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Author's Note

In 2019 I was told I needed both hips replaced, and that I would have to lose weight before a surgeon would touch me.

So, I did what people do. I gave myself eight weeks. High protein. Workouts three times a week. I cut out processed food entirely and cooked from scratch, mostly on the grill. And for the first time in my life, in my sixties, I started reading labels.

I want to be clear about why I started reading them. It was not because I suspected anything. It was because I was tracking protein and I needed the numbers.

What I found instead was soy.

Soy was in everything. Not just the obvious places: soy sauce, tofu, the vegetarian aisle. It was in bread. In canned soup. In salad dressing. In deli meat. In protein bars sold to people doing exactly what I was doing. It appeared as soybean oil, soy lecithin, soy protein isolate, hydrolyzed soy protein, textured vegetable protein, and sometimes under names that gave no indication of soy at all.

Once I started looking, I could not stop finding it.

Then I found it in my surgery medication.

That is the moment this book started, though I did not know it then. I had spent two months carefully removing an ingredient from my diet, and it turned out to be in the drugs a hospital was going to put into my body. Nobody had thought to mention it, because why would they. It is not an ingredient anyone considers an ingredient.

And it was not only the hospital. Years later I came down with bronchitis and went to the drugstore for the ordinary things anybody buys gel caps and cough syrup. I had to put back one product, then another, then another. I ended up on the phone with my doctor going through them one at a time, and the answer was the same every time.

Soy. In the gel caps. In the liquid cough syrup. In the over-the-counter medicine you buy when you cannot breathe.

There is a particular feeling that comes with standing in a pharmacy aisle, sick, holding a bottle of cough syrup you cannot take, because an ingredient you never chose to avoid until your body chose for you is in that too. It is not fear. It is something closer to disbelief at how thoroughly one crop has been worked into everything, and how little of that is visible to a person who has not been forced to look.

Corn was the same story. Corn syrup, high-fructose corn syrup, corn syrup solids, dextrose, maltodextrin. A single crop wearing a dozen different names down the length of an ingredients list, each name pushing the next one further down so that no single entry looked significant.

And then there was the phrase that stopped me every time: natural flavoring.

I still do not know what that means. Neither do you. It is two words standing in for a formulation that can contain dozens of separate compounds, protected as a trade secret, and legally sufficient as disclosure.

* * *

Here is the part I have to be careful about, and I would rather be careful in the first three pages than have you find out later that I was not.

Over the following years I developed a soy allergy. I had never had an allergy of any kind in more than sixty years of life. Later I developed asthma, food-triggered according to the pattern of the attacks. I have never smoked a day in my life.

I now carry an inhaler. I read every label, every time. Soy, corn syrup, and unidentified natural flavorings can each set off an episode. I do not eat in restaurants, because I cannot verify what is in the food.

That is my situation. It is real, it is documented in my medical file, and it changed how I live.

What I am not going to tell you is that the chemicals in our food caused it.

I do not know that. My doctors do not know that. Nobody currently can establish that a particular person's allergy or asthma was caused by the additives in the food supply, and any author who tells you otherwise about their own body is selling you a certainty that does not exist. Adult-onset allergy happens. Adult-onset asthma happens. Why it happens to a specific person at a specific time is, at present, beyond what medicine can answer.

So, I am not asking you to accept a conclusion about me.

I am telling you what sent me looking.

* * *

Because here is what I could not get past and still cannot.

For sixty years I ate food without ever reading what was in it. When I finally read, I found a single crop in nearly every product on the shelf, a second crop hiding behind ten different names, and a phrase covering an unknown number of compounds that nobody is required to disclose. I found one of those ingredients in medication I was about to be given in a hospital.

And when I went looking for who had checked all of this, who had looked at the combination of what I was eating in a day and asked whether the total was safe, I could not find them.

That question turned out to be the honest one, and it is bigger than my hips or my lungs. It is the subject of this book.

What follows is not my medical story. It appears here, in these pages, and then again briefly where it belongs, and that is all. The rest is reporting what is actually in the American food supply, what is documented about it, what is genuinely uncertain, and what the government has and has not done.

I have tried to hold myself to one standard throughout. Where the evidence is strong, I say so. Where it is suggestive but unproven, I label it that way. Where nobody knows, I write that nobody knows. It happens more often than you would expect.

I have included findings that undercut my own case, because a reader who catches an author overstating once will rightly distrust everything else. There is a chapter where the federal government gets something right, and I say so. There are widely repeated claims in this field that do not survive contact with their source documents, and I take them apart even when the false version would have helped me.

You do not need to be alarmed to be interested in this. You only need to want the real answer.

I went looking for mine at sixty-something, with an inhaler in my pocket and a list of ingredients I could not pronounce.

Here is what I found.

INTRODUCTION




The Package Is an Argument

Pick up anything in your kitchen. A box, a bag, a jar. Anything.

Look at the front.

