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FOREWORD



by Dr David Unwin FRCGP




I believe we have eaten our way into this epidemic of obesity and diabetes, but the good news is that we can eat our way out of it.





I came out of medical school hoping to make a difference as a doctor. I had studied hard and felt well equipped to treat my future patients. My greatest efforts were to memorize the British National Formulary listing all the drugs at my disposal. My bible and greatest weapon against ill health, it never left my pocket. I am a slow learner, but I gradually became disappointed in the difference I was making to improve the lives of my patients. I saw antibiotics cure life-threatening infections, but by degrees I realized that the drugs I was giving were merely “sticking plasters” that didn’t get to the real causes of illnesses or deliver true good health.


I remember one particular patient who was morbidly obese and on 17 different drugs, including Prozac, metformin for type 2 diabetes, and codeine. Despite all these medications, life was a real struggle for her: her knees and back still hurt, her ankles were painfully swollen, climbing stairs was incredibly hard. She struggled with low self-esteem and sleep apnoea at night. This was not good health; I began to worry I was failing many patients like this. How many drugs would she still need if I could help her lose weight, or better still not become overweight in the first place? Around the same time, I began to notice that obesity was becoming far more common, as were all the conditions associated with carrying excess weight: cardiovascular disease, hypertension, type 2 diabetes, depression and poor self-esteem, sleep apnoea, many forms of cancer, lethargy, joint pain and fatty liver disease. Across the UK, and worldwide, others were noticing the same thing. The World Health Organization estimates that rates of obesity have tripled since I was seventeen (1975). Even worse, the number of obese young people has quadrupled, so that more than 124 million children and adolescents are affected worldwide. It’s an epidemic!


To be able to help overweight patients, I needed to figure out the cause of the problem. It’s often pointed out that being overweight runs in families. Does this mean it’s a genetic problem, or is it just that families tend to eat the same foods? Well, hair colour is genetic, but there is no way the number of people with blond hair could triple in 45 years, yet this is exactly what has happened with obesity. Clearly something we are doing in modern life is affecting rates of obesity. This is good news because it means that the obesity epidemic is not hopeless. If we find out what the causes are, we can return to a world where obesity was so much rarer.
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MY LOW-CARB EPIPHANY


For many years, I subscribed to the conventional view that being overweight is simply a result of calories in being greater than calories out (CICO), the surfeit being stored as fat. So, until 2012 I advised my patients to cut their calories (which often meant following a low-fat diet) and weight loss would follow. But it didn’t, or not permanently. I saw so much yo-yo dieting, not least in my wife Jen, whose weight bounced up and down for decades as she starved herself for a while and then just gave up when she couldn’t stand it any longer. Then one day in 2012 a patient walked in who turned all this on its head. She had lost so much weight that I didn’t recognize her! When we did blood tests, we saw that she had also reversed her type 2 diabetes, but to my amazement she was still eating fat, and it was sugar and starchy carbs she had given up. My fascination with a low-carb diet started that very day and has changed my life.


My wife Jen (a clinical psychologist specializing in hope and behaviour change) and I started a low-carb group in my GP practice and, together with our practice nurse Heather, we trialled a low-carb diet. Along with 18 volunteer patients, we met every Monday night and learned about low carb together. The results were eventually published and, since then, the offer of a low-carb approach to type 2 diabetes has been taken up by hundreds of patients in our practice. Jen and I have been running our low-carb clinic for over eight years now and have published data on more than 330 people. We have seen significant improvements in so many medical conditions: blood pressure, liver function, lipid profiles, eczema, depression and heart health, our list keeps growing! The average weight loss is 10.9kg (1st 7lb). The greatest loss we have seen is 63.5kg (10 stone) in a patient who presented with sleep apnoea and was so heavy they struggled to breathe at night. Their weight-loss completely transformed their life! Many people have been able to come off prescribed medication so our practice now spends £58,000 less on drugs for diabetes per year than is average for our area. To date, over 100 of my patients have achieved drug-free remission of their type 2 diabetes! Both Jen and I eat low carb to this day, not only because we enjoy the food so much but also because of the health benefits. My blood pressure is much improved and I need 1½ hours less sleep a day. Jen is about 12.7kg (2 stone) lighter and has far fewer migraines and less joint pain.
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WHAT IS A LOW-CARB DIET?


