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To all those who are willing to trade in their sweet tooth in exchange for a healthier life. And to my family and friends—with whom I’ve shared many delicious meals and engaging conversations about life, love, and living.























FOREWORD



Whatever has brought you to this book, congratulations! In its pages you will get the inspiration you need to embrace a new relationship with sugar. Whether you’re like Summer Rayne—and were born with a sweet tooth, one you’ve been nursing for a long time—or simply someone who is curious about how to reduce your intake of sugar in an environment where the stuff is ubiquitous, this book is an invaluable resource.


My own sugar epiphany happened fifteen years ago. Despite having been raised by a mom who is considered the godmother of healthy eating—the woman who penned the vegetarian bible, Diet for a Small Planet—I myself had become far from a paragon of healthy eating. I was living on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, surviving graduate school on a shoestring budget. I tried, but more often than not, failed, to eat well, especially when it came to what I drank.


I was spending many late nights in the library devouring econ textbooks and early mornings in classes scribbling notes, fueling it all with sugary drinks. Some days, I would have just one. But on many days I was drinking two, even three, in a day.


Back then I didn’t know much about the sugary-drinks industry and its impact on people and the planet. I didn’t realize the implications of the 20-ounce, hot pink, Power-C VitaminWater® I was drinking that contained 31 grams of sugar or the 16-ounce Organic Mango Nantucket Nectar® that contained 58 grams of sugar, according to the labels. I had no idea that with just one drink I was maxing out the sugar I should have been consuming in an entire day. (The American Heart Association recommends that women consume no more than 24 grams of added sugar a day). On the days when I would have a few drinks, I was easily consuming the equivalent of several tablespoons of sugar!


I also didn’t know, then, what the effect of that liquid sugar was on my body—the effects of which you’ll learn more about in these pages. I had yet to learn, for instance, that sugary drinks are the single largest source of added sugars in our diets and a leading cause of heart disease, liver disease, and type 2 diabetes. I had yet to understand how liquid sugar overwhelms our body’s natural mechanisms for processing sugar and can lead to chronic diseases, from fatty liver disease to diabetes, or that consuming just one or two sugary drinks in a day can increase your chances of developing type 2 diabetes by 26 percent.


I didn’t have Summer’s book to guide me, but I did have a French boyfriend. Among the things that shocked him about this country were what we Americans drink. At our local bodega, the bursting beverage aisle flabbergasted Eric. “Why would you drink anything but water, espresso, and wine?” he asked me, genuinely perplexed.


Eric gave me a challenge that verged on an ultimatum: Drop the drinks. At first, I didn’t think I could. I had been swayed by marketing, believing my bubbly personality and stamina were inextricably linked to those beverages. I would read my political science texts, highlighter pen in hand and a VitaminWater “Focus” on my desk (31 grams of sugar), and then power through accounting problems with an Odwalla Vanilla Protein Shake® an arm’s reach away (43 grams of sugar).


But I took the leap. And, as you’ll read in these pages, taking the leap is the first step to wean yourself off sugar. In my case, I was motivated not only by Eric, but by some simple math: I was easily spending $5 a day, or more, on drinks alone. As a struggling graduate student, every dollar counted. Not long after my cold turkey decision, I found that I was not only saving money, but also effortlessly shedding the pounds I’d put on as an undergrad—arriving at a set point I’ve kept, except for my two pregnancies, ever since. I felt better; I had more energy, not less. I’ve never looked back.


I rarely told the story of my sugar-kicking moment; when I did, I would do so with eyes cast down, embarrassed. I’m over that now: I think it’s important that no one feel ashamed of where he or she falls along the sugar-consuming spectrum. We’ve got to be kind to ourselves. Remember, the food industry, particularly Big Soda, spends billions every year convincing us to want what they sell. Even the most strong-willed of us can’t help but be influenced. That’s why we need books like this one, and communities like the one Summer is building.


