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			To my friends and family, who have always supported my evolving search for my truth.

			To every client and reader who has heard the cravings of their soul for health and happiness, and invited me into their journey.

			Let's shamelessly declare our desires together.

			For my mother, Annabeth Eve Parker Jamieson

			For Annie Fox, friend and mentor

		

	
		
			Your body is precious. It is our vehicle for awakening. Treat it with care.

			—Buddha

			The old are kind. The young are hot. Love may be blind. Desire is not.

			—Leonard Cohen

		

	
		
			introduction
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			TAPPING INTO DESIRE

			Fear is a natural reaction to moving closer to the truth.

			—Pema Chödrön

			What do you want? 

			This may seem like a simple, even childish question, but I believe it’s the essential question of every woman’s life. And yet, sadly, it’s one we infrequently ask each other, and even more rarely, ourselves. It’s a dangerous question for many of us, because it’s asking us to get really honest with who we are and to be willing to share that truth with others. I know from my own experience that getting to those huge, life-defining points in my life where I had no option but to ask myself this question—and be willing to accept the answer—were huge turning points for me. When I finally built up the courage to address this issue with brutal honesty, I found myself moving from doubt to deepening self-trust. I was accepting my own true power as a woman, and each time I did this, my life immediately became more vibrant, more potent, more passionate. 

			As I mature, I’m less frightened when this question arises, because I’ve finally had enough experience to know that when I’m pressed to be honest this way, good things are coming. And because I want other women to experience the breakthroughs that can only come with tapping into their desires, I’ve made it my life’s work to look deeply into the eyes of others and ask: What is it that your heart most desires? The answers run the gamut from, “I want to lose twenty-five pounds” to “I want to meet my life partner,” or “I want to break my addiction to sugar” to “I want to regain my power and ability to make a positive impact on the world.” This is the beauty of my work as a functional nutrition coach. My role is to be a reliable, knowledgeable, and trustworthy support to each woman as she finds her way back into her heart and body so she can feel alive and whole again.

			When I first pose this question to a new client, it’s not uncommon for her to cry, even if we’re meeting for the first time. That’s because this question is bursting with such deep meaning that it often bypasses the head and goes right to the heart. Plus, it’s a bit of a shock when someone else asks this question with no agenda other than genuine interest. When someone wants to know what our most secret wishes for ourselves are, we immediately become exquisitely vulnerable. We immediately become seen. And if we truthfully answer the question, then—and most terrifying of all—we become known.

			Being seen and truly known can scare us enough to cause us to avoid desire. It’s easier, or so it seems, to be good, compliant, pleasing to others. But living this way doesn’t satisfy us. Many of us spend too much time trying to be something we’re not or what someone else wants us to be, so this question just gets swept under the rug of a busy life. Yet every one of us—regardless of our age, our weight, our relationship status, or how much money we have in the bank—deserves to ask ourselves this question and then answer it with action. Because if we don’t ask and answer this question, then what exactly are we doing here? 

			Feeling good is the primary intention.

			—Danielle LaPorte

			The next question we need to ask ourselves is: How do I want to feel? Women come to me because they don’t feel good. They feel uncomfortable in their own bodies for a vast array of reasons, but most of those reasons boil down to having lost the ability to trust oneself.

			Many women can only identify this lack of self-trust as it relates to how they look or how they feel. When someone is feeling heavy enough or tired enough or deprived of touch or sex or laughter or sunlight, that’s when the instinct for self-preservation usually kicks in and a step is taken to get better. This is when the questions can be asked—and answered. And the first question I usually hear is, “How can I become more comfortable around food?”

			The Other F-Word

			I’m a big believer that aside from providing us with the nutritional fuel we need to function at our best, food should make us happy. That’s right: food should delight us, ignite us, and make us feel good. Really, really good.

			But for most of us, the way we approach food does just the opposite. It makes us feel fat. It makes us feel ashamed. It makes us feel ugly and undesirable. It makes us feel wrong and unwelcome in our own bodies. And when we lose our knowledge that we have power over our relationship to it, it allows us to hide out from life. 

			Food, in our current culture, has become the other F-word; most of our interactions with it fill us with shame, guilt, and discomfort. When we eat, and especially when we overeat or eat things we know are bad for us, we tend to gobble our food as though it’s some kind of necessary evil that needs to be gotten through as swiftly as possible. Eating fast is the most culturally acceptable way to do it (why else do they call it “fast food”?).

			But our relationship with food isn’t meant to be so “fast” and furtive. What if we were to let ourselves slow down? What if we really aimed to have a relationship with food that honored how complex and ever-changing our needs and our lives are? What if we decided that we would approach our relationship to food from a place of honor and awareness rather than one of shame and guilt? What if we committed to a practice of eating mindfully and actually tasting—and experiencing—each bite of food we take? What if we cared enough about our bodies to want to be really present whenever we fed them? 

