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			To my precious Nina Bella.
The day your life began, so too did mine.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Imagine waking up one morning and being thin. Wait, let’s back up a minute. First, imagine having a lifelong history of weight problems, dating back to childhood, spending decades agonizing over what to eat and how much you weigh, struggling like hell to lose even an ounce, and being ninety pounds overweight. Now imagine waking up one morning and being thin. Sound impossible? Well, it happened to me.

			Okay, so it wasn’t exactly like that, but I wanted to get your attention. What actually happened is that I started making small, incremental changes in my life, things that in some ways were almost imperceptible. Once I got used to one, I’d make another. All the while, I went on about my life. I wasn’t agonizing. I didn’t spend every meal adding up a different set of numbers, from calories, to carbs, to points. I just lived.

			Some of the changes involved food. Some involved exercise. Some had nothing to do with either one of those things, but contributed to my overall happiness. I spent a lot of time focusing on my happiness. How great is that?

			I’m not a completely clueless dope, so of course I noticed changes. My clothes started fitting better. I’d step on the scale and go “ooh,” instead of “ugh.” When I would give myself a break and indulge in some of my old favorite snacks, they’d kind of make me nauseous, which is never the feeling you want from your comfort food. So, yes, I knew something was afoot. But I had no clue to what degree.

			One day, I saw a photo of myself and thought, Whoa. I’m thin. I was floored. I simply could not believe that girl was me. She wasn’t “thick” or “curvy,” and definitely not plus-sized. She was thin. And her arms had like, some definition to them. When the hell did that happen? I thought to myself.

			That night I looked through my closet and realized that almost everything was a size medium or 8, and much of it was too big. In the past, the smallest thing in my closet was a size 12 (not counting that one pair of aspirational skinny jeans from college tucked in the back). I was genuinely perplexed. If everything in my closet is a size 8, does that make me a size 8? I thought, scratching my head like a caveman. Wait . . . one . . . minute. If everything in my closet is too big at a size 8, does that make me a size 6?! I’m slow, but eventually I’ll get there.

			Math has never been my strong suit, but these observations forced me to surrender. I started counting how many pounds I’d lost. See, when I was stepping on the scale all those months, it mostly just triggered a trip down memory lane.

			“Oh, there’s my pre-baby weight.”

			“I haven’t seen this weight since college.”

			“Now that’s a new number!” and so forth.

			My goals were always in three- to five-pound increments, so I wasn’t keeping track of a grand total. Now, faced with all of this mounting evidence of a huge weight loss, I had to add it up. I knew the general ballpark, more or less, but the final tally still shocked me: ninety pounds. I’d lost ninety pounds. At first I thought I’d done the math wrong, which for me is more than likely. But after several checks and rechecks, the number always came up the same. It felt unreal. So while it’s true that my journey didn’t happen overnight, in a lot of ways the realization did.

			That’s my story. Now let’s get to you, because something tells me that if you’re reading this book, you want to be accidentally thin, too. When I first lost the weight, several times a week I’d get asked the same question: “What are you doing?!” I’d get emails from viewers and old friends alike. Coworkers would stop me in the halls. At first, I really had to think hard about how to answer that question, because, like I mentioned, it all just kind of happened. But when I stopped to focus on what I’d done and how I’d done it, I realized that there was in fact a method to the madness, a formula if you will, that led me to the life that had eluded me for so long.

			One bit of sober wisdom before we embark on this journey: While you may become aware of your progress overnight, like I did, this is most certainly not a quick fix. If that’s what you’re looking for, you may want to go and drink cabbage soup for a week. This is about a slow, gradual lifestyle change. It’s not a sprint. It’s a marathon. The good news is, if you’re truly changing your lifestyle, you only have to do it once. It’s been said that the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. It’s time to put that first foot forward.

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			MEMORY LANE

			From the Beginning

			All right, guys, get your violins out. My history with weight issues isn’t exactly cheery. I’ll start by saying this, though: I never feel sad or angry when I think of any of what I’m about to share. I fully subscribe to the belief that everything I’m not makes me everything I am. It’s all part of what makes me, me.

