














Praise for Raw


“Carter’s decade-spanning quest covers countless forms of therapy and self-help. Her relentless unease is palpable throughout, deftly portrayed through effective dialogue and memorable recollections.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“This memoir will resonate with readers seeking alternative paths to health and healing. We love how Carter complements her approach to healthy eating with an equally nourishing approach to thinking and feeling. This book is a living embodiment of ‘food for thought.’”


—RON HULNICK, PHD, President, University of
Santa Monica, and Mary R. Hulnick, PhD, Chief Educational
Officer, University of Santa Monica, coauthors of
Remembering the Light Within: A Course in Soul-Centered Living


“Carter understands internal landscapes, which she has learned to navigate with self-forgiveness and compassion. Her transformational, healing memoir will speak to anyone wanting to live a healthier, happier life. It’s a supportive and inspiring read for anyone on the path of consciousness.”


—CHRISTINE HASSLER, best-selling author of
Expectation Hangover


“Carter gracefully limns the tale of how a raw-food diet launched her into understanding and coming to terms with anxiety; in a world awash with food-based memoirs, this is juicy, fresh fruit.”


—LISA KOTIN, author of
My Confection: Odyssey of A Sugar Addict


“In this inspiring journey to liberation, the author shares the changes she made to move from someone who ‘wore failure like a shawl, clutched it around my shoulders and schlepped it with me’ to whole health and joy—body, mind, and spirit. Gift yourself with the wisdom in this beautifully written book.”


—LAURIE BUCHANAN, PHD, author of
Note to Self: A Seven-Step Path to Gratitude and Growth


“In Raw, Bella Mahaya Carter captures the challenges and opportunities of being born with many gifts, including those of a dancer, a researcher, an intuitive, and a teacher. Her book radiates with her vibrant energy as she learns to listen to her body, her fears, her memories, her mentors, her muse, and her own stream of consciousness. The reader learns from and is inspired by her courage, her mastery, and her generosity of spirit.”


—RONI BETH TOWER, PHD, award-winning author of
Miracle at Midlife


“Raw tells the story of a woman’s journey to accept herself on her own terms. Her path is filled with obstacles many readers will find intimately familiar: food, eating, mental health, motherhood, anxiety, insecurity, and ambition. Carter’s struggle to heal her mind, body, and spirit reminds me of the inner wisdom that resides in all of us and the difficulty of accessing it. Her honest, unflinching, relatable, and well-told story is a modern-day search for self. Carter’s journey will, no doubt, be a salve for many.”


—ROBIN FINN, MPH, MA, author of
Restless in L.A., coach, and advocate


“Sometimes we heal the spirit and the body follows. Sometimes it’s the other way around. Carter’s search for health, as detailed in this marvelous, uplifting memoir, reminds us that there is a rawness to the spirit that parallels the rawness of the foods we put into our bodies. I ate this book in one sitting, then went back for seconds. You will too.”


—JACK GRAPES, author of The Naked Eye


“Carter writes from a place of deep wisdom, compassion, and experience. In her wonderful book, you will find a teacher, guide, and friend.”


—ROD ROTUNDI, author of Real Food for Real People


“This book is a wave of positive, uplifting energy—a rare gift!”


—AGAPI STASSINOPOULOS, author of Wake Up to the Joy of You


“The way Carter takes responsibility for her health and healing is inspiring. This memoir pulled me in and gave me insight into my own journey. It will do the same for you. Excellent book!”


—ALISSA COHEN, author of Living On Live Food,
raw-food educator, speaker, and healer


“Woven with insightful personal experiences, Raw reveals the transformational healing power of ‘real’ food as nature intended it. Read, learn, and change your life!”


—RON RUSSELL, vegan chef and partner at SunCafe Organic


“Raw is a glorious book! Readers will identify with and learn from Carter’s perfectionism, be inspired by her courage to dive into challenging situations with a can-do attitude—despite uncertainty and fear—and appreciate her resistance to being pegged as being and doing only one thing with her life. Carter shares her perspective as an artist, a spiritual psychologist, and more. I know I will be thinking about this memoir for years to come.”


—CATHERINE PYKE, author of
Jane Lathrop Stanford: Mother of a University


“Raw is an adventure tale in the best sense of the word. This courageous memoir tells the story of Carter’s search for physical, mental, and spiritual health, from her first tentative steps toward wellness to her emergence as a confident and successful writer, teacher, and coach. With courage and honesty, Raw unflinchingly depicts the missteps, fears, regrets, and misgivings of Carter’s journey, as well as the joys and triumphs. Written in spare, elegant prose, Raw guides rather than preaches and reveals rather than moralizes. The result is a bracing look at how bodies, food, relationships, emotions, and beliefs interweave to make us who we are.”