			These are the questions we need to ask ourselves about our relationship to food if we’re ever going to make radical adjustments to the way we eat. We need to shine our awareness on how our bodies feel around and with food and how we’d like them to feel. When we do this, we realize we are not powerless over food, and then we can begin to look at our eating habits with curiosity. Only then can we change our relationship with food. 

			But there’s more. This isn’t the only relationship crying out for attention. There are other cravings we need to meet, too. What about our desires for meaningful work, liberating play, satisfying sex, companionship, intellectual stimulation, rest? All of these yearnings, just like those for food, should be met with deep, abiding self-respect and playful curiosity. Otherwise, we’ll stay trapped by our cravings, which keep us too distracted to take notice of our deepest, most truthful desires. 

			We lose a fragile quality of spirit when we overeat, undersleep, don’t play enough, don’t have enough sex or intimate physical contact, or spend our days doing unfulfilling work. We resign ourselves to “not having” and “not deserving,” and lose our connection to our deepest self. When we’re no longer attuned to ourselves, then we tend to over- or underrespond—especially with food—and this just keeps us off-balance and unwell. When we aren’t attentive to how we’re feeling, our reactions tend to be extreme. This is when we let our cravings control us. And when we blindly follow our cravings, without asking what they mean, it’s like applying a blunt hammer when what’s required is a feather’s touch. When we don’t listen to the message behind our cravings, we lose all sense of nuance and measure—all of the qualities that are at the heart of female desire. When we’re at a craving’s mercy, it’s impossible to really listen to ourselves, to hear what we really need. 

			Why We Hide Behind Our Cravings

			From craving is born grief, from craving is born fear. For one freed from craving there is no grief—so how fear?

			—Buddha

			Chocoholics will describe a favorite cake in rapturous detail. Cheese lovers moan in ecstasy when recalling warm Brie. Our favorite food cravings can put us in an incredibly heightened state of pleasure because they have the power to activate our senses in a way that is tough to match. When we indulge in what we love best, we can experience full mind-body rapture. But there can be too much of a good thing, as all of us who’ve felt crippled by our cravings know. 

			Without really knowing that we’re even doing it, many of us tend to disappear into our cravings. When we’re battling the pull of the artisanal ice cream or the luscious designer coffee drink, we relinquish our attention to how we are actually feeling. Cravings are so easy to hide out in because they distance us from our ability to see beyond the immediate hit of satisfaction, and they set us up to engage in habits that keep us down and out of touch with ourselves. Then the cycle of craving takes over.

			If we’re busily distracted, riding the carnival ride of cravings, we don’t have to do the work of looking after ourselves. That’s the unspoken benefit of hiding out in the craving cave: it keeps us from having to engage in active, meaningful self-care.

			But there are ways to break this cycle, to get out from under the spell of cravings. And in this book, we’ll explore many ways of finding the courage to pause, stand free and clear, and think differently about what will bring you lasting pleasure. You will discover the ability to live happily in your body, just as it is right now. It’s time to find out what you really want, what you truly desire.

			How Our Cravings Can Save Us

			We eat the way we eat because we are afraid to feel what we feel.

			—Geneen Roth

			Ah, the siren song of forbidden foods. We all know it. We’re feeling out of sorts and so we turn to food for solace. We eat, and while we’re eating, we’re distracted from what we’re feeling, so we experience a moment of relief. But when we’ve demolished the cookies and thrown away the bag, what are we left with? We’re left with our unmet needs and a sugar high that will quickly turn into a sugar hangover. So the craving rises again, calling out to us “Feed me!” and again we take the easy route and stuff it back down with food. We try desperately to drown our feelings by eating instead of listening. This habit—and it is a habit—of caving into our cravings before we’ve examined them has left us all feeling heavy, tired, lonely, and stuck at some time or another in our lives.

			But what if we learned to listen to our cravings? What if we learned to ask ourselves this question before we just gave in: What do I really want? What if we could just sit in our discomfort while the answer came to us? Then we might find that what we think we crave and what we really want are two very different things.

			When we can honestly listen to the wisdom of our cravings, magical, life-altering things can happen. When we respect our cravings for what they are—deep messages from our soul—real transformation is possible. And when we’re no longer slaves to our cravings, then our truest and deepest desires can float up from our hearts. Then—if we are willing to be vulnerable, shaky, scared, open, and brave—we can fulfill them.

			Why We Have to Fail to Succeed

			My life has been a series of what I call “successful failures.” Until my midtwenties, I changed career paths three or four times, looking for the one I thought would make me feel the most passionate and engaged. Each time, I threw myself wholeheartedly into the work, and I gave each job at least one full year, thinking that I needed this much time to become properly trained and to find out if the work was right for me. 