So, what do we mean by low carb? While cutting out sugar and starchy carbs, a low-carb diet focuses on healthy protein and fats like meat, fish, eggs, dairy and nuts alongside a rainbow of vegetables and berries. A low-carb diet contains less than 130g carbs per day (the average western diet contains around 250g carbs a day). You can vary the amount of carbs you consume according to our CarbScale and your personal health goals. But as Jenny Phillips explains at The Low-carb Lowdown, going low carb isn’t as simple as just cutting out the sugar you put in your tea and coffee. Sugar is everywhere! Basically, there are three sources:


• Naturally sugary foods like honey, raisins or fruit juice.


• Foods with added sugars like biscuits, cakes and jam.


• Starchy carbohydrate foods that digest down into sugar; bread, rice, breakfast cereals or potatoes are potent sources of sugar.





A CALORIE IS JUST A CALORIE Isn’t it?



Central to the calories-in-calories-out (CICO) model of weight gain is the idea that all calories are equal. But compare how you feel after eating 400 calories of salmon (300g/10½oz) to 400 calories of biscuits (about five biscuits). Most of us would see that as a big helping of salmon and, alongside some salad or greens, makes a meal that leaves us full, but we’d consider a few biscuits as “only a snack”. I would still want my dinner! So, you can see how different foods affect appetite differently, and that hunger is dependent on the source of the calories we consume.





LOW-CARB for WEIGHT-LOSS


Over time, eating too much sugar, and starchy carbs that digest down into sugar, can increase your appetite, cause weight gain and even increase your blood pressure. When your blood sugar increases from consuming sugar or starchy carbs, the pancreas gland produces the hormone insulin to lower it again. It does this by pushing sugar out of the blood into different types of cells. Some is pushed into muscle cells for energy, but if you consume more sugar than you need for exercise, the excess is pushed into your belly or liver cells, where it is turned into fat. In fact, that is how most of us got our middle-aged spread! So, a sugary snack of biscuits will do several things. Initially your blood sugar will increase (giving some people that “sugar rush” that Jen explains at The Keys to Lasting Weight-loss), but this stimulates the pancreas to produce insulin, which brings your blood sugar rapidly down, so you feel hungry again and go back to the cookie jar. I call this the sugar cycle. Unfortunately, if you are on the sugar cycle it can lead to chronically raised insulin levels, which is known as hyperinsulinemia and is linked to a surprisingly large number of modern illnesses, such as cancer (particularly breast and colorectal cancer), inflammation, fatty liver disease, dementia, infertility, type 2 diabetes, hypertension and heart disease.
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Insulin can also be seen as a “fat fertilizer”, increasing hunger and turning sugar into fat, an obvious cause of being overweight. A high-sugar, high-insulin diet also causes your kidneys to hoard salt and water, tending to increase blood pressure and cause bloating. Over time, insulin causes fat to build up in the liver and the pancreas itself, so firstly your insulin doesn’t work as well, and secondly the pancreas struggles to produce insulin (as it’s full of fat). This means it is difficult to keep your blood sugar at a healthy level and you may well develop type 2 diabetes. Over time, higher blood sugars damage the lining of your arteries, leading to many of the heart and circulatory problems associated with diabetes.


Surely we need some carbs? Don’t we? Well, the short answer is no. We are a dual-fuel engine, able to burn either sugar or fat for energy. There are vital proteins and fats but no vital carbohydrates. In fact, in an emergency your body can make sugar out of fat or protein, which is called gluconeogenesis. (There is an important exception to this rule: some people on prescribed medication, particularly for diabetes, might have a problem with a low-carb diet and should ask their doctor before embarking on major dietary changes.)




Over time, higher blood sugars damage the lining of your arteries, leading to many of the heart and circulatory problems associated with diabetes.





