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About the Book


Maggie Berghoff, Functional Medicine Nurse Practitioner, presents a personalized and accessible approach to reducing and reversing inflammation. Using thorough questionnaires to first identify your specific ailments, Eat Right for Your Inflammation Type prescribes the targeted regimens that will help you successfully tackle and live free of the major types of inflammation, including hormonal, digestive and more.


Inflammation is at the core of the most common ailments people suffer today. Berghoff will address how we should change our lifestyle habits in order to root out the causes of specific inflammation types that lead to pain and illness.


With helpful tips for healing, eating, and detoxing, and targeted lifestyle advice – such as which foods to avoid and how to build an anti-inflammatory pantry – Berghoff offers the most up-to-date instructions for living your best and healthiest life based on your specific inflammation type.
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INTRODUCTION


I was packing for a trip to the lake. One minute, I was choosing clothes, folding them, and wedging them neatly into my duffel bag, feeling the excitement for a quick getaway with my boyfriend and his family, and thinking about what shade of coral to paint my nails. The next minute, I reached for my favorite swimsuit and a wave of dizziness came out of nowhere. I tried to steady myself, but the room started to spin. I began to black out, a darkness creeping in from my periphery as I fumbled for my phone to call my mom because my roommate wasn’t home.


Shaking, I pressed the speed dial. “Hello? Maggie?” she asked on the other end of the line. I opened my mouth, but the connection between the words I wanted to say and my mouth actually saying them short-circuited. Nothing came out. I willed myself to speak, trying harder, trying to ask for help, and when I finally found words, they slurred together into complete gibberish.


I was completely shocked and scared. I didn’t know what was happening.


I hung up and anxiously tried to text her instead, but the words hardly looked like words. I remember continuing to try. Typing, send. Typing, send. My phone’s typing board blurred together, a haze of c’s and d’s, and the room continued to take me on a carousel of dizziness and confusion.


My mom called back. I answered but still no “real” words formed as I tried to speak. She told me bluntly: “Get to the ER, now.” She didn’t have a clue what was going on, and neither did I. Fortunately, my roommate got back just at that moment, and she rushed me to the ER. By the time I was in the ER bed, hooked to IVs and prepping for an MRI, MRA, and echo scan of my head and heart, the room had stabilized a bit. I was still dizzy and confused and my words weren’t coming out quite right, but I felt better. Just as I was beginning to feel embarrassed, like I’d made a big deal out of nothing, the doctor came back in.


“Maggie, it looks like you had a TIA,” he informed me calmly. A TIA, a transient ischemic attack, is a ministroke. Blood flow to your brain becomes either reduced or blocked, causing stroke-like symptoms such as garbled speech and severe dizziness.


I couldn’t wrap my head around it. A ministroke? I was twenty-four, active, and had always been conscientious about making the healthiest choices. My friends turned to me for nutrition and health advice. How could this be?


The truth is, deep down I knew I had been severely “off” with my health for years. I was vibrant and healthy on the outside, but secretly struggling on the inside. Nearly three years prior, I had started to experience severe bloating. Even a snack like veggies with olive oil or hummus with gluten-free crackers would cause uncomfortable bloating in which my stomach would be hard to the touch. And one year prior, I’d faced a peak of my mental stress that had started to take a toll on my body. I was finishing the last three weeks of the first year of my nurse practitioner program at Vanderbilt University, when I had to move into a friend’s house. The lease on my own place was up, and I had a few finals left to take before I’d head home, where I would complete my final year of the program as a “distance student”—which means I would be completing my final clinical experience in Indiana and going down once a month to Vanderbilt for what they call a “block week” for testing and on-site work.


In addition to the stress, my friend’s house was nothing like what I was used to. I went from having one roommate to five roommates in a cramped space. They stayed up late into the night and had starkly different eating habits, including downing big tubs of Moose Tracks ice cream and greasy pizzas galore. I’m all for that here and there, but it was a combination of the food, the late nights, the stress, the pushing my mind and my body to the brink. I started to really struggle. I fell into their lifestyle because there was no room in the fridge for my food, and my usual 4:30 a.m. alarm to go work out before classes would have woken them. This quick pivot in lifestyle was a far cry from my lifelong health-conscious habits and early bedtimes. To make matters worse, I was more stressed than I’d ever been. I was distraught with the indecisiveness about whether I should stay in Nashville after graduation or move back to my hometown to be with my boyfriend. Oh, and finals. The stress caused yo-yo dieting, so I’d eat healthy throughout the week, keeping my carb intake low per the online guidelines I was following from some workout blog I saw, then I would binge on the weekends (not to mention all the end-of-year celebrations with alcohol and sweets).


My body was running on “E.” My mind was whirling. I was stressed, and I felt like my whole world was spinning out of control. I just needed to hit the “pause” button, be alone for a few weeks, and just be still. Like I needed everyone to just go away and let me collect myself—but I couldn’t. Have you ever felt like that?


One day, I walked out of a lecture and noticed that my legs felt tingly and tight. I pulled up my pant leg and my stomach dropped. One of my legs had become massively swollen from the knee down. I was horrified. This had never happened before. I was on birth control at the time and I knew that deep vein thrombosis is a possible complication of the pill, which can cause swelling of one leg. I thought that must be what was happening, and I went straight to the school health clinic to be scanned. The scan came back negative, and my doctor gave me two prescriptions: Lasix, a diuretic to reduce the fluid retention, and ibuprofen, an anti-inflammatory medication to counteract the swelling. He didn’t tell me why it had happened, nor did he ask me anything about my lifestyle, stress, or nutrition habits. He just told me the scan was normal and that I should take the medications to help the swelling go away.


