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MEDICAL DISCLAIMER

This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.

The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, that is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.

Some names and identifying characteristics have been changed.





This book is dedicated to my family and friends who have supported me in my life efforts and dreams, to my sister and my dear mother, and to my girlfriend who continuously supports me and reminds me to believe in myself. It is so exhilarating to see this project come to completion. I hope everyone who picks up this book enjoys what they read. I humbly and hopefully request that anyone who reads this tries to use it as a template and guide for their own life. My hope is that it serves as an opportunity to reflect on the things in your life that have molded you into who you are today. I truly believe this is a fantastic plan for creating a better body, inside and out.






INTRODUCTION

Hello there! It’s been a while. In fact, it’s been over a decade since you and I first talked about how you could lose weight rapidly in The 17 Day Diet. I’m sure a lot has happened in your life since then, and a lot has certainly happened in mine. In fact, I’ve lived through some of my highest highs and many of my lowest lows in these last ten years.

But here we are, you and I, still chugging along on this journey called life. We decide our destination and how we’re going to get there, and our bodies are really just along for the ride. As a doctor, I’m constantly amazed at what the body is capable of, especially when we give it what it needs. I have witnessed patients make incredible transformations, ones in which their bodies go from busted up and broken down to bouncing with life and brimming with energy. If we want our bodies to carry us through life’s adventures, we’ve got to take care of them. But we don’t do that with an “all or nothing” mentality, where we deprive ourselves of things we enjoy. What I’ve come to understand, both in my own life and through those of thousands of patients, is that our bodies respond best to a simple philosophy: more of the good, less of the bad.

I know, that sounds so simple. And that’s because it is. I’ve just seen so many people swing on that pendulum between the “starvation diet” and the “all-you-can-eat buffet” mentality, and neither extreme ever leads to optimal health. But if we can strive to live each day choosing more of the good and less of the bad, then we can know what it is to live a fulfilling, healthy life. And I’m referring not only to good or bad food. I’m referring to the multitude of lifestyle choices that affect us.

Here’s the deal: we can never anticipate what life is going to dish up. Too many factors are outside of our control. But we can choose to approach each day as a fresh start. I know this from firsthand experience. In 2011, I was forty-four years old and a lifelong bachelor. I had pretty much decided I was never going to get married. And then fate intervened and I met the woman who would become my wife. We bought a beautiful home and built a life with our two cats and dog. I was the happiest I had ever been. Everything just felt so stable, so secure, and as a result, I started packing on the pounds. Of course, I didn’t realize it when it was happening (do we ever?), but when we were staying at a hotel one Thanksgiving, I hopped on the scale just to see, and sure enough, I had gained 35 pounds. Thirty-five! I had gone from the 175-pound weight I’d been for as long as I could remember all the way up to 210 pounds. Sure, I’d been swimming five days a week just like always, but I had also been eating anything I wanted, and plenty of it. I had become what I’ve often referred to as “fit fat.” I’d forgotten the 90/10 rule that I tell all my patients—weight management is 90 percent food intake and 10 percent exercise.


A Picture Is Worth A Thousand Words
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I snapped a photo of the reading on the scale and sent it to my brother with the caption, “Uh-oh!” He couldn’t believe it either. “Whose weight is that?” he asked. “Mine!” I replied. We had a good laugh, and I joked that I better read my own book again. But truth be told, I didn’t really care. I was married, I was happy, and, yeah, I was a little overweight. So what?

When my wife and I decided to start a family, our state of bliss was suddenly disrupted. We experienced fertility issues. Both she and I got checked out, and it appeared that everything was in working order, but even so, she lost several pregnancies. I can’t even explain how painful it was watching her go through miscarriages over and over. After some time, we made the mutual decision that we weren’t meant to have kids. And we were totally okay with it. Or so I thought.

I’ll never know the real reason why, but one morning when I woke up, she looked me in the eye and said the words that shattered my world: “This isn’t working for me.” I was devastated. She had no interest in discussing it or trying to save the marriage; she was done. Overnight, I went from being this happy guy with a big house, a great job, and an amazing wife, to being an empty shell of myself. If it wasn’t for my friends, I’m not sure how I would have made it through that time in my life. I never missed a day of work, though there were many times I’d be crying alone in my office between patients. As soon as the weekend arrived, I’d drive the two hours up to Los Angeles from San Diego so I could be out of that house where we’d built a life together. I just couldn’t bear to be in that space—it hurt too much.

