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DEDICATION

To Ronnie, thank you for stopping me while I wandered around the vitamin store that day. You were the first person to show me that my diet was the key to making progress in my training.

To T-Dub and JB, thanks for giving me the first opportunity to share my passion for healthy eating. Not all family is blood related.

To Benji, from drinking Kalimotxo on stoops in Beantown to getting in over our heads in mud races to burning the midnight oil on projects to looking for ways to prank each other, couldn’t imagine this wellness journey without your friendship.

To my close friends from DeSoto to Cambridge to Bosnia and even Peru, the Bible says that “a merry heart is like medicine.” So thank you for providing memories that continue to nourish me. I think often about our times together, and I laugh or smile, usually both.

To my family, ever since I proposed the idea of quitting my job at the Thanksgiving table, you’ve taken every opportunity to encourage, pray for, and promote me. No matter what my wellness journey may reveal, I’m blessed to have already experienced some of the greatest health of all—and that’s knowing what real love looks and feels like through each of you. So thanks, Momma, Dad, Chris, Dee, Jack Jack, Jacob, Jordon, and Jamison.

To Max Frito, thank you for keeping the kitchen floors clean whenever I drop food. You’re not the best taste tester, but you are a great, reliable friend. I love our morning walks.

To my (future) bae, I look forward to: cooking oat waffles for brunch; binge watching TV with semihealthy homemade snacks; watching my mother lovingly critique (and innocently shade) your kitchen skills; jogging around the city with Max; stuffing our faces with unfamiliar cuisines as we discover the world; playing practical jokes together; and creating failed recipes that only we’ll know about. I’m “planning, prepping, and repeating” for that life—I hope you are, too.

And to the FMC community, especially those who first knew me as “FitnessandFaith” on Instagram, thanks for allowing me to be a part of your journey. You have changed my life.
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IF YOU’RE READING THIS, IT’S NOT TOO LATE.



PREFACE



Chances are we’ve never met. And even though Facebook may show that we have a (distant) mutual friend, our paths have likely never crossed.

So here’s a little bit about me . . .

I enjoy alternative music but not as much as southern rap (particularly early 2000s) and contemporary Christian. Some of my favorite foods are sushi, papa a la huancaina, candied sweet potatoes, and collard greens with flank steak (not necessarily in that order). My close circle of friends resembles something like the United Nations, with a representative from almost every continent. I was raised in a southern Christian household where Sundays were spent running between pews while my parents led the choir. My mom is from Louisiana, and my dad is from South Carolina, but my brother and I ended up being born in Philadelphia. I’ve spent the majority of my life in Texas, so I identify as a southerner (with northern roots). My favorite sports are tennis, MMA, football, basketball, and drinking aged whiskey blends (note: in Texas we consider this an acceptable sport).

I say all this to underscore that we may be different in many ways.

YOU SIMPLY CANNOT OUTTRAIN A POOR DIET.

Even so, if you picked up this book, I know you.

If you are disenchanted with the bland meals that others call “healthy,” we’re much more alike than you may realize.

I, too, struggled with wanting to do right in my diet. But “doing right” can sometimes taste so bad. Any of this sound familiar?

• Choking down a chunky iceberg lettuce salad smothered in ranch dressing (so you will actually eat it).

• Chewing a dry chicken breast until your mouth feels like the Sahara (because it’s “healthy”).

• Feeling guilty that the only way you can enjoy steamed vegetables is with a modest layer of melted (Velveeta) cheese on top.

Similarly, I know what it means to train for several hours a day, try various forms of cardio, consume fat loss supplements like candy, and perform countless “five-minute abs” routines, and still not see a change in your body. It’s frustrating and discouraging.

And by now, because you’ve picked up this book, you’ve likely realized the hard truth that I eventually learned: you simply cannot outtrain a poor diet.

#SUCCESS IS NOT FREE

See, I know more of your food story than you think because I lived it.

And that’s why I wrote this book. For people like us.

Food isn’t just fuel, and it’s certainly not something we should feel guilty about enjoying. People like us want and need to be inspired when it comes to food. We can’t get by on cookie-cutter meal plans, bland recipes, or eating the same thing every day. Food is a major part of our lives, often centered around socializing and creating memories with friends and family. Food brings us happiness.

