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To you, my brave reader, for taking another chance in the name of the life you deserve. Your perseverance, courage, and hope has kept me relentlessly on the path to try harder, dig deeper, and write this book.


And to my mentor and treasured friend, Dr. Marty Lerner, one of the OGs in our field who has fiercely and fearlessly blazed the path for the treatment of food addiction.




Introduction


Breaking Up Is Hard to Do


I can’t tell you how thrilled I am—relieved, even—that you found this book. Reading this will be one of the best decisions you’ll ever make. Bold? Yes. But time is of the essence, my friend, and we’ve got things to do; bold and brave is our only option. I’m in the business of helping you break free from the great abuser in your life. … Sugar, and I take this proposition very seriously.


Now, let’s get to you. Let’s talk about how Sugar has infiltrated and hijacked your life. I know how much pain, shame, isolation, and suffering this relationship has caused you. I know how hopeless and alone you’ve felt. I know because I spent many years feeling this way myself, and I now dedicate my life to helping people who know it all too well. I approach this topic—and you—with all my heart and my commitment to help you change your relationship with food, divorce dieting, and create your very best relationship with … yourself.


How do you know if this book is for you? Have you ever:




	 Reached for a quick cookie pick-me-up at three p.m., only to mow through the entire sleeve?


	 Intended not to not finish the pint of ice cream, yet found yourself licking the carton clean again?


	 Promised yourself just one bite of dessert, only to find yourself scouring the kitchen searching for more?


	 Left your house late at night to get more of your Sugar-du-jour?


	 Felt unsatisfied after having a “normal” portion of cake?


	 Had trouble focusing during dinner with your friends because you can’t stop thinking about the bread?


	 Awoken the morning after a binge feeling sick and full of shame?


	 Avoided social situations because you don’t feel comfortable in your body and clothes?


	 Counted the minutes until your meeting is over so you can get to the vending machine?


	 Hidden or lied about how much Sugar you eat?


	 Been embarrassed about the range of clothing sizes you have in your closet?


	 Had to buy new clothes because nothing you have fits?


	 Suffered from insomnia or constantly felt the need to sleep as a result of your eating habits?


	 Had a doctor express concern about your health—diabetes, insulin resistance, high liver enzymes, and the like—and not been able to accept or follow recommendations of decreasing your Sugar consumption?


	 Stayed home instead of going out with your friends or family because you just wanted to be alone with your Sugar?


	 Gotten into arguments with the people you love the most about your weight, health, eating habits, or relationship with Sugar?





Do you find yourself making promises you can’t keep about eating Sugar? Eating more of it than you swear you will? Finding it harder than you think it should be to stop? Do you ever hear the voice of Sugar seducing you back in?




You’re always so good. You deserve it.


Everyone eats treats sometimes. Don’t you just want to be normal?


It’s a celebration! Everyone’s having so much fun! Don’t be a downer.


You can have a little more, no one will know.


This time it will be different.


It’s so good! Don’t deny yourself pleasure.


Just a bite or two. You’ll get back on the wagon tomorrow.


You’ve already screwed up your diet. Who cares what you eat next?


There’s no point in trying to quit; this is just who you are.


Skip the debate, you know you’ll eat. Let’s get on with it.





As you may already know, the voice gets bolder and more convincing over time, and the behaviors more demoralizing. Help is here. I know you’ve heard that before, but just hear me out. What you’re about to read is unlike anything you’ve seen before. Pinky swear.


This book is about how to set you free in every way possible—so that you can release the weight that’s piled on from day-, week-, year-long binges, add energy to your life, improve your health, connect on deeper levels to those around you, and take greater risks. I want to help the light inside you turn from dim to high voltage. And that’s just the short list. Freedom in every area of life awaits you—and I’ve got your back.


Why me? Well, as the old commercial used to say, “I’m not only the Hair Club president, I’m also a member.” Your struggle was my struggle, and my passion for helping you to find your solution comes from the deepest and most personal place: as someone who understands the plight of compulsive overeating and food addiction, who couldn’t get help because the right kind of help didn’t exist. I battled my food and weight disorder—tipping the scales at 325 pounds—for more than twenty years before I found hope. Much more about this in the next chapter. Suffice it to say, it was bumpy, muddy, and filled with tragedy until finally I was able to piece together a recovery and find a way to create the help I needed. I heard a voice inside my head when I was thirteen years old and attending a weight-loss camp in Connecticut. It said, “You should help people. You should make a program that works.” So I did—amassing degrees, participating in trainings, reading literature, going outside the lines of what traditional fields of psychology, addiction, and nutrition said was right. I opened the doors to my Manhattan clinic, the Beacon, in 2012. Thousands of clients later, I’ve never looked back. And now I’m here, in a place I’ve always dreamed of—excited, but mostly humbled and honored to be your guide.


