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Chapter 1: The Great Food Fear - And Why It's Wrong
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"I can't eat that anymore."

If I had a dollar for every time I've heard those six words from a newly diagnosed diabetic, I could retire tomorrow. But here's what breaks my heart: it's almost always followed by a list of foods that absolutely CAN still be part of their life.

Let me introduce you to Margaret. She's 72, grandmother of five, and makes the most incredible lasagna you've ever tasted. It was her signature dish, her love language, her way of bringing the whole family together every Sunday. Then came her diabetes diagnosis, and suddenly Margaret was convinced her lasagna days were over. She stopped cooking it, stopped hosting family dinners, and honestly? She stopped being Margaret.

When Margaret first walked into my office six months later, her A1C was worse than at diagnosis, she'd gained weight, and she was more miserable than I'd ever seen someone be. Why? Because she'd been trying to live on salads and sugar-free everything, felt deprived and defeated, and was binge-eating her way through late-night pantry raids.

But here's the plot twist: Margaret is back to making her famous lasagna. She serves it every other Sunday now, she's modified the recipe slightly (we'll talk about how later), and she pairs it with some simple strategies I taught her. Her A1C? The best it's been in two years. Her family dinners? Back in full swing. Margaret herself? She's Margaret again.

​The Diet Industry Lied to You

Let's get something straight right off the bat: the diabetes "diet industry" has been selling you a bill of goods that's not just wrong - it's actively harmful. They've convinced you that diabetes means living in food prison, where everything delicious is contraband and every meal is a sad reminder of what you "can't have."

This approach fails 90% of the time. Why? Because humans aren't designed to live in deprivation. When we label foods as "forbidden," our brains become obsessed with them. It's basic psychology, and it's why every restrictive diet eventually ends in rebellion.

I've been a nutritionist for fifteen years, and I can tell you this with absolute certainty: the clients who do best with diabetes management are not the ones who eliminate all their favorite foods. They're the ones who learn to be strategic about them.

​The Real Problem Isn't Your Food - It's Your Approach

Here's what actually happens when your blood glucose spikes: your body gets a sudden rush of sugar into the bloodstream, your pancreas scrambles to produce insulin to deal with it, and if your body can't keep up (which is what diabetes is), your blood sugar stays elevated longer than it should.

The traditional approach says: "Don't eat anything that causes spikes." But that would mean giving up virtually every carbohydrate on earth, including fruits, vegetables, and whole grains that are genuinely good for you.

My approach says: "Let's get smarter about managing those spikes when they happen."

Because here's the thing - some glucose elevation after eating is completely normal, even for non-diabetics. The goal isn't to never have your blood sugar rise; it's to keep those rises moderate and brief.

​Meet Your New Best Friend: The 80/20 Rule

I want you to throw out everything you think you know about "diabetic diets" and embrace this instead: 80% of the time, you're going to make choices that actively support your blood glucose management. 20% of the time, you're going to make choices for your soul, your relationships, and your quality of life.

This isn't me giving you permission to go wild. This is me giving you a sustainable framework that actually works long-term.

Let me tell you about Robert. Robert is 68, and his weakness is his wife's chocolate chip cookies. Under the old "never eat sugar" approach, Robert would sneak cookies when his wife wasn't looking, feel guilty about it, hide the evidence, and then his shame would lead to more secret eating. His glucose control was terrible, and his marriage was suffering from all the sneaking around.

Now? Robert has two of his wife's cookies every Friday night after dinner. He takes a 20-minute walk afterward, and he savors every single bite without guilt. His Friday night glucose readings are perfectly manageable, and his relationship with both food and his wife has never been better.

The difference? Robert planned for those cookies. They weren't a failure; they were part of his strategy.

​The Science Behind "Smart Not Sad"

Let's talk about what actually affects your blood glucose, because understanding the mechanism is key to mastering it.

When you eat carbohydrates, they break down into glucose and enter your bloodstream. The speed and intensity of this process depends on several factors:

What you eat WITH the carbs matters more than the carbs themselves. Fiber slows absorption. Protein requires energy to digest and helps stabilize blood sugar. Fat slows gastric emptying, which means a slower, steadier glucose rise.

The order you eat things matters. Starting your meal with vegetables and protein before moving to starches can reduce glucose spikes by up to 30%.

What you do after eating matters. A gentle walk, even just 10 minutes, can dramatically improve how your body processes the meal you just ate.

Your stress level matters. Cortisol, your stress hormone, directly raises blood glucose. A relaxed, enjoyable meal will have a different effect than a meal eaten while anxious about what you're eating.

This is why Margaret's lasagna strategy works: she starts with a salad, uses part-skim cheese and adds extra vegetables to the recipe, serves herself a reasonable portion, enjoys every bite without stress, and takes a walk with her family after dinner. The result? Her post-meal glucose readings are consistently in her target range.

​The Myth of the Perfect Diabetic

I need you to let go of the idea that managing diabetes means being perfect. Perfect doesn't exist, and striving for it will make you miserable.

I've worked with thousands of diabetics over the years, and you know what the successful ones have in common? They're not perfect. They're strategic. They plan for the foods they love, they have backup plans for when things don't go as expected, and they treat occasional spikes as information, not failures.

Sarah is 61 and loves her monthly book club, where they always serve cake. Old Sarah would either skip book club (and miss out on her favorite social activity) or eat the cake and spend the rest of the evening stressed about her blood sugar. New Sarah eats a protein-rich snack before book club, takes a small piece of cake, savors it completely, and does some gentle stretching exercises when she gets home. She gets to keep her book club, her friendships, and her glucose goals.

​Your Food Personality Quiz

Before we dive into specific strategies, I want you to understand your own relationship with food. Answer these questions honestly:


	When someone tells you that you "can't" eat something, what's your first reaction? a) I immediately want it more b) I feel sad but accept it c) I start looking for substitutes
 

	What time of day do you most crave carbs or sweets? a) Mid-afternoon b) After dinner c) When I'm stressed (any time)
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