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Praise for Gena Lee Nolin from thyroid patients
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“Gena Lee, you may have saved many lives on TV, but you’re doing it for real! Thyroid Sexy has changed my life and taught me how to live again. Two words: ‘My Hero!’ ”

—Jamie Kurtz

“I cannot begin to tell you how inspiring you and your advocacy have been to me. I am finally living the healthy life I’ve longed for simply because of you.”

—Donna Cates

“Your truth, honesty, and courage have been so valued. Thank you, Gena, for educating me and helping me to know I am not alone.”

—Kelli Thomas

“You are amazing and strong! You’ve taught me to stand up and face this disease head on. I can’t thank you enough for being our voice.”

—Jessica Kress

“Gena, thank you for making me fight! I won and I’m living again!”

—Marci Teers

“For years I suffered and didn’t have the tools or confidence to talk to my doctor. Gena, you’ve changed my life through your advocacy. You’ve given us a voice to stand up to thyroid disease.”

—Barbara Botts

“Gena, you’ve literally saved my life! I’ve been able to help others now because of the information I’ve got from Thyroid Sexy. Thank you!”

—Marilyn Foley

“Thyroid Sexy is a part of my daily routine. You’ve provided a safe yet very knowledgeable environment for those who suffer. Gena Lee Nolin is a true life saver!”

—Megan Nicholson

“What a gift you’ve given us by telling your story! I can’t tell you how much I’ve learned by your advocacy through your page. Love Thyroid Sexy and Gena Lee!”

—Jerri Zingg

“When fighting this disease it takes people like you paving the way for us. I took my letter from Thyroid Sexy that you wrote and my doctor finally listened. Now, that’s just genius. So grateful—thank you!”

—Lacey McKinney

“Gena, I now have hope, when I never did. I have strength, when I was weak and helpless. Yes, I have a voice because of you! You’ve changed so many lives because of what you’re doing.”

—Jackie Benson


Praise for Mary Shomon from thyroid patients

[image: images]

“Mary Shomon is our lighthouse—a shining beacon of light through the thyroid fog.”

—Annette I.

“When I was diagnosed four years ago with hypothyroidism, I was clueless. I was also in no shape, mentally/physically/spiritually, to defend myself or have an inkling of understanding of what was going on with me. Thank you, Mary Shomon, for she has given me so much of my life back, empowered me, understood me like no one else. Her website, books, and Facebook page have literally saved my life.”

—Cindy H.

“As an integrative functional metabolic medicine specialist, I find Mary Shomon’s information, knowledge, compassion, and drive to educate those patients in need, as well as physicians whose heads are in the sand, to be an invaluable Godsend!”

—Aldino P.

“Quite frankly, Mary Shomon saved my life. Without Mary’s courage to research and post her information, I wouldn’t be here. I would have followed a doctor’s bad advice and I would have died . . . either by low thyroid or from my own hand at the hopelessness that doctor’s recommendations would have left me with.”

—Angela G.

“I’m a nurse married to a physician, so I can get my hands on lots of medical info, but when I became hypothyroid, it was Mary’s book that was the most helpful and informative. I read it cover to cover several times, and rely heavily on the info on her website and Facebook page. When I need to interpret lab results or symptoms, I consult Mary’s books . . . before the doctor.”

—Lorraine M.

“Mary Shomon gives me hope that one day we will have the medical care we all deserve. She inspires me to stay on top of my health, to stay informed. Thank you, Mary, for so much hard work and never giving up and fighting the fight publically where most of us can’t.”

—Amy R.
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Disclaimer
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This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its authors. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of personal or professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.

The authors and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and applications of any of the contents of this book.


I dedicate this book to my loving family.
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My ever-supporting husband, Cale, who loves me unconditionally and to my beautiful children who continue to fill my life with sunshine and laughter.

—GENA LEE NOLIN
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Without my faith in God, this book wouldn’t be in your hands.


Wheresoever you go, go with all your heart.

—CONFUCIUS



Foreword
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Can you imagine having to wear a small red bathing suit on television every week while battling a slow thyroid?

Perhaps you recall seeing Gena Lee Nolin, back when she was rocking her red bathing suit and running with the buoys on Baywatch. She appeared to have it all—Hollywood glamour, a handsome husband, and beautiful children.

She looked amazing, but she felt run-down. For years, she worked out twice as much as her colleagues, and still gained weight. Her metabolism—the rate at which one burns calories—seemed to grind to a halt. She was young yet experienced profound brain fog and joint pain. Even her hair turned brittle and then fell out. She was too young to feel so old.

JUST TEST THE WOMAN

Doctors called it depression and put her on antidepressants. They claimed that her abnormal heart rhythm, also thyroid-related, required complicated medications.