For nine months, I was numb. To ease the pain in those lonely hours after work, I drank. I drank a lot. And I smoked cigars. I ate terribly. I’m the kind of person who can’t eat much when I’m under stress, so I started losing weight, but for all the wrong reasons. I knew logically that I should make the stress of the situation work for me, but I just didn’t have it in me. My best friend of forty-five years had been through something similar, and he told me how it was going to play out. He said, “You’re going to feel like shit for a while. You’ll ask a bunch of questions, but you’ll never get answers, and even if you do, you won’t know if they are accurate. You’ll drink a lot, and you’ll do other self-destructive behaviors. But eventually, you’ll stop. You’ll slowly begin to feel yourself returning. And you will be okay.” I trusted him, but it was hard to believe when I was in the thick of those emotions.

Finally, in February of 2018, about eighteen months after the divorce, I decided to put the house up for sale. I rented a condo downtown close to some friends of mine, and two days after I moved in, I felt like I had been reborn. My buddy had been right; I was starting to return to myself. It was like I was coming out of a thick fog, and the sunlight was breaking through.

And then my nephew called and said, “I think your sister is sick.”

Now, I’ll pause here and share with you that I come from a big family, and we are very tight-knit. I have six siblings; I’m the youngest. Less than a year prior, Stephanie, my sister (we called her Stevie for short), had lost her husband to pulmonary fibrosis, an idiopathic lung disease that is just downright nasty. They’d been married for fifty-five years, so it was very rough on her. She had been completely miserable since he had died.

I asked what was going on, and my nephew said she’d gone to the doctor because she was yellow, which was a sign that she was jaundiced, and they’d discovered a mass. I went into doctor mode immediately and told him, “Listen, I hate to tell you this, but it’s probably cancer. And it’s probably a bad cancer. But let’s get some tests done and go from there.”

A few hours later, I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact that my sister was so sick and it felt so sudden, and then my phone rang again. It was my other sister, Lynn. “Mike, Mom had a big stroke,” she said. The news hit me square in the chest. “What?! Are you kidding me?” Was it really possible that both my sister and my mom had fallen seriously ill… on the same day? It just didn’t make sense. My mind was reeling.

It turned out my mom had a massive hemorrhage in her brain, and it was a hospice situation. And my sister’s diagnosis? Pancreatic cancer. My brother stayed with her for a few days while they did some testing, and we decided not to tell her that Mom was in hospice with a serious brain bleed. And my mom was too out of it to comprehend much of anything, so I didn’t tell her about my sister’s diagnosis. By the Sunday of that week, they determined my sister would also go on hospice.

My brother called me on the following Thursday when I’d just gotten out of work and said, “You probably need to come up here pretty soon.” This was just ten days after the initial finding. They had tried to do a procedure, but her pressure dropped, her heart rate plummeted, and they had to put her on pressors. She was stable, but we agreed I’d fly up there in the morning.

I was on the airplane, shortly before takeoff, when my cell phone rang. I went to answer it, but the flight attendant said I had to turn off my phone. Being the rule follower that I am, I ignored the call and figured I could wait; it was just a two-hour flight. I called my brother back as soon as I got off the plane. “Mike, I tried calling you. She died this morning.” I had so wanted to see her to say goodbye, but it had just all happened so fast.

    My mom remained in hospice until the end of that year. She didn’t know who we were, and from the moment she had the stroke, she never returned to the woman we’d known our entire lives. She was alive, but she wasn’t living, if you know what I mean. In December of 2018, one of my sisters called me and said Mom didn’t look good and I should come up. I drove up on a Friday, and right as I was parking my car in the lot outside, she called again and told me that Mom was gone. I’d missed my chance to say goodbye… again. But I had spent a lot of time with her over those months. And I was grateful that my mom had passed peacefully, having never realized that my sister had preceded her in death.

    

We take things for granted sometimes, and then when trauma hits, our resiliency gets tested. I had always been my mom’s favorite, the baby of the family, and losing her was really difficult. She taught me so much, and to this day, her voice is almost constantly in my head. (And it will soon be in yours, too, as I’ll be sharing some of her beautiful life wisdom with you in these pages.) It just doesn’t matter at what age we lose a parent—it’s always hard. I understood conceptually that life must go on, of course, but I was a mess inside.

