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TO MY MOTHER, who inspired me to never fit into any mold in life or in the kitchen.

TO THE SEARCHERS, like me, who have been seeking answers for years. I hope this book finally gives you what you are looking for.

—Laura

TO EVERY CHILD IN THE WORLD: to have knowledge of and access to pure untainted food.

TO ADULTS: to take the time to learn to love the process of teaching children to connect with food in order to create a self-healing way of life.

—Elizabeth
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WHEN I RANG THE BUZZER

of a nondescript building in Manhattan’s Chelsea neighborhood in July 2012, I had no idea that not only was I about to start a journey toward wellness that I desperately needed, but that this book would be the result! The buzzer belonged to Elizabeth Troy, an integrative nutritionist and well-being coach, and as we started the many months of the hard work of my healing, we talked endlessly about health and nutrition and Chinese Meridian Theory. These discussions have morphed into this part of the book. In Chapter 1, you’ll learn our stories and what brought us together. In Chapter 2, we’ll describe how the three pillars of the Stash Plan—the power of broth, making stashes that pack a nutritious punch, and stretching that opens the door to fat-burning—are so important. Chapter 3 is a primer on the inner workings of your body, giving you information you might not have known before about the two key organs that make you a lean mean sexy machine—your gallbladder and your liver. You’ll also learn how the modern diet and environment have created havoc on our bodies and what you can do to combat these problems. Chapter 4 will teach you about the best foods to achieve the best you. So let’s get going!
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Laura’s Story

You might know me as Alex on Orange Is the New Black, or as Donna on That ’70s Show, or as Chelsea in Are You There, Chelsea? But what most people don’t know is that for years I was at war with my body, and it affected every aspect of my health and self-image . . . until I finally figured out the solution.

But first a bit about how I came to this place. Acting is my great love, and I’ve been lucky enough to pursue my dream in the public eye for nearly sixteen years. My other passion, one that far fewer know about, is cooking. I grew up the youngest of five children, and my mother was a gourmet chef. We always had friends over and even foreign exchange students staying in our home. The principal of my school would joke with my mother, saying that she was running a halfway house! The place where we would always congregate was the kitchen, and I still love being in my own. I loved the warm, comforting feeling of cooking for people and bonding over food, and I’ve been hooked on cooking and entertaining ever since—so much so that my friends teasingly call me Martha Stewart.

When I got to my early twenties, though, I started having issues with my digestion. I was gaining weight just when I really didn’t need to be, and my energy levels started to plummet. Not to mention I was bloated and puffy most days. I had just started working on That ’70s Show and was very worried, so I became obsessed with reading diet and health books, looking for answers. I have stacks of them in my house!

I’m the kind of person who likes to experience things for myself to make better-educated decisions, but this can be harmful when it comes to diets—because I would read these books and then do all the programs. This became problematic because these books, while well intentioned, often completely contradict one another. Sometimes the diets were so low-calorie I would fall off the wagon completely and eat something “bad” because I was so hungry. And despite my best efforts, after a week or so (if I even had enough energy and willpower to get that far), whatever plan I was trying would stop working. And then of course I would gain back more weight than before I even started.
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This was the start of a cycle that was decidedly not healthy for me. I would be so upset at myself about the weight gain that I would pick up a different diet book and try that one. The same thing would happen: I would lose weight (usually water weight) for a few days; then my energy would plummet, then I would get so hungry I would ditch the plan and eat. It was a catch-22: It got to the point where I couldn’t do my job or live a normal life, and I felt like I couldn’t eat anything or I would gain weight.

I’ve done just about every diet there is, from Atkins and South Beach to cabbage soup cleanses. Food combining? Tried it. Caveman diet? Been there, done that. Alkaline diet? Bulletproof Coffee? Vegan? Atkins? Yup! I’ve done it all. Talk about contradictory advice! However, all of these efforts were futile.

And did I mention embarrassing, too? Once I was at a fancy power- lunch meeting at Bouchon (a very nice restaurant in Beverly Hills). I was sitting at the table with three producers, salivating as their amazingly delicious-looking plates of French food were delivered to the table. Meanwhile I was on a restrictive diet, so instead of ordering my own meal, I pulled a Tupperware container of cabbage soup out of my purse. It was a bit awkward to say the least, especially when the waiter bustled over to tell me I couldn’t eat any food that wasn’t prepared in their kitchen due to strict health codes. I was mortified . . . but I kept on trying.
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During my next diet I was at a black-tie event at the Beverly Hilton. I was so hungry I snuck into the bathroom, the train of my gorgeous gown flowing behind me, and hid in a stall like a teenager sneaking a cigarette in between classes. But I wasn’t grabbing a smoke; I was trying to quickly scarf down some diet-approved food out of sight of any waiters or guests. I wasn’t going to risk the health-code warning again, but I was so hungry I knew that if I didn’t eat something I was going to chew on Lady Gaga’s hat. On this particular diet I was instructed to eat only six crackers per day, along with small amounts of carefully weighed food. Luckily for me, my clutch was just big enough to hold my iPhone, a lip-gloss tube, and the tiny bit of food I was allowed to chew on for “dinner.”