This pattern went on for years—decades, actually—before Gena’s thyroid issues were finally diagnosed as Hashimoto’s disease, an autoimmune condition that causes your immune system to attack the thyroid.

I don’t blame the physicians. They are not ignorant. Rather, they were trained in the same ailing system that I also trained in—one in which we are taught to suspect that women who gain weight have a lack of willpower, not a thyroid problem. And I have been fortunate to receive one of the best medical educations possible.

Fortunately, Gena Lee Nolin and coauthor Mary Shomon have written the defining book about their experiences, and it’s my honor to introduce you to them. Mary Shomon is a superstar in her own right—she is the New York Times bestselling author of The Thyroid Diet. She is the fiercest patient advocate I know, and you can trust her more than you can most doctors as an authority on all things thyroid. She has been helping patients for more than fifteen years in her advocacy and community-building online and in one-on-one coaching.

THYROID PROBLEMS ARE REACHING EPIDEMIC PROPORTIONS

Gena’s story is stunning, but it’s also more common than you might think, except for the part about the red bathing suit.

Ironically, the lifeguard needed a lifeguard, or at least a sympathetic and professional ear. Gena needed a physician who would listen carefully to her symptoms and perform the basic detective work that would have saved her years of struggle, desperate dieting, and risky and unnecessary medications, and gotten her back on her feet again with her health.


Thyropause 101

Millions of women experience the weight gain, crushing fatigue, and moodiness of low thyroid function, yet are dismissed by their physicians with a pat on the shoulder—and told in a patronizing tone that they’re just getting older, or that life is stressful, or that perhaps they should simply exercise more and eat less, all of which leaves women cold.

Rule of Engagement #1. Do not dismiss a woman with weight gain, fatigue, and mood issues until you check her damn thyroid.

When I was in my twenties and training to be a physician, I thought that thyroid problems mostly struck middle-aged women. Now that I’m middle-aged and a board-certified physician, I recognize that thyroid disease often strikes younger women. Many women like Gena suffer from thyroid imbalance, but both the women themselves and their doctors don’t look for it, and it’s too easy to blame other problems—you’re a busy mom, you’ve got so much that you’re juggling, you travel a lot, and no wonder you’re so tired.

Rule of Engagement #2. Consider thyroid testing sooner rather than later, particularly for younger women. Have a high index of suspicion. Assume the worst until proven otherwise.

Gena is the first celebrity to speak out and truly own her thyroid problem, and she’s willing to go on record about how she suffered in silence for years while trying to succeed in an industry that is grueling in its emphasis on physical appearance, weight, and external beauty. Gena looked like an amazing celebrity package, yet she was pushing a rock up a hill with her slow metabolism and pleas for help from an unresponsive medical establishment. She is a courageous whistle-blower exposing a failing health care system where women are still blamed for problems that often have a biological basis.

I receive blank stares when I talk about younger women experiencing thyroid problems. People don’t want to talk about thyroid disease—perhaps because public perception is that it’s associated with middle-aged women, weight gain, fatigue, hair loss, depression, low sex drive—but Gena and Mary are creating a new conversation and openness about the thyroid. Together, they are validating the importance of being a squeaky wheel when it comes to your health, and that it’s not only acceptable to go public with your own stories of being dismissed or ignored by conventional medicine, but it just might be your sacred duty. In the process, you might be similarly helping women regain their voice, mojo, positive self-image, energy, happy mood, and sex drive, and last but not least, rock their locks.

Reading this book feels like you’re out with your best girlfriends for a glass of wine or mug of hot, soothing tea. We all know the glorious feeling of being with our wiser girlfriends who have been through a challenging experience and are happy to shepherd us through it—to share their knowledge so we don’t have to go through it alone. Gena and Mary will tell you honestly about the twists and turns, the shortcuts and the heartaches, the tips about everything from finding a great doctor to dealing with sparse eyebrows, about going gluten free, and the challenging work of rebuilding a lagging sex life.

•  •  •

We all need a lifeguard, and fortunately, Gena Lee Nolin and Mary Shomon have stepped up to lead us. They are a courageous duo, willing to speak out about the life-altering importance of speaking your truth, even when it runs against the prevailing medical opinion.

I stand with them . . . as long as I don’t have to wear a red bathing suit!

Sara Gottfried, MD

Berkeley, California



Foreword
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I was one of the lucky ones. Getting a thyroid diagnosis took me only a few months. It was 1994, and I had just gotten engaged. I made a few visits to the doctor, each time with a new complaint: one time it was fatigue, next a new feeling of mild depression, and finally, weight gain. I was eating less and exercising, but the weight was steadily piling on. The weight gain was especially frustrating—every time I went for a dress fitting, they had to let my dress out a size. It was definitely not a situation any future bride wants to experience.

