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  MY STORY

  “Excuse me, are you My Healthy Dish?” That’s a common question I get asked these days when I leave the house. I know it’s odd to say, but it’s one of my biggest accomplishments—not to be referred to as My Nguyen. Don’t get me wrong; I love my given name and I am very proud to be a Nguyen. The accomplishment I’m referring to is being recognized as My Healthy Dish, a screen name I gave myself on Instagram. A social media account that I single-handedly grew to over one million followers in less than two years launched a career for me I didn’t know was possible. I did it from sharing my passion for food, cooking, health, and my life. How it all came to be was a simple act of fate.

  I was born in Vietnam in 1980. From there, I immigrated to the United States when I was three, went to school, graduated college with a Communications degree, worked a desk job in mortgage financing, married my college boyfriend, and bought our first house. As a first-generation immigrant, I believed in the American Dream, something instilled in me from my parents. I was unhappy at my job, but I accepted this as the norm because, honestly, who likes to work? Work was not meant to be fun, right? I knew I wasn’t the only one looking forward to 5 p.m. on Fridays and dreading 8 a.m. on Mondays. It wasn’t until I lost my job that I realized there was something seriously wrong simply accepting this line of thinking.

  Being set free from my job was like being freed from a prison of my own making. At first, I woke up every morning feeling lost. I had relearn myself and figure out what made me tick. To be honest, it was quite depressing because I had forgotten what made me happy. After years at a job I hated, I had nothing that brought me joy. I had a big, five-bedroom house for only the two of us, a collection of Louis Vuitton purses I wore to be envied, a 1.5-carat diamond ring that cost my husband six months of pay, a Mercedes in my driveway, and a closet full of designer clothes and shoes. That’s what I thought made me happy, but I was delusional. I hated my job, and I had bought all those things to justify working there. I always thought that work was something we had to do and our passions were our hobbies. Turns out, losing my job gave me the freedom to pursue my passion. My motivator this time was not money, but happiness.

  In 2007, my husband, Harlen, and I bought our first house, and in 2008, we lost our jobs and the house, got pregnant with twins, and moved in with my parents! As bad as that sounds, looking back, it was the best thing that ever happened to us. You see, after years of trying to get pregnant and suffering a heartbreaking miscarriage, we were blessed with twins. I had been working sixty hours a week and had been under an extreme amount of stress because of it. Being unemployed and having nothing better to do than make babies, we got pregnant in no time at all. My husband eventually went back to work before Shayna and Kiera were born, and we decided it was best for me to stay at home with the girls. I traded in the Mercedes for a used Chevy Malibu, sold what we could, and stored the rest until we were back on our feet.

  Still, the needs of growing babies took a financial toll on us. By the time the twins were three, getting a job weighed heavily on my mind. I wanted to help provide for my family, but I couldn’t stand the idea of leaving them. Buying us some time, I held a garage sale to get rid of all the girls’ baby stuff. We made so much money, we decided to join the twenty-first century and trade in our Razor flip phones for iPhones. As I’m technically challenged, it was really hard for my husband to convince me to get them, but I’m sure glad I did. The iPhone turned out to be the answer to my prayers.

  Who ever thought that phones were for more than just for phone calls? Did you know you have more technology in the palm of your hand than NASA had for their first shuttle launch? With the world at my fingertips, I did what any normal human being would do: I downloaded Angry Birds and Instagram. I was instantly hooked, not on the mean birds, but on IG. Being Asian, it’s intrinsically in my DNA to take pictures of everything. My family and friends got inundated all day with photos of the twins waking up, eating breakfast, crying, smiling, walking, napping, sitting, standing and, once in a while, they also saw the food I cooked. Then the oddest thing happened: I was receiving more interest in my food than the pictures of the twins, and my girls are pretty darn cute. I was extremely flattered that so many people took to my food. Cooking had become a creative outlet for me.

  My following grew and soon strangers started asking for my recipes. When my following grew to five hundred, I felt like the popular new kid on IG. (In your face, old high-school me!) This small success helped me decide to take a leap of faith and start food blogging. I knew there had to be a way to make a little money from it. I borrowed $1,500 from my mom for a MacBook and sacrificed my precious sleep to build My Healthy Dish. I didn’t have a sure plan or any idea what bloggers really did, so I focused most of my time on Instagram. I changed my username to @Myhealthydish_ and started posting recipes and health advice every day. In three months, my loyal five hundred followers grew to thirty thousand. After that milestone, I launched my blog MyHealthyDish.com. I then went on to celebrate one million followers within two years. I thought I was so cool at five hundred followers, but at one million, I felt like Britney Spears before she shaved her head. I know what you’re thinking: what makes me so awesome that people wanted to follow? As much as I would love to believe they’re following for pics of me, I know it’s my recipes people love and not my #selfies.
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  I once watched an episode of Shark Tank where one of the sharks, Lori Grenier, said that the most successful entrepreneurs are the ones who solve problems. I mean, look at the Snuggie. Who would’ve thought a blanket with sleeves would turn out to be a multi-million dollar idea? Even I felt compelled to steal one at my best friend’s annual White Elephant party. It’s pure genius—now I can read in bed and flip through the channels without my arms getting cold. Although it’s not the life-changing Snuggie, my page was solving one the biggest problems people struggle with today. Let’s face facts: Americans are really unhealthy and fat. Yes, I said the word fat. I know that word is sensitive to a lot of people, but it’s the truth.

