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			“A true inspiration…Hazel Dixon-Cooper’s book is an in-depth, honest, and eye-opening look at the diet industry…and is a must read for everyone who has ever considered a quick-fix weight-loss plan.” 

			—Craig & Jenny Dumnich, Co-Founders of CraigandJennyD, Fusion Performance Institute & Retreats Re-Imagined

			“With humor and piercing insight into the diet culture, Hazel teaches us how to heal our relationship with food and with ourselves. We highly recommend this book as a guide to help anyone stop yo-yo dieting and learn how to listen to their body.” 

			—Thane & Cynthia Murphy, Assuaged, Inc.

			“Your life is about to change for the better. Hazel Dixon-Cooper shares her incredible journey and gives us the tools to defeat Inner Bitch, that self-sabotaging voice in our head. The Twenty-One-Day Challenge is brilliant. With every box you check off, you will feel stronger and more determined to succeed.” 

			—Tonya Reiman, Body Language Expert, Behavioral Specialist, and Author of The Yes Factor
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			—Denise N. Simpson, Author of Rejuvenate Your Health in 8 Simple Steps
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Introduction

			Stop Killing Yourself

			As I was writing this book, the world suffered through one of the most horrific pandemics in history. Even with our modern health care systems, medications, and scientific expertise, we were all vulnerable to a new threat to which no one was immune. The daily news reports and posts I read on social media reinforced how much our mindset matches our beliefs. People who refused to respect physical distancing and denied the danger posed by the virus caused only more damage. Denying the facts about the harm you’re doing to your body with the foods you eat is just as dangerous. Being obese increased both the severity of COVID-19 and the chances of dying.1

			During that time, I read countless posts and blogs and articles about how to raise immunity with proper nutrition and about the nutrient-rich foods found in a plant-based diet. Every piece of advice pointed to the simplest of actions: eat more vegetables, grains, and plant-based whole foods. Nothing is a 100 percent guarantee against illness. But keeping your body free of the toxins and chemicals found in processed foods while fueling it with food that boosts your well-being will always give you a better chance of living healthier and protecting yourself from any disease.

			As a child, maybe you were told to clean your plate even though you were full. Perhaps you got a cookie as a reward or to soothe you when you skinned your knee. Perhaps you were told you “should” eat this and “shouldn’t” eat that. Maybe you didn’t get enough food or love and you ate to fill an emotional hole. Perhaps you’re stuffing your face to stuff down the anger and helplessness you feel.

			You might have been raised on fried food, fast food, or junk food and think you can’t live without it. Maybe you were told that you inherited the family fat gene and there’s nothing you can do to lose weight, or maybe you think that food is the only thing that can make you feel good. Forget it. These are just more excuses to keep you from becoming healthy.

			I’m going to show you how I stopped automatically reaching for food and how you can recognize that nasty voice in your head for who and what she is and talk her down. I’ll help you understand how to rewire the pathways that form unhealthy behavior patterns and create new, positive ones.

			Maybe you have tried Weight Watchers, Jenny Craig, Nutrisystem, or any one of the hundreds of weight-loss programs on the market and were unsuccessful each time. Maybe you’ve tried joining a gym or watching online exercise videos and were as unsuccessful at sweating off what you ate that day as you were with the weight-loss programs. Perhaps you are considering bariatric surgery or have had it and are gaining back the pounds. Every ad, every weight-loss consultant, even your doctor has promised you an easy fix to your long-term food abuse. Forget it. There’s no such thing. 

			The $80 billion weight-loss industry is designed to ensure you fail. You are obsessed with food, and they know it. They profit by keeping you obsessed. If you were healthy, they’d close their doors. So stop blaming yourself. All these miracle cures, including the big three—Weight Watchers, Nutrisystem, Jenny Craig—advertise long-term success. Yet, according to a study published by the National Institute of Health, losing 10 percent or more of your body weight and keeping it off for at least one year is considered the standard for “successful weight loss in obese individuals.” After that time, the majority of people regained weight no matter what program they had tried.2

			Further, the chances of keeping the weight off for five years or more is about 5 percent. This 95 percent long-term failure rate is what no commercial weight-loss program will tell you. This book will expose the propaganda you’ve heard from the weight-loss industry, from the ads on TV, and from medical and fitness professionals.3

			You will learn:

			•How the weight-loss industry keeps you fat.

			•The truth about the feed-your-obsession snack foods they push you to buy.

			•The diet-speak vocabulary that’s designed to make you think getting healthy is a snap.

			•The eat-the-foods-you-love story that leads you down the greasy path to illness, or worse.