So what’s on the proverbial menu? First, we’re going to talk a bit about your relationship history and get down to one of the key reasons you can’t find the peace and freedom you need. Then we’re going to dive in and learn the real truth about your great love, Sugar—the ins and outs, the ups and downs. With science by our side, we are going to decide whether it’s time for a breakup. If it is, we are going to map out the life that you want and deserve, shed some tears, have a grieving ceremony, and kick Sugar to the curb once and for all. I’m going to outfit you with a meal plan that will keep you full and that will fit into your life—restaurants, travel, spur-of-the-moment plans—yes, yes, yes! I’m going to give you some guidelines—66-day vows—to abide by to help you get the results you deserve. I’m going to teach you a whole new set of skills so that you’re not turning to Sugar when times get tough, thwarting all your amazing progress. We’re going to create solutions for the roadblocks no one talks about—what to do when the binge is on and what to do when you don’t want to do what you know you should do. I’m going to teach you how to reduce the harm and not make bad situations worse. We’re going to break you free of your unhealthy relationship to Sugar—we’re going to bust you out of the prison you’re in.


And then I’m going to teach you how to be in an honest and loving relationship with food and with yourself. Because in some ways, breaking up is the easy part. Sort of. You’ve quit a lot of things before. It’s the staying broken up that’s tough. In order for you to stay away from Sugar, we’re going to have to dissolve one more relationship so that you completely repair your relationship with food; you’re going to have to divorce dieting. You’re going to learn how to be committed through the messy spells and tough times, so that you can break your current patterns of mass destruction when things get tough. Our endgame is to keep you on the road to (mostly) fabulous, forever.


I’m going to teach you how you can stop cutting and running back to Sugar. Imagine if you gave up every time you made a mistake in your marriage, friendships, or work relationships—think about what you would lose if you sacrificed an entire relationship every time things got tough. The secret to this new, beautiful relationship is just that—to treat it as a relationship, with the love, patience, and perseverance with which you do all the other worthwhile things in your life.


My favorite piece of data says that real change comes from self-determination—it’s the single most important factor that determines whether a change will stick. The science tells us that people who have internal motivation—like improving health or increasing happiness—and are determined for themselves to accomplish their goals are more likely to be successful in changing their behavior. In short, that means this breakup, this new life, has to be completely yours—and by the end of this book, you will have created a unique and amazing relationship with food and with yourself, and crafted a road map for a life that is sweeter and more satisfying than any cookie, cake, or candy. Double pinky swear.


This freedom is very possible. I’ve found it myself and I have witnessed thousands of people successfully break up with Sugar. They are flourishing and so can you. Imagine your life with a completely neutral relationship with Sugar. The cravings don’t control you—you sit at meals, gatherings, parties, enjoying conversations and life around you, not plagued by if and when Sugar is going to return to rule the roost. Because of the new relationship you’re going to create, you’ll be able to experience a new kind of peace when it comes to food. You’ll focus on eating when it’s time to eat, but mostly you’ll focus on the more exciting things in your life. It’s you who will have the power—not the Sugar cravings. You’ll remain one size, never worrying about whether clothes are going to fit or pants are going to split a seam. You have the ability to focus on things you never thought possible—new relationships, new passions. And, most important, you’ll have a loving, trusting, compassionate, and confident relationship with yourself, the most critical relationship of all.


All this is yours for the taking. You’ve heard about your best life. Now it’s time to live it.





Part  1


The Intervention





Chapter 1


My Breakup with Sugar


My name is Molly, and I was in a horribly abusive relationship with Sugar.


If ten years ago you had told me, a leading eating disorder and addictions therapist, that my relationship with Sugar was abusive, that I was actively and dangerously addicted to Sugar and had been for nearly thirty years, I would have told you that you were crazy.


I would have told you that fat was the problem, that leptin was the problem, that genetics were the problem, that anything but Sugar was the problem. What I would have sworn, what had infiltrated my deepest belief system, was that I was the problem. Because abusers can become that powerful, and because addicts protect their substances, I would have told you that a life without muffins, candy corn, oatmeal raisin cookies, French bread, and angel hair pasta was not a life worth living.


Even with the demoralizing binges in which Sugar was always the main player, even with the terrible and life-threatening weight gain, even with my loved ones expressing serious concern about my weight and behavior, even with the desire to isolate myself with my favorite foods, even with waking up many mornings with a Sugar-related hangover, even with the constant guilt and shame stemming from my behavior with food, even with my never-ending feelings of self-loathing, I still would have told you that breaking up with Sugar wasn’t an option.


Sugar soothed me! It helped me unwind after a long day! Sugar was the fun at the party! It was an integral part of my social life. Everyone overeats from time to time, right? Everyone gets sick from Halloween candy or overindulging in dessert. It’s no big deal.


I thought Sugar was my solution, when all along it was really my problem. It controlled me in ways I was simply unable to see. And when I could see it, I thought I might die if I had to end my relationship with Sugar. Sounds a whole lot like an abusive relationship, doesn’t it?


As it turns out, I’ve been a Sugar addict from the very beginning. I’ve struggled with my weight since I was born. At nine pounds, twelve ounces, I already had the biology of a big-boned gal and the genetically obese family tree to back it up.


My father died tragically in a car accident a few weeks shy of my third birthday, and when I, at the age of four, began to understand that loss, Sugar became my great love. That’s where our relationship truly began. Sugar was my go-to: to soothe, to numb, to feel included, for fun, for enjoyment, for excitement, for passion, for nurturing. And unlike some of the players of my tumultuous childhood, Sugar always showed up for me—it was reliable and never let me down.


