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			Introduction

			   

			   

			Congratulations on taking action! Together we will embark on an amazing new journey. This book is not a diet plan or fitness program, and it doesn’t promote any of the trendy temporary diets. (Yeah, they work for a little while, but then all the weight piles back on.) This is a six-week transformation because it promises to heal your body from the inside out. 

			Our message will particularly resonate with women who have lost themselves while caring for other people. We care for our children, husbands, parents, homes, and, of course, our colleagues and bosses. We spend every waking moment making sure everyone else is taken care of until that one day comes when we look in the mirror and don’t recognize ourselves anymore. 

			We’ve lost our energy, drive, motivation, and our figures somewhere in the process of LIFE. 

			This book caters to all women who are tired of yo-yo dieting, tired of trying everything only to put all the weight back on. Women who are tired of all the mixed messages online. Tired of the overload of information and everyone telling you to take the complete opposite approach from the suggestions of the last person you spoke to. This book puts all the confusion to rest—for good.

			This is an action-based book that will help you weed through all the noise that you are exposed to on the internet and television. You will learn the science of your body, and you will learn how to fuel and move your body the way it was originally designed. You will design your own lifestyle plan based on your genetics, environmental upbringing, stress levels, hormones, and everything that is YOU. 

			YOU University!

			You’re reading this guide because you are tired of health protocols that don’t work and following the trendy diet of the month that you found on Pinterest or YouTube. You’re probably tired of counting calories and points, and you’re ready to invest some time and energy into transforming your mind, body, and spirit; the net result being a lifestyle transformation. Weight loss will be a mere side effect of everything that you learn during your transformation. So let’s roll up our sleeves together. We have plenty of ground to cover. 

			Over the next six weeks, I will not tell you what to do. You are in total control of what you do with the information that is shared here. This guide is an actionable, educational tool that will help you to understand how your body works. It’s just like reading your body’s owner’s manual! From there, we will help you understand what makes your body different from everyone else’s. Your body is different. Your genetics, the environment you were raised in, the chemicals you have been exposed to your entire life, your hormones, your stress levels, your metabolism, your lifestyle, your age, your sleeping habits, your work—gasp! I could go on and on. All of this will impact how your body functions. 

			Science reveals that our microbiomes are, in fact, unique fingerprints of how our bodies function. The collection of bacteria is uniquely yours and very different from anyone else’s. Since the moment our bodies left the womb, bacteria has infiltrated our bodies and established the makeup of our microbiomes. Because we all lead a unique lifestyle and so many factors can influence the dance and mixture of microbiota that live and die within us, scientists are only just starting to understand this fascinating world. 

			So, please understand, there’s nothing “wrong” with you. So many women I speak to compare themselves to other women. They are envious of other women’s genetics or their metabolisms or how “easy” some people have it when it comes to health. Be patient with your body and take time to study your body, understand it, test it, and then follow through to create your own set of instructions required to heal yourself after you have identified inflammatory foods that are causing inflammation in your body. You can do this by understanding the current condition of your gut health, your stress levels, sleeping patterns, and fitness activities. 

			Make an effort to learn about toxins in your home and in your working environment. I know it feels overwhelming now, but trust me, we will explore each of the factors in your body and lifestyle that could be preventing you from losing weight or causing you to be sick, and step by step, we will study them and correct them so you will essentially heal your body and create a new lifestyle for yourself that will support a healthy, pain-free future.

			So over the next 42 days, be open-minded about experimenting with your body. Let your body do the talking. Your body will speak loud and clear on what it likes and what it doesn’t like. Perhaps, up until now, you have just not been paying close attention to all the signals that your body sends you when it’s not healthy and happy. Hopefully, we can change that.

			Now, take a deep breath and release your fears. You may be a little nervous, and that’s perfectly okay. We are chemically wired to resist change, stay in our comfort zone, and protect ourselves from change and danger. You have adopted a certain eating pattern and lifestyle throughout your entire life, and I venture to guess that, other than occasionally, you have not deviated from them very much.

