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			Praise from Users of Colette Baron-Reid’s
Weight-Loss Program

			
				“When you’re someone who feels too much, emotional eating can be a real problem. Colette’s process gives you tools each step of the way to get back more levels of self-control and self-awareness. With an easy hand she guides you into replacing old habits that aren’t working for you anymore with fun new ways of being. The food becomes the way you used to handle stress. Colette rocks!”

				—Karen

			

			
				“This has been a huge lifestyle change for me. I discovered who I am, started loving myself, am now living an authentic life, and lost weight. I’m no longer an active participant in other people’s emotions, and I feel 30 pounds lighter in body, mind, and spirit!”

				—Cari Friend

			

			
				“I’ve tried so many approaches and nothing seemed to ‘stick.’ This process is different in that it reaches deep, beyond the surface, to the soul level. It gives you a platform where you can be honest and unashamed of feelings that come up when you think about yourself. It has allowed me to find the security, safety, and respect for myself that I’ve had all along, but that was buried under my actions.”

				—Patrick Marcoux

			

			
				“Colette’s Weight Release Energetix reached into the core of emotions that cause us to hold on to weight and daily stresses as well. I learned how to respond and to release heavy emotions. My transformation has been amazing from the inside out! I was going into size 14 reluctantly, still trying to squeeze into my size 12 jeans. I am now a size 8!”

				—Lisa Springston

			

			
				“Never before have I felt so empowered to understand myself on such a deep, emotional level! It is this deep understanding that leads to loving control of food choices and self care. I now understand that I can love myself into a thinner, healthier me.”

				—Kristi Brower

			

			
				“I have learned that I am much stronger than I have given myself credit for in the past. Situations that have come up over the past few months that normally would have sent me spiraling have not affected me drastically because I now have amazing tools in my back pocket. Yes, weight has been lifted physically from my body, but it is the weight lifted off my spirit that has been so incredibly life changing!”

				—Cara Lucia Mansour
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			herein lies hope,
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		Author’s Note

		This book does not claim to dispense any medical advice, nor is it a substitute for medical or psychological treatment. Always consult a physician before beginning any weight-loss plan or taking any supplements, such as those suggested in the book and online program. Results vary from person to person and are not guaranteed.
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		The Fence

		we build this fence around us
high as the sky
made of our beliefs
it
keeps us apart
safe from
what
we do not know
listen with your heart
it has a voice
it
beckons to come closer
see through its cracks
know
the ground beneath it all
shared
a gentle reminder
no need to deny the traveler
nor the journey
loving all these landscapes
sharing every breath
of despair, of love, and hope

— COLETTE BARON-REID

	
		Introduction

		What if I said I had a magical formula that would allow you not only to lose the extra weight you’re carrying but actually release it effortlessly? What if I told you that after reading this book and working through its four steps, you would make peace with your body and likely never again struggle with your weight?

		You’d say, Yes! I want that NOW!

		Then you’d think I was full of it.

		And you’d be right.

		Losing weight is not quite that easy, but I do know how to help you understand how you got where you are, and how to release the excess weight you can’t seem to let go of and keep it off. I offer you an approach that I discovered through my own painful struggle and consequent research—an approach that has been unexplored before now. For me, and the hundreds of students who have taken my online class and my Weight Release Coaching Personal Transformation Project, it has been the key to gaining control over distorted and disordered eating and unwanted weight gain.

		Weight loss isn’t the focus in this program. It’s the by-product.

		I suspect if you’re reading this book that, like me, you’ve fought your weight long enough to know there are no quick fixes or enchanted potions available at your local drugstore or through a website. You know because you’ve probably tried them all—restrictive diets, pills, affirmations, hypnosis, hormone shots, and even surgery. You may have been successful at dropping some pounds, but you probably put them all back on and then some. At times, it probably has seemed that no matter what you do or don’t put in your mouth, your body just wants to swell and bloat. It’s enough to make anyone cuckoo!