			You cannot eat Calorie-Rich and Processed foods (CRAP) and ever expect to kick the cravings. The weight-loss industry tricks you with portion control. Sure, if you eat less of anything you will lose weight. You will not lose your cravings for fat, carbs, and sugar. As soon as you’re milked for all the money you can afford, you quit. Then, the weight piles on again because you still crave the junk and can no longer control yourself.

			You gain back every pound and more, and then renew the mail-order meatloaf or head to a meeting for a dose of don’t-worry-you-can-lose-it-again. Sure, you can. You will also gain back every pound because they all fail to teach you how to change your mindset. You can stay in this endless cycle until you’re dead, which you will be if you don’t flip off your fat switch for good. Or you can jump off the fat wagon and take responsibility for your health and your life. No one can do it for you.

			No one could do it for me either, and believe me, I used every dodge in the book of self-deception. My pig-outs, cop-outs, and brain scuttle to avoid seeing the truth are all here. You’ll recognize them because sneaking and cheating and lying are universal. I understand the panic you feel when you’re anxious to lose, and the frustration when you repeatedly fail. I know what it feels like to hide food and lie to family, friends, doctors, and, worse, to myself. There isn’t anything you have done that I haven’t.

			Feeling like a failure—sometimes desperate, sometimes defiant—I was always guilty because I knew how to lose weight but couldn’t keep it off. I understand going to the biggest checker in the grocery line because you can’t endure the side-eye from a cashier looking at your overloaded basket. Or cringing from a look the server at your favorite restaurant shoots you when bringing a huge plate of food. Knowing that others are quick to judge you by your size, thinking you’re lazy because you can’t lose the weight or a loser because you keep cycling through one weight-loss program after another, is humiliating.

			I wrote this book because I understand how you feel. I know what it’s like to be ashamed of the way you look and to feel so defeated that you use food to dull your emotional pain, just like drug addicts use heroin to dull theirs. I know what it’s like to buy a package of Oreos one day, and then reach for it the next and wonder why there are only two or three cookies left.

			I am going to show you how you can permanently change your attitude toward food. You will discover why your friends and family often sabotage you. You will understand how you can begin from where you are right now. You don’t even have to believe in yourself. You just have to start. I ended my bingeing, guilt, and unhealthy eating by moving to a plant-based diet. It saved my life.

			Most people don’t wake up until their bodies are already damaged, or worse, they don’t realize until it is too late that they are rotting from the inside out. Then they die. Don’t let this be you.

			
			
		

		
			





Chapter 1

			The Elephant in the Room

			Hi Hazel,

			I have an exciting lead. Cosmo is scouting out a new astrologer for the magazine. Are you interested? Let me know when you can!

			The email from my publicist at Simon & Schuster appeared on my office computer, and for a moment, I froze. The news both thrilled and terrified me. At fifty pounds overweight, I was the anti-Cosmo girl and, at that instant, would have given anything to be thin. As soon as that thought hit my brain, I panicked as I’d done so many times before. I flicked off the computer screen and headed for the company cafeteria.

			Eating Anxiety

			“The regular, Hazel?” the overweight server behind the counter asked.

			“Yes.” I was glad she was on duty because I knew I would get bigger portions if someone my size dished them out. She placed a huge apple fritter on a plate and handed it to me. I couldn’t wait to dig in. Then, I got a cup of coffee with cream and sugar. Under any kind of stress, I automatically reached for something to eat like a drunk reaches for one more drink. Anything sugary, greasy, and calorie-laden was the temporary fix I used to dull the emotions I couldn’t face.

			Staring me right in my puffy cheeks was a chance to write the most well-known astrology column for the most successful women’s magazine on the planet. What did I do? Rush for the worst thing I could eat, as always. I took my tray to a small table near a window that overlooked the patio and began to numb the excitement and fear I felt. There’s a good reason we call it comfort food. For about thirty seconds, the mouthful of pastry and sweetened coffee warmed me, both physically and emotionally. But as soon as I swallowed the first bite, the glow faded, and I had to shove another forkful in my face, and then another and another until I was so stuffed that I couldn’t feel anything but the food. After finishing the last bite, I justified the guilt I felt with the excuse that I would start dieting tomorrow. If you have done the same thing, you know that swearing off food is easiest when you’re stuffed, and tomorrow is always the day.

			As I sat there watching people outside walk by, a crazy thought flashed through my head. I didn’t even have to talk to Cosmo. I was working full-time, writing a book, and caring for my family. No one would blame me for saying I didn’t have the time to add another job to my schedule. In fact, no one would have to know. I hadn’t told anyone yet. Not my family. Not my coworkers. Not my best friend. I could quietly decline this opportunity and just forget the whole thing, except I wanted to write that column. I’d been reading Cosmopolitan since I was a teenager. How could I not respond? The look, the confidence, the no-fear attitude that Cosmo represented was what I’d always wanted, but the one thing I could never pull together on a consistent basis.