As you will learn through Summer’s pep talks throughout this fabulous book, ditching sugar isn’t necessarily as hard as you might think—and there are countless reasons why it’s a good idea. We’re learning more all the time about what sugar, and sugar-sweetened beverages, do to our bodies—the bodies of children, teens, and adults all around the world. We know that just one 12-ounce can of most sodas gives kids twice the grams of added sugar that the World Health Organization recommends they consume in an entire day. We know that diabetes is burdening our health care system in the United States with $245 billion in costs every year. And we know what the soda industry is doing to fight common sense policy measures, like sugary drinks taxes, a battle we actually won—in a landside—in my own small city of Berkeley, California.


We know of other reasons to turn our back on sugar: the environmental toll of sugar production, for instance. Worldwide sugar cane and sugar beet production—the two main sources of sugars in processed foods and sugary drinks—is a huge driver of biodiversity loss and water and air pollution. Sugar production in places like Florida have created massive environmental problems, like the pollution that is now choking the state’s Lake Okeechobee, resulting in billions of dollars in cleanup costs.


But no matter what the motivation for kicking your sugar habit may be, this book will guide you.


It’s a great time to rethink your relationship to sugar: You are not alone. All around the world, communities are waking up to the harmful impact of eating and drinking so much sugar. They’re taking action, from campaigns to tax sugary drinks or put health-warning labels on soda, to launching education campaigns on the harms of sugar. And the great news is you don’t have to wait until public policy catches up to common sense: You can take control of sugar in your own life, today, right now. This book is a great way to start.


Whether you go cold turkey or just cut sugary drinks out of your diet, you can do so knowing you are helping the environment and improving your health at the same time. Summer’s book gives you the inspiration and practical tips to embrace health and kick out Big Sugar—your body and the planet will thank you.


—ANNA LAPPÉ




A quick note to my fellow non-meat eaters about the recipes:


Summer’s menus can be adapted to suit everyone across the dietary spectrum. Her brilliant Meal Maps can be tweaked to include plant-based foods and her recipes can easily be adapted to your palate and preferences. Bon appétit!


Anna Lappé is a mom, sustainable food advocate, and best-selling author of three books, including Diet for a Hot Planet: The Climate Crisis at the End of Your Fork, and a contributing author to fifteen more. She is the founder and director of Real Food Media and works with philanthropists nationwide to help fund the grassroots change we need to create a healthier, more just, and sustainable food system.
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INTRODUCTION



About three years ago, while working on sustainable food systems, I began a journey to understand why I craved sugar so much. This curiosity and the need to know how to overcome my seemingly innate sugar habit led me on a Nancy Drew–like investigation. I began researching all I could about our relationship to the sweet stuff and how it got into our food system in the first place.


When I first did a sugar cleanse, I did it just for me. I felt like my sugar tooth was the one thing that was standing in my way to become optimally healthy, and I wanted to get a handle on it. I decided to design a guide that I could stick to, that would keep me honest, and that I could turn to again and again, if I ever fell off track, until it became a way of life. In short, the focus on sugar in my own diet was a lens that helped clarify and define my vision of a healthier life—one that I’d like to pass along to you.


I started documenting my sugar cleanse via my website SugarDetox.me, which later led to an easy-to-follow, empowering program to help others do the same. When I set out on my journey, I didn’t expect that so many people would be interested in doing it with me. Some of their reasons were different from mine, because eating too much sugar can have varied and far-reaching health effects, everything from energy dips to skin problems to cavities to metabolic disorders such as diabetes, nonalcoholic fatty liver disease, and even gout.


Let’s backtrack, though. Even though I considered myself a healthy eater in general, it wouldn’t be uncommon for me to eat half a box of cookies in one sitting, if they were just lying around. Luckily, I rarely purchased sweets at the store or made them at home, but when I did, they wouldn’t last long! Sound familiar?


I really wanted to get to the root cause of what was driving me to eat sugar in such quantities. Most of the sugary stuff that I was eating had zero nutritional value, too. I repeat: zero, which means I wasn’t getting any health benefits whatsoever or any vital amino acids, vitamins, or minerals to fuel my brain and body. It was a total drag for someone who considers herself healthy, relatively speaking. Plus, I was the kid of two health-conscious parents, but unlike my mom and dad (or my brother for that matter), I was the one saddled with the sweet tooth.


