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For my parents, who woke me up . . .


When people undermine your dreams, predict your doom, or criticize you, remember they’re telling you their story, not yours.

—CYNTHIA OCCELLI

If you want something you’ve never had, then you’ve got to do something you’ve never done.

—ATTRIBUTED TO THOMAS JEFFERSON

Without leaps of imagination, or dreaming, we lose the excitement of possibilities. Dreaming, after all, is a form of planning.

—GLORIA STEINEM

I choose to live by choice, not by chance; to make changes, not excuses; to be motivated and not manipulated; to be useful, not used; to excel, not compete. I choose self-esteem, not self-pity. I choose to listen to my inner voice, not the random opinions of others.

—AUTHOR UNKNOWN
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FOREWORD

It is with great pleasure that I have the opportunity to help spread the word to get more people healthy in a way they may not have thought possible. All too often we lose sight of what good health really is. We grow accustomed to not feeling well. In fact, we forget what feeling well is like anymore.

Many of us simply attribute that to age. That is a big cop-out, if you ask me. There is a way to age younger. In my practice, I use the term immunosenescence—in other words, immunity rot—to describe the way people start to feel because of the damage they inflict upon themselves each day.

Once you can identify the root cause of a problem, you can get your life back again and feel better than you have in years. Imagine having the energy of your 20-year-old self, not catching the cold that is going around, sleeping solidly, not feeling creaky in the mornings, and jumping out of bed ready to seize each and every day.

It’s possible, and To the Fullest is a wonderful way to begin your journey back to health. Although Ms. Bracco may be more famous than you and I, you are absolutely going to be able to identify with her struggles and that sensation of “how did I get here?” along with “how do I get out of here?”

I can’t tell you how many patients I see who describe a sense of powerlessness on the road to not feeling well. It slowly creeps up on you—every decade, there’s another 10 pounds. Every decade, there’s another health issue or two that we attribute to getting older. And then, when you think you’ve finally reached rock bottom, you know it’s time to clean up your act.

So, where do you turn? To the Fullest is a great place to start. The program outlined in this book is not your ordinary, run-of-the-mill cleanse from the local health food store. It is a clinically tested, well-researched, grounded-in-science system designed to get your body functioning the way it is supposed to function. And not only that, the only side effect is . . . weight loss. Yes, you can use this system if you just want to lose weight, but the program in this book will help you get your life and your health back. It’s designed to rejuvenate you so that you can be the best you that you can be.

Lorraine does a wonderful job of explaining exactly how this detoxification process works. The scientific material about the cleanse and why she eliminated certain foods from her diet is powerful. I am sure you know friends, family members, or acquaintances who are doing or have done a “detox” or a “cleanse.” This is not one of those. This cleanse will seriously make you feel better and not just temporarily. This program will change your life.

Our bodies are fascinating machines that were never meant to handle the overwhelming amount of processed foods, genetically engineered foods, and sugar that the average American eats every single day without even thinking twice about it. The food manufacturers have the marketing machine very well oiled. They have managed to pull the wool over our eyes so effectively that we no longer have the ability to distinguish what is healthy from what is not.

And believe me, there is a lot of money to be made in this burgeoning obesity epidemic. With obesity comes many illnesses. If people eat more, guess who gets rich? The food manufacturers, the big pharmaceutical companies, and, I’m sure, countless politicians who allow this to happen to you, the American public. There is no doubt in my mind as to why we get sick and why so many people suffer needlessly. When I met Lorraine, it was kismet. Our brains, our thought processes, and practically our synapses were in line with how to get America healthy again.

I see many patients in my practice who are just like Lorraine. Starting with a detox protocol is their first step on the road to health improvement. The liver is the organ that clears almost everything. It gets rid of all the toxins, stores energy, and produces cholesterol. This hardworking organ is assaulted every day, practically hourly, because of our toxic lifestyles. That’s why it is so important to cleanse this overburdened organ periodically. Could you imagine not cleaning the filter in your air conditioner, dryer, or anything else with a filter? Of course, you wouldn’t. The same holds true for your liver, which is the most important filter you will ever have to clean.

