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  About the Author


This book was written by someone who spent years waking up completely exhausted. 
For a long time, Rebecca Goodwill didn't even realize her chronic fatigue was a problem. She just assumed it was a personality trait – that some people are naturally high-energy, and others just aren't as lucky. Exhaustion became the background noise of her life, eventually blending in so completely that it stopped feeling unusual. It was easy to write off as stress, a packed schedule, or just getting older.
But by thirty-five, she realized it wasn't just "who she was." Her body was sending signals that were becoming impossible to ignore. That’s when Rebecca asked herself a simple question: Is feeling like this actually normal?  And if fatigue has biological roots, can they be untangled?
That single question sparked her book Always Tired, where Rebecca broke down the mechanics of energy loss and the body’s need for recovery. Diving into neuroscience, physiology, psychology, and years of tracking her own health completely transformed how she viewed her day-to-day well-being.
The Protein Code takes that research a step further. This time, the question becomes: how exactly does what's on your plate dictate how you feel when you wake up? The book explores what happens inside the body after a meal, the fallout of nutritional deficiencies, and how the food industry has fundamentally altered our modern diet. Drawing on physiology and behavioral neuroscience, Rebecca reveals why modern food is great at packing in calories, yet often leaves our bodies starved of the actual fuel they run on.
Rebecca writes exactly the way she wished someone had written for her back when she had no energy left. You won't find dense jargon or a condescending tone here – anyone who is utterly exhausted doesn't have the bandwidth to wade through heavy text. The book is kept as accessible as possible. And while the topic deserves a deep dive, the author deliberately stripped away the noise, ensuring you get practical, actionable value – even when you're running on empty.






  
  Introduction


Have you ever considered that modern medicine mainly ensures that people simply do not die before they're statistically meant to? 
The goal is straightforward: keep laboratory values within acceptable ranges and maintain a level of functioning that allows participation in society. You remain capable of going to work, paying taxes, and continuing daily routines. If no chronic diagnosis appears and nothing hurts enough to qualify as a medical condition, the verdict is simple: you are healthy. A check goes on the chart. Case closed.
When a diagnosis does appear, treatment begins – and gradually, both patients and those around them develop a habit of explaining every sensation through that very diagnosis. "Well, that's the diabetes," or "That's just high cholesterol."  The medical term gradually becomes the answer to every question about the body, until the label and the person begin to feel like the same thing. 

      ***The office of our family physician is always remarkably quiet. We live in a suburb where time seems to move differently, and the room reflects that: heavy wooden furniture, muted colors, shelves lined with thick books. The entire interior belonged to the doctor who practiced here before him – a respected physician who retired about ten years ago – and my current doctor chose not to change a thing. He likes the contrast: the atmosphere of traditional medicine inside a world that has turned healthcare into a digital conveyor belt.
Yesterday I came in for a blood test. It has become a typical adult ritual – checking the system in advance, before the body decides to surprise me and force the issue.
Our whole family has been seeing this doctor for years. He is a rare breed. At forty-five he is energetic, curious, and genuinely alive in his work. Getting an appointment with him is difficult because he constantly attends seminars and training courses; over the past few years he has developed a strong interest in nutritional science, and new diplomas have appeared on the walls between the framed landscapes. He runs every morning regardless of the weather, travels frequently, and treks in the mountains. Watching his energy is pleasant, though it sometimes leaves me a little envious.
He fills out the paperwork and adds notes to my file. The lab results are already there on the screen – everything within normal ranges, nothing to flag. On paper, I am healthy. Inside, something has felt off for a long time. 
At some point he looks up and asks: "Rebecca, how do you actually feel?"
For a moment I almost say what I always say, which is – "I'm fine." Instead, I tell the truth remembering that in this office, I'm allowed to.
"Doctor, I'm exhausted," I say. "I wake up without any energy. Some days I barely have the strength to walk to the shower. Small things – noise, interruptions, minor changes in plans – trigger an overwhelming wave of irritation. Something isn't right. This isn't who I am!"