			After working for a year as an assistant media planner for one of the biggest advertising agencies in the world, I realized I didn’t care about Clorox; I didn’t even use bleach, so why would I want to spend my time selling it to other people? I started talking to my friends about their plans and jobs, and I ran into a college buddy who was moving to Lake Tahoe to work at a ski resort. After a weekend visit and checking out the resort’s job listings, I knew I wanted to leave the city and head for the mountains, where I could spend most of my time outdoors. My heart was saying that I wanted to be a ski bum, not a corporate drone. I was scared to death to tell my parents that I was quitting the great job I’d worked so hard to get. My dad had even helped me pay for my move to San Francisco, buying me the plane ticket for the interview that got me the job. Would he see me as a quitter? A failure? I thought about this, but realized that my dad would likely support my move, because even though I was giving up the trappings of success (the requisite work clothes, the daily commute), I would be making virtually the same money working at the ski resort. 

			I had to live with that fear until I made a decision. I spent a lot of time doubting myself and beating myself up, but once I gave notice and began the work of redefining my life, I found myself feeling much more energized and excited about the future. I was surprised that I also felt much more confident. I was beginning to learn that by checking things off my list of possibilities and trying new things, I was moving closer to being my true self. Saying no to the things that don’t feel right is as important as saying yes to the ones that do. 

			Since then, every time I’ve left a job, a city, or even a partner, when I step into that vast unknown, wide-open space, I can count on something magical happening.

			This is the space of possibility that exists for all of us. But we can only get there when we resist the cravings that keep us stuck in the habits of thought and action that are no longer working for us. 

			For me, this “in-between space” was, and still is, a place of deep physical knowing. Once I make the decision to change, my body responds with cues that say “Yes, good! Do that!” Every time I take one step in the next right direction, no matter how small that step may be, I leave staying stuck in a funk behind. I step out of habit and into possibility.

			So I moved up to Lake Tahoe and got a job in a beautiful Sierra resort in the conference-planning department. I had always loved party planning, and the entry-level position took advantage of these skills, plus, the job provided me with full benefits and a ski pass. I was also surrounded by handsome, twenty-something ski bums who, while in the best physical shape of their lives, spent most of their free time smoking pot and snowboarding. Hanging out with them was fun for a few months, but “the life,” as they called it, got old for me pretty quickly.

			But I put in my time and after a year of lugging boxes full of binders for retreat meetings, dating “snow dudes,” and dealing with stressed-out conference coordinators, I realized event planning wasn’t my life’s calling, so I moved to New York City, where my brother lived. I stayed in a spare room in his office in the East Village for a few months while I worked as the day bartender at a famous Irish pub on St. Mark’s Place. This was an incredibly trendy spot, and I spent my days pulling pints for famous writers and actors. But before long, my body was getting that itchy feeling, that impulse to quite literally get out. Tending bar in the dark while the sun was shining began to turn my brain to mush, so I applied for a position as a legal assistant at an entertainment law firm. 

			You’ve heard sitting is the new smoking, right? Well, in my case, working at a corporate desk job turned out to be downright deadly. At the law firm where I worked, I sat in artificial lighting at a desk with a chair that gave me terrible backaches. I was not allowed Internet access because as an assistant, I might “abuse” the privilege. (I guess this rule didn’t apply to the partner I caught watching porn on his computer.) Ten-hour workdays were the norm, not the exception. I had toyed with the idea of applying to law school, but after a few months of long days and passionless work, I started to feel so physically awful that all I could think about was what I needed to do to get better. I was suffering from migraine headaches, almost daily, and I was going through handfuls of Advil in a failed attempt to dull the pain. I was depressed and exhausted, even after sleeping ten to twelve hours a night on weekends. My back was a wreck and I was eating candy bars and pastries and drinking caffeine all day in an attempt to manage all of this discomfort. 

			I finally went to a doctor because the headaches were getting out of hand. My mother’s stories of her sister’s and father’s suicides by overdose and their abuse of painkillers haunted me every time I took another two or three Advil, and I knew that having so many headaches meant that something was really wrong. Within minutes of sitting in the doctor’s examination room, after I briefly explained my symptoms, the doctor handed me two pieces of paper: one was a prescription for painkillers and the other one was for Prozac. I froze. Everything in my body said, “I don’t want prescriptions to mask the pain. I need to heal!”

			I left the doctor’s office with the prescriptions in my purse, but with no intention of filling them. Instead, I asked around and got a recommendation for a more holistic doctor, who agreed to see me the next day. Sitting in the waiting room at his office, I looked around at the Buddha statue, a tinkling waterfall, and live ferns that were growing beside a display of nutritional supplements. This didn’t feel like any doctor’s office I’d ever visited before, but there were diplomas on the walls, too, so I felt at least a little reassured. A nurse showed me to the exam room, and I sat on the examination table and waited.