You don’t have to take my word for this or even Lorraine’s word. We each performed our own informal clinical trial. Granted, neither trial was done as rigorously as if we were introducing a new drug, but each one was a good first step that confirmed for both of us—not that we needed convincing—that a good liver detox is a great place to start to improve your health.

Rodale, the publisher of this book, and Lorraine recruited 14 women and one man who wanted to feel better. By the end of the 6-week trial, each one of them had accomplished that and had also lost weight. They couldn’t believe how easy it had been. When you read the program and see that you aren’t allowed to eat the first 2 days, you are going to think that’s impossible. Let me tell you, it isn’t. The testimonials you will find scattered throughout the book attest to the fact that it’s not that hard.

In the small trial of 10 patients that I performed in my office, not one person complained about hunger during those 2 days. Two mentioned that they were a little tired, which I explained was par for the course with any detoxification, but they were all amazed at the energy level they eventually felt. One of my participants, in fact, had not been able to lose weight or feel better in 10 years, and she was only 33. She had been told she had fibromyalgia and was on multiple medications, and she couldn’t lose weight even if she starved herself.

Today, that girl continues to lose weight and has the energy she had when she was in her twenties. We have begun to reduce her medications. She is thrilled, and so am I. I should also mention that all 10 of my patients felt better and more energized, and had an average weight loss of 6 pounds in the first month that they followed the program—and one of them was a man.

Men aren’t used to having to suffer for their health. Many of them take a very laissez-faire attitude. Usually something dramatic has to happen, such as a heart attack, before they are frightened enough to do something for themselves. And they are afraid. Women make most of the health decisions in this country anyway, so I am telling all the women who buy this book to do this program as a couple. Why not both start out with fresh, new, healthier bodies?

There is only one way to rid yourself of the stored accumulated toxins, and that is with a liver detox shake and nutritional supplements. But, as I tell my patients, the key element to health and the key element to feeling better is eating in a more healthful manner. This is not a craze or the newest fad protocol. I have been a proponent of what Lorraine says in this book for my entire medical career. The bottom line is that sugar kills. If it were up to me, there would be warning labels on candy bars and soda cans. Simple carbohydrates and any other disguised sugar are also the enemy. Lorraine exposes in full detail the hidden sugars that marketers don’t want you to know about. No matter what diet or which diet doctor you believe, there isn’t a one of us who feels that sugar is good for you—it isn’t your friend. It’s time to say your good-byes.

As for processed foods, genetically engineered foods, dairy, foods with antibiotics and growth hormones, animals fed foods that they shouldn’t be eating in the first place—these all make us sick and toxic. If you think all the attention on gluten is just the latest fad, it’s not and here’s why: The wheat we eat in this country is a genetically modified product that doesn’t even resemble the wheat our ancestors ate on a molecular level. I’m not referring to ancient ancestors, I mean a mere 50 years ago.

People are getting sick from the foods they eat because the technology has changed so dramatically and quickly in the last 50 years—more than ever before in history. Our bodies are genetically very slow to adapt. We are suffering the consequences with our health and well-being. To the Fullest will provide you with the tools to rid your body of a life’s worth of toxins and educate you on how to live with minimal exposure to these harmful substances forever. This is the jump start we all could use.

Though I practice and preach this protocol every day in my office, I am excited that Ms. Bracco was brave enough to come out and say: You know, I wasn’t feeling well, I was in a bad place, and I needed to do something about it and did! Not only did she do something about it, but she was so thrilled by the results, she wanted to share the news with the world. She has made a bold and innovative statement by doing this. To the Fullest has changed her life, has changed the lives of my patients, and will definitely change yours as well. Give it the best chance you can. Follow the program as if your life depends on it, because, frankly, it does.

