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I dedicate this book to my wife, Ana Raquel, and to my children, Ana Sofia, Juan Antonio, and Nina.
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Medical Disclaimer

This book is written for informational purposes only and contains the opinions of the author. It is intended to supplement, but not replace, the advice of your health-care provider. See your doctor or other trained health-care provider before beginning any diet or exercise program, or if you suspect you have a medical condition.

If your doctor has recommended that you take medication for heart disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, or any other medical condition, take it as prescribed.

The weight-loss information in this book is not intended for pregnant or breastfeeding women. See your doctor for advice about the best nutrition and exercise choices during pregnancy and lactation.

Do not drink mojitos or any alcoholic beverage if you have alcoholism, liver disease, or any other medical condition that would be aggravated by alcohol intake; if you are pregnant or may become pregnant; if you take medications that are incompatible with alcohol; or if your doctor has advised you to avoid alcohol for any reason.



INTRODUCTION
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Lose the Weight, Keep the Fun

A recent conversation with Sofia, one of my favorite patients, reminded me of many talks I’ve had with cardiology patients in the past. Sofia, a forty-nine-year-old hotel executive and the mother of three grown children, has a smile that lights up the room. My staff loves her, and she always begins our appointments by asking me about myself and my family. The world would be a better place with more people like Sofia in it.

Unfortunately, Sofia has several health problems. She takes an ACE inhibitor for high blood pressure and a statin drug for elevated cholesterol. Although she doesn’t have type 2 diabetes, her blood sugar is higher than I would like it to be. Sofia’s weight had been increasing steadily during the previous few years. During our visit she weighed in at 180 pounds—about 40 pounds over her optimal weight—which for the first time put her into the “obese” category.

Sofia rarely complains, but that day she seemed sad and frustrated. “Lately I’ve been feeling sluggish and tired,” Sofia told me. “I don’t seem to have the energy I used to have at work, and trying to keep up with my two-year-old grandson wears me out. My knees have been aching too. I feel like I’m getting old before my time.”

Comments like these are very familiar to me. As a board-certified cardiologist and internist who specializes in the prevention, early detection, and treatment of cardiovascular disease, I have many patients whose extra weight interferes with their health, their work, and their ability to enjoy their lives fully. And as the chief medical correspondent for the Univision television network, where I host my own weekly one-hour medical show, Dr. Juan, I frequently meet viewers who share their health concerns with me. So many of those who are overweight or obese, like Sofia, worry that symptoms such as shortness of breath, lack of energy, joint pains, and fatigue are warning signs of serious cardiovascular disease. Sometimes they are, but more often they’re simply the result of excess weight.

“I’ll run some tests to rule out any new medical problems,” I assured Sofia during our appointment. “But my guess is that we won’t find anything we don’t already know about.”

“Then why do you think I’m feeling so run-down?”

“Well,” I said, glancing at her chart, “you have gained about ten pounds since I last saw you. Carrying around that extra weight could be affecting your energy levels.”

Sofia smiled. “I know what you’re going to say next. I should go on a diet, right?”

I nodded. Sofia and I had had this conversation before.

“I know it’s not easy,” I said. “But if you could lose some of those extra pounds, I think you would feel better and more energetic. You’d probably lower your blood sugar. You might even be able to bring down your blood pressure and improve your cholesterol levels. And I bet your knees might even feel better.”

“I really would like to lose weight,” Sofia explained. “But whenever I look at the diet plans out there, none of them appeal to me.” Sofia said she’d heard that high-protein, low-carb diets work well, but she couldn’t bear to give up bread, rice, tortillas, and the traditional Cuban comfort foods she’d grown up with. She’d also heard about diets built around a strategy known as intermittent fasting, but she didn’t think she could handle the hunger pangs of all-day fasts.

“And alcohol!” Sofia said. “Dr. Juan, don’t tell me I can’t have a cocktail when I go to a restaurant or a party. We live in Miami, for goodness’ sake! You can’t ask me to give up my mojitos! I want to lose weight, but I also want to have fun!”

I felt myself break out into a huge smile as I reached for a folder from the stack on my desk. I handed her a copy of my new diet, and her eyes lit up when she read the title.

The Mojito Diet.

“Now that’s a diet I can follow!”

Weight Loss with a Miami Twist!
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I call my weight-loss plan the Mojito Diet not only because the mojito is a popular Miami drink—a favorite of many of my patients, and an excellent reward for weight loss—but because it represents the Latin way of looking at life. The mojito is fresh and bold and effervescent, and so are Latin people. We love to gather with friends and family to celebrate and have fun. Music, dancing, food, and drink are all part of that celebration, as they are for people of many ethnic and cultural backgrounds.

