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INTRODUCTION

What if I told you that a diet could help you not only lose weight but have more energy, fewer hunger pangs, and fewer cravings? What if I told you it could help you maintain your goal weight and improve your health for years?

Well, if you’re here, you might not be that surprised! By now, you’ve probably heard of keto. The low-carb keto way of life has increased immensely in popularity over the past few years and there is no question that it works very well. Not only does it help with weight loss, but it also helps improve conditions like diabetes, epilepsy, metabolic syndrome, polycystic ovarian syndrome, migraines—even some cancers. In fact, doctors are increasingly prescribing the keto diet to their patients to help alleviate their symptoms.

The problem? Many people struggle to stick to it. Everyone loves the benefits, but when a diet feels hard to follow, it’s too easy to give up. I know—I’ve been there! That’s why I’m writing this cookbook. Not only does it have over one hundred recipes that are easy, fast, and exceptionally delicious, but it also provides a practical resource to help you change your mindset so you can live keto for life.

My Journey to Living Life Keto

I grew up in the South in the ’80s and ’90s in a typical household. I was a big girl from the beginning, and I thought my weight was out of my control—obesity was in my genes, after all. At the age of four, I was bigger than my friends, and by the time I was in middle school, I was being bullied for my weight. (I’m not saying this so you feel bad for me. Heck, everyone got bullied for something. But if that was you, too, know that I feel your pain!) I liked to eat when I was bored, and I loved fast food, chocolate, and ice cream.

I went off and on diets from high school into college, but I could never stick to any one for longer than a week or two. I stayed in the zone of about 100 pounds overweight for most of my early twenties. I played the victim hard—always wondering why I couldn’t be skinny like my friends.

I married my husband when I was twenty-eight. He was in the Air Force and got stationed in Germany, so we moved overseas immediately. I had our first child a year later, and my whole outlook on health changed. Now I was taking care of this little person that I loved so much and I didn’t want him to suffer with his weight like I did.

Right around this time, the Paleo diet was becoming more popular, and I hoped that eating that way would put my son on a different path than the one I’d walked. He ate avocados and homemade baby food. His first birthday cake was a low-sugar carrot cake that I made from scratch. Secretly, I was hoping switching myself to Paleo would help me lose some weight, too. I would spend hours scrolling through message boards looking for Paleo weight loss success stories and research. If it wasn’t Paleo, I wouldn’t be eating it.
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This is me with my husband, my son, and my daughter, right before I discovered my five fail-stops to living keto for life.

I thought the Paleo diet was a magic way to eat that would help my body fat just melt off. I was led to believe that the chemicals in processed food were keeping me fat. Well, unfortunately, I was wrong! You need to eat fewer calories than your body burns to lose weight. Period. I kept slowly gaining weight, eventually hitting 260 pounds.

When my son was two, I decided to have lap-band surgery. This is an inflatable band that is placed around the top portion of the stomach to decrease food consumption. Once again, I thought I had found the magic bullet that was going to help me finally lose weight. I did lose 30 pounds (most was lost during the pre-op liquid diet, and the rest right after surgery). And then I plateaued. My band would be tight in the morning, but by evening time I could eat pretty much whatever I wanted. So, I could still eat enough to keep my weight the same.

With the lap-band, I did have trouble eating certain foods such as breads and pastas. I once again found myself researching how to make the band work for me by reading blogs and message boards. That’s how I came across a low-carb approach to eating. My favorite foods were ones filled with sugar and carbs, so I thought if I eliminated those foods, maybe I could lose some weight. And finally, I was on the right track.

My second baby had just turned one, and we had moved back to the States, so over the course of seven months, I went low carb. I always had trouble controlling my intake of sugar- and carb-filled foods—I couldn’t eat just a few bites of ice cream and be satisfied. (Let’s be honest, it’s much easier to eat a big bowl of ice cream than it is to eat an equal-sized bowl of baked chicken!) It was easier if I abstained from those carby foods altogether. My first good, hard try at keto, in 2014 and 2015, was a success. I felt so much better and lost 50 pounds! Still, from time to time I struggled with the temptation to eat sugary and high-carb foods. (We’re all human, right?)