On my third visit to the doctor in several months, she mentioned that she wanted to check out my thyroid. At that point, I really didn’t know what the thyroid was, what it did, or even where it was located. I had a vague memory of an aunt who had a goiter, but that was the sum total of my knowledge about thyroid disease.

I remember getting the phone call—a message left on the answering machine. “Your thyroid is low, so I’m calling in a prescription.” I was thrilled. Here I had the answer to my health issues, and clearly, once I filled my prescription and started taking my pills, I would quickly return to normal.

I couldn’t have been more wrong.

Despite starting on thyroid medication, I continued to struggle with weight gain, fatigue, and moodiness, and new symptoms began to appear. My joints ached, my hair was shedding so much I could stuff pillows with what was lost, and I had mysterious headaches. I was certain that the doctors had missed a serious diagnosis.

I ended up with a series of new tests, more visits to the doctor, even an MRI, and was pronounced fine. But I didn’t feel fine.

It was then that I realized how urgent it was that I learn about my thyroid disease, and learn it fast. My health, energy, and quality of life all depended on it.

This was a challenge. It’s already easy to forget, but in 1995, few of us had access to the Internet, people didn’t regularly “google” their medical conditions, doctors told us what to do and when to do it, and we rarely if ever questioned their authority or capabilities.

I started at the local library, where I found one short book, written probably ten or more years earlier, that talked about thyroid disease and explained how easy it was to diagnose and treat. It was, not surprisingly, written by a middle-aged male doctor.

My next step was the Internet. In those days, you got one of the free AOL disks and signed on to the AOL message boards and the Usenet support groups. Creeping along at glacial speeds—I had time to go get a cup of coffee while even a single page downloaded—I discovered that there were already some groups of fellow thyroid patients who were struggling with the same questions I was facing. Why weren’t we feeling well on our treatments? Why did we continue to have symptoms? How could we feel better? What options were out there to try? We were all struggling to find answers to these questions.

I quickly jumped into the discussions and realized that thyroid disease was not the “easy to diagnose, easy to treat” walk in the park that many doctors had been suggesting. There were different medications to try, lifestyle changes, supplements, dietary modifications—and a whole world of fellow patients who were being told that our problems were in our heads, and so we should just take our pills, stop complaining, and, by the way, “quit eating so much!”

I started a simple web page—Frequently Asked Questions about thyroid issues—and began interacting with other patients and helping answer questions from people who were newly diagnosed. As more people got online, it seemed that there was a never-ending stream of people, new to thyroid disease, who were confused, frightened, and looking for answers.

In 1996, I signed up to participate in a new service, called the Mining Company, where I would create from scratch the content for a website dedicated to thyroid disease. In those early Internet days, the editors—who were all healthy young twentysomethings working eighteen-hour days glued to computers and fueled by caffeine—laughed at my topic area. They were willing to give it a try, but they expected the thyroid topic area to fizzle out quickly. Instead, it became one of the company’s most-visited topic areas and soon became a key site on the Internet. Along the way, the Mining Company changed its name to About.com and was bought by the New York Times, and my Thyroid.About.com site became one of the top health sites at About, and a leading thyroid site on the Internet.

The success of the site demonstrated something that I knew all along: there was very little information available about thyroid disease from the medical world, and what was out there tended to downplay thyroid symptoms, simplify treatments, and in the end, put the blame on the patients if they didn’t feel well after treatment. Thyroid patients were, therefore, desperate for advice, ideas, answers, and information—and they were clearly not getting much of it from their doctors.

Along the way, as I was learning from other patients, my own doctor, research, journal articles, and other practitioners I interviewed, I was discovering new ways to approach thyroid disease, and I was able to map out strategies that worked to slowly resolve my symptoms. I tried different medications, changed my diet, added supplements, and felt better over time.

Each time I learned something new, I shared it through the website and through newsletters I began publishing for patients.

Even though those AOL disks were everywhere, many people were still not online during the late 1990s. At the same time, I felt more strongly than ever that my thyroid advocacy work was becoming a mission—an obligation—and that I had to reach out to other thyroid patients to help them avoid the fear, the turmoil, and the wrong turns along the path to diagnosis and successful treatment. So I wrote my first health book, Living Well with Hypothyroidism, and it was published by HarperCollins in 2000. I wanted to make sure that even those who never went near a computer would be able to get the information they needed.

The book sent shock waves into the thyroid world. Patients loved it, many endocrinologists cursed my name, and thyroid disease started to create a media buzz. Doctors and other health writers rushed to start writing about thyroid disease. More articles about thyroid disease started to appear in women’s magazines. Meanwhile, I continued building the website, while writing more books, and over the next decade, published the books The Thyroid Diet Revolution, Living Well with Graves’ Disease and Hyperthyroidism, Living Well with Autoimmune Disease, Living Well with Chronic Fatigue Syndrome and Fibromyalgia, The Thyroid Hormone Breakthrough, The Menopause Thyroid Solution, and my New York Times bestseller, The Thyroid Diet. I was contacted by magazine writers, radio shows, television news producers, and newspaper reporters to present the patient perspective on thyroid disease, and as my writing role expanded into thyroid patient advocacy, I did hundreds of interviews a year.