The Mojito Diet makes plenty of room for the bold, flavorful, Latin-inspired foods that people in Miami and across the country associate with fun, festivities, and a hot night out on the town. The recipes in my plan include fantastic dishes that reflect the culinary traditions of Puerto Rico, Mexico, Brazil, Cuba, Spain, and other Latin cuisines, as well as foods that can best be described as Miami fusion—combining a Latin influence with a unique Miami twist. And the Mojito Diet embraces the spirit of celebration with a fitness plan built around traditional Latin dancing and other enjoyable activities that you’ll have a blast learning and doing.

The Mojito Diet embraces my philosophy of life—that celebration and joy should be a part of our lives every single day, and that making healthy choices can be a pleasure, not a punishment. Being healthy doesn’t have to mean giving up everything you enjoy, or sitting home while everyone else has fun. You can savor life’s pleasures in a healthy way. In fact, the best way I can think of to live your life to the fullest is by taking care of your health—and if you’re overweight or obese, losing weight is the best place to start celebrating your own life.


A Combination that Works
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The Mojito Diet is a fourteen-day plan that succeeds because it combines a high-protein/low-carbohydrate plan, manageable and limited intermittent fasting, and the heart-protective principles of the DASH diet. In short, the Mojito Diet starts where DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) leaves off: dropping all grains and adding extra protein and fewer carbs during Week 1 (Grain Drop) and three nonconsecutive days of sixteen-hour fasting and adding back healthy amounts of whole grains during Week 2 (Clean 16 Fast). And every week, there are mojitos!

Research has shown us that higher-protein, lower-carbohydrate diets can lead to significant weight loss. But as many people who have tried them have discovered, these diets can be very difficult to stick with for more than a few weeks, because eating so much protein gets very boring. And people following high-protein diets really miss their favorite carbohydrate-rich grain-based foods, such as bread, rice, tortillas, and pasta.

What’s more, as a cardiologist, I can’t get behind any diet that sidelines the vegetables, fruit, whole grains, nuts, seeds, and legumes that countless studies have associated with cardiovascular health and the potential prevention of a long list of diseases, including dementia and some kinds of cancer. Both the DASH eating plan, which has been shown to lower blood pressure, and the MIND diet (a combination of DASH and the Mediterranean diet), which appears to offer protection from Alzheimer’s, include many healthy foods that some low-carbohydrate diets leave off the plate. I can’t imagine turning away from foods that have been so strongly associated with good health—that’s why you’ll find them in the Mojito Diet.

In addition, we have seen that diet plans incorporating certain kinds of fasting can lead to successful weight loss as well as health benefits such as a reduction of inflammation and insulin resistance. However, fasting-based diets can be difficult to follow, because it’s hard for people to go for long periods of time without eating. That’s why I’ve created a smart, easy-to-follow sixteen-hour fasting plan—which I refer to as “functional fasting”—that offers the benefits of fasting without the difficulties.

Here’s another important roadblock that my eating plan eliminates: I live and practice preventive cardiology in Miami, where people love to party, play, dance, and spend time with family and friends. Asking them to give up the foods and drinks they enjoy, even if doing so may lengthen their lives, is a tough sell. It’s especially difficult to convince them to eliminate alcohol—not because they are alcoholics, but because they enjoy drinking alcohol socially. As you can tell from the name of my diet, I don’t believe that people have to give up alcohol in order to lose weight—in fact, I think it helps you stay motivated when you think of it as a reward.

When I designed my diet plan, I decided to include the things that do work, and to leave out the things that make diets so hard to stick with long-term. The Mojito Diet gives you everything you need for weight-loss success because it focuses on the strategies that work while skipping over the roadblocks that hold you back.

Two Weeks to Forever Weight Loss
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Quite simply, my diet plan combines three straightforward strategies that not only produce weight loss and improve heart health but are simple enough that you can do them for the rest of your life.

Week 1

The first half of the Mojito Diet focuses on unleashing the weight-loss properties of protein. As you follow Grain Drop during Week 1 of my fourteen-day diet, you’ll avoid all foods that contain grains, such as bread, rice, pasta, and tortillas. Don’t worry, you’ll still have lots of fantastic foods to eat—I’ve included dozens of easy recipes for amazingly delicious grain-free breakfasts, lunches, dinners, and snacks. Each day during Grain Drop week, you’ll enjoy:

[image: images] High-protein foods—such as meat, poultry, seafood, eggs, nuts, legumes, soy, and dairy—at every meal and snack

[image: images] Heart-healthy fats

[image: images] Plenty of fruits and vegetables throughout the day, with a special emphasis on the high-potassium produce that helps lower blood pressure, such as bananas, sweet potatoes, citrus fruits, spinach, and many others—even white potatoes!