			Don’t worry about making sudden changes—transformation won’t happen overnight, and you make all the rules. This is your body, your science experiment, your test. Explore. Try to come to everything with an open mind. Learn as much as you can, and implement whatever fits most with your lifestyle and start from there. 

			At www.myhealthisnonnegotiable.com you will find extra videos and resources to help you on this journey. You can also join our free Facebook group to connect with our community: www.facebook.com/groups/sherrythackerfans/. 

			Let me take a moment to explain what kind of program my team and I have created online that has been transforming the lives of thousands of women. We have designed a program that helps women understand that it’s time to make their health nonnegotiable after they have neglected their bodies while caring for other people. These women have woken up and acknowledged that their bodies are broken. We help heal the body from a cellular level using functional medicine strategies, live interactive online fitness classes, and weekly educational live mastermind meetings with yours truly. 

			The story-sharing and motivation of our thriving community helps our members stay accountable for setting their goals, creating a plan of implementation, and, of course, following through on said plan. In order to guarantee success, we assign each and every member their own private accountability coach who is there for her every step of the way, holding her hand and answering all the questions that she may have about the program. We also pair our members with someone who is also experiencing the program for the first time, in addition to someone who has graduated from the program to act as a mentor. 

			Because this program is designed 100 percent for your body’s genetics, stress levels, and sleeping patterns, and you are designing your own lifestyle plan while experimenting with the science and strategies that we share with you, you absolutely cannot fail on this plan. Results are 100 percent guaranteed! To find out more information about this program, please visit my website at www.myhealthisnonnegotiable.com. 

			Your Why

			Based on our online Six-Week Transformation Program, I can tell you that the people who have achieved the greatest results make their “whys” the biggest priority as they embark on this journey. Your why must be stronger than your need to taste that bagel with cream cheese, and your why can’t just be about losing weight. For some reason, we all lose that battle between our belt and the bagel when the hunger hormone ghrelin takes over. (Yes, I know you may not be familiar with ghrelin yet, but we’ll be going over that very shortly!) 

			Knowing your why helps you to create a set of standards. Once you understand the science, the knowledge suddenly becomes important to you because it becomes tangible. Resisting some types of food to avoid getting fat is one thing. Understanding how vegetable oil destroys your brain, how wheat and other chemicals disrupt your hormones, and so on, suddenly brings on a whole new meaning. Keeping your body clean ultimately becomes something that you believe in, helping to create a foundation for you to build upon. 

			Building a foundation, having something that you truly believe in, is the only true cure for that lack of discipline. Is it a lack of discipline? Maybe you’ve had an addiction to sugar for most of your life without really knowing it. The sugar addiction creates the unbearable cravings, the hormone imbalances, the weight gain, the brain fog, the joint pain . . . ummm, I’d better stop there for now, but I could go on.

			Most of the people I meet are in a place in their lives where they just don’t feel well anymore. They are tired, unmotivated, uninspired, overweight, and uncomfortable in their clothes and in their own skin. They have back, neck, shoulder, knee, and joint pain. Their whys could include:

			
					Pain relief

					Renewed energy

					Disease prevention

					Living a better life

					Improved cognitive performance

					Enhanced drive and motivation

			

			What’s your why?

			The Goals of Our Program:

			
					Avoid sugars

					Avoid vegetable oils

					Create regimented feeding and fasting windows

					Identify inflammatory foods

					Heal the gut

					Manage stress

					Master a proper sleeping ritual

					Learn how to listen to the body

					Understand how the body works

					Create your own lifestyle (meal and fitness plan, stress and sleep management systems) that you will stick to no matter what life challenges come your way.

			

			Preparing for the Six-Week Transformation Program

			There are several aspects to this six-week transformation, so before we go any further, I’d just like to go over what you will experience and how it will benefit you.