		You know deep down there’s some strong emotional connection that’s made you unable to lose the weight and keep it off, despite your determination and your willingness to devote countless hours and dollars to learning about and working with weight-loss programs. If you’re like me and the students who have taken my Weight Loss for People Who Feel Too Much classes, you know there is something different and not right about why your weight is such an issue. It’s more than just what you eat, more than addiction, more than emotional eating. It’s something else you can’t easily put a finger on.

		It’s about empathy.

		Feeling too much is all about the ability to sense the world beyond your own personal boundaries, and becoming overwhelmed not just by your own feelings—we all know about that—but also by feelings that don’t belong to you, that are “out there” in the environment. Although that ability to connect can be a great asset, it can also make you fat.

		Try this quiz and see if you are a person who feels too much. Is your empathy overload affecting your weight?

		• THE EMPATHY AND EATING QUIZ •
 [image: ]

		  For each question, circle Y for yes or N for no.

		
			    1. You feel overwhelmed by your emotions around certain people, and don’t always know if your emotions belong to you. Y/N

			    2. You feel disconnected and disoriented by strong emotions during family encounters, and you turn to food to calm down. Y/N

			    3. You turn to food as comfort or reward, and to calm yourself or to escape your feelings, especially from 4:00 P.M. on. Y/N

			    4. When you feel emotionally unsafe, food is temporarily calming and makes you feel grounded and secure, if only for a few seconds. Y/N

			    5. There are times when, rather than face a social opportunity, you stay home and eat comfort foods that may be a combination of sugar, flour, and dairy or are processed foods such as chips, cookies, etc. Y/N

			    6. Sometimes, you can’t stop eating these comfort foods, and you mentally bargain with yourself that you will start again on Monday (or tomorrow). Y/N

			    7. During stressful times, you can gain weight without eating extra food. Y/N

			    8. In your experience, fear and excess food go together. Y/N

			    9. You gain weight as soon as you think about dieting. Y/N

			    10. You feel afraid that you won’t ever get your eating under control. Y/N

			    11. You feel powerless when you’re in an emotional eating phase and powerful when you think you’ve got it handled. Y/N

			    12. Your love/sex life has suffered because of your relationship to food. Y/N

		

		If you answered yes to three or more questions, your empathy is probably interfering with your ability to lose weight and keep it off.

		The latest research into weight loss has taught us that metabolism, or the “set point” for your weight, is influenced by many factors. How many calories you take in and expend through exercise and activity is only part of the picture. For instance, you’ve probably noticed that it’s much harder to lose weight when you’re under emotional, psychological stress. You may even know the physical reason for that (if you don’t, I promise you’ll know after reading this book!).

		The truth is that your excess weight may have very little to do with food! In recent years, scientists such as Bruce Lipton, Ph.D., and Candace Pert, Ph.D., have alerted us to the actual physiological changes that occur in our cells and our bodies as a result of our thoughts and emotions. It makes sense that our fat can start with fear, anger, or an unwillingness to let go of emotions and thoughts that affect us on a physiological level. People who are exquisitely sensitive, who feel more deeply and experience other people’s emotions as their own, often have quite a struggle losing weight and keeping it off. Could it be that the wonderful quality of empathy, which allows them to truly feel other people’s pain and express compassion, is a major factor in their weight problems?

		Weight Loss for People Who Feel Too Much is not a typical weight-loss book. I’m not offering you a mechanistic formula to achieve success. Instead, I’m going to help you discover the hidden causes for weight gain and obesity so that you can address them at last. I know what you’re thinking: “Yeah yeah, sounds good. But what about the cookies? Do I get to eat the cookies?” Well … maybe. Only if they are not trigger foods for you that set off emotional drama, and you eat them consciously. Even then, they may have to be sugar- and gluten-free, given your unique situation. And you can only have a few, served on a plate. Eating has to have a beginning, a middle, and an end, and it can’t be used as a distraction or entertainment. Otherwise, for people who feel too much, eating becomes a detour away from emotional stress that needs to be managed.

