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INTRODUCTION

“Hobie, please stop barking,” I pleaded. The buzzer of my Brooklyn apartment wailed, and my high-anxiety dog was not having it. My 2-month-old was wailing, too; he had just barfed two boobs’ worth of breast milk all over himself and me. Is something wrong with him? I wondered as I struggled to hold my crying baby, turn on the bath, and remove my milk-soaked pants. And then Hobie, likely because of his high anxiety, barfed, too. I walked, one yoga-pant-leg-on-one-leg-off, like a Walking Dead extra to the kitchen and grabbed a dish towel. Up until this very moment I stood firmly in the no-paper-towel camp. Waste paper when I could use a reusable towel? Nonsense! A more realistic version of my self seemed to be giggling from the sidelines: I’ll show you nonsense. I made a mental note to keep paper towels in stock. I could feel the sweat prickling the back of my neck, the knots in my shoulders hot with stress and the weight of my newborn. The tears would be next. This is survival mode now. Get it together, I told myself.

Just one leg in front of the other and focus on bathing yourself and your baby. It’s not so bad! Barf is not the end of the world! Drop a towel on the dog barf, handle baby barf first. Undress baby. Phone rings. Naked baby continues to protest. It’s my kitchen production manager; I must answer the phone. “Hello?” Drape baby in a towel so he doesn’t succumb to hypothermia. “I’m so sorry. That’s Grover crying. What’s up?” I ask. “What?! The soup is what temperature?” Someone had left the door open to the refrigerated space where my soup was being stored before its delivery to my biggest-very-big-deal account. In the sweltering July heat, the soup had risen to 70 degrees. It was spoiled, for those of you less familiar with the rules of safe food storage. The tears came. The buzzer screamed again. It’s my mom. Oh, it’s my mom who is buzzing. Thank God I asked her to come over. How could I have forgotten?

And that was the day over a thousand pounds of asparagus soup went bad. A short 24 hours earlier, over 2,000 pounds of locally sourced asparagus had arrived from a family-owned farm in Long Island (in hand-stamped wooden crates, no less). The crisp green spears had been trimmed by hand then blanched and dunked into an ice bath before meeting their soupy fate. My crew of two had made asparagus stock with the woody asparagus stems to ensure we pulled every last nutrient and flavor molecule out and into the soup. A crate of lemons had been zested and squeezed by hand. The pulpy citrus juice had been added a little at a time to balance the green flavor of the asparagus, the brininess of sea salt, and the richness of the olive oil. It was a vibrant life-giving green puree that was satisfying and refreshing all at once. And now this crew of two was opening every hand-labeled container and dumping it down the drain. If I was to save face with my big-deal customer, I needed to figure out a way to remake the entire batch that was due to them in a few hours.

Life grows full very quickly. In 4 short years, I have gone to culinary school, launched a business, had my first baby, managed an evolving business, had my second beautiful baby, and embraced the changing dynamic of a growing family. And yet, I have a growing list of things I want to do even more of: more reading, more running, more meditating, more concertgoing, more time with my friends—more baths! I have noticed a similar phenomenon with my girlfriends and Splendid Spoon clients. We are saying yes more often. Yes to work. Yes to family. Yes to eating well. Yes to all the elements that excite our senses, feed our curiosity, and stimulate a deeper engagement with the world. It’s possible, but we sometimes forget that simplicity is paramount.

Before I launched Splendid Spoon, I had a laughably naive perspective on what it meant to simplify: I drew Venn diagrams. I thought if I could find the place where all my yeses intersected, I would have the key! Like a linchpin for my perfectly organized, highly productive life, that center of the Venn would be my answer. It looked like the drawing below.

The sheer stupidity of this Venn diagram is embarrassing to the point of being hilarious now. I mean, starting a business was my answer? Take it from my milk- and soup-drenched yoga pants, my friends, if simplicity is the most important lesson of all, then you have to go one step at a time.

There were many heart swells and heartbreaks as I attempted to tackle and ultimately abandon this Venn diagram philosophy. The asparagus soup saga revealed that I hadn’t found my linchpin; I had burnt a whole through the center of my neat little Venn diagram. My eyelashes weren’t just singed; my hair was on fire. We all do it. We have a tendency to get excited about projects and relationships and to work hard on those things, often prioritizing them over our own needs. It was like I had gotten so excited about my new roles as mom and CEO that I had left a critical part of me behind: the part of me that stands up for what I need. It’s the part of me that believes yoga and meditation are just as important as the weekly team meeting. It’s the part of me that says, Slow down, you’ll make better decisions if you get a full night’s rest. I wanted to be a kick-ass mom and a successful business leader, but I had forgotten that being great for other people meant being great to Nicole first.