Many of you will have heard people blame their weight on a slow metabolism. So, what is your metabolism? It’s how food is converted into energy and how that energy is used for thinking, moving and growth. The more calories used up by your metabolism, the more weight you will lose! Here too, we find that different foods affect your metabolism differently. Studies have shown that sugar and starchy foods actually slow your metabolism, making weight gain more likely.
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BECOMING A FAT-BURNER


Many of my patients are really interested in becoming a fat-burner because fat is what they want to get rid of. A related question is: why are overweight people hungry anyway? They have kilos of fat reserves that could deliver 9 calories per gram. I was hungry all day, every day, until I was 55 years old, despite my growing middle-aged spread. Again, insulin is part of the riddle. Insulin wants you to burn sugar preferentially to fat, so it actually blocks your ability to burn fat. Eating just a few biscuits throughout the day will keep your insulin high enough to stop you burning your own fat reserves, adding to your hunger. The thing that most surprises my low-carb patients when they change their diets is that they are not hungry any more.


HOW LOW TO GO and the keto diet



I mentioned earlier that a low-carb diet is one containing less than 130g carbohydrates. But should it be 100g, 30g or 10g carbs? There is a spectrum of low-carb diets all the way from just lower carb to strict keto. Jenny Phillips explains more at The Low-carb Lowdown, but one of the issues to bear in mind is how much fat you are hoping to burn. The negative effect that insulin has on fat burning only diminishes slightly if you reduce your carbs to 50g per day. If you cut your carbs to less than 50g a day, then you will start burning far more fat, so much so that you produce ketones, a by-product of fat burning. This is the basis of the keto diet where ketones can be found in the blood or urine. The keto diet has increased in global popularity over the past few years and though some healthcare professionals worry it is extreme, there are many who are cautiously optimistic. Certainly, Jen and I have been in ketosis for most of the past eight years, and so far, so good! The main advantage for me is mental clarity, as I feel my brain works better. For Jen, it is the only way she can keep her weight steady and avoid food cravings.



SNACKING and listening to your body



It is possible that the more often you eat, the hungrier you are. This potentially makes weight loss on a “little and often” diet difficult. In particular, I find snacking makes weight loss far less likely. Sadly, for years I told my patients that “breakfast is the most important meal of the day” without a shred of evidence, and even forced myself to eat it though I wasn’t hungry. In general, if you are overweight and not hungry, why eat? I gave up breakfast years ago and then read a paper in The British Medical Journal concluding: “Caution is needed when recommending breakfast for weight loss in adults, as it could have the opposite effect.”


I used to be in the habit of eating a few cookies with each tea or coffee throughout my working day. We kept the cookie jar by the kettle at the practice. Psychological factors are clearly important in how much we eat and when. For some people, even stronger psychological factors are at play in eating behaviour. Jen and I believe sugar addiction is something that many of us struggle with. Jen will discuss some tips to help tackle this (see How to Escape the Sugar Trap), but related to this is the effect of junk or ultra-processed foods, designed to be hyperpalatable and difficult to resist. There is some evidence that these foods are linked with an increased all-cause mortality; for example, a study was conducted on over 222,000 people participating in the Moli-sani Project. By analyzing their eating habits and following their health conditions for over eight years, researchers noticed that those consuming a high amount of ultra-processed foods had an increased risk of death, not just from cardiovascular disease but from any cause. The main culprit could be sugar, which in ultra-processed foods is added in substantial amounts. But the answer seems more complex. “According to our analyses”, explains Dr Augusto Di Castelnuovo, “the excess of sugar does play a role, but it accounts only for 40 per cent of the increased death risk. Our idea is that an important part is played by industrial processing itself, able to induce deep modifications in the structure and composition of nutrients.”




Eating just a few biscuits throughout the day will keep your insulin high enough to stop you burning your own fat reserves.
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WHY WE SHOULD ALL BE LOW CARB


So cutting junk food is a good idea for everyone but what about going low carb? In my practice we have seen weight loss, improvements in blood pressure and liver function, greater mental clarity and, of course, drug-free remission of type 2 diabetes. Perhaps you don’t currently have any of these problems, many young people don’t. But could a poor diet lead to these conditions in the future? Why not sort your diet before you are ill? Certainly, I wish I had understood the benefits of lifestyle medicine over lifelong medication much earlier in my medical career.