		I’m not going to be the captain of the food police, but I’m also not going to let you give up on reaching a healthy BMI (body mass index). You can achieve that. I’ll talk to you frankly about food and your eating habits, but not until later in the book. First, you have to start managing your porous boundaries: you are taking in stimulation and agitation from outside of you and absorbing the emotions of others until you’re on empathy overload—and as a result, you are gaining weight. You are actually taking on the “weight of the world.” And could it also be possible that you’re solidifying it in your body by your thoughts of self-reproach and anger for gaining weight? Your own feelings about the weight you’ve gained from absorbing the feelings of others are like adding glue to it all to ensure those extra pounds surely will stay put! Well, I’m here to explain how you can avoid that complicated mess and manage your boundaries so that you don’t feel overwhelmed and run to the cookie jar.

		I know from experience how easy it is to obsess about food and exercise as a way of avoiding the more difficult work of facing your painful emotions, so I’m asking you to be patient. I am going to show you how to sort out those feelings, how to find out which are your feelings and which are from outside of yourself. I’m also going to show you how to release the feelings so you can release the weight. It’s the feelings that keep you fat.

		So we’ll get to the food later—but first, you need to understand the weight you carry (Part I of the book) and commit to a simple plan for working this program (Part II). Then you’ll be ready to begin taking the four steps of this program, which are explained in Part III. Each step will require your intense attention for an entire week, and you’ll follow that with a week of processing what you’ve learned and experienced emotionally:

		Step One. Speak your truth. Acknowledge your struggle with weight and the fact that what you’ve done in the past never worked for very long. This step asks you to get really honest with yourself as you explore your personal story. Why? Because you need to see clearly for yourself how your story with food, weight, feelings, and porous boundaries has affected you. Once you get out of denial, the lightbulb will go on. You will see how your emotional sensitivity to your environment affects you. You’ll come to recognize your behavioral, thinking, and feeling patterns and you’ll find that you will never be able to eat mindlessly, nor engage in negative self-talk, and remain at a healthy weight for you. That’s okay, because you’re going to learn how to eat mindfully and process your emotions rather than avoid them. You’re also going to learn how to recognize when your porous boundaries are wide open and taking in all the dreck that’s out there.

		Step Two. Own your truth. It’s one thing to acknowledge intellectually what you’ve been denying for a long time. It’s another thing to emotionally accept it. This step often causes the most resistance, but I’m here to help you break through it. This is where you will start seeing the effects of using specific techniques for setting and maintaining healthy boundaries for yourself. I’ll talk about the importance of bringing joy back into your life, and feeling gratitude for your body. You’ll learn why relying on a higher power, a force larger than yourself that can support you and nurture in a way that food can’t, can be extremely helpful. In fact, recognizing a greater infinite intelligence, or Spiritual Source, is essential for success in this program. I’ll provide liberating exercises for feeling a sense of connection to this loving higher power, for appreciating your body’s health and stamina, and for remembering that you are not alone on your journey. Help can be immediate once you make a shift in perception, set your intention, and employ your imagination to release the weight you’re holding.

		Step Three. Reclaim your power to choose. The only way to put an end to the old, mindless eating habits is to develop self-awareness and self-compassion. When you beat yourself up for overeating, you backslide, then feel guilty and ashamed, then give up on yourself. When you love yourself enough to stop, forgive yourself, explore what happened, and have faith in your ability to get it right the next time, you make progress. The goal is progress, not perfection. Self-love is the key to reclaiming your power to make conscious choices in the moment, to follow through on your commitment to the simple plan for eating right and managing your porous boundaries.

		Step Four. Reconnect without losing yourself. When you live in fear and judge yourself harshly, it dims your light: you feel depressed, weighed down, and unmotivated. In this very important step, you’re going to find the courage to stop making yourself small and hiding your brilliance and beauty. You’ll reconnect with your body, mind, and spirit, as well as with other people. You’ll learn how to create healthy boundaries and how to balance the desire to isolate with the desire to have emotional connections, so that you’re no longer avoiding people or enmeshing with them.

