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Prologue



This is not a diet book. I’m not a doctor, nutritionist, or trainer. I’m just a woman with a happy family and a successful career who lost a lot of weight in one year and, in the process, gained a level of confidence and self-respect unlike anything I’d known before.


You don’t have to join a plan, make a salad, or stare down a scale—at least not today. But what you must do is start thinking that losing weight once and for all is completely and totally doable—and not impossible.


When you lose weight, especially a lot of weight like I have, everyone wants to know the secret. We—women, especially—are eager to discover the plan or program that will make the pounds melt off and stay away, hopefully forever. This book is my answer to literally thousands of women who have emailed after watching me on TV, stopped me on the street, and even chatted in restaurant bathrooms with one simple question: “Tory, how’d you do it?”


For more than a dozen years, I have taught women how to launch and advance their careers and make their professional and financial goals a reality. All the while, I was hanging on to the one dream that for me had never come true: I wanted to lose weight. I longed to see a number on the scale that said I was as healthy and happy on the outside as I felt on the inside. Most of all, I was desperate to move on. I hoped to wake up one New Year’s morning with a list of resolutions that did not begin and end with dieting.


There’s so much we don’t control in life: being hired or fired, slumping economies, and unexpected setbacks. I spent decades under the misperception that my weight was just another thing beyond my control. I hated it. I tried and failed at diets, and I also believed that the diets failed me. My weight, and my life, didn’t change until the moment I realized that what I put in my head is far more important than what I put in my mouth. That is what The Shift is all about.


After years of dieting, guilt, shame, and frustration, it took one frank conversation for me to make the Shift. I hope this book will be that spark for you.













MONTH 1
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The Conversation


This day is going to suck.


It’s Tuesday, December 20, 2011, a cold, dark winter morning. Having given up on a good night’s sleep, I make my way into the shower. Today, I am meeting with Barbara Fedida, senior vice president for talent and business at ABC News. She is the highest-ranking woman in the news division, and I’m a contributor on Good Morning America. It’s my first time having a one-on-one with Barbara, and I am fairly confident that there is only one item on the agenda: my weight. I think she plans to tell me that I am too fat to be on TV and that I must slim down. I am panicked because I don’t just like my job, I love it and want to keep it for a long time.


With a towel perched on my wet head, I take in the quiet of the early morning. This is my safe haven: a three-bedroom apartment on the Upper West Side, a storied New York neighborhood that has been featured in movies ranging from Annie Hall to Spider-Man. Each room is filled with the people (and the dog) I love. My husband, Peter, is asleep in our bed. Friends say that he’s a cross between George Clooney and Russell Crowe. I can see that, but he also has a wit and warmth that is all his own. He is my champion and best friend. If he were awake, he’d be giving me the pep talk of the century. He’s always telling me how beautiful I am, and I am so grateful. But I know that no matter what he sees or says, this meeting is about my weight and I’ve got to steel myself for what lies ahead.


My family has supported me in my ongoing battle of the bulge, but I am the only fighter on this field. Gaining a few pounds in his forties hasn’t hurt Peter’s looks at all. Men are lucky that way. Down the hall, my fourteen-year-old twins, Jake and Emma, are sleeping. No weight problems there, and yet I worry that if I can’t get my act together and overhaul my diet and my body, I will pass along my legacy of being overweight and the mental burden that comes with constantly struggling with your size.


I stare in my closet, frantically pulling pieces off the rack, wondering what outfit will give me the best illusion of thinness for this meeting. My closet has two bars. The eye-level shelf is for the things that fit no matter what size I am: shoes and bags in all the designer labels that I have worked so hard to afford. The other rack holds the black clothes that fit—Gap, Banana Republic, Talbots, Eileen Fisher. They don’t make high-end designer stuff in my size.


I want a superhero costume, something bulletproof to protect me from the blow that I know is coming. Instead, what I grab is uninspiring at best: black wool pants and a black silk shirt, and I put them on with all the courage and hope that I can muster, which is not much right now. I’m so tired of this, of never really being happy with the way I look, no matter where I shop or how much I spend on clothing. I’m sick of the mind games I play, trying to convince myself that I’m not really that fat, that plenty of people weigh a lot more than I do, that America is in the midst of an obesity epidemic, that I am in good company.


My office is just fourteen blocks from my home, and when I get there I find the first of several emails from Barbara’s assistant. With each one, the venue for our meeting becomes more depressing. First, it’s Le Pain Quotidien, the French bistro nearby that specializes in coffee and buttery croissants for breakfast. Then it’s Barbara’s office at ABC News near Lincoln Center: she is so busy but really wants to meet today. Finally, it’s the ABC cafeteria. Oh, great. I’m to be humiliated over a Styrofoam cup of coffee as GMA colleagues stroll by and guess exactly why Barbara has summoned me.