FRED PESCATORE, MD,
AUTHOR OF THE BESTSELLER THE HAMPTONS DIET


INTRODUCTION

A Work in Progress

Fifty . . . the F-word. That’s how I saw it 10 years ago. My weight had been creeping up, and I had lost my sparkle. My energy and self-confidence were taking a dive. Everything was creaking. When I realized what was gradually happening to me, I made up my mind to transform myself. I wasn’t ready to give up and free-fall into old age. It was time to put on the brakes and turn things around. I was ready to take charge of my life, to make the right choices so that I could be the best I could be every day. I’m a work in progress, and I’m not even close to being finished.

Too often we women are at the bottom of the list. Everyone else comes first. We are so busy looking after others—partners, husbands, boyfriends, children, aging parents, friends, colleagues, employees, and don’t forget the pets—that we forget about what we need. We do everything for them and neglect ourselves. I had to focus more on myself if I wanted to stay healthy, lose weight, boost my energy, and feel terrific. I resolved to do everything I could to clean up my act.

My rejuvenation program began with making a commitment to take care of myself. I realized that my body, mind, and spirit are the only things I really own. It was my responsibility to take care of what was mine. Since all three are adaptable, I had the power and the choice to change for the better. If I wanted to stay vibrant and dynamic, I had to replace attitudes and habits that were depleting me with positive actions for change. To the Fullest is the story of what I did to come into my own and is a blueprint for rejuvenation. It would take a multifaceted program to achieve what I wanted.

I turned to three of my dear friends, Lisa Davis, Barbara King, and Monica Castellanos, for support. Lisa, an integrative health consultant, suggested that I try a liver cleanse. My response was, “Sure, why not?” Then she asked me, “Do you want to do a ‘real’ one or a ‘cleanse lite’?”

I didn’t hesitate to answer, “A real one!” Little did I know what I was getting myself into! I had never done any kind of cleanse before. I promised myself to do what I had to do to get back into shape. The cleanse was the perfect launch for my new, healthy approach to food and other life choices.

Following what I now call my Clean Up Your Act Plan, I set out to get rid of toxic buildup in my body that was affecting my health and making me sluggish, to break bad habits like my addiction to sugar, to eat well, and to move more. After consulting with my doctor, I cleaned my body from the inside out with an intensive liver cleanse. The 14-day cleanse I did is the core of To the Fullest.

Getting rid of toxins that had accumulated over the years was a solid start. Not only did I feel lighter and stronger after the cleanse, but I felt so good that changing the way I eat permanently was easy. It took me a year to lose the 35 pounds I had put on a little at a time and have kept that weight off for 4 years. I avoid processed food and almost anything in a package. I have become careful about the right way to eat. I haven’t eaten gluten, sugar, or dairy since I began to jump-start change in my life. What may surprise you is that I never feel deprived.

Once I started to get myself back into shape, my spirits soared, my energy skyrocketed, and my confidence returned. I had it under control—it didn’t have me! I can tell you that when you are feeling strong and healthy, you shine. I got my mojo back. Exercise became a pleasure, rather than a torment. Well, sometimes. I do know that exercise is another way to lift my spirits and make me glow. I feel the way I did decades ago, except I now have a greater understanding of what fulfills me. I’m happy in a way I’ve never been before. Okay, let’s not get carried away—let’s say that I’m comfortable in my own skin.

Friends, family, and fans on the street notice the change in me. They all do a double take when they see me and ask what I’ve done to myself. Everyone wants to know how I managed to come alive again. I’ve explained the steps I took to renew myself so often that I decided to write To the Fullest and get the word out. I want more people—especially women—to benefit from what I have learned.

I would be less than honest if I neglected to say that Jimmy Gandolfini’s shocking death contributed to my decision to motivate others to take care of themselves. I used to tease Jimmy about his expanding belly. He would pat it, smile, and say, “It’s all muscle.” The terrible, premature loss of a good friend and a talent, who was just coming into his own, was a jolting reminder of how vulnerable we are—here today and gone tomorrow. What a loss. You just can’t take your health for granted.