		Commit to the four steps for eight weeks. The week devoted to doing the exercises, including journal writing, may be intense for you emotionally. That’s why it’s important to spend that second week of the step continuing the basic exercises and processing what you have learned and felt. As you’ll discover, we people who feel too much take in so much information and emotion on a daily basis that we become easily overwhelmed and shut down. Then we head straight for the pantry and the bag of chips.

		Don’t underestimate the importance of that second, less demanding week. If you find the work harder than expected and need more time before going on to each consecutive step, then go ahead and take a little longer to work the step or process the information. However, you’ll need to become aware of your detours, from procrastination and perfectionism to caretaking and disordered eating, and pull yourself back onto the main road!

		In Part IV of this book, I turn to the topic of food and give you guidance on how to eat nutritious foods that are cruelty-free and grown sustainably. You’ll get specific advice on what to eat to support your well-being. Again, please don’t skip ahead and detour away from the main work in the four steps of the Weight Loss for People Who Feel Too Much program.

		In the last chapter of the book, I guide you through exceptionally challenging times in your personal life that can trigger disordered eating and weight gain. I deliberately scheduled the very first telecourse of the Weight Loss for People Who Feel Too Much program to take place during the holidays because I know how hard it is to deal with festive tables loaded with treats, emotional scenes involving troubled family dynamics, and the constant exhortation to “celebrate the season”—meaning, “throw your rules about food and exercise out the window.” You can have fun without using food to cope, and you don’t have to isolate yourself to turn down the volume on your emotions.

		Although this will be a very personal journey for you, and you’ll do a lot of self-discovery and self-growth, by working with the Weight Loss for People Who Feel Too Much program, you’ll be making it easier to connect with a world that’s in transformation. All of us are undergoing an extraordinary evolution in the human experience, and that’s contributing to the challenge of managing your porous boundaries, your emotions, your mental stimulation, and your weight. I’ll give you some solid advice on staying grounded and centered as we all face the rapid changes that are happening globally.

		You’ll no longer have to reach for the chocolate to bring you back into your body and your own psyche. Now you’ll have the tools you need to be fully present in times of uncertainty and emotional agitation without feeling the need to run and hide or put up a fight and battle the world, yourself, or your weight. Get ready to discover how to release the extra pounds, and the emotional burdens you may have carried inside you your whole life, and free yourself to have a new, healthy relationship with your body, your weight, and food.
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		Feeling Too Much:
The Hidden Thread

		I don’t remember what was causing the tension to swirl through our house like the winds of autumn, sending emotional debris spinning through the air with such intensity that it seemed to smack up against me. What I do remember was what I felt like: confused and unsafe, as if the stories I could sense on the outside somehow got inside of me. I was helplessly floating in the chaos that surrounded and penetrated me. I was only four years old, but I remember the experience vividly.

		I had to have relief. Make it stop! I had to close myself off, ground myself in my body, in Colette.

		I knew just what to do. I picked up a cooking spoon that had sticky raw cake dough on it, and as soon as I put it in my mouth, I felt calm. Now, that feeling didn’t last, but it was very powerful. I had already discovered the connection between food and self-soothing. The fear melted away as the gooey, sweet mess on that spoon dissolved in my mouth and slid down my throat. I was “home,” in a safe place where that icky feeling of something being very wrong couldn’t get inside me again. That sense of physicality as the cake dough entered my body gave me a sense of substance. It made me feel whole, and secure.

		It would be years before I understood this experience or its significance, but when I finally did, everything changed. I realized that the missing piece in the puzzle of my baffling relationship to food, eating, and weight was empathy. I was a person who felt too much, and I was using food to detour away from the awful feeling of not knowing where I ended and others began.

		Food sealed my porous boundaries where other people’s energy invaded me, and it allowed me to feel present in myself. I needed that quiet and calm, but I had to find a better way to achieve it. This revelation ended an exhausting war with food and my weight and began a new chapter for me. While I’m not a size 2, and I can’t claim to have the figure of a 20-year-old high-fashion model, most of the time I’m at peace with my body and myself. That alone is an incredible feat, given how much I have struggled with all of this over the years.