I have survived not one but three anchor teams at GMA: Charlie Gibson and Diane Sawyer, Diane and Robin Roberts, and now Robin and George Stephanopoulos. Not one of them has ever said a word to me about my weight. In fact, the bosses routinely praise my work, which enables me to think that a job well done means they’re willing to overlook the obvious. But I’m not naive: I have been around television news long enough to know that thinness rules. My fit colleagues underscore that truth.


I arrive a few minutes early to scope out the scene. Barbara walks in on time wearing a fitted brown sweater that complements her bouncy brown hair. If she’s wearing any makeup, it’s very little. There is an effortless beauty to her, a trait she shares with many women in TV news.


We pass through the breakfast display—breads and muffins, cold cereal, eggs, bacon.


“What would you like?” Barbara asks.


Clearly, she’s testing me to see if I’ll bite—literally.


I opt for only a bottle of water. She grabs coffee. We find a table.


I deliberate: Take off my coat or leave it on? It adds bulk but also hides bulges. I remove it but keep it on my lap, thinking I’ll fool her.


I keep watching the clock. We spend fifty minutes catching up, talking about everything but the matter at hand: our kids, New York City schools, husbands, and GMA’s ratings surge. We talk about how some women lack assertiveness in their careers. Barbara is funny and smart, like a character in a Nora Ephron movie. I marvel at her confidence. It could be just another great conversation with one of the many savvy women I’ve met over the years in network news, except I am aware of the fact that Barbara is not here to bond with me. She is warm, but she is also extremely direct. I know I am about to get it. Then I do.


“You don’t look as good as you could,” she says, smoothly changing the topic. “I don’t think your clothing does you any favors.”


In an instant, the blood rushes to my head. I feel slightly faint. My palms become sweaty and I start to twist my wedding ring, a nervous tic I’ve never once experienced before now. My mouth is dry. I try to remain composed even though I’m freaking out.


I’m wondering if anyone is watching us. It doesn’t matter that no one I know is around. I’m certain that Barbara is starting out slowly and will soon move in for the kill: How could you expect to be on TV when you’ve let yourself go? Don’t you have any self-respect? You knew this day would come, right?


But she says none of that. Instead, Barbara offers to connect me with Sandy, a stylist who helps women make smart wardrobe choices.


I’m staring blankly at her on purpose. I’m not going to make her job easy by giving her even a hint that I know my weight is a problem, that although I can easily and happily talk to millions of viewers on TV, dressing for my segment is an ongoing challenge. Finally, I crack a smile and say as cheerfully as I can, “Sure, that sounds great. I’d be happy to meet Sandy. I’d love her help.”


This is a lie. Unless Sandy has a magic wand that will whisk away the pounds, I doubt she can do any good.


But Barbara is not done. “I always feel better when I work out. Exercise gives me so much energy,” she presses, mildly, neither asking if I exercise nor ordering me to.


I could tell her the whole sordid story about how much I hate breaking a sweat and how I haven’t taken a gym class since elementary school, about how in junior high a kid named Brian called me a fat cow when I corrected his answer and how the whole class, even the teacher, erupted in laughter. But that would go against rule number one: I do not discuss my weight with anyone except Peter. I would never share the anxiety I have about my size with people I work with, let alone someone who has the power to fire me.


Barbara continues talking as if she and I are old friends and as if everything she brings up, from her favorite spin class to the flattering effect of V-neck sweaters, is just girlish chitchat. I stare at her BlackBerry, praying for it to ping and summon her back to her office upstairs. Please, God, give her a crisis. Please, God, let this be over. But there is no such relief. At exactly the one-hour mark, Barbara wraps up our meeting. Numbly, I thank her for caring enough to have this chat and tell her that I look forward to meeting Sandy, which I do not. At all. We hug good-bye and wish each other a happy holiday. It is five days before Christmas. After six happy years on TV, I feel like somebody just put a lump of coal in my stocking.


As I walk quickly down the escalator and out the door onto West Sixty-Sixth Street, I try to assess the damage. I did not cry. Advantage Tory. She didn’t put me on the spot, humiliate me, or embarrass me. Three points for Barbara. I marvel at how slick she was. She did not threaten me. Not once did she call me fat, say I had to lose weight, or even hint that my job was in jeopardy. The words “fat,” “overweight,” or “obese” never came up. But I also take her words for the clear warning shot they are meant to be: lose weight or else.


What the F am I going to do?
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A New Kind of Wow


As the cab zips up Central Park West, I hear Barbara’s words over and over again in my head. The reality is still sinking in on how precariously close I am to losing all of this, the well-paying TV gig at a place where I have worked so hard to be successful. If my waistline doesn’t physically shrink—and fast—that’s exactly what will happen. And what’s worse, everyone who knows me will know why. Because I am fat. Period. And if I get dumped by ABC News, I will not only be full of shame, but my weight will surely make it all but impossible to get another job in television. It’s a small, insular world. They all talk and compare notes. “Yeah, she’s good but… fat.”