Somebody was paid to design that. Not casually. A team was paid, over months, with research behind it. The color was chosen. The font was chosen. The photograph was styled by a food stylist and shot by a photographer and approved by a committee. Every claim on it was written by a marketing department and then reviewed by a lawyer whose job was to confirm that it cleared a legal threshold.

That is what the front of a package is. It is not a description. It is an argument, and it has been optimized for one outcome, which is that you put it in your cart.

Now turn it over.

The back was not designed. It was required.

Those two sides of the same package come from entirely different worlds, and almost nobody reads them that way. We glance at the front and trust it, then squint at the back and assume it fills in the rest.

It does not. And the gap between what you think those two panels tell you and what they actually tell you is where this entire book lives.

* * *

Start with the front because that is the easier half.

A package that says natural is telling you almost nothing. For most foods, there is no formal federal definition of the word. It says nothing about how the food was grown, what was sprayed on it, how heavily it was processed, or whether it is good for you.

A package that says no artificial colors is making a narrower claim than you think. As of February 2026, a product can carry that phrase and still contain added color, provided the colorant did not come from petroleum. Colored, and legally not artificially colored.

A package that says made with whole grains has no minimum threshold to meet. The product can be mostly refined flour.

A package that says BPA-free is telling you what is not in it. It is not telling you what replaced it, and what replaced it is usually a closely related compound that has been studied less.

A package with a best by date is not giving you a safety instruction. With one narrow exception, those dates are not federally regulated. They are a manufacturer's estimate of peak quality.

None of that is fraud. Every one of those claims cleared a legal review. That is the point I want you to sit with: the front of the package is not lying to you. It is telling you a true thing that is engineered to be misunderstood, which is a different problem and a harder one, because there is nobody to catch.

* * *

So, you turn the package over, and you read the ingredients, and you feel better.

Here is what the ingredients list is actually for.

It tells you what was deliberately added to the food as an ingredient. That is its job, and it does that job reasonably well.

It does not tell you what is in the food.

Those sound like the same sentence. They are not, and the difference is roughly fifteen chapters long.

Substances that did their work during manufacturing and are not intended to have an effect in the finished product (release agents, filtration aids, antifoaming agents, certain solvents) can be exempt from the list. They were in the process. They may be in the food. They are not on the label.

Nothing that arrived from the container appears anywhere on it. Compounds that migrated out of a can lining, out of tubing, off a conveyor belt, or off the film wrapped around the product are not ingredients, so they are not disclosed. They are also not hypothetical; migration is basic physical chemistry, and food regulators have an entire category of law devoted to it.

Natural flavors and artificial flavors are two-word entries that can each stand in for dozens of individual compounds, along with the solvents and carriers used to deliver them. The formulations are trade secrets. Legally, those two words are sufficient.

And then there is the category that surprised me most, which I did not expect to find and did not want to believe when I did.

There is a legal pathway by which a company can decide, on its own, that a substance is safe: convene its own panel of experts, reach its own conclusion, and begin selling food containing it. Notifying the federal government is voluntary. A company can choose not to, and nothing happens.

The result is that nobody knows how many substances are in the American food supply. Not approximately. Nobody knows the number. That is not an accusation from an activist group; it is the working position inside the agency responsible for it.

* * *

I want to be careful here, at the front of the book, because I am going to be careful all the way through it and you should know that now.

None of this means your food is poisoning you.

Most of what is in the American food supply is fine. The doses are usually small. Many of the compounds that sound frightening are entirely benign. Ascorbic acid is vitamin C, and tocopherols are vitamin E. A long ingredients list is not evidence of anything, and a name you cannot pronounce is not a warning.

There is an entire genre of book that would tell you otherwise, and it sells very well. I have not written it. Where the evidence for harm is strong, I say so plainly. Where it is suggestive but unproven, I label it that way. Where nobody knows, I write that nobody knows, and that turns out to happen more often than almost anyone expects.

There are places in these pages where I tell you a widely repeated alarming claim is wrong. There is a chapter where the federal government is asked to warn people about a chemical and refuses, on the grounds that the warning would mislead more than it informs, and I tell you the government was right.

I am not trying to frighten you. I am trying to hand you an accurate picture, because an accurate picture is the only kind you can actually use.

* * *

So, what is the problem if most of it is fine?

The problem is not what somebody put in your food. It is that for most of a century, nobody was required to go back and look.

Substances were approved and the approvals never expired. Ingredients entered through a door nobody was watching. Categories were defined by criteria the technology outgrew decades ago. Petitions asking a regulator to reconsider have sat unanswered for eight, twelve, twenty years, and the way they finally get answered is that somebody files a lawsuit.

Meanwhile the food supply changed underneath all of it. More than half the fresh fruit in an American store is now grown in another country. More than half of American calories now come from foods that did not exist in their current form two generations ago. New materials, new proteins, and new engineering are arriving faster than any of the systems built to evaluate them.

That is the actual story, and it is not a conspiracy. It is something stranger and more fixable: a system that worked the way it was designed to work and was designed a very long time ago.

* * *

Here is what I would ask of you for the next few hundred pages.