I ATE THE CHRISTMAS LIGHTS


Even before I was able to comprehend the consequences of certain eating habits, I was drawn like a magnet to sweet-looking foods. One Christmas, to my mother’s horror, two-year-old me reached into a green glass bowl of colored Christmas lights that I could barely get to on my tiptoes. Thinking they were a friendly relative of Skittles® or some other Willy Wonka–esque candy, I began to crunch the glass bulbs. My mother screamed, which immediately halted my treacherous actions. “Open your mouth,” she commanded. “Don’t swallow anything.” And then she quickly ushered me to the emergency room, without any major damage.


Even when I was aware of the consequences, however, I struggled to curb my almost inexorable desire for sweets. Even as I’m writing this, it’s unbelievable how vivid the memories are around my obsession with sweet stuff. At my cousin’s birthday party as a five-year-old, I recall that I knowingly “stole” his bag of candy and proceeded to eat everything, from powdered candy in a straw to gummy worms. As I reminisce, I can even remember what I was wearing; I can see my mother scolding me in the gravel driveway, and taste the tartness of the powder on my tongue. The theft of the candy resulted in tears from my cousin and for me, a reprimand from my mother.


Years later, there was an even more embarrassing event, which involved caching sweets from the candy bowl at my piano teacher’s house. I would arrive early for my lesson, remove my shoes, and give my teacher her check. She would then take the check to another room and wouldn’t come back to the piano until it was officially time for the lesson to start. I made it a point to have my mother drop me off early so that gave me more time to raid the big candy bowl in my teacher’s living room. If I didn’t have pockets, I would stuff the candies beneath the seat cushions of her couch so that I could covertly remove them while putting on my shoes before heading home.


I was, of course, a little embarrassed to take any candy from the bowl while she was in the living room, because, after all, I couldn’t take just one. Hence the stash technique. Like a fugitive, I would hide the candy under the cushion and without fail walk away with handfuls of the sweet contraband.


I would have probably forgotten about this recurring episode except that one day the routine changed. My piano teacher’s mother, knowing our lesson wasn’t going to start for another ten minutes, decided to vacuum the living room. I fretted. Just two minutes before, I’d stuffed a heaping handful of hard candy into the corner of the couch. What if she picked up the couch cushion—like my mother did at home—to clean up any crumbs?


I tried to act calm, but I was getting nervous and fidgeted restlessly on the piano seat. Pretty soon she took the attachment off the vacuum cleaner nozzle and began to remove the couch cushions. She started with the farthest cushion from the candy pile and began to vacuum the crevices—carefully rimming the corners of the sofa with its powerful suction. Then she removed the second cushion, placing it on top of the first on the coffee table. She cleaned every part thoroughly. My piano teacher walked through the kitchen. If only she would come out and start the piano lessons early! Her mother made a motion toward the last cushion, lifting it up in one fluid motion …


I played it off as if I didn’t do it, but I felt and no doubt looked culpable. I was so mortified that I couldn’t concentrate on my piano lesson—and clearly it’s something I’ve never forgotten.


BLAME IT ON YOUR MOTHER … WELL, SORT OF


One day, when I was a little bit older, my mother admitted to me that she “craved sweet things” when she was pregnant with me. “I would eat bags and bags of oranges,” she said. “I didn’t have the same cravings when I was pregnant with your brother.”


This was a revelation for me.