I roll down the window, gasping for air. It occurs to me that it feels like I have been holding my breath, during and since the entire meeting. You know how on planes they say to secure your oxygen mask before your child’s or anyone else who might need assistance? Talking to Barbara about my physical appearance was like being on a plane with no available oxygen. Every time I flash back to our meeting, it was like Barbara was this beautiful, calm flight attendant and I was on a plane that was losing pressure. I can see her—pretty, capable, reassuring—telling me to please secure my mask. But I am so panicked that I can barely move in my chair. All I can think is, There’s no air. I cannot breathe. There’s no air.


For years, an inner voice convinced me that I didn’t take care of myself because I was too busy taking care of everyone else. But now a switch has been flipped. It wasn’t just that I had to lose weight for cosmetic reasons. It was deeper, truer, and more powerful than that. I had to take care of myself because there was no way I could continue to take care of my family until I got rid of what was literally and metaphorically weighing me down.


Too many of us care for others while we neglect ourselves. It’s as if we’re on a plane with no air and we forget to put the oxygen mask on ourselves first. Good food is oxygen. Exercise is oxygen. Self-care is oxygen. But we deny ourselves these essentials because we don’t believe we have the time. Plus, the needs of everyone else are so demanding. So the pounds pile on or the scale stays stuck on a number that is bothersome. For most of us, when we hit a certain weight, it doesn’t mean we are sloths or we lack willpower, it means that we are running on empty. In the first few hours after my conversation with Barbara, I didn’t have a fully articulated vision of how I would change my body or how changing my body would change my life. But I felt that she had pointed out to me that I was running around without an oxygen mask, even though oxygen was readily available. Even before I lose a single pound, the very first Shift I make is to pause and just breathe.


As the taxi bobbed and weaved through traffic, I couldn’t believe that my public career was about to end because of what I had always imagined was my private battle with the scale. It had always been my dream to work in network news, and I was so focused and so determined that I landed a summer internship at ABC News the summer after my freshman year of college, despite the fact that most spots went to juniors and seniors.


The next summer, when a full-time assistant left ABC’s newsmagazine 20/20, I dropped out of Emerson College and took her place. For more than a year I helped promote Barbara Walters and her newsmaker specials, and I got to know the correspondents: Stone Phillips, Lynn Sherr, and John Stossel. NBC News recruited me, and I jumped to the rival network. I worked hard and fell in love with everything about the news industry: the pace, the urgency, the immediacy, just being in the know and among the first to hear what’s happening in the world.


When I left network news a few years later—truth be told, I was fired when the new boss at NBC cleaned house—I knew I had to get back in the news game someday, somehow. By then it was in my blood. But it took me years to do it. After detours into cable and publishing, I made my first major shift from employee to entrepreneur by launching my own business hosting career fairs for women. That led me to pitch my first idea to Good Morning America—a job search segment on how to make extra money during the holidays. It was a hit, and I was asked to come back again and again until I became the official workplace contributor. Almost two years ago, I segued into my current gig at GMA, a fun “Deals & Steals” segment where every week I secure exclusive deals on cool products for the show’s viewers to save big bucks. I love it, my bosses love it, and viewers love it too. Most important, it’s my spot in a field I’m so passionate about: network news. I thought it had been going so well that my talent trumped my weight. But suddenly everything was in jeopardy.


Despite the fact that I am a go-to problem solver for friends, family, and colleagues, now that my own career was on the line, I didn’t know where to turn for advice or how I was going to fix this. I had always struggled with my weight. I thought that a lifetime of plus-sized pants was simply my destiny. Now someone had suggested that things, my body, could be different. It felt like a threat, but somewhere underneath all the panic and the shame, it also felt like an opportunity.


I had to lose a lot of weight. And let’s just say, for argument’s sake, that I could do it. How much was enough? My breath caught again as I thought about the daunting task ahead. I didn’t need to drop ten or twenty or even thirty pounds. Just to fall into “normal” range on those maddening body mass index charts, I needed to shed at least fifty. But to look good on TV, it was probably even more than that. I hadn’t lost more than eighteen pounds in the last thirty years. How would I lose eighty? The thought sent me into another tailspin. My heart was beating fast and I felt slightly faint. Maybe a little nauseated too. The cab really couldn’t get home fast enough. By the time the driver turned left onto West Eighty-Sixth Street, I was desperate to get into my third-floor apartment, close the bathroom door, and cry. And that’s just what I did.


It takes a lot to make me weep. I have to feel like I’m at my wits’ end, totally helpless and lost. I don’t allow myself to feel that way very often, but when I do, the floodgates open. This was one of those rare moments. After the meeting I didn’t even have the strength or composure to go back to my office. I spent the day sobbing in peace.