In the summer of 2015, our family life changed forever. My husband suffered an injury and had to medically retire from the military. Suddenly, we had to move in with my family across the country while my husband looked for work—and finding a new job took him some months. Needless to say, the stress of life got in the way and I gained all of my weight back.

We finally got back on our feet in early 2016 and my husband found a job as a truck driver. Everything was going okay… except he was gone for weeks at a time. This really took a toll on home life. He was always gone, and I was home alone with our two young children. After about six months of this, I decided I would do everything I could to bring him home. I set up a vision board and I tried different ways to make money from home. I tried everything from multi-level marketing to photography. Those were dead ends or took too much time. But I was cooking keto again, so I figured, why not take pictures of my dinner and post it on a food blog? In the fall of 2016, Low Carb with Jennifer was born.
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As you’ve probably picked up by now, I am an avid researcher and dove into find out everything I could about search engine optimization and Pinterest algorithms. So it didn’t take long for me to start having success with my little food blog. But it wasn’t all algorithms and SEO. Readers came to know me for keto recipes that were actually easy, quick, delicious, and made with ingredients that could be found at any grocery store. My fans started showing up every Thursday at noon for a live keto Q&A session (and answers to many of their FAQs are in the coming chapters!). I made keto realistic so it could work for them.
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This is me today, living the keto lifestyle!

By April of 2018, I had replaced my husband’s income, and two months later, he quit his job to be a stay-at-home dad. Despite our accomplishments, I was still struggling with overeating carbs and sugar, and I stayed right around 100 pounds overweight. I wondered if I was broken in some way. Nothing I did seemed to make a difference for long.

So what changed?

My longtime readers and fans inspired me to go deep and learn about making lasting change. In the spring of 2020, I was introduced to the Life Coach School, and I finally learned how the human brain works. I learned that I was not broken; in fact, my brain was working exactly how it was supposed to. I’ll tell you all about this in “Sticking to It” on pages 21–34. I was not a victim of outside circumstances. If I wanted to see success on keto, it would be 90 percent mindset and 10 percent everything else. Learning about how the brain works, and how we can rewire it for our own advantage, was a game changer for me. With all that I learned and other techniques I will teach you in this book, I have managed to lose 80 pounds, and I know these tools and keto are going to help me keep the weight off for life. And it’s how I’m helping my clients lose weight, as well. I now teach what I’ve learned in my coaching membership, Live Life Keto, and I’m sharing those secrets in this book!

In This Book

This book is for you if you’re just getting started with keto, if you’ve tried it several times but just can’t stick to it, or if you’re having success with keto and want to make it a lifestyle. I’m here to show you how.

In Part I, we’ll cover the basics of going keto and the powerful mindset shifts that help make it possible to stick with the diet. You’ll also find a section all about some of my favorite ingredients and some helpful tips for eating keto on the go.

Then, in Part II, you’ll find over one hundred recipes that reflect my personal philosophy on cooking: everything has got to be simple, fast, and exceptionally delicious. And no obscure ingredients or things you’ll only use once and then leave sitting around gathering dust in your pantry. I hope you’ll find many new favorite dishes that you’ll enjoy again and again. But I really hope you’ll find something else …

Believe in Your Own Badassery

If you take anything away from this book, I want it to be the belief in yourself.

You can do this. You can reach your goal weight. If you don’t believe it, your road will be much longer and harder. But guess what? You can decide right now that you believe in yourself. It really is just as easy as a simple thought! I believe in myself. I believe that I can reach my goal weight. Look in the mirror and say it or write it in a journal every single day and eventually you will truly believe it as truth.

This is true for all of us! We have to call ourselves out on our own BS and change our mentality so we can live the lives we’ve always wanted. We can do it any time we want. We are in control of our weight, our bank account, our happiness, and our destiny. I know it sounds cliché, but when you believe it, you can achieve it.