So instead of being afraid of and anxious about what you’re going to eat and how the food is going to affect your body, I want to fundamentally change the way you think about and approach (healthy) food.

It’s simpler than you think, and it has everything to do with freedom.

Freedom to enjoy flavorful food but in a much more calorie-conscious way. Freedom to indulge occasionally while being mindful of portions. Freedom to try new foods and different cuisines so our diets are robust. And lastly, freedom to achieve our wellness goals without breaking the bank.

If you’re nodding your head in agreement as you read this, then this book is for you! It costs only one thing (besides the price of the book, of course): your commitment to change. A commitment that goes far beyond the “at the start of this week” or “as soon as I get back from my vacation” type of promises we generally make ourselves that delay our progress. Though a “New Year, New Me” goal may get us started, it’s certainly not enough to keep us going the remaining 364 days of the year.

Beyond just feeling inspired to make a change, we need to be stubbornly committed to it.

Commitment is just what it says: dedication to achieving the end goal, even when our circumstances are not ideal and our resources are limited. Some will say that it means “No excuses.”

In order to make a real change, you need to let go of “perfectly logical explanations” that until now have been the reason why your goal has been unattainable or inconvenient. For instance:

• “The kids have football practice after school, so I don’t have time to prepare healthy meals. Fast food is quick and easy, and the kids will burn it off anyway!”

• “I travel all the time for work, so it’s hard to eat healthy at restaurants while away from my kitchen.”

• “I’m ‘broke as a joke,’ and eating healthy is way too expensive.”

If you take a moment to reflect, it’s amazing how we justify poorer decision making when it comes to our health and the food we eat, as if there were no consequences. The truth is, our excuses seem both logical and understandable—until we realize we can no longer fit into our clothes or the doctor prescribes high blood pressure medication.

I’ve learned that any (significant) change you decide to make in life will cost you something. Time. Money. Sacrifice. Why? Because success is not free.

The good news is that changing your diet is much more achievable than you think—millions of people across the globe have been where you are now, and I am one of them. And this “cost” is not really a cost at all; rather, it’s an investment in a future healthier, happier you.

I’ve written this book to show you what I did to transform my regular diet into a healthy and sustainable one and how you can, too.

Let’s begin.
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LIVING #HEALTHYAF



Okay, I know you’re probably wondering, “does #HealthyAF mean what I think it means?” Well, yeah, but to me it has come to mean so much more—the “F” represents the various aspects of my wellness journey!


HEALTHY AND FIT


I am much stronger and more active now that I have lost weight and gained muscle. I regularly enjoy outdoor activities and embrace opportunities to challenge my physical and mental capabilities. Running obstacle courses, cycling, hiking, surfing, and even boxing—my daily food choices literally fuel and enable a more active and fit lifestyle.
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HEALTHY AND FRESH


In the past I’d feel lethargic and bloated after meals, but now I feel energized and refreshed. As you continue to feel better, physically and emotionally, you accelerate your own success by continuing to make more of those choices! And therein lies the beauty of healthy eating.


HEALTHY AND FLY


One of the best feelings in the world is looking at an older photo of yourself and recognizing progress. It feels pretty darn good to see a lighter, more fit version of your former self staring back at you in the mirror. I remember the first time I realized my shirt was no longer hugging my stomach and waistline—it felt incredible! I didn’t care about having rock-hard abs, I was just happy to buy a shirt in my true size and not have to “suck in my gut.” I felt “fly” enough to be on the cover of any magazine . . . and that’s all that mattered!


HEALTHY AND FREE


Accomplishing my wellness goals has boosted my confidence so much that my dreams and goals started to change. Was I really training for a triathlon sprint? Was I seriously considering starting my own business? Am I actually traveling to XYZ country for a food tour? Essentially, I realized that the discipline needed to maintain a healthy diet and lifestyle were transferable to other areas of my life. And soon enough, my “what ifs” became “why not.”


HEALTHY AND FAITHFUL


It takes effort to stay committed to goals and have “stick-with-it-ness” since you do not always feel as motivated or energized. In those moments, I turned to my Christian faith for encouragement and guidance. Believing in something larger than myself helped keep me grounded and find a sense of purpose. For some, it may be religion, for others it may be giving back to the community by helping those in need. Faith helps to ground us and give us perspective so we do not lose our sense of direction, which is easy to do when we aren’t feeling as motivated or “fall off the diet wagon.” While achieving wellness goals is important, it should not come at the expense of who we are.