Week 2

During Week 2 of the Mojito Diet, you’ll follow my Clean 16 Fast, during which you’ll do three nonconsecutive days of sixteen-hour fasts. You will skip breakfast three days of the week (be sure to have your last meal before 8 p.m. the night before). These fasts are easier than they sound, starting after dinner and ending at lunchtime the next day. The Clean 16 Fast is easy to follow, and it has a positive impact on weight loss, insulin resistance, and inflammation. Each day during Clean 16 Fast week, you’ll enjoy a wide range of delicious foods, plus two to three servings a day of bread, tortillas, or other whole grain foods. Yes! Healthy grains are back.

Until you meet your weight loss goal, you’ll alternate following the Week 1 Grain Drop plan and the Week 2 Clean 16 Fast. Then you’ll move on to the next phase of the Mojito Diet: the lifetime Mojito Maintenance Plan.

Maintenance

Once you reach your goal weight, you’ll shift into my Mojito Maintenance Plan. To maintain your weight loss, you’ll follow a healthy eating plan (including grains) five days a week, Grain Drop one day a week, and Clean 16 Fast one day a week. It’s that simple.

Plus, Mojitos!

Now, the best part: twice a week during Week 1 and Week 2, and three times a week during Mojito Maintenance, you’ll toast your success by rewarding yourself with a refreshing mojito! (Or, if you’d prefer, have another kind of alcoholic beverage or a 200-calorie serving of dessert instead.) Enjoy my favorite Classic Mojito, or choose from among the other delicious mojito recipes included in the book. If you love the refreshing lime-mint taste of mojitos but would rather skip the alcohol, pour yourself a refreshing glass of my Mojito Water.

The Mojito Diet at a Glance
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Week 1: Grain Drop

[image: images] No grains! Cut out all breads, rice, pasta, tortillas, and other grains for one week.

[image: images] Eat high-protein foods and high-fiber fruits and vegetables at every meal and snack, plus healthy fats.

[image: images] Measure your food to learn about healthy portion sizes.

[image: images] Reward yourself with two mojitos!

[image: images] Drink plenty of water or make my special Mojito Water.

Week 2: Clean 16 Fast

[image: images] Do three nonconsecutive days of sixteen-hour fasts by skipping breakfast three days of the week. (Be sure to finish your last meal before 8 p.m. the night before.)

[image: images] On the Clean 16 Fast days, eat a regular lunch and dinner.

[image: images] Eat grains again! Have two to three servings of whole grains each day.

[image: images] Continue to eat high-protein foods, healthy fats, and high-fiber fruits and vegetables at every meal.

[image: images] Don’t make up for skipped breakfast by eating more at lunch, snack, or dinner.

[image: images] Continue to drink Mojito Water while you fast to fill you up and flush out toxins.

[image: images] Reward yourself with two mojitos!

Week 3: Repeat Grain Drop

Week 4: Repeat Clean 16 Fast

After that, continue cycling through the Grain Drop and the Clean 16 Fast, week by week, until you reach your goal weight. Then move on to the Mojito Maintenance Plan.

The Mojito Maintenance Plan

[image: images] Eat a healthy diet five days a week.

[image: images] Follow the Grain Drop plan one day a week.

[image: images] Follow the Clean 16 Fast and skip breakfast one day a week.

[image: images] Add extra Grain Drop days if you start to regain lost weight.

[image: images] Reward yourself with three mojitos!

Why Weight Loss Matters So Much to Me
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If you watch Univision, America’s largest Spanish-language television network, you already know me: I’m Univision’s chief medical correspondent, and the host of Dr. Juan, a weekly one-hour health program. I also cocreated and hosted the show Strange Medicine and have appeared on other shows on Univision as well as on Telemundo, another Spanish-language network. You may also have seen me in my WebMD video series, My Abuelita Told Me, or during my appearances on Good Morning America.

I was born and raised in Puerto Rico, where I had an amazing childhood, surrounded by a tight-knit extended family of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who were like brothers and sisters to me. Working hard in school was the top priority in my family—in my parents’ minds, the only question was whether I would become a doctor (as my mother, a social worker, wanted) or an attorney (like my father). When I started medical school at the University of Puerto Rico, I still wasn’t quite sure I wanted to be a doctor, and even as I studied classroom-focused subjects such as anatomy and embryology, I questioned my choice. But my interest grew as I started learning about the secrets of the body’s physiology, and once I began doing clinical rotations and working directly with patients, I fell in love with medicine. I am a true “people person,” and my favorite part of being a doctor is engaging with patients.

I did my residency program in internal medicine at UT Southwestern in Dallas, and was then accepted to the prestigious cardiology fellowship program at The Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore. I started at Johns Hopkins with the goal of becoming an interventional cardiologist. These doctors are the medical superheroes who dramatically save the lives of heart attack victims by performing emergency cardiac catheterizations. As a cardiology fellow, I helped do many of these procedures. During an emergency catheterization, we thread a thin tube into the femoral artery in the patient’s leg and guide it through the body to the chest. Using a tiny balloon, we carefully open the blockage in the patient’s heart, making it possible for oxygenated blood to flow through the body. Sometimes we implant a stent to keep the blockage from recurring. Performing successful emergency catheterizations is amazing because they can instantaneously save the lives of patients who are just minutes from death. To save a life in this way is an astonishing experience.