			The doctor came in and sat across from me. He introduced himself and asked me to describe my concerns. After a few minutes, he asked me what I was eating. I was a bit shocked. No doctor had ever asked me that question before. I described my diet: croissant and a skinny vanilla latte in the morning, fast food from Subway or McDonald’s with a soda for lunch (the two-cheeseburger meal was my favorite), and Chinese takeout or pasta for dinner. 

			“No wonder you’re sick. Your diet is totally refined and that’s what is causing your headaches.” He explained how the sugar and all the additives in refined foods were causing an overgrowth of candida, a yeast, in my body and thereby causing the headaches. Before I left, he handed me a list of foods I ought to eat (fresh, plant-based foods) and those I ought to avoid (dairy, coffee, sugar, wheat, corn, meat), and he suggested some vitamins I might take to help replace the nutrients my diet had been lacking.

			No sugar? No caffeine? No McDonald’s? This doctor was suggesting that I needed to eliminate about 75 percent of what I was currently eating in order to feel better. To say that these recommendations scared me is an understatement: I felt completely overwhelmed. But I felt so awful I was willing to try anything, so I left his office and went to the library to get some books on the subject. I found cookbooks that focused on this new, “clean” style of eating and also several books on nutrition for health. As I dug around, I began to realize that there were whole sections of the library devoted to healthy eating.

			I started by stripping out the easy things, like pastries and fast food and deluxe designer coffees. But soon I went beyond the doctor’s recommendation and started eating a 100 percent plant-based diet. Within a week or two, my entire body began to change. The headaches stopped. My depression and exhaustion disappeared. I started to feel focused, light, and strong again. And the twenty-five extra pounds I had put on since I left my ski resort job melted off over the course of a few months, without my even noticing. Then, I woke up one day and I realized I felt amazing! 

			I knew if I was going to make this miracle diet stick, I’d have to learn how to do more than toss a salad with tofu. I found the Natural Gourmet Institute, a culinary school in Manhattan that offered evening and weekend classes using mostly plant-based ingredients. I signed up and took a basic cooking class over a weekend. By the end of the class, I was hooked. The idea that maybe I could create this kind of food for a living bubbled up inside me and I asked for information on the professional training program that the school offered. 

			With help from my father and stepmom, I took out another student loan, quit my legal job, and started culinary school. Over the next thirteen years, I helped conceive and make the Oscar-nominated documentary Super Size Me, earned a certification from the Institute for Integrative Nutrition, and published three nutrition books. I appeared in countless magazines, on news programs, and in documentaries sharing my story and my newfound perspective on food. I hung out with the “big vegans” in New York City, and spoke on stages about vegan parenting. I was married to a famous filmmaker, traveled the world, and walked the red carpet by his side. 

			And then it all came tumbling down. Soon after our son was born, I discovered that I couldn’t trust my husband, so we began counseling. The therapist made little headway in helping us heal our broken bond, and we began a long and slow divorce process. I felt like a complete failure. My career was floundering, my marriage was over, and I was now a single mom. Something in my body began to shift, and my menstrual cycle started cycling faster; I started getting my period every fourteen to sixteen days. I was crampy, depleted, and exhausted, and I was miserable. 

			And I started to crave meat. And sex. I hadn’t had either in so long that the feelings of discomfort that these cravings triggered in me were impossible to identify for many months. I would find myself wandering the aisles of the grocery store looking for something to satisfy this deep wanting, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. 

			One day I walked into my super-hippie grocery co-op in Brooklyn and wandered around for ten minutes with an empty basket. I must have looked like a crazy homeless lady, because I’d just dropped off my son at preschool and hadn’t showered in days. Wearing stretched-out yoga pants, shuffling and mumbling as I looked for something, anything, to satisfy me, I left without buying a thing. I had picked up chocolate, ice cream, chips, and even kale, but nothing felt like what I wanted. 

			I wanted—I needed—something, but I just couldn’t put my finger on what that something was.

			Around this time, I was out to dinner with a couple of friends in Manhattan and they ordered steak and fish. I got the vegan pasta dish, with tofu and greens, a glass of wine, and a nice gazpacho. As our main courses arrived, my eyes rested on the meats placed before my friends. My torso and forehead became hot and yearning. My mouth started to water. I wanted to eat their meat. 

			This was bad.

			I wasn’t supposed to want meat! I was a vegan health counselor, for God’s sake! I tried to ignore this “disgusting” feeling and focused on my pasta and drinking more wine. The talk turned to romance and my friends gently asked if I was ready to date. As I had been doing, I protested that it was too soon. This was the story I’d been telling myself for a while, and when my friends nodded in sympathetic understanding, I became annoyed. I was annoyed that they didn’t try to talk me out of this idea, and annoyed that their food looked way better than mine.

			I wanted meatballs. And I wanted a man.