			Like so many kids who grew up in the 1980s, I spent Saturday mornings binge-watching cartoons. At the risk of sounding like an old grump, we didn’t have it as easy as kids today. There were no cartoons on demand through YouTube, or twenty-four-hour cable channels like the Cartoon Network. None of that. You pretty much had one window for all of your prime kid shows, and it was Saturday morning. My siblings and I would wake up well before my parents, rush to the family room, and camp out under the TV for hours. It was about as good as it gets.

			Unfortunately for me, those mornings were always bittersweet. Most weeks, at some point during our cartoon-a-thon, I would get called away. As soon as I heard my name being shouted from a neighboring room, my stomach would clench into knots. I wished I could run away and hide. I thought maybe if I ignored the call, it would go away. But that never worked. It was time for my weekly weigh-in.

			As part of a family member’s loving but misguided attempt to help me shed baby fat, each week I was summoned to stand on the scale. Let’s call this family member Aunt Shirley. Aunt Shirley firmly believed that a woman—or young girl, for that matter—would never be happy if she was overweight, destined to be completely ostracized from society, like a modern-­day leper.

			“You’ll never have a boyfriend if you’re fat,” she’d say. “No one will want to be friends with you. You’ll get picked on at school.”

			While I was indeed a little bit chubby, I was by no means fat. At nine years old, I was your pretty typical “round” kid. But Aunt Shirley saw my roundness as the early stages of obesity and was determined to stop it.

			The weigh-ins were designed not just to monitor my weight, but also to motivate me to drop pounds. The problem is, as a kid, I really had no idea how one lost weight. Sure, I knew it had to do with food and exercise, but just in broad terms. As far as I was concerned, whether I gained or lost weight that week was due to the luck of the draw. It seemed like pure chance. So I’d take a deep breath, step on the scale, and hope for the best.

			Some weeks I lost weight, and some weeks I gained. When the number dropped, I felt like a huge psychological weight had been lifted as well. Aunt Shirley would smile in vindication, as proud of herself as she was of me, thinking her approach was finally working. I felt a sense of pride myself, as though I’d actually accomplished something in being lucky that week. Adding to the glory of the moment was the relief that I knew I was as far as possible from my next weigh-in the following weekend. And to top it all off, I would get a reward. Are you ready for this? Perversely, my prize was often food. Aunt Shirley would proclaim that I would be allowed to have ice cream for dessert that night, or some such treat. How’s that for confusing? To put it mildly, Aunt Shirley was far from perfect.

			Then there were the weeks when I’d gain. To this day, those were among the most humiliating moments of my life. I felt an overwhelming sense of shame; guilty of a terrible sin, publicly revealed. In those minutes I felt so very small, exposed, vulnerable, and utterly worthless. All I wanted was to disappear. Aunt Shirley would look so disappointed. She would scowl and shake her head as if to say, “What’s wrong with this child?” That’s often when she would regale me with her predictions of a fat and lonely future. Then I would learn of the consequences. Weight loss came with a reward. Gaining led to a penalty. Most often I would have my allowance taken away for the week. But the real punishment had already taken place, in the way those moments made me feel.

			Aunt Shirley’s weight loss plan didn’t end with the scale. It was a near-constant system of pressure. At dinner, she would scold me for eating too much. She’d call me “House” (as in, “big as a house”) while I was eating, as though it was my name. “Another serving, House?”

			If she found the remnants of an unhealthy snack in the cupboard or fridge, she’d bring it directly to me for a confrontation. “Is this yours?” she’d ask. “Do you know how many calories this has? Don’t you know eating this stuff will make you fat? What are you thinking?” She was utterly obsessed with controlling my food. There was never a reprieve, not even on Thanksgiving. “Pie?! You’re having pie?”

			In hindsight, as an adult, I can see that Aunt Shirley, being obese herself, was dealing with issues that went far beyond me. She was phenomenally undisciplined about her own food, often eating like a medieval king. It was far easier to place an iron grip on my habits than lead by example and change her own. But as a kid, I thought it was all my fault. I wore shame like a second skin. Let’s just say I developed a complicated relationship with food and my weight.