Later, after I’d shed enough tears, Peter tried to comfort me. He’s good at that, zeroing in on what’s bothering me, then working on a plan to address it. I do the same for him.


I met Peter when I was the publicist for Dateline and he was USA Today’s TV columnist. One of my primary duties was to convince media writers to promote Dateline stories and profile the show’s anchors and correspondents, so I made it my mission to win him over and get ink in his newspaper. We got to know each other over the phone and spent many hours talking—him in Arlington, Virginia, me in New York. Our conversations quickly moved from work to personal stuff. He was sixteen years older than me—a real man!—and his marriage was ending. I was instantly taken by his sharp sense of humor. Nobody could make me laugh more than Peter. We’d met only a handful of times in person in New York and once at a TV conference in Pasadena, California. So I was flabbergasted when one day Peter announced he was in love with me. I wondered if it was some cruel joke: What could this “normal” man possibly see in me, a fat girl? It never occurred to me that I was more than my body type. It’s one of the things that Peter taught me early on.


We were married a year later on a beautiful evening in early summer at Arqua, a small, upscale Italian restaurant in Tribeca, surrounded by family and friends. Eight-year-old Nick, Peter’s son, was his best man. I wore navy because I was convinced I would look like a blimp in a white wedding dress. I really wanted to wear black, my standard color, but Stella, my future mother-in-law, told me it would be too reminiscent of a funeral. Eager to please her from the beginning, I happily agreed to this compromise.


Now, seventeen years later, with our beagle, Marly, asleep at the end of our bed, Peter peppers me with questions about my meeting. Having covered the TV news industry until leaving USA Today in 2007, he knows how important it is for on-air talent to look their best. We both know that virtually everyone who appears on TV is even thinner in person. He is under no illusion that Barbara’s chat with me was anything but a do-this-or-else conversation and not simply an offer to get me new clothes and a haircut. He knows that the financial implications of my losing the GMA gig would be substantial since I am the primary breadwinner in our house. But, as my husband, his first priority is to make sure I’m okay.


He eases in with leading questions.


“Was it her place to even discuss this issue?” he asks.


“Of course,” I say. “If someone doesn’t look or act right on-air, it’s definitely Barbara’s responsibility to confront them and kick ass if necessary. Every network has people like her. I’m just relieved she’s given me a chance and not the boot.”


“Why did she beat around the bush instead of spitting out what she meant?” he prods.


“I guess you can’t just come out and tell someone she’s fat.” I shrug. “Or maybe it’s just that she’s a graceful woman. Why use a blow torch when a lighter makes the same point?”


We sit in silence for a few minutes as Peter stares at me, trying to pinpoint where I’m hurting and how much damage has been done.


“Is there any part of you that’s insulted?” he asks.


“No,” I tell him pointedly, “I appreciate what she has done.”


He fires off other adjectives—“hurt,” “furious,” “livid”?—to see if I’m stuck on semantics. I remain firm in my respect for her.


“For once, someone has told me what I need to hear in a way that lets me know the consequences of doing nothing,” I explain. “Yet she did it subtly, with class.” Tears well up in my eyes again. “I’m grateful to her because my weight is the one thing that I have never come to grips with, but now I’m going to finally figure it out.”


Peter has heard me talk many times about tackling my weight once and for all—and he’s seen me fail every time. He thinks I’m still in shock and that I must be suppressing how I really feel.


He may be right. I’ve certainly cycled through so many emotions in the last twelve hours, but as I lie in bed as Peter falls asleep, I feel the stirrings of something, a sensation I haven’t felt before. Yes, my talk with Barbara was mortifying and embarrassing, but also something potentially life altering and profound. Big. A moment that will propel me on a different course. For forty-one years I’ve rotated through fad diets and seesawed between denial and acceptance, and now I feel the seeds of an unfamiliar emotion, at least when it comes to weight loss: determination. Twelve hours ago, sitting in the ABC cafeteria, I thought I’d be crying myself to sleep. But now there are no more tears. Instead, I’m surprised to find that I actually feel a tiny tinge of excitement coupled with resolve. I can do this, I think. This time can be different. It has to be. Fat is my tobacco. It is my alcohol. I tell my kids not to smoke or drink, yet what I’ve done to myself is no better. I’m not fat by chance. This is a choice. And it’s a choice I no longer wish to make.


The next morning I wake up confident that I am about to change my life, and my body, for good. Yet, it didn’t take long for temptation to creep in: I still have my same old cravings for a toasted everything bagel with all the fixings. I remind myself that my cravings aren’t my crime; it’s the nonstop giving in to them that has taken such a toll. I won’t do that today.