The last diet I tried before finding my nutritionist, Elizabeth Troy, really did a number on me. A doctor I consulted prescribed injections of HCG (a hormone secreted by pregnant women) to trick my body into thinking it was pregnant. The idea was that these injections (which I did myself every morning) would cause my body to burn stored body fat to support the “baby.” This regimen was accompanied by a starvation-level 500-calorie-per-day diet. I know what you’re thinking, and yes, it’s just as crazy as it sounds, but I was willing to try anything. When I stopped it, not only did I gain all the weight back, but my hormones were completely out of whack.

As a working actress, I was partial to crash diets because my schedule was always in flux and jobs can come up suddenly. I’d get a call about a photo shoot scheduled for two days hence, or a job that would start shooting in a mere three days. When I got the awesome news that I’d been cast in Orange Is the New Black, I had only fourteen hours’ notice to move from Los Angeles to New York City and start filming a day and a half later—and my first scene was a shower scene! I was so nervous about my figure, I think I starved myself for a full forty hours. My poor body was so confused it didn’t know what I was going to do to it next.

Because I was so unsure about what to do to get my body to feel good and look the way I wanted, I knew I needed expert advice. Over the years, I went from doctor to doctor in search of answers. One told me I had Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, an autoimmune condition of the thyroid. The next told me that I didn’t have Hashimoto’s, but that my thyroid was still out of whack and I needed pills—for life. Another told me my adrenal glands were “blown out” from stress, and that’s why I couldn’t burn fat, yet the next told me I wasn’t burning fat because my hormone levels were that of a postmenopausal woman. One told me I had leaky gut. One charged me thousands of dollars for food-allergy testing, and then gave me forty different supplements to take. Another thought I had mono.

I also went to nutritionists who were very good at listening to me and believing that there was something wrong, but their plans often became contradictory and confusing as well. One took my temperature and joked that I had the “temperature of a dead person.” (I may be pale with long black hair and look like Elvira, but I certainly didn’t want the core body temperature of a vampire!) He explained that low body temperature equals low metabolism, and had me eat a ton of carbs to get it to go up—but the only thing that moved up was the dial on the scale. I even went to a shaman- type nutritionist who shook maracas over my head as she cast some kind of spell. As you could imagine, that didn’t work either.
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At the same time as my consulting these experts, I was working out like a maniac. I’m the opposite of lazy—I always worked out more than anyone I knew. I used to do triple workout sessions in one day; first a kickboxing class, then a run, and then I’d lift weights at night. My muscles were toned, but I wasn’t strong (and certainly not as strong as I should have been with all that exercising). And I never felt energized or vibrant after my workouts. And one thing was really weird—I never got sore, even though I spent hours taxing my muscles. My body was so numb that it was literally giving up on me.

Every day became a struggle. I could barely get up for my early calls. I was increasingly lethargic and struggling to lose weight. This was a huge problem because in my business there is this crazy pressure, as you know, to look a certain way—but rain or shine, no matter how I felt, I still had to go to work and sometimes shoot for up to seventeen hours a day. I would drink so much coffee (sometimes an entire pot before noon) to keep me standing that my stomach felt as if there were a hole being burned in it from all the churning acid. Here I was, with the most amazing job I have ever dreamed of, and I was having an extremely hard time just getting through the day.

Can you believe that all of this took place over a span of fifteen years? I invested an incredible amount of time (and an insane amount of money), but no matter what I tried, I felt like I was trapped in a daily battle with my body. The fight left me exhausted, self-conscious, and unable to enjoy the good that life was sending my way. Nothing seemed to help, because nobody could figure out what, specifically, was wrong with me.

And then a miracle happened. A friend told me about this healer named Elizabeth Troy. I asked what specifically she does, and my friend just said, “it’s kind of hard to explain, but you’ve never done anything like it.” Intrigued and never one to shy away from a new diet, regimen, or expert, I reached out right away—only to hear that she was so popular she wasn’t taking on any new clients. But after some persistent follow-up on my end , Elizabeth said she’d see me right away. I had an intuitive feeling that I had to get to her as quickly as possible, and I started counting down the days till our first session in July 2012.

When I arrived at her studio in Chelsea in New York City, Elizabeth greeted me warmly. She had such a calm, maternal, and compassionate aura about her, but she was this badass New Yorker at the same time. We instantly bonded. I then proceeded to have my mind blown with the information I was about to learn.