I want to try to give you tools to slow down the aging process and prevent your body from breaking down and falling apart. My goal is to inspire you to protect and restore your vitality, to be the best you can be at any age. I especially want to help you live your life to the fullest from midlife and beyond. I want to share the program for change that worked for me and encourage you to break the bad habits that are undermining your health and the quality of your life.

You don’t have to take just my word for it. As you read in Dr. Fred’s foreword, volunteers completed the 2-week cleanse you will find in these pages and transitioned to the Clean Up Your Act Diet. The trial was a month for Dr. Pescatore’s group and 6 weeks for the test group organized by Rodale, my publisher. The results for the Rodale group were phenomenal. Take a look at these numbers:

RESULTS AFTER 6 WEEKS ON THE PROGRAM




	Most weight lost

Average weight lost	16.8 pounds

10.5 pounds

	Most total inches lost

Average total inches lost	12 inches

8.4 inches

	Most inches off arms

Average inches off arms	2 inches

1 inch

	Most inches off chest

Average inches off chest	3 inches

1.4 inches

	Most inches off waist

Average inches off waist	3.5 inches

2 inches

	Most inches off hips

Average inches off hips	4.25 inches

1.7 inches

	Most inches off thighs

Average inches off thighs	3.75 inches

2.2 inches



The weight and inches lost are only the outward signs of the benefits of the Clean Up Your Act Plan. I consider the weight loss a side effect. A lot more was going on inside the volunteers’ bodies to improve their health. Lisa Davis, my BFF, has blood tests run before and after her clients do the cleanse. The tests have routinely shown a dramatic positive change in cholesterol and triglyceride levels.

The 14 wonderful women and one man who tried the cleanse that Rodale organized monitored their physical changes and recorded their reactions. At the start, they weren’t feeling good and knew they needed to change. They were honest about what they found challenging in the program. I was moved by their enthusiasm and pride at what they had accomplished after 6 weeks on the plan. Their comments brought tears to my eyes. Their insights captured what happened to me as I took control of my life. Their words were so spot-on that I decided to include many of their comments throughout the book. Their experiences appear in Real Time Change sidebars. Their voices are as much a part of the book as mine. We are all in this together, after all.

If you only read the quotes from these women, you will see how powerful, focused, dedicated, and aware of themselves they were as they took back their lives. I’ve come to think of them as warriors for another life. Consider these Clean Up Your Act graduates a cheerleading squad. Their candid remarks will give you a realistic idea of what to expect, and their reports on how they changed will motivate you to stay with the program. Cleaning up our acts did wonders for all of us, and it will do the same for you.

Every day, you are exposed to poisonous chemicals in the air you breathe, the water you drink, the food you eat—processed food contaminated by countless chemical additives and conventionally raised produce, meat, and poultry full of hormones, antibiotics, genetically modified substances, pesticides, who knew?—the toxic household cleaning and personal grooming products you use, and from an endless array of damaging substances. Since I committed myself to living in a healthy way, I have made a study of how toxins affect us. I’ve read books, scholarly articles, the newsletters of environmental organizations, newspaper and magazine coverage, blogs. I’ve watched documentaries and lectures and talked to many experts to inform myself. I’ve immersed myself in learning about what in our environment has the potential to hurt us, the science behind the process of detoxification, and what we can do to reduce our toxic load. It’s been quite an education! I’ve provided a list of selected sources in the back of the book, but they are just the tip of the iceberg. Between Lisa and me, we’ve got it covered. Trust me—the science in this book is backed by solid research. If you are interested in going deeper, look up anything you are curious about online. You’ll find a wealth of information at your fingertips.