My divorce had felt very much like a death to me, but then to be so quickly followed by the passing of my sister and my mom, well, it was a lot to handle. Luckily, I haven’t had to go through it all alone. I have the most amazing friends, a couple of whom you’ll hear about throughout this book. I have a girlfriend who has been by my side for the last three years as well, and she has been hugely supportive and compassionate. Really, she’s one of the most thoughtful humans I know. Always calm and methodical in her thinking, she pays exceptional attention to detail. I can’t adequately articulate all that she’s done for me over the years. I have a lot to learn from her, that’s for sure.

I also have a fantastic therapist. That’s right, this doctor is in therapy. I often share that with my patients, too, because I think too many folks wrongly believe that asking for help is a sign of weakness, when really it’s quite the opposite. It’s a sign of strength and self-awareness. Therapy is where I can process what’s going on in my life, and where I can connect the dots to my past, even when it’s painful to do so. The truth is, if we don’t do that, the past has a funny way of showing up. Maybe you’ve noticed that in your own life. Dealing with our emotions, working through our experiences, it’s all part of our overall picture of health and well-being. And honestly, it’s because of the tools I’ve learned in therapy that my ex-wife and I have, over time, become friends. We talk to each other about our lives, and we’ve both come to realize that even when relationships don’t work out, friendships can still blossom.

I’m opening up this book by sharing some of my personal story with you because I want you to begin to think about your own story. We all have one. And when we take the time to really connect with our life story, we are able to give ourselves a little more grace. We are able to cut ourselves some slack and realize that life, at times, can be incredibly demanding. It can be rocky. Our job is to find a way to prioritize our health along the way, without beating ourselves up about it. It is to know who we are and what works for us, and not to put unrealistic expectations on ourselves. We are often our own worst critics, am I right? But when we look at our lives and consider all the ups and downs, peaks and valleys, we can see that we are worthy and deserving of respect and care. I’m not saying our experiences are excuses, but rather incredible feats we have accomplished. And just imagine how much more we can rise to whatever occasion life dishes up if we are coming into it with a solid foundation of health. That’s why I want you to think about your story, to connect with it in new ways, and to take part in writing your own next chapter.

Sometimes our health plays a starring role in our life story. Like so many of my patients and the wonderful folks in my online and social media communities, I’m on my own unique health journey at the moment. It all started about four years ago when I went to the bathroom (yes, I’m going there with you), and I peed blood. Alarming, I know. I immediately went to see my urologist and we started a battery of tests. Including a urinary scope. Ouch. They found a lot of inflammation, and I had to do a couple rounds of antibiotics. The problem seemed to resolve after that.

That is, until recently, when I started experiencing excruciating pain around my pubic bone and my lower back. I lost about ten pounds in a month, and I was having to lie down flat on my back in my office between patients. When I was driving, I had to pull the lap belt off my lap. Yeah, it wasn’t good. And then I wasn’t really able to urinate except for just dribbles. All of my doctor instincts were screaming at me to take action.

One CT scan, an ultrasound, and another urinary scope later, we learned that, once again, there was a ton of inflammation but, thank goodness, no signs of cancer. It was time for more antibiotics, anti-inflammatory medications, and absolutely no caffeine or alcohol. There was some improvement, but not enough. And my back pain was getting worse. I went in for an MRI.

The radiologist called with my results, and led with the good news. Nothing life-threatening. But then he asked, “Do you know about your hips?” Um, I have hips, yes, I do know that. I wondered what he meant. “You have avascular necrosis in both of your hips,” he continued. What?! How could that be? Avascular necrosis, which essentially means a loss of blood supply to the bone, was usually caused by many years of smoking, or some kind of physical trauma to the region. But in my case, it was idiopathic, meaning no specific cause. There’s no cure, and no reversing the disease progression. It sort of is what it is.

It was a shocking diagnosis, to say the least. I’m fifty-two years old, very active, and I lead a healthy, busy, and rewarding life. This condition is going to require some pretty heavy lifestyle changes. I’ll never run, jog, or climb stairs for exercise again, but I’m a swimmer, and that’s the perfect exercise for me. At some point in the future, I will need to have surgery on my hips, but for now I’m choosing to focus on how grateful I am that it wasn’t something worse.

I know there are millions of people out there who are living with chronic pain. There are a multitude of causes for that pain, from conditions like mine to autoimmune diseases, arthritis, neuropathy, even cancers or diabetes, and injuries—but in pretty much every case, there are lifestyle choices we can make to better manage that pain, and to ease it. Our daily choices carry even more weight because those choices have a direct and immediate effect on how we feel physically. We can eat a meal filled with inflammatory foods and pretty much guarantee our pain will be worse in a few hours. Or we can fill our plates and our stomachs with anti-inflammatory foods that can help us feel better and give us more energy. We can win the key battles, and fight our pain by choosing more of the good, less of the bad. This truth has become more real for me than I ever anticipated when I first set out to write this book.