He begins asking simple questions. What does a typical day look like? How much do I move? How well do I sleep? What do I eat? The more I describe my routine, the clearer the pattern becomes: my life resembles a constant survival sprint where rest feels like an unaffordable luxury – and eating properly, apparently, is a hobby I never quite found time for. He closes my file and sits back. 'Everything looks normal,' he says, 'but I think I know where to start. 

      ***The body cannot operate indefinitely on internal reserves. Living for years on borrowed capacity eventually reaches a limit. In your early twenties it forgives almost everything – fast food, five hours of sleep and liters of soda. You spend that biological credit without thinking about the interest.
To some extent this reflects something broader about my generation. Many millennials invested in what people call the "experience economy" rather than in foundations and stability. Quite a few still don't own homes, yet their passports are filled with stamps and their phones with sunsets from different corners of the world. I treated my health the same way – spending my resources recklessly, pushing my career forward while sitting through endless hours of therapy, searching for some deeper sense of identity, behaving as if my body's reserves were an unlimited subscription rather than an account with a finite balance. Gradually, adulthood began to resemble a difficult game played with a nearly empty battery, while I kept wondering why everything around me seemed to fall apart so easily.
One day I decided that enough was enough. I no longer wanted to wake up exhausted and pretend the feeling was normal. My doctor nudged me in the right direction – and from there I launched my own investigation – reading widely, gathering information, testing different ideas on myself, from advice in books to the endless life hacks circulating online. That process eventually produced my first book, Always Tired, which explored chronic fatigue: where our energy actually goes, and what can help restore it.
While researching that topic, I noticed a recurring pattern. Many people receive reasonable advice yet still fail to improve because the most basic element is missing: consistent, adequate nutrition. Sleep, rest, stress reduction, and helpful routines all matter – but none of them replace the daily biological input the body requires to generate energy in the first place. The more I dug, the more one nutrient kept surfacing above the rest: protein.
The story of Always Tired didn't end there. This book continues that investigation – narrowing in on the one thing that quietly underlies almost everything else. Welcome to the Protein Code.






  
  Chapter 1
The Dead Battery Epidemic


How did we become a nation that wakes up already exhausted? If chronic fatigue appeared as some rare and mysterious illness, it would dominate the headlines constantly. Instead, it has become so ubiquitous that we’ve simply stopped noticing. Fatigue has become the background hum of daily life, hiding behind familiar phrases: “What did you expect?” “Everyone feels this way.” “Adulting.” “It’s just been a long week.” When a mass phenomenon becomes routine, we cease to ask questions – a dangerous oversight.
This process is called “normalization.” It describes how something that once felt shocking gradually fades into the background. The shift typically occurs for two reasons. First, reality gets repackaged into softer, more palatable language. We see this tactic everywhere – in global politics and in corporate boardrooms. A violent military invasion becomes a "special operation," whilst a mass layoff becomes a "workforce optimization." and an unfair tax increase becomes a "fiscal adjustment." The language changes, and with it, the weight of the thing.  Psychologist Albert Bandura 1 described this mechanism as "moral disengagement." – rename something often enough, and the conscience eventually stops flinching. 
Second, our internal defense systems follow a predictable logic. Psychologists refer to this phenomenon as “psychic numbing.” Although the initial report of a massive tragedy or loss of life might shatter our foundations and inflict near-physical pain, the human psyche functions like a safety fuse. It cannot sustain a state of perpetual mourning. With each new news cycle, the brain gradually builds a protective layer of apathy. Eventually the sharp sting of grief dulls, and personal tragedy dissolves into dry statistics.
Most chilling of all, we apply the same pattern to our own lives. We once recoiled in horror at our first sleepless night or the first wave of unexplained weakness. Today we wrap it in convenient labels like “adulting” or “age” and stop noticing that our personal crisis has quietly become the new normal. We have normalized the breakdown of our own bodies, convincing ourselves that constant exhaustion is simply reality.