Peter is in the kitchen cooking turkey bacon and scrambled eggs for the kids. It smells good. I’d like to join them in there, nibbling at their plates while slathering my bagel with cream cheese. You could blindfold me and walk me forty paces away from our kitchen, and I could get to the bagels, take a knife out of the kitchen drawer, find the cream cheese in the fridge, and slice a tomato—all without a bump or a bruise. But I remind myself that I have made a commitment to change and that I will never get to where I long to be if I give in to my old patterns and habits. I am not on autopilot anymore. I must be a lean(-thinking), clean(-eating) Shifting machine. I kiss the kids good-bye, and I head to the office, stopping along the way to pick up a small container of Greek yogurt.


In addition to my work on Good Morning America, I run two businesses that empower women in the workplace: Women For Hire, which helps women get hired by large companies, and Spark & Hustle, which provides valuable tools and strategies to women entrepreneurs. I interact with tens of thousands of women each year. This means, among other things, that five days out of five, when I sit down at my desk and turn on my computer, I face a nonstop stream of email and correspondence.


I am still craving that everything bagel with cream cheese. I have been up for hours and I still haven’t eaten. I’m not hungry, per se, but I am used to my morning meal. The temptation to just toss the yogurt and get a bagel is great. But instead, before I dive into work, before I start eating and multitasking, I open the container and scoop a creamy bite into my mouth. This is not what Oprah calls an aha moment. There is no revelatory “if only I’d known how delicious this healthy food was, I would’ve made better choices all along.” I know what yogurt tastes like and I’m not a huge fan. What is an aha moment is that when I’m done, I am full and I am satisfied and, most important, I am not feeling guilty.


Maybe it’s because it is December 21 and all around me New York City is tinseled and glittering, like a scene out of a Christmas movie. But as I throw the yogurt container away, I feel like I have received my first Shift Gift: Food, for me now, is fuel. It does not have to be amazing, entertaining, or exciting. Each meal does not have to be like a trip to the county fair or a fantasy segment of Top Chef. I have had enough “Wow!” meals to last a lifetime. I want a different set of “wows” now. I want “Wow! You’ve lost a lot of weight!” comments from my colleagues and friends. I want the “Wow! I never thought I’d fit into this size pants” feeling when I enter a department store dressing room. I want the quiet “Oh my goodness, wow!” of stepping on the bathroom scale and seeing a number that does not make me flinch, a number that makes me feel as strong and healthy as I long to be.
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The Road Trip


Anyone who has ever successfully lost weight knows that there is no such thing as a straight road. My Shift, while immediate and powerful, has its own early detour. Every year, my family takes a trip during Christmas break. The first year, we flew to Phoenix, then drove from Sedona to Las Vegas, soaking up the mountains and hues of the beautiful Southwest. The second year, we opted for the Pacific Northwest, starting in Seattle and driving through Portland, Oregon, to San Francisco. This year, we are heading south on a two-thousand-mile drive from New York City to Nashville and back.


Although our friends repeatedly warn us of the drama of adolescence, Peter and I wake up daily, ever so thankful that even with the rush of hormones and the social pressures, Emma and Jake remain as warm, down-to-earth, inquisitive, and friendly as ever. Seeing this great country through their eyes has become the holiday gift that I enjoy the most.


And yet… two thousand miles in a car can be a long slog through the land of fatty food, sugar, and carbs. How many times had we found ourselves on the road, each rest-stop break accompanied by a swing through the on-site McDonald’s, Burger King, Taco Bell, and Quiznos?


Our Honda Pilot inevitably becomes a mobile snack shack, filled with burgers, cheesesteaks, White Cheddar Smartfood Popcorn, salty pretzels, Häagen-Dazs ice-cream bars, and gooey, warm Otis Spunkmeyer chocolate chip cookies. We each have our special favorites. I crave York Peppermint Patties. Peter is hooked on Sweetarts. Jake is obsessed with Caramellos or anything that combines milk chocolate and caramel. Emma’s not into candy but is content with a bag of chips.


The night before we leave, I announce to Peter and the kids, with an enthusiasm that I don’t fully feel, that this road trip will be different: I will make better choices and eat less. My family, to put it mildly, is unimpressed.


Jake says, “Mom… Why don’t you just start jogging with Uncle David in the spring?”


That’s my son. Sweet. In his eyes, I’m just Mom. He doesn’t understand that I weigh a lot. And the chances of me starting a jogging program with my greyhound-like athletic younger brother are about the same chances of me being drafted for a season of Dancing with the Stars.


Emma is a little savvier. “Mom,” she says. “I love that you want to take care of yourself. But you know that we’re not going to Seattle where you can live on fresh fish and salads and there’s a vegan café on every other corner. We are going to Nashville. I think they make you sign a fried chicken pledge as soon as you cross the state line.”


Peter rolls his eyes. “Come on, it’s the holidays. New Year’s is just eleven days away. You can start your diet then.”