  The Snuggie solved a problem in such a simple way, and my page is doing the same. People want to be healthy, but they are doing it all wrong. They are falling into traps of fad diets and consuming more processed foods now than ever before. How did we get to this point where we’re cooking less and reheating more? My guess is that the high cost of living in the United States requires a two-income household now. With both parents working, who’s at home cooking? Isn’t it easier to pick up something fast on the way home or throw in a frozen pizza than to cook a dinner after a long day at the office?

  Really think about it next time you’re at the grocery store. Make an observation of which one-ingredient foods are sitting in your cart. Pick up a package and try to pronounce all the ingredients listed. Would someone who lived one hundred years ago recognize what was in your cart? Are you buying these foods out of convenience or health? The sad part is we are losing a bit of our family history with each generation. No longer are we passing down grandma’s homemade pot roast recipe; all we’re passing down to our children are stacks of take-out menus and re-heating instructions. (Not to mention obesity, diabetes, high cholesterol, and a shorter life expectancy.) People follow me because they want to change that for themselves and for their families.

  What My Healthy Dish offered was a realistic approach to a healthy lifestyle. I didn’t preach diets, detox, cleanses, or nominate anyone for the Hunger Games. Every day, I showed people what healthy food really is. Through my recipes, I offered easy-to-prepare meals for the family. I even showed shortcuts and cost-effective meals to save time and money. Most importantly, I proved that eating healthy is delicious. I always say to my followers, “If eating healthy is hard, then you’re doing it wrong.” That’s it! I know that sounds simple, but so was putting sleeves on a blanket.

  If Instagram is a window, then my followers are peeping toms. I inspire people to be healthy just by showing my real life and real food. Even if that means dirty dishes in the sink, my cheat meals to In-N-Out Burger, or my grocery haul from Costco. I’m not a trained chef, nutritionist, or health coach. My expertise in those categories comes from my life experience. Truth is, we all have an idea of what’s healthy. You don’t have to go to Rocket Science School to know vegetables are good, potato chips are bad. That’s not the problem anymore. Food has changed so much from its original form that it’s hard to decipher what’s healthy.

  This is what I learned from dealing with my own weight and health issues. In my freshmen year of college, I did not put on the requisite fifteen pounds—I put on more than thirty. What can I say? I’ve always been an overachiever. It was a lot to add on in such a short amount of time and, being Snookie height, it really showed. As hard as I tried to lose weight and keep it off, I just couldn’t. I tried low carb, low calorie, South Beach, meal replacement shakes, cleanses, and a few more ideas I’m not too proud of. I think the worst one was replacing a meal a day with a chocolate Slimfast shake. I even did the Subway diet. Every day after class, I would pick up a six-inch cold cut trio on wheat, with baked Ruffles potato chips and a diet coke. Had I known then what I know now about processed meats and diet sodas, I never would’ve allowed all those chemicals in my body.

  I think the worst diet I tried was a fat-free diet. Don’t be fooled into fat-free or low-fat foods. It sounded so logical at the time: cutting fat out of my diet would result in cutting fat out of my body. With that mission in mind, I went to the grocery store and bought anything that said fat-free or low-fat. Looking back on my grocery list now makes me sad. It consisted of everything fat-free or low-fat—bread, cheese, turkey, mayonnaise, crackers, etc. I didn’t have much real food in my shopping cart. It was all processed foods. I had no clue what I was doing and, needless to say, it all tasted like crap. I stuck to it for a few weeks and it didn’t work. Not only did I not lose weight, but I think I gained a few pounds. What I didn’t know then was that, to compensate for less fat, most manufacturers add more sugar. I was consuming more sugar which, ironically, turns into fat! Yes, that bag of fat-free gummy bears is too good to be true.