See yourself as an experiment, as Jen says (see The Keys to Lasting Weight-loss), notice what works for you and do more of it. This book is part of your journey towards delicious food that helps reduce hunger and optimize your metabolism. We want to share our low-carb enthusiasm and what we have learned to help you enjoy healthy, nutritionally dense, tasty food every day to lose weight and maintain a healthy weight for life. If you get that right, you will lose weight and enjoy yourself into the bargain, as I and so many of my patients have done.


Good luck!


Follow me on Twitter @lowcarbGP







LOSING WEIGHT FOR LIFE
Katie & Giancarlo






We started this journey as a family around nine years ago with a month of giving up any food that wasn’t “natural”. Our youngest son Flavio was ten years old at the time, which made Giancarlo think back to when he was the same age, growing up on a rural smallholding in Tuscany. Giancarlo was fit and lean at that age; he would never have had junk food (like our children at that time) and enjoyed a varied diet and home-cooked food. There were a few times that he went to bed hungry, as money was scarce, but generally life was good, he was happy and rarely ill. He and his family lived off the land, totally in sync with the seasons. After an evening spent comparing his and Flavio’s young lives, we decided to make the change.


Our new way of eating was going to be based on the cooking from the traditional country kitchens of Italy: la cucina povera. Literally translated as the “kitchen of the poor” but ironically anything but poor-quality nutrition. From that day on, if it came in a packet, we weren’t going to eat it. Out went the large bags of crisps, the sliced white bread, the sugary cereals, the sweets, chocolate spread and cookies and plenty more. I hadn’t wanted a showdown with the kids so as I took away their familiar foods, I replaced them with other tempting, natural alternatives. The crisps turned into roasted walnuts and pecans, the chocolate spread on white bread became cubes of cheese and apple, and the boys never even noticed!


What we did notice was how we felt – we all lost weight and really enjoyed the month. We used the car less, went for family walks rather than sat glued to the TV, we bought chickens for the garden, planted seeds, learned from a professional how to light a fire and cook over it in the woods, we bought pheasants and discovered how to pluck and butcher them. We were back in touch with real food and loved every minute of it. We never did go back to our lives of crisps and cheap chocolate bars but Giancarlo was still eating bread, pasta, rice and potatoes by the score. They were still natural in our minds but we hadn’t gone far enough.


Then Giancarlo was told by his doctor that he had type 2 diabetes and by nutritionist Jenny Phillips that he was highly gluten-intolerant. He was devastated. He gave up gluten, and Jenny suggested that we tried a low-carb diet to combat his diabetes.


I wanted to make Giancarlo better and I knew weight-loss was essential, so we started eating low carb. Giancarlo is now nearly 4 stone lighter and I am pleased to say he will soon be looking forward to entering his eighth year of remission from type 2 diabetes. I am a size 12 instead of size 14 to 16, which I was for about ten years. Low carb is now a way of life; it has helped us to lose weight and keep that weight off. We are both less tired, have more energy, we can exercise harder and feel we have better immune systems. Giancarlo no longer suffers with arthritis (this could be the gluten-free side of his diet), his psoriasis has improved, the eyesight in his left eye is better, he has more feeling in his feet, he sleeps better, has got rid of his sleep apnoea and can tie his own shoelaces once more. Read more about our lowcarb lifestyle at www.thegoodkitchentable.com.




Low carb is now a way of life; it has helped us to lose weight and keep that weight off. We are both less tired, have more energy, we can exercise harder and feel we have better immune systems.








[image: image]





Giancarlo has to be stricter than me to keep his type 2 diabetes in remission, so he tends to eat twice a day and keep his carbs under 30–50g net carbs a day. I can consume 50–75g net carbs a day. Any blips in our weight management can be repaired in a few days. Our sons, Giorgio and Flavio, are on 75–100g net carbs a day, so you can see how you can flex your carbs according to your age, health and body type (see more on the CarbScale).


In essence, we keep our daily carb count low, enjoy good fats and eat a good portion of protein at most meals, as we know this keeps us going until the next one. What I want to shout out is to use as many different vegetables as possible! They are good for your body, gut health and digestion and bulk out a meal without resorting to starchy carbs. The goal is to switch your metabolism from storing fat to burning fat as an efficient energy source, as Dr David Unwin explains at Becoming a Fat-burner. We are low-carb not no-carb, and since we run Italian restaurants and love our own food, we do enjoy the occasional bowl of fresh pasta or a slice of pizza, but it is a rarity not a daily occurrence. We always make sure there are low-carb options for our customers and ourselves so that everyone can eat this way.