Well, the pills helped for a little while, but then the swelling continued and took over other extremities of my body. My face was visibly puffy. My ankle and foot bones became indistinguishable under the swelling, and I began to develop pitting edema, where indents in my skin would stay pressed in like small pits wherever I’d press on my swollen arms and legs. It was horrifying and embarrassing. Not only did I appear puffy and swollen, but I felt miserable. I explain how I felt each day like a hangover, except I hadn’t had any alcohol.


Ultimately, after the stressful decision-making process, I decided to return to my hometown after graduating to begin my career and life there. My graduation day was marked by worry about the severe swelling underneath my robe, and I tried to mask it with baggy clothes for other festivities. I put on a smile and enjoyed some drinks and food with my family, even though I knew I’d wake up the next day in misery from a “food hangover.” “Just push through, Maggie,” I told myself. “They’ll be gone in a few days, and I can recoup and get my swelling down then. Put on a smile and just get through.”


A few days later I was on my drive home to Indiana from Tennessee, my left leg propped up, resting on my car seat against the door. It was a seven-hour road trip, and I drove the whole way. When I finally arrived in Indiana, I stepped out of the car and could hardly walk. My left leg had a two-inch-deep lengthwise indent across my thigh—right where it had been resting on the side of the door. My right leg was so swollen it looked like it belonged to an elephant. I was terrified to see how swollen they were. I stumbled uncomfortably inside and elevated them for the rest of the night, and it took hours and hours to reduce the inflammation even slightly.


Once I was settled back home, none of the feelings of being unsettled abated, and the stress continued to impact my health.


And that’s what led me to the fateful night when I had a ministroke while packing for the lake.


LIFE POST MINISTROKE


After fully assessing my health and chronic symptoms post-TIA, the doctors discharged me with a strong recommendation to follow up soon with my doctor or a cardiologist. I was told I’d need to see a specialist who could determine the root cause of what I was experiencing, since it hadn’t yet been determined.


I wish I could say that I immediately found a specialist who helped me get to the bottom of everything. I wish that the TIA was the biggest of my worries, but it truly wasn’t. My journey was far from over. The swelling, weight gain, fatigue, bloating, and overall sickness had taken over my entire life. I remember one trip during this time to Chicago for my boyfriend’s birthday. I let myself take a break from the diet I had started to try to reduce the swelling and weight gain for that dinner, and simply ate what everyone else was having. I didn’t want to seem “annoying” or picky, so I just went with the flow. The next morning I woke up, felt horrible, stumbled to the bathroom, and stepped on a scale, only to see a devastating and scary twelve-pound weight gain—literally overnight. I deleted those photos from my phone in an attempt to delete those memories—my face swollen tremendously, my body in physical pain like a bruise head to toe, and my brain fogged to the max.


I had hives all over my body that burned and itched. My heart raced, and tears rolled down my face when I’d catch myself in a mirror somewhere to see my body broken out, almost unrecognizable. My hair was thinning dramatically. I was freezing all the time. My bloating was painful and had me looking pregnant most every day. My natural, high-energy personality was dulled by a thick brain fog that rendered me constantly exhausted and distant. I continued to go through the ups and downs of dramatic overnight weight gain followed by days and days of trying to get it off again. Eventually the weight gain stayed, and my set point just kept getting higher and higher with each passing day. I felt like there was no hope and I’d never return to my normal self. I felt like my body was spinning out of control and I was screaming inside, but there was nothing I could do about it.


I’d have dizzy spells driving, where I would need to quickly pull my car over because my vision had started to blur and I thought I might pass out. Many times I ended up on the side of some road with tears in my eyes, scared to push that pedal to get back on the road and to wherever I was headed. I just wanted to be at home. I just wanted to soak in an Epsom salt bath, get in my baggy clothes, squeeze on some compression socks, prop my legs up on a big pile of pillows, pour peppermint oil on my rock-hard swollen belly, and lie in bed with no one to see me for days—my safe place.


The cycle continued.


I remember all those moments so vividly and yet they felt as if they were all just part of a scary dream. Even now, it’s hard to imagine that this really happened to me.


My health decline impacted even what should have been my biggest and happiest moments, such as the day my now-husband proposed to me in October of 2015. The happy memories from the day I got engaged to the love of my life are clouded by the food restrictions, feeling sick, and looking swollen in all our photos. The photos from that day, from our engagement photo shoot, my bachelorette party, and even the wedding are tainted with those memories of uncertainty and fear. I don’t even look like myself. My face was so swollen, causing my eyes to squint and my smile to shorten, and my clothes held tightly to my bloated body despite purchasing larger sizes to make up for my swelling. By that time, I had gained nearly forty pounds in about one year from all the imbalances and inflammation.


I went to so many doctors’ appointments, I lost count. They bounced me around like a basketball. I was just another number on their list of patients to get through that day, only to send me along to the next person.


I went to my first cardiologist appointment hopeful. Nothing came of it. They thought it was my hormones, so I was referred to an endocrinologist.


I went to the endocrinologist appointment hopeful. Nothing came of it. They referred me to an immunologist and allergist.


And the process continued.


I showed up hopeful to every appointment I had, believing that this time would be different. This time I would finally know something. I would even hope that they’d find cancer. At least then we would finally know what it was.


It all ended when I met my immunologist and allergist. He was good—I liked him. He drew a handful of blood vials on my first visit, and he told me he’d try to get to the bottom of this. When I returned for my follow-up, he looked at the labs, looked at me, then looked at the labs again. “Maggie,” he said slowly, “it looks like you have a rare kidney disease . . .”


I was frightened by the words but relieved by the diagnosis. Finally, someone had determined what was going on. And if there was a diagnosis, there could be a corresponding treatment plan. There was a way through.


But then he continued.