—JILL JEPSON, author of Writing as a Sacred Path
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For Jim and Helen,
with gratitude and love




“The natural healing force within each one
of us is the greatest force in getting well.”
—Hippocrates




author’s note
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This is a work of creative nonfiction. I used journals, calendars, and personal notes, along with my memory and imagination, to tell this story. Every word is filtered through my point of view. Especially when speaking about others, I don’t claim to know the truth—only mine. I’ve tried to be honest. And kind. People, places, and events are real; however, in some cases—Dr. Vasiliev, Dr. Smiley, Dr. Kabir, and others—I’ve used fictitious names and modified identifying details to protect privacy.
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part one: body





chapter 1: dis-ease
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I don’t belong here, I thought. I wanted to leave, but I’d waited two months for this gastroenterology appointment and had no idea what I’d do if I walked out that door. At forty-three, I was the youngest person in the room by at least twenty years. The man across from me, his spine shaped like a question mark, coughed into his handkerchief. The woman seated to my right wore an oxygen mask. Several obese people stared at the TV, and an emaciated woman dozed in her chair. A man with sagging jowls and a gravelly voice assured the receptionist he was in the system; he’d been to this office several times before. Two hours earlier, I’d filled out new patient forms, checking yes for shortness of breath, burning and pressure in chest, abdominal pain, heartburn, nausea, and dizziness.


Twice the preceding week, I’d called my husband, Jim, at work, terrified because I thought I couldn’t breathe—and for the past month, I’d awakened each morning with the thought What if I’m too sick to drive my daughter to school? What if, while volunteering, I drop dead on the industrial, speckled-tile floor of her first-grade classroom?


I’d been to my internist, Dr. Vasiliev, twice. The first time, he told me to watch my diet. This advice, coming from a man at least thirty pounds overweight, was hard to take. Still, I considered keeping a log of everything I ate and tracking how different foods made me feel. But that felt like too much work. Perhaps it wasn’t the work that intimidated me, though, so much as my not wanting to admit how much my eating habits had deteriorated.


In the past, I’d been conscientious about healthy eating. I’d been a Fit for Life devotee in the eighties and a chicken and fish–eating “vegetarian” in the seventies, giving up all other meats the day I moved out of my mother’s house.


Years ago, when I was a young dance student at Juilliard, I read Diet for a Small Planet and wanted to eat what I thought was best for the earth and for my body. As a dancer, I craved maximum nutrition and minimal calories. Plant-based diets made sense on a lot of levels, and although I reduced my meat intake significantly, I didn’t give up chicken and fish. I also loved potato chips, candy, ice cream, pizza, and most other standard American diet (SAD) foods.


Over the years, my eating habits fluctuated, but by the time I showed up in Dr. Vasiliev’s office in 2000—three years before he sent me to this gastroenterologist—I was in a food slump. Salad greens wilted in my fridge, and when I needed energy on the road, I’d duck into a convenience store for an Almond Joy, Chunky, or king-size Hershey chocolate bar.


Dr. Vasiliev recommended over-the-counter remedies. I began popping Maalox like vitamins. Months passed and my condition worsened, so he scheduled an upper-GI-tract X-ray, aka a barium swallow.


The night before I underwent this procedure, I stared at my sleeping daughter. What if I fail the test? What if I have stomach cancer? The thought of my six-year-old daughter growing up without a mother was deliciously catastrophic. I allowed myself to wallow in the tragic sting of that thought—long enough to bring tears to my eyes—and then I snapped out of it and returned to the moment: Helen asleep in her bed, lacy eyelashes, vanilla-pudding skin, lips the color of raspberries. She snored lightly and smelled of yeast, honey, and Golden Delicious apples. She and her father constituted the real feast of my life, and I wasn’t ready to leave this banquet.


“Mrs. Carter?” the receptionist said. “You may go in now.”


I followed a nurse through a maze of examination rooms. She led me into one at the end of the corridor, closed the door, and reviewed my paperwork.


“How long has this been going on?” she asked.


“About three years,” I said. “Any idea what it could be?”


She shook her head. “Let’s see what the doctor says. He has a few patients before you, so make yourself comfortable.”


Alone inside the cold examination room, I once again regretted having not brought a book—a plight I’d become aware of three hours earlier in the waiting room. Several charts hung on green walls. One, a cross-section of an esophagus, looked like a woodcut print of a dancing octopus—purple arms whirling every which way—which was how I often felt: overextended in every direction. Another, labeled “Upper Gastrointestinal System,” showed men, women, and children, heads turned sideways, digestive organs highlighted in pink, stomachs shaped like giant kidney beans and attached to their respective esophagi. Long, narrow tubes led from stomach to throat. The woman’s esophagus was inflamed, accentuated with red flares. The man’s was constricted by what looked like a miniature, cream-colored corset, which was cancer. In an image beside that one, the cancerous esophagus was stented; a metal tube had been inserted into the fleshy organ. I wondered, Is this my future? Are the cells of my esophagus going schizoid? Is the tube narrowing or collapsing?


The barium swallow X-rays had yielded a diagnosis of mild gastro reflux.


“Can mild gastro reflux be this uncomfortable?” I asked my doctor.


He nodded. “But just to be sure, you should see a specialist.” Meanwhile, he prescribed drugs. It didn’t make sense to treat these symptoms without addressing their underlying cause. I believed drugs would allow my dis-ease to progress. Taking drugs felt tantamount to telling my body to shut up. I knew it was speaking to me; I just had no idea what it was trying to tell me.


It had been two years from the onset of symptoms to my first doctor’s visit, and another year before I’d made it to the gastroenterologist’s office. Had I waited too long?


After forty-five minutes, the door opened and the doctor breezed into the room, wearing a button-down shirt opened to the base of his sternum. Three ropy gold chains glittered against his curly black chest hair.


He glanced at my forms and at me and then said to the nurse, “Schedule an endoscopy.”