MAKE TIME to MOVE


When Giancarlo and I remember our mothers, they were always on the move, walking through the fields, cycling into town, running up and down stairs and doing the housework. Hardly anything was automated, no vacuum cleaners, no remote controls. Now you have to really make the effort to move. Although weight-loss is largely won in the kitchen, it doesn’t hurt to add a little more exercise into your day. Kwame Richardson, personal trainer, shares his advice:


As a personal trainer I have had the joys of not only seeing clients experience fat loss and improved fitness but, just as importantly, improvement in their mental state. It is well known that moving more increases the release of endorphins which help to boost your mood. For that reason alone, why wouldn’t you want to move more?


Choose an activity that you enjoy – Being active doesn’t have to involve running or lifting heavy weights. It could involve walking, cycling, swimming or even dancing. Whatever you do, just move. You may feel at the start that it is an effort, but as those endorphins are released and you experience the feel-good factor, you’ll find yourself looking forward to it.


Start slowly – Always start at a comfortable level. It is tempting to be overly ambitious in trying to reach an end goal, but in doing so you are likely to overwork yourself, leading to mental burnout or potential injury. Try starting with just 10 minutes of a particular activity daily and build from there.


Set realistic goals – While you may have visions of a flat stomach or bulging biceps, it is important to know that these are not achieved overnight. Set shorter goals that can be attained. For example, if you are walking for 10 minutes three days a week, try and increase the length of time by 10 per cent each week. You will find this rewarding and enjoyable. Ideally, you should work towards meeting the government guidelines of 150 minutes of moderate exercise along with an all-over body weights routine two days a week. This may seem like a lot but when spread over seven days it works out around 22 minutes each day.


Consistency – In your quest to become active aim to be consistent. Choose a time of day that you can dedicate to exercise and stick to it. Doing this will get you on the path to a happy and healthier lifestyle.











Our TOP10 LOW-CARB tips



1 Understand the logic behind this lifestyle. Know your carbs, which to have and which to avoid. Only eat food that you recognize. Read the label, visualize the ingredients and ask yourself whether they are low carb or not (see The Recipes). If you don’t know what an ingredient looks like, don’t eat it.


2 Don’t eat ultra-processed food such as ready meals, drinks in cans or fast-food takeaways – the available calories are usually high due to processing. Sugar is added to 80 per cent of supermarket foods. Instead get organized and cook at home or go to restaurants where the food is cooked fresh and be wise with your order.


3 Avoid putting yourself in the position of having to eat a sandwich or other carby snack. Be prepared and take low-carb food wherever you go or make sure you can get it easily.


4 Do not snack between meals. If you want an ultralight meal because you aren’t very hungry, then that is fine, but enjoy it instead of a meal not as well as one. (See The Recipes.)


5 Keep a food diary. We are so good at kidding ourselves, that the only way to really know what and how much you are eating is to commit to recording everything that passes your lips! You can do this simply by photographing everything you eat and drink on your phone or by writing it down.


6 Eat enough protein at every meal. Whenever I don’t have enough, I end up picking between meals. I often have three eggs at one meal, cooked chicken livers, a whole can of sardines, a steak or chicken breast, so I feel properly full and then I can forget about food between meals (apart from the fact that I am surrounded by it and usually writing about it!).


7 Choose your treats wisely. We are naturally hedonists and, as restaurateurs, temptation is everywhere; we are in the business of indulgence. To cope with this, Giancarlo enjoys a treat every other day; this might be a small low-carb dessert that I keep in the fridge for him, a glass of dry fizz or a bowl of yogurt, berries and nuts with 1 teaspoon of honey. He hates to feel imprisoned by a “diet”; this way he feels free and is still low carb. I like a small glass of red wine in the evenings with one square of 90% dark chocolate.


8 Notice how you look and feel. Giancarlo can feel his eyes hurt if he eats too much sugar the day before. I feel tired and bloated if I have indulged in carbs or don’t include enough vegetables in my meals. This helps you understand which foods suit your body.


9 If you feel peckish, have a glass of water; it helps perk you up as well as fill you up. Sometimes you think you are hungry when actually you are simply thirsty.