“Truthfully, I’m one of the best specialists in my field, and I really don’t know why this is happening. There’s no explanation. I wish I could tell you more, but I simply don’t know why your kidneys are failing,” he leveled with me. “You also have a severe immunodeficiency disorder, and your protein levels are also extremely low. I expect that you’ll be on IV immunoglobulin for the rest of your life.”


I understood the gravity of what he was telling me, but at least we had more clarity (or so I thought). After being referred from specialist to specialist, I felt like I finally had found a physician who could help. He turned to the nurse to explain the next steps.


“Schedule a follow-up appointment for Maggie for six months from now to check in on things,” he told her, then shook my hand and walked back to his office.


Six months?! He offered ZERO advice on what to do in those six months. Zero discussion about my horrible symptoms that left me feeling like a zombie sleepwalking through life. Zero answers. I scheduled my appointment looking down, holding back my frustration. I rushed out of the office to the parking lot, breathing slowly to try to stall the cascade of tears until I could settle into the privacy and comfort of my car. And once I sat down in the driver’s seat and closed the door, I began to sob.


I sobbed for the six months of blank space ahead of me until I could see the specialist again. I sobbed for the diagnoses he had given me, without any real treatment plan or help on what to do next. I sobbed because I had thought he would be my answer at last and truly help me get to the bottom of it. I sobbed for every specialist I’d believed in who couldn’t tell me what was wrong.


I sobbed for the ambiguity of my health, which was leaving my life in total disarray. I sobbed for the chaos that my body was going through. I sobbed for how alone and hopeless I felt—if no one, not even one of the top medical specialists in the world, could properly identify what was going on, when would it end?


I took a deep breath and pulled myself together. “Enough is enough,” I decided with conviction. I was done. I was tired of putting hope in doctors who couldn’t tell me what was wrong. No one was going to care about me or my health as much as I do. I was in charge now, and I was taking back control.


That moment of “enough is enough” pivoted the course of my life forever. With my mom’s encouragement, I enrolled at the Institute for Functional Medicine’s full Functional Medicine Certification program for licensed healthcare providers. Since I was already a nurse practitioner, I was able to apply to its program and was thrilled to find I was accepted and would begin school yet again—which wasn’t on my “agenda” after just recently graduating from Vanderbilt with my master’s, but I was determined to get to the bottom of what was going on in my body, since conventional medicine had failed me tremendously.


I knew I liked the functional/integrative model of healing the body. I did see some functional and integrative practitioners in my bounce to different specialists, but these particular practitioners weren’t treating my individual imbalances, and were instead giving out one-size-fits-all diet and supplement plans. It was just like conventional medicine, handing me a pill for my symptoms and abnormal values. You should have seen my cabinet of endless supplements!


I did still believe in the functional and integrative model, though, because of my mom. She had been diagnosed with stage 3 colon cancer when she was just thirty-six years old. Her doctors had told her they couldn’t do anything more for her. She asked God for a sign, to see if she should keep fighting for her life. He delivered. She knew that God was telling her it was not her time to go.


So she made a vow to heal herself, much as I did that afternoon in the immunologist’s parking lot. She went away for some time to get treatment at the Cancer Treatment Centers of America, which had an integrative approach to health and used a combination of aromatherapy, touch, nutritional eating, and holistic medicine (in addition to chemotherapy) to beat cancer. Decades later, my mom is still cancer-free.


Now, it’s important to understand that I am not against conventional medicine. We need conventional medicine. I am so grateful for the doctor who saved my first child’s life by deciding to give me an emergency C-section. I am so grateful for the nurses who revived him when he was born with no signs of life: no heartbeat, no breathing, no response to stimulation, no muscle tone, and covered in purple. I’m grateful we have antibiotics when a bacterial infection rages in our bodies. For surgeons who save people every day during a heart attack, after a gun wound, or after a car accident. For the pharmaceuticals we have that help people relieve their excruciating pain, treat their debilitating depression, or calm their unbearable bowels to bridge the gap between healing their body and just getting through the day. But the fact is that conventional medicine, although needed in some situations, does a great disservice to those with chronic aches, pains, and nagging symptoms. It does a disservice to most of the chronic diseases in the world today, and the inflammatory conditions explored in this book. In conventional medicine, the real answers aren’t being discovered to uncover root causes of disease. The doctors and practitioners aren’t allotted enough time to spend with their patients to reconnect with them and help them day-to-day. The support isn’t there for accessibility and lasting change. Insurance companies help with medications, but not with the lifestyle things that can really help a person thrive and achieve wellness.


A GUIDE TO FUNCTIONAL MEDICINE


The Institute for Functional Medicine opened my eyes to holistic health and well-being in a way that changed me. I dove in and got to work, attending conferences, listening to lectures, researching, reading, and studying. As it turns out, there was a root to every diagnosis I’d been given and every symptom I’d experienced. I didn’t “have” all those diagnoses my doctors had plagued me with.


What I had was inflammation. Inflammation that was causing a decline and imbalance in almost all the systems of my body as a whole. The body is not segmented; all of its systems are connected. And I started to learn to ask “WHY.” Why did I have inflammation? What was the root cause of it for my unique story? Not a single medication or supplement that I’d been prescribed during my health journey up to this point was treating the root cause of the inflammation, just all the many, many symptoms I had: bloating, constipation, fatigue, headaches, skin breakouts, swelling, weight gain, and dizziness. True healing begins by identifying the root of inflammation for your specific body and story.


[image: image]


I finally had the answers I was looking for. I wiped my whiteboard clean (figuratively), and I started fresh with a set plan to target and combat the causes of my inflammation.


It worked.


