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Dedication

For my supportive parents, my amazing husband, my two beautiful sons,

and the community of environmental health warriors

who are fighting every day to make this world cleaner and safer for all of us.

The secret of change is to focus all your energy not on fighting the old but on building the new.

—Socrates
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Preface User Guide to This Book and the 21-Day Plan

Both the content of both this book and the 21-Day Plan are structured in a strategic and sequential order of what I call the “four As”—Assess, Avoid, Add, Allow. What does this mean? When it comes to environmental chemicals, you want to assess before you avoid, avoid before you add, and add before you allow. While taking any action to better understand and mitigate your toxic load is important to your overall health, reading this book and following the 21-Day Plan in that order will help you make effective, strategic, and seamless changes to supercharge your body and overhaul your physical and mental health. Here’s why.

Assess

You can’t change what you don’t know needs to be changed. Knowledge is key to combating environmental chemicals, which is why the first step in our journey—and the first three chapters of this book—are dedicated to assessing what you need to know about harmful environmental toxins, including what they are; why so many are allowed to exist in our food, water, homes, and personal-care products; and what they do to our bodies and health. Similarly, the first week of the 21-Day Plan is structured to help you assess your personal chemical exposures and identify any related symptoms so you can begin to address the problem at its source.

Avoid

Once you’ve assessed and identified the problem, you can start to avoid it—strategically, effectively, and successfully. That’s why chapters 4 through 7 are devoted to teaching you what to do to avoid common chemicals in your food, water, home, and personal-care products. Once you know the science of “why,” doing the “what” will make sense. Likewise, the second week of the 21-Day Plan shows you how to leverage what you assessed during week 1 so that you can take the most effective steps to reduce your specific points of exposure and any related symptoms.

Add

Only after you start to target and reduce your environmental exposure can you begin to take the extra measures that can ramp up your body’s ability to detoxify. Otherwise, trying to boost your body’s detoxifying powers can be counterproductive if you’re still overloading it with chemicals from food, water, indoor air, and personal-care products. For this reason, chapters 8 and 9, which detail how to amplify the body’s detoxifying abilities through science-backed steps, offer help after you’ve learned how to assess and avoid environmental chemicals, thus making any detoxifying steps you adopt more fruitful and effective. Similarly, the third week of the 21-Day Plan shows you how to adopt detoxifying strategies after you’ve assessed and avoided what you need to detoxify from.

Allow

The final step of your journey is allowing a new mindset or adopting a different perspective that helps you make what you’ve assessed, avoided, and added a permanent part of your life. This new mindset also teaches you how to allow for flexibility when encountering real-life situations, like those times when you can’t avoid certain exposures while you’re on vacation or at special events like parties or holidays—or if you want to continue to color your hair (like I do) or use a certain product you know contains chemicals in small or infrequent amounts, while limiting your exposure in other areas. So, at the end of the 21-Day Plan, you’ll find the tips and tricks that will help you incorporate everything you’ve learned into your everyday life.

While there’s rhyme and reason behind the structure of this book and the 21-Day Plan, you should feel free to explore areas that interest you the most and read them as often as you want. Consider this book and 21-Day Plan a resource for life, not one-and-done material. You can return to it repeatedly for more information, action steps, and solace. From personal experience, I know that once you begin to dig into the science of environmental chemicals and learn how to fight against them, it can be difficult to stop. That’s because the journey you’re about to embark upon removes any fears, frustrations, or feelings of being overwhelmed and replaces them with action, empowerment, and, perhaps most important, results you can see and feel. So, get ready: you’re about to change your life.








Introduction

Sometimes, our greatest gains come as a result of our biggest losses. If it weren’t for the death of my beloved four-year-old golden retriever Truxtun in 2008, I might not have written this book. I also might not have gone on the extensive journey I did, both professionally and personally, to become one of the few medical doctors in the world who understands the impact environmental toxins can have on human health, along with what we can do, both practically and sustainably, to mitigate or even reverse those impacts and prevent or treat various symptoms and diseases.

Also, as a dog lover, I believe every good story starts with a good pup.