Although I didn’t study for a degree in nutrition science, I am an environmental scientist by training, and I had a hunch that what my mom ate could have influenced my early childhood cravings. Taste preferences, as I found out, are indeed established in utero. It is projected that at 21 weeks after conception, growing fetuses begin gulping several ounces of amniotic fluid and, as a result, their smell and taste receptors are ignited. This amniotic fluid is flavored by what the mother eats. In fact, the sweeter it is, the more the baby wants to swallow. By the time we are born, our taste is fairly developed, and it continues to develop, depending on what our mothers eat and whether we’re fed breast milk or nursed on formula. The type of formula has an impact on a baby’s preferences. Studies show that babies who are fed more bitter-tasting formulas will be more likely to prefer bitter foods as they mature. There is now evidence that those of us whose mothers ate more sugar before we were born have a higher likelihood of craving sugar, according to some peer-reviewed reports of animal trials. Those of us who might have been fed sweet fruits before vegetables might very well have a stronger preference for sweets, and, if we were particularly fussy babies, some of our mothers and fathers might not have had the patience, knowledge, or resources to try to feed us savory food at least thirteen times, which is the average number of times it usually take for a baby to accept a taste of something savory.


Our love of sugar goes even deeper than this. A recent study conducted on mice shows that mother mice with metabolic disorders can negatively affect three subsequent generations. Three generations! And don’t think that your father or grandfather can get away scot-free, either. New evidence in rats shows that obesity and metabolic disorders can be passed from generation to generation through males, too. Scientists found that when babies were born, they were all in good metabolic health, but as soon as a high-fat, high-sugar, junk food diet was introduced, all the male rat offspring “reacted dramatically and within just a few weeks they developed fatty liver disease [and] pre-diabetic symptoms, such as elevated glucose and insulin in the bloodstream.” And if both parents are compromised, you can assume a double whammy effect on their offspring. We’re not rodents, but if this is any indication of what can happen to humans, we need to consider not only our health, but our kids’ health, and their children’s well-being.


The good news is that it’s possible to curb your sweet tooth, as I’ve found out, and you can stop blaming your parents for it. More and more studies, both formal and informal, show that removing sugar from your diet, for even a short period of time—say two weeks—can reduce your taste for sugar. And rebalancing your brain with the proper vitamins, minerals, and amino acids will help reduce cravings so that you’re set up for even more success! Eating is a learned behavior, and we are masters of our own destiny when it comes to our taste for food. And although it is true that some of us may have to contend with more challenging, uphill battles—for example, with leptin resistance, the “satiety hormone” that signals us to stop eating—or struggle with a high-stress lifestyle or the impact of having been exposed to too much fruit juice in utero, we can still put ourselves on a path to better health, when we have the curiosity and will to understand our body’s needs and wants. The next step is reevaluating the way we live our life and exploring our personal cravings and relationship to food, as we all have our own unique story and experience to share. Then we can begin rediscovering the joy of eating well.


WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK


Given that so many of us can’t seem to satisfy our sweet tooth, I felt compelled to create a web-based resource (SugarDetox.me) and this book to help you kick your sugar habit safely, easily, and effectively. At its very essence, SugarDetoxMe is a foundational guide and cookbook that will give you an achievable path toward better health. The book arms you with knowledge about what is happening to you when you eat sugar and suggests ways to change your behavior to help build the foundation of a healthier lifestyle. It also aims to reinvigorate your taste for food that is truly good for you, as well as simplify cooking to make healthy eating achievable for those of us who live busy lifestyles.


In order for a sugar cleanse to be effective, I realized that what is needed is not another fancy cookbook with impossibly complex recipes but, instead, an easy-to-follow, foolproof guide that offers healthy, affordable, and intuitive meals that are easy to make. The 100-plus recipes in this book are familiar, intuitive, easy, and non-fussy, and they contain ingredients that are affordable and readily available to most of us. The recipes are also designed to be flexible—so, if you add an extra quarter teaspoon of salt, or switch in kale for spinach, or use chicken broth instead of vegetable broth, don’t hyperventilate! Your recipe will still work. This should come as a relief to those of us who aren’t particularly well versed in the cooking department. The book will really give you an opportunity to feel much more confident in your abilities.