However, the excitement I first felt in the cardiac catheterization lab soon disappeared as I realized that I wanted to do more than just rescue heart attack victims from an imminent death. I wanted to help patients earlier—not when they were moments from dying of severe heart disease, but years before that, when they still had time to make lifestyle changes that would protect their hearts and their health long before they suffered heart attacks. I didn’t want to do catheterizations; I wanted to prevent them.

So I decided to become a preventive cardiologist and to shift my focus from heart attack treatment to heart disease prevention and early detection. It was a decision that changed the course of my life and helped make me who I am today. And it is the reason I have written this book. I want to show you how to lose weight, improve your health, and stay out of the catheterization lab!

I’m a cardiologist and internist with a private concierge practice in Miami Beach. I love my patients, who include business executives, athletes, political leaders, and celebrities from the United States and all over the world. However, when I decided to specialize in heart disease prevention, I also set a very ambitious goal: To help as many people as possible—not just my own patients, but many other people as well.

My number-one value when it comes to medicine is prevention, and having grown up attending Jesuit schools, I am driven by the ideal of service to others. That’s why, when I was presented with opportunities to connect with large numbers of people through television and the media, I jumped in with both feet. I love that television allows me to reach so many people—for example, at Univision, I created Reto 28, a twenty-eight-day diet plan that helped four hundred thousand viewers lose more than a million pounds in one month. It was the most successful community initiative in Univision history. My passion is helping people live better, healthier, happier lives.

With my work on television, as well as two bestselling health books and a large social media presence, I’ve made great progress helping people improve their heart health. Now, with The Mojito Diet, I’m hoping to reach even more people, especially the millions of Americans who are overweight or obese.

My message is universal. Heart disease, high blood pressure, and diabetes strike people of all cultures and all backgrounds. These diseases kill more Americans than any others, yet they are surprisingly preventable. Everyone can take simple, important steps—such as losing weight—that can reduce their risk of disease and improve their chances of living a long, healthy life.

One of the best first steps is to start embracing weight loss as an incredible opportunity, rather than a punishing deprivation. You can be happy about being on a diet, because it has the potential to reward you not only with a longer life, but with a greater measure of energy and enjoyment as well. It really is a celebration of life.

By following the Mojito Diet, you can lose weight, improve your health, and have lots of fun along the way. You can eat foods you love, and look forward to rewarding your progress with celebratory mojitos. And count on this: As you set out on your journey to a healthier weight and a better life, I will be with you every step of the way.



PART ONE
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CHANGE THE WAY YOU THINK ABOUT WEIGHT LOSS

To lose weight, you can’t just change the way you eat or how much you move. You also have to change the way you think.

You’re more likely to shed pounds and keep them off for good if you think of diet and exercise as amazing opportunities to feel better and to be healthier, rather than as punishments you must endure in order to squeeze into smaller-size clothing. In part 1 of this book, I’ll show you how to do that.

In this section, we’ll look at ways to shift the way you think about food, activity, and weight loss. We’ll explore some of the incredible health benefits that can start coming your way within days of starting the Mojito Diet. And I’ll give you some very specific strategies for shifting your weight-loss mind-set and using rewards to bring about success.

I’ll also share some great ideas about how to change the way you think about fitness. If you haven’t enjoyed exercise in the past, get ready to start loving it!

The Mojito Diet looks at diet and exercise in an entirely new way. It doesn’t have to be a bore or a chore. I want you to have fun while losing weight!



1
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Why Bother to Lose Weight?

I want to start this book by telling you something very important: You don’t have to be thin to be sexy.

I live in Miami, which prides itself on being a sexy city full of attractive people, a warm place with cool beaches and a hot nightlife. People in Miami embrace this sensual ambience. You can see it in the way they dress, the way they dance, the way they move even when they’re just walking down the street or out doing errands. You should see them at Miami Heat games—it’s like being at a fashion show! Miami fans dress as if they, rather than the basketball players, are the stars of the show. I admit to being slightly biased on this topic, but I think Miamians are some of the most gorgeous people in the world, whatever their size. Their beauty comes from their sense of confidence, style, and playfulness, their friendliness and kindness, and their openhearted way of presenting themselves to the world, embracing the pleasures of life, and refusing to take themselves too seriously.

From the standpoint of appearances, I don’t care what size you are. You can be beautiful, confident, and sexy at any weight. You can be an amazing spouse, parent, friend, neighbor, or employee no matter what your shape. If it were only about the number on the scale or the size of your clothing, I’d tell you not to worry at all about what you weigh, because beauty comes in all shapes and sizes.