So, to me, #HealthyAF symbolizes the various ways I proudly live my life.

I invite you to discover what #HealthyAF means to you. It’s important to understand why “we do what we do” so we can remind ourselves of this when we need to reignite our passion.
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ASK YOURSELF, “HOW MUCH WOULD YOU INVEST TO FEEL #HEALTHYAF?”



PART ONE




PLAN.


PREP.

REPEAT.
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HOW DID I GET HERE?



Cooking was not the path I initially chose for myself, having studied business and politics in undergraduate and graduate school. If you had told me four years ago that I’d be running one of the largest healthy food and lifestyle communities on social media, I would’ve given you the Kanye West smile-then-smug and quietly told myself you were crazy.
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IT FEELS LIKE yesterday that I was sitting in my cubicle at a computer company, scouring the Internet for healthy recipes and meal plans that could help me lose weight. I was desperate for change. And on a whim, I turned to social media for help.

I had the bright idea to crowdsource my diet by posting online every single meal I ate in the hope that others—especially those social media trainers and gurus with motivating physiques—would share back with me and offer advice that would help me lose the stomach fat that had been covering—more like completely obliterating—my abs since birth.

My idea went something like this:

1. Make a recipe that I thought was healthy and tasted great.

2. Make it look as presentable and appetizing as possible.

3. Take a few pics and share it on my Tumblr blog along with the macronutrients and detailed steps.

Essentially, I was trying to get free personal training advice and a nutrition program from a bunch of strangers. I was tired of shoveling out money to personal trainers who cared very little whether or not I succeeded or failed or who did not possess the know-how to help me accomplish my fitness goals. And although it may seem reckless to have outsourced my quest for good health to people online, in my mind I had nothing to really lose.

Turns out that making the decision to eat healthy and share my experience with others transformed my life! At that time, in social media, there was not as much heathy food content freely available online; it was generally offered as premium content by a mega–fitness personality or food brand. Unknowingly, I was part of a shift in social media—“open sharing”—which pretty much disrupted the traditional business model of “pay to play.” Everything I shared was free, with no real hidden motive (except for getting feedback on the meals). Plus, I was sharing my progress and how my physique was changing with a healthier diet. In all, I was recounting my “journey in food.”

I soon discovered that there were countless others just like me, desperate for change and disenchanted with premium cookie-cutter meal plans. Thousands of people began to follow me and share their stories and their favorite recipes. I had struck a nerve, and the reverberations went well beyond the perimeter of my tiny work cubicle. They were global.

My journey in healthy food laid the foundation for the FitMenCook community, and less than six years later I am in a new career and industry, have established genuine friendships with people from all around the globe whom I’ve met through blogging, and am pursuing my newfound passion: helping people lead healthier and happier lives.

This FitMenCook journey has been unpredictable and incredible—from working with celebrities and professional athletes to writing for the top publications in health and wellness to becoming an adviser and ambassador for some of the world’s most prestigious wellness brands. Having the top food and drink mobile app in more than eighty countries with more than 1 million downloads and developing my own products has been amazing, and the journey is still unfolding today through this book.

You see, this book is finally allowing me to get inside your homes in a brand-new way, beyond being a social media personality you watch on your mobile device or computer. I want to live on your coffee tables and kitchen counters, too, so that as you watch TV and prepare foods, making healthier choices is on your mind!


I GENUINELY WANT YOU TO WIN. THIS IS A MAJOR KEY.



CALL ME
“GREG.”

Years ago, when I got serious about my training and diet, someone offered to help me. Every day after work, I’d go to a gym down the street from my office. I’d put my earbuds on and “block the world out.” It was just me and the gym. I was consistent and I trained hard—alone.

Imagine my surprise when a roughly fifty-five-year-old man, Greg, came up to me in the gym and asked what I was training for. I had no idea how to answer—I just wanted to look and feel better. He looked incredible (for any age), and I knew it was more than just genetics. He was doing something right with his diet and training, and I wanted to know what it was.

From that moment, we became gym partners and friends. He gave me advice on my diet and shared things he had learned along the way. He wasn’t a trainer; he was just sharing his passion for wellness and knowledge with me. And that experience changed my perspective(s) and set things in motion for me to transform my own life.