			Back at my desk, I spent the next four hours vacillating between fear and elation. Finally, I responded to my publicist who contacted the magazine and scheduled a telephone appointment with an associate editor for later in the day. Then I called my best friend and told her what was happening. I left out the part about how long it took me to pick up the phone, but hearing her enthusiasm helped me to feel better.

			The editor was easy to talk with and explained that I would have to submit an audition column. She would send me samples of previous Bedside Astrologer columns via overnight mail so I could review the tone of the magazine. I had a week to write a piece for consideration. The whole conversation took about twenty minutes. A few days later, I submitted my audition material, and a day later, the editor called to offer me the job. My friends and family were excited for me, and I wanted to be overjoyed, but my self-sabotaging Inner Bitch reared her nasty head. If anyone saw what I looked like, I’d be dumped on my fat ass.

			Wait, I thought. I’m in California, and the magazine is in New York. They don’t know what size I am, and they don’t have to find out. Besides, I can lose the weight fast.

			Sure, I could have. But of course, I didn’t.

			Celebrating with a Binge

			Cosmo hired me the Monday before Thanksgiving. Although that negative voice began to mumble in the back of my mind, I shut her up with one of every overweight person’s go-to excuses.

			I deserve to celebrate.

			So, instead of jumping off the fat wagon, I fell face first into the mindless pig-out of a holiday binge. By seven o’clock in the morning on Thanksgiving Day, I had poured my second cup of coffee with cream and sugar and sampled the dried fruit I had chopped for the dressing.

			How harmful are a few pieces of fruit? This is my breakfast.

			The food fog had descended, and the vow I had made a few days before vanished.

			With few exceptions, I’d been cooking Thanksgiving for almost thirty years for anyone who wanted to show up to celebrate. That tradition had started several years before I was married, when two friends and I decided one year that we would rather celebrate together than travel to be with our respective families. After I got married, our family get-togethers again morphed into friends-only celebrations. My dinners were strictly traditional—turkey, stuffing, potatoes, gravy, a couple of side dishes, and desserts. My daughter liked to help me prepare dinner, and my husband liked to sample every dish.

			Our best friends and their daughter arrived first.

			“Congratulations!” My friend hugged me with one arm, and then handed me a platter of homemade cookies.

			“I’m so excited for you,” another friend said. “I love Cosmo.” She set a small Crock-Pot full of chili dip on the counter as I emptied a family-size bag of corn chips into a bowl.

			That year we hosted nine, and by the time the last couple walked in with a vegetable tray, the little restraint I had managed to have while cooking evaporated. It made no difference that the calorie intake from my before-dinner dinner was enough for the day, or that I had sworn to eat healthier, or that I wasn’t even hungry. When the feast was ready, I attacked the food as if I were starving.

			At the table, I savored every bite I could pack into my belly. Later, I ate my way through a variety of desserts. A slice of pie. A sliver of cake. A couple of cookies. Stuffed as tight as the turkey we had just devoured, I staggered through the rest of the evening in a stupor.

			My friends had been thrilled for me. They had also helped me fail. Eat, Haze. You can start your diet on Monday. Of course, I agreed. I had much to celebrate and deserved every bite. Best of all, Monday was four days away. By bedtime, I had rationalized that I really hadn’t eaten that much. The next morning, I awoke bloated and sluggish. My head ached. I had a food hangover and looked like hell. The self-defeating noise in my brain, on the other hand, was having a field day. How could you be so damn stupid? You are such a loser. She blasted me with every nasty name in the book of self-criticism.

			I dressed, made coffee, and went straight to my desk to work on my first column. There I sat, as bleary-eyed as if I had spent all night at the neighborhood bar. I wrote horoscope predictions such as, “Single? Venus sparks your sexual fire. A passing glance ignites a cutie’s passion. Attached? Your libido gets a feisty fuel injection. Stock up on oysters and vitamins—he’ll need both to keep up with you.” By then, the only thing igniting my passion was the thought of leftovers. Before long, I was rummaging through the fridge.

			My new diet day was still a long weekend away, and I spent the next three days using my body as a garbage disposal for the last remnants of dinner, dessert, and junk food. All had to go before I could start fresh with a perfect new lifestyle of healthy eating. That wasn’t the first time I had gorged myself on everything I could find in preparation for the next diet. Maybe you have done the same thing.

