of a greater quality of life. Yet the big surprise is that the practice of their simple yet powerful techniques brings us joy.” 

				—Greg Hicks and Rick Foster, best-selling authors of How We Choose to Be Happy

			

			
				“Allison and Stephen have deep knowledge and expertise of both traditional and contemporary healing arts. But more importantly, in this book they point us to our own individual capacity to heal and to rediscover our innate wholeness. Trust your gut, buy this book.”

				—Frank Ostaseski, author of The Five Invitations: Discovering What Death Can Teach Us About Living Fully

			

			
				“Allison and Stephen provide simple, easily applied techniques for accessing the body’s self-healing mechanisms and they are very persuasive in their appeal for cultivating a relationship with one’s own body in the pursuit of optimal health. Their gentle appeal for a life of greater being is both disarming and at times irresistible.”

				—Robert P. Turner, MD, holistic psychiatrist
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				With Gratitude

			
			Benjamin Sahler, a Jungian psychologist, author, translator, and fellow belly-lover, asked us if we would agree to let him translate into French our first edition of this book, which we called Unwinding the Belly: Healing with Gentle Touch. This unsolicited offer from a complete stranger came twelve years after the publication of that book, and so we consider it to have been serendipitous. Benjamin’s kind offer was the perfect excuse for a visit to the South of France where we met Benjamin and his wife—and artistic collaborator—Marie Martine. Benjamin’s translation and our visit to France inspired us to expand upon the original scope of the work and to create this new offering.

			We do so with the encouragement of those who are steeped in the world of the new advances in the science of all things Gut, who now unashamedly point to the vital roles that stress and its mitigation, and the need to pursue a deeper meaning in life, play in the quest for authentic health. That, coupled with the belief that those who are skilled in meditation and spiritual practice now recognize the need to maintain physical health and respect, if not honor, the belly and its ways.

			And so it is with gratitude that we extend our love and appreciation to so many good friends and stalwart colleagues who helped us, in one way or another, keep to our truth while fulfilling our pledge to learn more about bellies and more about life.

			
				Specifically, we thank Gilles Marin for being our first and best belly- teacher, Robert Turner for his unfailing moral and professional support, and Sara Gottfried for her generosity of spirit. Rosalie Arcadi, Michael Bellino, Astride Hofmann, Monica Passin, and Susan Skornicka—all friends who were there to listen and offer tangible assistance and encouragement during the challenging decade when we were caregiving for our elderly parents—we feel blessed by their presence.

			Over many years Fred Arnicar has proffered just the right touches of dry wit whenever Stephen was in sore need of a fresh perspective, and although Fred will deny it, he is remarkable for being kind. Dan K. Palmer has for several years generously provided a one-room refuge for Stephen to write this and other works. We thank Stewart for sharing his Paris with us, and when Nicole Lambrou clued us in about a certain cozy writer’s retreat in San Francisco, we discovered a camaraderie we had yet to experience.

			We regard North Atlantic Books as a publishing company that has always been willing to let writers speak their truth and present philosophies not always in the mainstream. We cannot express enough gratitude to them for supporting the effort to get our work out to a larger audience. A special thanks to Sarah Serafimidis for her help with all things French, and for her invitation to us to consider further creative projects with North Atlantic Books. Many thanks to Erin Wiegand for getting the project started in a timely way and to our project leader, Ebonie Ledbetter, for her thoughtful guidance. Thanks also to Hisae Matsuda for her close editorial work and to Diana Salles for her illustrations.

			We hope that North Atlantic will continue to fulfill a vital role in the industry, and provide artists who could not otherwise gain visibility with a place to call home.

			After having followed up with some of our clients who shared their stories in the first book, we were able to do some updates. (We also added a new story.) But for the most part we have retained the originals because we believe they continue to inspire and reflect the experience of so many others. While these stories may at first strike the reader as too unique and personal, they are remarkable for their breadth of understanding, and so we thought it better to leave them largely unaltered. We are indeed grateful for the honesty and courage of those who have shared their stories with all of us.