“What’s that?” I asked.


“A simple outpatient procedure,” he said, without looking up from my chart. “I won’t know anything until I get a look inside.”


You won’t know anything until you look into my eyes, I thought, but before I could ask another question, he was gone.


I’d waited two months and over three hours to see this man. I was numb and probably pale, because the nurse put her cool hand on my shoulder and said, “An endoscopy is a simple test where the doctor inserts a flexible tube down your throat. It has a camera so he can take pictures of your esophagus. I’ve had it done. It’s no big deal.”


“It sounds kind of invasive,” I said.


“A little, but it’s important if you want a proper diagnosis.”


“Would I be sedated?”


“It’s relatively painless. You’d probably be okay with a topical— though some people prefer to be knocked out.”


“Are there any risks or possible complications?”


“It’s very rare, but the endoscope could perforate your esophagus.”


“Then what?”


“Surgery.”


There’s no way I’m letting Dr. Gold Chains knock me out and stick a camera down my esophagus, I thought.


That night, I felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest. I couldn’t eat dinner. I went outside to get some fresh air—but still, I had the sensation that I couldn’t breathe, and my chest ached. It was the worst pressure I’d experienced in weeks.


“Get a second opinion,” my husband said.


The following morning, I called our insurance company at nine o’clock. I will not recount my HMO nightmare. All that matters is this: after I’d asked politely, and then not so politely, after I’d spoken with several supervisors, calmly arguing my case at first, and later pleading, the insurance company denied my request to consult a new gastroenterologist.


Exasperated, I slammed down the phone, thinking, I will heal myself—though I had no idea how.


Over the next few days, my resolve wavered and I worried that perhaps it was irresponsible of me not to have the endoscopy. But every time I considered going through with the procedure, I felt as if a giant hand were squeezing my chest.


That night I dreamed I was wandering through a hospital corridor filled with gurneys occupied by terminally ill patients. Some had tubes in various orifices; others were disfigured, without limbs or faces. I turned my head away, not wanting to look at what I sensed would be the worst sight of all—but then, unable to help myself, I peeked underneath sheets on the gurneys beside me. Bloody, headless corpses lay twitching on cold metal. Holy shit, I thought. If I don’t get out of here, I’ll become one of them. The building was a maze, the corridors endless. Finally, I made it to an elevator, which got stuck. I frantically pushed buttons. The doors opened, and I ran down a stairwell that led to a swamp. Can’t go there or I’ll sink, I thought. How do I get out of here?


“Wake up!” a voice said. “That’s how!”


I awakened with a pounding heart, gasping for breath, the words wake up reverberating from my core. I sensed that I needed to “wake up”—and not only from that dream, but in my life. Yet I had no idea what this meant, exactly, or how to accomplish it.
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Okay, I thought. I’ve got problems with my stomach. Doesn’t it make sense to think about what I’m putting into it? I went to the best place I could think of for information and support: our local bookstore. Three hours later, I returned home with the following books: Food Combining & Digestion: 101 Ways to Improve Digestion, by Steve Meyerowitz; Toxic Relief, by Don Colbert, MD; The Natural Way to Vibrant Health and Fresh Vegetable and Fruit Juices: What’s Missing in Your Body?, by Dr. N. W. Walker; and Fit for Life: A New Beginning, by Harvey Diamond.


It had been almost two decades since I’d read the original Fit for Life, which had shown me the digestive benefits of eating fruit in the morning and not combining proteins with carbohydrates. It had inspired years of healthy eating and living for my husband and me. But we’d long since fallen off the proverbial wagon. Reading Diamond’s new book, I learned about acidic versus alkaline environments in the body, and about how acidic foods contribute to inflammation, which is the first stage of many diseases. I also read an intriguing passage, which said that all diseases come from the same source: toxemia. Diamond explained that when the lymph system is overburdened with toxins, it can’t do its job keeping the body healthy. When people clean their lymph systems, they heal their bodies. Is that what I need: to clean my lymph system?


Some people did this by going on a “mono-diet,” a short-term cleansing diet where you eat as much as you want of a single nutritious food, such as apples, watermelon, kefir, buckwheat, rice, or even chocolate. These diets help cleanse the body and are not intended for extended periods of time. Three days is good— and they are beneficial as weekly cleansing fasts.


While I found all this fascinating, I wasn’t ready to try it. I’d never been good at fasting. I could make it through a morning without food, but by afternoon, I’d be dizzy and nauseous.


A couple weeks later, at my daughter’s soccer practice, I sat next to Larry, the father of one of my daughter’s preschool friends. After we exchanged polite greetings, I pulled Harvey Diamond’s book from my bag.


“What are you reading?” Larry asked.


I showed him the cover.


“Is it good?”


I nodded, and we fell into a conversation about nutrition, health, and aging.


“My mind isn’t as sharp as it used to be,” he said. “And I don’t get enough exercise.”


I told him about my gastro reflux and about the books I’d been reading. “Raw food seems the way to go in terms of nutrition,” I said, “but imagine living on carrot sticks and celery for the rest of your life!”


“I actually know a raw-food chef,” he said.


“There’s an oxymoron.”


“You’d be surprised,” he said. “She prepares gourmet dishes with special equipment. Her food’s amazing. We ate dinner at her apartment a few weeks ago. I’ve been thinking of hiring her.”