			That urge to stuff yourself before your next attempt to lose weight is real. The fear of forever giving up the fattening foods you love and having to live on carrot sticks and lettuce for the rest of your life can trigger a binge of mindless eating. Instead of seeing a chance to get healthy, you view the next diet as a way to punish yourself because you’re overweight. All that does is open the door for your Inner Bitch to start berating you, and put you in danger of giving up before you get started, which is exactly what happened to me. By Monday morning, I had conveniently forgotten my promise to myself, and the worst wasn’t even in sight.

			The holiday season flew by in a blur of deadlines, work, and shopping, all planned around food. After-work wine and appetizers, and then a deli sandwich on the way home. Saturday shopping and a dessert reward from my favorite bakery. Lunches with friends. Holiday parties. The company celebration was always a giant buffet, and I grazed through the line all evening. And I wasn’t the only one bingeing before swearing to start fresh in the new year. Facebook was full of photos of people at various gatherings, sitting behind plates piled with food. Their posts were all a similar version of how they were feasting before facing the famine of another resolution to lose weight.

			Between Christmas and New Year’s, several of my coworkers brought their leftover candy and desserts from home because they were smart enough to not want the stuff around the house. Not me. I didn’t share. I did munch all day.

			Thinking that your future is one of deprivation is a destructive fantasy, just the same as thinking eating less calories of fattening foods will help you long term. If you stay under a certain calorie limit for your size, you can eat nothing but Snickers bars and lose weight, but you will not be healthy and you certainly won’t lose your cravings for sugar. That’s what the weight-loss industry counts on and why the majority of people who try commercial diets don’t succeed.

			Instead of approaching a diet like it is a prison sentence, think about what you are trying to accomplish. Don’t wait for the right time, or after the next celebration, or until you have a serious health scare, as I did when I was diagnosed with coronary artery disease. Start saving your life now. Aim for steady improvement instead of instant gratification. One step. One bite. One day at a time.

			Hiding the Junk

			Every overweight person has a secret stash of junk food. I had several. Although I took the candy dish off my desk at work, I simply transferred the sweets to the back of the bottom drawer. I buried a family-size bag of Peanut M&Ms and box of Junior Mints under the maps and assorted change in the car’s console. My purse always held a few pieces of whatever I currently happened to crave.

			In my home office, a cache of mini candy bars lay in a box on the floor under my desk. The sugar high got me through the late-night cram sessions to meet my deadlines. That was my excuse. The truth was that I was in the middle of a mindless feeding frenzy.

			Lies are easier to tell yourself when there are no witnesses. I used phrases such as borderline diabetic and high-normal blood pressure as euphemisms to avoid the truth about how I was ruining my health. I justified hiding food because I didn’t want to have to listen to another lecture, well-meant or not. What I really didn’t want was to have to be accountable for what I was doing to my body and my health. So I became a stealth eater and nearly the size of a stealth bomber. When the stash under my desk was empty, I headed to the kitchen and raided the pantry. 

			While shopping for groceries, I would buy a candy bar and eat it on the way home. I’ve seen other overweight people eat single-serving bags of potato chips or cookies as they grocery shop, and then pay for the empty bag at the checkout counter. I always went to a checker who was bigger than me because I felt comfortable knowing he or she would not think about the crap loaded in my cart. Regardless of whether the normal-size checkers may or may not have judged me, I judged myself.

			I lied to myself that I was still dieting and that these daily slips didn’t mean that much. Even when I was a member of Weight Watchers, and bought its boxes of snack bars, I was likely to eat at least one box that day, sometimes right after the meeting as I was completing my errands before going home. That’s why I always bought several.

			You may be doing the same sneaky eating. You hide the amount of worthless junk you consume from your family and friends and have at least one secret stash, one you wouldn’t share even in the apocalypse. Maybe just reading my confession has made you hungry, and you are reaching for whatever floats your personal food-Titanic. I know. I’ve done that too.

			Some days I would panic because, for a moment, I’d wake up and see the damage I was doing. Then, just as I had done a thousand times before, I’d swear off food. For a couple of days or a week, I would lay off the junk, but never long enough to make a real difference.

			Like a drunk in a blackout, I hadn’t a clue how much food I shoved in my face over the holidays. When I reluctantly stepped on the scales at the end of the year, I had gained almost fifteen pounds. Even when handed the opportunity of my dreams, I was still destroying my life with food. Writing for Cosmo hadn’t thrilled me or shamed me enough to stop overeating. Instead of acknowledging the elephant in the room, I had become the elephant.