			Find a Buddy/Accountability Coach

			As mentioned in the introduction, when you come into our community you are immediately paired up with an accountability coach, a spark buddy, someone who is new to our program and is ready to ignite! They are ready to make their health nonnegotiable, and they are excited to learn everything they can about the body. You are also paired with a flame buddy, someone who has graduated our program, wishes to continue to keep his or her health nonnegotiable, and has decided to become a guiding light for others joining our program, to help support you in your journey. We highly recommend that you find somebody who is like-minded and willing to walk through this journey with you in order to share your experience! You will likely have ups and downs—like everyone else—as life throws you challenges, and it’s helpful to have someone who has gone through this program, or who is going through the same things, to help support you.

			Choose Your Workouts

			In our online course, you will discover virtual interactive workouts where my instructors can see you and you can see them. There is a wide variety of classes to choose from and times posted on our schedule. Moms find the virtual interactive workouts to be most beneficial, as they don’t have to find someone to watch their kids when they need to take some time to go for a workout. We also have a wide variety of prerecorded workouts if you cannot attend the live ones. Regardless of whether you use our workout resources, make sure that you plan your workouts well in advance of what is marked on the calendar and make them nonnegotiable. Our online virtual workouts have been known to keep our clients extremely accountable, so we do recommend taking advantage of them. Go check out our program at www.myhealthisnonnegotiable.com.

			Choose Your Recipes

			You may have decided to pick up Your Health Is Nonnegotiable Cookbook, which accompanies this book and completely lays out the six-week process for you. In this book, each chapter reflects a corresponding week of the challenge. So as we cover fasting, we have suggested recipes to help you in your fast and to help you reach a state of ketosis. (Please consult your medical professional if you are diabetic or taking medications.) In week two, we suggest recipes to help you reduce inflammation in your body, and in week three we suggest fermented foods, live cultures, bone broth, and other beneficial foods that help you heal your gut. The cookbook will also give suggestions for juicing and detoxing in week six.

			Go through Your Cupboards to Discover the Misleading Labels 

			It’s time to dive into your fridge and cupboards! Let’s make a deal, okay? You don’t have to change anything or throw anything out—just yet. All that I ask that you do is to go through your inventory of food and lay everything out on the counter. Below you will find a list of the ingredients you might find on a label that could be causing damage to your body. So only put back in the fridge or cupboard any food that does NOT include any of the ingredients on this list. 

			After taking an inventory of all the foods that could be causing damage to your body, you can make the choice to either throw them away or put them back. This will give you an idea as to what extent your existing diet is less than ideal, which can really put your present eating habits into perspective. You may find that taking a picture of the exercise will serve as a healthy reminder the next time you visit the grocery store. Check out my podcast, “Your Life Is Nonnegotiable,” where I visit my clients’ homes and rummage through their cupboards and fridges, helping them identify the toxic chemicals lurking in the foods they are feeding their families. 

			Food ingredients to be avoided are as follows:

			
					Sodium nitrate

					Sulfites

					Azodicarbonamide

					Propyl gallate

					BHA/BHT

					Propylene glycol

					Butane

					Monosodium glutamate (MSG)

					Disodium inosinate

					Disodium guanylate

					Enriched flour

					Recombinant bovine growth hormone (rBGH)

					Refined vegetable oil

					Sodium benzoate

					Brominated vegetable oil

					Carrageenan

					Polysorbate

					Carnauba wax

					Magnesium sulfate

					Paraben

					Sodium carboxymethyl cellulose

					Aluminum

					Saccharin

					Aspartame

					High-fructose corn syrup

					Acesulfame potassium

					Sucralose

					Agave nectar

					Bleached starch

					Tert butylhydroquinone

					Red #40

					Blue #1

					Blue #2

					Citrus red #2

					Green #3

					Yellow #5

					Yellow #6

					Red #2

					Red #3

					Caramel coloring

					Brown HT

					Orange B

					Bixin

					Norbixin

					Annatto

			

			Setting You Up For Success 

			Why “Eat Less, Move More” Is a Big Fat Lie!

			This is one of the most commonly made assertions, and also misconceptions, about weight loss. Everyone has heard someone say “Eat less, move more.” Well, it’s not quite that simple, to say the least. If nutrition were that simple, then no one would ever encounter any problems. 