Elizabeth began by explaining that conventional medical practices don’t understand precisely how modern life and diet are adversely affecting the gallbladder and liver—the two most important organs for the regulation of energy in your body.

“What do you mean?” I asked. I had learned in school what most people learn about the human body: mostly the central nervous system and the circulatory system. I felt I had a good understanding of the human body, especially because I had educated myself so much on the subject, but had no idea how vital the functioning of the gallbladder and liver were not only for producing energy and burning fat but for actually nourishing the body.

“I’ll explain as I get to work,” she said, gesturing to several large mats on the floor of her studio. She then told me that I should lie down on one. As I lay on my stomach, she started walking on my legs and back—which I already knew was an essential component of Thai massage—in order to get a feel for my body and figure out what was going on.

Have you ever gone for a massage or facial and realized the minute you felt the therapist’s hands on you that they were the hands of a healer? That’s how I felt when Elizabeth started walking on my calves and the back of my thighs and told me about Chinese Meridian Theory. I didn’t know much about it, but Elizabeth explained that she’d tweaked its fundamental precepts to create her own program, called the Muscle Meridian Method, for her clients. She explained that all energy starts in the gallbladder and liver, and that it is crucial to get these two organs to function properly before dealing with any other health issues.
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“In traditional Chinese medicine, it is believed that qi, or your energy, ‘originates’ in the gallbladder and liver. This is true for nearly every species,” she told me as her feet gently pressed on my muscles. It didn’t hurt at all; in fact, it was very soothing.

“The gallbladder and liver work together synergistically, and when they’re functioning normally, then all the internal organs are primed to work effectively. But when the gallbladder and liver are blocked, all of the other organs will be blocked, too, leading to a cascade effect of problematic weight and health issues.”

I then learned that due to the perils of modern food—particularly GMOs, or genetically modified foods—and the stresses of modern life, our gallbladders and livers can be taxed beyond belief. When these two organs can’t function properly, we become overweight, bloated, and mentally foggy—about as energetic as a worn-out battery. No wonder I was drinking an entire pot of coffee every day.

I had always prepped my food and cooked in bulk so I could bring my meals to work. Because my digestion was so sensitive, I never knew how my body was going to react to food. Elizabeth explained that if your gallbladder and liver are stuck, these super-stressed-out organs are no longer able to metabolize food properly, even if you’re eating good, nutritious food. This is particularly true for fats; without a healthy gallbladder and liver, your body has a lot of trouble converting the fat (even healthy fats) in your diet into energy, so all the fat in my diet was instead getting stored in places where it shouldn’t be stored. As time went on, I’d get more and more inflamed. My body just wasn’t capable of absorbing the nutrients from all that healthy food I was eating.

This was a eureka moment for me. I finally understood why I was always hungry and always feeling puffy and unwell, even though I was eating “nutritious” food. My body was literally starved, because it wasn’t able to properly absorb the nutrients I desperately needed, so it was constantly holding on to fat for survival.

She also told me that the gallbladder and liver are the first two organs to be taxed by toxins, thanks to high-fat, high-sugar processed foods; environmental pollutants; bad farming practices; overuse of prescriptive medications; poor storage and transport of foods; unhealthy cooking practices; and the stress we all deal with on a daily basis.

By this point, Elizabeth was walking up and down my spine and very gently probing around my shoulder blades with her feet. She said, “It’s impossible to burn fat efficiently and create a lean, Avatar-like body if the gallbladder and the liver can’t do their jobs.”

“I can’t believe it,” I said. Nobody had ever explained this to me before. “It’s like the key piece of information about my health—and the health of who knows how many others struggling with the same things—has been missing.”

I went on to describe my crazy exercise regime, and Elizabeth shook her head, telling me that kind of pounding I’d been giving myself was precisely the worst thing I could do. What I needed to do instead, she said, was to focus on stretching exercises to keep the energy flowing properly in my body, and certain kinds of aerobic exercises (rebounding on a mini trampoline and running were okay, but the StairMaster and squats were no-no’s) to help my lymphatic system flush out toxins and reduce the bloat. I couldn’t believe that all those hours spent every day trying to make myself fit might actually have been hurting me!

At that point, Elizabeth had me sit up and we kept on talking. She explained how her stretching works, and how the first step in the eating plan she was going to devise for me was to drink nutritious broths several times a day. “The micronutrients in these broths will assimilate into your body right away and heal you at a cellular level,” she told me. “We need to get your body absorbing nutrients, first and foremost.”

I’d been to many practitioners over the years, but this was the first time I’d ever heard anything new and different. That this was a plan that might actually work.

After that first session, I practically ran to the butcher to buy the organic bones Elizabeth told me to get, and I made an enormous pot of delicious beef broth that night. Within only a few days, there was an astonishing effect on my energy.