		It was this missing piece of feeling too much that allowed me to stop beating myself up (which, as it turns out, is counterproductive when trying to lose weight, as you’ll learn later in this book). Once I did that, I started to better understand the many influences on those formerly dysfunctional relationships between myself, food, and my body. I was able to address those influences, too—but it all began with understanding why I was feeling too much and why fear and frustration were making me fat.

		POROUS BOUNDARIES
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		A person who feels too much often senses the need to eat because her experience of the world is too much for her. It’s not that she simply loves the taste, texture, smell, and sight of food, which provides a sensory experience. It’s not that she’s experiencing hunger pangs, or even that she’s addicted to food, although that may be. Diets don’t work for her because they don’t address her powerful need to feel grounded in herself, separated from the confusing, distressing emotional turbulence around her. Food serves that purpose.

		The stress of remaining in the moment, without knowing what you are sensing and how to be separate from it, is deeply discombobulating for someone who feels too much. The pain and discomfort are intolerable, and you will do anything to escape.

		If you’re highly sensitive and empathetic, that has a profound influence on your weight, as well as your thought processes and your moods, which affect your eating habits and your relationships with others. I’m sure you know all about emotional eating, but you’ve probably never considered what empathetic eating is. There is a subtle yet profound difference between the two. An example of emotional eating would be feeling so uncomfortable after a conflict with a coworker that you reach for the stash of mini candy bars you keep in your desk drawer to calm your anger and embarrassment.

		However, let’s say that it’s not you who was in conflict with someone at work but two people in another department. You walk into the meeting room where they just had a heated argument and you feel the tension in the air. You’re unsettled and uncomfortable and have no clue why. As other coworkers file into the meeting room, you have a compelling urge to sneak back to your office and grab some candy bars. You start feeling defensive and on alert, and you can’t understand why. All you know is that you want those mini chocolates right now. That’s empathetic eating.

		Emotional eating and empathetic eating often occur at the same time. Let’s say you’re about to leave for work and you’re feeling particularly vulnerable because you woke up, weighed yourself, and were embarrassed and ashamed by the number on the scale. You drive to work and feel frustrated, anxious, and angry that other cars aren’t allowing you to merge. Then you walk into the meeting room where tension hangs in the air and you suddenly realize there’s a ball of confusing emotions rolling around inside you and you have no idea how to sort it out. Visions of doughnuts dance in your head. Your emotions are difficult enough to deal with, but now you’ve taken on the emotions of others and added them to the mix. You’ve done this because you’re highly sensitive and empathetic, and other people’s emotions flood into you through your porous boundaries.

		You probably don’t realize when you’re taking on someone else’s emotions that you’re experiencing feelings that aren’t yours. Thoughts don’t enter your mind when you’re deeply upset and feeling ungrounded. You just feel discombobulated, or upset. You can’t put your finger on what you’re really feeling. You don’t say, “Hey there, self. Bob’s anger has entered you and you’re tuned in to him!” All you know is that you have to have that salty, sugary, fatty treat now.

		I know what this is like because I have felt this way with disturbing regularity: filled with confusing emotions that were upsetting me. I didn’t recognize that many of those feelings weren’t even mine. Why did it take me so long to figure this out? Why don’t diet books or courses teach us about how taking on other people’s “stuff” affects us? In our culture, we don’t talk much about empathy, so when you’re sitting there feeling guilty for downing a huge portion of junk food, you’re not likely to think about this whole “empathy” and “sensitivity” thing. But ah, if you did, what you would learn!

		WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE DEEPLY EMPATHETIC
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		Empathy is much underrated. From childhood, we learn that brute strength, toughness, and smarts are what we need to succeed and be happy in life. We rarely celebrate sensitivity, or the beauty of caring deeply. Too often, sensitivity is seen as a weakness, something to be ashamed of (and more so for men than for women, which is why sensitive men have it especially rough).