Shortly after we were married, my husband and I adopted Truxtun from a breeder in Pennsylvania, and we moved into an old farmhouse perched on the edge of acres of farmland outside the university town of Princeton, New Jersey. The house was rustic and lovely, with a big back porch and lots of lawn, which seemed perfect for a puppy—or so we thought. True to point, Truxtun at first appeared happy and lively in our new home, living up to his namesake: eighteenth-century naval officer Thomas Truxtun, one of the first captains to command a ship in the US Navy. Like Truxtun the officer, Truxtun the dog loved the water, in addition to chewing on everything he could find, from shoes and furniture to sticks and the siding of our home. But his biggest chew obsession was a red plastic dog toy, which he constantly kept in his mouth, not even releasing it from his slobbery grasp when he slept at night.

Four years into his puppyhood, something changed, though. Truxtun started to pant heavily, which at first we assumed was normal dog stuff. We continued to monitor him, but with a two-and-a-half-year-old toddler and a six-month-old infant at home, plus our full-time jobs, my husband and I didn’t have a ton of time to focus on anything other than diaper changes, feeding duties, and maximizing our sleep. After all, I had to be as sharp as possible when I saw patients.

When Truxton refused to eat, however, I knew something was wrong. What dog doesn’t scarf down everything in sight? I took him to the vet, who, after a quick physical exam, concluded there was nothing wrong with him and sent us home, frustrated and vexed. (Sound familiar? The same thing happens all the time with human patients, who get told by doctors that there’s nothing wrong, even when the patient knows or suspects otherwise. In this book, I’ll help you better navigate that problem, if you’ve ever experienced it.)

The day after we took Truxtun to the vet, he flopped down in the middle of the kitchen, refusing to get up even after my husband and I both tripped over him repeatedly and our two young sons started pulling on his fur. The following morning, I took him back to the same clinic and asked to see a different vet, who immediately noticed the inside of his ears were yellow—an indication of a possible liver problem. The vet then ordered blood work, a chest X-ray, and an ultrasound of his abdomen. From these tests, we discovered that Truxtun’s liver had shrunk to the size of a tennis ball—so small it could no longer function, let alone function optimally.

[image: Photograph of Truxton the dog]

What could cause Truxtun’s liver to shrivel to the point of collapse? The most likely reason, the vet said, was that Truxton had an autoimmune liver disease. Autoimmune diseases—a category that includes common conditions like rheumatoid arthritis, inflammatory bowel disease, and Hashimoto’s thyroiditis—occur when the body’s immune system begins to attack healthy cells, not just the unhealthy ones and foreign “invaders” like bad bacteria and viruses.

I was shocked. Here I was, a board-certified rheumatologist—a doctor who specializes in diagnosing and treating inflammatory conditions like autoimmune disease—and it didn’t even occur to me that my own dog could have what I saw so often in patients, many who were just like Truxton: suffering from an autoimmune illness at a relatively young age.

At the same time, autoimmune liver disease is very rare in dogs—and even more so in golden retrievers. This caused me a lot of concern: if the illness is so rare in dogs, why did my young dog develop the disease? As a doctor, I’ve long believed in the power of detective work to get to the bottom of what’s really wrong with my human patients, and I knew I needed to apply that same approach with my dog.

My first instinct was to call the breeder, whom my husband and I had researched extensively to ensure there was a history of rearing dogs responsibly and ethically. I wasn’t surprised, then, when the breeder told me neither Truxtun’s mom, sire, nor any pup from that litter had health issues, let alone liver problems. The breeder had also never seen or heard of an autoimmune liver disease in a golden retriever, which, along with the vet’s opinion, seemed to rule out family history or a congenital problem.

I next considered what Truxtun was eating. Maybe his food was contaminated—toxins in dog food had just started to make headlines that year—so we changed brands, then began making his food from scratch, even though neither of us really had time. Germane to this book, however, is something I truly believe: When you care enough about your health or someone else’s, you can find time, because good health, especially when you realize it may be in jeopardy, is the most valuable thing we can do, buy, or experience.

I then thought about what Truxtun was drinking. We had always filled his water bowl from the tap, and while I didn’t know much about environmental toxins at the time, I was concerned how the chemicals routinely sprayed on the farmlands around our home might affect our groundwater and, by proxy, our drinking water. For this reason, I had started buying bottled water for my family, believing at the time it was healthier than tap water (spoiler alert: it’s not). I started pouring bottled water into Truxtun’s bowl.