			One night around this time I was digging through my underwear drawer and rediscovered my vibrator. I hadn’t used it in so long that at first I wasn’t quite sure what it was doing there. I stood there, bewildered, until I felt a tingle of recognition that, while distant, was unmistakable. My body was telling me that it wanted to play, even though my brain didn’t want to acknowledge this. Fortunately, I listened to my body instead of my brain. I found some fresh batteries, and I got busy. 

			All of these frustrations and “dead ends” were really opportunities for me to ask myself what I wanted. Career doesn’t interest you? What do you want? Town too small? Where do you want to live? Relationship not stable or fulfilling? What kind of person do you want to be with? What is it that will feel good to you?

			Are you willing to try again? And again, and again?

			Yes. The answer has always been, will always be, yes. 

			Because every time I have tried something new, I learn something essential. Try a new man? I get to learn what your body likes and how to ask for what I want. Try a new diet? I discover what foods I am addicted or sensitive to and let them go. Try a new job? Learn a new job skill? I get to find new, more fulfilling work, a more supportive network, a more meaningful career. 

			And what if I “fail”? What if the boyfriend, the diet, or the job don’t work out? Then I’ve still gained some invaluable information about what I need. I’m gathering the data I need to get closer to what I really want. The trick is to be ready to try again. Because every time I have taken the risk of finding out who I really am and what I really want, I’ve moved one step closer to being there.

			This practice of saying yes to my yearnings, cravings, and desires has brought me full circle to a life and body I love. I listen to “her,” my body. I ask her what she really needs. Every meal is an opportunity to have a conversation with myself about which foods will help me feel good—not just now, in this moment, but for the next few hours, the next few days, or in years to come. I don’t engage in exercise as a way to burn off calories or punish myself for last night’s dessert; now I take advantage of those times when I can move and stretch in ways that make me feel strong, relaxed, and sexy. How I spend my time, what I eat, what work I do, who I spend time with now matches up with how I want to feel. And how I want to feel is safe, sexy, and free, shamelessly. Join me. 

		

	
		
			chapter one
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			WHAT DO YOU CRAVE?

			crav·ing

			'kra¯vING/

			noun

			noun: craving; plural noun: cravings

			1. a powerful desire for something

			We all have cravings. Every single one of us human beings longs to connect with the people and things that will make us feel whole, alive, loved, and satisfied. I’d say, in fact, that this whole human experience of ours is essentially built on a bedrock of craving. It’s human nature, after all, to yearn, to long, to want, to desire. 

			So I ask you, with genuine curiosity, genuine interest: What do you most crave?

			I’m certain that it’s not really that peanut butter cup you’ve got tucked away in the glove compartment of your car, or the triple venti latte with a shot of syrup that you rely on every afternoon to get you through another stressful day on the job. 

			I bet it’s not that glass of wine you automatically reach for to help you relax at the end of a long, hard day. Nor is it the cookies, cakes, and other goodies you spend far too much time daydreaming about.

			It’s not the impulse to run away from your partner, or to yell at your kids, or to impetuously quit the job that is wrong for you—though we’ve all certainly had these moments, too.

			What I want to know is what lies underneath all of these itchy, uncomfortable feelings? What incredibly important and vital needs of yours are going unmet, unacknowledged, unfed? What are you not getting from your food, your environment, your life, that makes you think you have no option but to overeat, overwork, act out, isolate, or overspend?

			In other words, what do you most desire? What will make you feel most passionately alive? These are, I believe, the most important questions we can ask ourselves, and the answers are to be found in our cravings.

			Whatever you need, it’s rarely something that money can buy, but it is—and will continue to be—profoundly influenced by what you put into your mouth, what you do with your days, and what you either say or leave unsaid. If you’ve come to the point where what you’re feeding yourself or telling yourself is filling, but not fulfilling, well, that means that the message buried beneath that craving just hasn’t gotten through to you yet. 

			What most of my clients want is to feel radiantly alive and well. They want to wake up each day and step into their lives from a deeply authentic and honest place and know that the actions they take, the decisions they make, will truly reflect their most heartfelt values. They want to really believe, way down in their deepest soul, that they are valuable and worthwhile and that their choices matter. The key to achieving this profound level of comfort with the self is simple: learn to listen to your cravings. Listen to them, and learn to honor them. This is easy, but it is the hardest thing you will ever learn to do, because it takes putting yourself first in ways that are radically new, even frightening, for most of us. But it’s time. It is time to stop mindlessly trying to get our cravings to stop bugging us. The irony here is that they will only loosen their grip on us when we commit to stop, listen, and learn from them. Only when you do this, when you learn to stop reacting and get quiet and really listen, will your cravings become what they truly are: your greatest guide.

			In this book, I will teach you how to listen to your cravings. I will help you make peace with your body and your heart so you can truly, finally be at ease in the world. Because, in the end, that’s what we women really crave: to belong, to be loved, to be well, especially within ourselves. We all want to know, really know, that we are perfect human beings, with no limitations on how we get to look, whom we get to love, what kind of contributions we’ll decide to make in our lives. We’ve lost enough time battling our bodies, giving in to the societal pressure that says we have to look or be or eat “just so,” and we’ve done this by hiding our truth from ourselves and everyone else around us. We’ve been cowering in shame long enough.