Turn the package over. Every time. Make it reflexive.

Read the first three ingredients, because they are ordered by weight and they are most of what you are holding.

Notice when one thing appears under several names, because that is a technique and once you see it you will see it everywhere.

And treat the front of the package as what it is: an argument somebody paid for, cleared by a lawyer, aimed at your cart.

You do not need to be afraid of your food to want to know what is in it.

That is all this book is. Somebody finally went and looked.

CHAPTER ONE




What Changed Since the First Book

On the morning of August 10, 2026, at an event the Department of Health and Human Services billed as a food policy celebration, the federal government made two announcements about what Americans eat. Neither one banned a product. Neither one pulled anything off a shelf. Both of them mattered more than most of the bans of the last twenty years.

The first was a proposed rule from the Food and Drug Administration. If it is finalized, a company that decides an ingredient it wants to put in food is safe will have to notify the agency before putting it on the market.

That sentence is worth reading twice. The surprising part is not what the rule would require. The surprising part is that it is not already required.

The second announcement was quieter and arrived with fewer details. The FDA and the Department of Agriculture had submitted to the Office of Management and Budget the federal government's first proposed definition of "ultra-processed food." Not a rule. Not a restriction. A definition, the government's first attempt to say officially what the phrase means.

Two announcements, one morning, neither of them a ban. And together they tell you almost everything about why this book exists.

* * *

The first book, Chemicals in Our Food, published in 2024, described the American food chemical system as it stood. That description is now out of date, in specific and documentable ways, and the gap between what was true then and what is true now is not a matter of nuance. Whole chapters of the story have turned over.

Start with the admission buried inside that August proposed rule.

Since 1958, American food ingredient law has run on a category called GRAS, short for Generally Recognized as Safe. The idea was reasonable at the time. Vinegar is safe. Salt is safe. Nobody needed the FDA to convene a review panel on baking soda. So, Congress carved out an exception: substances generally recognized as safe by qualified experts did not need to go through the food additive approval process.

What Congress did not anticipate was that a company could appoint the qualified experts itself.

Over sixty-five years, that exception became a pathway. A manufacturer wanting to introduce a new substance could hire a panel, have the panel conclude the substance was generally recognized as safe, and begin selling food containing it. The company could notify the FDA voluntarily. It could also decline to. There was no requirement either way, and no penalty for silence.

The result is a food supply containing an unknown number of chemicals. Not an inconveniently large number. An unknown one.

When the FDA's food chemical safety officials are asked how many GRAS substances are currently in American food, the honest answer from inside the agency is that no one knows. That is not an accusation from a critic. It is the agency's own description of the visibility it has into its own marketplace.

An outside analysis published in March 2026 tried to put a floor under the number. The Environmental Working Group identified 111 self-affirmed chemicals then present in products on store shelves that had never been subject to any public government safety review. Forty-nine of them appeared in thousands of products listed in the USDA's Branded Foods Database. Plant extracts. Alternative proteins. Supplement ingredients, some of which, the analysis noted, appeared to be traveling the GRAS route to sidestep a separate notification requirement that applies to dietary supplements.

That is 111 confirmed. Nobody claims it is the total because nobody knows the total. The total is precisely the thing the proposed rule is designed to start measuring.

* * *

Here is what makes the August 2026 proposal genuinely significant, and it is not the paperwork.

Under current law, when the FDA wants to act against a food substance, the burden sits with the agency. The FDA must build the case that a substance is unsafe. The manufacturer does not have to prove it is safe; the government has to prove it is not. That allocation of proof has governed food ingredient oversight since 1958, and it explains a great deal about why American food regulation moves the way it does: slowly, reactively, and usually only after a substance has been in the diet for decades.

The proposed rule would begin to invert that. Under the proposal, a substance introduced without a filed GRAS notice would be treated by the agency as presumptively not safe.

Whether that survives contact with the rule making process is an open question, and I want to be clear about the ways it might not. The proposal does not create premarket approval. A company can still market a GRAS substance before and during the notification process. FDA's own acting commissioner was careful to say the rule does not establish premarket approval of chemicals. Congress would have to amend the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act of 1938 to give the agency that authority. And there is a real legal question, raised in litigation in 2021, about whether the FDA even the power has to make GRAS notification mandatory. A federal court noted then that the remedy sought by advocates might lie with Congress rather than the agency.

So, this is not a solved problem. It is a proposed rule with a public comment period that closes on December 9, 2026, which is to say, while you are likely holding this book.

I mention the date deliberately. Most books about food chemistry describe a system you can only react to as a shopper. This one happens to arrive during a window in which the system is being rewritten and the record is open.

* * *

The GRAS proposal is one of four things that have changed since the first book. The other three are worth stating plainly here, because they organize everything that follows.

The science on plastics moved from the environment into the body.

For most of the last two decades, microplastics research was environmental science. Researchers counted particles in oceans, in sediment, in the digestive tracts of fish. The human question was inferential: we know it is
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