If pain is a reality for you, too, then know that I understand where you are coming from. I get it—man, do I ever. Whether we’re talking chronic physical pain, emotional heartache, or mental anguish, I understand. And I want to help you. I want to show you that you can win. Will there be tough days? Yes. But there will be great days too. And I can help you tip that balance in favor of more great days, if you’re willing to listen.

If, on the other hand, you picked up this book simply because you want or need to lose some weight, and pain is not a factor, then I can also help you accomplish that. And by taking control of your weight and health right now, you can put yourself on a path toward keeping your body strong in the future. I want you to be able to do life in a body that will carry you wherever you want to go.

The world has changed, and so have our lives, and what we need now is a diet plan that can meet us where we are and help us increase our resilience without depriving us of joy. It’s a paradigm shift, really. The old methods of weight loss—the deprivation diets, the hard-core workouts, the high-fat/no-carb or twenty-hour fasting or other unrealistic plans served with a side dish of guilt—none of that is going to help you reach optimal health for your body, at least not in my opinion. The one thing I believe all of those types of diets have in common is that they completely ignore the fact that, even when we’re “on a diet,” we still have to live our day-to-day lives. We still have to juggle jobs, families, relationships, laundry, and bills; and yes, we still have to carry on when life throws us some kind of crazy curve ball. And that’s why I believe a “more of the good, less of the bad” mentality works. It’s a lifestyle we can adopt and follow for the long haul.

I am so excited to show you how you can embrace this new way of thinking, eating, and living your life to the fullest. This is about so much more than a number on a scale or a waist measurement. This is a mind and body revolution that can put the power of your health back in your hands. So, let’s do this. What do you say?






1 THE KICKSTART PHILOSOPHY

The entire premise upon which I’m writing this book is a simple philosophy that I’ve seen work over and over. It applies to food, exercise, stress, and every other area of our lifestyle. It is a new way of thinking that can help you kickstart your weight and health goals, set you on the right path, and then keep you headed in that positive direction. The Kickstart Philosophy is: more of the good, less of the bad.

Notice it’s not “only good,” or “no bad.” Anytime we start thinking in such all-or-nothing terms, we get into trouble. We say, “That’s it! I’m finished eating junk food forever. I’m going to live on a steady diet of celery, carrots, and boiled chicken.” How long does that last? A day? A week? Two hours? At some point, we find ourselves in the drive-thru line at the local fast food restaurant, ordering a double cheeseburger. Deprivation only serves to make us think more about the things we have sworn off, until we finally give in and indulge. Then we’re riddled with guilt that we “failed,” and we start to think we’ll “never” lose weight and we’ll “always” make bad choices. See that all-or-nothing mindset at work? It’s really tough to succeed when we are thinking in those terms.

On the other hand, what happens when we give ourselves space to be human? To simply aim for more of what we know is good for us, and less of what we know to be bad for us? We set ourselves up for success. It removes guilt from the equation, and inspires us to keep going. It helps us to celebrate each victory, rather than browbeat ourselves for a perceived failure. Sounds much more doable, right?

The first question my patients usually ask when we discuss implementing this philosophy in their own life is, “Okay, Doc, it sounds easy enough. But what if your definition of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ is different than mine?” It’s a great question. These are subjective terms, and it helps to get on the same page regarding their definitions. So, for the sake of clarity, I’m going to give you some specific guidance.

Let’s begin with food. This is a diet, after all, and I want you to have a clear understanding of which foods I believe you should be focusing on, and which you shouldn’t. I believe that plants are power. I’ve always known, of course, that vegetables and fruit pack a serious nutritional punch, and that they offer a high amount of fiber, which is great for the gut. Plus, that fiber has a real impact on weight loss. What has really gotten my attention about plants in the past five or so years is what we’ve learned about just how well they fuel our bodies. We are more able to absorb nutrients from plants, and they have powerful anti-inflammatory properties that help improve overall health.