“That would be great,” I said, but I couldn’t help thinking, He’s a successful film producer who can afford to hire someone to make him healthy meals. I’m not so fortunate.
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One day, while driving to the grocery store, I noticed a yoga studio down the street from my house. I wonder if yoga would help, I thought. I hadn’t taken yoga in several years and missed it. I made an unexpected right turn, parked my car, and approached the studio. Through glass doors, I saw a class in progress. The schedule was posted on the door, and I decided to take their next class. I rushed home, changed my clothes, and returned to the studio.


I’d never been in a yoga studio like that one before. It was Bikram yoga—also known as hot yoga because it’s practiced in a room heated to 105 degrees. When I walked into the studio, I felt as if I’d walked into an oven that reeked of stale sweat. If I can learn to breathe in here, I thought, I can breathe anywhere. The students were tanned and toned, the women dressed in skimpy shorts and bra tops, the men bare-chested. It had been a long time since I’d worked out. I was flabby and stiff. I set up my mat in the back of the room, behind a Gumby-like woman stretching every which way. It seemed as if she was made of rubber and I was made of lead. But I was told the idea was that even metal bends when you heat it—so off I went into my first set of pranayama breathing exercises, knuckles clenched underneath my chin, elbows lifting, sucking in sweat-drenched air.


I don’t know how I made it through two sets of twenty-six postures—especially with that teacher, who I later found out was known for holding poses longer than most and making people do what their bodies might be screaming at them to avoid. He was a drill-sergeant type, barking out orders for his intense regimen and simultaneously instructing us to smile as we endured the infamous “Bikram torture chamber.”


Several times, I thought I was going to pass out. I stopped, and the teacher allowed me to lie on my back, since it was my first class, but he told me, “Catch your breath and join us as soon as you can.”


He also said, “The harder this feels, the more you need it,” and the clincher: “This yoga heals everything.”


“You did great,” he said after class, and I figured the best thing about the class was that it was over. But when I walked outside into the fresh air, my body felt better than it had in months. Not only was I breathing more easily, with less pressure on my chest, but I felt spacious inside—unimaginably expanded.


I went home, enjoyed a glorious shower, and settled down with my journal. Ready to take on my own healing, I asked myself these questions: “When did your stomach problems begin? Can you trace their origins?” I couldn’t answer either.





chapter 2: the road to raw
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All nutritional roads led to raw food, but I was afraid to take them. The diet seemed Spartan and extreme—maybe even crazy. How could anybody live on vegetables, fruit, nuts, and seeds? I could hear my stepfather’s voice in my head: What are you, a squirrel? Or, I know your childhood nickname was Birdie, but don’t you think this is taking things too far? Eating seeds is for the birds!


My 2004 summer reading list was loaded with health and nutrition books that presented three natural paths to healing: diet, exercise, and colonic cleansing. Having water sprayed up my ass was right up there with eating nothing but raw food—not exactly on my bucket list. The main thing I wanted to do before I died was write books and see them published by reputable houses. I’d written several manuscripts and had published in literary journals, but I still hadn’t had a book-length manuscript published and was beginning to think I never would. Still, I kept showing up at my writers’ group, tinkering with stories, essays, and poems, and scribbling in my journal. At the same time, life needed to be lived. Helen was seven and about to begin second grade at a private school. We’d yanked her out of public school after two years, when it had become clear that she wasn’t getting the quality education her private-school friends enjoyed.


While Helen attended camp that summer, I dove into stories about people whose lives had been not only healed but transformed by changing their diet. Maybe I didn’t have to go totally raw. Perhaps I could take some middle or side road, as opposed to the high, raw road, which, despite its proclaimed health benefits, was unpaved.


One of my favorite authors was Dr. Norman Walker, whom many considered the father of the natural-foods movement. In his book The Natural Way to Vibrant Health, he described himself as an adult who, after a childhood of ill health, refused to accept sickness as a way of life. Walker grew up in London before the turn of the twentieth century. At five, he became ill and went into a coma. Doctors couldn’t diagnose his illness and said he wouldn’t survive. He did, though his childhood was a sickly one. As a young man, after suffering a nervous breakdown and other maladies, he went to the North of France, where he lived on a farm and ate mostly what grew in the garden: raw vegetables and fruits. On Sundays, they killed a rooster or duck and ate that.


While on the farm, Walker was inspired to put carrots through a feed grinder, strain them through a dish towel, and drink the juice. He did this every day and began to notice a radical improvement in his health. After that, he wrote extensively about the health benefits of juicing. Raw juices not only allowed the body to assimilate vitamins and minerals immediately but also helped relieve and revitalize the digestive system.


If juicing healed Norman Walker, I thought, maybe it can heal me. I resurrected our old juicer from storage and once or twice a day made fresh juice. Carrot juice. Celery juice. Cucumber juice. Beet juice. Every now and then I bit the bullet and drank wheatgrass juice, which tasted horrible but was known to provide superior nutrition. Other greens didn’t taste bad. I juiced romaine lettuce, parsley, Swiss chard, spinach … Even the bitter taste of kale could be tamed when paired with fruit juices.


My family and friends enjoyed my concoctions. Nothing went down easier on a hot summer day than a glass of fresh pine-apple or cantaloupe juice—cool, sweet, smooth, and delicious. Helen loved fresh apple and pineapple juice, but the only vegetable juice she liked was carrot. That was the summer of “Got carrots?” mustaches and frothy virgin cocktails.