So think of me as your “Greg.” With this book, I want to share my passion for healthy living and eating with you.



With this book, I want to help you understand some of the barriers preventing you from fully succeeding in your diet by sharing some of the ways I slipped up and offering the lessons I’ve learned from my followers. And more important, I want to demonstrate, at your pace, how easy, fun, and practical healthy eating can be!

You’ll join millions of others around the globe who prepare healthy, wholesome meals so they can stay on track to achieve their fitness goals. Whether you are trying to lose a few pounds or train for an intense obstacle course, this book will give you the tools you need to win in your diet.

WHAT’S IN STORE

The most important aspect I’ll deal with in this book is being prepared. I cannot tell you how many times I’ve failed in my diet by not having healthier options readily available for me to eat or simply not knowing how to eat. This was especially important for me since I have struggled with chronic depression, and our food choices are often influenced by our moods. Eliminating temptation and having accessible healthy food mitigates the risk of making choices we’ll come to regret. I’ll explain a bit more about the impact of depression and emotions soon.

•   •   •

I’m going to spend the first part of this book explaining how to become better prepared by meal prepping. You’ll learn my Ten Commandments of Meal Prep so you can approach healthy living in more organized, manageable ways.

Through the years I’ve received thousands of messages from followers regarding their diets, and the most common aspect of the ones who experienced success was that they planned and organized their diets.

I want you to realize similar success, so I’m going to show you how.

Finally, you’ll learn the basics of healthier, calorie-conscious cooking so that you can confidently tweak nearly any recipe to complement your dietary needs. No more kitchen anxiety or wandering the aisles of grocery stores hoping that a healthy dish will jump off the shelf and into your cart.

Say good-bye to cookie-cutter meal plans or diets that rely heavily on “enjoying cheat meals” just to stay sane. When you use this book, every meal you make should be a treat. That’s the way a regular, healthy diet should be: enjoyable and sustainable. I do not believe God would have put us on this earth with all of these diverse foods and amazing cuisines only to say, “You can’t eat any of it.” It’s all about portion control and making substitutions so the food we eat not only pleases our palates but also nourishes our bodies. So yeah, you can have your cake* and eat it too (*not all cakes are made equal, though)!
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This journey is forever changing, so get ready for an adventure!

TURNING THE LIGHTS ON IN THE KITCHEN

I remember the day I “turned the lights on” in my parents’ kitchen to make my first healthy meal. “Wait—your parents’ kitchen? How old were you?” some of you may be wondering. I was actually in my late twenties, newly laid off, fresh out of a relationship, and back home with my parents to save money. I’ll explain more in the next section about how my circumstances influenced my cooking philosophy and approach to healthy eating.

Okay, so back to my first meal . . .

The menu? Skillet-grilled chicken breast with green beans and brown rice. The green beans were frozen and the brown rice was instant, so most of the work had been done for me.

I didn’t know much about flavor or technique, and admittedly that was not my concern. I just needed the chicken to be cooked. I thawed a frozen chicken breast, tossed it into a skillet, sprinkled on some no-salt herb seasoning, and placed the lid on top. As a single guy with little knowledge of cooking, I felt pretty accomplished.

Two weeks into the diet, my father advised that I throw a smoked turkey leg into the pot with the green beans to give them more flavor. (Aside—you gotta love having parents with southern roots; they always know how to spice things up!) You would have thought I had just discovered gold! My plain ol’ meal was made much more enjoyable with that soul food–inspired addition.

At the time, I was in the “I eat only for fuel” stage of my fitness journey, so that small change did wonders for me. But looking back, it was probably the first sign—which I completely missed, by the way—that my diet was heading toward a dead end.

Consider that your road to wellness may not just be for you. You never know who you can and will inspire through your actions.
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I had convinced myself that food was only a means to an end—for me, that end was having rock-hard abs—rather than something that should be enjoyed. Though that may seem extreme, it was okay for me considering that I had aggressive physique goals and desperately wanted to see my abs for the first time in my life. I was willing to do just about anything. I kept repeating to myself, “Mind over matter. Mind over matter . . .”

Suffice it to say, I did not stay in that phase for too long. Reciting “Mind over matter” can do only so much for someone who loves even the smallest detail of food, such as a lonely salt flake on a crispy, oily French fry; the way cheese flirts down the side of a beef patty on a burger; or the fresh-out-of-the-oven bubbles that congregate in the corners of casseroles. Yeah, I was kidding myself.