Now, I’ll say this loud and clear several times throughout this book: I am not saying you should consider a fully plant-based diet. I still believe that animal proteins have a place in most people’s lives, just not as prominent a place as many folks give them. If I want to have a steak and a glass of wine once a week, I don’t see the harm in that. But eating bacon and eggs for breakfast, a turkey sandwich for lunch, and grilled chicken for dinner—well, that is a lot of meat. Emerging studies indicate eating that much meat can have a negative impact on our health.1 Plus, we should consider the environmental factor. Raising meat requires a lot of energy and water, so the less of it we consume, the better it is for our ecosystem.

On the other end of that spectrum, if you’re a full-fledged vegan or want to become one, that’s great. As long as you’re making smart choices about the variety of plant-based foods you’re eating, and watching your sugar intake, this can be a sustainable lifestyle for some people. But I realize it is not for everyone, including me. And that’s okay. What I’m saying is that a plant-forward diet plan is beneficial, so the general directive in this book is to reach for more vegetables and fruits.

Which foods should you focus less on? Along with less animal-based protein, I’m going to encourage you to reduce how much processed food you are consuming. By processed, I mean that it’s manufactured in some way. If it’s sold in a bag, box, or can, it’s likely been processed to some degree. And there are plenty of junk foods disguised as health foods on your grocery store’s shelves, so we’ll beware of those.

Especially in light of the gluten-free, paleo, ketogenic, and other movements, food companies have capitalized on trends and will do anything to sell you on their product as being healthy and even promoting weight loss. I’m not saying they’re all terrible for you, only that you should limit your intake of those foods. I frame it like this: eat foods that fuel you, not fool you. That means more whole (unprocessed), plant-forward foods, and less food that has been stripped of its nutrition or manipulated to be something that it isn’t. Period.

By the way—have you ever thought about the fact that the acronym for the standard American diet is SAD? And it is pretty sad, really. It’s loaded with foods that keep us overweight, tired, addicted, and, well, unhappy. Just check out what most Americans are eating, as reported by the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee, which is composed of prestigious researchers in the fields of nutrition, health, and medicine. They calculated that:


	About three-fourths of Americans eat a diet that is low in vegetables, fruits, and beneficial fats.

	Most Americans exceed the recommendations for added sugars, saturated fats, and sodium.2




If your own diet reflects this “sad” state of affairs in American eating patterns, don’t worry. The changes you will be making can get you on the right track. I know you’re running your life at full speed, so let’s get you fueled up and ready to race.

I’ve built the scaffolding of this diet on the foundation formed by The 17 Day Diet, a plan that I still believe in wholeheartedly. We’ve learned a lot about the science of nutrition in the last decade, but the fundamentals that I laid out in that book have stood the test of time. I have heard from thousands of people who changed their own lives using its principles, and it has helped them take command of their health. So I’ve taken what I’ve learned and read about in studies, together with feedback from loyal 17 Day dieters and my own patients, and used that information to create the plan you’ll read here.

Something else I’ve become fascinated with in the last couple of years is CBD, or cannabidiol. Perhaps you’ve heard of it, but you’re not sure if it’s right for you or even what exactly it does. And I imagine you’re wondering what it has to do with weight loss. The bottom line is this: CBD, which you can use in the form of a tincture you ingest or a balm you rub on your skin, has been shown to reduce inflammation and improve sleep, among other benefits that I’ll share with you in a chapter on this subject. High-quality sleep is a big key to weight loss. I truly believe that if you changed nothing about your diet or lifestyle for a month except for improving your sleep, you would lose weight. When we’re sleeping, our body is doing all kinds of restorative work, and when we aren’t getting enough good sleep, those processes are disrupted. This leads to increased hunger, poorer decision-making ability, and a whole host of other side effects that affect our weight. I’ve had great success with CBD in my own life, and many of my patients and diet testers have too. I can’t wait to tell you more about it so that you can start using this incredible tool in your life.

Let’s turn our attention to exercise for a moment. As I shared with you in the introduction, I have had times when I forgot my own rule that weight loss and maintenance is 90 percent about the food we eat and 10 percent about the exercise we’re doing. In other words, you aren’t going to be able to shed pounds if you’re exercising like an animal but eating like a college freshman. It just doesn’t work that way. But more than that, I want you to move your body for reasons other than weight loss. I want to get you thinking more about keeping your joints lubricated, your spine healthy, and your muscles, ligaments, and tendons flexible, because that’s how we prevent a lot of injuries and pain as we age. What happens when we’re injured or in pain? We stop moving altogether, and we sometimes turn to food for comfort. Not a great path to be on.