The obsession began, and with that, so did Sugar’s inevitable hold on me. It was my everything: When my family said we were going to the amusement park, I didn’t care about the rides or the games. I was most excited by the cotton candy and funnel cakes. I looked forward to “homework” time at my friend Jenny’s house, where I knew the M&M’s and coffee cake were plentiful. Middle school lunchtime found me sprinting to the fifty-cent cafeteria “big cookies.” Never having been a one-serving-and-I’m-satisfied kind of eater, I found the cravings and quantities of food got bigger and bigger, my deep love and obsession of all things Sugar got more serious, and my weight began to skyrocket.


Every adult in my life was concerned about my weight and my infatuation with food. When I was seven, my mother took me to a leading hospital’s nutrition program. I learned about portion sizes and moderation, and got coloring books to try to help me with my weight problem. Even at that age, I knew for sure that the idea of moderation was simply impossible for me. Most of my encounters with food were of the “it’s not enough” or “how much more can I have” variety. When it came to Sugar, the stop valve in my brain did not work. Having a normal serving of cake at a friend’s birthday party and feeling satisfied was not in my wheelhouse. I always wanted more.


A sliver of cake? That’s a good one, nutritionists! And still, I tried—with all my might—to be okay with the sliver, to have the “healthy portion.” Epic fail each and every time. The sliver led to sneaking a little more, which led me to endless stomachaches after birthday parties, and still, always wanting more Sugar. As we continued to try the hospital program, my mother instituted the suggested rules, which resulted in me finding more creative ways to get my Sugar. I started trading food with friends at lunch, sneaking treats from the cupboards of my house when my mom wasn’t watching, and taking quarters and dollars out of the pockets of coats in my house to get cookies and candy at school.


Suffice it to say, that program was not effective. All it really did was solidify my passion and love for Sugar. By the time I was ten years old, I was willing to go to great lengths and act against my value system in the name of Sugar.


My experience at that hospital program was the beginning of a long career as a chronic and failed dieter. There were a multitude of miserably failed nutritionists, weight-loss camps, and a litany of diet programs—typical and atypical—that would follow.


A few attempts did lead to some success, but these “successes” were the most disheartening of all. When a cat kills a mouse, it doesn’t kill it in one fell swoop. It plays with it. Tortures it. The cat will attack the mouse, and then release it and let it run around a little, letting the mouse believe it’s been freed from the jaws of death. In this moment of peace, the cat attacks once again. The same can be said about me and Sugar—Sugar was the cat and I was the mouse.


At eleven, I was the youngest person at the Weight Watchers meetings. I proudly lost nine pounds before the Sugar took over. I started to lie in my WW journals and then just stopped writing entirely. I would fake sick before the meetings or make playdates when I knew it was time for weigh-in. Sugar: 1; Weight Watchers and Molly: 0.


By fourteen, I was relegated to summer weight-loss camp. Sadly, I knew in the bottom of my heart that even if I was successful, I was going to come home and gain all my weight back, which I inevitably did. Another score for Sugar.


High school was a blur of Weight Watchers meetings followed by gorging at the diner; purchasing over-the-counter diet pills and chasing those with cupcakes and milkshakes; making empty promises to countless nutritionists; attempting acupuncture; earnestly trying the Atkins diet as well as Stop the Insanity! and eating low-fat with Susan Powter; willingly drinking SlimFast shakes; and ordering Jenny Craig and Nutrisystem—only to find myself rebounding from all those programs with piles of spaghetti and sleeves of cookies. Sugar was my master, once again.


By my senior year, I was tipping the scales at 225 pounds, buying my 3X prom dress from a catalog because there weren’t stores in those days that catered to plus-sized prom goers. While my friends excitedly showed off their slinky, tight-fitting black-tie dresses that they absolutely adored, I was crossing my fingers that my dress would fit and praying I could look remotely acceptable. More demoralization, more shame.


It never, ever occurred to me to call this problem an addiction, or to say that I was engaged in an abusive relationship with Sugar. But that’s exactly what it was. Time and time again, full of hope, I would attempt another diet program. Little did I know, I was bringing a knife to a gunfight—these programs were completely outmatched by my abusive relationship with Sugar and the hold it had on me.


Diets always failed me and, quite frankly, I wound up in an abusive and addictive relationship with them just like I did with Sugar. I was infatuated with the promises, the quick fixes, the goal weights, the before and after pictures. I strived to be their poster child. There was no diet I wouldn’t try—no guarantee I wouldn’t believe to help heal my pain and obesity. And there was no plan that ever fulfilled its vow to me.


I thought that each new diet would be different—that this time it would work. I always ended up failing, and I became more miserable and heavier than when I had begun. And worse than that, I found myself embedded in deep self-hate, feeling certain that something was wrong with me—that I was bad, defective, and weak because no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get better.