Japanese corporate culture pushed work to such extremes that society eventually invented a new word for what had once been considered simple “hard work.” The term karoshi literally means “death from overwork.” This is not a metaphor. It describes the grim reality of thirty-year-old managers suffering fatal heart attacks at their desks or taking their own lives when the mind can no longer endure the surrounding pressure.
The real horror lies not in the fatalities themselves, but in the decades of social legitimacy they enjoyed. For years, corporate culture celebrated such self-destruction as the ultimate expression of loyalty. Employees did not “destroy themselves”; they “served.” Only after a surge of lawsuits from grieving widows pushed the system past its limits did the state finally concede: “We somehow turned human exhaustion into a national tradition.”
In the United States we observe this with a mixture of pity and quiet superiority, convinced we would never reach such extremes. In reality, our version of normalization simply comes in more attractive, brighter packaging. Think of the familiar image of the factory worker receiving a gold watch after forty years of labor. While we lack a word like karoshi, we embrace “hustle culture” and “the grind” with a fervor that borders on the religious. We have rebranded the same biological exhaustion as a badge of honor, allowing the cycle to continue under a different name.
While we may not die at our desks with the same “dramatic flair” as the Japanese, we choose a slower burn instead. We have normalized a reality where waking up completely drained simply means it’s a typical “Monday morning,” and persistent brain fog is dismissed as nothing more than “a poor night’s sleep.” Exhaustion now serves as a status symbol; failing to “burn out” at least once implies a lack of true professional commitment.
The system convinced us that our resources are limitless and that fatigue is merely a weakness to suppress through willpower. We shifted the benchmark of health so far that we now grant the “healthy” label to anyone still capable of reaching the office without collapsing on the sidewalk.
We created a world where running on empty – a literal lack of biological fuel – masquerades as a mental struggle or simply an “inevitable sign of aging.” No matter how we spin the terminology, the truth remains: we live on credit borrowed from our own biology. And the interest on that loan grows every single day.
Consider the scale: CDC data from 2022 shows that 13.5% of U.S. adults felt “very tired or exhausted” most or every day over a three-month period. This figure represents far more than a few people complaining about fatigue; it reflects millions engaged in a desperate daily negotiation with the snooze button. These individuals do not live on the fringes. They represent a nation trying to function on empty, sincerely believing that this is simply what adult life feels like.
Now consider what that 13.5% actually means. What looks like a modest fraction translates into nearly 35 million people – a number larger than the entire population of Texas. Imagine every Texan waking up each morning and immediately wondering how they'll get through the day. The paradox is that these millions do not appear “sick” in any medical record. They carry no disability status and do not occupy hospital beds. On the contrary, they are among the most active members of society. You see them every day: driving children to school, nodding professionally during endless Zoom calls, and ordering a “lifesaving” double espresso at Starbucks in the line right ahead of you. We have become a nation of master masqueraders – experts at mimicking normal life while our internal warning lights flash red.
We call this “adult resilience,” though in reality it means running ourselves ragged in a constant energy deficit. We have grown so accustomed to the role of the “functional zombie” that we feel genuine shock when someone nearby radiates real vitality. Society conditioned us to see this as the price of success – the idea that staying “drained” proves our value to the world.
In reality, this may be one of history’s greatest heists. Someone stole our natural energy and replaced it with cheap synthetics and a never-ending cycle of stimulants. Most tragically, we now mistake the counterfeit for the norm.
The Anatomy of the Drained
Observe any crowd for a moment, and the silhouette of the “depleted” American emerges with startling clarity. These unmistakable traits now form the unofficial uniform of our era. The typical subject falls somewhere between thirty and fifty, moving through that supposed “prime” of life where productivity and responsibility peak at the same time. The carefree student years – when dancing until dawn and eating cold pizza for breakfast still seemed sustainable – are long gone. Old age, however, is still distant. Instead, this person stands at the exact center of life’s heavy lifting, serving as the structural beam that holds everything else in place.