The program consists of a 14-Day Liver Cleanse that will begin to rid your body of the toxic load that has been building up over your lifetime. During the cleanse, you will have two protein shakes a day and take multivitamin/mineral and phytonutrient capsules to stimulate liver detoxification. We provide you with a list of the most effective supplements for your cleanse so you don’t have to wander around the vitamin store to find effective products. There are so many choices it’s confusing. You will eat a restricted diet during this time. The 2 weeks of meal plans and snacks I include will support your cleanse and make it deeper. These snacks and meals will prove to you that hunger is not part of the program and eating clean has endless flavorful options.

When you complete the cleanse, the Clean Up Your Act Diet prescribes a way to eat for the rest of your life. Your goal is to eat food that is close to the source. This is not one of those “magic bullet” deprivation diets on which you lose weight and soon gain it all back and more. I explain the benefits of eating gluten free, dairy free, and sugar free. Eating this way is not as challenging as you might think. First, you have to clean out that old junk in your kitchen cabinets. Get rid of it. Donate it to a charity that fights hunger or a senior center, or replace what you use gradually with healthy food. It’s only taking up space and not doing you any good. I give you ideas for satisfying and delicious breakfasts, snacks, lunches, dinners, and desserts, along with shopping lists for the staples you will need for your new pantry—including delicious substitutes for the unhealthy, processed food you will no longer be tempted to eat. Since you are committing to a different way of eating, I’ve worked out 2 weeks of meal plans to help you get into it.

I love to cook, and that means whipping up a meal quickly. Who has time to prepare elaborate food these days? I may cook up a storm, but my style is no muss, no fuss. Since I vowed to clean up my act for good, I have changed the way I cook with health in mind. I will share some recipes that are as simple as they are tasty. With this healthy approach to eating every day, the pounds will steadily melt away and your energy will go through the roof. Good food changes everything. You will be rejuvenated on every level: Your skin will be radiant, those aches and pains will vanish, and your zest for life will be restored.

Moving is essential if you want to stay healthy. Not much will age you as quickly as being sedentary. I am not talking about working out so hard it hurts to walk the next day. I will show you how to make moderate exercise an enjoyable part of your life. Matt Natale, an integrative fitness and nutrition practitioner who has appeared on The Biggest Loser, has created three simple workouts for varying levels of fitness that you can do anywhere. Don’t worry—I wouldn’t let him work you to death. Whether you are a couch potato or a gym regular, one of these workouts is for you. As you get stronger, you can challenge yourself with a more demanding routine. My goal is to win you over to the exercise habit, so that you will look forward to getting into your workout clothes.

Finally, it is time for an attitude adjustment. I want you to look at the rest of your life as a gift, not the beginning of the end. A lot can happen during your third act. You can reinvent your life if you want to. Now you know what really matters to you. There is a freedom that comes with that knowledge. You can cut through the time-wasters and all the things that bring you down, make you angry, and stress you out, and go for what makes you happy. You will rise to life’s challenges instead of throwing in the towel, because you’re never too old to change.

To the Fullest will show you how to make healthy choices one step at a time. From diet to exercise, from self-acceptance to finding new passions, from keeping a sense of humor to doing the best you can each day, you will find all you need to start fresh in these pages. It is not too late to get back on track. You can reboot your body and set out on the path to vibrant health. Just remember: The ability to live life to the fullest is ageless.

To keep your motivation high and your commitment fresh, check out tothefullestbook.com, my interactive Web site. There you will find a support system that offers short videos on health, wellness, and inspiration, including diet, exercise, and topics ranging from meditation to growing a small organic garden. We’ll answer your questions personally, give you seasonal recipes and meal plans so that you can enjoy the findings at your local farmers’ market, and review and recommend healthy substitutes for processed food. Finding the most delicious treats I can eat is a never-ending quest for me! Believe me, I know the best gluten-free crackers and cookies on the market—I’ve tried them all. I got tired of bringing home bags of products that filled the bill nutritionally but tasted like cardboard. I started to sample the products right at the market. I’d stand in the aisle with my cart, tear open a box of cookies, and taste one. If I didn’t like it, I threw the open package into my cart and paid for it with the rest of my groceries, but I didn’t bother to take it home. I threw the product out at the cash register.