I knew in my gut that for me, there was no turning back. I couldn’t put off the Shift because it wasn’t a diet that would start on a particular day and maybe incorporate some cheat days until eventually it winnowed out. This was my new life. In order to Shift, I needed to build momentum, no matter how slight. Even if it meant I ate half a Happy Meal at every rest stop, I needed to make sure that every single day represented a step toward the woman I was determined to be.


I was sympathetic to Peter’s skepticism. He’d been through this before and knew that I could be tough to live with when I was dieting, especially when he was not doing it with me. And on this trip, he had no plans to cut back on anything. But this wasn’t about him. Or the kids. In the past, when I’d gone on a diet, I’d depended heavily on their approval and support. I needed them to help me “be good.” But here it was, another Shift Gift: Losing weight isn’t about being good; it’s about being good to myself. It was so simple and yet so powerful. It wasn’t a diet that I was desperate to start. What I wanted and needed to start right away was the process of being good to myself.


Still, knowing what the next two weeks would look like, I made a pact with myself. Actually, it was a compromise: from that day through the end of our trip on December 31, I would eat significantly less. I’d skip appetizers and talk someone into sharing entrées. If I were starving, I’d sneak a bite of what they were eating. No massive cheating. But I wouldn’t impose my new regimen on the rest of the family because they didn’t have to sacrifice on this trip. This was my battle, not theirs.


We get going early in the morning on December 24. As we make our way south along crowded stretches of I-95, I daydream about all the junk food in our kitchen cabinets, the plus-sized clothes in my closet, my poor food choices dating back to elementary school, and my lifelong dislike of the number on the scale. Although I haven’t yet lost an ounce, I know that my conversation with Barbara has roused from within me a level of determination I did not know existed. It’s almost as if I am experiencing my future weight loss as a real loss and I am cycling through the stages of grief. I am past denial about my weight and I am firmly ensconced in anger. In my head, I blame some people for making me fat, others for calling me so.


My mood darkens at these thoughts, then suddenly brightens when the kids and Peter start belting out Top 100 songs and singing along to the corny Christmas tunes playing on the radio. We all wish that Peter’s eldest son, Nick, had joined us on this trip.


Nick came to live with us when he was eleven, just shortly after the twins were born. They’ve only ever known our home to include him. Despite the age difference, all three of our kids are very close. When Nick left for college, he still spent school breaks and summer vacations at home. And after graduation, he lived with us for two more years. I’ve heard parents complain about boomerang kids, but for us the years Nick spent at home after college were heaven. Jake and Nick watched sports, went to pro games, and played in the park. Emma, who was in junior high when Nick returned, was so cute with him. She considered it her duty to give Nick advice about fashion, girls, and dating.


Nick is twenty-six now. He lives in Brooklyn, where he runs his own graphic design business. At least once a week he visits Jake and Emma, and they savor every second of big brother time. Now he’s off skiing with buddies for the holidays. “Come on, T, I’m too old for family road trips,” Nick explained gently on the phone. He may be right, but every time Jay-Z or Adele—two of Nick’s favorite artists—come on the radio, we feel his absence.


We turn down the blasting music as we pull into the first rest stop along I-95. I wait in the car while they go inside: what I don’t see I can’t buy. I don’t trust my willpower if I get a whiff of KFC or a glimpse of TCBY with assorted candy toppings. Better to have a bite—or three—of whatever snack they get, instead of devouring my own.


Back on the highway, Peter and the kids dig into candy, popcorn, and potato chips that I will not allow myself to have. Staring out the window, I notice as we pass other cars that not every family is stuffing their faces. I see women my age reading, watching videos, or sleeping. I know America is getting fatter, but not everyone is. I read somewhere recently that Americans have cut back on their sugar intake by 7 percent in the last four years. It’s not of The Biggest Loser proportions, but it is significant. I want to make the leap from people who are part of the problem to those who are finding solutions.


Later, during quiet times when Peter is focused on the road and the kids are dozing or listening to their iPods, I make mental notes, mapping out a blueprint of how I’m going to succeed this time—when I’ve always failed before.


One moment, I’m thrilled that I am finally acting to correct years of unhealthy behavior.


The next moment, I’m disgusted that I’ve allowed my weight to get so far out of control.


Then I’m terrified I’ll flunk again. How will this be different? How will I avoid the things that tripped me up before? What will keep me motivated?


When I am not looking out the window obsessing about these questions, I flip through a stack of magazines—O, The Oprah Magazine, More, InStyle, Vogue, Marie Claire—and I imagine myself like the fortysomethings who fill their pages. Halle Berry, Rachel Weisz, Mariska Hargitay, Naomi Watts. A generation ago, being in your forties meant pulling back from caring about your looks. But these women remind me that fortysomething can be hot. I’m not crazy enough to think that I’ll look like any of these stars. But I know that there is a level of beautiful that is entirely achievable for me and now is the time for me to do what it takes to get there. I envision myself on Dr. Oz’s couch talking about my dramatic weight loss as women in the audience hang on my every word.