			In reality, body composition, exercise, hormones, genetics, your microbiome, and food quality and composition all play a huge role. Contrary to popular belief, there is only a small correlation between weight loss and calories. The entire calorie concept is rather flawed. Few of us question how this concept came into being, but there is an intriguing tale to be told here.

			Creation of Calories

			The invention and discovery of the calorie concept are often associated with French chemist Nicolas Clément, as he first documented the concept in 1824. Since then, it has become central to the nutritional approach of millions of people. 

			Yet despite the cultural prominence of calories, dissenting voices have frequently questioned their actual value. James Hamblin, MD, wrote a pointed article in The Atlantic entitled, “Forget Calories,” in which the nutritional correspondent recommended people focus on the actual food that they eat rather than the dated concept of calories.

			A calorie is literally a unit of energy. It is defined as the amount of energy needed to raise the temperature of one gram of water by one degree Celsius at a pressure of one atmosphere. It was measured in the nineteenth century by burning food into ash, and thus is more about how much energy is required to induce food to disintegrate rather than the energy content of the food itself.

			Different Bodies, Different Outcomes

			However, as we will continually learn throughout this book, everyone’s body is different. Each person will require a different level of energy in order to break down food. This is never factored into the so-called calorie count. Our individual gut microbiome (we will be explaining this concept and talking more about the microbiome as the book unfolds, so don’t worry if you’re not familiar with this at present) has a massive influence over how our bodies work, and this renders a simple, averaged-out measure of calories rather redundant.

			Another problem is that when you attempt to count calories, your body will adjust. Creating a calorie deficit can have some impact, but at this point, the body will enter into a process of homeostasis. This simply refers to the tendency of biological organisms to autoregulate and maintain their internal environment in a stable state. In other words, things change in order to adapt to the new climate.

			So when your body senses that you’re only giving it 1,500 calories per day instead of 2,000, it simply decides that it is now only necessary to burn 1,500 calories. This means that you’re often achieving very little over the long term with calorie counting. Far more effective is cajoling the body into a state of ketosis, which we’ll talk about later on.

			Here is another common problem: People often engage in a period of dieting and reach their weight loss goal. Great! At that point, all of their discipline about eating goes out the window. They think they can eat whatever they want again. But their body has now adjusted to receiving fewer calories, so as soon as they revert to their old level of food intake . . . the weight gradually creeps back on. Sound familiar?

			Why Hormones Matter

			Hormones play a significant role in the overall body weight picture, particularly insulin. Insulin is a fat-storing hormone and will be mentioned several times throughout this book. Insulin spikes to counteract the glucose in our bloodstream when we consume foods high in carbohydrates or sugar. As a result of this, over time, it is possible for the body to become insulin resistant, which leads to obesity, weight gain, and type 2 diabetes, among other conditions. 

			So, with this in mind, calories are not the most important factor in weight loss and overall health, compared to the energy differential created between what we eat and later burn. This is particularly influenced by the actual food that we consume and how it interacts with our hormones.

			The Exercise Issue

			Exercise also has a major influence on the way our bodies operate. I’m sure you’re aware that we all have a different body metabolism, and the rate of this metabolism can be significantly impacted by our level of physical activity. We all know that physical activity is important, yet many myths tend to circulate about the best way to exercise in order to help the body. 

			Ultimately, exercise is energy out. Exercise enables us to burn up the energy that we derive from food. However, it’s also important to understand that there is such a thing as over-exercising. This seems like a contradiction in terms, as we tend to believe that the more exercise we engage in, the better it is for the body. 

			However, if you are consuming a regular amount of food—and not the vast quantities that an elite athlete eats, for example—then as soon as you punish the body with excessive degrees of exercise, it will panic and cling to the energy that you’ve accumulated via food rather than burning it off. You may also experience some other symptoms that are far from desirable. Adrenal fatigue, weight gain, sleep deprivation, and increased body fat are all possible if you exercise too much.