			
				Allison wakes up happy each morning, grateful for another day with Stephen. His humor, intelligence, imagination, and enduring commitment to her work and growth continue to amaze her, and she abides in his capacity to listen to, see, and love her.

			Stephen has had the pleasure of sharing thirty plus years with Allison, and to this day feels it a gift from on high to partake in her unique and refreshing way of speaking and of being. Over the decades he has also had the pleasure to witness the tenderness and love exchanged between Allison, students, and clients, and it is for this reason that he has chosen to convey the content of this work in her words and in her voice.

			
				We dedicate this book to these very clients and students–and to our readers, whose health and well-being remain our raison d’être.

		
	
		
			
				Foreword

			
			In 2016, I was referred to Allison Post by one of the leaders in the functional-medicine movement, the type of medicine that I practice. At the time, I had been struggling with mysterious symptoms that conventional medicine hadn’t solved. Unfortunately, neither complementary/alternative medicine nor functional medicine—the form of personalized, predictive, preventive, and participatory medicine that focuses on optimal functioning of the body using a systems-based approach—had improved my symptoms. I landed on Allison’s doorstep, perplexed, downtrodden, and not sure where to go next.

			Enter the ebullient, energetic being Allison Post. Allison practices a novel form of functional medicine, but I’d take it one step further—she is the next generation of functional medicine, even though she’s been in practice for more than thirty years. She is a rare clinician who applies a highly developed medical intuition to listening, gentle visceral touch, and craniosacral therapy. I liken Allison to a wise fairy godmother who happens to be brilliantly versed in Eastern and Western healing arts. Allison has helped thousands of people heal symptoms, from chronic and serious to minor and nagging. And she has certainly helped me.

			

			I had a problem that was all too common: I have a delicate nervous system damaged by too much stress, over-providing, and over-efforting. You too may need a nervous system reset—the way that you know is that your hormones are out of whack, or your gut won’t heal, or maybe you can’t shake anxiety, depression, or addiction. We all have different vulnerabilities that emerge when the nervous system, or any other system in the body, is overwhelmed. Mine was muscle tension dysphonia. I experienced such tight muscles around my neck, voice box, and diaphragm that I lost my voice. I hit a wall trying to find solutions in a broken, disease-based health-care system. My well-meaning physicians offered me Botox injections into my vocal cords, which hardly seemed like a long-term or palatable option.

			
				What I didn’t know before meeting Allison is that I was missing something essential: a set of simple yet time-honored exercises to reconnect with my body, tap into my body’s intuitive center, and soothe my overtaxed nervous system. Result? By helping me relearn how to breathe deeply, with more freedom and a softer belly than I’ve ever learned in my decades of practicing yoga, I’ve been able to reclaim my health.

			Indeed, Allison has more than met my needs for the past year, specific to my constitution and current situation. Further, she has helped me tune into my needs in a way that I was missing before we met. She helps me activate my innate healing response. We do this by understanding what is out of balance, finding the resources to support it, and accessing my ability to grow. And she can do this for you, together with her inspiring husband and partner, Stephen Cavaliere, who not only gives emotional support but works side by side with her, translating her method and supporting the transformation of their clients.

			Through health coaching and bodywork, Allison has unfolded different layers of my history and revealed my own ability for healing and change. She’s not the type of practitioner you become dependent on; she teaches you so you can become your own healer. When I asked Allison about her work, and how my experience might be similar to other patients or to readers of her book, she replied:

			When I first met you, I believed that you had all the Four Ps of Functional Medicine* in place just beautifully, so we went right to slowing down your nervous system and encouraging your inherent health system to realign and strengthen. I invite everyone to slow down and gently allow what needs to be met in the moment to bring the nervous system back into balance so we know how to proceed. Often, in a slow and quiet way, I bring people into direct contact with their organs, fluids, and any obstacle, as well as the inherent, healthy flow. Then they can begin to discern their inner landscape.

			
				*Personalized, predictive, preventive, and participatory medicine.