Later in the decade, the social media explosion began, and I jumped into Twitter and Facebook, to expand awareness in those areas as well.

On Twitter, I found out that My Big Fat Greek Wedding writer and star Nia Vardalos was a thyroid patient and fan of my site. I connected with doctors and other patients and joined an amazing global conversation.

I built a Thyroid Support page on Facebook, now home to more than 20,000 thyroid patients, and an amazing community developed. Patients helped patients and shared experiences, resources, names of practitioners, and above all, the compassion and understanding that were in short supply in the medical world.

And it was on the pages of my Facebook Thyroid Support group that I first “met” Gena Lee Nolin.

With thousands of participants, it’s hard to keep track of all the new faces, but Gena stood out from the start. She posted some sharp questions and some supportive comments. At first, I didn’t recognize her; she posted under her married name, Gena Lee Hulse. But the photo that accompanied her posts, of a model-perfect gorgeous blonde, was different from most people’s Facebook profile photos. Realizing that she seemed familiar, I googled her married name and realized that the rather quiet but compassionate and supportive member of my Thyroid Support group was the Gena Lee Nolin of Baywatch fame. I realized that she was not trying to call attention to herself, so I didn’t mention publicly that we had a celebrity in our midst.

It seemed serendipitous when, a few days later, I received a private message from Gena, asking if she could speak to me. I admit that I didn’t really know what to expect. Was she a celebrity diva who wanted free personal advice by phone? I called Gena, and we ended up on the phone for hours, not only talking about thyroid disease, but laughing over shared experiences, life, motherhood, friends, travel . . .we gabbed as if we’d known each other forever. I got to know by phone a funny, sweet, smart, and very down-to-earth wife, mother, and fellow thyroid patient, who had just happened to star on the world’s most popular television show!

I was surprised when Gena told me, in her no-nonsense style, that after struggling for nearly two decades with her thyroid symptoms, and finally getting diagnosed, that she felt it was her mission—her obligation—to help raise awareness for thyroid disease, and to help others avoid the fear, the misdiagnosis, and the chronic symptoms that can plague thyroid patients. She felt compelled to do something to help spread the word about thyroid disease and make women—including younger women who might not think they are at risk—aware of this common but often overlooked health challenge.

“I don’t want anyone else to feel as alone and scared as I did until I found your page,” Gena said.

Gena’s passion resonated with me. She articulated her sense of purpose in exactly the same way I did. In that phone call, we quickly decided that we would coauthor a book, a book that would tell Gena’s compelling story, educate people about thyroid issues, and hopefully reach an even broader group of women to provide information, empowerment, and peace of mind.

But Gena had another point that resonated with me.

“There seems to be this weird stigma about thyroid disease,” said Gena. “No one wants to talk about it, or admit to it. I know dozens of celebrities who have all sorts of thyroid problems—none of them would be caught dead sharing it with the public.”

This was true. Celebrity thyroid patients go out of their way to avoid mentioning thyroid conditions, and sometimes even deny diagnoses they’d previously announced.

Gena was adamant. “I want to go public and do whatever I can to raise awareness of thyroid disease. I want young women who are struggling with symptoms to think, ‘Hmm . . . Gena Lee Nolin had a thyroid condition, maybe I should get checked out.’ I want women to know that it can be hard to get diagnosed, to take yourself seriously, and to get doctors to also take you seriously. And I want women to know that it can strike you whether you’re young or old, tall or short, slim or full-figured. And I want them to know that they can live with thyroid disease and be sexy!”

It’s no secret that thyroid disease is the topic of a variety of cruel jokes. Political correctness says that “fat” jokes are no longer acceptable, so advertisers, sitcoms, and stand-up comics have replaced fat jokes with thyroid jokes. Seinfeld had a famous episode about an old woman with a goiter—the sight of her goiter was so horrifying that Elaine couldn’t even look at her in the light of day. Comedian Emo Philips does a bit—which is often shared on Twitter—that goes “I saw a woman wearing a sweatshirt with ‘Guess’ on it. I said, ‘Thyroid problem?’ ” Advertisers from Dairy Queen to Marriott Hotels have used “thyroid problems” as code for overweight in radio and television ads.

It’s no wonder celebrities don’t want to reveal their own thyroid problems. “You can never be too young or too thin,” goes the saying that Hollywood has adopted wholeheartedly. What celebrity would ever want to reveal a health problem that frequently is associated with weight gain and middle age?

And that’s where we come to the “Thyroid Sexy” part of this book.