It’s not magic. When we believe something, like I know I will definitely reach my goal weight, we start to take steps to make it true. (It really wouldn’t make sense to believe you can reach your goal weight, but then take completely opposite actions—like sitting on the couch all day while eating candy bars.) Look into the future and see the future self of your dreams. How does she look, act, eat, dress, exercise, and respond to stress? You’ve got to look in the mirror and believe in yourself. You’ve got to start being your future self right now.

Now that you know this about yourself—you are in control of your own thoughts, feelings, actions, and results and you are not a victim of outside circumstances—what are you going to do about it? It’s time to see what you are capable of. Take what you learn in this book and apply it to anything you want in your life. What do you think you can do after you conquer this weight loss hurdle? Make a million dollars? Travel the world? Quit your draining job? You are UNSTOPPABLE and you are in control.
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Part I:

LIVING LIFE KETO
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GETTING STARTED

The Basics of Keto

What is all this ruckus about keto? It seemed like a fad diet at first, but it’s just not going away, is it? For this I am thankful because without keto, I would not be where I am today. I wouldn’t have my blog, Low Carb with Jennifer; I would not have lost over 80 pounds; and I would not have written this book!

So what exactly is keto and why is it better for weight loss than all the other fads out there? I get this question a lot and I never get tired of answering it. I just want to shout all about keto from the rooftops. Not only is it wonderfully effective for weight loss, but it has helped so many people to prevent or manage health issues such as insulin resistance, type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, fatty liver, polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS), migraines, arthritis, and many others. It’s a life-changer.

If you’ve been eating keto for a while, you may want to skip this chapter and get right into “Sticking to It” on page 21, where you’ll find the mindset tips to help you keep going. If that’s you, go for it! If you are just getting started, or you’d like some refreshers, this chapter lays out the basics—Keto 101, if you will—so you can set yourself up for success.

What Is Keto?

Keto is the short name for a ketogenic diet, or a way of eating that switches the body into ketosis. To put it in simplest terms, ketosis is a process where your body burns fat for energy instead of carbohydrates. Getting a little more technical, it is a natural metabolic state in which your liver is producing ketones instead of glucose for fuel. Don’t yawn and close the book just yet—I promise I will not get into too much scientific jargon, but this is important to understand! All food is composed of three macronutrients (macros): carbohydrates, protein, and fat. When we eat carbohydrates, our bodies break it down into glucose—most of our cells’ preferred form of fuel. The pancreas then releases the hormone insulin, which helps to transport that glucose all throughout the body. This is a normal process, but when we get too much insulin, it can lead to excess body fat, cause dramatic rises and drops in energy, and put us at risk of health conditions like insulin resistance, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and more.

When we’re fasting or restricting our carb intake, the body doesn’t get that glucose for fuel. Our insulin levels stay low, and the liver starts breaking down fats into “ketone bodies” (or “ketones”) that it can use for energy instead. Being in ketosis helps you lose weight because you’re burning fat for energy. And over the long term, a keto diet can naturally lower your appetite, meaning you’ll take in fewer calories.

What’s more, eating foods that are low in carbs and sugar keeps our insulin low. When our insulin is low, we are not on the blood sugar roller coaster and we have constant sustained energy (that means no 2 PM sugar crashes).

So we know we want our liver producing ketones for fuel because that means our body is burning fat more than glucose (sugar) and our insulin is low. How do we start this process and become a fat-burning machine instead of a sugar burner?


Ketogenic Diet vs. Counting Calories

It is true that you can lose weight by just calorie counting—people do it all the time. But keto is the clear winner for weight loss because it regulates our hunger hormones, ghrelin and leptin, so we experience fewer cravings and hunger pangs. Studies show that people following a ketogenic diet on average eat 600 fewer calories per day and have a higher metabolism, burning as much as 300 more calories per day. That is quite substantial!



Keto is as easy as three simple steps focused on those macros. We need to limit carbohydrates, prioritize protein, and fill with fat.

Limit Carbohydrates

Limiting carbs is really the most important piece to this puzzle. We have to limit carbohydrates in order to reach a state of ketosis. So what does that mean? I’m glad you asked!