			The thing is, I was a headstrong kid, and after a few years of this torment, I went from shame alone to resistance as well, rebelling against Aunt Shirley’s oppression by secretly bingeing. This was my guerrilla warfare, undermining the obligatory diets by eating junk as often as possible, but always in private. I would tiptoe into enemy territory (the kitchen), sneak food back to the bunker (my bedroom), and launch my secret assault, scarfing down whatever I’d been able to steal, from doughnuts to chips to an entire can of cake frosting all by itself, scooping it up with my bare fingers. It wasn’t about the food. It was about control. Those binges became such a comfort; brief vacations from what felt like daily monitoring of every morsel I put into my mouth, most often followed by a lecture. I learned that there was only one way to really relax: Eat. A lot.

			Eating without being watched, monitored, or scolded was absolutely blissful. There was the pleasure of the food, the freedom from Aunt Shirley’s control, and the symbolic middle finger I was extending her way. It was intoxicating, and it became my drug while I was still just a child.

			The weigh-ins finally stopped when I hit middle school, after I learned how a scale worked in science class. The teacher explained that a key component of the scale was the metal spring inside. That afternoon I went home, unscrewed the back of the scale, and lo and behold, a spring! I took it out and put the scale back together. It worked like a charm; when I stepped on the scale the needle didn’t move the slightest bit. I might as well have been made of air. Mission accomplished! That Saturday during my weigh-in, Aunt Shirley looked perplexed, but she let me off the hook. Much to my great relief, she never got around to buying another scale.

			By the time I graduated from high school, I was a size 14. Not large by any stretch; in fact, that’s the size of the average American woman today. But at five feet three, I was definitely plus-sized, and by no means thin. Aunt Shirley’s harassment continued until the moment I left for college, as did my bingeing. It’s no wonder I went clear across the country for school.

			When I arrived at the University of California from Maryland, I quickly learned there’s no better motivation to get in shape than living someplace where the sun shines every day! I wanted to wear shorts and tank tops year-round, just like the other girls. Aunt Shirley wasn’t around, so there was really no reason to binge. I had no one to rebel against. Plus, I was having a ball. Who needs to self-medicate when you’re living with all of your best girlfriends on one of the most beautiful college campuses in the country, going to class fifteen hours a week and partying all the time? I started eating less and less. I exercised. I lost twenty-five pounds and slipped into single-digit sizes. I was surprised by how easy it was. I’ve beat this thing, I thought, dusting my hands off, inner demons vanquished. Alas, there’s this funny thing about those demons: While we’re proclaiming victory, they’re out back doing push-ups.

			After graduation I landed what seemed like a dream job in New York as a reporter and anchor for a national college television network. My first on-air gig, the position came with a decent salary and lots of perks, including a seasonal allowance for clothes and makeup. It was great, except for one small thing: I had to watch myself on television. You see, for a girl like me, there are two problems with that. First, everyone looks heavier on screen. Second, most people who work in front of the camera are impossibly thin to begin with. It was like being dropped into an alternate universe where everyone’s smaller but you’re suddenly bigger. I was totally and completely unprepared for how I would feel having to watch myself all the time. You know that feeling when someone shows you a photo of yourself, or you catch a glimpse on home video, and you’re horrified? Is that what I really look like? you think to yourself. Well, I had that moment every single day. So how did I deal? I didn’t. I snapped, my newly buff demons strolling right back into my life.

			Within three months of getting that job, I developed a raging eating disorder, descending into my darkest period. I should have been having the time of my life: twenty-two years old; living in New York; dream job; decent salary; great boyfriend. Nothing Aunt Shirley had predicted was true. Still, I dealt with my insecurities exactly as I had at nine years old, by bingeing. But this time, I wasn’t sneaking a doughnut here and there. I would consume massive quantities of junk food—burgers, pizza, chips, cupcakes, and ice cream—literally eating for hours, until I went home and fell asleep. Then I would wake up and go right back out for more. I would wander the city and eat, like a zombie. Candy bar at the corner store. Eat it while walking to the deli. Ice cream sandwich at the deli. Eat it while walking to Burger King. Sit at Burger King and eat a burger, fries, and a shake. Walk to the pizza shop. Eat a slice at the shop and get one to go. Eat, rinse, repeat. For hours. Each and every day was filled with the desire to devour. It never went away. I would tell myself “not today,” but the beast would say “just one,” and they always won the argument. I felt utterly hopeless and powerless. And the worst part was watching it all unfold on camera, as I gained weight and started to look worse and worse. I was a wreck and everyone could see it.