10 Remember it is the foods you leave out as well as what you choose to eat. Make a rule for yourself never to have a second helping, to walk away from the cookie jar and make a cup of tea instead – it will all add up to helping you reach your weight-loss goals by the end of the week.











THE LOW-CARB LOWDOWN


A tried and tested way of eating for health and weight loss





Jenny Phillips, nutritionist


www.InspiredNutrition.co.uk


My own journey to low-carb eating was born out of a cancer diagnosis in my late thirties. Fortunately, I made a full recovery following medical treatment, but I really wanted to ensure I optimized my chances of a long and healthy life. I was amazed to learn how food could interact with your metabolism, for better or for worse. For me, my change of diet meant I lost weight naturally, my sleep improved and my energy levels soared. Nearly 20 years on from my diagnosis, I feel fitter and healthier than I did in my thirties! I no longer need to take any medications, which I previously used to manage asthma, hay fever, indigestion and debilitating period pains. This experience led to a fascination with diet and nutrition, and I qualified with a degree in nutritional medicine and as a yoga teacher in 2010. I now specialize in helping clients to improve their health and achieve their weight goals through nutrition and lifestyle coaching – alongside their medical treatment if they have a diagnosed condition. This is how I met the Caldesis, working with Giancarlo to help reverse his type 2 diabetes, improve his health and lose weight. That all three can be achieved by changing to a low-carb diet is nothing short of amazing.


Every day I see people like Giancarlo transform their health when they embrace a low-carb way of eating. Most telling is that if they do take a short break and introduce more carby treats, for a few weeks over Christmas or a holiday perhaps, they tell me they can’t wait to get back to their low-carb “diet” because they feel so much better on it!


Common reasons why people seek my help are digestive issues, hormonal imbalances (like menopause), general fatigue or support for more complex health conditions. But weight-loss is the most prevalent health goal, I think because obesity has become so widespread and has such a significant impact on all aspects of health.


It is typical to lose around half a stone in the first three weeks of moving to our weight-loss plan, alongside many other positive side effects, including feeling liberated from food cravings; enjoying better energy and sleep; and improved digestion, particularly issues like acid reflux, and feeling more in control.
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Over the past 11 years, I have found that low carb is the most universal and effective way to eat well. It is just going back to enjoying simple ingredients that make tasty meals and spending some time in the kitchen. Low carb can be tweaked to meet specific dietary requirements, whether for vegetarians, carnivores, or those following the popular paleo or keto diets. You can exclude any foods that don’t suit you and embrace a wide range of ingredients that your body will love.



Challenging CONVENTIONAL DIETS


The chances are that you’ve come to this book because you’ve tried a range of diets and have yet to find a way of eating that helps you lose weight and keep it off. Yes, massively restricting how much you eat can and does result in a shift on the scales, but all too often you find that your weight rebounds. Or maybe you feel that you are always on a diet, making sacrifices in your food choices and taking the joy out of eating?


You may also be confused by the myriad of often conflicting messages around healthy eating. Official health advice for weight loss is based on creating a calorie deficit – you are told to “eat less and move more”. This may sound intuitively sensible – until you start to unpick what it really means.


Food contains three macronutrients: fats, carbs and protein (see Low Carb in a Nutshell, How Starchy Foods Cause Weight Gain and Fat as Fuel for more detail). If you are creating a “low-calorie meal”, you will avoid fat, simply because it contains more calories than carbs or protein: fat contains 9 calories per gram while carbs and protein contain 4 calories per gram. The result is the “Eatwell plate” and current health guidelines which advise you to “base your meals on starchy carbs”, such as bread, cereals, pasta, rice and potatoes. The trouble is that these foods break down very quickly into glucose, a type of sugar, disrupting your blood sugar levels and potentially leading to weight gain, pre-diabetes or even type 2 diabetes.


A good example of this is the popular rice cake, which is often eaten as a quick snack by people aiming to eat well and lose weight. Two are just 52 calories, but with 11.2g carbs, or the equivalent of more than 2 teaspoons of sugar! Now as your bloodstream can only carry 1 teaspoon of sugar at any one time, this is likely to cause blood sugar swings.
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