			This is because you wreak havoc with your hormones if you exercise too much. If you fail to give your body the rest that it needs in order to function properly, then it can be negatively impacted; hence the term adrenal fatigue. When the body suffers from this condition, adrenal glands become depleted due to their producing insufficient stress hormones, including cortisol.

			Moderation in All Things

			So training in moderation is undoubtedly a positive thing, as this will be in balance with your body’s internal systems. But how much is too much and how much is too little? Well, the first thing to address is that everyone’s body will respond differently to exercise. It is advisable to exercise every day, but what constitutes exercise can actually be something rather light. It can be nearly 20 minutes of stretching or yoga, or maybe a walking meditation. 

			It’s important to remember that as little as 100 years ago, our bodies were in motion throughout the day, every day, 365 days a year. We were designed to hunt, gather, lift, pull, push, hike, walk, swim, run, tuck, craw, climb, and move our bodies in all ranges of motion. Today, we try to simulate the varied forms of motion using HIIT training, CrossFit, marathons, triathlons, weight training, Zumba, yoga, Pilates, and so much more. Always listen to your body. This is always one of my biggest challenges with my clients. Either they don’t train enough because they are afraid of overdoing it, or they over-train their bodies as they perceive that the only way to weight loss is to burn as many calories as possible. Your body can handle a lot more than you think it can, but may not need the excessive, aggressive attacks that we inflict upon it. 

			We should draw a distinction between exercise and training. We can consider training to be more intense, although it is still possible to overtrain. Intensity and duration are key here, with experts now believing that oxidative stress is beneficial in small amounts. 

			Oxidative stress has quite a fancy and complex medical definition. Merriam-Webster defines it as “physiological stress on the body that is caused by the cumulative damage done by free radicals inadequately neutralized by antioxidants and that is held to be associated with aging.” When experienced excessively, oxidative stress can be damaging, but in moderation it can have positive impacts.

			When the body responds to stress, it prepares itself for the possibility of injury or infection. Central to this process is the production of extra chemicals that help regulate the immune system. This provides a temporary defensive boost and has been corroborated by animal studies from Harvard University. So the process of oxidative stress prompts our bodies to become both stronger and younger as they benefit from an increase in antioxidants.

			The good news is that most forms of exercise create some form of oxidative stress, effectively meaning that they are all beneficial for our bodies. This is one of the fundamental reasons that exercise tends to make us healthier. Your body is slightly weakened in the aftermath; you go through a recovery period and gradually become more resistant to additional oxidative stress workload.

			Limited Capacity

			However, your body does have a limited capacity to increase its antioxidants in order to control free radicals (these are atoms or groups of atoms with an odd number of electrons, which can be formed when oxygen interacts with certain molecules). Marathon running can simply be too much for many people’s bodies, meaning that they fail to derive any benefit from it, and it even ultimately damages their anatomy.

			This doesn’t mean that cardio work involving endurance is worthless. Far from it. But such forms of exercise should be done in moderation in order to allow the body time to recover. They can instead be combined with restorative workouts, such as Pilates, yoga, stretching, walking meditations, power walking, Tai Chi, light strength training, and stationary bike cycling. 

			Concentrating on these restorative techniques during the six-week program is particularly recommended, and I will reiterate my exercise recommendations later in this text. But you should absolutely give your body a chance to heal, your hormones the opportunity to rest, and your adrenals a few moments to catch up while engaging in a program of training and exercise.

			Master Your Metabolism 

			One of the key concepts that we will explore in this book is that of ketosis, which is central to weight loss. 

			Before discussing this, it’s important to understand that the body is able to use three separate forms of fuel for energy:

			
					Glucose, or sugar

					Ketones

					Muscle

			

			The body will always burn what is most readily available. For almost all people, this will be glucose. Every time you consume sugar and carbs they are converted and stored as both glucose and glycogen. Glucose is the easiest form of energy for our bodies to use, so naturally it will be burned before anything else if you provide it to your body.