Today I no longer suffer from a “mystery disease” or experience any of the devastating symptoms that had rendered me so helpless. I’m not on any medications anymore, either. I no longer swell up after eating certain foods. I maintain a balanced and healthy diet with ease, and I don’t feel restricted in any way. Both my energy and my personality are back and better than ever, and despite being told by top specialists that I was infertile, I’m the proud mother of three beautiful children.


Once I learned to target the root causes of my own inflammation, I knew I had a responsibility to help others in the same way I’d helped myself. So I left my hospital job in conventional medicine and started my own online health consulting business to work one-on-one with clients from all around the world and help them regain control of their health. My clients often come to me feeling the same way I felt all those years ago: frustrated, confused, wrestling with “mystery symptoms,” and sick of being told “everything is normal” or to take a pill for their symptoms. They’ve usually tried everything, or so it seems, and nothing works long-term to get them the results they’re after.


Through targeting inflammation, clients have resolved chronic insomnia and pain, reversed autoimmune disorders, healed gut imbalances, shrunk tumor sizes, overcome anxiety and depression, canceled surgeries that were no longer needed, become pregnant despite being told they were infertile, lost weight effortlessly, and regained control from the nagging symptoms that originally stole their day-to-day health, presence, and happiness.


That’s why this book is all about targeting your unique root cause of inflammation—your inflammation type! Based on what I’ve learned, discovered, and applied, I knew I had to create an accessible guide for all people—regardless of age, race, lifestyle, or current health status—who are struggling with chronic illness and undiagnosable symptoms and want to regain their sense of control. I can’t work one-on-one with everyone, but I can share my knowledge and expertise with each and every single one of you, and that’s exactly why I knew I had an obligation and responsibility to YOU to write this book. You deserve these answers and guidance, and although we are not face-to-face right now, please know that I am thinking of you holding this book, reading these words, and truly changing your life for the better from this moment forward. I am SO proud of you, and excited to see what all this opens up for you in your life. This book is a solution-oriented guide to help you transform your lifestyle, reduce inflammation, and get back to who you are with more energy and vibrancy than ever. It’s the guide I wish I could have given my twenty-four-year-old self.


By the end of this book, you’ll understand what exactly inflammation is, what it does, and what happens when it becomes chronic. We will target your inflammation in a series of solution-oriented chapters, helping you better understand how your environment, diet, habits, mental health, and lifestyle can contribute to the inflammation you’re experiencing. This is a book intended to help you reflect on everything that may be causing inflammation, so that you will be equipped with the necessary tools to step into vibrant health! From this place of understanding, you’ll be able to change your choices and lifestyle and experience a complete transformation of your health, productivity, and energy.


And possibly of most importance, through the recommendations and knowledge you will gain in the pages of this book, you will boost your immune system and actually rewire your body to be stronger than ever before. You will build a strong and mighty immune system that will help to protect you against anything that comes your way in the future—whether it be a virus, bacteria, excess stress, toxicity, trauma, or even a pregnancy. Your body’s immune system will be supercharged to help you thrive through it all!


The symptoms you’ve been experiencing have lasted too long. You deserve to stand in your full power without the discomfort and pain. The world deserves you at your best—in complete, unwavering, and exalting wellness. The ripple effect when you yourself are fully well will impact every being who may cross your path. You will positively impact your coworkers, your family, your unborn children, and the world in full. I’m here for you and rooting for you!


So, what do you say? Let’s blast that inflammation for good!
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UNDERSTANDING HOW
INFLAMMATION WORKS IN
YOUR BODY


Let’s start with the million-dollar question: What exactly is inflammation? Well, I’ll begin by setting a record straight: inflammation itself is not the enemy. Sure, this book is all about curing inflammation, but it goes deeper than that. Rather, it’s the root causes of inflammation, and the long-term impact chronic inflammation can have on the body, that can act as secret killers.


To understand inflammation, think back to a time you were stung by a bee. Ouch! Aside from the initial sting from the bee, you likely remember that the area became red and swollen, and was burning and throbbing, with a soreness and continued swelling.


Those symptoms were part of an acute inflammatory response, which is considered a “healthy physiological response aimed at wound healing.”1 Your body leaps into action to fight against the foreign substance that’s threatening your body from the cut, abrasion, sting, or other wound that you endure. What causes the redness and swelling isn’t the bee’s stinger itself, but your body’s defensive response to the sting and injury. Inflammation is your body’s response to an offender in its attempt to survive.


Your body also kicks off an immediate inflammatory response when you get acutely sick. When you have a virus, a foreign pathogen attacks your body, and your body goes into full defense mode to protect you. One of the ways it does this is by invoking a fever to kill the virus (which is another type of inflammation). We need this. We need a strong immune system and inflammatory response to help us in these situations, for sure.


The problem is that our bodies are not inflamed just to acute situations like a beesting, but are in “inflammatory mode” and thus damaging our immune systems almost all day every day, year after year, due to various offending stressors that are placed on our bodies in today’s modern world. This is what causes chronic illness and the nagging horrible symptoms you may have.


THE CAUSES OF INFLAMMATION


The causes of inflammation can include both infectious and noninfectious factors. The following table from the journal Oncotarget lists the etiologies of inflammation.2


Infectious factors (those that make us sick) include:




■Bacteria


■Viruses


■Microorganisms





Noninfectious factors could be:




■Physical (physical injury, burns, frostbite, trauma, radiation, and foreign bodies [including that beesting])


■Chemical (glucose, fatty acids, toxins, alcohol, chemical irritants)


■Biological (damaged cells)


■Psychological (excitement or stress)





Inflammation is simply your body’s way of fighting against these injurious stimuli. When one of these factors enters or nears the body and poses a threat, a chemical response activates the release of leukocyte chemotaxis, which produce inflammatory cytokines.