But, unfortunately, weight isn’t just about numbers. Weight and health are intricately linked. Although it is possible for overweight or obese people to be healthy, you’re much more likely to experience a long list of health problems if you carry excess weight, and you’re much more likely to be in better health if you’re closer to a normal weight. You can absolutely be beautiful if you weigh too much—but you may not be very healthy.

That’s why, if you are overweight or obese, I want you to try to lose weight.

I know—it’s not easy. You’ve probably tried to lose weight before. Perhaps you’ve attempted it many times. Maybe you’ve succeeded, but gained the weight back. Or maybe this is the first time you’ll be doing it. Your history doesn’t matter—what does matter is that you’ve picked up this book. You’re willing to give weight loss a try. You’re ready to start following an eating and activity plan that will bring you closer to good health.

I cannot tell you how proud I am of you for taking this step.

Weight loss is hard—if it were simple, there wouldn’t be so many overweight and obese people, and diet books wouldn’t be so popular. But even though it’s not easy, it is doable. It’s possible to lose excess pounds and move yourself into a healthier place. You can do it.

The people who succeed at losing weight and keeping it off have a few things in common. They follow a diet plan that includes the healthy foods their bodies need as well as many of their favorite meals—a diet plan that boosts their enjoyment of food while reducing the amount of food (and the amount of unhealthy food) they eat. Successful weight losers also figure out a way to make physical activity a pleasurable part of their everyday lives. They don’t force themselves to do workouts they don’t like. Rather, they identify activities they love and work them into their schedules in a way that brings them happiness and satisfaction. And they reward themselves for their hard work. Personally, I have tried many different physical activities throughout my life, including weight lifting, marathon running, boxing, insanity workouts, and Pilates. I am constantly changing the activities I do without fear of trying new ones—although I’ve learned (the hard way) not to take it too seriously, as I did when I took up boxing and broke my wrist and a rib while sparring. Now I just punch bags, because they don’t hit back!


Five Reasons to Lose Weight
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As you follow the Mojito Diet, you’ll eat foods you love, engage in activities you enjoy, and move yourself closer to a healthy weight. But before we start going into detail about the various elements of the Mojito Diet, I think it’s important for us to talk about the health-related reasons to commit yourself to weight loss. If you don’t truly believe that weight loss is important, you’ll be less likely to succeed. Understanding and embracing the health benefits of weight loss can make it easier for you to stay committed to your goals.

As I mentioned earlier, I don’t want you to lose weight for the sake of your looks, because I think people of all shapes and sizes can be sexy and beautiful. I want you to drop those extra pounds so you can be healthier—so you can live longer, have a stronger heart, have the stamina to do the activities you enjoy, and maybe even take less medication. When you’re making the choices you must make to lose weight—choices that are sometimes challenging or difficult—I want you to be able to think about the benefits you’ll be bringing to your health.

I’ve seen people try to lose weight to fit into the jeans they wore in high school or the bikini they wore on their honeymoon. Those are fun goals to have, but from what I’ve seen with my patients, they’re just not compelling enough to keep you from eating a big piece of cake or having a second serving of chiles rellenos. Thinking about the ways in which saying “no, thank you” to cake or second servings will benefit your health is, in my experience, a much more powerful motivator.

And so, in this chapter, let’s look at the answers to the question of why you should even bother to lose weight, improve your diet, and become more active. It’s about your health, not your looks. Understanding the why of weight loss can go a long way toward motivating you to long-term success, helping you lose those extra pounds, and reducing your risk of many of our most common causes of death and disability.


Reason #1: A Lower Risk of Heart Disease


Hey, I’m a cardiologist, so of course I’m going to start by talking about heart health. What else would you expect of me?

Your heart is a muscle that pumps blood throughout your body. It really is an amazing organ—it starts to beat before you are born and continues working nonstop until death. It never takes a break. If you’re lucky enough to live to the age of, say, eighty, your heart will have beaten more than three billion times. When your heart beats, blood flows into your heart and then travels to your lungs, where it picks up oxygen and drops off carbon dioxide. The oxygenated blood then travels through your body, where blood vessels deliver it to organs, tissues, and cells. When your heart stops beating, death occurs within minutes.

Unfortunately, many people develop various kinds of heart and blood vessel diseases, which are referred to as cardiovascular disease or simply heart disease. Heart disease is a massive health problem in the United States and around the world. It is the number-one cause of death in the United States, killing more than eight hundred thousand people every year. It also causes enormous pain and suffering for patients and their families.

There are many factors that influence whether you’ll get heart disease, and, if you do have it, whether it will lead to an early death. For example, certain genetic factors play a part in heart disease. But overall, the risk of developing most kinds of heart disease is heavily influenced by the lifestyle choices we make every day—whether we smoke, how much we eat, what kinds of foods we eat, whether we are active, and whether we take steps to prevent or manage high blood pressure, control cholesterol, and reduce high blood sugar.