The more factors I considered in Truxtun’s disease development, the more I began to research the role environmental toxins might have played in aggravating, if not causing, his condition. I thought, for example, about the red chew toy he loved so much and whether all the plastic he was ingesting by chewing it all day could have helped to induce an autoimmune disease. Then, I considered the tick and flea medicine I regularly rubbed into Truxtun’s fur: if the medicine could kill insects on contact, what might it do to animal cells after being absorbed by the skin? The same went for his heartworm medication: could that interfere with his immune system function or damage his liver cells while also killing parasites? Finally, I thought about our back porch and lawn, where Truxtun loved to lie and play. These were covered in pesticide residue anytime the local farmers sprayed the fields near our home. While I didn’t realize it at the time, what I was doing was collecting an environmental-exposure history for my dog, something I would eventually begin doing with all my patients.

Every time I learned how chemicals might affect an animal’s immune system or trigger some disease, I modified Truxtun’s routine. At the same time, I knew whatever changes we made wouldn’t be enough: by the time we discovered our dog was sick, his autoimmune condition was so advanced it was irreversible. The only thing we could do was make Truxton as comfortable as possible, giving him steroids and other medications to help “quiet” his immune system. Every night, we also drained large amounts of thick amber fluid from Truxtun’s abdomen using long needles, intravenous tubing, and plastic IV bags.

Six months after Truxtun was diagnosed, we realized his pain and discomfort greatly outweighed the options we had to manage them. Finally, we made the difficult decision to relieve his suffering, knowing it would be better for our dog than living in constant pain and agony. In the vet’s office, Truxtun gave us each a big lick across our faces before our “first child” succumbed to an illness no one could understand how he had developed in the first place.

After Truxtun died, I was heartbroken—so much so that I knew I had to channel my grief somehow. And it was easy to find a place for my agitation: piqued by all the research I’d read and angry that I hadn’t learned anything about environmental toxins in med school, I continued to search for answers as to why my dog got sick and whether common chemicals may have played a role. At the time, the research on the impact of environmental toxins on human and animal health was still relatively nascent, but despite this, I found dozens of studies linking common chemicals in food, water, personal-care products, furniture, and other everyday items with disruptions of the endocrine system—the body’s network of organs, glands, and tissues that regulates and controls the hormones responsible for growth, reproduction, metabolism, and other critical functions. Endocrine disruption, in turn, has been strongly associated with causing a host of health problems, including weight gain, infertility, depression, thyroid problems, neurological disease, learning problems in children, genitalia changes in newborns, heart and breathing troubles, and hormone-sensitive cancers, in addition to other health issues.

The more I learned about environmental toxins, the more I began to realize that endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs), as they’re known, were just the tip of the iceberg. Many EDCs don’t just interfere with hormone function and expression; they also disrupt the normal function of the body’s immune system—reducing our immunity, stoking chronic inflammation, and triggering abnormal immune responses like those that can cause autoimmune conditions. The research connecting environmental toxins to lowered immunity, inflammatory changes, and poor immune function was so overwhelming, in fact, that I eventually coined the term immune-disrupting chemicals (IDCs) to describe the devastating effect toxins can have on the body’s immune system.

Armed with this new knowledge, I began to make changes in what my family and I ate, drank, and slathered, sprayed, or otherwise put in or on our bodies, all to help lower our toxin exposure. Almost immediately, these changes reversed the migraine headaches I had suffered from for years. I watched in real time as other aspects of my family’s health began to improve, too (the specifics of which I’ll share later in this book). Inspired, I continued to make other changes, like swapping our conventional cleaning supplies and furniture for cleaner versions and taking other targeted steps to make my home as “clean” as possible without breaking the bank.

A few years after Truxtun died, I took another critical step in my journey. Already a double board-certified internist and rheumatologist, I decided to become a board-certified doctor of integrative medicine. Integrative medicine is an approach to healing that considers all aspects of a patient’s health and lifestyle, including environmental exposure, to help prevent illness before it occurs and to treat disease at its root cause. As the name suggests, integrative medicine blends the best of Western medicine, like using life-saving procedures and prescription medications (when necessary) with the ancient practices and evidence-based lifestyle changes of Eastern medicine. Influenced by my training with Dr. Andrew Weil at the Arizona Center for Integrative Medicine, I began to dig deeper into the health problems associated with everyday chemicals and the steps we can take to reduce toxin-related illnesses and improve our body’s ability to detoxify.