			It’s time. It’s time for us all to lay down our weapons of self-destruction. It’s time for us to become the exquisite caretakers of our own deepest desires. 

			In order to do this, we need to understand, respect, and embrace our cravings.

			Cravings Are Complicated

			From the moment we are born, we reach out to the world, hungry to experience life with all of our senses. As newborn infants, we are drawn to the sweet, magnificently nutritious milk of our mothers, so from our very earliest days, we learn to associate the taste of “sweet” with love, nurturance, safety, and satiety. And this is a beautiful thing.

			But then something happens. We grow up some, and something shifts. Our mother’s milk is replaced by sugary factory-made cereals, milk with chocolate swirled into it, and prepackaged baked goods that have so much sugar in them that my teeth ache just thinking about them. What is offered to us as we grow may taste sweet, but nutritionally, it is the opposite of our mother’s milk, so our naturally healthy desire for the taste of something sweet gets subverted by what we’re offered in return. Our need for sweetness gets hijacked. It gets buried beneath mounds and mounds of sugar. And when this happens, our taste for sweet gets transformed into something other than a healthy craving; it becomes conditioned to point us in the wrong direction, away from the kind of sweetness we really need.

			So a vicious cycle begins. We crave something. We crave something sweet. We respond to that craving by picking up whatever is in front of us, be it a candy bar, a sports drink, or the last slice of birthday cake in the office kitchen. We eat that “sweet” and we feel better—for a moment. But that moment doesn’t last very long. Soon enough, we crash. And now we’ve got all sorts of bad things going on and we have to expend a lot of energy and effort to recover. When the craving inevitably returns, now it’s stronger, even more insistent than it was before. We find ourselves giving in to that craving by eating something that is super sugary and nutritionally empty. We continue on with this cycle until we wake up one day and realize that we’re fat, tired, and feel like crap.

			This is when we panic. We decide that we will no longer give into our cravings at all. We’ll starve those annoying, “bad” cravings. When our sugar craving hits again, now we try to ignore it. But it doesn’t go away. It stays with us and makes us fidgety, or crabby, or tense. It keeps blaring, like a broken car alarm, telling us that we need something sweet. Frantically, we throw other things at it, such as salty, fatty, crunchy things. Now we’ve not only ignored our craving for sweet, we’ve activated another craving, this time for things that are salty and just as nutrient poor.

			Now we are in dire straits and feeling overwhelmed. Usually this is when we turn to the experts, the diet gurus, and we grab on to whatever diet plan is currently all the rage. Like a drowning person, we hold on for dear life, convinced that this diet, the one we’ve grabbed like a life preserver, is the one that will save us. And it might—at least in the short term. But chances are—and statistics show—that while most of us will lose weight initially, we will put it back on, and then some, over the long term. In other words, diets don’t work. And I believe this is because most diets are, at least in part, about denial. They’re about taking something, or many things, away. Most diets are generally about somehow working around your cravings, if not ignoring them outright.

			Recently I came across some compelling research that shows that diets may not work simply because they are so mentally taxing. In other words, when we are on a diet, our minds are so busy keeping track of points, calories, a running tally of our food transgressions or our successes that we wear out our willpower and our ability to resist the siren call of cravings. In fact, psychologists have recently discovered that dieters actually self-generate cravings and lapse into fantasizing about forbidden foods much more frequently than nondieters. There it is, the unspoken Catch-22 of dieting: when you overthink what you eat, it can sabotage your efforts to eat more mindfully.

			I propose that you will find your way into a healthy relationship with yourself—and your body—when you decide to stop dieting and instead listen to your cravings. Denial doesn’t work. Deprivation doesn’t work. But saying yes to your desires, to your real needs, does. Discovering what you most passionately hunger for is what will actually set you free. 

			Sounds straightforward and easy, right? But we all know by our own experience that identifying and honoring our deepest longings is incredibly challenging. We have been really well conditioned to hide our cravings—especially if they’re for anything that’s been deemed decadent or indulgent or rich. This is true in all of the really important aspects of our lives, especially those areas where pleasure is involved. I will touch upon all of these topics in this book, for sure, but for now, I’ll stay with food, because feeling shamed or mistrusted or ostracized about our cravings happens most often when it comes to food.

			We have been taught, first by our families, then by our society, and most aggressively by the diet industry and the manufactured-food-industrial complex, that our cravings are bad, that they’re not to be trusted, and that if we indulge them, we will become at the very least fat or sick, or worse, unlovable and alone.