Growing up in the South and in a household where both parents could cook, food was love for me. And here in the South we put a lot of love into our food, and it’s impolite to have people leave your house without feeling loved.

I began to miss “feeling loved.”

As much as I tried to eat only for fuel, I couldn’t commit to eating bland food—and the same food—for the long haul, and my persistence to try only led to overeating, more weight gain, added frustration, and eventually a deeper depression for failing to achieve my goals.

I wondered, How can I be losing in my wellness journey when I have all the elements?

• I was exercising three hours a day (one hour in the morning at a spin class, then two hours of lifting weights and cardio in the evening).

• I was maintaining a fairly clean, healthy diet during the workweek.

• I was religiously taking fat burners and workout supplements that I thought would help with my metabolism and workout performance.

DON’T SABOTAGE BY CELEBRATING HARDER THAN YOU GRIND. FIND BALANCE.

Still nothing. I guess you could say that my physique refused to win. I looked the exact same and I hated it—and I was on the cusp of quitting, again.

It wasn’t until I asked a trainer at my local gym for some guidance that I had another “aha” moment about my lifestyle. After I shared with him my healthy diet during the week, he asked a simple question: “What are you eating on the weekends?” I was caught.

Yeah . . . I was a class A binge eater (and social drinker). Though my diet was moderately controlled during the week, by the time 5 p.m. rolled around on Friday, anything healthy was out the door. I treated the weekend as my reward for maintaining a semidecent diet during the week. To me that was fair since it took a lot of effort to choke down bland healthy food on a daily basis.

So on the weekends I ate what I wanted and drank a whole lot. I rationalized that I was rewarding myself for working hard in the gym and that I would simply burn off any calories I gained in the gym the following week. Well, at least I was partially correct.

I was caught in a vicious weight cycle of losing and gaining. Over the course of three days, I would undo all of the hard work I had done the previous week, and that was one of the primary reasons I was not seeing progress. In all, I wasn’t giving myself a chance to realize even incremental success.

I was putting so much physical stress on my body, with no significant change in my appearance or weight, that I began to question if strenuous regular exercise was as important as I was prioritizing it to be. I wondered, Could a better overall diet be my key? So, after a year of spinning my wheels and realizing I looked and felt the exact same, I changed direction.

With my new curiosity about food, I set out to learn all I could about nutrition and dieting. At that point I had reached my proverbial “rock bottom,” and I was determined not to pay yet another trainer for information I could be and should be learning for myself. That was around the same time I met Greg in the gym, so I took that as a sign that I needed to finally get serious about my diet and training.

I walked into a bookstore as though I were in an all-you-can-eat buffet. I devoured nutrition books as though they were twice-fried potato wedges—I just couldn’t get enough! I learned about macronutrients and calories and metabolism and how they helped in weight loss and muscle building. The more I read, the hungrier I was for more knowledge and the more eager I became to put the information into practice in my own life.

To think that I could have saved myself years of heartache and hundreds of dollars in supplements, training, and gimmicks had I just bought a book on nutrition. I had been tiring myself out trying to outtrain my poor diet and poor habits. The key to my success had been staring me in the face the whole time.

But I suspect I’m like many of you reading this book: we want results, and we want them yesterday! Sweating it out for a few moments in the gym seems much easier and faster to do than maintaining a well-balanced diet. I was trying to find the easiest path to success instead of the most efficient and effective path.

So with this newfound knowledge and enthusiasm, I turned the lights on in the kitchen for a second time, but with a different approach . . .

PREPPING MY WAY THROUGH DEEP DEPRESSION

Before we go any farther, I’d be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge how chronic depression influenced my healthy eating journey.

I’m like a lot of people reading this book—hiding in plain sight, fighting an ongoing battle in your mind. You’d never know by merely looking at me or watching my videos that one of my largest struggles is with an invisible opponent.

Don’t get me wrong; for all intents and purposes, I’m a happy guy. I absolutely love laughing. In fact, my dream job has always been working on a prank show. Seeing people laugh and be happy gives me an incredible amount of joy, which is why I deeply appreciate the opportunity I have with FMC.

Our lives are the results of years of decision making—some good, some not so good—and the consequences of those decisions can’t be undone in a few days or weeks. Little by little, we either undo our progress or make strides to promote it.