Eventually, I applied my training and experience to my patients—many of whom, like Truxtun, were experiencing symptoms or diseases at a young age for which they had no family history. In addition to medical histories, I started collecting environmental-exposure histories for all my patients (which no other doctor I knew at the time was doing). I also began ordering lab work that would assess their blood and urine for nutrient levels and common toxins—tests underutilized by conventional doctors, even though these labs are covered by most health insurance policies. This is why I say I do “detective work” when I see patients: I do everything I can and collect all possible data points to get to the bottom of what might be causing their symptoms.

For all my patients, I also prescribe diet, lifestyle, and product changes that often relieve, treat, or even reverse their symptoms—in addition to ordering blood work and any necessary diagnostic tests. As an integrative doctor, I know this is another way I’m unique among conventional physicians trained only in Western medicine: I try to prevent disease before it occurs, rather than treat the symptoms and illnesses after patients are already sick and the metaphorical horse has left the stable. And I prevent disease using evidence-based medicine that shows how boosting our overall nutrition and reducing our environmental exposure can help reduce and reverse symptoms—areas that conventional medicine chooses to ignore.

I’m not only frustrated with the conventional medical system: I’m also outraged at manufacturers and the government, which allow tens of thousands of chemicals to exist in our food, water, personal-care products, and other everyday items, even though most of these chemicals have never even been tested for human safety. Like many Americans, I used to assume that if I could buy something in a grocery store, pharmacy, or big retailer, it had undergone regulatory checks and was proven to be safe. Now I know better: very few chemicals are regulated by the government, even those shown to be dangerous to human health.1 What’s more, when products are found to harm consumers, their removal from store shelves is entirely up to the manufacturer, which may or may not comply. Making matters worse, many common chemicals interfere with our health in only small doses, overturning the age-old premise that “the dose makes the poison.” And when it comes to new-age chemicals, very few age-old adages apply, and anything goes in today’s Wild West of toxic compounds; these chemicals are ubiquitous in many products, including those considered “healthy” or even labeled “all-natural” or “organic.”

For these reasons, I wrote the book Non-Toxic: Guide to Living Healthy in a Chemical World with renowned chemical expert Frederick S. vom Saal.2 Non-Toxic focused squarely on the hormone health effects of everyday chemicals, known as endocrine disruptors, and what readers could do to avoid these effects. Now, I’m ready to do more with this book, introducing readers to how IDCs and EDCs greatly influence and can even change our health.

Here are some truths about IDCs that you’ll learn in this book:


	Chemicals that affect the immune system are ubiquitous.

	Chemicals can be absorbed by our skin, lungs, gastrointestinal tract, and vaginal and anal mucosa, and even cross the placenta to affect an unborn child.

	Low-level exposure to IDCs over time and/or during vulnerable periods of human development (as in childhood) can significantly raise the risk for illness.

	Exposures to IDCs have the potential to change our genetic expression—changes that may affect the health of not only our children but also future generations.

	Disorders of the immune system linked to IDCs have become epidemic.

	There is nearly no regulation of IDCs in products sold or manufactured in the United States. There are some restrictions, but they are still limited, in Europe and the UK.

	There are so many ways to lower your exposure to IDCs, thereby reducing the risk of illness; these methods are simple, accessible, and inexpensive.



The good news is that simple changes, like those you’ll learn about in this book, can go a long way toward reducing your chemical exposure and alleviating any symptoms and diseases associated with environmental toxins. Every day as a doctor, I see significant improvements in my patients’ health when they make the same changes as you’ll find in this book. I’ve also taught thousands of students in high schools, colleges, medical schools, and even physician-training programs about the environmental toxins. And from these young people and my patients, I’ve seen firsthand how exciting it can be when people learn they can make simple changes in real time that actually improve their health.

I’m living proof that it’s never too late to make a difference. When Truxtun got sick, I was drinking diet soda, eating processed foods, using toxic cleaning supplies, and spritzing, smearing, and rubbing chemical-laden personal-care products all over my body. Today, I’ve cleaned up my diet, changed my personal-care routine, and altered my lifestyle without spending a ton of money or sacrificing my favorite foods or products, or even abstaining from doing the things I enjoy most. I still color my hair with a chemical dye, and I occasionally use or consume items that contain known toxins. The goal of this book isn’t to be perfect: it’s to be as healthy as possible without losing your mind, your money, or your sense of well-being.