So I tossed my old Venn diagram in the trash and embraced a simplified version of saying yes. Instead of overlapping all my wishes and dreams to form a diagram of how to support everything at once, I said yes to myself first. I channeled a future version of myself who said, You deserve this, Nicole! You are a strong, smart, and driven woman. You deserve to spend more time on you so you can accomplish your goals, and enjoy the journey you are on! Saying yes to me was critical, but getting to that future version of myself took a little more planning. It’s one thing to identify where you want to go, and it’s another to actually get there.

I wrote down words that described my future self: healthy, energized, productive, joyful, and engaged. These were my intentions, and the first word said a lot: healthy. Taking care of my health was first and foremost. You are what you eat, after all. When I went full time as an entrepreneur and launched Splendid Spoon in early 2013, it was with the intention to increase my veggie intake during my first pregnancy. I had focused on developing lots of plant-based soups because eating mostly vegan made me feel really great during and shortly after my pregnancy. What I hadn’t done was create a plan around those soups, and a plan was what I needed. It was time to rewire my habits to support my growing life. The Soup Cleanse was born.

I had all the tools to put together a simplified approach to my well-being: I had studied metabolism and the benefits of ancient diet therapies like fasting, I was a trained chef, and I knew from experience that meditation and mindfulness would keep me more committed to my plan so I could reach my goals. My background gave me the unique advantage of being able to put this approach together quickly and effectively, and it worked. I can say with confidence that I am healthy, energized, productive, incredibly joyful, and engaged in my life. It’s not always perfect, but I have found a sense of equilibrium, and it has everything to do with my Soup Cleanse program. Now, I can share it with you so you too can stand up straight, look yourself in the mirror, and say yes.
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A cleanse? Really? That’s the answer? The last thing a driven, productive person needs is a complicated diet that creates more work and causes anxiety. Often, the simplest answer is the right one, and that’s the case with the Soup Cleanse. Unlike other so-called cleanses, my Soup Cleanse isn’t a quick fix. It’s a regular routine that combines a higher-intensity reset along with my simple meal swaps to maintain great health while allowing lots of flexibility to (gasp!) eat things other than soup. The Soup Cleanse is based on the principle that small changes made every day produce big results.

It’s true: Our bodies have wonderful natural cleansing mechanisms. The liver removes toxins from our blood, and the kidneys further filter that blood and make sure those toxins are excreted properly. When I talk about a soup cleanse, I mean this to be an opportunity to help your organs do the good job they already do; to provide your cells with exclusively plant-based fuel; and to increase your absorption of antioxidants, which help combat diseases and improve the function of your circulatory, cardiovascular, and digestive systems. There is loads of research that shows just how much better our bodies run when we give them more plant-based nutrients.

Eating more plants and eating primarily because you’re hungry (also known as portion control) are key components of any healthy lifestyle. But we often fail at this because of our environment; temptations, triggers, and old habits throw us off course and keep us in a frustrating cycle of knowing what we want but not sticking to an action plan. Creating new patterns that are healthier than current patterns is the key, but change is tough. We create new patterns and stick to them when we receive a reward (the quicker we receive the reward, the better) and when the new patterns are actually simpler than the old ones (like texting with a friend instead of using voice calls and voicemail). This is the essence of the Soup Cleanse. I wanted to create new patterns that made me feel so good that I would stick with them forever. When we get a reward from a simpler pattern, then everything makes sense. I call this practicality.

Soup is the perfect food for creating new patterns because many of us have positive emotional connections to soup—a loved one serving us a bowl after playing in the snow all day, cozying up to a big bowl on a sick day, making a pot of chili with friends for a tailgate party. Soup unifies, soup heals, and soup makes us feel good. It’s also perfect for all sorts of science-y reasons. Soup keeps you satisfied with a lower caloric density, and because it is usually cooked, the digestive process starts before you have your first spoonful, meaning your body can absorb and use the nutrients more readily. These were the main reasons I started cooking soup.