To me, the biggest tragedy of heart disease is how preventable it is. Studies have found that at least half of all heart disease deaths could be prevented. Half! And what’s even more incredible is that the ways in which heart disease can be prevented are quite simple—not through major medical interventions, but with straightforward changes in how people live their daily lives, such as losing weight, exercising, and not smoking. Think about that for a minute: Just by making different choices on a day-to-day basis, we could prevent as many as four hundred thousand premature deaths in the United States every year. Imagine it! We could save the lives of four hundred thousand husbands, wives, parents, siblings, grandparents, and friends each year with simple lifestyle choices like the ones in this book.

Reason #2: Better Blood Pressure

Getting your blood pressure to a better place is another reason to lose weight if you are overweight or obese. Having high blood pressure, also known as hypertension, is not good because it raises your risk of heart disease and stroke, two of the top causes of death in the United States. About seventy-five million adults in this country—about one in three—have high blood pressure. An additional seventy-five million Americans have prehypertension, which means their blood pressure is higher than it should be, but not high enough to receive a diagnosis of high blood pressure—yet.

Here’s what it means to have high blood pressure: When your heart pumps, blood travels through your blood vessels throughout your body. Blood pressure is the force that your blood exerts against the walls of your blood vessels. If that force is too high, you have a condition that we refer to as hypertension, or high blood pressure.

You can help bring down your blood pressure by making some important changes: quitting smoking, cutting back on or eliminating alcohol if you drink too much, eating a healthier diet (such as the Mojito Diet) that includes less sodium and more potassium, being more active, and losing weight. Your doctor may recommend that you take blood pressure medication; if so, be sure to take it as prescribed.

Because high blood pressure is such a prevalent problem, I have designed the Mojito Diet with prevention very much in mind. We’ll talk about this more in chapter 9, but for now, it’s important for you to know that many of the nutritional recommendations in the Mojito Diet are based on what we’ve learned from the science behind the DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) eating plan. By following my eating plan, you can lose weight and lower your blood pressure at the same time.


Reason #3: Lower Blood Sugar


The third very important reason for you to lose weight if you are overweight or obese is that doing so can help improve your blood sugar levels and lower your risk of developing type 2 diabetes or prediabetes.

Type 2 diabetes is a serious disease. It is also quite prevalent: More than thirty million Americans have it—that’s about 10 percent of the overall population. In Americans over age sixty-five, about 25 percent have type 2 diabetes. It used to be thought of as a disease of old age, but as the obesity epidemic has grown, alarming numbers of younger adults, teens, and even children now develop it.

There are other kinds of diabetes, such as type 1 diabetes and gestational diabetes, which occurs during pregnancy. But I want to focus here on type 2 diabetes because it’s the most common, and it is the version of the disease that is most closely linked with excess weight. In fact, 80 percent of people who have diabetes are either overweight or obese.

Type 2 diabetes is something I think about often, because it runs in my family. Both of my parents have diabetes—in fact, I diagnosed my own mother earlier in my career. She came into my new cardiology office, so proud of her son, so thrilled to have me giving her a checkup. But when I ran an HbA1c test that measures average blood sugar levels for the previous few months, I discovered that hers was 12.3 percent, which was much higher than the optimal measure of 5.7 percent.

Unfortunately, I also tend to have high blood sugar, which is one of the reasons exercise and a healthy diet are so important to me. I’m pretty good about eating well, but I must admit, I have a sweet tooth. You might even call me a sugar addict, although in the past five or six years I’ve taken control of my sugar addiction. Years ago, sugar had a big hold on me. If I went out to dinner, I’d choose the restaurant based on its dessert menu! When I was a cardiology fellow at Johns Hopkins, I lived three blocks away from a fantastic ice cream parlor, and I had ice cream almost every day. Now I eat it maybe once a year. I want to keep my blood sugar in a healthy place.

That emphasis on sugar is a hallmark of Hispanic culture. When I grew up in Puerto Rico, my family would have dessert every evening—often several choices, in fact. My father wouldn’t get up from the dinner table unless a dessert had been served. Many of the favorite foods in Latin cuisine are carbohydrate-heavy, which is also not good for blood sugar. Now I am hyperaware of sugar in foods, and I avoid it whenever possible—I only have dessert on special occasions, and I have cut back on my overall carbohydrate intake by reducing the bread, rice, and other grains in my diet. I check my own HbA1c regularly; if I am not conscientious about my eating and exercise, my blood sugar starts to creep up into the prediabetes range. I even continue to exercise while on vacation, because if I don’t, I’m likely to gain five pounds or so from all those restaurant meals. For me, even a five-pound weight gain is enough to increase my blood sugar significantly. Luckily, I enjoy exercise, which has a very positive effect on blood sugar, as we’ll discuss in chapter 4.