In the following pages, you’ll learn the surprising ways in which environmental toxins influence the body and what symptoms and illnesses are closely associated with everyday exposures. You’ll also read patient stories that may sound similar to yours—people who have struggled for months, years, or even decades with the same symptoms, without getting the answers they deserve. And you’ll hear how they were able to treat their condition by reducing their environmental exposure, while improving their bodies’ ability to detoxify.

Additionally, you’ll also discover what’s in your water, food, personal-care products, and other household goods. Equally important, you’ll find out what you can do, simply and inexpensively, to live a more toxin-free life. You’ll get to decide which sacrifices are worth the effort, and which ones may not make sense for your lifestyle or budget. You’ll also discover the specific steps you can take to improve your body’s ability to eliminate toxins, helping to mitigate the effects of chemical exposures you can’t control.

Later on in this book, you’ll find a full-body survey that will help you determine your toxin risk, along with a comprehensive 21-Day Plan to help you slash your environmental exposure while boosting your body’s ability to detoxify in just three weeks’ time. Finally, in the appendices, I tell you which lab tests are worth doing and where to get them done, while also giving you dozens of delicious, detoxifying recipes.

I know that many of you reading this right now are concerned about your overall health or you are suffering from symptoms or a condition without any answers—or the right answers, since there’s a lot of misinformation online and even in doctor’s offices. Some of you may have been told that your symptoms aren’t real, that you’re not sick, that you just need more rest, or there are no options to treat what you have. Others of you may have been told that your lab work looks “fine,” when integrative doctors like me would more likely tell you that what’s often considered “normal” or “fine” in conventional medicine doesn’t mean optimal or symptom-free. Still others of you may be worried about how to prevent a condition for which you have a family history, or are simply anxious knowing how many toxins exist in our world.

All these concerns are real and valid, and they are the reason I wrote this book: to help you get answers by giving you the tools to do your own detective work; you’ll be connecting the dots between your symptoms and the solutions to treat them that are effective, realistic, and sustainable. Most of all, I want to empower you to take control of your body and improve your health—because, no matter who you are, where you live, how much money you make, or your current medical state, you can make a big difference in how you feel.

So, buckle up and get ready for an electrifying ride. The journey to a cleaner, healthier you starts when you turn the page.








Section I Assess








Chapter 1 The Smoking Gun: Environmental Chemicals

The bathroom was spinning. Or, I was spinning, standing in the middle of the room, a sea of skincare sprays; bottles of moisturizer, creams, and shampoos; and tiny tubes of makeup and lip gloss, many so colorful that it looked as though someone had upended a candy store on my white-tile floor—except nothing here was sweet or appealing. These were all my personal-care products—cosmetics, creams, shampoos, serums, deodorants, and perfumes—alongside an array of household cleaners I had pulled from other areas of our home, including detergents, disinfectants, air fresheners, insect killers, mold killers, and other all-purpose killers strong enough to annihilate whatever was left. From our kitchen, I had collected cans of soup and tuna, along with boxes of cereal and cookies that may have had enough glyphosate—an herbicide used on wheat and other crops—to earn a place on the ingredients list. There were also things to drink in my pile, including bottles of water, diet sodas, and a jug of cow’s milk that had started to sweat through the plastic container.

If this sounds like I was assembling goods for a fallout shelter, you’d be only partially right. But these weren’t the products I wanted with me in the unlikely event of an apocalypse. These were the products I was worried would cause an apocalypse—not in a far-fetched, end-of-existence, made-for-a-movie kind of way, but in a slow, insidious way, quietly harming my health, the health of my family, and the health of everyone else I knew. That’s why I spread out all these products on my bathroom floor: I wanted to know exactly how many chemicals I was exposing my body to on a daily basis. Over time and with more research, I realized I had many more things to add to this pile, including most of my cookware, clothing, electronic devices, furniture, flooring, and other common household items that contain dangerous environmental toxins.

Before I go any further, know that I’m not trying to be dramatic. Professionally, I can’t be. For the last twenty-plus years, I’ve worked as a clinical rheumatologist, which is a doctor who diagnoses and treats inflammatory diseases. In my work with patients, many of whom are critically ill with conditions other doctors don’t know how to treat, I’ve had to remain evidence-based and factual. There’s no room for drama when you’re trying to help people with crippling conditions for which neither they nor their doctors have any answers. At the same time, I’ve spent the past two decades reading, researching, and writing about how environmental toxins affect our health. As I’ve done this, I’ve also watched this research play out in real time, as the rates of chronic illnesses have climbed steadily among my patients—patients who have been getting diagnosed at younger and younger ages and, most strikingly, without any trace of a family history of their disease.

