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Alternate-Day Fasting

By Havpen Fietp / GrapHics By JusTtiN
Clay

he air in her serene bed-
I room retains the quality of a
mother’s cool fingers press-
ing down on your forehead. Grey-blue
walls enclose a potted orchid, a porce-
lain teacup, a pale blue lantern with a
golden light inside. But the soothing
quality of Jessica Meli’s bedroom does
not reflect the battle she began fighting
in May 2011 against her body’s inexpli-
cable 100-pound weight gain — a war
against a faulty thyroid, scheming food
sensitivities and high levels of sneaky
bad bacteria. Her weapon against obe-
sity? Alternative medicine.

Her battle began in May 2011, with
Meli gaining five pounds per week
while only consuming about 800 cal-
ories. She picked up her war weap-
on by going to an alternative medical
clinic that specializes in natural hor-
mone replacement, where her test re-
sults showed her that multiple factors
were contributing to her weight gain
— namely a deficiency in three key hor-
mones, internal inflammation caused
by her dairy and gluten sensitivities,
a cortisol imbalance in her adrenal
glands and a vitamin deficiency.

Dr. Susan Tanner, a doctor of ho-
listic medicine at Southern Environ-
mental Medicine Center, says Meli’s
health issues are much more common
than most people realize. She cites a
common and vicious cycle as responsi-
ble for Meli’s cortisol imbalance. “The
adrenal system is producing cortisol to
buffer the body against stressors of any
kind, whether emotional, physical or
illness,” she says. “It keeps bumping up
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cortisol to try to help buffer the body
against these reactions, and then ex-
cessive amounts of cortisol cause blood
sugar and insulin problems that affect
the metabolism. The other reason is
that a reason that a lot of people devel-
op these in the first place is they have
some issues with their ability to break
down and absorb molecules of food.”

Meli agrees with Dr. Tanner’s ap-
proach because she believes in attack-
ing a problem such as her weight gain
and other health issues directly at its
source.

“Traditional modern medicine is
very symptom-oriented and is very
good at treating acute problems, but
it has almost no regard for underly-
ing causes for the symptoms that you
have,” Meli says, sitting cross-legged
on her lilac bedspread. Her wavy black
hair sets off intense blue-green eyes
that continuously verify we're on the
same page.

“The drug companies just want to
stay in business; they have a huge say
on what modern doctors are allowed to
do.”

The doctors at Meli’s first alterna-
tive clinic were a little stumped. They
prescribed a thyroid hormone replace-
ment drug, recommended detox sau-
nas and started Meli on estrogen and
progesterone hormone replacement.
When her menstrual cycle didn’t reg-
ulate after three months, they started
her on the Wiley Protocol — an ex-
treme hormone replacement method
used for men desiring sex changes.
Two months later, Meli’s cycle was reg-
ular again, but she didn’t stick with al-
ternative medicine because she didn’t
see the immediate weight loss results
she craved.

“IThe weight loss| often takes
many months, but most people will see
some weight loss even within the first
month,” says Dr. Tanner. “It may not
be dramatic, but it will be some. The
first step is that we’ll start patients on
an elimination diet; we're taking out
all of the most common inflammatory
foods. It doesn’t mean theyre always
sensitive for that particular patient,
but if we remove those, we're usually
hitting some of them.”

In Profile

In the meantime, Meli’s array of
health problems, including significant
weight gain, was starting to take a ma-
jor toll on her emotional well-being as
well as physical.

“I felt like I completely lost my
identity because I was super focused
on my figure before, like obsessive-
ly, and it was just like I felt like T was
completely losing control,” Meli says.
“When T was at my heaviest I was just
really depressed, and I barely ever went
to class. T would just stay inside all day.
I stopped doing the things I love to do
— I wouldn’t go shopping, T wouldn’t
go hiking, T just basically was a shut-
in. T had always been a straight-A stu-
dent and failed my first class ever, and
I completely let my grades slip for all
of my sophomore year. Everything just
went to shit. That sucked... I just felt
like I had nothing. I lost my weight, my
grades, my relationships, some friend-
ships, things like that—so that was re-
ally hard.”