In people with type 2 diabetes, blood glucose (blood sugar) levels get too high. Here’s how that happens: When you eat food, your body breaks it down in order to use it. Insulin, a hormone that’s made by your pancreas, moves the glucose in foods from your blood into your cells, where they use it for energy. If your pancreas doesn’t make enough insulin—which is what happens in people with diabetes—or if your body doesn’t use insulin properly, glucose stays in your blood instead of moving into your cells. People who are overweight or obese can become resistant to insulin, which means their cells have trouble taking in blood sugar, allowing too much of it to stay in their blood.

Having too much glucose in your blood can cause damage to many parts of your body, including your heart, blood vessels, nerves, kidneys, eyes, feet, and sexual organs. Nerve damage from diabetes, which is known as diabetic neuropathy, is serious business: It can cause pain, dizziness, weakness, gastrointestinal difficulties, sexual dysfunction, and other health problems. Sadly, it can also lead to foot or limb amputation in extreme cases.

You may be at risk even if you’re not one of the more than thirty million people in the United States who have type 2 diabetes. A huge number of people—eighty-four million Americans, or one in three people—have a condition called prediabetes (also known as impaired glucose tolerance, impaired fasting glucose, or borderline diabetes). With prediabetes, your blood sugar is higher than it should be, but not quite high enough to be considered diabetes. If you have prediabetes, there’s a good chance that, unless you make some important changes in your life, you’ll develop type 2 diabetes within a few years. Having prediabetes also raises your risk of heart disease.

So that’s the bad news about type 2 diabetes.

The good news is that if you have type 2 diabetes or prediabetes, or if you are at risk for developing them, you can take three important steps to lower your blood sugar and improve your health: losing weight, becoming more active, and eating a healthier diet.

Studies have found that weight loss brought about by eating healthy foods and exercising can have a pretty amazing impact on your likelihood of developing type 2 diabetes. In fact, a large study known as the Diabetes Prevention Program (DPP), which looked at behavior changes in people with prediabetes, found that losing weight through diet and exercise lowered the risk of developing diabetes by 58 percent. This is an incredible discovery! And what’s equally exciting is that the study found that even small amounts of weight reduction can have an impact—losing just 5 to 7 percent of your body weight can lower the risk of developing type 2 diabetes. In other words, if you weigh two hundred pounds, you can make a difference by losing just ten to fourteen pounds. When people with type 2 diabetes lose weight, they can often reduce their need for diabetes medications. Some studies have even suggested that type 2 diabetes may actually be reversible with weight loss. Here’s another remarkable finding from the DPP study: Weight loss and exercise did a better job of preventing type 2 diabetes than taking the diabetes drug metformin. That’s right. Lifestyle changes like the ones I recommend in the Mojito Diet were more effective at lowering type 2 diabetes risk than a diabetes drug. If that doesn’t convince you that losing weight and becoming more active offer protection from type 2 diabetes, I don’t know what will.

Weight loss and exercise help your body use insulin more effectively. Not only does this help lower your blood sugar, but it can also reduce blood pressure, improve your cholesterol levels, and have a positive impact on other diabetes risk factors. It’s definitely a win-win situation.

If you are at risk for type 2 diabetes, or if you have prediabetes, you don’t just have to sit back and accept it. You can take charge of your health and lower your risk by improving your diet, becoming more active, and losing weight. You can do all of those things simply by following the Mojito Diet.

Reason #4: A Reduced Risk of Cancer

After heart disease, cancer is the number-two cause of death in the United States. Not all kinds of cancer are linked to excess weight, but some are, including postmenopausal breast cancer and cancers of the colon and rectum (referred to as colorectal cancer), endometrium (the lining of the uterus), esophagus, stomach, liver, pancreas, gallbladder, and kidney.

Researchers don’t fully understand why cancer risk goes up in people who are overweight or obese. They believe that fat cells may release hormones that help cancer cells grow; the more fat cells a person has, the more cancer-feeding hormones are released, according to that theory. Researchers also know that obese people tend to have higher levels of chronic inflammation throughout their bodies, which can damage cells over time. Also, there’s evidence that eating a diet that contains lots of processed foods and low levels of healthy foods such as fruits and vegetables is associated with certain kinds of cancers.

If you’re concerned about getting cancer—and really, who wouldn’t be?—you’re in good hands with the Mojito Diet. While following my eating plan, you’ll have plenty of the kinds of foods that help lower the risk of some types of cancer. Take colorectal cancer, for example. Lots of studies have found that eating a high-fiber diet that includes a rainbow of fruits and vegetables—like the Mojito Diet—can help lower the risk of colorectal cancer. Losing weight offers colorectal cancer protection too, as do eating nuts, healthy fats, and fatty fish such as salmon; replacing processed white breads and grains with whole grains; and cutting back on red meats.