By the time you get to chapter 5, you’ll discover Meal Maps, basic plans that list ingredients for a number of recipes and then show how those ingredients can be used across multiple meals in order to maximize your use of those ingredients, minimize waste, and help save money. Each Meal Map contains its own shopping list, recipe list, and meal plan to help you shop and eat better. Meal Maps are meant to be foundational, not rigidly prescriptive. In other words, feel free to swap out ingredients—like meat for beans or tempeh—or come up with your own Meal Maps. Have fun with the process, whatever you do. Meal Maps are meant to combine formulaic but versatile ways to make good food again and again, all while nixing sweet cravings, reducing the time you spend prepping and cooking food, and offering appetizing and energizing meals you’ll enjoy.


What we eat is influenced by all sorts of internal and external cues. I encourage you to take a closer look at your own life so that you can achieve greater freedom from sugar. I’d like you to think of this book as a guide and a set of tools that will make healthy foods more inviting, accessible, and joyful! My hope is that SugarDetoxMe inspires you not only to reduce your sugar intake, but also to take your first step to making healthier overall lifestyle choices.


I encourage and invite you to take the time to explore your personal cravings and relationship to food, since none of us has the same story or experience. When you’re able to put the pieces of your own puzzle together to see the whole picture, you’ll begin to feel empowered to discover the path toward health!
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CHAPTER 1



WHY
DETOX
FROM
SUGAR?





 


I’VE HAD A SWEET TOOTH FOR AS LONG AS I CAN REMEMBER. IF YOU HAVE ONE, TOO, I’M SURE YOU HAVE MORE THAN A FEW VIVID MEMORIES OF EATING—AND HOARDING—SWEET THINGS. I KNEW THERE WAS SOMETHING INHERENTLY WRONG ABOUT THIS WHEN I WAS GROWING UP, BUT I STILL FELT COMPELLED TO RAID THE COOKIE JAR, LITERALLY AND FIGURATIVELY.


Although not everyone struggles with a sweet tooth on a regular basis, we do have something in common: every single one of us is biologically hardwired to like sugar from the start, meaning we are programmed to want it even as infants. Mary Poppins, the acclaimed British nanny of the P. L. Travers books who was brought to life by Julie Andrews in Walt Disney’s 1964 musical film, was onto something when she enthusiastically sang, “A spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down!” But Poppins would blush to know that since the film was released, sugar consumption around the world has increased by more than 50 percent! Added sugar can now be found in everything from coffees to breads to sauces to cereals. Sugar’s sweetness has the power to change your brain. As soon as a sugar molecule hits one of your tongue’s 10,000 taste buds, a stimulus is shot off to your brain and gut, triggering your happiness centers and literally altering your biochemical pathways. If you do this enough times, your brain can become conditioned to want more and more sugar. This is because sugar can mimic and eventually replace or desensitize your natural feel-good neurotransmitters, which is why when you try to wean yourself off of sugar or quit it completely, you can get downright cranky. These are called abstinence symptoms, and they are just one of the many reasons why more scientists and people are looking at excessive sugar consumption as an addiction.


Sweetness receptors developed in the brains of our primate ancestors over 35 million years ago and carried over into humans. Carbohydrates, in the form of starches and sugars, provide glucose as energy for our bodies. It’s that sweetness or starchiness that then triggers our reward centers. Sugar releases beta-endorphin, the chemical that produces the “runner’s high,” reducing pain and easing emotional distress. Dopamine, the “happy hormone,” is released as well, and serotonin, the neurotransmitter found in our stomachs and brains that helps reduce anxiety and maintain overall mood, is elevated, too—at least temporarily.


In the past, food, including sugary substances, was scarcer and less available than it is now. In nature, highly concentrated sugars such as sugar cane, maple syrup, agave, and honey are extremely difficult and labor intensive to acquire—hiding behind woody stems, thick layers of bark and sapwood, hard spiny stalks, or stinging bees, respectively—a signal, perhaps, that this sugary sweetness should be savored once in a while, not cultivated and consumed daily. Now, we don’t have to carry a hatchet or wear a bee suit to help us get to the sweet stuff without labor or injury; all we have to do is go to aisle 9 and get squeeze bottles filled with concentrated sugars. In fact, you can get a sugary dose from nearly eight out of ten products at the grocery store.