I became a certified aerobics instructor—in hopes that the title would help keep me trim and sustain some of the weight loss I had achieved at camp that year. I had a period of maintaining my weight in college via very low-fat eating, calorie counting, working out, and teaching aerobics two or three times a day. I can remember waking up at the crack of dawn to get my morning workout in, putting vinegar on my salads, and being utterly terrified of regaining the weight. Of course I was going to regain it! And so it went: My friends found a fat-free frozen yogurt shop, and weekly outings for them became daily outings for me. Smalls became mediums became larges with toppings. Before I knew it, I was sleeping through my workouts. Sugar was back in charge, running the show, and I was home alone, eating in an unmanageable way, too ashamed to go out in clothes that no longer fit. With that weight gain, I was fired from my job at the aerobics studio. They told me they were getting too many complaints about my size and ability to keep up with the class.


As with most stories of abuse and addiction, my relationship with Sugar got much, much worse before it got better. I hit very scary, dark, and lonely bottoms. My addiction to Sugar and resulting obesity impacted every single part of my life.


I moved to Ann Arbor, Michigan, for graduate school and had to drop out because my relationship with Sugar became so toxic and severe. I essentially ate my way through my time there, topping out at over 325 pounds.


By now, the relationship impacted me physically: It caused medical problems—severe migraines, reflux, eczema, exhaustion, and excruciating joint pain. I was morbidly obese, the evils of which only those who have experienced it can really understand: agonizing skin chafing, unbearable lower back pain, intense odors. I stopped being able to tie my shoes and literally had to squeeze into my relatively small shower. Seat belt extenders and the shame of not fitting into things—airplane seats, elevators, restaurant booths, amusement park rides—became the norm.


Buttons were popping off my blouses, my pants were splitting down the middle, my neck and wrists had gotten so big that I could no longer wear my jewelry; I stopped wearing underwear and bras because they had become too small. It came time to surrender completely to plus sizes for all my clothing. This was back in a day before internet shopping, when there were only two stores that served plus-size women.


As in so many abusive relationships, my relationship with Sugar caused me to isolate myself; the shame and depression of my weight was too much for me to handle and too painful for me to share with anyone else. Sugar was there to help numb these feelings. Unbeknownst to me, I was deep in the cycle of addiction and abuse. It would be a guaranteed “no” when friends asked me to go out. I stopped having fun—no movies or concerts—I was too tired, too scared I wouldn’t fit into the seats, too self-conscious that people would make fun of my weight. I wouldn’t even visit my beloved grandparents in California. I feared their judgment and the judgment of others as I tried to wedge myself into an airplane seat. I struggled with prejudice and discrimination, which left me utterly depressed and defeated.


I used Sugar to make me feel better. It did for a short time, but it was only temporary. The feelings would come back and I’d have to use more Sugar to escape it—Sugar was my solution and my problem. I was stuck in this endless cycle with no way out.


I saw countless psychiatrists and therapists; read books; went to acupuncturists, ashrams, and hospitals; and took numerous psychotropic medications—all in the name of defeating this shame, depression, and weight gain. Sugar was the cause and I was trying to use it as my cure. All along I would have told you that something was wrong with me. That I wasn’t enough, that I was deficient, that I didn’t have the willpower, that I was cursed, a loser, unlovable, fat for life.


I was breaking an almost daily promise to myself to try to get help and get better. Pair this with years of repeated diet failure, constant stigmatization because of my weight and size, chronic depression, and physical pain. This is the recipe to kill a spirit.


In 2000, my grandmother saw Carnie Wilson talking to Oprah about her gastric bypass surgery. She demanded I get it. She was scared I was going to die, and that was most certainly the path I was walking. So I went under the knife and got my intestines rerouted. Of course I did! I was at my bottom, or at least what I thought was my bottom. Though it felt aggressive to do something so permanent and intense, I also felt like I was out of options and would do anything to get out of the excruciating physical and psychic pain. I believed the surgery might be the answer to my prayers—that it just might fix everything.


Naturally, that’s not how the story goes. While I lost some weight, that weight loss came with great consequences. I acquired a serious case of bulimia that annihilated my teeth and esophagus, which caused my friends to intervene, and I exacerbated an alcohol addiction that I would have to recover from in the years to come.


Less than two years after the surgery, surprise! I was right back in the middle of the chaos and self-hate of my abusive relationship with Sugar—bingeing on bagels and pizza and ice cream, gaining weight and struggling with near-suicidal depression.


When I was at my first weight-loss camp, knowing that I was going to come home only to be demoralized by regaining all my weight, a little voice inside me screamed: “You should help people! You should create a program that really works!” That voice screamed to me during each and every failed attempt at dieting and weight loss. After it became apparent that my bypass was another failed attempt, I went on a quest to find my personal solution, while simultaneously going on a professional quest to become qualified to help you find yours.


My professional journey led me to extensive training and relative success in the field of behavioral weight management. When I was twenty-five, I moved to California to start the first-ever therapeutic boarding school for adolescent obesity. It was my dream job—I thought I would be able to help kids in a way that had never been available to me.


The main focus of the program was low-fat eating, calorie restriction, and exercise—all ideas, I know today, that do not make for a sustainable solution. In the years to come, I ran several very successful programs and was a living example of the benefits of low-fat eating. But you know the story by now: I was living a double life, held prisoner to my abusive relationship with Sugar. I talked the talk and walked the walk—even though that walk led me straight to the oversize tray of fat-free brownies and many late-night binges on cereal, candy, and fat-free muffins.