We arrive in Nashville about twelve hours after passing through the Lincoln Tunnel, which Peter proclaims a land speed record. We got a great deal on a large suite at the Hermitage, the iconic hundred-year-old downtown hotel. If I’m not going to pig out, at least I’ll sleep in a really nice bed.


We’re all tired after the trip and decide to have dinner downstairs in the Capitol Grille. “Good evening, Mr. Johnson,” the waiter says in fine southern tradition, welcoming only Peter as he hands him a wine list. He has ignored me, which irks me more than it should, but I’m hungry and anxious about what to eat. Emma and Jake crack up: they know Peter does his part, but I bring home the bacon. My heart races a bit as I look over the menu. Luckily the restaurant offers a range of healthy options. Me and healthy eating: what an oxymoron. Peter orders delicious-looking short ribs, which come with inky-black gravy, garlic mashed potatoes, and greens flecked with pancetta. I could devour his plate. Jake has pork, Emma pecan-crusted chicken. I choose grilled fish—and ask for the sauce on the side.


“Potatoes or rice?” the waiter asks.


“Both,” I’m dying to blurt out. Instead, I ask for extra vegetables. I don’t order dessert, but I do sample Peter’s and Jake’s.


Back in our room, we decide to hit the sack early, and after we turn out the lights Peter asks, “How hard was it today?”


“Hard. Super hard. It was impossible for me to think about anything but food. I ate so little, and even though I know it’s not true, I feel like I’m starving right now.”


He squeezes my hand.


I shake my head. More reassurances won’t make the bright flashing lights in my brain that say EAT SOMETHING. EAT SOMETHING. YOU HAVEN’T EATEN ALL DAY go away.


“I don’t know how I’m going to do this,” I whisper.


“Go easy on yourself,” he says, assuring me that I can and I will. Because I trust him, because I am beginning, somewhere deep down inside, to trust myself, I turn off the twenty-four-hour neon diner sign in my head and within a few minutes we’re both asleep.


Next day. Same dilemma. Lunch. I’m scanning the menu like I’m reading the fine print of a legal document, searching for an acceptable healthy option. But this particular restaurant, the Loveless Cafe, a southern-fried institution in Music City, is not famous for lite choices. Oh, great. The menu boasts maple yams, smothered chicken, meatloaf with gravy, fried okra. I suspect that even the tap water is sugared. Jake orders iced tea and the waitress doesn’t even bother asking if he wants it with or without sugar. It comes sweet. Very sweet, he says. Welcome to Nashville.


I watch waitresses bustling around with mammoth portions of deep-fried, mouth-watering goodness, all of which would ordinarily go straight to my ample thighs, belly, and ass. Who doesn’t like this stuff? Just twenty-four hours into our trip and I am tempted to abandon this quest to eat healthy. Just this once, I tell myself. I’ll be good every meal hereafter. I begin to justify it in my head: I didn’t have breakfast and saved calories there. I’ll be really good at dinner. I’m desperately grasping for excuses to gorge myself. But instead I reluctantly select the chef salad with oil and vinegar—akin to ordering sliced apples at McDonald’s. Hardly a place to get a salad, which is why there are only a few on the menu.


“You’ll regret that,” Peter says, shaking his head in disgust, which is all I need to see. I flag the waitress to say I’ve changed my mind and order the quarter fried chicken, white meat only. “Which sides?” she asks pleasantly.


I am doomed. Or maybe it’s just that I’ve hit the next mindboggling stage of this journey. And so I make what amounts to a devil’s bargain as I go for fried green tomatoes and white corn grits.


When the food arrives, I pick at my meal because I feel guilty. Then I decide I’ll be damned: the food smells too good. I eat everything on my plate. In a heartbeat, I regret it. Ugh. I’ve pledged to not pig out at all this week—and I’ve done just that.


After lunch, driving past mansions owned by country music stars, Peter notices my brooding silence and asks what’s wrong.


“I don’t have the self-control to walk into places like that. It’s killing me.”


He’s sympathetic, but reminds me that road trips are never easy eating, especially in the South where home cookin’ rules. “Restaurants want to make you feel good, not lose weight,” he says. “Just a few more days and we can cook at home and avoid all these menu dilemmas.”


Seeing a convenience store up ahead, I ask him to stop and get me another soda, my fourth of the day. I can’t bring myself to skip DP—as I’ve nicknamed Diet Pepsi. I have been drinking the stuff for more than twenty years. It was Diet Coke before that—until I discovered that DP tastes even sweeter. I drink five cans a day, but I prefer the fountain variety. Now I’m drinking even more from those sixteen-ounce cups to replace the sweets I’m avoiding. But in the back of my mind I know I’m going to have to cut out DP entirely. I’ve read time and again that aspartame, the sweetener in diet sodas, triggers appetites because your body is being tricked into thinking it’s ingesting sugar, so you crave more and more. Why is this so goddamn complicated? Why is diet soda—which is marketed as the decent alternative to sugar—now the enemy?