By the time Helen started school in the fall, I had to admit the juice was tasty, gave me energy, and was easier to digest than food, but it hadn’t cured me. Not that I expected it to be a panacea. Deep down I knew I’d only stuck my toe into the sea of dietary changes I needed to make if I expected healing, but I was refusing to jump in and start swimming. Part of me was still afraid to do anything “drastic.” But another part of me understood the saying “One form of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result.” What good was fresh fruit and vegetable juice when I was still eating processed, enzyme-depleted foods? Packaged foods. Refined sugar. White flour. Walker called white flour “the staff of death.” Death? White flour had been a staple in my mother’s kitchen for over fifty years, and so had butter, pasta, eggs, meat, and white sugar! I’d grown up on those foods, and although my dietary consciousness and choices had evolved slightly, my diet was only minimally healthier than the standard American diet— whose acronym, as I mentioned in chapter 1, is SAD.


Life marched on. I worried my husband drank too much. I worried about money, and about our family’s transition to Helen’s new school. It felt like we’d all enrolled. We’d all been interviewed. During the first week of school, I impulsively volunteered to choreograph the school musical. “I studied dance at Juilliard,” I told the headmaster, leaving out that I knew zilch about Broadway show dancing. My experience had been in concert choreography—and that had been decades ago. How hard could it be? I asked myself later, in the throes of volunteer’s remorse.


Meanwhile, I kept stewing over my health. I wasn’t sure I was up to it artistically, but also physically. What if someone at school finds out about my stomach? What if I feel sick during a rehearsal? And on a deeper, less conscious level: What if I appear (or am!) less than perfect?


I continued my diet and nutrition reading throughout that fall. As the days cooled, I sat by the fire with my stack of books, secretly hoping I’d read something that would change my life. I desperately wanted to feel better so I could do something with my life. I hadn’t “made it” as a writer, but I had other talents. Maybe it was time to give up that dream, which I’d (stupidly?) worked toward over twenty years. But maybe that was all it ever was—a dream. Now that Helen was in private school, we needed money, and I wasn’t making any. Still, I couldn’t think about that until I felt better.


In Fit for Life: A New Beginning, Harvey Diamond writes about enjoying a big salad for dinner. A salad for dinner? How could anyone make a meal of salad? Growing up in an Italian American household, I ate salads that consisted of assorted antipasti, such as roasted red peppers drenched in olive oil, or a small bowl of iceberg lettuce, a few tomato wedges, and a sprinkling of dried oregano. Either way, salad was a bit player, never a leading lady. Salad was supposed to accompany a meal, not be the meal. Salad didn’t fill me. Didn’t satisfy me. I needed—I thought I needed—carbs or protein. At least one or the other.


Diamond kept driving home the point that fresh produce provided superior nutrition and was also an excellent natural healer. One reason for this was that most fruits and vegetables create alkalinity in the body. (Meat does the opposite: it’s acid-forming.) Diseases thrive in acidic environments and die in alkaline ones. Medical research has shown that even cancer goes into remission when the body is alkaline. Diseases just can’t live in an alkaline atmosphere.


What am I supposed to do, I wondered—live on salad? What will I do when I eat at someone else’s house? Or go to restaurants? What will my friends and family say?


Exercise eased my anxiety. I’d been back to the Bikram Torture Chamber, as my first teacher jokingly called it—but to me it was no joke. Every time I went to that yoga studio I felt like I was going to die, or at least pass out. However, I soon discovered that the first class of the day—at six thirty in the morning—wasn’t as oppressive heat-wise. Also—and this was a huge plus—the early-morning teachers were more lenient and forgiving. I rearranged our carpool schedule so I could practice yoga a couple days a week. At eight o’clock, when I walked out of the studio, I felt like a new woman. Unfortunately, the feeling never lasted long. And sometimes, climbing the stairs to our house, I felt exhausted—at eight fifteen in the morning.


By November—despite the grumblings of inner voices I now refer to as my gremlins, and whose job, I’ve come to understand, was to maintain the status quo—I made significant dietary changes: I quit eating eggs, toast, or cereal for breakfast and ate only fruit instead. For lunch, I ate salad, and for dinner, steamed veggies, pasta, rice, or potatoes. I cut out the meat in my diet (chicken and fish), as well as refined sugar.


On nights when I ate pasta for dinner, it tasted like cardboard. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe because pasta was my fallback food, something I made when I was tired and had nothing planned. Which was often. But worse than the taste was how I felt after I ate it: bloated—as if the spaghetti were sitting in an undigested clump in my chest—for hours.


After reading that jumping was the ideal exercise for maximizing the efficiency of the lymph system, I purchased a rebounder. I’d read that the lymph system is made up of vessels that run through the body and pass through lymph nodes ranging in size from almonds to peas, and that clusters of lymph nodes live in our armpits, neck, chest, abdomen, and groin. Our lymph vessels carry waste fluid that surrounds our cells, cleans the fluid, and returns it to our blood. Exercise—especially jumping—helps keep these fluids moving. I put myself on a rebounding schedule and, three or four times a week, attempted to jump my way back to health.
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I had no idea how I’d get through the holidays and was feeling sorry for myself because, despite the “sacrifices” I’d made giving up certain foods and the “hard work” I’d put into exercising, my stomach still didn’t feel great.