Elizabeth and I continued to work together as my body and health were transformed. My body was in such a weakened state when I came to her that I had a lot of work ahead of me, but I was willing to do all of it. It didn’t hurt that Elizabeth was so supportive and impressed with my tenacity. She taught me exactly what to eat, when to eat it, and why so I could get my gallbladder and liver to function properly. No diet book had ever explained that when these two organs aren’t working correctly, you can’t possibly burn fat and keep weight off. Like so many others, I had a low-functioning gallbladder and a “stuck” liver.

Until what became the Stash Plan got them unstuck!

Two years into our work together, I was feeling great for what seemed like the first time in my adult life. My energy was up. I felt toned and strong. I fit into my wardrobe without all the angst and deprivation I’d become used to. My skin looked so good that one tabloid doctor insisted I’d had a facelift. Nope, it was just the effects of the collagen in the bone broth and the healing that was happening in my body, from the inside out.

And because the one thing that hadn’t changed in my life was my busy schedule, Elizabeth and I had figured out a way to make this way of eating not just tasty but also convenient. We were both batch-cooking pros, so cooking in bulk evolved as the crux of the Stash Plan. I’d do one big cooking session, twice a week. My bone broth could simmer on the stovetop or even in a slow cooker during the day or overnight. I could take the healthy, simple meals with me on the go—my “stash” of good food could come with me everywhere. And if I found myself at a fancy restaurant, I had the tools and knowledge to make healthy choices out in the real world, too.

One day Elizabeth and I had another one of those eureka moments. I had always wanted to write a book, one about food that was inspired by my mother and her love of cooking. And I’d been thinking a lot about the specific foods I was eating and how they made me feel. “If the Muscle Meridian Method had such a profound effect on my life, couldn’t we help so many more people if we could take this message wider?” I asked her.
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We looked at each other in excitement. From there, we fine-tuned our work together and created the Stash Plan—our targeted eating and stretching plan that is as convenient and fun as it is life-changing. The Stash Plan is going to do for you what it did for me. Read on, and Elizabeth and I will show you how.
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Elizabeth’s Story

I decided to become an educator and a healer after a terrible car accident in my twenties derailed my burgeoning law school career—and almost took my life. As I recovered, I gained a new appreciation for not only traditional Western medicine but also complementary Eastern medicine—both of which combined to heal me and put me on the path I continue on today.

I received my master’s degree in teaching from Teachers College at Columbia University and became a certified teacher of yoga and Thai muscle massage. I’m also a registered practitioner of functional medicine and nutrition with Metagenics, a certified nutritionist with the Institute for Integrative Nutrition, and a practitioner of Chinese Meridian Theory. I consider it a great honor that Columbia University has me on their list of top complementary medicine practitioners in the country.

Today I’m based in New York City and work with an amazing and impressive array of people, including Laura. But my practice started out much more modestly! In 1997, I opened a little studio on Main Street in Fishkill, New York, a small town in a conservative area that was home to the largest IBM plant in the world. My studio was a room that could comfortably fit six people on stretching mats on the floor. I literally wrote my phone number, 896-YOGA, on blank pieces of paper because no one would have had a clue what stretching for your gallbladder and liver meant! Shortly after I opened the doors, my daughter was feeling sick one morning and I was late getting to the studio. As I approached the studio, I saw a line of people and thought there was a parade going on. I quickly realized they were waiting to get into my nine a.m. class! That day I walked down the street to get a bigger space.

Within two weeks I had over fifty clients, and within a month that grew to a hundred and fifty. I didn’t want to leave the great location on or near Main Street and was fortunate to have found a space on the next block, but I was concerned about how big it was—over 2,000 square feet. I took a deep breath and went for it, and within two months I had three hundred clients, eighteen classes running, and was doing upward of twenty-five private sessions a week. I had no advertising—it was all word of mouth.

I started each week teaching about the gallbladder and liver, and I researched which foods were the most beneficial for their optimal functioning, which weren’t, and how they could best be prepared. As my practice grew, with more clients wanting to deal with their weight issues, I spent even more time on nutrition. I knew all the health issues and weight issues I was seeing were connected—but this was in 1998, when few people were discussing digestion, let alone gut health or GMOs, or how to eat properly for the health of your internal organs—and I knew I had to think outside the box. By 1999, I was in an even larger studio and started holding workshops and trainings in New York City, the Hamptons, Boston, Washington, DC, California, and Topsail Island, North Carolina.

As my practice continued to expand over the years, I was able to successfully treat thousands of patients with autoimmune disorders, weight problems, fertility issues, skin disorders such as eczema and allergies, and other emotional and physical ailments. All of my clients are unique, from world-class professional and Olympic athletes to titans of Wall Street to dancers, artists, salesmen, other working professionals, teenagers with terrible skin and weight problems, and moms (and dads) and their children with learning and emotional issues.
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