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Fear less, hope more, 


eat less, chew more, 


whine less, breathe more, 


talk less, say more, 


love more, 


and all good things 


will be yours.


—Swedish Proverb                    
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Introduction:
Your Weight Is Within Your Control


There are many reasons to lose weight. Maybe your doctor has told you that you need to lose weight to improve your health. Maybe you just found out your cholesterol level is too high and you need to improve your eating and exercising routine to protect your heart. Perhaps you are tired of looking at those “thin” jeans you used to fit into and you want to actually wear them again. Maybe you find yourself no longer able to keep up with your little ones like you used to. No matter what your reason for wanting to lose weight, you’ll find useful, inspirational advice in this book.


Losing weight is not simply a matter of looking thinner. Excess weight is the driving force behind a recent explosion in the incidence of Type II diabetes. Excess weight increases your risk of having a heart attack, developing cancer and spending time in the hospital. Just as important, carrying excess weight makes it harder to enjoy the little things in life like golfing, shopping, traveling and playing with your children and grandchildren.


I know it’s not easy but I’m here to convince you  that your weight is within your control. It is possible to make tremendous strides toward improving your health and your image if you’re willing to make the effort. This book is filled with inspirational success stories and invaluable medical, nutritional and lifestyle advice designed to maximize your chance for achieving success.


No matter how frustrated you might be, no matter how fed up you are, now is not the time to give up. If the number of people who are overweight can increase, the number can decrease, too. You can be one of the many people who succeed at losing weight. The logic really is that simple.


Why do people gain weight? Many factors have been blamed, but only a few of these explanations make sense. For instance, people sometimes blame their genes. But the fact is genes don’t change much over the years. If genetics were to blame there wouldn’t be an epidemic. The same number of people would be overweight now as were overweight in any other era of prosperity.


Stress, psychology and hormones have been blamed. But doctors are very good at manipulating hormones. Just look at the strides we’ve made in treating breast cancer, thyroid disease and infertility. If hormones were primarily responsible for weight gain we’d be winning that war too.


Does stress cause weight gain? Probably not. As stressful as our lives may seem today, think about how stressful it must have been to live in a world without cars, without running water and without being able to call 911. It’s almost impossible to argue that the stresses of contemporary living are primarily to blame for today’s obesity epidemic.


The good news is that factors you can change are primarily to blame for those extra pounds. You can choose to eat more healthful foods. You can choose to exercise. You can choose to associate with people who are supportive of your efforts to lose weight. You can learn about positive lifestyle change without spending hundreds of dollars on special programs, without reading boring textbooks, without scouring the far reaches of the World Wide Web. Chicken Soup for the Soul Healthy Living is all about turning the tables. Chicken Soup challenges and inspires you to take control of your life, your health and your spirit. 


As a physician who devotes a significant part of his practice to treating the medical and surgical consequences of obesity, I stand 100 percent behind the advice in this book, and the messages of hope in these pages. It is possible to learn from every single person who has taken the time to contribute his or her story.


I wish you well as you achieve success. Here’s to healthy living!


Andrew Larson, M.D.
 Author, The Gold Coast Cure 
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I Learned It from My Dog


Answers can come from unexpected places: I learned how to overcome my weight problem from my dog.


It was nearly thirty years ago. Brett was an Irish setter–Doberman mix, and she was bright, high-spirited and willful—the sort of temperament that, unfortunately, made her a poor choice in pets for a teenager whose understanding of dog training was based primarily on the Irish Red books. Brett was nearly impossible to control. Whether it was climbing on forbidden furniture, refusing to come when called or barking her head off when a doorbell rang, no lesson I tried to teach her seemed to catch on. My attempts at discipline were met with constant failure. I loved the dog. She was my best friend. But her wildness infuriated and exhausted me.


Then one night, I had a dream. . . . But I’ll come back to that in a minute.


First, my weight.


I’d been thin as a kid. But somewhere between age sixteen and nineteen, I started to put on the extra pounds. In retrospect, I know I fell into an all-too-common trap.


It started when I became convinced I had an ugly body. The biggest problem was my chest. It was way too small. Night after night I’d study my profile in a full-length mirror, hoping my shape would suddenly appear more shapely. No such luck. I stopped growing somewhere shy of a full B cup and that was that.


It seemed like such an awful fate. Surely, if I were only bigger, my life would be heaven. The boys I liked would like me back. I’d be invited to the really cool parties. I’d be the envy of the most popular kids in the school.