			Soon I descended into a full-blown depression. I was not well. If I wasn’t working or eating, I was in bed, lights out, blinds drawn, even in the middle of the afternoon. I would lie there and pray for an accidental death, wishing I’d get hit by a car while crossing the street the next day, or some such fatal freak accident. I often fantasized about the mattress opening up and magically swallowing me whole. How lovely would it be to simply disappear?

			Ask me how I climbed out of that hole and I have no clear answer. But by the grace of God, slowly, gradually, I did. Progress came in tiny increments. First, I stopped getting worse. I still binged regularly, but not as often, and when I did, the episodes weren’t nearly as bad. They felt more like brief periods of release than a total and complete loss of control. The moments of deep despair became less frequent, until they virtually disappeared altogether. Then light started to creep in, and the greatest gift of all emerged: optimism. I got distracted by life—more interesting work, planning a wedding, renovating a home. I had things to look forward to. When I looked up, years had passed, and mercifully, I was okay. The darkness of my life gave way to dawn, then sunshine.

			Looking back on that time, I realize one of the worst parts of depression was that I had no idea how bad things were until I was on the other side. I didn’t see how deep the hole was. Because of that, I now pay very close attention to my emotional state, always vigilant, like a night watchman. Making sure I’m feeling okay is a priority, because I never want the darkness to get a foothold again. What helps me the most with that is simply going through the motions. “Fake it until you make it,” as they say. I still have days where something has gotten me down, and I don’t want to get out of bed. But I go through the motions, one step at a time, and that always helps. Not sometimes, always. Just get out of bed, Mara, I think. Just do that. Good girl. Now let’s get dressed for the gym. You don’t have to actually go. Just put your clothes on. And so forth. The routine gets me through.

			When it came to my body image after emerging from my depression, I was undoubtedly better, but far from fully healed. Thankfully, age and maturity brought a certain amount of acceptance and comfort in my skin, but I did in fact want to be thinner, to look and feel good. Furthermore, I wanted it to a permanent part of my lifestyle. I was exhausted from a lifetime of dieting and thinking about food. I wanted to be healthy, and more important, sane. So over the course of the next few years, I tried lots of different things to varying degrees of success. Of course I attempted every formal diet plan; counting points and carbs, signing up for programs online, buying weeks worth of prepackaged, vacuum-sealed food. At one point I even joined a bizarre food cult requiring members to adhere to absurd food restrictions, attend fellowship meetings, and completely submit to the direction of a more advanced “sponsor.” While I did lose weight from time to time, nothing ever became a lifestyle. I always felt like I was sprinting through a marathon, which is completely unsustainable. At some point I’d stop running, and all of my progress would be undone.

			After a time, I was done with all of the gimmicks. While part of me accepted a less than perfect reality, the desire to really live a healthy life was always present, like an old sports injury. You may move through life like everyone else, but you always feel that nagging pain. I lived a double life. On the one hand, I was mature enough to realize that life’s too short for self-loathing. I appreciated and loved myself, curves included. It wasn’t an act, either. I really felt fabulous most days. Not only was I holding my head high as I moved through life, but since I was one of the few plus-sized women on television, I also felt a tremendous sense of pride in representing the average woman with style and poise. I took that very seriously and wore it as a badge of honor. If I walked around like a shrinking violet, ashamed of my size, what did that say about our viewers, most of whom looked more like me than anyone on television? That’s not me. I wore bright colors, the highest heel I could find, and hair so big and bouncy someone once asked me if I was from Texas, which I took as a compliment! But on the other hand, I still longed for the lifestyle I so desperately craved, one where I looked and felt as good as possible.