		

		
			





Chapter 2

			Mind Games

			You choose to live a healthier lifestyle. The decision to do so is not easy, and sticking to it takes a consistent, committed effort. Often, you’re met with all kinds of resistance or skepticism from your family and friends, but none is more sabotaging than that voice in your own head.

			Meet Inner Bitch

			She is the negative voice that never stops yapping. Whether berating you with cruel comments about your shortcomings, or quietly encouraging you to fail by pretending to be your best friend, this bitch is tricky, and she will kill you if she can.

			No matter how successful you are at managing your job or your home, no matter how good a parent or friend you are, she’s always spewing a steady stream of abuse. You’re a failure. You’re stupid. You never do anything right. That’s when she’s easy to recognize. She’s even more deadly when she pretends to be on your side. One day, she spews venom, and the next day or next hour, all you hear is a quiet, friendly voice giving you all kinds of seemingly rational excuses to give up. My Inner Bitch is as friendly as she is mean. This is a special occasion. Go ahead and splurge. You deserve a treat. That’s how dangerous and destructive she can be. She even whispers that it’s okay to start tomorrow or next week or next month, but procrastination can be deadly. Stalling about getting serious with your health causes stress, which only adds to the strain your body is under from being overweight. Procrastination has been linked to physical problems: from poor sleep, to digestive disorders, to more susceptibility to colds and the flu, to high blood pressure, and heart disease. All the while, you’re fueling more self-critical thoughts, which only cause more stress. Ignoring my own expanding size and climbing blood pressure escalated my health issues from permanently aching joints to cardiovascular disease.

			One reason Inner Bitch keeps harping at you is that your brain is wired for routine. Just like your morning routine and your mindless eating habits, the endless self-criticisms running through your head have become automatic. You overeat. Bitch berates you. You feel bad. You overeat. The excuses you use work the same way. You overeat. Bitch rationalizes the binge. You feel justified. You overeat. Until you learn how to shift your thinking to take away her power, you can’t change.

			This constant stream of no-win chatter is called distorted thinking, and it has many forms. 

			A woman I talked to had lost and regained more than one hundred pounds multiple times. One of her distorted thinking patterns was that she was either obsessive about counting every calorie and measuring every ounce of food she ate, or she just tried to “watch” what she ate, which always led to gaining again.

			Another way she avoided the truth was to try to take the focus off her challenges by changing the subject. She would jump to discussing the latest book or diet that she had found on the internet. She used her and her husband’s preference for eating out as a way to justify a pattern of overeating. Our conversations were like playing mental ping-pong. Every question I asked was deflected with an excuse. Every goal she set was postponed. The reasons varied from guests dropping by, to a birthday celebration, to being too stressed to cook dinner and either eating out or relying on prepackaged foods. One day, she told me that she had finally realized that she didn’t have the fat switch I talk about. “I was born without that switch, so there’s nothing I can turn off,” she said. This seemed to be the ideal excuse to give up. She had been born without the ability to control herself. Not her fault. The fact that she had succeeded several times didn’t count. The fact that she knew how to lose weight didn’t count. The only voice she heard and believed was her own destructive Inner Bitch.

			You think because you’ve regained weight that you will never be able to keep it off regardless of what you do. Worse, you may think you don’t deserve to be healthy because you struggle. You may blame others for your low self-esteem. None of these self-berating ideas do anything but give you an excuse to keep eating. For years, I lost every battle because I wrongly believed that voice in my head. Inner Bitch is the worst critic we have. She holds us back, destroys our self-esteem, and makes us think we cannot win no matter what we do. She clouds our thinking when it comes to spotting the harm we let others do to us.

			Recognize the Voices of Sabotage

			When you decide to take control of your life and your health, those changes can make the people close to you very uncomfortable. Making significant changes in your life means at least some adjustments in theirs, and they often will respond to your decisions with their own distorted thinking patterns.

			You tell your friend, hoping she will support your effort. Instead, she says, “Again? I hope it works this time.”

			You tell your spouse you are committed to succeeding, and he or she might say, “I love you just the way you are,” or snap, “How much will it cost this time?”

			Your mother or brother or best friend prepares your favorite dessert to celebrate your first ten-pound loss and rationalizes, “You can’t starve yourself all the time.”

			If you’ve heard comments like these, you aren’t alone. A Stanford University School of Medicine study showed that more than 75 percent of women never or rarely experienced support from family and friends when trying to lose weight.1

			Sharing your goal to live a healthier lifestyle is often threatening to others. If you lose a lot of weight, you might leave me. If you get thin, you might look better than I do. If you can do this, what will you decide to do next? Their reactions can be as grounded in distorted thinking as yours.
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