We’ve had a Thyroid Sexy community on Facebook, founded by Gena, for several years already. Once in a rare while, someone grumbles about the name . . . they wonder what thyroid has to do with being sexy, or chafe at the idea of thyroid associated with sexiness. But most in the community get it . . . and love it.

Thyroid disease is overlooked, misdiagnosed, brushed aside, and made fun of, and yet it is life-changing. But the image of thyroid disease does not have to be the stereotype of a frumpy, overweight, aging woman—the opposite of what we think of as “sexy.” Because, when you’re properly diagnosed and treated, and you get your mind, body, and spirit on board, you can be healthy, gorgeous, vital, and yes . . . sexy. Sexy is about how you feel and how you portray yourself to the world, and the energy and passion you bring to your life.

And that’s why it’s so important that Gena speak out, and why I’m so thrilled to team up with her to write this book. Even as a woman who embodies the concept of “sexy,” Gena is so much more. She’s a wife, a mother, a businesswoman, an actress, and now an advocate. She is no longer just the beautiful girl in the red swimsuit running down the beach: she’s a busy mother, running her children to school, writing, producing, filming, and making her mark on the world in other ways. And now she’s hoping that by challenging the stereotype of what thyroid disease looks like, she can make a difference for others.

Sexy is so much more than sex appeal—it’s about living life with passion and purpose, feeling comfortable in your own skin, and taking care of yourself. And that’s what this book is about. In hearing Gena’s story, you will be inspired as you learn how to channel your passion and purpose into your own Thyroid Sexy life.

Mary Shomon

Kensington, Maryland
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Gena, Jay Leno, and Gena’s mom



You’re probably thinking, here goes another celebrity book! Which names will she name? What crazy catfights will she reveal? Is she going to offer juicy details of illicit encounters with hunky stars? Are there the required amounts of sex and drugs and rock and roll? Will there at least be a few blockbuster secrets that will end up as tabloid headlines?

The answer is no, no, no, no, and no!

Surprised? Because some people are pretty sure they know me. They assume that the real Gena Lee Nolin is just like the character I played on Baywatch, Neely Capshaw. Neely was, for much of her run on the show, a stereotypical “bad girl.” She was, to be honest, a pretty vindictive gal, always conniving, quick to seek revenge, and going around trying to steal other women’s boyfriends. And then there was the ongoing feud with fellow lifeguard C. J. Parker, played by my friend Pamela Anderson.

Some fans protested when the show’s writers changed Neely’s character later in the show’s run, making her more sympathetic and likable, and, ultimately, having Neely and Mitch—the head lifeguard, played by David Hasselhoff—fall in love and marry. But most Baywatch fans remember—and secretly love—the darker, nasty Neely.

I adored playing Neely, especially during her “bad girl” days, because she was my total opposite. Playing against type is an actor’s dream. There I was, a happily married “good girl” from Minnesota, running home from the set to make dinner for my husband and learn my lines. I was sorely lacking in any skills at conniving, blackmailing, or meddling, much less stealing other people’s men! But it was exhilarating—and, okay, fun!—to play the villain.

But people can’t always separate the actor from the character, so, to many people around the world who have seen Baywatch, I am Neely.

But the truth is, I’m not Neely, and this is not Neely’s story. So, if there isn’t going to be intrigue, backstabbing, or steamy story lines, and I’m not planning to blackmail anyone or steal their husband—why read my book?

The answer is simple: because you need to know that you are not alone. And that there is hope.

There was a time I felt alone. I felt alone as I wondered why my body was betraying me on every level, when it seemed everyone else had energy to spare.

I felt alone as I dragged myself out of bed each morning, limbs aching.

I felt alone as I watched my curvy costars on Baywatch and wondered how they kept in shape, even as I survived on endless cups of coffee and little else, running up and down the chilly beach fifteen hours a day, watching the weight pile on.

I felt alone at Mommy and Me class, and at the playground, as I struggled to have the energy for even a short play session, and felt like I must be the only mother in the world who could barely lift her precious children.

I felt alone as ever-increasing clumps of my usually long, thick hair clogged my drain.

I felt alone as I looked in the mirror, and staring back at me was a puffy and mottled and almost unrecognizable face.

I felt alone as they rushed me to the hospital, pregnant, trying to figure out why my heart was suddenly beating 200 times a minute, leaving me dizzy, breathless, and faint.

I felt alone as I thought about why, despite having everything a girl could want—a loving husband, precious children, a cozy home, a successful career—I felt like my life was falling apart around me.

I felt alone as I lay sleepless in the middle of the night, so exhausted I could barely move, and convinced that whatever it was that was draining my health would eventually kill me.

I felt alone as I wondered, night after night, “Will I live to see my children grow up?”