Cytokines are secreted by the cells of your immune system to regulate immunity and inflammation. In nonmedical jargon, your body releases chemical soldiers to fight against the bad guys (pathogens and toxins), and the weapon those soldiers use to fight them is inflammation. Although the weapon is useful in attacking those toxins and bad guys, it also ruins the battlefield and some of the good guys. The body and the immune system take a hit when inflammation goes off, and both are greatly damaged when this process is happening each day.


The stressors, and the “bad guys,” are impossible to avoid completely, so if you aren’t decreasing your overall inflammation, and also working to boost your immune system every single day, your “battlefield” will become toxic, barren, and deadly. Your body will crash, and instead of feeling and looking vibrant and energetic, you’ll be like the dark and barren field without the resources to regain yourself.


HOW DOES INFLAMMATION HELP US?


Like I stated above, we need inflammation. Inflammation has an essential purpose to keep us safe and sometimes can even save our lives. When these acute inflammatory responses occur, it’s simply the body doing its job.


There are five cardinal signs of inflammation: redness, swelling, heat, pain, and loss of function.3 Each of these is a by-product of your body’s attempts to heal or protect you when infection or injury occurs.


Then, cytokines and other inflammation-inducing chemicals dilate blood vessels so that your plasma and immune cells can more swiftly get to the site of the injury or infection. Think of this as widening the tunnels on a highway so more “cars” (or, in this case, immune cells and plasma) can get through more quickly. “The sensation of heat is caused by the increased movement of blood through dilated vessels,” which also contributes to redness.


Swelling occurs as a “result of the increased passage of fluid into surrounding tissues,” as well as the infiltration of the cells to the damaged area. When plasma and defensive cells rush to the affected area, they cause swelling simply because of the increased amount of fluid.


Once at the site, the major cells of the immune system get to work. Antibodies and platelets stop the bleeding if there’s been a cut to the skin, and also attack any microorganisms. Then, neutrophils, which are a type of phagocyte (a white blood cell that surrounds and absorbs bacteria), get to work removing any further threats. A whole team works within your body to take care of you and protect you.


Pain can happen as a result of the initial damage (such as in the case of a beesting) or “the stretching of sensory nerves due to oedema.” Oedema (or edema) refers to the excess of fluids in the tissues of the body—again, all fluids that are helping to heal you. The edema or the pain can also contribute to the loss of function, as can the replacement of functional cells with scar tissue.


Edema can also look like visual swelling in the body. For example, when I first was struggling with my own health complications in my early twenties, edema was one of my major symptoms that was most noticeable. I’d swell up “like a balloon,” I’d always say. Truly. My legs, arms, and face would have so much excess fluid in them that I appeared massively swollen, and if you pressed on my skin it would leave a huge indent, known as pitting edema, from all the fluid. It was horrifying and so terrible to deal with. But note that my body, and likely yours, was not inflaming in this way due to a beesting and then going back to “normal”; it was a chronic and long-lasting response due to the excess stressors I was dealing with. My body was in inflammation overdrive.


While it’s important and helpful when part of an acute response, it’s worth noting that inflammation acts in a way that should be short-term oriented and actually helpful for our defense mechanisms. However, the more your body engages in an inflammatory response, the more damaging it can be in the long run. Dr. David Agus from the University of Southern California’s Department of Medicine noted that every time you get a fever—a normal, acute inflammatory response to a virus—it increases your chances of having cancer or heart disease down the road.4 Yikes! And this also decreases our immune system function due to the added stress and toll it takes on our body. Our bodies are programmed to care about survival right now, and when danger strikes in the form of a pathogen or toxic compound, your immune system immediately goes into attack mode to protect you, even though inflammation can hurt your health down the line. This is a horrible and messy cycle that we MUST put an end to or your world, our world, will never truly heal.
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Reducing inflammation and spreading positivity are two of the most important things you can do each day.
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WHEN INFLAMMATION BECOMES CHRONIC


The real danger of inflammation is when it becomes chronic. When day after day we are setting off our internal inflammatory responses not just to a beesting but to nearly everything—a fight with your spouse; anger in traffic; fear and worry; toxins in our food, air, water, hygiene, and household products; poor eating habits; lack of sleep; and a sedentary lifestyle. This all leads to chronic inflammation, and all the many nagging symptoms and diseases you now experience. Anxiety, depression, pain, insomnia, bloating, diarrhea/constipation, skin breakouts, hair thinning, migraines and headaches, even cancers, organ dysfunction, autoimmunity, and diseases, all can be linked back to chronic inflammation and the corresponding impacts it has within our body.
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According to the journal article “Obesity and Inflammation: The Linking Mechanism and the Complications,” chronic inflammation differs from acute inflammation in that “it lasts for a long time and is characterized by the presence of lymphocytes and macrophages and the proliferation of blood vessels and connective tissue.”5 OK, now let’s translate that into plain ole English, shall we? This essentially just means that inflammation that should be short-term continues for a really long time, which causes a whole bunch of problems in our health long-term. It also builds up, so the more inflammatory triggers you have, the more total inflammation is within your body, the less your body can compensate, and the more symptoms and diseases will develop.


When chronic, inflammation shifts from a healthy, normal response that is confined to the acute response time of responding to a wound or a sickness to a constant defense response. In a chronically inflammatory state, the body continues to attack anything it deems as toxic, and since you are presented with so many toxins in our day-to-day world—we all are—it wages a constant war within your body. You may not even know it is happening until your symptoms start to show up in bigger ways. You may even feel “healthy” and “fine” right now, but inside your body is telling a completely different story, and it’s only a matter of time until you crash if it’s not resolved.