When my patients have gained weight and I ask what’s going on, the most common answer I hear is injury. “Doc, I twisted my ankle and now I can’t go on my evening walks,” or “I hurt my back picking up my kiddo and I can barely get out of bed right now.” When I hear that, I say, “Great!” That usually gets their attention. The reason it’s great news is that only 10 percent of weight management comes from exercise. So, when you’re “broken” in the physical sense, you turn your focus to being as strict as possible on the 90 percent, which is diet. If you follow this plan, the impact of an injury on your weight will be minimal, if any.

Exercise also boosts your immune system. Immunity has become a very hot topic recently, and with good reason. The reason regular exercise is so good for our immune system has to do with circulation. Think about when you drive on the highway. When traffic is flowing, you can get to your destination easily and quickly. Circulation is like highways: the antibodies and all the elements of our blood supply need to get from point A to point B within the body without hitting any traffic on their way to our organ systems. This allows the body’s natural healing elements to more easily fight off any pathogens that might be trying to invade. Exercise keeps that circulation flowing without any traffic.

Your brain reaps big benefits from exercise as well. It can boost your mood, improve concentration, and increase mental acuity. There’s evidence that it can even help prevent the onset of dementia. So, as you can see, there really are so many reasons to make daily movement a part of your life, and that’s why we’re going to talk about ways you can move your body more and sit sedentary less. And I want you to have fun while you’re doing it, because I know for sure that if it’s not fun, you won’t do it consistently.

I could fill an enormous gym with the amount of at-home workout equipment my patients are using to hang their clothes on. Why? They don’t enjoy using it! But we need to find ways to exercise at home now more than ever, so I’m going to help you unlock the potential for fun and sustainable exercise in the comfort of your house. And while we know a minimum of thirty minutes’ worth of physical activity daily is the baseline for good health, I will remind you that it doesn’t have to be all at once. Exercise is additive. You could do three sessions of ten minutes, or six sessions of five minutes, or however you want to split it up. Bank those minutes of movement and your body will thank you.

Now, let’s talk about stress, which I believe can play a huge role in our weight management. People tend to just throw that word around—“I’m always stressed out,” or “Stress is just part of life. It’s never going away.” I think about it like this. If you said you didn’t have any food so you just can’t eat at all, that would be a big deal. We’d need to tackle that right away. Or if you couldn’t stay hydrated because you didn’t have running water, that’s a problem we’d need to solve immediately. Right? Well, it’s the same with stress. Living in a stressed-out state all the time is detrimental to our health. We do ourselves an injustice if we don’t respect it as a serious issue. So let’s give stress the respect it deserves.

Chronic stress can hinder our ability to lose weight, because our body is living in a constant heightened state, and it’s like we’ve clicked into survival mode. What does the body do when it’s trying to survive? Store fat. Since fat is what the body uses as fuel for many of its functions, we start gaining weight in the form of fat when we’re stressed out to the max on a regular basis. Furthermore, stress takes a serious toll on your immune system, leaving you more susceptible to illness.

We’ll talk about how to start managing stress on a daily basis so it doesn’t stand in the way of weight loss and improved health. I’ll share with you my tools for categorizing stress as either “avoidable” or “unavoidable,” and then discovering ways to deal with the avoidable stress, and creating coping mechanisms for the unavoidable. And we’ll even discuss ways that you can make stress work for you, not against you. I will share with you all my specific “prescriptions” for stress so that you can finally have power over it. I don’t want stress to be a roadblock on your path to weight loss and improved health.

There’s something else I want to put on your radar that has become a huge topic of conversation in the medical community recently. It’s a condition called fatty liver, and it has received quite a lot of attention because it can lead to a deadly condition called cirrhosis of the liver. Now, you might think of cirrhosis as a diagnosis given only to people who abuse alcohol, but the truth is, it can happen to someone who has never had a drop of alcohol in their life. How? Well, a diet full of sugar and unhealthy fats can lead to insulin resistance, which leads to fatty liver disease, which can progress to cirrhosis.

Here’s the bad news: cirrhosis is typically irreversible. It often requires a liver transplant, so, yes, it’s a very big deal. But the great news is this: fatty liver disease is completely reversible, and it only takes a 10 percent reduction in body weight to do it. So, whether you already have fatty liver or you’re at high risk for it, you can absolutely turn it around. Our bodies are amazing, and they respond so beautifully when we give them what they need. How’s that for feeling empowered?