Even so, I feel sad from time to time, and the most frustrating part is that there’s nothing for me to be sad about. As you can imagine, this feeling of helplessness lends itself to mindless and emotional eating to try to fill the void that despondency creates in my life.

Earlier I mentioned that my weekends were filled with binge eating and drinking as a reward for my hard work during the week. That’s only partly true. The other element is that I was severely depressed and had convinced myself that I did not deserve anything better in life, so I could and should eat and drink to my pleasure. I was punishing myself for not being better than I was. Whereas I used the gym to anesthetize much of the pain during the week, the weekends were a bit more challenging, so I turned to drinking.

My little secret was that from Friday evening through Sunday, I’d easily drink two one-liter bottles of vodka and two or three bottles of red wine. If friends stopped by unannounced, I’d try my best to hide the evidence or say I was saving it to preparty later that weekend. But in fact, I rarely left the house—I drank, and even more ate, alone. That unhealthy, secret habit eventually devolved into my contemplating suicide and nearly being hospitalized. I was put on antidepressants, which helped some, but more than anything, I felt intense regret and shame for letting myself arrive at such a low point in my life.

I remember lying at my job and to the woman I was dating about why I hadn’t been reachable for nearly thirty-six hours. How do you tell people who have no idea you are depressed that you were with a therapist who sent you to a hospital for treatment?

Through therapy I understood that although some of my depression was biological, a healthier lifestyle could help me feel better and manage my emotions in more productive ways. Since I was at my proverbial (and literal) rock bottom, I couldn’t do any more damage by trying—so I did.

I determined to eat and live better, always. I wanted a true lifestyle change that would be seven days a week and wouldn’t end when I got rock-hard abs. How’d I do it?
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I “prepped” my way through the change.

I started small, making my breakfast every morning and taking my lunch to work. I told my coworkers that I would limit eating out with them to Fridays, and even at those meals, I’d select healthier options. Then I started to prepare my postworkout meal on a regular basis, and before long, I was prepping all of my meals.
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It shocked me when I realized that I had not enjoyed a treat meal in several weeks. There was so much variety in my diet that I no longer had intense cravings.

The progress in my physique, and my mood, motivated me to set fitness goals such as running a 5K/10K and doing an obstacle course. I was hungry for more of this healthy lifestyle!

Eating healthy food changed my life, while organizing and planning my meals provided structure to a life that had become emotionally chaotic and draining. I looked forward to weekly grocery shopping and trying a new food each week because I was improving my kitchen confidence and competency.

Further, I genuinely loved sharing my food journey online and having real dialogue with people from other parts of the world about healthy food. I discovered a new enthusiasm and appreciation for food that I wanted to share with the world so that others might experience the same joy and fullness of life.

And although I still struggle with depression off and on, I now have a game plan that relies heavily on maintaining a healthy diet with a variety of delicious foods while also getting plenty of exercise and adequate rest and enjoying social interactions with family and friends.

About eight months after going on antidepressants, I realized that I had stopped taking them about two months prior—and I haven’t had another since.

Note: I am certainly not advocating for anyone to avoid or to stop taking prescribed medication (because it can certainly be a good thing). If you are (or think you may be) suffering from depression, you should consult your doctor, and you should always consult with your doctor before changing or stopping any medication. But I have found that, for me, a healthy, balanced routine helps me to manage my depression whenever it may come. And if you are taking medication, consider the added impact healthier choices might have on your mental and overall well-being.

KEEPING IT SIMPLE, YET FLAVORFUL

Before I share my cooking philosophy, it’s worth noting the other external influences I mentioned earlier—besides wanting abs—that contributed to my approach. I won’t rehash my entire story, so here’s an abbreviated version of what was going on in my life:

• It was the end of the beginning of the global market crash.

• I had recently graduated from grad school and was unfortunately without a job.

• After staying in Boston for a few months and running nearly completely out of money, I moved back home to Dallas to live with my parents to save money while also looking for a job.

• I applied for federal assistance—yes, food stamps—so that I wouldn’t be a financial burden on my parents, so my food budget was pretty limited.


WHEN IN DOUBT, DO YOU.


It took a few years to bounce back financially to what I had been making before entering graduate school, so over time I learned to be creative and resourceful on a smaller budget.