Around this time, I received a card from an old high school friend who was seriously ill. I called him and was shocked to hear that Jeremy, whom I remembered as an athletic, vibrant, and fiercely independent person, had been diagnosed with cancer early that year. Later, they realized it wasn’t cancer but a rare vascular disease. He’d had major abdominal surgery and now needed full-time care. He couldn’t go to the bathroom by himself, couldn’t hold a pen or pencil, could no longer read, and spent his days bedridden, trying to get comfortable. Despite this, his voice sounded the same; not only was he not depressed or bitter, he hadn’t lost his sense of humor. Nor was he afraid to die. “I’ve lived my life the way I’ve wanted,” he told me. “I’ve had a good time. I’ve done things my way. If it’s time to go, so be it.”


I couldn’t believe my ears; I felt completely different. Part of the reason I was so desperate to heal was that I felt like I hadn’t done what I’d come here to do. Talking to Jeremy put my health problems into perspective and inspired me to try something different—and, at the same time, to face down an old fear. I’d been closed to the whole notion of colonics, even though the experts swore by them. The late, great Dr. Ann Wigmore said all diseases started in the colon, and Norman Walker wrote, “The very best of diets can be no better than the very worst, if the sewage system of the colon is clogged with the collection of waste.”


The idea of presenting that part of my anatomy to anybody terrified me. I hadn’t done so since childhood, when my father would force me over his knee, yank down my panties, and beat me with his leather belt. Between therapy and writing, I thought I’d healed all that, but contemplating receiving a colonic treatment triggered old fear and shame. I was sure I’d feel powerless, dominated, and humiliated. Still, I forced myself to read the literature. It might have helped if I could have discussed it with someone who had been through it, but I didn’t know anybody who’d had colonic treatments—at least, parents weren’t talking about them at children’s birthday parties, which comprised the bulk of my social life.


My dialogues were internal ones, and largely unconscious. They took place between my gremlins and me. I didn’t realize it at the time, but my gremlins were like overprotective parents consumed by fear. They detested change and attempted to sabotage any plan that might lead to it. I, of course, was desperate for change and battled those voices daily. My internal fighting at that time went something like this:


Colonics are disgusting.


They’re therapeutic.


They’re filthy and repulsive—like you! How could you let anyone do that to you?


No one would be “doing” anything to me.


You never saw it coming when you were little, either, but you’d get whacked—and you deserved it.


I was three years old! Nothing I could have done warranted those beatings. Dad was out of control.


You’re the one who’s out of control now.


I’m trying to take control—be responsible for my own health.


Don’t be such a know-it-all. Who do you think you are? Leave the healing to the doctors—and don’t expose your bare ass to anybody!


Despite this internal struggle, I sensed that perhaps something good could come from receiving a colonic treatment. I was running out of healing options—or so I thought. If nothing else, perhaps it might be a declaration to myself (and the universe) that I meant business. I’d do anything to heal.


I scheduled my appointment right after Thanksgiving. But when the big day arrived, my daughter came down with a fever, so I had to cancel. My gremlins were pleased, and I felt relieved.


“Who were you talking to?” Helen asked, her face flushed, when I took a glass of water into her room.


“Just a lady I was supposed to see today,” I said. “But really I’d rather be here with you.”


A week later, I had my treatment. It took me a while to locate the facility, which was upstairs in a narrow, second-story building that looked more like an apartment than an office. A few neglected plants sat withering beside a concrete wall in need of a paint job. I’d chosen a midrange price option; I wondered if I should have splurged and gone to Beverly Hills.


The deserted lobby featured worn, overstuffed sofas, jars of vitamins and herbs, bookshelves filled with health-related literature, and a coffee table covered with pamphlets. I signed in, took a seat, and picked up a pamphlet titled, “Are You Constipated?” Apparently, most Americans are. The healthy bowel, I read, moved once or twice daily. I was lucky if mine moved every other day. According to the colonics literature, if you have time to read on the toilet, you’re constipated. Human excrement is supposed to slip-slide out easily, without any pushing, squeezing, or wincing.


After fifteen minutes, my name was called and I was led to a small room with a massage-type table set against a wall, underneath an open window. I disrobed and changed into a hospital gown, open in back. When the therapist told me the colon was a muscle, I was surprised and relieved. As a former dancer, I had confidence in my muscles. I can do this, I thought.


Then came the lying prone on the table, the parting of my cotton robe, and, finally, exposing my bottom. To my surprise, my gremlins were silent.


“I’m going to rinse your colon with about twenty gallons of warm, filtered water,” the therapist said. “We’ll do several fills and releases. Try to hold each one as long as you can.”


The physical sensation was far from pleasant but nothing like a beating. Unlike in my childhood, I knew now that I was in control and could stop anytime. But I was determined to make the most of the healing opportunity. As I held water, I thought, What do I want to keep or hold on to? And as I let the water out, I thought, What am I ready to let go of? With each release, I began letting go. I visualized my father’s anger—a sharp-clawed creature with giant hands—being sucked out of me, flying out the open window, and vanishing into the sky. I tried to release my hunger for approval from others and vowed to trust myself more. I envisioned all my fears, shame, and humiliation as crusty turds, defenseless against the surge of cleansing water, and mentally washed them away, along with my reluctance to try new things— even so-called disgusting or drastic things.
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Driving home, I flashed back to my vegan days—some twenty years earlier—when I went to a health-foods market and filled my basket with organic kale, collard greens, spinach, and other vegetables and fruits.