Let’s go back to what was on my bathroom floor. What most people don’t realize, including myself at the time, is that so many chemicals are used to make household products (more than ninety-five thousand chemicals currently in the US product markets), and those chemicals are found in everything from our food, water, and personal-care products to our household cleaners, furniture, electronics, toys, construction materials, and more.1 In short, if something is manufactured in our modern age, it probably contains at least one synthetic chemical, if not hundreds. Environmental toxins, including some that were banned decades ago, are also present in the air we breathe, the soil in which we grow our food and from where we source our water, and the oceans, lakes, rivers, and ponds where we swim and fish.

Even though environmental chemicals are allowed to be used, many have been indisputably linked to serious health conditions, including cancer, heart disease, diabetes, obesity, neurological disorders like Alzheimer’s disease, and autoimmune diseases like rheumatoid arthritis. Environmental toxins are also associated with troubling ailments like chronic pain, fatigue, weight gain, hair loss, gastrointestinal troubles, and premature aging.2 What’s more, the majority of the chemicals used today—we’re talking tens of thousands of toxins—have never been tested for human safety in the US. Like never.3 As in, no safety testing ever. And if past history is any indicator of future outcomes, many chemicals may be problematic if they were to be tested, given the results of those toxins that have already been analyzed.

In my thirties, after I took stock of my daily chemical exposure in that bathroom, I started making small tweaks to my diet and lifestyle. Not big, sweeping, move-off-the-grid changes but simple, sustainable adjustments to my routine that could lower my risk of what are known as diseases of civilization—conditions like cancer, heart disease, and obesity that are largely preventable by lifestyle change. Since then, I’ve done a pretty good job at reining in the toxins I can control. I also recognize that no one can ever be perfect, and that my journey, like that of anyone else’s, is ongoing.

I haven’t made every change possible. I still dye my hair (chemical-free hair color just doesn’t do it for me) and occasionally I eat foods with problematic toxins, since it’s difficult to avoid all chemicals in all foods. While I examine almost everything I buy, I’ve learned how to be time-efficient about it while also saving money. I won’t lie: eating mostly organic foods and buying chemical-free consumer products can be expensive, so I’ve come up with some hacks and tips to save money while making safer choices (which I share throughout this book).

This result reflects my overall ethos: limiting your exposure to environmental toxins is about making smart, strategic choices, not grave sacrifices or break-the-bank purchases. The truth is, you can’t avoid all environmental toxins—it just isn’t possible. You also can’t live in fear. Instead, I want to empower you to take control of your health so you can increase your chances of not only living longer but also living better.

What It Means to Be “Healthy”: My Journey from Unnecessary Exposure to Better Well-Being

Before my dog Truxton died in 2008, igniting my personal investigation into environmental chemicals, I considered myself to be fairly healthy. I jogged a few times a week, brought salads to work so I wouldn’t be tempted by the carb-heavy catering sponsored by pharmaceutical companies, and slathered on sunscreen before I stepped outside every morning. Sure, I had a thing for Oreos and I loved to squirt Cheez Whiz out of the can, but who doesn’t have their indulgences? I figured that as long as my weight was within a healthy range, then it was no harm, no foul.

I also considered myself somewhat proactive about environmental toxins, especially after my husband and I moved from New York City to a small farming town outside Princeton, New Jersey. Our new home—actually an old barn we renovated—backed up onto acres of corn, soy, and potato fields. What we didn’t know is that for years those fields had been sprayed with harsh agricultural chemicals. From neighbors, I heard horror stories about how, only a few decades earlier, planes would swoop down and soak the fields with pesticides, even as children and pets played nearby. The aftermath would be visible, leaving a dusty residue on window screens, doors, backyard playgrounds, and any toys left outside by little hands.

While we drank the tap water in New York City without hesitation (didn’t New York have the best water for making bagels, after all?), my husband and I began buying bottled water when we moved to New Jersey because we were worried that the town’s groundwater supply had been contaminated with pesticides. Lugging plastic water bottles home by the case from the supermarket, I felt proud of myself for what seemed, at the time, like taking a preventative measure for my health and the health of my family. After several months, though, we ditched the store-bought bottles in favor of home water filters, not because we believed them to be any healthier but because we realized they’d be more convenient.