Meli began seeing another doctor
at the same time, a traditional (read:
not alternative) endocrinologist who
switched her to a more standard thy-
roid hormone replacement drug. Meli
continued to gain weight, then later
started to maintain it.
But above all, she want-
ed to feel like herself
again.

“T decided to try an
alternative route again
this past summer 2013,”
Meli explains, simul-
taneously pulling out
a huge bamboo basket
filled with blue-, black-,
and white-capped sup-
plements to illustrate
her point. “It’s called
Progressive Medical
Center, and they have a team of doc-
tors from MDs to naturopaths and nu-
tritionists who basically do a very com-
prehensive approach to your problems
and test a lot of different things.”

Meli lost seven pounds over the
course of summer 2013 by simply cut-
ting out gluten and dairy to humor her
food sensitivities, but she attributes
most of her weight loss (20 pounds in
a month and a half) to a method called
alternate-day fasting — eating 300 cal-
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ories every other day on her “fast days”
and eating normally on others.

“I have more energy and more fo-
cus, and so far I've noticed that my hy-
poglycemia has gone away,” Meli says,
smiling. “I used to do the thing where
you do small meals every couple hours,
and I would get shaky and headache-y
after three to four hours without eat-
ing... I was really hesitant [to try alter-
nate-day fasting] because you always
hear about your metabolism shutting
down from fasting and all this stuff.”

But a BBC documentary called
“Eat, Fast and Live Longer” and Seth
Roberts, a personal science blogger
who posted a success story, changed
Meli’s mind. Roberts’s friend Dave was
overweight, struggling with hypoglyce-
mia and gluten and dairy sensitivities
just like Meli. But when he attempted
alternate-day fasting, his hypoglyce-
mia went away, he lost weight and was
eventually able to eat gluten and dairy
again whenever he so desired. “T feel
really great right now; I have more
energy,” Meli says. “I don’t have those
horrible episodes where T pass out for
hours on end at a time; I feel physically
lighter, like I can do more things... It’s
just kind of surreal, actually, because I

“Ifeelreallygreatrightnow;
I have more energy...l feel
like for the first time ['m not
struggling against anything.

— Jessica Meli

feel like for the first time I'm not strug-
gling against anything. I go out to eat
more, T have more fun with things and
I have this awesome sense of liber-
ation. T always felt like T was rallying
against something that wouldn’t move,
like I was slamming into a brick wall,
and I feel like now I'm progressing.”
Dr. Tanner believes that vitamin
deficiencies and other medical prob-
lems cause a vast majority of metabolic
and health issues for people like Meli.

“I think a lot of people have food sen-
sitivities they don’t know they have,
such as gluten and dairy, because it
doesn’t necessarily give you symptoms
that happen immediately when you eat
it,” she says. “When you eat something
and can’t breathe, you know, but some-
times with these sensitivities there’s
a headache, fatigue or mild gastroin-
testinal discomfort but not anything
that’s so dramatic as, ‘Oh, it’s because I
ate this or that.”™

She also strongly believes that anti-
biotics worsen health issues like Meli’s
due to over-prescription and over-di-
gestion in antibiotic-laden foods.

“The inflammation leads to mal-
digestion and hits the small intestinal
lining, the body sends out antibodies
to those spots and the cause of that in-
flammation can be the starting point
for food sensitivities,” Dr. Tanner says.

Meli herself suggests that people
considering alternative medicine treat-
ments for obesity should focus on gut
and colon health because that can af-
fect the thyroid and is known to be a
huge cause for inflammation, weight
gain and other functional problems.

She also underscores the impor-
tance of eliminating food sensitivities,
taking probiotics to
support digestive
health, taking the
right vitamins and
trying out alter-
nate-day fasting in
a healthy way. The
combination of her
current  alternative
medical treatments
propel Meli to look
towards the future
with a bright outlook
about what she can
accomplish.

“T've always loved the outdoors,
and it’s always been one of my lifelong
goals to be able to do an intense hik-
ing trip thorough the mountains, like a
week-long thing,” Meli explains with a
hopeful smile. “I want to really just be
doing things like yoga and rock climb-
ing and biking again for fun and basi-
cally just be able to feel like I can do
a lot of things. Feeling energized and
active is my goal, more than anything
else.”
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