			
			As part of the masterful revision of Unwinding the Belly, Allison and Stephen have added a clear understanding of the new science on the gut, the microbiota and microbiome, and the role that stress, diet, and the physical environment plays—but more important, the effect it has on the nervous system and our relationships to self and to others. You will learn about one of the problems that I’ve faced and I see so commonly in my own practice, the vicious cycle of gut−nervous, system−stress imbalance.

			
				Just as Allison has helped me, this book will help you. The Gut Wellness Guide will teach you how to develop your embodiment skills by breathing, tapping into your internal organs with a gentle touch, and deepening your awareness through feeling. Whether you have chronic pain or your psychiatrist told you to meditate, or you are trying to recover from trauma or injury, or you are searching for gut and digestive relief, or you’re like me and need to reset your nervous system, Allison has a proven method here for you. This book is nearly equivalent to seeing her at her office in Marin County, California.

			
				I hope you feel comforted and supported by this book, particularly with Allison and Stephen’s wise, warm, inclusive, and often humorous language. As a writer, I’m not sure how they do it, but the narrative style is engaging and inspiring, and yet clear and accessible. Literally, it will help you melt, to put down the fight, and surrender to the power of true health.

			
				This book belongs in the library of anyone who is frustrated with conventional medicine and is seeking a systems-based form of healing. Functional medicine holds great promise to change mainstream medicine into personalized medicine. I hope that your copy of The Gut Wellness Guide becomes one of those rare self-healing books, full of notes and dog-eared pages, that you return to when you need to relieve chronic tension, reset your nervous system, and upgrade your healing.

			Sara Gottfried, MD

			Berkeley, California

		
	
		
			
				1
My Path toward Embodiment

			
			Whenever I am at a party or other casual social gathering, it is inevitable that someone will approach me and ask: “And what is it that you do?”

			Most times I tell the truth: “I’m an integrative medicine health coach.”

			But sometimes I sense that I’ll get that worried look, as if to say, “So does that mean I can’t have another piece of chocolate cake?”

			So instead I offer a reply that tells a deeper truth. “I talk to people about their bellies. I teach them how to breathe, relax, and be happy.”

			If the person hasn’t run away yet, and wants to find out more, I am then happy to talk more about my passion, although I wait a bit before speaking too specifically about bloating, gas, or other matters of the gut.

			I wait to speak of such things because my work does indeed revolve around breathing, relaxing, and being happy. That might strike some as an odd combination, and others as being perfectly obvious. Either way, for many people those things no longer come naturally or easily.

			
				I know this because for more than thirty years I’ve been helping others navigate stress and the many problems that come with, well, being in a body. Being healthy and feeling authentically good, as an adult, was something I too had lost along the way and had to relearn. Everyone has a different story, and that is as it should be. My work is mostly about listening to others, but my story might have something just enough in common with yours to be of service, so I’ll share it here.

			Emergencies

			I was nineteen in 1975, and I was lying on the beach trying to enjoy the sunshine, the warmth of the sand, and the sound of the waves. But the pain in my belly kept me writhing. It came in sharp thrusts from below my navel. It felt like a wad of tangled rubber bands that were threatening to suddenly pull and snap. Christmas vacation at the beach in Florida turned into a trip to the local hospital.

			
				The doctors had no idea of the cause of my distress, and after issuing painkillers they put me in a room overnight to recover. In the confused atmosphere of the hospital, where it smelled of decay and disinfectant, I had time to think. I had been riddled with infections for the prior two years, since the time I had begun to use the Dalkon Shield. Like many “liberated” young women of the seventies, I had been using the birth control device since my late teens. The standard treatment for the periodic infections was invariably a round of antibiotics: a treatment prescribed with the attitude that infections were normal for a young woman. Lying in the bed at the hospital in Florida, I asked myself some questions: If the antibiotics were supposed to work, but didn’t, why take them, and how could a seemingly benign treatment lead to so much pain? And then I realized—I knew positively—that the Dalkon Shield did not belong inside my body. I also realized that the past two years of periodic infections were not normal. This was my first inkling of the fact that modern medicine was not infallible.