To compound the problem, we are far less active than people were even just one or two generations ago. My dad is a retired truck driver who worked on the docks, carrying and loading heavy boxes onto eighteen-wheelers; my mother is a retired dancer. My grandparents and great grandparents were also quite active, working in construction, farming, and the coal mines of Pennsylvania. They worked hard so that we didn’t have to labor in the same way. And they were successful! Now my brother (a computer engineer) and I (an entrepreneur-writer) spend 70 percent or more of our time sitting, along with the rest of our peers! A biological trigger to seek out starch and sugar makes sense if we were expending as much energy as my parents and grandparents, but we’re sitting on our butts more of the time now yet still have that nagging biological trigger to want and crave sweetness.


WE “MEDICATE” OURSELVES WITH FOOD


We need to give the cells in our bodies the right nutrients in order to operate well over time. If we’re not getting enough essential amino acids, vitamins, and minerals from our food, things tend to go wrong, and oftentimes we just don’t listen to what our bodies are telling us. It’s our amino acids—the essential and basic building blocks of protein—that turn into neurotransmitters in a process called methylation. If you have poor methylation (likely due to poor nutrition), then you’ll have high homocysteine levels in your blood, which will no doubt set you up for cravings and even food addictions. Anyone who smokes, drinks a lot of coffee or other caffeinated beverages, drinks more than one glass of alcohol a day, or eats a lot of meat will additionally see a rise in homocysteine, which ultimately compounds sugar cravings and the effects of withdrawal, and burdens us with serious health risks over time.


But many of us do not eat for nutritional needs, but out of emotional ones. Boredom, anxiety, stress, and even fatigue can have us hitting the ice cream bowl. It’s widely known that stress promotes poor diet, and let’s face it: a lot of us are stressed and don’t know how to deal with it. If you’re constantly agitated at school or work, going through a difficult time, managing a bad breakup, or not getting enough sleep, no amount of willpower will keep you from buying those cookies if you’re feeling imbalanced. If you can’t get a handle on your stress, then you may have a more challenging if not impossible time cutting back on sugar, since sugar can make you feel better temporarily and ultimately override your healthy brain state. Sure, this book is primarily a cookbook, and you need to know which ingredients are preferable to eat and the best way to prepare them, but before we get to that, you’ll need to do a close personal analysis into how you live your life on a daily basis and what you need to overcome first before even getting to the “tell me what to eat” part.


STEERING (YOUR SHOPPING CART) CLEAR OF SUGAR


Your emotions and how you live your life may be the most challenging aspect of all of this, but even if you do have a good handle on it all, there is another physical challenge. As soon as you decide to eat healthfully, you have to go find the good stuff and attempt to stave off what triggers you. Steering clear of the bagels and birthday cakes at the office or avoiding all but two or three aisles at a grocery store is tricky! Most of what you encounter at the supermarket is laced with sugar. Out of 600,000 food items in our nation’s grocery stores, more than 75 percent contain added sugar. That’s three out of four products!


There is now significantly compelling evidence that drinking sugary beverages, like soda, is causally related to increased risk of obesity and diabetes. This is due to a variety of reasons. First, if I were to ask you where digestion starts, I’d bet most people would say, “the stomach!” This is simply not true. Digestion starts in your mouth. Your appetite is reduced when you chew, driven by the nerves in your teeth to your brain. When you slurp down liquids, they aren’t recognized by your nervous system and thus will leave you feeling hungry. Second, most smoothies and juices have little or no fiber content, respectively. It’s fiber, particularly insoluble fiber, or intact “roughage” that helps aid digestion, keeps you satiated, and reduces sugar loads going into your body. This means after drinking liquids with “free” sugars (or sugar without the intact fiber), you tend to consume more, if not right away then likely later in the day. And finally, sugar in smoothie and juice drinks is often abnormally high, and with little or no fiber to slow sugar uptake in your body, it ends up taxing your liver and changing the biochemistry of your brain.