Then one day, I finally reached out, connected to the community of thyroid patients, connected with Mary Shomon, and realized that not only was I not alone, but I could potentially do something to help others never feel alone.

•  •  •

From the bottom of my heart, I hope that you never have to go through the same feelings and fears that I did, and I want to do whatever I can to make sure that you don’t. Because what plagued me for two decades and caused the symptoms, the side effects, and the mood swings, was my undiagnosed thyroid condition.

I spent all of my twenties and most of my thirties—years in which I married, had three children, started my television career, appeared on The Price Is Right, starred in Baywatch and Sheena, and moved several times—suffering from undiagnosed and untreated thyroid disease. That’s almost twenty years during which I never received a thyroid test or diagnosis. But I did get misdiagnosed with Valley Fever, diabetes, postpartum depression, chronic fatigue syndrome, generalized anxiety disorder, and depression. I’ve been handed a pharmacy shelfful of various prescription medications that made not even a dent in my symptoms.

And I’ve even landed in the hospital multiple times with a dangerous heart condition known as atrial fibrillation, which doctors say was likely brought on by my undiagnosed and untreated thyroid problems.

•  •  •

Before my diagnosis, I was told by people I thought were close to me that I was clearly a hypochondriac, that I should see a shrink, consult a hypnotist, visit a Reiki therapist, work out with a trainer, practice yoga, join a church, reduce my stress, or take more vitamins—according to everyone else, pretty much every sort of therapy, supplement, lifestyle, or expert you can think of was the secret solution to my fatigue, mood swings, and weight challenges.

I heard everything but the real answer.

In the end, I needed my symptoms taken seriously. I needed a proper diagnosis. And I needed proper treatment.

•  •  •

Everyone has a story of when they truly hit an emotional wall. In my case, I was in the grocery store in my Los Angeles neighborhood. I had thrown on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, hair in my usual ponytail and wearing no makeup, as I ran out to pick up some things. Just like any mom. In fact, I was a new mother; my son Spencer had been born just a few weeks earlier. As you can imagine, it took every ounce of energy I had to brush my teeth and put on a clean shirt, instead of going to the store in my PJs! I was standing in the checkout line, holding a sleeping Spencer in his carrier and looking at the covers of People, Us, Maxim—covers that featured perfectly coiffed, perfectly posed images of actresses and models—and remembering how not too long before, I’d been in the pages of those same magazines myself. It seemed so long ago already, so very far from my life as a mother and wife.

That’s when I heard it . . . loud whispering from two women in line behind me.

“Is that her? Are you sure?” said one woman.

“Definitely!” said the other. “It’s her.” She snickered.

“She doesn’t look anything like she used to,” said the first woman.

“Tell me about it,” said her friend. “If that’s what you have to look like to be on Baywatch, I guess anyone can be on the show!”

They both laughed, and I felt their eyes boring a hole in the back of my head.

I felt my whole body tighten. “I will not turn around,” I vowed to myself. “I will not say anything. I will keep it together. I won’t cry . . . ”

I don’t even remember paying, or carrying the groceries and Spencer out to the car, or loading the bags and my baby into the car, and fastening his car seat. But I do remember collapsing into the driver’s seat and feeling the sobs rising, racking my body. I sat there and sobbed into the steering wheel for an hour. Sobbed because I felt so tired, so spent, so utterly empty inside. Sobbed because a new mother shouldn’t have to suffer the indignity of anyone’s commenting on how she looked only a few weeks after giving birth. Sobbed because my body, my health, my life—they all seemed to be slipping away. Sobbed because even at a time when I should have been happy, with a new baby, a husband, and a cozy home, I felt adrift, exposed, exhausted, and confused.

The fact is, I’ve spent the better part of two decades running both toward and away from an image—the Hollywood image—that had come to define me. It’s no secret that the entertainment industry is critical of women, demanding perfection in every way. I was expected to have perfect hair, perfect skin, the perfect weight, perfect curves, a perfect family, perfect pregnancies, a perfect body right after pregnancy, and in general, perfect health. In Hollywood, there was always someone willing to cut you down to size and happily broadcast it to the world. Whether it’s paparazzi hiding in the bush behind your front door to capture you at your most disheveled, or the photographer snapping shots at a fast-food drive-through, or a radio DJ or TV host berating you for gaining weight, there is an entire industry dedicated to capturing images of, and then tearing down, anyone who has had any sort of celebrity.

We all are running toward and away from these images and expectations that society creates for us—or that we adopt for ourselves. Whether it’s our education, job success, physical fitness, being a “Supermom,” taking care of elderly parents, or our many other roles, we create these expectations of how we should be, what accomplishments we should be making, and anything less . . . we are often the first to beat ourselves up.