			I ended up settling somewhere in the middle, between the years of radical dieting, and a miserable state of depressive binge eating. My default lifestyle became a genuine attempt to be healthy, but unknowingly going about it entirely the wrong way. I was working hard, but not smart. I ate virtually nothing but packaged food, things like frozen dinners and low-fat graham crackers. I wanted my food to be healthy, but effortless. I never cooked. I might as well have used my oven for shoe storage. If my meal wasn’t packaged, it was takeout: a whole-wheat bagel at the deli, or a salad from a restaurant. I bought things that sounded healthy, like a slice of “yogurt loaf,” which was essentially a big ol’ piece of marble swirl cake. I genuinely wanted to do what was best for me, but I didn’t know how.

			Then there was the exercise part. Through the years, my fitness routine was as varied as my diet attempts. I went through a phase of working out to those cheesy TV fitness shows, the ones where people who look like they stepped off the set of a soap opera hop around on the beach. I went through a Tae-Bo phase, buying up anything Billy Blanks was selling. Every now and then I would jog, but I was always more excited about whatever cute gym outfit I was wearing than the actual workout. I absolutely hated exercising. I despised it. It was like going to the doctor: you know it’s good for you, but it sure ain’t fun.

			Just like my diet plan, eventually my fitness routine settled into a default. While I did go to the gym, I thought I got points just for showing up. I didn’t work very hard at all, most days reading Us Weekly on the elliptical for thirty minutes. If I wiped my brow it was just for effect, because I barely broke a sweat. Every once in a while I’d swing by some weight machine and do a few reps. Naturally, none of that gave me the results or consistency I was looking for.

			Okay, so that’s the sob story. Now to a happy place. Let’s fast-forward to today. As I mentioned, I’m currently ninety pounds lighter than my heaviest weight, and a size 6. It’s the first time in my life I’ve been a single-digit size, and the smallest I’ve ever been. In fact, I often buy a size “small,” which still boggles my mind. I always think to myself, This must run big. It’s taking my brain a while to catch up.

			For the most part, I have a great relationship with food. I eat fresh, healthy fare: mostly chicken, fish, eggs, fruits, veggies, and nuts. Generally speaking, I don’t eat any flour, dairy, or grains, or drink wine (my beloved wine!). I cook 90 percent of what I eat: broiling fish, roasting chicken, and pureeing squash. I don’t count anything. I don’t measure portions. I’m not clocking the time until my diet ends. This is not a race. It’s a well-paced walk through life.

			I exercise every day. Not because I have to, but because I want to. I absolutely love my workouts. No, seriously. I love them. I’d happily get up from my computer right now to go for a run. Oftentimes working out is the most fun I’ll have all day. I have endless energy, sometimes so much so that when I’m sitting in the office I feel fidgety, and start thinking to myself, Man, I’d love to ditch this place for a workout. As I mentioned, I used to go to the gym just to check a box. Now I go hard. I exercise intensely, whether it’s Spin, running, or strength training. When I’m done, I’m drenched in sweat. If I’m not going to work hard, I tell myself, I might as well stay home. I leave the gym feeling empowered, energized, refreshed, and always wanting more.

			My body has changed completely. Not just in the way I look, but in the way I feel. If I miss a workout or make a few unwise food choices, I feel it in a way that I never have before. It’s like a hangover. I just feel totally “blech.” My body is used to clean food and lots of activity, and when I don’t get it, I feel lousy.

			So why am I telling you all of this? Is it to flaunt my discipline and commitment to a healthy lifestyle? Hardly! I’m hoping that you find it comforting and inspirational. Chances are that no matter how long you’ve struggled with your weight or what kind of torture you’ve put yourself through, I’ve been there. There is no one less likely to succeed at a lifestyle overhaul than me. I’m not naturally thin. I didn’t grow up playing sports. I love sweets so much I have literally poured sugar down my throat. But I did it, and you can, too. You absolutely can. Believing that has to be your first change.

			If I’m honest, I also have to admit that I’m writing this for myself. Remember how in college I foolishly thought I’d won the weight war, once and for all? I’m much wiser now. I don’t believe anyone vanquishes lifelong struggles. We all have our demons. Our best hope is to manage them. Given my history, it was really important for me to take note of my own personal journey, because I know for certain that at some point in the future I will need to refer to these lessons. I will never again be so arrogant as to believe that I’m cured. Unfortunately, Aunt Shirley lives in my head as much today as she did twenty-five years ago. I just do my best to keep her quiet.
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