I was able to maintain a size 12 or 14, largely because I was having much of my food portioned for me at the programs I was running and followed a religious and extreme exercise regime, trying to work off everything I overate, which is one of the hallmarks of bulimia. But I lived in constant fear of gaining weight. Sugar addiction hides in every shape and size, and though the pain of morbid obesity was excruciating, the fear of gaining weight after having been morbidly obese may have been worse. While I thought I had figured it out, like the cat with the mouse, Sugar was always in the wings waiting for me—taking any chance it could get to weasel back in with full force.


This relationship with Sugar was very seductive—it would tell me all the time, “Everything is fine. It’s the fat that is killing you. You and I are fine—great, even. Now pass the Sour Patch Kids.” I loved Sugar, so I believed the rationalizations. I later discovered that the word rationalize, when broken down, is rational lies. That applied to me: Anytime someone talked to me about Sugar and the evils it brought, I would refer to them as a “low-carb lunatic” and continue to tout my low-fat lifestyle and that of the programs I was running.


I moved back to New York and began running programs there. Living without the portioned food and constant exercise that had been part of my life in California resulted in an almost fifty-pound weight gain. I was in a panic, scared that this weight gain would impact my job, just like it had in college at the aerobics studio, and certain that the 50 pounds would turn into 80, 100, 150 in no time as it had so many times before.


And I saw this happening with my clients. Many of the people I counseled with low-fat choices were not finding real success. They were gorging on jams, Swedish Fish, fat-free brownies, cereal, and pretzels—all seemingly “legal” low-fat foods, but all laden with more Sugar than I can even bear to think about today. And like me, once they started, they couldn’t stop. They were coming into my programs, trying to lose weight, trying to follow the prescription I had been trained in, yet they were failing miserably. Something had to be done, and the screaming voice inside me grew louder and louder. I had to do something.


Though I had experienced weight loss with a focus on low-fat and calorie restriction, I was also trained with a specialty in addictions, so a part of me knew that my behaviors around food, even while I maintained a lower weight, weren’t healthy. I was still obsessed with Sugar—craving it, hiding it, rationalizing it, fighting my intense urges for more-more-more, and ultimately giving in to its seduction with no ability to stop.


Sugar was still in the picture, and because of that, my addiction had full rein. One day in the office break room, I inhaled three low-fat muffins, eating them so quickly that I needed to throw them up. The owner of the clinic, a highly regarded eating disorders doctor, walked in on me purging in the bathroom and asked me in a pointed email, “Do you need to talk to someone about what I just saw?” “I’m fine. I’m on top of it. The food went down the wrong pipe. Thanks for your concern,” I replied. Lies, lies, lies—and again, as usual, me protecting my substance. Who had I become?


In that moment I had clarity that I needed to get some real help. Out of ideas, I begrudgingly began attending a fellowship for people who struggle with food. In those rooms I found love, support, and understanding that healed me in ways for which I can never fully express proper gratitude. Sadly, those groups did not specifically help me with my food issues, as all members make their own decisions about what works best for them. There were people in the meetings, though, who would talk about being “Sugar addicts” and not eating Sugar and Flour. I would shake my head at these people, labeling them too restrictive, too fanatical, insane people as far as I was concerned. Maybe they needed this kind of intervention, but not me—I was fine. That wasn’t my problem. Hysterically crying in a support group, gaining weight hand over fist, but I was fine. Sugar still had its hold on me.


Luckily, I began spending time with a wonderful woman, Amy, who didn’t eat Sugar or Flour but was very peaceful and pragmatic about it—basing it on a lot of science, with an easy assuredness that she was addicted to both. In fact, it seemed not eating Sugar and Flour made her life a whole lot easier. While I thought she was a loony zealot, some of what she was saying truly resonated with me. When we would go to dinner, she would pass on the bread, eating joyfully and without any chaos. I, on the other hand, frantically gorged on the fat-free rolls, wishing the pieces were bigger or that Amy would go to the bathroom so I could have just a little more without feeling judged.


At the same time, my brother Mikey and my friend George, who both had long-time weight struggles, started the new Paleo diet fad—which I inaccurately understood as no sugar, no grains. Again, I thought they were crazy. But, as you know, I did love a fad diet. When I saw their results, the abused diet addict in me was awakened, and I challenged myself to try it, at least for a week, and see what happened. I detoxed hard—irritability, sweats, exhaustion, cravings like mad. The addictions therapist in me woke up again. This wasn’t just a rough time I was having from starting a fad diet. I was actually detoxing, like I’d seen so many of my clients go through with alcohol and drugs. I began researching and stumbled upon Dr. Robert Lustig’s talk on Sugar addiction, “Sugar: The Bitter Truth.” This presentation was starting to gain some real traction, and the medical field was beginning to talk about Sugar addiction as a real and diagnosable illness. Finally, the aha moment, which I didn’t know I needed so desperately, had arrived. I was addicted to Sugar.