I have always believed there are five pillars to good health. They are:


	Nutrition

	Movement

	Stress management

	Hydration

	No smoking



Your goal is always to be moving toward more of the good and less of the bad in all five of those categories; if you do, not only will you lose weight, but your baseline health will improve too.

The bottom line is that you can use this book to accomplish your health goals, no matter what your underlying motivation is. This book is for you if…


	You need to lose a significant amount of weight

	You just need to lose those pesky ten pounds that have been hanging around your middle

	You want to boost your immunity and not get sick as often

	
You’ve got a reunion coming up and you want to look amazing

	You’ve had a rough year (or several!) and you want to get your health back on track

	Your doctor says you’re at high risk for fatty liver, diabetes, or cardiovascular disease

	You simply want to feel better and have more energy to do life the way you really want to



As you go through this book and begin to make changes in how you’re living, there’s one overarching purpose I want you to keep at the top of your mind. Win the key battles. Don’t get bogged down with trying to be perfect every day. If you can focus on winning the key battles, you’ll begin to see yourself steadily improve. You will lose weight. You will improve your overall health. I’ve seen patients get off medications they’d taken for years, and have more energy than they did twenty years ago. I’ve watched people make changes they never dreamed were possible. Here is some inspiration from amazing folks—some of whom have been with me since the release of The 17 Day Diet, and others who recently joined our Facebook community—who have been using this plan to lose weight and revitalize their health.

Melissa Erdo says:


“Before finding this plan, I was in pain. I was bloated. I couldn’t sleep comfortably. I had heartburn, heel spurs, sinus headaches, and absolutely no energy. Not to mention, emotionally, I was sad and withdrawn. Now, well, I sleep amazing, heel spurs are gone, no more heartburn, no more hot flashes. I’m never sick and I have energy to go all day! Also, I am happy and mentally strong! I see things in a different light. This plan has changed me inside and out.”



Lesley Denney says:


“I have more energy and stamina! While at work I would start to drag and feel sluggish after lunchtime, my food usually consisted of fast food; now, with the food change, I have more stamina, feel wide awake, and I can function better at work! Better mindset too. I walk at least five days a week and try to get some cardio in as much as possible. On average I try to do at least sixty minutes of activity a day. This has improved my mobility too! I used to have a lot of aches and pains, take OTC pain pills, now it is rare I need anything!”



I love when people pick up the tools they’ve been given and use them to create change in their lives. Now it’s your turn.






2 KNOW WHERE YOU’RE STARTING FROM

Your body wants to be healthy. It wants to be in shape and for all of its organ systems to be humming along, working just as they were designed to. For every little bit of encouragement you can give your body in the form of better choices, it will respond accordingly by losing weight, healing itself, and feeling better so you can do life at the pace you want to go. Your body doesn’t want to hold you back from the life you truly want to live.

I always tell people who are struggling with weight, if they lose 5 percent of their total body weight, it’ll change their life. But if they lose 10 percent of their body weight, it is life-changing. What’s the difference? If you weigh three hundred pounds, a 5 percent reduction in weight will change your life in discernible, physical ways. Dropping those fifteen pounds will improve your blood sugars, blood pressure, and fatty liver and it’ll give you a better attitude, take away some neck pain, and so on. But a 10 percent reduction in body weight is life-changing in lasting, truly powerful ways. Suddenly you have more confidence. Fatty liver is reversed. You realize that you can become an entirely new person, transformed from the inside out. So many things happen at 10 percent.

All of the progress you’re going to make on this journey will build upon itself. You can’t lose ten pounds without losing one. And you can’t form a new daily habit without taking that first step. It all begins by knowing exactly where you’re starting from, and I don’t just mean the pounds on the scale. I’m talking about the current snapshot of your behavior.

YOUR “GETTING STARTED” QUIZ

Circle your answer to each of these questions below, and then add up your total score. Be honest with yourself, but also know this isn’t about sending yourself on a guilt trip. That kind of trip is no fun at all, and usually ends with an extra-large pizza. Remember, where you are today is not where you have to be tomorrow. Your past does not predict your future! For now, let’s focus on the present.


	1. How often do you currently eat or drink the following categories per week: soda (diet or regular), fast food, fried food?