			But we don’t want that. We want to convert our bodies into fat burners. Becoming a fat-burning machine may sound trendy and might land you on the cover of Shape magazine; however, it’s important to understand that our bodies thrive in the fat-burning state of ketosis. Our machines were primitively designed to utilize fat as our primary fuel source. One way to achieve this is to adopt a ketogenic diet. Although a ketogenic diet is very fashionable, I’m not necessarily recommending it in this book, as it is not always suitable for everyone. We are all different. 

			Easing into Ketosis

			Instead, I advocate a modified eating plan that will ease your body into ketosis allied with a plan of intermittent fasting. Combining the two will soon have your body burning fat, and that is exactly what we’re looking for. These concepts might seem a bit scary and intimidating right now, but we’re going to walk you through the science and show you how they will benefit your body, your health, and your life.

			Central to the concept of ketosis is reducing the number of carbohydrates that you consume. I’m sure that you’ve encountered this concept at some point, as many approaches to diet and nutrition advocate this aspect of eating. 

			The main reason that we’re going to be looking at this dietary concept is that consuming carbs tends to prevent entering the state of ketosis—although we all have a different ketogenic limit—as these carbohydrates are converted into sugar, and the body burns that first. We don’t want that! We want the body to become a fat burner, so it’s necessary to reduce—though not necessarily eliminate—carbs.

			Keeping carbohydrate consumption low can also have a wide range of health benefits. Evidence indicates that low-carb diets can be used to treat type 2 diabetes, weight-loss resistance, neurological disorders like Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease, epilepsy, chronic headaches, ADD, sleep disorders, autism, and even brain cancer.

			This is not to say that we don’t need carbohydrates. We do. We were designed to eat seasonally and locally where carbohydrates, fats, and proteins were available in cycles. You may have heard of trendy terms today such as carb cycling or metabolic flexibility, which basically mean that your body is designed to fluctuate between these energy sources as your body constantly adapts to the foods that are readily available during certain seasons and locations of the world at any given time. But one rule of thumb is a must. Your carbs, fats, and proteins must come in the form of whole foods grown naturally from the ground or from animals that roam freely, eating the foods their bodies were designed to consume. Any food with a label on it is likely harmful. So do your research on processed foods, and if you have to buy labeled food, choose the ones with the fewest ingredients as possible. Consult my podcast, “Your Life Is Nonnegotiable,” for more education on this topic.

			Remember, this is a six-week program. I’m not about to ask you to stick to it resolutely for the rest of your life. Far from it. But you might want to take the basic principles on board and use this to inform your eating habits and lifestyle going forward.

			Furthermore, we’re going to hook you up with a brilliant community and support group, which will help make the transition that much easier. We’re all about helping you transition steadily if that’s what you want and need. This program and lifestyle will fit around your needs rather than dictating what you need to do.

			Water and Hydration 

			Probably the most neglected aspect of health is hydration. This really is a chronic problem in our society. So many of us drink large amounts of caffeinated drinks and soda, neither of which are doing anything for our state of hydration. And hydration really is important in terms of overall health, and specifically weight loss.

			Water has a profound effect on cellular function, hormonal regulation, digestion, and gut health. There really is no excuse for not ensuring that you are properly hydrated, and this is really something that you should maintain over the long term. While not everything that you will be doing during this six-week process should be considered permanent, ensuring that you are properly hydrated should absolutely be part of your everyday life.

			Chronic Dehydration

			Drinking water first thing in the morning is a habit that you should instantly adopt in your life. Get yourself on good hydration footing from the very beginning of your day. Drinking more water will prevent you from being part of the 75 percent of people in Western society deemed to be chronically dehydrated. And, of course, this condition has some serious side effects.

			First, those who are chronically dehydrated will face fat-loss and weight-loss resistance. Chronic dehydration slows down the body’s metabolism, as your body naturally requires a certain quantity of water in order to engage in metabolic processing. Dehydration also makes it hard for our bodies to utilize energy as fuel, meaning that ketosis is effectively impossible. 

			Chronic dehydration can also contribute to digestive problems, as hydration is essential for every bodily function. Bloating and water retention can also result because when the body perceives itself to be lacking in water it deems this to be an extremely serious attack, and it then concludes that it must hold on to what energy, weight, and sustenance it already has. 