			Of course, we are constantly being set up to fail; I mean, who among us has the unwavering ability to resist the mountains upon mountains of prepackaged junk food that block our access to the organic apples, which are usually tucked into an obscure corner of most chain grocery stores? Of course, we know intellectually that the apple is the better choice, but when we are in the grips of a craving, our “better judgment” tends to go out the window. When a craving hits us hard, our internal nutritional GPS gets all static-y and out of whack. Then we’re easily led off track by the irresistible call of the easy, cheap, and convenient, which most of the time is the really unhealthy. 

			So, despite the sinking feeling that tries to warn us that we’ve gone off track, we all cave in and buy the cookies or the ice cream and momentarily satisfy our craving. But to what end? When we respond to a craving’s call with a sense of urgency and emergency, we tend to overrespond and -indulge. If we take the opposite tack and decide not to respond at all, we risk triggering new, more urgent (and equally unhealthy) cravings. When we respond to our cravings in extreme ways (either too much or too little), we just get it wrong.

			But our cravings aren’t wrong. Usually it’s just that we don’t know how to best respond to them. I will help you learn the language of your cravings so you can honor them, and when you do, you will find yourself stepping into a state of radiant health and well-being. 

			How Cravings Work 

			I am asked all the time why, if cravings arise in us because we need something, do they lead us toward such unhealthy things? In other words, why do we crave chocolate or Cronuts instead of kale or carrots? If my body is nutritionally in need, why am I drawn to foods that are so nutritionally empty?

			The answer is actually somewhat complex, and I will delve into the anatomy of a craving later in this chapter. But first, the short answer to this question makes a lot of sense: our brains respond with a level of intensity that matches the potency of the stimulation they receive. In other words, if you put a plate of chocolate-covered pretzels in front of a hungry person, her brain will light up like a Christmas tree because the stimulus in front of her—the attractive cocktail of sweet, salty, and fatty combined—is so strong. If you place a bunch of carrots in front of the same person, her brain will react in a much more subdued way (I’d go so far as to say that she’ll even relax in front of the carrots, and may even feel a sense of calm wash over her, rather than experience the hyped-up excitement the chocolate pretzels would bring on). How we react to cravings is actually a form of call and response that is hardwired into us, and researchers recently have made some interesting discoveries about the neuroscience of cravings and what happens in our brains when a craving hits.

			Cravings and the Brain

			“Why is my brain trying to kill me?” Susan asked, her head hanging glumly. We were in a café, having a cup of tea, and my brand-new client was sharing how frustrated, defeated, and hopeless she felt. She had been trying for almost half her life to lose a significant amount of weight that varied between 40 and 120 pounds. Now she felt stuck at nearly a hundred pounds over her desired weight and she didn’t know why.

			But she was on to something with this question, and I nodded in sympathy and agreement. 

			Susan is a classic sugar and fat craver. Whenever she feels any stress in her life, she is overwhelmed by an intense craving for something cold and sweet, so she turns time and again to her two boyfriends Ben and Jerry. “I get home from work and feel stressed out, tired, and frustrated, so I open a pint of ice cream and just go at it,” she said.

			She told me she’d unwittingly supercharge her craving by adding salty pretzel sticks into the mix. “I actually thought that if I broke up the ice cream with some pretzels, I would be, I don’t know, somehow minimizing the calorie damage.” 

			Instead of mitigating the damage the ice cream bender was doing to Susan’s health—and her morale—the pretzels just augmented the problem. Susan didn’t know it, but she was inadvertently indulging in the perfect storm of tastes that when combined completely overwhelm the brain, causing it to lose all reason and sense of portion and control.

			Scientists even have a name for this phenomenon—the “bliss point,” which is the high the brain achieves when it receives the trifecta of sugar, salt, and fat. When these three substances are combined, something happens in the brain that short-circuits its ability to identify the high intensity of each substance taken separately. To get a sense of this, think of three small glass bowls laid out in front of you. In one bowl, there is regular white table salt. In the next, there is refined white sugar. In the third, there is fat. If someone were to ask you to eat all of whatever was in each dish, you would think they were crazy, because each of these substances alone is just too intense for more than a tiny taste. But whip them up with some other binding ingredients and some irresistible flavors (chocolate is the king flavor of craving, especially for women) and voilà! You now have a cookie that is so delicious and so bliss inducing it defies your brain to eat just one. When the big three—sugar, fat, and salt—are combined, all bets are off and our brain loses its ability to discern that it’s ingesting a tasty ball of junk.

			Big Food is my shorthand name for the food-industrial complex, which plies us at every turn with unhealthy but ingeniously highly engineered foods. It has teams of scientists who invent things like the melting factor of Cheetos—what food scientists call the “vanishing caloric density”—a quality that tricks your brain into thinking it hasn’t ingested any calories. The sensations of pleasure these engineered foods can bring on will trigger the same kind of high—as far as our brain receptors are concerned—as the finest street drugs. Food engineering, the quest for that lethal “bliss point,” is serious, serious business, and the more scientists understand how our brains respond to food substances, the more easily manipulated we all can be.