Before I launched Splendid Spoon, I had another soup company: Sea Bean Goods. This was a pop-up and catering project I embarked on while I continued to work full-time in advertising at Condé Nast. For 2½ years I souped on the side to test my chops as a professional cook and entrepreneur. Around 4 a.m. I would splash cold water on my face, hop on my bike, and ride to a pizza kitchen on Greenpoint Avenue in Brooklyn. If you had one of my soups from 2011 to 2012, there is a good chance it was made in a small pot next to a screaming-hot brick pizza oven. Working next to that oven before an 8-hour day at the office tested my mettle, but my physical fatigue inspired some of Splendid Spoon’s bestselling flavors. Soup became my solace, my energy, and my fortitude. Above all, it became my go-to meal when I was dog-tired at various points during those 15-hour days. I’d sip soup on ice in the morning, pour it into thermoses for a hot lunch, and savor a bowl for dinner. I’d always share with my colleagues and friends. There were many days when all I ate was soup.

Eating soup simplified my life in this way. Truthfully, I would have been eating croissants all day if I had been a croissant maker. But (thankfully) there was a healthful reward with eating soup that kept me going back for more. Actually, there were three rewards: (1) It was convenient to eat any time, hot or cold. (2) It was satisfying for several hours. (3) I had more energy and was even opting for more vegetable-centric food when I cooked nonsoup meals. These were all positive things, but I knew that in order for eating soup to really become a lasting pattern, I would need to up the ante in the rewards department.

Meditation and mindfulness have been a positive part of my life since I first studied Buddhism as a young child. I remember staring intently at a sculpture of the Buddha at RISD (Rhode Island School of Design). His expression was placid, content. He was so comforting to look at that I found myself gazing at him long after the group had moved on. I continued my own research into meditation (or mindfulness, as it’s often referred to in Buddhism and as I’ll refer to it in this book) and its effects on the body and mind. Was this really the key to peace and happiness? Maybe. But more importantly for souping, there’s an immediate reward with mindfulness.

Taking your time when you eat is a form of mindfulness. Your mind is nudged into a connection with your body’s actions because you eat soup more slowly than you eat a sandwich, drink a smoothie, or twirl up forkfuls of pasta. Yes, you can slow down your eating of any food or beverage, but soup really helps you slow down because it’s often warm (pause, blow, sip tentatively) and because it’s liquid (fill the spoon, not too much, that’s just right, now lift carefully lest you dribble that broth down your chin). When we take a few extra minutes to connect our minds to our bodies through mindfulness, we create positive new connections in our brains. We stimulate endorphins. We settle the mind and unlock its reward center. Practicing mindfulness regularly and over time is proven to have really profound effects on our health and happiness, and many of us gain a sense of calm and clarity even after only 5 to 10 minutes of mindful exercise.

My weekly souping plan wraps four very powerful elements together: plant-based nutrition, practicality, portion control (intermittent fasting), and mindfulness. I call these the four pillars, and they support the foundation for a better me, a better you, a more Splendid Self. (I describe these in more detail below.) The idea is that the soup does a lot of the heavy lifting for you by pulling these four elements together. All you have to do is invite those soup rituals into your weekly routine.

Still unsure of this whole doctor-approved thing? You will be hard-pressed to find a physician who does not agree with my philosophy: Eat more vegetables, practice portion control, and embrace small changes that can become long-lasting habits. These behaviors are paramount to creating a healthier relationship with food. There are no quick fixes, but sometimes the most nourishing, simple solutions can truly enhance your life. That’s how souping works. It’s not a quick fix, but it is simple, and it will enhance your life. Bring this book to your next doctor’s visit, and ask her if she agrees.

Arts and Sciences

My grandfather was a surgeon, his sister was a pediatric specialist, my aunt is an allergist, and my uncle is also a practicing physician. Growing up with doctors in my family meant looking at the human body as a set of intricate systems—so if you’re sick, it means one of those systems needs fixing. I have always respected the scientific process for explaining how things work and for offering solutions to what ails us. But while my dad’s side of the family was governed by the rules of Western medicine, my mom’s side of the family embraced the power of Mother Nature to alleviate and prevent ailments. To this day, when I have a cold, my dad will offer a decongestant and my mom will make me a scalding hot tea of echinacea, goldenrod, and licorice and prescribe a day of rest.

My mom—while respectful of the need for traditional medicine in extreme circumstances—believes that 99 percent of our ailments are not extreme. She taught me that most of what ails us can be alleviated or prevented by eating more vegetables, moving more, and laughing a lot. Get fresh air every day. Embrace the people you love. Dive into the ocean whenever possible. And the various things that push our limits of patience and tolerance every day—don’t analyze them so much. The saying “Don’t sweat the small stuff” was uttered frequently in my childhood home. Stress less and let go more. I always loved the positive reinforcement of my mom’s approach to health. It felt more like an art than a science to place faith in my body and trust its ability to strengthen and support me. However, I am my father’s daughter, and I enjoy the confidence of knowing my wellness choices are backed by science.