Shortly after we moved to New Jersey, I became pregnant with my first son. I immediately stopped drinking alcohol and cut out raw fish and cold cuts, the latter two carrying a risk of infection for pregnant women.4 But I was also ravenous all the time. I started stopping at McDonald’s to get their signature Big Breakfast with Hotcakes. The meal, served piping hot in a plastic to-go container, came with scrambled eggs, hash browns, sausage, biscuits, and hotcakes (which I perceived to be pancakes), complete with artificially flavored maple syrup and orange juice. I usually wolfed down the breakfast while in my car on my way to work, eating out of the plastic container using the plastic utensils they gave me. I did this while reconciling all the calories and saturated fat I was consuming—what I thought were the unhealthiest components of the meal at the time—with the fact I needed the fuel for a growing baby boy.

My addiction to the Big Breakfast grew so acute that, immediately after I gave birth, I was ready to shout obscenities at the hospital staff if I couldn’t get my hands on those hotcakes. My husband, aware of my cravings, good-heartedly drove to a nearby diner to pick up some for me and snuck the greasy goods into the maternity ward.

Two years after our first son was born, I got pregnant again and gave birth to another boy. As our family grew, so did my measures to keep our kids and home safe and healthy. This meant constantly cleaning the house to protect the two young boys from the dirt, dust, and possible pathogens you might expect to find in an old barn. I was proud of our “new” home—it was the first one I had owned outside of city apartments—and I wanted it to look and be as comfortable as possible. I Windexed the windows until they were streak-free, mopped the floors with Mr. Clean until I could smell the pine-lemon scent from another room, and bleached every surface of our bathrooms on a regular basis. I used wasp spray, ant spray, and termite spray inside the house and regularly doused our dog and cat in flea and tick sprays to prevent Lyme disease, a serious concern for rheumatologists like me. Usually, I’d wash my hands after handling these products, although probably not all the time and probably not thoroughly. After all, I was busy, busy, busy, building a new medical practice, starting a new family, and creating a new home. And I trusted that everything I was using was safe, or else it wouldn’t be sold in stores.

Living in a house also introduced me to a wide new world of consumer goods. I became obsessed with air fresheners, for example, and quickly amassed a drawerful, with scents like ocean breeze, strawberry fields, and pumpkin spice that promised to turn our home into a California vacation spot or a rustic country bakery. At any given time, especially in the fall and during the holidays, I had two perfumed plug-ins gently pumping away, delivering an olfactory symphony of peppermint and cinnamon into the air.

I was also a sucker for the heavily scented shampoos and conditioners so popular at the time—the “fruitier” the scent, the better. And while I didn’t wear a ton of makeup—lip gloss, eye shadow, and mascara at most, with some eyeliner and concealer if I was feeling fancy—I still managed to collect an immense (perhaps embarrassing) supply of free samples from cosmetic companies.

But after Truxton died, I realized I had been ingesting, absorbing, inhaling, or otherwise exposing myself to hundreds of chemicals every day. Every perfumed product, like my air fresheners and scented hair products, was rife with synthetic “fragrance,” which can contain more than three thousand undisclosed ingredients and chemicals in a single term.5 The undisclosed chemicals in the word fragrance or perfume usually contain phthalates, a large class of chemicals that have been shown to disrupt normal hormone function, immune system function, and genitalia development in newborn male babies. Phthalates have also been found to increase the risk of thyroid and other hormone-sensitive cancers, among other serious health concerns.6 Parabens, another class of chemicals found in personal-care products and my little “freebie” samples on the bathroom floor, have been linked to breast cancer7 and even found in breast-tissue samples from both benign and cancerous breasts.8 Many of my personal-care products also contained pegylated chemicals, which are purposefully designed to permeate the protective layers of skin, carrying other chemicals straight into the bloodstream. There were hundreds of other chemicals in the products on my bathroom floor, too, many of which you’ll read about in the pages that follow. Suddenly, I was overwhelmed. And I was ready for a change.

Today, I’m no longer overwhelmed. I’m informed. I’m thankful that I’ve learned how to live a healthier life and can now impart that wisdom to others. Every day is another chance to learn, too, as new research is published and new solutions are shared. Lowering your chemical exposure is a journey, not a destination.