We pass the Pancake Pantry in Hillsboro Village and Emma googles it from the backseat and learns it’s the place for breakfast. The next morning, after waiting in line for twenty minutes to be seated—a first for me for breakfast—our table crests with eggs, pancakes, waffles, home fries, grits, sausage, bacon, and toast. I manage to eat a single scrambled egg, a slice of bacon, and a few bites of Jake’s chocolate chip pancakes, which he has smothered with maple syrup and four or five pats of butter.


It’s a shift of the most microscopic proportions, but I make it. I learn to say “I’m full” when my family notices that I’m not wiping the plate clean.


“Everything okay, Mom?” Jake asks when I leave three of four pieces of toast on my plate.


The last thing I want to be is a buzzkill, the mom on a diet who makes her kids feel needlessly guilty about what they’re eating. I must find a balance between being a good role model—making sensible food choices—and denying them food they love. What purpose would I serve by making a sour face when Jake ordered those delicious pancakes—a dish that he’s perfectly entitled to enjoy?


We return home on New Year’s Eve and I prepare to face our bathroom scale with trepidation. It doesn’t really matter if I’ve gained or lost because the clock starts fresh for good tomorrow.


We always ring in the New Year with a fun but over-the-top feast—anything anyone wants—and Peter assures Emma and Jake that it’s the same deal this year. I feel like I’m on death row: What to have for my Last Supper? One part of me wants to choose a gigantic baked potato, loaded with butter. But sweets have always been my downfall. I’d love to eat an entire chocolate cake, maybe with a side of tiramisu. Everyone encourages me to indulge.


“Go ahead, Mom. It’s a special occasion!” Jake says enthusiastically, wanting me to be happy after seeing me so consciously trying to be good on vacation.


Instead, I opt for a chicken cutlet and a small salad with ginger dressing. This unfair deprivation—at least that’s how I see it, even though I had just made a smart food choice—sends me into a funk. So shortly after dinner, I go to our bedroom and leave Peter and the kids to the festivities. Jake is digging into chicken wings and Emma is sampling chocolate-covered strawberries.


I am feeling more contemplative than celebratory tonight. Safely tucked in my pajamas, with Ryan Seacrest’s voice echoing from the living room, I start thinking of the significance of this night: every single year for as long as I can remember, I have made my New Year’s resolution to conquer my weight… then broken it a few days or weeks later. This time has to be different. I’m anxious but resolute. I may have failed every time before, but that doesn’t mean this year can’t be different. Won’t be different. I’ve got to do it. It feels impossible, but I must summon the resolve. I think about how there are moments that happen in your life when big things change. There is before and after. Some are obvious: graduation day, your wedding night, or the birth of a first child. But some are more subtle—and this is one of them. I realize that since my talk with Barbara, something fundamental has changed for me and in my outlook on life. Forever. There is now Before Barbara and After Barbara. The specter of getting the boot from Good Morning America hurts more than finally dealing with this lingering weight nightmare. Dropping at least fifty pounds will be a steep challenge—the hardest thing I’ve ever done—but sacrificing my career over it would be harder. I will not allow that to happen.


Inspired, I jump up from bed and grab a note card from the desk and head to the bathroom. With a big sigh I step onto the scale—left foot first, then slowly, as the red line rushes to the right, I put my right foot down. I’m staring at the harsh reality, the numbers that I have let define me. In bright red ink to match the numbers on the scale, I write 12/31/11 9:48 P.M. and the three pathetic digits onto the note card. I stare at my weight and realize that I weigh fourteen pounds more tonight than I did the morning I entered New York University Medical Center to give birth to Emma and Jake at thirty-six weeks. I shove the card into an envelope, seal it, and tuck it away. Ironically, the card I’ve chosen has a cupcake motif across the top. Sick. Well, by the time I pull out this card next year, cupcakes will be a distant memory, along with grilled cheese sandwiches, waffle fries, and tortellini. In their wake will be the new me.


There’s a proverb that says, “Fall seven times and stand up eight.” As a society, we’ve fallen for dozens, if not hundreds, of diets. And more often than not, we fail at them. This is not about falling in love with a diet or how many times you’ve failed. The Shift happens when you say, “This time I’m not going to fall for the gimmick or the quick scheme. This time I’ll stand up for my body and my health, and I will keep standing for myself, meal after meal, until I figure out my eating issues and get to my happy weight, whatever that may be.” It comes to me as clearly, quickly, and powerfully as lightning striking. And I know, in that instant, that Barbara gave me more than a warning; she gave me a gift.
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