Recently, Lisa, Monica, and I went to a huge food expo at the convention center in Anaheim, California, and we must have had hundreds of samples during the weekend. The good news is that food manufacturers are making better and better prepared foods as we demand healthy choices. I’ve learned to read the nutrition labels on food and to study the ingredients and will tell you what to look for.

Through the Web site tothefullestbook.com, you will be in touch with a community of women who are making the same effort you are. You can turn to them for advice and moral support during the cleanse and for the broader issues that come with trying to age gracefully. I’m sure you will want to share your experiences and insights about sailing over the bumps in the road and to shine a light on the good things that lie ahead.

We are all in this together. Remember: The only way to avoid aging is to die young. It’s time to enjoy the struggle. That’s what living life to the fullest is all about.

LORRAINE BRACCO

JULY 2014


Above all, be the heroine of your life, not the victim.

—NORA EPHRON

CHAPTER

1

Wake-Up Call

Being part of The Sopranos was exhilarating. I was on top of the world. Depression, money problems, a brutal breakup and custody battle, and a failed business venture had brought me down, but all that was behind me. I had come out of a dark place and was stronger for it. I believed I had some good times ahead. My father kept my feet on the ground by reminding me that when Clark Gable—the King, the biggest star in the world—left the MGM lot for the last time, he walked through that gate alone and uncelebrated. It was my father’s way of cautioning me that my success playing Dr. Melfi was transient. I’d been around long enough to know that, but working on the show did solve some pressing problems and freed me for some much-needed self-reflection. I was light-headed with relief!

I had raised my two daughters, Margaux and Stella, and worked hard to support them. By the time I turned 25, I had been a mother for a year. I had a little baby with a French father who was in love with someone else. I was so focused on getting by day-to-day that I never had a strategy for myself. I felt as if I had been floundering from one thing to another my whole adult life. With the astronomical success of The Sopranos, I felt validated for the first time.

I finally could take a hard look and figure out what I had to do to get the most out of life rather than just struggling to survive. I did learn a lot along the way. I knew that life is never smooth sailing for long, but I believed in my heart of hearts I had lived through the worst. Nothing in my experience prepared me for the physical, emotional, and spiritual challenges in store for me.

The phrase “change of life” began to take on new meaning in my early fifties. I never believed hitting a certain age would make that much of a difference. I was who I was, and a dramatic shift wasn’t going to happen to me. But it did. I had always been an eater, hungry all the time. I never stopped eating. Even so, weight hadn’t been an issue. I was blessed with a hot and fast metabolism. When I hit 50, the metabolism I took for granted changed and the needle on the scale gradually started to move up. Getting dressed one morning, I stood there tugging on the zipper of my pants. I couldn’t pull it up, no matter how much I sucked in my stomach. In denial, I raged through clenched teeth that the dry cleaner had shrunk the pants of my favorite suit. My answer to my increasingly tighter clothes was to tear out my hair.


REAL TIME CHANGE

Being a lifelong active, healthy woman, and someone who has always strived to lead a healthy lifestyle, I have noticed with the onset of menopause in the past 18 months, it has become more of a challenge to maintain as well as lose weight.

MARY LAMPE SUDDELL

NORTHPORT, NEW YORK

Me: You can say that again! Join the crowd. Nothing had prepared me for how much my body changed. I tried everything. Hormone replacement therapy didn’t work for me. Messing with my hormones was not the answer.



There were other changes. I was famous for my ability to sleep anywhere, anytime. I could conk out on a park bench with five thousand people doing the samba around me. Suddenly, I had sleep problems. Not only did I have trouble getting solid sleep, but I was waking up with aches and pains. I got out of bed in stages. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I had to muster the energy to haul myself up to start the day, and I hadn’t been partying the night before.