The point is, science is important, but it’s not all or nothing. We are fortunate to live during a time when people can dedicate their lives to scientific research that helps us understand how to live longer, happier lives. Practically speaking, though, most of us don’t want to agonize over the relative health benefits of broccoli versus spinach. It’s not a comfortable existence to require scientific proof for every choice you make, especially when you’re hungry for dinner.

It’s great, for example, to plan out a week of healthy, plant-based meals but counterproductive to get stressed when a good friend throws a last-minute birthday party smack in the middle of your week. Instead of thinking about the party as a collision with your best-laid plans, maybe embrace the fact that socializing with your buddies will have a positive impact on your well-being, too—and have a bowl of soup before the party so you go for a smaller slice of cake. Life is full of surprises and gray areas and unpredictability, so why should our approach to health be all or nothing? Stressing about the last-minute changes to your daily life will only serve to erode your feelings of confidence. Souping is about acknowledging that we do the best we can to make healthy choices, that our bodies benefit from all sorts of small changes, and that having confidence in ourselves is absolutely the best feeling of all.

I created the Soup Cleanse so I didn’t have to agonize about my food choices. Everyone talks about balance, but it feels a lot more like juggling. Before we can balance all the meaningful elements that make up a life, it’s important to strengthen what’s inside us first. Think of it like this: You don’t go into a full headstand when you walk into a yoga class; first you find your center through breathing and core-strengthening poses to support the more challenging ones. I created the weekly Soup Cleanse Plan out of an unavoidable need to center myself. It started with a big dose of self-love so I could build from the inside out.

This all may sound like common sense, but it really took some time for me to fully grasp just how important it was to prioritize my own health. I had been selling soup and working on recipes for over a year as a side gig to my full-time job in media strategy at Condé Nast, but it wasn’t until I became pregnant that Splendid Spoon launched as a plant-based wellness brand, and it wasn’t until the great asparagus fiasco of 2013 that the 7-day plan was born as a remedy to my demanding life.

This book is the culmination of many fits and starts and failed attempts, spilled soup, spoiled soup, exploding soup, and botched flavors. I’ve simplified and distilled all my lessons into an incredibly easy plan that anyone can follow and anyone with any dietary preferences can adapt for improved health. The plan is driven by my (and now Splendid Spoon’s) four-pillar philosophy: plant-based nutrition, practicality, portion control (intermittent fasting), and mindfulness. Soup helps me be the best I can be because it is rooted in a foundation that supports me rather than asking me to do more. Here is the story of how these pillars came to be.

Grown Woman Seeking Plant-Based Nutrition:

My Less-Than-Splendid Former Self

The average American’s diet is 28 percent animal products, 41 percent fatty and sugary “extras,” 23 percent grains, and only 8 percent fruits and vegetables.1, 2 Sixty-nine percent of us are overweight.3 And the leading causes of death are heart disease, cancer, and lower respiratory diseases.4 There is no doubt that eating a diet rich in vegetables improves health in a multitude of ways, from decreasing the likelihood of type 2 diabetes and many cancers to improving life span and literally every system in our bodies.5 Yet, 87 percent of Americans don’t eat enough vegetables.6 This is not right. Something is awry. What’s wrong here?

Avoiding vegetables is, unfortunately, the path of least resistance. This reality really bugs me because I know (and so do you) how great vegetables are for health. The uphill battle to get more veggies into our diets is due in no small part to what’s available at restaurants and as packaged convenience food. It’s also due to the fact that rich, sugary, starchy, salty food sets off all sorts of pleasure signals in our brains, and it creates a bit of an addiction to those things.

My own diet was evidence of this and hit its apex while I was in school at The French Culinary Institute in Manhattan in 2010. I consumed an excessive amount of meat. And potatoes had “somehow” become my go-to vegetable of choice—thanks, culinary school, for the 101 ways to mash, fry, and sauté spuds. I went through about a pound of butter a week because it had crept into literally every recipe I concocted. I frequently managed to subvert the amazing health benefits of spinach, for example, by smothering it in roux and drowning it in cream and cheese. I was driven by taste and only taste.