Through research, I also learned not to be influenced by product marketing and buzzwords such as “organic,” “natural,” and “fat free.” I saved a lot of money by knowing what to buy and discerning truth from marketing. I know that for some people, eating healthy may seem daunting because there is a lot of misinformation out there and it’s hard to know right from wrong. Educate yourself little by little, then exercise your knowledge by making informed decisions when it comes to food.

For example, I used to shy away from canned and frozen vegetables until I realized that they could be equally nutritious and in many cases more practical than buying fresh produce. I just needed to learn to read the label and avoid products with added preservatives, sodium, and hidden sugars. Now I get my serving of vegetables without having to worry about the food spoiling and contributing to food waste.

The same goes for packaged goods such as peanut butter. As a child I loved peanut butter, but as an adult I stayed away from it because I thought it contained too much sugar. Then I realized that not all peanut butters are created equal and that the healthy fats in nuts provide lasting energy for hard days at work and in the gym. I just needed to purchase brands whose ingredients were just peanuts. Plus, I could enjoy other delicious nut butters such as almond and cashew, and all of them played an integral part in my new healthy lifestyle.

And realize that not everyone will understand or approve of your dietary choices and that’s okay. That’s why it’s your diet. Remind yourself that you’re crafting a diet to meet your nutritional needs as well as complement any wellness goal(s). It’s important to “quiet the noise” so you can make decisions in your best interest.

You’ll undoubtedly understand and appreciate that continued learning (and experimenting) is one of the best aspects about the health and wellness journey. It’s forever changing, so it provides ongoing opportunities to learn and grow.
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MY COOKING PHILOSOPHY

I realized that I had not had lasting success with diets because I would quickly become disenchanted with eating the same bland meal several days in a row. Also, if I was feeling hungry or wanted something different, I did not know how to adapt my diets, so I felt stuck! “Feeling stuck” is a problem many of my followers have expressed to me over the years as well.

It’s especially frustrating to want to eat right but not know how to. Add to that feelings of anxiety about gaining weight and/or hindering your progress, and you almost feel paralyzed or trapped.

For those reasons, I avoided trend and cookie-cutter diets and decided to strip the diets down to their fundamentals.

I’VE STARTED AND STOPPED SO MANY TIMES, AND EACH TIME, THE NOTES I WROTE—OR, AS I LIKE TO SAY, “THE BREAD CRUMBS I DROPPED”—HAVE HELPED ME START AGAIN AND FALL IN LOVE, MORE DEEPLY THAN BEFORE, WITH A HEALTHY LIFESTYLE.

That meant I would calculate the optimal calories for my body and goals and learn how to prepare individual food items in order to optimize flavor combinations and energy efficiency (i.e., eating foods in proper ratios and portions to accelerate my weight loss and fitness goals).

I had only three requirements for the food I prepared:

1. It had to taste good;

2. It had to be calorie-friendly; and

3. It had to be easy to prepare (both in technique and costs).

By re-creating the recipes in this book, I’m going to teach you the same cooking philosophy my followers in social media have come to learn, implement, and appreciate. To that end, these three requirements are also largely based on feedback from my followers.

I’ve thrown a lot of recipes at the wall to see what stuck. The best ones turned out to be recipes that were simple and time efficient and that did not cost a bunch of money. Those are the guiding principles of my recipes. Admittedly, I may not always get things right 100 percent of the time since those requirements are largely relative; however, they are the goal!

Designing recipes for millions of people around the globe with varying budgets and access to different foods is both exhilarating and exhausting. The good news is that with all of my recipes, you are able to customize the ingredients and enhance the flavor usually without compromising the caloric content. You’ll find affordable, enticing ingredients and a variety of spices and seasonings that can be mixed and matched in different ways to reduce your overall food costs by not having to purchase new items, while keeping flavors interesting. More than a cookbook, I want this to be a workbook in which you highlight, taking notes, and fold down the pages—a worn cookbook is a personal compliment and should be your badge of honor. It’s essentially your guide to a healthier and tastier lifestyle and more important, your road map back to health in the event you lose your way. I say that without judgment and as a realist.

My recipes will build your confidence so that by the time you’re finished you will say, “Well, that was easy! Next time I’ll add . . .” Before you know it, you’ll have taken my recipe and made it your own. That is the essence of cooking and the secret to maintaining a healthy lifestyle!
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