This chronic inflammation can be from things like allergens and toxins in your environment, your mental state, food, and toxic ingredients in your household and hygiene items such as soap, lotion, cleaners, and makeup.


While redness, swelling, heat, pain, and loss of function seem similar to what we’d see externally after a beesting or in other cases of an abrasion or injury to the skin, chronic instances of inflammation more than likely happen internally and can contribute to autoimmune diseases, poor gastrointestinal function, food intolerances, headaches, anxiety, depression, sleep and energy complications, among other nagging symptoms and diseases. In other words, all the things that make you feel unwell . . . or like you want to press the snooze button another five times because you just can’t gather the energy, motivation, and drive to get up and get through another day of aches, pains, and frustrating symptoms. This is no way to live. You deserve better, and I believe you can reach that new level of vibrant health—it’s here for you!


Conditions that result from chronic inflammation can include:




■Irritable bowel syndrome, inflammatory bowel disease, diarrhea/constipation, gut pain


■Rheumatoid arthritis, osteoarthritis


■Psoriasis, eczema, acne


■Multiple sclerosis


■Atherosclerosis





As well as:




■Hormonal imbalances—PMS, lack of periods, heavy periods, irregular periods, low thyroid, infertility, adrenal insufficiency


■Anxiety, depression, worry


■Headaches and migraines


■Insomnia, fatigue





Some of the above are considered in conventional medicine to be “inflammatory disorders.”6 Beyond these disorders, Chronic Inflammation notes that “chronic inflammation has been directly implicated in a wide range of degenerative human health disorders. These pathologies encompass almost all of present-day noncommunicable diseases such as obesity, diabetes, atherosclerosis, and high blood pressure, as well as cancer.”7


Additionally, autoimmune diseases such as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis occur when inflammation mistakenly targets and kills the body’s own healthy cells and tissue, believing that they are pathogens.


So, although inflammation is a good thing when it’s part of an acute response, the chronic presence of inflammation is turning out to be a major cause of almost every chronic disease and nagging symptom! It’s also at the root of what I call “mystery illnesses,” when a host of unidentifiable and odd symptoms are experienced with no explained diagnosis as to why. Not to mention how we respond to things like viruses.
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An inflamed body and weakened immune system simply cannot handle all of the toxicity, viruses, mental stress, and poor lifestyle choices we’re exposed to today, and eventually it will stop being able to compensate and will crash. We must strengthen the internal environment of our body in order to get well and stay well.
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The more inflammation that occurs now, the higher the chances are that you will develop heart disease, cancer, or other complications down the road. If one fever can increase your chances, imagine how heightened your chances are when you’re dealing with chronic inflammation! When heart disease, cancer, or other noncommunicable diseases arise, they are likely due to chronic inflammation that has been occurring internally for a long time. This is also the case with premature aging—no thank you! By addressing inflammation, we can “age backward,” not just in regard to the vibrant state of our skin but also in our brain health, heart health, and internal functions. By addressing inflammation, we give our body the tools to thrive year after year.


YOUR “TOTAL TOXIC BURDEN”


When I was constantly swelling, fatigued, gaining weight, stressed out, feeling down, and bloated—BLAH—it was the result of my own chronic inflammation. I say it happened “all of a sudden,” but really the accumulation of years’ worth of toxicities and stressors led my body to that state of health decline. A number of contributing factors had been causing damage beneath the surface for a long time, and the major symptoms just didn’t show up until my body was at its absolute breaking point. I now refer to your body’s ability to handle these toxic offenders as your “Total Toxic Burden,” which is a phrase I learned at the Institute for Functional Medicine and throughout many of my studies that really stuck with me. It helped me understand this mechanism of taxing my body. Your body can compensate for being under “attack” by outside stressors for a long time, but eventually, the body cannot compensate any longer, and those small symptoms you’d been ignoring, which have been slowly creeping in, exaggerate big-time. Essentially, you’ve hit your “max,” and your body says, “NOPE! Not today, Maggie—we’re done.”


Once I learned about all the things in our life that can cause chronic inflammation, toxicity, and a crash in our immune system, all I could think was, “No wonder I’m sick!” Honestly, I’m surprised that my “crash” in my early twenties didn’t happen sooner. My poor body was working in overdrive for far too long. But no one told me. No one warned me. No one talks about this stuff—it’s not “sexy” or “cool” to talk about how certain chemicals, the air quality, food, and even your own mindset can chemically imbalance and harm your body. Especially when you’re a twenty-one-year-old in college. I could not believe the choices I had been making, now that I know what our diet, stress, and environment can do to our body. I was pushing my body to the max, and the poor thing just couldn’t compensate any longer. I’m sorry, body! Thank you, thank you for taking care of me for so long even when I wasn’t treating you the best.


At the onset of my symptoms, I was under an incredible amount of mental stress from the indecision I was facing regarding my postgrad plans. When stressed, your body goes into a fight-or-flight response, which naturally causes inflammation even when you don’t need it physically. The fight-or-flight response sends your body into survival mode and kicks off the same internal response that would happen if you encountered a bear on a hike—it freaks out and does whatever it can to save you. Your body can’t tell the difference between one type of threat and another. It just knows that it’s stressed, and it reacts accordingly. We’ll talk more about how mental stress causes inflammation in chapter 6.