I have always loved wearing heels—the higher the better. I could never understand why women wore awful shoes as they got older, choosing comfort over style. But there I was, barely able to walk in my sexy shoes. The heavier I got, the harder it was. You have to be strong to wear high heels! Even though the pain was excruciating, I could not give them up—at least not for public appearances. Sensible shoes were not in the picture. I could manage to get from the car to my seat, where I would kick the shoes off with a sigh of relief and rest my tortured feet.

I was working to launch my wine company, Bracco Wines, and traveled all over the country wining and dining buyers. My weight continued to creep up. I was so busy I ignored what was happening to my body. It was easy to shrug off the changes. I would have time to deal with my weight, sleep deprivation, creaky body, and aching feet when things settled down. One thing I have finally learned is that if you wait for things to calm down, you are talking about a long postponement, because it never happens. Life is not like that. It’s so easy to put off making a commitment to change. How many times have you said to yourself “next week” or “next month”? There are so many excuses for procrastinating—a New Year’s resolution to start right after the holidays or when the kids go back to school or when you finish that project at work. All I can say is that there’s no time like right now.


REAL TIME CHANGE

I teach full time, run three teenage boys around to their activities all evening, travel with my son’s hockey team most weekends, and no longer take care of myself. I have gained 30 pounds in the past few years and feel completely out of shape and exhausted all the time. I need to put some focus back on me. This past year, I no longer feel healthy. I feel like I have aged tremendously. This year has been a big turning point in my health, and I can’t get away with my current lifestyle.

STEPHANIE AUGELLO

BETHLEHEM, PENNSYLVANIA

Me: I’m so glad you had your hallelujah moment. If you don’t take care of yourself, no one else will.



The last episode of The Sopranos aired in June 2007. HBO served my wines at the finale party. Things were good for me. I was ready for an easy time with few worries. My two beautiful, intelligent daughters were out of the house and making their own way in the world. I am so proud of them. Margaux and Stella inspired me. They always make me want to be better. They were quick to comment on how I looked, critiquing my makeup and the clothes I wore.

At one point, they demanded I get out of the baggy sweats I lived in. They took me to a trendy store that sold a cute, young version of my wardrobe staple, made me buy some, and threw out the gross stuff I had been hanging out in. They nagged me about working out more. They didn’t hold back. The tables had turned. My daughters were taking care of me. Watching them reminded me of how I used to be. I wanted to get some of that back.

Just as I was feeling liberated and open for anything, I was thrown into crisis mode. Early in 2008, both my parents became really sick, and the bottom dropped out of my world. My father, Sal, who had worked his whole life at the Fulton Fish Market, developed congestive heart failure. My mother, Sheila, a smoker, suffered a mild heart attack and battled emphysema. As my father said, their lives were about “pills and bills.” Watching my parents’ bodies fail them over a period of 3 to 4 years made it clear to me that aging is not for sissies. Seeing them suffer overwhelmed me. I was not ready for their decline.

And then there were the logistics of taking care of them. They were getting treatment at different hospitals. My brother, my sister, and I were running ourselves ragged racing from one appointment to another. I realize now that we have become a nation of caretakers. Not only do our adult children stay around longer, it took three of us to take care of our parents in their final years. Being their advocate and watching over them was a huge roller coaster ride. We were responsible for putting out fire after fire. It was very stressful, but I felt lucky I was able to be there for them. My parents had put up with so much from me as I grew up. They had been very open parents, and I loved them very much. Keeping them comfortable took precedence over everything else at the time. It was my turn to give to them.

Getting my father to be compliant was next to impossible. He never took his medication. I would organize what seemed like hundreds of colorful pills into his weekly pill sorter. He left the plastic organizer on the kitchen counter and completely ignored the schedule. He was so stubborn that I had Tony Sirico, the actor who played Paulie “Walnuts,” give him a call. “Sal,” he growled, “take your f***ing medicine!” My father was astonished but not threatened enough to gulp down all those pills. We did have some good laughs during their illnesses. The questionnaires we had to fill out at every new doctor’s office became a running joke.