People are picking up on this more and more. Just as I was finishing the first draft of this book, I passed two ladies on Bedford Avenue in Brooklyn, New York. “Have some orange juice,” the one on the left insisted, holding out a large bottle of freshly squeezed juice.


“Nooooo,” the woman on the right replied in a most irritated manner. “It’s got so much sugar!”


“But it’s only orange juice,” the first woman retorted, as she walked by me.


I’m sure her friend, who refused the juice, taught her something about sugar that day.


If you take only one thing away from this book that will immediately benefit your health, I would suggest cutting out all sugary drinks, including sodas, sports drinks, energy drinks, sweetened teas and coffees, fruit juices, fresh pressed fruit juices, smoothies, and certain kinds of alcohol. As Marion Nestle, a New York University professor of sociology, points out in her book Soda Politics: Taking on Big Soda (and Winning), sugary beverages account for half of all sugars consumed in the United States. Consumption of sodas alone accounts for one-third of that caloric intake. That’s a huge amount! The American Beverage Association reported that Americans spent a total of $65 billion on soda in 2012—about six times more than what we spend on water and approximately the same amount that the United States spends on discretionary funding for education programs for our kids! That’s a lot of money for a can of sugar, caffeine, and water. That’s why if you’re going to do one thing for yourself, you should drop the soda and sugary drinks. It’s only going to benefit you.


Even though sodas account for a third of our calories, a determinant for good health is not really about the calories, despite what we’ve been told—which is part of the reason why you won’t find any calorie-counting in this book. Determinants for good health are keeping your homocysteine levels low, insulin in check, and fructose levels within reason.


Glucose, a simple sugar, is an important energy source in every living being. Every cell in your body can metabolize it, which is why if you eat food that is high in glucose, it’ll raise your blood sugar and trigger your pancreas to produce insulin to shuttle it out of your system, either turning it into energy for your body or storing it in your muscles or fat for later use. It’s the reason why diabetics are told to watch their glycemic index (GI) and glycemic load (GL). Glucose can become chronically toxic if your body can’t maintain it within the normal range, as in diabetes. Otherwise, all cells use it as an energy source.


Fructose, another simple sugar, can be found naturally in fruits and vegetables (often with the fiber intact!), or it can be synthesized and/or concentrated in table sugar, high fructose corn syrup, and fruit juices. Generally, fructose is metabolized only in your liver. If you eat enough of it (often the case!), it can be converted to fat, ultimately taxing your liver and your body, which is why fructose is now beginning to be considered a chronic liver toxin. It can also trigger insulin resistance. As Leslie Lee, a registered dietician and director of education and community engagement at the Institute for Responsible Nutrition, explained to me, “Fructose exerts no direct effect on insulin immediately following its consumption. However, fructose has an indirect, positive effect on insulin in the long term. After consumption, excess fructose is converted to fat in the liver. Some of that fat gets deposited in the liver, and when that happens, the liver becomes insulin resistant. When the liver is insulin resistant, the pancreas has to produce more insulin to overcome the resistance. So fructose indirectly raises insulin over time. An elevated insulin level then triggers weight gain and prevents the breakdown of fat between meals to be used as energy.” In addition to this, doctors have begun to realize that elevated fructose in the body over time could lower circulating leptin—the satiety hormone that basically tells your body, ‘I’m full now!”—and induce impaired glucose tolerance, hypertension, and other metabolic disorders.


The World Health Organization has released a frightening report in which it is revealed that one in 11 adults throughout the world are now diabetic, a quadrupling since I was born. And in California alone, it is estimated that over half of the adults (55%) in the state are either prediabetic or diabetic, with one-third of young adults (18–39 years old) having prediabetes. This disproportionately affects people of color, too, and it’s very much linked to our food. An early study showed that foreign-born blacks have lower infant mortality than native-born blacks, likely due to better nutrition and less stress.