	Never—0 points

	Very rarely, just once in a while—1 point

	Sometimes—2 points

	Often—3 points

	Several times a day—4 points





	2. How often do you currently drink alcohol (beer, wine, liquor, alcoholic seltzers)?

	Never or very rarely—0 points

	Only on a special occasion—1 point

	One or two times a week—2 points

	Three or four times a week—3 points

	Five-plus times per week on average—4 points





	3. How often do you currently eat foods high in sugar (desserts such as ice cream or frozen yogurt, baked goods, candy)?

	Never or very rarely—0 points

	Only on a special occasion—1 point

	One or two times a week—2 points

	
Three or four times a week—3 points

	Five-plus times per week on average—4 points





	4. How often are you eating plant-forward meals, where animal protein makes up 10 percent or less of the total meal?

	Every meal—0 points

	Fairly often—1 point

	Once in a while—2 points

	Rarely—3 points

	Never—4 points





	5. What is your current relationship with stress?

	I’m a zen master; I know exactly how to cope when stress comes—0 points

	It depends on the day; sometimes I tackle stress head-on, and sometimes I’m a total mess—1 point

	I worry about the stuff I can’t control often, and I feel pretty stressed a lot of the time—2 points

	A little stress can send me into a tailspin; I have no coping skills that really work for me—3 points

	I’m a walking stress ball, pretty much in a constant state of fight or flight—4 points





	6. On average, how often do you move your body for at least thirty minutes a day, where you work up a sweat?

	Daily—0 points

	A few times a week—1 point

	Once a week—2 points

	A few times a month—3 points

	Rarely or never—4 points





	7. How much water do you drink each day?

	64 ounces (eight 8-ounce glasses) of water or more—0 points

	Seven 8-ounce glasses of water—1 point

	
Six 8-ounce glasses of water—2 points

	Five 8-ounce glasses of water—3 points

	Four or fewer 8-ounce glasses of water—4 points







Scoring

Now it’s time to take a look at your answers today and score yourself. Add up your points and write your total score here: ____________

0–7 points: You’re mastering the “more of the good, less of the bad” philosophy! Keep it up and try to push yourself each day to head toward a 0 score.

8–14 points: You’re doing well, and there’s always room for improvement. Think of each day as its own challenge to move your score into the 0–7 category.

15–21 points: Your behavior is starting to reflect your desire to make changes in your health, and if you put forth a little more effort, you’ll start to experience even more positive results.

22–28 points: Your current lifestyle isn’t contributing to your overall health or weight loss goals, but you likely recognize the areas that need your immediate attention, and you have lots of opportunity to celebrate your incremental improvements. You’ve got this!

    

    No matter what your score is going into this journey, know that this isn’t a “cold turkey” type of diet plan. We’re not trying to get you from 28 to 0 in the first week. You know as well as I do that that kind of thinking never really works anyway. I want you to embrace this as a way of living that is forgiving, motivational, and adjustable according to your goals. Moving from one group to another on the scoring scale is always rewarding. That’s what I always tell my patients: it’s not about rushing toward a 0 score, it’s just about heading toward better.

You can return to this quiz as often as you’d like while you’re working your way through the book and integrating these ideas into your lifestyle. The whole idea is to celebrate your wins and always be on the lookout for simple ways you can make improvements. Your health is dynamic, meaning it changes all the time, so seize each opportunity you have to bring that overall score down!

And there’s something else. If you try to think about all the main aspects of your health and to make changes across all of them at the same time, it can be overwhelming. Often, it’s more doable to focus on one aspect at a time. How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time. Here’s what I mean: let’s say stress is a major issue for you. It’s a day-in, day-out, constant companion, and you can’t remember the last time you got through a day without feeling stressed, anxious, and exhausted. If that’s the case, then before you spend one second working on your diet or exercise, you should first focus on managing your stress with the tools I’ll reveal in this book. Or if you know in your heart that your food choices are seriously hindering your health and your ability to lose weight, then that’s your urgent starting point. My point is, you don’t need to overhaul your entire life and start from scratch.


Take the Pressure Off

Did you know that for every pound you lose, you take three pounds of pressure off your knees? If you’ve ever tried to pick up a fifteen-pound bag of rice, you know that’s heavy! Well, just imagine how much your knees will thank you when you take that much pressure off them when you’re walking. That’s the benefit you’ll experience from dropping just five pounds. The more pressure you can take off the knees, the less wear and tear those vital joints will experience. (See what I did there?) Protecting your joints is a key to being able to stay active as you get older. And as many of my elderly patients will tell you, the biggest factor in aging gracefully is maintaining your mobility! You don’t want to live out your golden years having to use a walker or wheelchair. So, do what you can now to help out your knees and hips.
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