And let’s face it . . . others are there to pile on. Whether it’s a spouse, family member, coworker, former classmate, or the mother of your child’s best friend—you know exactly what I mean. Just when you feel your worst, and are judging yourself harshly, someone comes along who seems determined to make you feel even worse about yourself than you already do.

Who needs it!?

For those of us with thyroid issues, we are trying to feel, look, and do our best—a challenge under the best circumstances—but when you throw in the slow metabolism, thinning hair, exhaustion, and mood changes that come with a thyroid problem, you think, holy Hannah, this is just impossible!

•  •  •

But, as the amazing Audrey Hepburn said, “Nothing is impossible, the word itself says ‘I’m possible!’ ”

When I was in the middle of struggling with my thyroid symptoms, I never thought that a book like Beautiful Inside and Out was possible. And now it is!

I think people assume that having thyroid disease means you’re older and overweight, but in reality, thyroid disease strikes at all ages and affects all sizes. It’s unfortunate that the media, doctors, and the public stereotype thyroid disease as being only about weight gain, when it truly has many faces. You can be thin and have a full head of hair, or exhaustion, or infertility, and be suffering profoundly. In my case, I’ve gone through all the different stages, from being fit and having healthy hair, to being overweight, puffy, exhausted, depressed, achy, and losing hair by the handful. This is why I feel it’s so important to advocate for thyroid patients . . . and to help give thyroid a new and different face.

Beautiful Inside and Out is for the millions of you who have undiagnosed thyroid conditions—like I did, for twenty years . . . maybe even more. Conservative estimates say that at minimum, there are 27 million Americans with thyroid disease, and most of them are women, and most are undiagnosed. When I talk to some of the experts, they say that the actual number of thyroid patients in the United States is actually close to 60 million. That means that one in five Americans probably has a thyroid problem, most of them women who don’t even know it. And it’s estimated that among my friends in Canada, there are 10 million people with thyroid conditions, and 6 million more in the United Kingdom. Again, the majority are women, and most are undiagnosed.

We are definitely not alone!

That’s why it’s the perfect time for me to stand up. I’m owning my thyroid disease. I’m publicly and proudly promoting thyroid awareness and doing my best to be a positive voice for other thyroid patients.

I hope that as you read this book, you will soon discover that I’m just like you. Like millions of my fellow thyroid patients, I’ve run my hands through my hair and noticed how thin and lifeless it felt.

Like so many others with thyroid problems, I’ve known the frustration of wanting to look my best for a special occasion or event, and the misery of discovering that no matter how hard I exercised, or how little I ate, my body was just not doing what I needed it to do. It didn’t make sense. In fact, it seemed almost impossible—how could I eat so little, and work out so much, yet still not lose an ounce? What a helpless feeling. Especially in those times when my job in fact depended on my staying in shape.

I’ve agonized over the health of my unborn babies and cried many days after they were born because I barely had the energy to care for them.

I’ve had many mornings where I wake up and wonder how I am going to crawl out of bed, get dressed, and make breakfast for my children.

I know the heartbreak of saying “No” when one of the little ones asks to go to the park or my husband wants to have a romantic dinner date, and I simply do not have the energy even to move.

Thyroid disease is not something that affects only our parents and grandparents. It started for me in my twenties. So, if I can help even one person decide, “I’m going to insist on getting my thyroid checked,” or if I help someone else understand that things can and do get better . . . it will be one of the most important things I can do in this life.

I also want to say that there is light at the end of this tunnel. We can find answers and feel better again, but it’s pretty darn hard to do it alone. The good news is, we don’t have to.

And that’s why this book is so needed. You will find ideas, information, tips, pointers, and advice on how to get properly diagnosed and treated. Believe me, diagnosis is crucial, but holy cow, getting the right kind of treatment after the diagnosis can be a huge challenge in itself.

And Beautiful Inside and Out is also for the millions of you who are already diagnosed but know you could feel better, look better, and live better. We have information, resources, and ideas that can help you make sure you are getting the best possible treatment for you.

And because we’re turning the image of thyroid on its heels, we’ll talk about how to look and feel sassy, beautiful, and sexy. Yes, there I said it, sexy!

Because thyroid can be sexy! Sexy is about attitude, and let me tell you, figuring out how to move forward, to live, survive, and thrive despite my thyroid condition has required reaching down deep, and finding my passion and sense of purpose. My goal in Beautiful Inside and Out is that you might recognize your own experiences in my story. And if that helps you stand up for yourself with doctors, get a proper diagnosis, find out you have a thyroid condition, and get it properly treated, hooray! Or maybe you’ll draw on some extra eyebrows, squeeze into some Spanx, clip on some fake hair, and face the world with your head held high and proud, looking your best! Either way, being smart, confident, and empowered is sexy, and what Beautiful Inside and Out is all about!