Type 2 diabetes used to be referred to as “adult-onset diabetes” because it was traditionally confined to a disease that parents—or grandparents—would get, not children. My mother used to seriously chide me when I would grab a handful of sweets at my grandparents’ house: “If you eat that, you can get diabetes,” she’d say with a look of worry. It almost became a joke to me because she’d say it so often—sort of like the boy who cried wolf. Little did I know, my mother was a clairvoyant. Though I skirted diabetes in my own life, that’s not the case for a quarter of teenagers in the United States. Now, nearly one in four teens has diabetes or is prediabetic, the term for the precursor stage to diabetes mellitus, in which one’s blood sugar is abnormally high.


A recent Credit Suisse report reveals that 90 percent of physicians across the United States, Europe, and Asia view dietary sugars as the cause of diabetes. Excessive sugar consumption can also lead to obesity in less direct ways. We now know that sugar changes our brain, affecting our biochemical pathways and our hormone signaling. It may make us feel hungrier or never satiated, compelling us to eat more sugar and more food in general, which can lead to obesity, which can be defined simply as a defect in which our bodies store energy.


Currently more than one-third of adults in America are obese, and childhood obesity (ages 2 to 19) has more than tripled and quadrupled in teens since the early ’80s—or for as long as I have been alive. We live in a country where one out of three children and adolescents are overweight or obese, where obesity has become the number one greatest health concern for parents over drug abuse, smoking, and gun violence, and where diabetes is expected to afflict one in three Americans by 2050.


These are sobering facts!


It would be tempting to consider this a disease or epidemic, but it’s more of a symptom of an unhealthy, imbalanced food system. Read: bad food is the epidemic. Being obese or, in some cases, overweight can increase your chances of being ill, but even then, it’s not always that cut and dried. Some studies show that up to 40 percent of “normal” weight people have metabolic dysfunctions, too, including diabetes, hypertension, and cardiovascular disease. And around 20 percent of obese people do not have any of these conditions and go on to live perfectly healthy, normal lives. If one’s obesity is diet-related, having access to and eating real, unprocessed food can help curb health risks. A recent study done by Dr. Robert Lustig, professor of pediatrics in the Division of Endocrinology at the University of California, San Francisco, and colleagues reported in the New York Times that obese children who replaced sugar intake with starches saw improvements in their blood pressure, cholesterol readings, and other health markers after just 10 days, which is something we do with the guided sugar cleanses on SugarDetox.me.


All of this is very promising, but changing our diets takes more than convincing ourselves that some food is bad and that we shouldn’t eat it. We know that certain food is a “no-no,” that we should refrain from indulging, but we haven’t stopped. Why is that? It’s because this is something that can’t be solved with just information and logic. When we have an addiction or even a dependence on sugar, it’s not the logical part of our brain that’s affected; it’s the limbic system of our brain, which controls instinct, mood, and habit.


According to Abigail Carroll, a food historian and author of Three Squares: The Invention of the American Meal, we make approximately 200 food choices every day, and most of them are done on autopilot. Knowledge is power, but since eating is a learned behavior and, in many cases, habitual, real change occurs by first learning to pay attention to our eating habits and second by removing barriers, whether they are biological (e.g., “My body is compelling me to eat!”), systemic (e.g., “Oh, our whole food system is out of whack!”), psychological (e.g., “I’ll always be like this), cultural (e.g., “My family has been drinking soda for years!”), or economic (e.g., “There is nowhere I can get fresh, healthy food—and even if I could, I wouldn’t be able to afford it.”). Some or all of these barriers may afflict us, and it’s important to recognize how to address them and utterly surround ourselves in healthier environments, practices, and routines, whether that means working on our sleep hygiene or clearing our kitchen shelves of trigger foods.


If anything, the good news in all of this is that once we identify the barriers, our food habits are adaptable, and we can reignite our pleasure in healthy food. We just have to work at it and give ourselves a chance to like what “healthy” really tastes like, and build better habits. The information, recipes, and meal plans in this book (and the corresponding online program), therefore, shouldn’t be viewed as a short-term diet, but instead as something that helps us understand how to rebalance our brains and learn how to incorporate what we eat into a healthier lifestyle. This may mean we have to work at it consciously and regularly until it becomes quite simply how we live our lives.
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