			I mean, who in their right mind can object to chocolate-­covered salted caramel, especially when it’s swirled into rich ice cream or embedded in a dense, chewy cookie?

			But do not despair. Because knowledge is power, and we can be just as smart as those fiendish minds that keep coming up with new craving-inducing flavor and texture combinations that we have to work to resist. The key is to know how your brain is going to respond when it is seduced by junk. When you know what’s actually happening when the sweet tooth neuron is lit up, you can make a rational decision about what to do about it. 

			Your Brain on Food

			There is a very straightforward, biochemical reason why we love our fatty, savory, or sweet foods so much. These rich substances release opioids (which are as dreamy and druglike as they sound) into our bloodstream, and when these chemicals bind with the receptors in our brain, we experience an intense sensation of pleasure, maybe even get a little high. When we experience pleasure, a desire is met and we feel good. Though this happy sensation may only last for a short time (even just for the moments that we’re actually ingesting something, such as a piece of sugary candy), the memory of that experience gets stored in our brain circuitry. The next time we see the source of that pleasure, a craving may be activated.

			Interestingly, researchers have shown that we may crave the source of that pleasure “hit,” even when it’s well out of sight, because those of us who diet and deprive ourselves of certain foods can conjure up those forbidden treats, and just thinking about them can trigger a mighty craving. In other words, dieters can actually fantasize their way into full-blown cravings, just by equating the lack of something they perceive as being desirable or pleasurable. (For example, there’s that almond tart, sitting behind the glass at the bakeshop around the corner, the one you’ve been thinking about for the past three days. Or there’s that chocolate soufflé on the menu at the restaurant where you will be meeting your friend for dinner next week. Just thinking about that dessert makes your mouth water whenever you look at your date book and see the name of the restaurant that features it.) The power of suggestion is so potent that even just thinking about foods can trigger a craving. Late-night television advertisers know this. 

			Cravings affect not one but several key parts of the brain, making them very difficult to pin down. The hippocampus, which processes and sorts sensory data like smell, taste, and texture, stores this information as short- or long-term memory. The insula, which frames the brain, processes your physical status (whether you are hungry, thirsty, tired, or cold) and cues you about what you need socially. The caudate nucleus is the core of pleasure at the center of your brain, which controls the release of dopamine. This is the reward center of your brain that feels so well cared for when you eat something sweet and buttery and suddenly feel comforted. Dopamine is the “orgasm” hormone, the one that makes having sex so fantastic, taking drugs so risky, and overindulging in the wrong foods so easy.

			Stress and Craving

			We are most susceptible to our cravings when we are vulnerable and our willpower is depleted, and nothing makes us more vulnerable than stress. Being stressed is for many of us the normal state of affairs, given how complex our modern lives are. But constant, low-level stress isn’t normal—or healthy—for your body or your body’s ability to respond to its desires in a healthy fashion. 

			When we experience stress, our bodies release hormones that are particularly potent and that tend to saturate us with sensations of urgency and emergency. When these hormones (such as cortisol) are coursing through our bloodstream, it becomes extremely difficult to resist our cravings, as our brain quickly becomes depleted of willpower and tells us that it is only by fulfilling that craving that our stress will be alleviated. Of course, this isn’t true on a practical level, but when you are in a state of discomfort, reason and patience tend to go out the window, and it becomes difficult to access our better judgment. Reducing or eliminating stress in your life is a prerequisite to actually being able to hear the wisdom in your cravings, and throughout this book I will address how to contend with stress from many different angles and with many different tools.

			Food Cravings and Women

			Research indicates that we women are more susceptible to cravings than our guys. In fact, some studies put that ratio at ten to seven, which is significant. The reason we crave more, in terms of our neurophysiology, is explained by our biology: as the carriers of young, we are designed to eat for two. This also helps explain why our cravings really flare up as our menstrual cycle peaks; our hormonal surges trigger a signal of “need” in us, activating that ancient part of our brain that wants to stock up and fatten up for the leaner times. Our menstrual cycles also pull most of the body’s glucose to our reproductive organs, taking the brain’s favorite fuel away, leading to more food cravings. It’s not uncommon for most women to see a weight gain of a few pounds around the height of their cycle, when their hormones are cresting and they have yet to shed the lining of their uterus. It’s as though the primitive brain is saying, “Wait! We may need to nourish a tiny someone down there—let’s hedge our bets!” Then, when menses comes, our brain relaxes again, getting its access to glucose back, sensing that the need to stock up has passed. It’s an interesting cycle, this monthly ritual of fertility preparedness. And it has deeply fascinating, uniquely feminine, and exquisitely personal manifestations as cravings. I love learning from my clients what menstrual binge foods they rely on, what their bodies seem to call out for in anticipation of taking on another life. 
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