Back when I was in school, I was putting my body under additional pressure even beyond school itself. I would wake up super early (4:30–5:00 a.m.) to get in an intense workout before classes. I was then rushing home after the workout, rushing to get ready, rushing off to school, sitting down and using a lot of brain power all day long, working through lunch, then sometimes even going to another workout at night (hot yoga was my evening workout of choice), then studying until I basically couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer and fell asleep. That was my day. Beyond that, I’d jam-pack my weekends with to-dos or trips with friends, one too many cocktails and pieces of pizza, and still be in a sympathetic state of “always on the go.” I rarely would allow my brain and body to just rest. Even when I took time to go “relax” in the sauna, it wasn’t really to unwind; I wanted to multitask and get a sweat or soak in while I answered texts and emails and got some work done. I was also yo-yo dieting: bouncing between bingeing on unhealthy foods on the weekend and eating strict through the week, usually following online workout diets that eliminated most carbohydrates and fats and included the same foods day in and out—broccoli, skinless boneless chicken breast, and tilapia, anyone? Although externally I looked healthy, vibrant, and fit, I was running my body ragged, which was sending its inflammatory response haywire and weakening my immune system. I was playing with a ticking time bomb, and it was only a matter of time until it would explode.


Nutrition was a really big part of my story and health decline. Every time I ate processed or high-sugar foods, each bite of a white flour–laden cupcake or a greasy slice of pizza was yet another “offender” adding up to my own Total Toxic Burden. The toxicity goes beyond traditional inflammatory food (such as fried, processed, or high-sugar foods), as there can be toxins in foods we believe are healthy. Even a bite of an apple can have toxins in it that will cause an inflammatory response if it was sprayed with harmful chemicals and not washed thoroughly before consuming. I don’t say this to scare you, but to show that there is so much more at play than you may realize. Even if you think you eat “healthy” according to the typical prescription of what healthy food looks like, toxins can still sneak in. And further, even if there aren’t toxins in that apple (because you chose an organic apple and washed it thoroughly), in today’s world it unfortunately may not have the level of nutrients in it that an apple should have due to the lack of nutrients in the soil in which it was grown. AND—even if it had no toxins, and had many nutrients—if your own body doesn’t digest it well (maldigestion) or absorb it well (malabsorption), you’ll still be missing out on what should be wonderful fruit to boost your immune system and lead to health.


The inflammation I was experiencing came from smaller things I didn’t ever think about, too—things beyond food and mental stress, such as the heavily scented lotion I wore every day that had inflammatory chemicals in it, the water I’d drink (despite using a popular refrigerator filter, which unbeknownst to me at the time didn’t filter my water properly), and even the air in my apartment because I didn’t have an air filter regulating toxins in the air. The compilation of all these offenders topped my Total Toxic Burden, leading to my steep health decline.


THE ROLE OF GENETICS


You may wonder why someone like your spouse or best friend can eat all the same things you do, live in the same apartment, drink the same water from the tap, use the same products, and not show the same symptoms that you have. Or, how some people can get extremely sick and even die from a virus, while others seem to easily recover after a few days of rest. This is where genetics combined with lifestyle choices can play a role in determining how inflammation shows up in your body. Your genetics can predispose you to certain health concerns down the road. It may make it harder for your body to do something—like metabolize coffee, use vitamin B, or stabilize sugars—than another person’s body. That said, genetics alone do not mean you will or will not “have” or “get” a certain disease or health complication. It’s the lifestyle factors and inflammatory offenders that may activate and turn on the risk factors you may already be genetically predisposed to have.


In addition, our body may have certain systems and/or organs that are more susceptible to decline. Not to sound too harsh toward ourselves, but it could be that there are certain areas in our body that are “weaker” than others. These areas are the ones that typically express imbalances when things go awry. For me, my weakest areas are my thyroid and my hormones—hands down. Both my mom and my grandma had struggles with low thyroid, and I had always had hormonal dysregulation. In fact, I didn’t have my first menstrual cycle until it was medically induced with birth control pills at age eighteen! Yup. Looking back, I can see clearly that my body had been out of balance long before I knew it. My mom definitely had a hunch that something was “off” with me back then, but no doctors would listen to her. She took me to multiple doctors’ appointments to test my thyroid and hormones and I had so many scans of my uterus and abdomen, but everything always looked “normal” on tests, so we just didn’t do anything about it. Not only did I not have periods, but I was always freezing cold. You’d find me in fuzzy socks, sweats, and a sweatshirt with the hood strings pulled so tight around my face you could just see a peep of my eyes and nose. I’d be wrapped tight like a burrito in the heaviest blankets we had, all while my other siblings were chilling in their shorts and T-shirts. I personally remember that I was always hungry. I could never get full, it seemed! Clearly there was something going on inside me even before I had any “real” symptoms that worried me enough. Over time, the hormonal imbalances kept getting worse and worse despite me having no idea of what was going on inside my body. I didn’t know that every time I was stressed out, didn’t sleep well, or ate a bunch of junk, I was putting fuel on the fire that would eventually spread far and wide. So, when my Total Toxic Burden met its max capacity and my body could no longer compensate, the inflammatory storm showed up through thyroid and hormonal issues first. The thing is, though, the body is all connected. No organ or body part is disconnected from another. When there are imbalances in one area, all the other areas are negatively affected as well. That explains why when you’re struggling with the symptoms you’re struggling with, it’s absolutely essential to address the body and healing through a holistic and whole-body lens, rather than addressing just that one specific organ. It’s also why when conventional medicine gives you a pharmaceutical medication to help with your symptoms, it’s rarely ever the answer. Let’s take my case as an example. My thyroid was “off,” yes. My cycles were irregular. Conventional medicine would tell me, “Here, take this thyroid medicine for your thyroid, and birth control to help your periods.” Done. This model didn’t look further to ask WHY my body was having imbalance in these areas and then HOW to fix it. This model didn’t consider all the other body systems that were impacted by these things, such as my levels of nutrients or amino acids, my metabolism, gut health status, or detoxification pathways. This is where a huge hole lies in conventional medicine. Again, very useful for some things, but absolutely lacking where many of us need it most.