  Once again, being clueless in nutrition at the time, I did not know that sugar came in many forms. I did not know that bread and pasta are also forms of sugar, or to be more correct, once consumed, turn into glucose, which is a simple sugar our bodies use for energy. When you eat a carbohydrate, your blood sugar levels increase because your body metabolizes it into glucose. Glucose is our main source of energy. Insulin is secreted from the pancreas to carry the glucose from the bloodstream into cells to use for energy. The higher a food is in the glycemic index, the faster it raises your blood sugar levels. Foods composed of refined sugars, such as candy, have little to no nutritional value and release glucose more quickly. If there’s too much glucose, your blood sugar levels increase dramatically and your pancreas goes into overdrive, releasing more insulin to draw the sugar out of your blood stream and storing the excess as fat. This also results in blood sugar levels dropping dramatically, causing more hunger. Just like your body needs fat, it also needs sugar. Glucose is our main source of energy, but excess sugar or unused energy is stored as fat.

  With each failed attempt, the number on the scale grew bigger and my clothes felt like they were getting smaller. I knew I had to do something because I could barely afford my schoolbooks, let alone new clothes. Living in my boyfriend’s (now husband) sweatpants was not an option; it was only cute for a quick minute. It finally became apparent to me what I was doing wrong: I wasn’t eating real food anymore. You see, I was lucky I grew up poor! Yeah, I said that right. I didn’t feel lucky at the time, though.

  I was born in Vietnam in 1980 and was fortunate enough to leave as a refugee when I was two with my family and my aunt’s family. We lived in the Philippines at a refugee camp for a year before finally coming to the United States. My parents chose to come to New York City because my aunt and uncle had settled there a few months prior. It was a huge shock, coming from Vietnam and arriving in the middle of winter in New York City. After ten days of being human popsicles, we hightailed it to sunny California. My family had friends in Los Angeles to stay with, and they helped us get acclimated with the new language and culture. Once we were settled, we were so financially challenged that my parents couldn’t afford to take us out to eat. I know the irony of this, but going to McDonald’s felt like Christmas, and I still feel giddy when I indulge in a Big Mac.

  The one time my parents took us out to an American restaurant was a complete disaster. Even though I was very young, the memory of it is still imprinted in my mind. My parents wanted to treat us to a nice dinner, so they took us to Denny’s. During that time, they spoke little English and my siblings and I were too young to translate. The only thing the server understood from my parents from their finger pointing was that we wanted chicken. When our dinner came, it was a single plate of chicken. One meal for the six of us. My parents were so embarrassed from the ordering experience that we didn’t go back to a restaurant that wasn’t Vietnamese for years. At the time, my parents worked tirelessly day and night sewing garments to make money. It took a lot of time to save money to take us out to dinner, and it is heartbreaking to remember how humiliated they were.

  Eventually my mom got her manicurist license and went to work, so my dad stayed home and cooked the majority of our meals. It wasn’t salads and quinoa every day, but it was still real food. What I was eating in college was anything but that. I went from eating at home for almost every meal to fast food or packaged food every day. Those late-night Jack in the Box runs happened frequently during college. It was perfect—I studied late, didn’t know how to cook, and could live off any fast-food dollar menu. It was a vicious cycle of junk food. I was tired more and more often because of all the unhealthy food I was putting in my body. I turned to sweets when I felt low on energy. It felt like I was addicted to sugar, and Milky Ways were my drug of choice. It was an addiction that was extremely hard to shake. The more I ate, the more I craved. So there I was my freshmen year of college, overweight, feeling sluggish, and unhappy with my body. I wanted to change, but didn’t put in much effort. But then there was that one defining moment that finally pushed me down the right path. . . .

  I was still very stubborn and cheap back then. I was refusing to waste money on a new pair of jeans, especially if it was going to have a size ten on the label. Instead, I went shopping for new boots and that’s when it happened:

  I had been wearing a pair of jeans that I literally had to jump and shimmy into, barely being able to zip and button close. I remember picking out a pair of knee-high black boots with a side zipper. I managed to kick off my running shoes, but to my embarrassment, I was unable to bend over to put on my boots. My jeans were so tight, it physically hurt to bend over. What was even more horrifying was having Harlen, my then-boyfriend, assist me with the boots while shoppers were watching. One of the girls passing by said it was so sweet he was kneeling down and assisting me, but internally I felt so ashamed that I couldn’t do it myself. I made the decision that day to start focusing on bettering myself. Instead of the boots, I bought the size-ten jeans and never looked back.
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  I made three life changes: I started cooking more, dining out less, and ate fewer packaged foods. The first step I took was learning how to cook. This was more than fifteen years ago, so I didn’t have everything at my fingertips. Smartphones and Pinterest did not exist back then so I had to get my information the old-fashioned way: through dial-up Internet and The Food Network. I became obsessed with Rachael Ray and her show, 30 Minute Meals. It is no coincidence that most of my recipes take about thirty minutes to make. I watched her daily just to get down the basics of cooking.
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