Through it all, I can say one thing with certainty: No matter who you are, the lifestyle you lead, or how many points of exposure you believe may be unavoidable, there are simple, sustainable steps you can take to reduce your toxic load and lower your overall disease risk. Eliminating just a few toxins from your daily life can have a significant impact on your physical health and overall well-being. What’s more, adopting certain lifestyle habits can go a long way toward protecting your body against the chemical exposure that you do incur.

How do I know this? The existing levels of many common chemicals can be detected in tests of bodily fluids, like urine, blood, breast milk, and breast tissue. When we make changes to reduce our exposure to these chemicals, the levels of those chemicals in our bodily fluids drop, too, reducing our risk of developing diseases now associated with those chemicals.

In other words, the future is yours: All you have to do is begin the journey.

The Truth About Environmental Chemicals and Your Health

I believe that environmental chemicals are the number one cause of most acute and chronic health conditions. In fact, some studies even show that 90 percent of all illnesses are environmentally associated, stemming primarily from smoking, alcohol, and air pollution,9 in addition to consuming processed foods.10 At the very least, the World Health Organization estimates that one in four deaths worldwide is due to unhealthy environments where people are exposed to an excess of synthetic chemicals; pollutants in air, water, and/or soil; and/or other environmental risk factors.11

I’m not sharing these statistics with you to stir alarm. Instead, I want to demonstrate that you do have agency over the future of your health. While not all environmental chemicals are avoidable, many are, so taking proactive steps now—no matter how much exposure you’ve incurred—can significantly reduce your risk of developing both acute and chronic conditions.

What exactly are acute and chronic health conditions? Acute health conditions develop suddenly, generally last a short period of time, and include illnesses like asthma attacks, respiratory infections, food allergy reactions, and rashes or dermatitis. Chronic health conditions, on the other hand, tend to build up over a longer period of time and are often caused by lifestyle habits, such as an unhealthy diet, chronic psychological stress, cigarette smoking, and physical inactivity—which is why they’re called “lifestyle diseases” or, as I noted earlier in this chapter, “diseases of civilization.”12 Examples of chronic health conditions include cancer, heart disease, dementia, diabetes, obesity, depression, and autoimmune diseases.

How can environmental chemicals be the primary cause of such a wide array of medical conditions? As you’re learning, environmental toxins are everywhere, including in the food we eat, the water we drink, and the personal-care products and cleaning supplies we use. They’re also found in our electronics, clothing, cookware, cars, furniture, flooring, and building materials, as well as in the lawns, athletic fields, forests, backyards, and beaches where we and our children play. In short, most places and most consumer products have environmental toxins, even if we can’t see or smell them—or there’s no label or warning sign alerting us to their presence.

One reason environmental chemicals are so influential in disease risk is that they can be toxic in very small amounts. Many chemicals, including bisphenol A (BPA), are used to make food and beverage containers, while phthalates are found in everything from personal-care products to medical devices. Both may be just as, if not more, harmful in low doses13 than in large amounts because of a phenomenon known as non-monotonic dose response. This phenomenon, which goes against predictable dose patterns, produces toxic effects at low doses similar to the way hormones in infinitesimal amounts can have enormous physiological effects.14 In these instances, the dose does not make the poison. This is troubling, given that up to 99 percent of the US population has detectable levels of BPA in their blood, sweat, or urine,15 while most of us also have measurable levels of phthalate metabolites.16

It’s also not just what one chemical in your moisturizer, mascara, yoga pants, or diet soda is doing to your health—it’s what all these chemicals in combination might do, which is an unknown X factor that is nearly impossible to test or control for. If you ever took high-school chemistry, you know that chemicals can interact with each other, sometimes in significant or unpredictable ways. Today, we’re doing the same thing with our bodies, conducting a crude science experiment
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Chapter 1 Takeaways


	More than ninety-five thousand synthetic chemicals are “approved” for use in the United States, but only a small percentage have been tested by regulatory agencies for any general health effects and hardly any for specific IDC effects.

	Most of us are exposed to hundreds, if not thousands, of chemicals every day in our air, food, water, personal-care products, electronics, homes, and offices.

	Synthetic chemicals interfere with the normal function of our body’s major systems, including our nervous, respiratory, cardiovascular, reproductive, endocrine, and immune systems. A major way that synthetic chemicals harm our health is by constantly creating inflammation in the body, which over time can lead to chronic illnesses like cancer, heart disease, diabetes, Alzheimer’s disease, and other neurological disorders, and autoimmune diseases.

	Small changes to your lifestyle can make a huge difference to your risk of developing disease.
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