I welcome you to join me on as we take our journey to wellness. Think of it as if we are sitting together on a cozy couch, over a cup of tea or a glass of wine, and sharing some girl time! Let’s get started on living, feeling, and being “thyroid sexy.”
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MY STORY
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Gena at nine, performing with a friend





1


[image: images]

The Show Must Go On

First say to yourself what would you be;

and then do what you have to do.

—EPICTETUS
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Gena on the Baywatch set



It might be a surprise to some people, but I’ve always been determined, willing to try new things, and open to mastering new skills. That’s what landed me my Hollywood career and has helped me face my thyroid challenges. It goes back to my childhood in Duluth, Minnesota, where I grew up with an older brother, Michael, and an older sister, Sheila.

As a toddler, everyone says I was outgoing . . . not the least bit shy. According to Sheila, I was also very determined: “We were looking at old movies my brother put on DVD, and there’s Gena at age two, hamming it up for the camera. There’s some film of her learning how to skate, she was saying in this determined little voice, ‘Don’t help me! I’ll do it myself!’ ”

Some of my own earliest memories are of being sick, and the year I was seven was especially tough. I went through weeks of excruciating stomachaches and ended up in the hospital with a ruptured appendix. After the surgery, all I remember is how terrible I felt all the time. My sister also remembers what that year was like: “Gena was always sick, complaining about severe stomachaches, and she barely ate anything. The doctor kept saying it was because she wasn’t eating right, but the poor child was hunched over and couldn’t even walk. She was so young to be so sick like that.”

My mother, Patricia, continued to take me back to the doctor for two years. When I was nine, the symptoms became so bad that they hospitalized me, and that’s when they finally discovered what was wrong. My mother explains, “Gena had a mammoth ball of infection in her abdomen. The doctors thought that she must have developed an abscess after her appendix surgery, and it had gotten infected and continued to grow all that year.”

Looking back, I remember it was hard to spend so much time in the hospital. But I also remember making friends with other children there. Some had cancer and other serious and chronic diseases. Volunteers brought us books and balloons to cheer us up. I even spent my ninth birthday there. It was a long recuperation from the surgery and left a large, ugly scar on my abdomen that made me reluctant to wear a two-piece swimsuit well into my teenage years.

One of the other major—but far happier—memories of my childhood was putting on shows. I dreamed of being a singer, even though I didn’t have the greatest singing voice. But I didn’t care. My idol in those days was Olivia Newton-John, and I never tired of singing her songs.

We had a huge deck that overlooked the backyard, and I turned it into my stage. With just an old record player, I recruited my neighborhood friends into an endless series of shows, ordering everyone to sing and dance. I was always the star and MC. I bribed everyone in the neighborhood to come, offering them free Kool-Aid and my mom’s homemade cookies if they would sit through my show.

My mother remembers the shows:

She was as funny and quirky as she is now. She loved to put on those shows, she was very dramatic. The kids would talk, sing, and each one used a jump rope for a microphone. I had made her this gray felt poodle skirt like the one that Olivia Newton-John wore in Grease, and she had a T-shirt with her name on it, and that was her entertaining outfit. There she’d be, singing her heart out into a jump rope. Always singing, and finally her dream came true, she went to an Olivia Newton-John concert, and of course, she wore her poodle skirt!

Though I was close to my father when I was little, he was abusive. When I was eleven, my world as I knew it fell apart when my mom put Sheila, Michael, and me in the car, and in the middle of the night, we moved away from Duluth. We lived in Colorado for a while, and then moved back to Minnesota where my grandmother lived. From that point onward, I didn’t have much to do with my father, and sadly, our relationship was strained from there on out.

It was hard. My mother was worried about making ends meet, I didn’t have a father, and I was the youngest. I always put on a brave, tough exterior, but inside, I felt confused about where I fit.

When onstage, making people smile or laugh, I could feel at peace during a time when everything else felt complicated. When I stood on our backyard stage, the world always felt right.

•  •  •

We ended up moving to Las Vegas, and that’s where I attended high school.

Through my early teens, I felt like an ugly duckling—tall, gawky, and awkward. It’s funny to say now, but I avoided wearing swimsuits. There I was, doing whatever I could to not have to wear a swimsuit, and I ended up making my living in one!

When I was around sixteen, I lost my baby pudge and started to become interested in clothes. I tried to be stylish, even though we were on a tight budget. My friend Ann’s mother was a great seamstress, and she helped us make some great outfits from Vogue patterns.

My mom remembers what it was like.

Gena had her own style. She’s never been “Oh, I have to have this or that style.” She would just get a feel for what she thought was cool and different, and try things out. And sure enough, if she wore something, the other girls would often follow her style. Gena was also someone who wanted to bring people together and create a community. She told me that everyone at high school was so uptight and stressed. So I helped her start a massage class in her high school. And it wasn’t too long before they were all working on each other’s backs!
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