To start ketosis, you need to limit your intake of carbohydrates to 20–50 grams per day. (The exact number varies between individuals. Generally, it’s safe to stick to around 20–30 grams of net carbs per day to stay in ketosis; for more on net carbs, see the box on the next page.) In contrast, someone following a standard American diet is averaging 260 grams of carbohydrates per day.

What foods are high in carbohydrates? These are typically any sugary or starchy foods like breads, grains, pasta, beans, rice, and fruits and vegetables such as potatoes, apples, and bananas. The best way to figure out if a food is keto-friendly is to look at the food label (check the carbohydrates per serving) or, if there’s no label, do a quick search online. You want to select foods that are lowest in carbohydrates. Most of your carbs should come from non-starchy vegetables like leafy greens, squash, asparagus, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cauliflower, and small servings of berries.


Net Carbs

If you’ve started following any low-carb diet advice, you’ve probably heard the term “net carbs” thrown around a lot. It’s true that it’s more important to look at net carbs than total carbs when you’re calculating your intake. So what are they? Net carbs are the carbohydrates in food that you can actually digest and process for fuel—the ones that increase blood sugar. Fiber and sugar alcohols (like erythritol and xylitol) are included in a food’s total carb count, but our bodies don’t digest them—they simply pass through us. To calculate net carbs, simply take the total carbs in a food (in grams) and subtract the fiber and sugar alcohols.

For example, Lakanto Monkfruit Sweetener’s nutrition label says it has 8 grams of carbohydrates and 8 grams of sugar alcohols. Therefore, this product has zero net carbs (8 carbs – 8 sugar alcohols = 0 net carbs).

One medium banana has 27 grams of carbohydrates and 3 grams of fiber. Therefore it has 24 net carbs (27 grams of carbs – 3 grams of fiber = 24 net carbs).

I recommend sticking to around 20–30 grams of net carbs per day if you want to maintain ketosis.



Prioritize Protein

Next up is protein, which is often overlooked in a ketogenic diet. Protein is important because it helps keep you satisfied, your body needs it to repair and build tissue and regulate your thyroid hormones, and it can act as an energy source if needed. I recommend at least 100 grams of protein per day. No matter what diet you choose, you should always prioritize protein.

What keto-friendly foods are a great protein source? That would be any meat, poultry, or seafood, eggs, and low-sugar protein powders.

Fill with Fat

Fat is our final macronutrient but it’s definitely not the least important. Our bodies require fat for many functions including hormone production and keeping our gallbladder healthy. (Are you wondering why so many people, especially women, are having to have their gallbladders removed? It’s because they do not eat enough fat! When you restrict fat, your liver doesn’t need to produce bile to digest the fat in the intestines. So the bile sits in the gallbladder, turns into thick sludge, and eventually forms stones. Yikes!) Fat helps us to absorb certain vitamins, protect our organs, and keep us warm. And fat helps us to feel full and satisfied when we eat, which is particularly important when we change our diet. Especially on keto, you may find yourself craving sugary or starchy foods, and fat can help to counteract that.

Quality fats are a crucial component of a healthy diet, but you may have heard otherwise from someone pushing a low-fat regimen. Saturated fat, which is fat from animals, has been villainized for far too long as a major driver of heart disease. In fact, a meta-analysis of over 72 published studies concluded that saturated fats had no effect on heart health and it was trans fats (the ones found in baked goods, fried foods, and margarine) that were the culprits all along. Keep in mind that fat is very calorie dense so we should satisfy our hunger with fat but not go overboard. If you hear of someone who tried the keto diet but didn’t lose weight, they were probably overeating fat. Your target fat intake for a day will depend on your personal daily calorie goal (see page 16).

What are good fat sources for keto? Choose sources of fat that naturally occur with protein, like a fatty steak or fatty fish like salmon. Also prioritize full-fat dairy and butter, avocados, coconut oil, olive oil, nuts, nut butters, and seeds.


A Day in the Keto Life

Here is how a typical day looks for me
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