I was war-torn: beat up by this battle with food and weight that I had been waging for so long. And I knew my days of fighting were numbered. I was carrying more weight than was comfortable or good for me, and was straight-up exhausted by the constant worry around my weight and health. My career had been built on helping people release weight and keep it off, and I was silently struggling with it every single day. All I wanted was some peace and quiet—days no longer filled with obsession, struggles, and losing battles. Days where I could feel neutral about food and weight and my body. I didn’t even care about feeling great in my skin—I simply wanted to stop the madness.


Inevitably, I knew that if I was going to go into recovery from this addiction of mine—if I was going to be able to leave this abusive relationship I’d had with Sugar for nearly thirty years—my next relationship with food and weight was going to have to be loving and sustainable and keep me at a healthy weight. I wanted sanity with my vanity. This desperation allowed me to become open and willing, and to humbly take my breakup with Sugar seriously. As unbelievable as it might sound, for the most part, I haven’t eaten Sugar since.


I started telling people that I’d made this life choice, so I’d be accountable and less tempted when Sugar came around and tried to entice me back into the abusive relationship. I would say to myself, “I’m not going to eat sugar today.” Little by little, one day became ten days, which then became sixty, and so on. I was totally in awe of how possible it was to release weight, keep it off, and be free from the constant urges and Sugar cravings that had been gnawing at me my entire life.


Before, when I lost weight and kept it off, it had never, ever felt sustainable. In fact, it was quite the opposite. I always felt like I was keeping the monster at bay. In some ways, being thinner and harboring the fear of gaining my weight back was far worse than being obese and suffering those effects. At any time, on any given day, in a split second, I could be elbow deep in my abusive relationship with Sugar, the weight coming back at me like a bullet train. When I decided to break up with Sugar, it felt as though the weight of the world had been lifted off my shoulders. Prior to that, my life was black and white. Now I could see color.


With my powerful experience in hand, I knew I had to bring the idea of breaking up with Sugar to the Beacon, my clinic in Manhattan. I was still touting the idea of low-fat eating, and I knew I had to overhaul my program completely. I also knew I needed some reinforcements, which were going to be difficult to find. This may come as a surprise to you, but the eating disorder community is very attached to the idea of moderation in all things and the idea of “intuitive eating.” They believe that you can listen to your body’s hunger and fullness cues to eat your “trigger foods” with balance and composure and without priority on releasing unnecessary weight. And while this might work for some, I was certain of one thing: These concepts did not, could not, and would never work for me or the clients I treat.


Trying to find colleagues—especially nutritionists—who were on board with an addictions-based treatment model felt impossible. Along my research path, I met Dr. Marty Lerner and his staff at Milestones in Recovery in Florida, one of the only inpatient facilities that treat binge eating and eating disorders with an addictions model.


That’s where I met the first nutritionist I ever liked, then ultimately came to love and trust with every part of my being: Nikki Glantz. Nikki is a pioneer in the world of food-addiction treatment. Although she was academically and professionally trained in the traditional methods of dietetics and nutrition, something about the moderation and intuitive model of eating recovery didn’t resonate with her. In her early career, she would counsel clients by prescribing the food plans she had been taught to utilize, and those clients would stay sick. She had always dreamed of helping people change their unhealthy habits from the ground up, and instead found herself doling out food plans that repeatedly failed her clients. She felt powerless and unmotivated.


A random temp job at Milestones changed her entire life. And mine. And hopefully yours. When she was introduced to this cutting-edge model of eating, Nikki jumped on board, motivated largely by the amazing outcomes of the clients she was treating. Today she remains a guardian in support of helping people to break free of their abusive relationships with Sugar. She has since become a card-carrying member of my Power Circle and my co-contributor to your 66-day food plan.


I was able to bring the idea of Breaking Up with Sugar into Beacon, and train my staff in how to end clients’ battles with Sugar addiction. Just as I had anticipated, the vast majority of my struggling clients who were gorging on fat-free foods broke out of their abusive relationships with Sugar and found the very same peace and freedom that I had felt in my breakup.


I continue to watch this miracle happen at Beacon on a daily basis. The pleasure I derive and gratitude I feel from helping others to find the answer to this problem is beyond my ability to describe. I am living my dream—and, I believe, my destiny—when I go to work every day and help people to find their rightful solution to their weight issues, end their abusive relationships with Sugar, and discover the happier, healthier, long-term relationship with food that they deserve.


Being morbidly obese and unknowingly trapped in an abusive relationship with Sugar is a pain I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemy. It is an unparalleled recipe for shame and self-hate. I wasted so many years walking around believing that I was the problem: that if I had more commitment, more willpower, if I just tried a little harder, I would release the weight.


I was going from diet to diet agreeing with the delusion that I was a failure. That couldn’t have been further from the truth. I wasn’t failing the diets; the diets were failing me. I didn’t have the right solution to the problem—the solution I am offering you today. Diets focused only on the food and the end goal of weight loss, but they failed to take me step-by-step through each day, through each obstacle, to get to my real end goal. Diets told me what and how much to eat, but not what to do when I just didn’t feel like following the plan. Diets failed to address the subtle thinking patterns and behaviors that interfered with my ability to “stick to it” for more than a week or two. Diets failed to address the sheer impossibility of self-care and nutrition when I hated and blamed myself for each unsuccessful attempt at releasing weight, viewing myself as the problem and slowly chipping away at my self-worth. Most important, diets failed to correctly identify the specific abuser and addictive substance with which I struggled and that held me captive: Sugar.