They maintain a career, usually one built around mental labor. Their days revolve around back-to-back Zoom calls, endless email threads, and a constant barrage of digital pings. Deadlines often feel as if they have already passed before the workday even begins. The exhaustion rarely comes from the body. It builds inside the mind. Their brain resembles a web browser with 150 open tabs, half of them permanently frozen.
A heavy mantle of responsibility sits on their shoulders. They manage a family, a mortgage, their children’s extracurricular schedules – or at least a cat staring in silent judgment at an empty bowl. Beneath it all lies a quiet understanding: they do not have permission to collapse. Too many gears stop turning the moment they do.
They cling to the conviction that rest must be “earned,” preferably through a respectable amount of suffering. In their internal moral code, taking a midday nap feels almost criminal. Even downtime gets scheduled with the same intensity they apply to professional projects: “If I finish this report, maybe I’ll let myself sleep until nine on Saturday.” They bargain for their own breath, failing to notice that when Saturday finally arrives, they no longer have the energy to enjoy the day off.
Over time they master the art of ignoring their body’s distress signals. Fatigue moved in years ago and quietly became a permanent roommate. This depletion does not fit the classic definition of illness. They do not spend their days collapsed in a dark room – though the idea often appears as their most tempting fantasy.
Instead, they keep going. They carry the load. They paste a corporate smile onto the webcam, drive the kids to soccer practice, and drag themselves to the gym because “staying in shape” still sits on the checklist. With each passing year, life slides further into autopilot. The movements remain the same, while the internal spark fades. Fulfillment slowly gives way to compliance. The day’s meaning shrinks to a simple ritual: cross off tasks and meet obligations.
Clinical No Man’s Land
An official diagnosis does exist: Myalgic Encephalomyelitis, or Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (ME/CFS) – a complex, long-term neurological condition characterized by severe fatigue that does not improve with rest, worsens with even minor physical or cognitive exertion, and manifests across a range of symptoms including muscle pain, cognitive impairment, and disrupted sleep. It often overlaps with fibromyalgia, a related condition centered on widespread physical pain – two diagnoses so frequently found together that researchers still debate whether they are truly distinct.
Neither condition has a fully understood origin – and that ambiguity is part of what makes them so difficult to treat. ME/CFS is thought to begin, in many cases, with an infection: patients frequently describe a flu-like illness before the exhaustion sets in and never fully lifts. No single virus has been identified as the cause, and current research points toward a broader dysregulation of the immune system – one that, once triggered, simply fails to stand down. Fibromyalgia appears to follow a different path. Rather than an immune response gone wrong, it seems to involve the nervous system itself: the brain begins amplifying pain signals, registering ordinary sensations as threatening, and over time the body locks into a state of chronic hypersensitivity. In both cases, something tips the system out of balance – an infection, a trauma, prolonged stress – and the body never quite finds its way back. In the United States, the conditions affects an estimated 3.3 million adults, though the true number is likely higher, as the majority of cases go undiagnosed. And beyond them sits an even larger, uncounted population – people who don't meet the threshold for any official diagnosis, who won't appear in any registry, yet who move through their days running on empty, too depleted to feel well and too functional to be treated. This is the clinical no man's land – and it is far more crowded than any official statistic suggests. 
The Accidental Experiment
We were pushed to this point by a perfect storm of factors. Step back for a moment and the pattern becomes clear: we have become unwitting participants in the largest social experiment in history, one conducted without our consent. Human biology evolved over millions of years under very specific conditions – constant movement, natural sunlight, predictable sleep cycles, and food that came directly from soil and animals. In the span of a few generations, that ancient system found itself dropped into a radically different environment filled with artificial light, endless digital noise, and food products that barely resemble their natural origins.
This collision places our ancient biology inside a landscape it was never designed to handle. Our internal systems still follow the old rules, while the outside world demands a level of cognitive speed and constant responsiveness that our cells struggle to sustain. When people begin to falter, the blame often falls on personal weakness or poor discipline. The environment itself rarely enters the conversation. Yet the surrounding system increasingly works against the body’s biological foundation. Food companies design products to stimulate relentless consumption. Social media platforms optimize their algorithms for engagement that quietly erodes sleep. In this environment, human health becomes collateral damage in the pursuit of profit.