“Are you one of those raw foodists?” a pimple-faced kid at the cash register asked.


“No,” I said, not knowing what he was talking about. I pictured gray-haired hippies, sans makeup, sprouting underarm hair, and wearing Birkenstocks. That was the first time I’d heard the term. I never could have predicted that twenty years later, I—a lipstick-wearing, armpit-shaving, strappy sandal–footed woman—would be driving home from a colonic treatment feeling lethargic, my abdomen cramping, and thinking, I need to go raw.


I returned to the bookstore to see if I could find a book written specifically about raw food and picked up Raw Family: A True Story of Awakening, by Victoria, Igor, Sergei, and Valya Boutenko. This slim volume contained a hefty message—that Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine, had been right: “Everyone has a doctor in him or her; we just have to help it in its work. The natural healing force within each one of us is the greatest force in getting well. Our food should be our medicine. Our medicine should be our food.”


The healing described in this book was exactly what I’d been seeking. I was amazed, and deeply inspired, by their story. The Boutenko family had moved to the United States from Russia in 1989, when Victoria was offered a teaching position at a Denver community college, where she was invited to lecture about Gorbachev and perestroika. Having never been exposed to both the quantity and the variety of foods available in the Unites States, Victoria and her family wanted to sample it all: convenient packaged foods, fast foods, pizza, donuts—you name it, they ate their way into American culture.


Over several years, Victoria gained one hundred pounds and developed arrhythmia, a numb arm, rashes, and depression. Her husband, Igor, developed thyroid problems and arthritis. Their daughter, Valya, had asthma, and their son, Sergei, developed juvenile diabetes. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Victoria, in an attempt to keep her son alive (and off insulin), read countless books on natural healing through diet and nutrition. She had not only herself to heal, but her family, too. They began their raw journey in 1994. Eleven years later, as I read their story, they’d cured all their illnesses by eating raw food—even Sergei’s diabetes.


Despite this remarkable testimony, their book challenged me at times. Victoria and other proponents of raw food said cooked food was addictive. That seemed like a radical statement. I was sure my mother, a woman who had nourished her family for over half a century with her delicious cooked food, would have dismissed this notion as quackery. I might have done so, too, except that I detected a kernel of truth in the statement—a truth I couldn’t explain or imagine but wanted to understand.


I purchased a book online: Alissa Cohen’s Living on Live Food. Three things struck me about this book: the price, the testimonials, and the recipes. Thirty-five dollars was a lot of money for a softcover book, but it featured over five hundred pages that contained staggering testimonials from people who had used raw food to cure diabetes, acne, migraines, asthma, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, hypoglycemia, colitis, diverticulitis, candida, arthritis, allergies, depression, anxiety, rashes, menopausal symptoms, chronic fatigue, cancer, back, neck and joint pain, and more—just by eating raw!


The book also contained 290 recipes, most of which seemed doable. These recipes were nothing like the ones in Juliano Brotman’s RAW: The UNcook Book, which Jim had given me for Christmas. I loved that book’s exquisite, artful photographs, but the recipes were way too complicated—suitable, perhaps, for an advanced raw-food culinary arts class, but I needed an easy reader. I needed “run, Jane, run”–type instructions, which was what Cohen’s book provided. Victoria Boutenko also shared practical recipes for beginners.


“You have the right to imagine yourself the way you want to be,” Cohen wrote. These words gave me hope. I wanted to be well. I wanted to feel great. I wanted vibrant health and abundant energy, and I wanted my life to matter. It was 2005. In March, I’d turn forty-five. I was ready to go 100 percent raw.





chapter 3: going raw
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When Jim and I moved in together after college, I believed I was a liberated woman. I’d been president of my college feminist organization, was one of a handful of women entering a competitive, male-dominated graduate program at USC’s film school, and had come from three generations of working women.


My mother had been a high school PE teacher and the district-wide director of health, physical education, and athletics for Hicksville public schools on Long Island—and when Ronald Reagan was president, she moved to Washington, DC, to serve as director of the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports, working closely with Arnold Schwarzenegger. My grandmother had been a Juilliard-trained pianist and conductor of a ladies’ choral group, and she had taught music in New York City public schools. She’d earned her master’s degree and done all her PhD coursework at Columbia University. My great-grandmother, whose parents had emigrated from Italy, had been a milliner and shop owner.


But despite their work outside the home, my maternal ancestors did all the work inside the home—particularly the cleaning and cooking. I grew up believing cooking was not only women’s work but also the essence of nurturing. My mother, whom I idolized as a child, praised women who cooked and condemned those who did not. “Those people don’t cook,” she’d say sotto voce about my father’s Jewish relatives—as if not cooking were synonymous with not bathing or not telling the truth.


You might think a woman like this would have taught her daughters how to cook, but, except for holiday baking, my mother preferred to perform solo in the kitchen. It was her quiet time. Her meditation. My sisters and I knew to stay out of her way. “I don’t like people under my feet while I’m working,” she’d say if we ventured into her kitchen. “You can help after dinner.” She was happy to let us clean up.