Me: Do you have a productive cough?

Mom (as she hacks up a lung): Absolutely not.

We tried our best to make their lives as normal as possible.

My parents died within 9 days of each other. Both were 84. They had been married for 64 years. I’m convinced that they chose to go out together. During their last few years, I was so focused on them that I never considered myself. I flew back and forth from Los Angeles to be with them in New Jersey. All I did was work, take care of them, and eat. I ignored my changing metabolism and didn’t adjust my eating habits. I binged on old movies and two-pound bags of Twizzlers whenever I had time to collapse. For the first time in my life, I “needed” a drink at the end of the day. A little at a time, almost imperceptibly, my weight went up. I gained more than 30 pounds in the time leading up to my parents’ final illnesses. Their deaths were my wake-up call. It took losing my parents to make me realize I had to change my life to live it. What was I doing to myself?

I wanted to be healthy. I did not want to be hooked up to oxygen like my mother. I did not want to take mountains of pills every day and live with the side effects. Crazy as it may seem, especially since my parents were so well taken care of, I became terrified of ending up helpless in a full-time care facility. I could no longer afford to put off taking care of myself until it was too late. I needed a prevention and repair plan. If I did not commit to making changes in the way I lived, I could only go downhill. I decided to do whatever it would take to stay healthy so that I could enjoy my two daughters and future grandchildren as long as I could. I was determined to stick around. I was not going to cave without a fight.


REAL TIME CHANGE

Trying the cleanse was a great opportunity at a time when I was just desperate to make life changes. I felt horrible. I ached all over. I had a full examination by my general practitioner, and he found nothing wrong. I just did not feel good. All of my joints ached. I was always tired and exhausted. I needed to fix myself but did not know how, and frankly, my doctor was no help at all.

I was in such a bad place—I was thinking, God, send me a sign, and he sent me Lorraine Bracco! God works in mysterious ways . . . and I am happier, healthier than I have been in forever. It is one of the best things I have ever done for myself. I am in full control of myself and in full control of my life. Who would have believed in 6 weeks I could totally transform myself? I really have!

LUCILLE IRCHA

NEW YORK, NEW YORK

Me: When a health care provider says, “Well, you’re getting older—accept it,” don’t buy into it. It’s so wrong. You don’t have to accept feeling bad. You can always improve!

I cannot tell you how moved I was when I read this comment. The cleanse did the same for me. That’s why I want to pass on what I’ve learned to other women who need to reboot their lives.



My hallelujah moment came when I watched my parents’ health fail. So, I made a huge commitment to myself to take preventive action. I never had a problem with working hard. Now it was time to use that drive and energy on myself. I knew how easy it would be to lose my radiance and health in the years to come, to slip into dullness in body, mind, and spirit. I was ready to clean up my act and reclaim my life on my terms. I had to start with healing my body, which would have a ripple effect on my mental, emotional, and spiritual health. I had to make big changes in the way I lived.

Fortunately, my friend Lisa, who has spent her life as an integrative health consultant, had the answers. She encouraged me to jump-start change in my life by doing an intensive liver cleanse. She flew out to Los Angeles to do the cleanse with me. It probably couldn’t have been a worse time, because I was starting the second season of Rizzoli & Isles and had just rented an empty house that I had to move into, set up, and furnish. But it was also the perfect time, because I was completely committed to doing the cleanse, so what better way to start than with an empty fridge and pantry—no temptations to toss out, just a clean slate. And so began my new journey.


REAL TIME CHANGE

I was in a real slump in terms of identity. I like my job and am good at it. I love my family, and I think I give them my all and take good care of them. Still, there wasn’t space for me in any of that, or rather, I’d
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