The idea of making food that was good for me had become an afterthought. Yes, it’s important to make food that tickles your taste buds in all the right ways, but I felt completely off balance. Food was like a drug. Consuming intensely fatty, sugary, and salty food is satisfying and enjoyable for the duration of the meal, but I crashed shortly after eating and also in almost every other aspect of my life. I needed a steady stream of caffeine throughout the day to feel normal at work, I classified granola bars as a food group, I let off steam at the end of the day with a huge glass (or three, let’s be real) of red wine, and I kept my weight in check by running or spinning like a woman on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

When I got pregnant in late 2012, the reality of my diet came crashing in on me. How had this happened? I had studied biology in college, focusing on diet therapies, of all things. I was ashamed, honestly, because I couldn’t cry ignorance. I knew from the work I had done in the research lab that what you eat has an incredibly powerful effect on your well-being, and yet I had a quart of duck fat in my fridge. And honestly (and possibly TMI), I did not poop every day back then. It’s weird how that really affects you in a negative way. It can be distracting sitting there with all that compacted meat and potatoes in your lower intestines. You just don’t feel right. I remember sitting on the toilet one day thinking, This is why Mom tells us to eat our roughage; I need to eat more vegetables. I imagined my baby not growing big enough as he struggled to suck nutrients out of a steady stream of marbled steak and peanut butter soufflé. I was hopeful that I could quickly propel myself into a cleaner way of living, but what I really needed was food rehab.

Surprise, surprise—going cold turkey isn’t so easy in our world of catered pizza lunches, artisan-pastry-laden cafés, and Doritos at the checkout. The majority of food companies out there are churning out very convenient, nutrient-deficient foods. It’s estimated that 61 percent of our calories come from highly processed food.7 And that highly processed food served a purpose, as evidenced by my penchant for granola bars (convenience rules in the life of a modern woman). This was my conundrum as I approached clean eating. Why was it so inconvenient to make a simple shift that would definitely improve my health? Why was it so hard to get my veggies?

I created a “yes” list (whole grains, cooked and raw vegetables, nuts, whole fruit) and a “never” list (takeout, anything with more than 8 grams of sugar in a serving, premade snacks, anything sold in crinkly bags). I bought copious amounts of fresh vegetables at the farmers’ market and pledged to cook all my meals. This was a fail. Inevitably, I would cave in and opt for takeout after a 12-hour day. I would guzzle a sugar-loaded yogurt smoothie during a 3 p.m. slump. I’d bargain with myself at social gatherings: If I skip the buffalo wings, I can have a pint of IPA—shoot, how many grams of sugar are in the IPA? Many beets and carrots withered in the wake of this failed solution, and worse, every misstep made me feel like a loser.

I tried expensive meal-delivery services, with my frustration reaching fever pitch at lunchtime as I realized my $17 salad was wilting in the fridge at home. I pondered juicing. Did it make sense to concentrate a basket’s worth of produce into a single glass of juice, essentially a very expensive sugary beverage? Probably not, my rational self answered. But all those lovely models sipping green juice couldn’t be wrong, right? Going against all sense of reason, I dove headlong into a ginger-spiked pool of kale, cucumber, and lemon with a 3-day cleanse, thinking maybe it could be a quick fix every month. I missed chewing and failed to grasp the positive health benefit of what was effectively another highly processed food: lots of fruit juice, no fiber, and a lot of sexy marketing. I’d been had by those lovely models and their long legs and white teeth, mysteriously void of beet juice stains.

Juicing was like the visual equivalent of my fatty French cooking: beautiful to look at, easy going down, and then crash. Same as butter and duck fat, those pretty juices played to the pleasure principle. I did learn something really valuable from the juices and meal kits, though: They provided a simple program to follow. I hadn’t found a program that worked for me, but there was something nice about having the weekly structure. Step 1, Step 2, Step 3, repeat.

At this point I had been making soup for about a year in that pizza kitchen, but I hadn’t developed a formal program around souping. My diet had gotten better with soup, but it wasn’t the best it could be because I hadn’t created a foolproof (me-proof) program to stay in line. I needed a little tough love—a simple plan that allowed for flexibility, but a structured program nonetheless. It took me until after the birth of amazing baby #1 (Hi, Grover!) to come up with all the pieces that would become the 7-day plan.

Making Hard Stuff Practical for the Modern Woman

The existing healthy-eating programs just added more complexity to my life. I wanted a plan with enough structure so that even my easily distracted brain could stay focused but with enough nimbleness to accommodate my dynamic life. Nothing stays the same, after all, so why should my diet be super rigid?

Too often, diets get in the way of social engagements and make people feel like they aren’t part of the gang because their diets won’t allow happy hour snacks. This is usually where diets fail. The emotional pressure to feel connected to friends and family through food can be intense, and without good habits to support you, it can be near impossible to stay on track.

I started putting together the weekly Soup Cleanse Plan when I was
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