My mom, sisters, and I did the housework. My stepbrother took out the trash and mowed the lawn. Mom also worked in the garden, planting vegetables, herbs, and azaleas. But in our house, only females folded laundry, ironed, dusted, vacuumed, washed floors, and cleaned bathrooms. The dictum was never spoken, but it was clearly conveyed: cooking and cleaning were women’s work.


I didn’t give this much thought—until I went to a women’s college and took a gender studies class. The sexual revolution, I learned, had come and gone. Robin Morgan and two hundred others had protested the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City when I was eight years old. They’d tossed bras, girdles, high heels, and other “instruments of female torture” into a Freedom Trash Can. Thanks to those demonstrators and countless others, I was free— or so it seemed. It was easy to think “liberation” in college while living in my own dorm room on a gorgeous campus. Easy to believe it in the house I shared with female friends. Easy to experience it even while sharing my tiny first apartment with Jim, because I was in graduate school and was crazy-busy making films.


We ate out a lot in those days—mostly fast food but also cheap Chinese, Japanese, and Thai, since we lived in Monterey Park, a Chinese suburb of Los Angeles. We also ate at twenty-four-hour diners at two or three in the morning after late-night shoots. I liked to tell people Jim and I attended USC on the “two-for-one plan”—two students for the price of one—because Jim worked on all my films. We shot on weekends and edited at night, since Jim worked weekdays as a chemist in an environmental chemistry lab.


In my last year of film school, my dad died and left me money, which Jim and I used to buy a house on Wonderland Avenue in Laurel Canyon.


Soon after graduating, I was offered a paid internship at Columbia Pictures, but Jim and I were on our honeymoon when the notification letter arrived; by the time we’d returned home, they’d hired somebody else. “I hope this isn’t any indication of the effect marriage is going to have on my career,” I said, but Jim, forgiving my outburst, said, “Maybe it’s for the best.”


“How so?”


“I know you’d be a great producer,” he said, “but if you took the job, you wouldn’t have time to write your own stuff.”


“Maybe you’re right,” I said, and took it as a sign that I was supposed to be doing my own creative work.


Over the next couple of years, I wrote a screenplay. “Maybe I should get a job,” I’d say when the writing wasn’t going well, though the artist in me dreaded this prospect.


“Only if you want to,” Jim said, “but you don’t have to. I’m happy supporting you. Besides, we wouldn’t be living in this house if it weren’t for your inheritance. Plus, you contribute a lot.” I disregarded my contributions. Jim paid our monthly mortgage and everything else. Still, I was grateful for the gift of time to follow my bliss and reach for my dreams. I was happy for Jim’s (and my dad’s) support.
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I showed up at my desk every day. Dance had been a good training ground. I believed freedom came through discipline, success through hard work.


Those were the years when my newly awakened feminist mind clashed with my upbringing. I bristled against the women-do-all-the-cooking-and-cleaning model. “It’s not fair for me to do all the cleaning and the cooking,” I’d complain. “I’m working. I’m just not getting paid.” Jim—an easygoing guy, and ever the peacemaker—said, “I can cook.”


He had a knack for combining ingredients, cooked intuitively, and was a natural chef, whereas I felt clueless. If I wanted to try a new recipe, I’d follow it to the letter. Not Jim. He’d follow the recipe but defer to his instincts and taste buds. Jim roasted, baked, or broiled chicken, turkey, or fish, concocted savory sauces, and stir-fried veggies and tofu. I used to ask him in those early years if the fact that he was a chemist had anything to do with his knowing what flavors went well together.


But even though Jim had offered to cook and I loved being spared that “chore,” inside I felt guilty, like I was some fast-talking New Yorker taking advantage of this California dude’s laid-back nature. Still, I did all the housework. I did his laundry. I ironed his shirts. I kept his social calendar. I picked up his dry-cleaning. Yet not cooking for him—even with his consent—felt like some kind of womanly sin. According to my upbringing, I was “supposed” to do all these things, have a fabulous career, and cook. It was my “duty” to have dinner waiting for the man I loved when he came home from work every evening—as my mother had done. Not doing this proved I wasn’t a real woman, or that I was majorly flawed. Probably both. These thoughts ran quiet and deep. I was barely conscious of them, and they weren’t loud enough for me to ask Jim to quit cooking—though many times over the years I stepped in and gave it a go.


Meanwhile, I pretended my life was perfect. Whenever the subject came up with my family, I’d strut like a peacock. “Oh, Jim does the cooking,” I’d boast from my feminist high horse. “He’s a fabulous cook.” I wanted to appear modern, liberated, and too much of an artist to waste valuable time in the kitchen. I sensed that my family—especially my mother—didn’t approve, but at the same time I knew she was rooting for me.


My mom and I had always been close. Once, my stepbrother referred to me as her carbon copy. He meant it in a derogatory way, but I took it as a compliment. She was smart, creative, beautiful, and talented. I wanted to be just like her. And nobody loved me like she did. No one believed in me the way she did. She had always been my biggest fan. I had no doubt she wanted the best for me and was cheering for me to achieve my dreams. But during those years, I couldn’t help wondering, Would my mother have spent so much time in the kitchen if she’d been born a generation later? Or if her ancestors hadn’t been Italian? Or if she’d had a different husband?
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