In the next chapter, you’ll take an assessment to determine your inflammation type. Again, I want to be clear that I do not believe genetics are the “cause” of your inflammation or health concerns, but rather they may predispose you to being more likely to develop certain symptoms, diseases, or imbalances if your Total Toxic Burden and inflammatory stressors hit their maximum capacity and your internal environment falls under attack.


HOW TO GET RID OF INFLAMMATION


I know that all of this information can be quite overwhelming, so I’ll skip to the good news: inflammation is under your control. You are not at the whim of some outside influences that will render you unwell and frustrated forever! We get to choose how we breathe, move, think, and live. We get to choose what we do to either hurt or heal our internal environment in order to combat inflammation, reduce toxic exposure, and allow our body to heal itself. In fact, that’s what the main goal is—for us to give our body a helping hand in the right direction by reducing the inflammation and toxicities we put on our body, so it can do its job and heal itself. Our body is far smarter than any doctor or pill in the world. Once we know the factors that contribute to our inflammation, we can make strategic changes in our lifestyle that will allow us to return to the vibrant state of health we so deserve! Everyone has a different Total Toxic Burden, and everyone can either eliminate or add to their burden with the smaller choices they make. Picking up this book was a powerful first step toward changing your external and internal environments to reduce inflammation for good! Take time right this second to acknowledge that. You, my friend, have just taken the step that may very well change your life for the better forever. I’m so proud of you!


The conventional model of medicine will prescribe medications or one-size-fits-all diets, and even perform surgeries to mask the symptoms of inflammation rather than address the root cause. The problem with this is that they are just Band-Aids that attempt to cover up the symptoms or make some lab value appear “better,” and they don’t actually address the deeper issues. A metaphor I like to use to explain this is that inflammation is like a leak in your fridge. Imagine that the leak has been slowly ruining the beautiful hardwood floors in your kitchen. The floors are looking rough, so you replace them. But then, after more time goes by, your new floors are ruined just like before because the leak—or the root cause—wasn’t fixed! You never addressed WHY the floors were ruined, and so the damage is just being covered up and will happen again and again.


Now let’s get more concrete with an example in the body. If you have low thyroid levels, you can take a thyroid pill to raise them. But if the cause of the low thyroid isn’t addressed, the actual problem is still happening, and although your labs may look improved, the inflammation in your body is still going haywire and causing long-term damage in ALL your systems and organs. You’re never actually fixing the symptoms or abnormalities, you’re covering them up, which leads to much greater problems down the road.


Same with bloating, constipation, diarrhea. Your doctor will likely give you a pill to help combat these symptoms, but will never address why they’re happening in the first place in order to fix the core problem so you don’t have to deal with these sometimes debilitating, embarrassing, painful, and frustrating symptoms. It just doesn’t make sense.


Here’s the question I want you to get used to asking yourself: What caused the inflammation that you’re experiencing in the first place? Then what caused that? And what caused that? This is the mindset to use when addressing your health, rather than focusing on symptoms and abnormalities alone. I want to be clear that the “leak” or the “inflammation” still isn’t the root of these symptoms, but it’s a part of the story. The “leak” didn’t just magically appear one day. Something had been going on causing damage slowly behind the scenes for a while—your body’s reaction to something, whether it’s the fragrance of your favorite perfume, the heavy smog outside your city apartment, or a food intolerance you didn’t know about. We must find out now what that “something” or series of somethings is for you. What stressor caused the inflammation? And, usually, it’s not just one single thing, it’s a combination of stressors that adds up and eventually becomes too much for your body to handle any further, which causes the ultimate destruction and corresponding symptoms or disease.


With my three-step plan to address inflammation and the root causes of your nagging symptoms and health complications, not only will we address what you eat, but we will take a unique look at your environment, the products you use, how you breathe, your mindset, your sleep habits, and even the water you drink. Most of all, we will keep this SIMPLE. Listen—I’m here for you. You’ve been through a lot already. You’ve bawled your eyes out, you’ve felt hopeless, you’ve been let down, you’ve been in pain. You’ve been on this roller coaster for far too long, and I’m here to hold your hand and help you through this—to help you finally feel the way you deserve to feel—FREE.


This book isn’t going to be a strict rule book with restrictions for what you can or can’t do—I’m not for that. I want you to absolutely thrive in this modern world, and enjoy every moment of life to the fullest, in a way that will keep your internal body and mind at their optimal performance. This is a guide that will empower you to understand every factor that can lead to your Total Toxic Burden, so you’re able to make choices in alignment with what matters most to you and live your life to the absolute fullest.


You get to choose what to focus on in your life in order to feel, look, and perform your very best. You’ll be given the tools to know what you can up-level in order to create an environment in which you will thrive, decrease stress, boost your energy, power up your immune system, and combat inflammation. First, we will help you identify your inflammation type. Then, we will find a diet plan that works best for you. And finally, we will help you identify the three nonnegotiable lifestyle shifts you need to make TODAY to stop inflammation from wreaking havoc on your life. When you reduce certain stressors and toxins in your life, you give your body the ability to build up energy to heal itself and do what it’s supposed to do daily: balance hormones, regulate neurotransmitters, and so forth. Once your body has those internal energy reserves boosted, since it is now more able to keep your body healthy, it will be able to handle certain stressors that come its way, like that favorite spa-night-in face mask or your aunt’s famous decadent pecan pie at Thanksgiving. Living an anti-inflammatory life isn’t about being “perfect,” adhering to a strict diet, staying inside to hide from any pollution, and strictly using organic products. An anti-inflammatory life the Maggie Berghoff Way is about taking ownership over the small choices and recognizing how every single one adds up, and consciously choosing each day to do things that will help your internal body thrive, while opting to, for the most part, avoid those that will be harmful.
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