Reason #5: Better Overall Health


Losing weight can significantly lower the risk of heart disease, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, and cancer, our biggest causes of death and disability. But there are many other health-related reasons to lose weight. If you’re overweight or obese, shedding some of those extra pounds can benefit nearly every system in your body.

For example, if you have joint pain, losing weight could help reduce that pain by taking some of the pressure off your joints. If you have trouble getting a good night’s sleep because of obstructive sleep apnea, weight loss could lead to a better night’s rest. And if your weight interferes with your sexual performance, dropping some extra pounds could allow you to have more fun in bed. The list of benefits really is almost endless. Some of the many other health conditions that may improve with weight loss include asthma, back pain, chronic kidney disease, dementia risk, depression, gallstones and gallbladder disease, gastrointestinal problems, gout, infertility, insomnia, joint pain, leg and foot pain, low energy, nonalcoholic fatty liver disease, and osteoarthritis, as well as pregnancy complications such as gestational diabetes, preeclampsia, the need for cesarean delivery, preterm birth, and neural tube defects in the baby’s brain and spinal cord.


DR. JUAN’S WISDOM

STAND UP TO YOUR FAMILY HEALTH HISTORY

High blood pressure often runs in families and seems to have a genetic component. However, as I often tell my patients, just because you have high blood pressure in your family doesn’t mean you are destined to get it. You have more power over hypertension than you realize.

You can help prevent high blood pressure—or help lower it, if it’s already elevated—with lifestyle changes such as weight loss, exercise, eating better, quitting smoking, and cutting back on alcohol if you drink excessively. I’ve seen patients bring their blood pressure down significantly by making these changes in their lives; some even reduce or eliminate their need for blood pressure medication.




A New Weight-Loss Mind-Set

[image: images]

I want you to keep all of these health benefits in mind as you get started on the Mojito Diet. You have so much to gain from losing weight. But listen—I know that simply being aware of the health advantages of weight loss isn’t necessarily enough to motivate you to change your diet and become more active. Sadly, I’ve watched people who have continued to smoke, be inactive, or eat unhealthy foods after suffering a heart attack. It is astonishing, but quite true. You’d think a heart attack would provide the motivation necessary to lose weight or make other important lifestyle changes, but for some people, even a brush with death doesn’t offer enough incentive.

By watching and learning from the people who do succeed at making crucial health changes, I’ve discovered an important lesson: To achieve important health behavior changes such as long-term weight loss, you don’t just have to alter what you eat or how you move. You have to transform the way you think—about food, about activity, and about your overall health. Changing your thought patterns is as important as changing your eating and exercise patterns.

Adjusting the way you think might sound hard, but it is actually simpler than you may realize. In fact, psychologists have come up with some ingenious ways to help people learn how to restructure the negative thought patterns that may interfere with achieving their important life goals, such as losing weight. That’s why, in the next chapter, I’m going to introduce you to some new ways to think about weight loss, healthy eating, and activity, as well as some important suggestions for getting past your emotional roadblocks. Using these strategies, you can begin to change some of the thinking habits that may have prevented you from losing weight in the past, and develop thought patterns that can help pave the way for your future weight-loss success.



MOJITO DIET SUCCESS STORY: LESLIE
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Losing Weight After Childbirth

Leslie wanted to drop some extra weight after having her third child. Even though she was working out, the baby weight just wouldn’t come off. “I needed to get back in shape,” says Leslie, forty, a journalist and chief editor of a magazine. “I was exercising about four times a week, but exercise was not enough.”

When I mentioned the Mojito Diet to Leslie, she was reluctant to give it a try. “I’m not the type of girl who is obsessed with her weight. And for me to do a diet is a very big deal because I’m a foodie!” But Leslie took a look at the Mojito Diet and decided to give it a chance because it made sense to her.

Leslie started losing weight right away. And she experienced other changes as well. “I was bloated all the time, and that is so much better now,” Leslie says. Within six weeks, Leslie had lost nine pounds and two inches off her waist.

“I fit so much better into my clothes now—I don’t have a belly going over my jeans!” Leslie says. “And also, I don’t suffer from the heat as much—not to mention how my husband looks at me differently.”

Leslie liked that the Mojito Diet wasn’t “painful” for her to follow, and that she didn’t feel like she had to restrain herself. “I was eating, and I never felt hungry for a minute,” she says. “I am so happy that I had the chance to try this diet because it has changed my silhouette and shape already. And it is so easy that I am simply not stopping the diet!”
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Change Your Weight-Loss Mind-Set

I saw so much regret during my cardiology medical training.

As a cardiac fellow at Johns Hopkins, I worked with many heart attack patients. Often they were rushed to the hospital with crushing chest pain caused by blockages in their hearts. My fellow physicians and I performed emergency catheterizations in the hopes of opening their blocked hearts to allow blood to flow freely again. The lucky patients survived, but some did not. The damage to their hearts was simply too severe, and there was nothing we could do to save them.
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