Recognizing our role in this accidental experiment provides the first step toward regaining control. The moment we understand the forces shaping our exhaustion, we stop behaving like passive test subjects and begin rewriting the rules of our own survival.
We also represent the first truly “Always On” generation. According to Pew Research data from 2025, nearly a third of adults across two dozen countries report being online almost constantly. The brain now operates inside a continuous cycle of interruptions: a notification, a breaking headline, a work message, a quick glance at the inbox that somehow expands into twenty minutes.
The real danger does not lie in the information itself. The problem comes from the switching cost required to process it. Each time a notification pulls attention away from a task, the brain must burn additional cognitive fuel to return to the original focus. By mid-afternoon, the prefrontal cortex 2 – the brain’s executive control center responsible for planning, attention, and decision-making – begins to lose efficiency. The result feels familiar to millions of workers. Thoughts become scattered. Concentration weakens. A dull mental fog replaces the sharp focus that existed earlier in the day. This constant friction does more than disrupt productivity. It quietly drains the brain’s energy reserves long before the workday officially ends.
Stress now operates as a constant background hum. The American Psychological Association reports that Millennials carry a heavier stress burden than any previous generation. In earlier environments, stress usually followed a clear event. A threat appeared, the body reacted, and the danger passed. Modern stress behaves differently. It resembles the low vibration of an air conditioner – easy to ignore, yet steadily draining the system. Burnout has become so widespread that 76% of workers say they experience its effects regularly. Many people now exist in a prolonged “fight or flight” state while sitting motionless in front of a glowing screen.
Even when a rare hour of free time appears, genuine recovery remains difficult. Our culture treats idleness with suspicion, and downtime often triggers a wave of guilt. Instead of letting the brain recover, many people default to what could be called digital grazing – the habitual scrolling of social feeds. This habit quietly undermines recovery. Processing content still requires mental work. A constant stream of images, headlines, and messages keeps the cortex active when it should be powering down. The result is familiar: people rise from the couch feeling more tired than when they first sat down.
There is another pattern that shapes modern exhaustion. We live on borrowed energy, pulling resources from our future selves. Many people treat vitality as a question of discipline or motivation. Biology follows a simpler rule. Energy depends on available resources. Stimulants cannot replace them. When someone relies on caffeine to compensate for lost sleep, or reaches for sugar in place of a real meal, the body enters a short-term borrowing cycle. The effect resembles a payday loan for physiology. The body continues moving, but the bill arrives later.
Food patterns reinforce the problem. Ultra-processed products now dominate the American diet. Data from a 2025 CDC brief illustrates the scale of the shift. Adults between nineteen and thirty-nine receive about 54.4% of their daily calories from ultra-processed foods. The forty-to-fifty-nine group follows closely at 52.6%. The modern food environment rewards speed and convenience while turning consistency and quality into an effortful task. Packaged foods exploit the body’s satiety signals, delivering large amounts of calories with relatively few essential nutrients. The result produces a sort of paradox. A person may carry excess body weight while their cells struggle with nutrient scarcity. The body stores energy in one form while lacking the materials required to produce usable metabolic fuel.
As a result our generation lives with the highest level of domestic comfort in human history, while vitality continues to decline. A glance back one hundred years reveals a life that looked far harsher on the surface. People worked with their bodies. Homes lacked insulation and reliable heating. Nutrition and medicine remained inconsistent or inaccessible for large parts of the population. Daily survival demanded endurance that few modern routines require.
By contrast, modern survival demands remarkably little physical effort. Hunting for food disappeared from daily life. Defending the home from predators belongs to distant history. Even agricultural labor, once the backbone of survival, occupies only a small fraction of the population. Today meals arrive at the door, climate adjusts with a button, and entire continents
The Resource Delusion
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