			
				The next morning I returned to New York and went to see my doctor as soon as I could. I insisted that he remove the IUD, and he did so. At the time he feared that my current infection could cause complications, so I again underwent heavy dosages of antibiotics. Nevertheless, two weeks later, at my college in upstate New York, I collapsed in pain, and my alarmed roommate took me to the school infirmary, where I remained in a delirium for three days. When my body temperature passed 104 degrees and continued to climb, I was transferred to the local hospital. There the doctors diagnosed pelvic inflammatory disease and said that I was near death. They hooked me up to receive intravenous antibiotics. After one month of this, the doctors told me that I was lucky to be alive. And they told me in vague anatomical terms that I had a tremendous amount of scarring in my pelvis. I was nineteen, it was 1975, and despite my first doubts raised in Florida, I didn’t know to ask a lot of questions.

			After that emergency, I returned to my daily life, but found no comfort. I had to return to the hospital many times to treat the various complications of the disease. More important, other conditions arose as well: conditions not so acute as to warrant emergency care, but they put me in a chronic state of disquiet. I became bloated after almost every meal and suffered daily from constipation. My energy was flagging. Generally, my digestion was a mess, and my metabolism seemed to be fading away. I consulted my family and friends and complained to anyone who would listen. I didn’t get any information that could be of use; no one knew how to help. “Stomach problems” were considered normal, especially for a girl who was a bit on the chubby side. Life was uncomfortable, but everyone seemed to think that if I wasn’t laid up in the hospital, it couldn’t be all that bad. So, I did what was expected of me—I persevered.

			Then a curious thing happened. As my condition continued to worsen, one day something changed. Finally, I was fed up with it all.

			I didn’t know exactly what I was going to do to get better, but I did promise myself that I was not going to spend the rest of my life in an endless series of doctor’s office visits, hospital stays, and emergency room crises. I knew something was wrong with me that was more basic than just the medical consequences of pelvic inflammatory disease, something that went deeper than my symptoms. I realized that my problems stemmed from ignorance and neglect of my body by the doctors and by me. I was motivated to change because even though my problems had started in the reproductive system, it alarmed me that my metabolism, digestive system, energy level, and entire body were adversely affected.

			Emergence

			First, I tried the entire gamut of dietary regimes. And while I continued to pursue my lifelong interests in music, theatre, and dance, I took up fitness, yoga, and meditation. I also wanted to study anatomy and physiology, but within a holistic context. I wanted to learn how the body worked in a tangible way, and the only way I knew how to do that was to study massage. A few years later, I did in fact become a licensed massage therapist and began to see clients.

			Although I helped many people, and found some relief for my own problems, after several years I had to admit I was not making astounding progress. Something was missing, that one last secret, the pot of gold that always seemed to be just over the rainbow.

			When working on other people as a massage therapist, I saw that almost everyone I encountered suffered some degree of chronic low energy, weak metabolism, and digestive imbalance. This led me to look beyond all the aches and pains and the nominal reasons why clients were coming for massage. I realized that a person did not have to have my particular set of problems or have a serious health history to be burdened with the curse of fatigue and a “bad stomach.”

			More important, I looked at what we all had in common in how we lived and how we sought relief. I then realized that all through my emergencies and all along my healing journey, I had been looking for help in substances and programs that lay outside of myself. Within the strict confines of mainstream medicine, I was waiting for doctors to give me the perfect pill or pull off the one last surgical procedure that would finally put all my problems to rest. Within my new career as a complementary therapist, I was grasping for the one secret that would pull off a healing coup and eliminate my (and my client’s) conditions. That was the wrong approach. That was the wrong path.

			
				Soon after this discovery, I made two immediate changes. I studied herbal medicine, but I learned to use herbs not in an allopathic, “fix it” manner, but as food integrated into my diet. I learned that herbs (and supplements) are not to be treated casually, but through knowledge and with caution, and I also began to see diet not as temporary regimen for weight loss, but as continuous and long-term medicine.

			And then a couple of years later, by good fortune I stumbled onto a Japanese form of touch therapy called Shiatsu, which is based on traditional Chinese acupuncture and the philosophy of Taoism. At that time Shiatsu was nearly unknown, and therefore, thank goodness
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