Which brings me to the next step in my breaking up with Sugar journey: divorcing dieting. I was deep in the binge-restrict cycle—eating enormous quantities of food at night, followed by trying to starve it off come morning. A trusted friend recommended I see Lisa, a nutritionist she knew and respected. While Lisa’s plan didn’t end up being my exact solution, she taught me some of the fundamentals that inevitably formed my food foundation. She taught me the value of planning my meals ahead of time, of meal regulation—eating every three to four and a half hours a day, four times a day.


That part was not easy. When Lisa suggested that I have yogurt, nuts, and fruit for breakfast, I accused her of not understanding my goals. I was certain her suggestion was just going to cause me to binge earlier in the day and gain more weight. She looked me square in the eye and said, “A balanced breakfast is not what is making you fat, Molly. It’s the five thousand calories you’re bingeing on at night.” With that, a lightbulb went off.


One day soon after, I strayed from the food plan Lisa had given me by thoughtlessly grabbing a handful of nuts. My first thought was to head to the convenience store and pick up some ice cream and cookies—I had gone off the plan, so why not go off in style? I remember thinking to myself: This handful of nuts is certainly not how ‘all this’ went down. I wonder what would happen if I just got right back on my plan. And I did. Without the big dramatic binge and discouraging crawl back to the next diet. Just right back on my plan. Business as usual.


This was a pivotal moment for me: I realized Sugar wasn’t the only thing holding me captive. There was also the black-and-white, good-or-bad, on-or-off toxic and rigid way I approached my food, left over from years of destructive dieting. After giving up Sugar, I still had more work to do to create a lasting relationship with food. I had to divorce dieting. Divorcing dieting didn’t mean that I declared a free-for-all, giving in to cravings when they came to haunt me. Quite the opposite: It meant committing to my new relationship, managing the difficulties—and figuring out what worked and what didn’t. It meant learning about myself and my food, and staying the course as the relationship grew and flourished. And it’s flourished beyond what I could have imagined, ever.


My story of Sugar addiction and compulsive dieting is just that, mine. Yours may look and sound completely different, which doesn’t mean you aren’t a slave to Sugar, too. Maybe you don’t struggle with morbid obesity and can’t relate to seat belt extenders or plus-size clothes. Maybe you haven’t had medical problems associated with your weight or food behaviors … yet. If you’re not relating, it may be the case that your Sugar-addicted mind is reading my story and already scheming to find a way to have its cake and eat it too (literally). These lies and rationalizations are the hallmark of addiction, and they keep us from the big beautiful life we all deserve. If you’re not sure, there is a whole chapter of this book dedicated to helping you gain clarity on where you fall on this scale (you can check that out, come chapter four).


Sugar addiction comes in all shapes and sizes, in all stories, in all bodies. If you find yourself deep into a box of doughnuts—again—when you’ve sworn to yourself you wouldn’t, you probably have a problem with Sugar. If you find yourself in the kitchen finishing off a loaf of bread or your kids’ animal crackers, hoping no one wakes up to hear you, you are probably in an abusive relationship with Sugar. If you are successful in so many parts of your life, yet cannot “succeed” at eating Sugar in moderation, then you know how it feels to be addicted to Sugar. This isn’t about self-control or discipline; this is about Sugar. And regardless of how your food problems look on your body—overweight, “normal” weight, or underweight—you do not deserve to live in a constant state of fear, shame, and self-loathing because you can’t “control” yourself around food.


Maybe you’re not overweight, maybe you’re managing this relationship by over-exercising or starving yourself so you can get your fix without it showing, maybe you only occasionally worry about this relationship, maybe you’re living a life in which starting over is the norm and freedom feels impossible. The point is: You relate. And that is why I’ve written this book. That is why I’ve dedicated my life to helping people find freedom from that suffering, whether it lives on your body in the form of excess weight or deep inside your heart and soul.


Good news! You’re in the right place. You’re not alone, there is a solution, and you’ve found the support you need. Even though it might be super scary, please stick around and keep reading. I’ll help you figure out where you are in this relationship and what to do next to live freely. Don’t give up yet, okay?


As Albert Einstein said so brilliantly, “We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.” You need help. People who come to me for help are among the most amazing, smart, savvy, and successful people I’ve ever met. Abuse and addiction do not care how rich you are, how intelligent you are, how funny you are, how caring you are—and you are. Despite your best qualities, it’s an equal-opportunity epidemic, and one with a solution.


Breaking up with Sugar is the single best decision I have ever made in my life. Being free of this abusive relationship has not only given me my life back, it’s given me a better, more fulfilling one than I could have ever imagined. It’s worth the work.