Mirrors are delusive things. Stare at yourself too long and features that are perfectly normal shift and swell. They appear suddenly disproportionate and exaggerated. That’s exactly what my mirror-staring did to me: it began to look as if part of the problem was that my stomach stuck out too much. Suck my stomach in, I noticed, and my bust looked bigger.


A flatter stomach, that’s what I needed! The trap was sprung. I decided to diet.


My diet was typical for the 1970s. I counted calories. But I found myself woefully devoid of willpower. One day I’d do great, keeping my intake to 1,000 calories or less. But the next day, off the deep end I’d go. I’d binge like a starving person. Boxes of cookies, huge dishes of ice cream (my favorite trick was to pour mounds of bittersweet chocolate chips over three or four scoops of vanilla ice cream), bags of Doritos. I’d often eat so much rich food that I’d feel nauseous afterward—yet I seemed powerless to stop myself. No matter how much I hated the part of me that gorged on those forbidden treats, no matter how much I scolded myself, no matter what promises I made, I couldn’t stop. It was like I was two people. And when the one that wanted to binge took over, the dieter was shoved off in a corner where she couldn’t utter a peep. My frustration was agonizing. I began to suspect I wanted to be fat. That same perverse psychological phenomenon was running—and ruining—my life.


My worst fears began to come true. In a few short years, I went from about 115 pounds to over 145. None of which, by the way, settled on my bust! 


It was then that I had the dream about my dog. 


In the dream Brett—who in real life had a beautiful red-brown coat—was not brown at all. Instead, she kept changing back and forth from white to black and back to white. And her color, in the dream, depended entirely on me. When I scolded her, calling her a bad dog, she turned black. When I called her a good dog and praised her, she became white.


The next morning I thought about the dream, and quickly realized what it was trying to tellme. My style of discipline wasn’t working, because instead of preventing my dog’s “bad” behavior, I was reinforcing it. I expected a bad dog, treated her as if she were a bad dog, and so—she was a bad dog.


I immediately began handling Brett differently. I started ignoring her when she did something I didn’t like. Then, when she did the “right” thing— when she came when I called, for example— I praised her with complete love and enthusiasm.


The transformation was stunning. Suddenly, my dog was “obeying” me. Oh, she was still often a handful—excitable, restless and a bit too intelligent to ever really settle down completely—but we found ourselves getting along much better. It turns out, you see, that most of the time she really wanted to please me. I just needed to nurture her good behavior. The rest took care of itself.


Then, one day, I realized I’d been treating myself as poorly as I had once treated my pet. I was beating myself up every time I ate something “fattening.” I was calling myself undisciplined, fat, a failure. I was reinforcing, on a daily basis, the exact image I most feared and disliked. Suddenly, I understood why I binged—I was simply being the person I constantly told myself I was. Weak. An overeater. Out of control.


From that day, I never punished myself again about a single morsel of food. Instead, I began noticing how often I ate good, nutritious meals. I began getting excited about how eating right made me feel great. I began taking pleasure in learning about whole foods. I indulged in my interest in cooking and began to collect recipes and cookbooks.


When I did eat something “fattening,” I enjoyed it as I ate, then put it quickly out of my mind. If I caught myself later regretting that slice of cake or ice-cream bar, I told myself firmly to just let it go. 


And guess what happened? Food and eating gradually lost that intense emotional charge they’d once had. When I ate, more and more it was because I was hungry and something appealed to me. I began to trust my body’s signals. I quit counting calories, I quit weighing myself (to this day, I don’t keep a scale in the house; I know I’m “thin” but I couldn’t tell you how much I weigh).


I didn’t lose the extra pounds overnight. In fact, it took several years. But by my mid-twenties, the new self I’d created—the one that eats for the right reasons, in the right quantities—had become my “real” self.


There are many variations among people’s physiologies and body chemistries. There may not be any “one size fits all” diet everyone can use to reach their ideal weight. But my experience taught me one thing for certain: anybody can create a weight  problem, or make a weight problem worse, if the only feedback they give themselves is negative.


Instead, we have to treat ourselves with love and compassion. We have to nourish the good, not waste all our energy trying to stamp out the bad.


So, here’s to the memory of my old friend, Brett. What a lifelong gift she turned out to be!
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You Can Do It!


You may have tried to lose weight many times before. If you’ve tried dieting, you may even have lost weight, only to gain it right back again. Whether this is your first time or your tenth time trying to lose weight, here’s the good news: You CAN lose weight permanently. You don’t have to starve yourself or exercise for hours on end every day. By making just a few healthy, lasting changes in the way you live your life, you can start looking and feeling better right away. You can lose weight and keep the pounds off for a lifetime.
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