			People who do not drink enough water often feel bloated and puffy, which can then make them restrict their water intake. This only compounds the situation. Meanwhile, their bodies are retaining too much water because they’re not getting enough hydration. Additional signs of chronic dehydration include brain fog, headaches, depression, low blood pressure, and inability to focus. 

			You should be aiming to drink between 75 and 100 ounces of water every day. Start planning to drink more water starting now, right as you’re reading this. This is something you can do to help your body immediately. There really is no excuse for not ensuring that you are properly hydrated. Yes, kicking the soda or coffee habit can be tricky, but these beverages are doing far more harm than good.

			So we’re going to get into this program in a lot more detail—all the science behind it and all the benefits that you will ultimately garner from it. But first of all, I’m going to tell you my story and how I ended up where I am today.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter One

			[image: ]

			My Story

			   

			I never took my health seriously until I was in my midtwenties. You know how it is when you’re young and you think you can just sail through life without anything impacting you. Well, for a long time, I was kidding myself, and it was only going through some of my more negative life experiences that made me truly understand how important health and well-being really are.

			Now I am ecstatic with where I am in life today. I feel extremely happy about what I have been able to achieve and the state of my body, health, and lifestyle. Yay for me! (*Pats own back*) But this sense of stability and satisfaction didn’t come easily. 

			In my younger years, I definitely wasn’t the person I am today. It is my story, my experience, that has inspired me to want to help others, and which underpins everything I do today. And I firmly believe that others can learn from my experience.

			My Early Years

			Between the ages of 19 and 23, I put on a lot of weight. And I mean a lot. I was eating Kraft dinners, KFC; I was having bacon-butter sandwiches for supper. My diet was pretty terrible. I was drinking and smoking too much. Sounds like fun, right?

			It wasn’t fun! I was really struggling with who I was and with the things that had happened to me, and I was having a hard time pulling myself out of the mental hole that I was in. I was really depressed. I was in debt. In fact, I was suicidal. I had attempted suicide three times. Things were about as low as they could go for me.

			This cycle worsened as I attempted to anesthetize myself against these feelings. I think I realized what I was doing at the time, and that it was counterproductive, but I didn’t know any other way to cope with my situation other than to drink, smoke, party, and generally attempt to bury my negative thoughts in an alcoholic haze. Guess what? It didn’t work!

			Turning the Tide

			Because of my sink-or-swim mentality, I decided to pick up the pieces and go back to start a new life in Montreal, my hometown. I had been in Ottawa for six years prior to that. When I got back, I started paying a little more attention to my health. I started eating better. I started walking on a treadmill every day for 45 minutes while listening to self-help gurus, like Tony Robbins, and all sorts of other fascinating and informative people.

			So I decided to change my diet and make a concerted effort to lose weight. This was partly for health and appearance reasons, but also due to the fact that I simply felt terrible about myself. I was determined to change my life, but a lack of education and knowledge was also an issue at this time.

			Based on my relatively minimal understanding, I began consuming a diet consisting of three solid meals every day. Knowing what I know today, I would have done things completely differently. 

			Nonetheless, I slowly but surely started to pull myself out of my mental hole. I lost 30 pounds. I was starting to feel better. I didn’t understand nutrition to the degree that I do now, but I was beginning to take my health more seriously, I started to educate myself and read many books, and then I decided to get the appropriate certification in fitness and nutrition. Relying on a meal plan was not enough—I needed to understand more.

			It took me quite some time to achieve positive results, but I was pretty pleased that I’d at least made some progress. However, around 12 months into attempting to craft the new me, I hit the infamous plateau. Bang! I hit that wall pretty hard!

			I began to miss eating all of my favorite foods, and my motivation to continue my efforts seriously diminished. The natural outcome of that mindset was that I began to incorporate my favorite foods back into my life and diet once again. 

			My motivation for the gym had also begun to dwindle, and the reasons for this were quite obvious. I no longer experienced the results that were evident when I started, and there were also other underlying issues that were proving to be demotivating.
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