My relationship with food today is everything I hoped it would be—peaceful and easy. I don’t worry about being too hungry, overeating at meals, or if I should go to the convenience store for a nightly binge run. I feel zero shame about food and I live a full, busy, and generally awesome life. I go out to dinner, go on vacation, eat at cocktail hours, attend weddings, visit my relatives, go to luncheons, and attend all sorts of parties with ease. I have learned what and how much to eat in all these situations, so I can seamlessly participate and engage in all the opportunities and adventures that come with a big life, while maintaining a style of eating that nourishes my body, mind, and spirit.


And I am incredibly satisfied with the food I put into my body, maintaining a healthy weight naturally and without the constant seduction, mind games, and struggle that were a mainstay in my destructive relationship with Sugar and dieting.


This breakup has also given me a relationship with myself rooted in trust and integrity. And as someone who for almost thirty years lived with the broken promises and harmful behavior we all know too well, being in a reliable and loving relationship with myself today is nothing short of a miracle. Breaking up with Sugar has given me a life filled with excitement, love, and hope. Most important, it’s one in which I can be dedicated to helping you break free of your toxic relationship with Sugar.


I have watched thousands of my clients break up with Sugar and as a result find freedom, success, joy, and happiness in their lives that they didn’t know was possible. I’m excited—and, frankly, honored—to help you find the same.


You never have to feel this hopeless, broken, defective, guilty, or shameful again. Ever. If this relationship has held you hostage and stolen from you for far too long, then it’s time to break it off and be free of your abusive relationship with Sugar. It’s time for you to discover the happier, healthier, long-term relationship with food that you deserve.


I Broke Up with Sugar


Ben




Before I broke up with Sugar, I felt hopeless and trapped, like I was living in a prison of my own making without a solution. At thirty years old, I was eating myself to death; I’d surrendered to this abusive relationship that was destroying me, mind, body, and soul. Though I kept it to myself, I considered my life effectively over and not worth living. As time went on, I spent less time with the people I love and lost my enthusiasm for hobbies and activities I’d previously enjoyed. Almost every night I hid in my dark room and ate until physical exhaustion mercifully struck. When I looked at myself in the mirror, I saw only a part of myself, dimly, and felt nothing but hatred.


Then I found Molly’s program. When I first started, I didn’t think that this program, or any program, would work. Molly asked me to pretend I thought it would work—to suspend my disbelief. I don’t know how or why, but having nothing to lose, I took a leap of faith. Her logic made sense, so I went with it. Within weeks, I began to feel a sense of hope and purpose I had not felt in years. Having spent the previous years feeling old and weary, I began to remember that life is a blessing to be savored, not an ordeal to be endured. And with that, my love for spending time with my family and friends returned. Old relationships were renewed and new ones, forged. Life started getting better and better. I rekindled my love of hobbies that had been casualties of my abusive relationship with Sugar. I found myself looking forward to waking up in the morning instead of dreading the dawn. Even eating became an infinitely more enjoyable experience! Instead of feeling guilt and shame almost every time I ate, I felt satisfied knowing that I was taking one more small step on the endless road of healing and toward full recovery. To this day, I sometimes weep after dinner because I know it is a healthy meal and the last one of the day.


Physically, I’ve released over seventy pounds; psychologically and spiritually, I feel liberated. Slowly, I’m learning to accept that which seemed unacceptable my whole life: Life will bring pain but also joy. I learned to accept pain and use my toolbox of skills instead of turning to food. Because of that, I’m able to experience true joy today. It’s safe to say that breaking up with Sugar literally saved my life. More than that, it’s made it worth living again. I am filled with hope every day, ever grateful for my Power Circle helping me stay on my path of recovery. Today, when I look at myself in the mirror, I see a free man staring back at me and feel pride.








Chapter 2


The Sacred Vow: No More Cutting and Running


Whether you like it or not, you’re always in a relationship with food: You’re either working to improve the relationship or you’re complicit in its destruction.


Let’s focus on the word relationship. You’re in one with food whether you realize it or not. Food is more than something we eat; it’s personal. We have emotional attachments to it, we associate it with good times and bad, we talk about our loves, our hates, our obsessions. So it’s safe to say we are in a relationship with food—one that can bring us comfort, connection, confidence, and love. Or, one that can be really rough going, turning potentially abusive without us even knowing. Usually, we focus on the really good times, which is why breaking free is not always easy.


I wish I could tell you this breakup will be like a rom-com storyline: Girl realizes she’s in an abusive relationship with Sugar. Girl buys book to guide her through breakup. Girl bravely breaks free from Sugar’s nasty clutches. Girl falls in love with her new way of living. Girl rides off into the sunset with her newfound relationship with herself and food, excited for the big beautiful life ahead of her. Cue credits.


If we’re honest, up until now the story may have gone a little more like this: Girl has crazy night bingeing on Sugar. Girl wakes up feeling demoralized. Girl finds quick-fix-cleanse-juicing-guru-fast-diet-du-jour and buys empty promise hook, line, and sinker. Girl inevitably gets seduced by Sugar, runs back, and is once again taken hostage—ravaging the hopes and dreams she once had. Girl (again) single-handedly destroys everything she’s wanted and wished for—especially her self-esteem and belief in herself. That’s more horror flick than rom-com.
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