		But being empathetic—feeling others’ emotions as your own—can give you a deeper understanding of others and greater compassion. If you’re highly sensitive and empathetic, your friends probably would say you’re the one person they can always count on to know they’re sad when they’re pretending everything is okay. You can probably sense feelings others don’t pick up on. That sensitivity enables you to “read” situations very well and respond accordingly. Your actions and decisions take into account the hidden reality of people’s emotions. You might find that people seem instinctively drawn to you, and random strangers may even tell you their troubles. I have a friend who is hopeless at directions, but whenever she’s in New York City, strangers push their way through crowds to ask her to point them to Broadway. She just gives off an approachable and kind energy—and then she has to admit that she has no idea whether she and the stranger are facing north, south, east, or west.

		Your intuitiveness and sensitivity may make you an excellent healer, teacher, and counselor. You may play that role in your relationships—the “unpaid psychiatrist” of all your friends or the harmony establisher in your family. Or, you may actually work in the helping professions as a therapist, nurse, doctor, social worker, acupuncturist, executive assistant, or in human resources, and so on, or perhaps you work in a creative, artistic field. You probably see other people in shades of gray rather than black or white, and you don’t overidentify with one separate group. Ultimately, feeling “too much” can be quite an asset, personally and professionally. Take a minute to feel how wonderful that is.

		And when you feel more intensely than others do, you can truly revel in shared experiences, like concerts, picnics, or spiritual gatherings. You don’t just have fun on these occasions. You feel sheer joy filling every pore in your body, and you soak in the pleasure of everyone around you. Heaven!

		But let’s face it, there’s a down side, too. If you feel too much, even happy experiences can quickly make you feel overstimulated or hyper, which can trigger anxiety because that sense of excitement seems out of your control. You start feeling ungrounded and anxious, and begin looking for a sanctuary from all the hoopla. You have to develop coping mechanisms. It’s all too much.

		You may even have begun early in life sensing the world too much as unsafe so you spend most of your life isolated from others. I know some empathetic people who completely numb out and shut down, unable to feel anything at all because it’s too scary. To heck with feelings—you might have even developed a very strong personality to ensure that you can control who connects with you and who doesn’t. And guess who needs to always be in control of that dial, more than likely on the “Don’t come near me unless I say how, when, and exactly for how long” setting? There’s a whole spectrum of coping mechanisms that people who feel too much engage in to avoid the onslaught of feelings picked up like lint floating through the emotional environment. You may cope by having your “radar” constantly on Alert to ensure that the vibes you pick up are turned right down or off, even if they are wonderful and meant to be comforting. Don’t hug me, don’t touch me, don’t stand so close to me! You’re not having any of that!

		On top of that, the vibes you’re feeling aren’t always pleasant, anyway. People’s anger easily rattles you, even when it’s just a shouting match on a reality TV show. When someone is callous or insensitive, you feel uneasy. This is true even if the person’s behavior isn’t directed at you but, rather, at someone else. If you hear about people or animals suffering, you just can’t bear it. Grief or anger settles over you like a dark, heavy blanket and it dampens your mood for hours, even days.

		Is it possible that loving and caring for others, being generous and openhearted, can make you fat? Consider: why are so many nurses overweight? As they take care of the sick, who is taking care of them? How are they processing what they see, experience, and feel all day long as they work their high-stress jobs? Although obesity rates are rising in all communities, in his book Microtrends, Mark Penn points out that African-American women are three times as likely as any other subgroup of Americans to be overweight. The women most likely to be morbidly obese are the caregivers in their communities—the full-time grandmothers, the nurses and nurses’ aides, the church volunteers, and the teachers. It can’t be just about the food they are eating. Could it be that these women are taking on the weight of their overburdened communities?

		What if, instead of beating yourself up for being overweight, you appreciated your kindness, sensitivity, compassion, and generosity? What if you made a commitment to show yourself and your body the love you show to others? What if you came out of isolation and allowed yourself to feel? What if you stepped back from your emotions and your persistent inner critic, and instead told yourself, You are a treasure. I am so honored to know you, to actually be you.

		Try it.

		This is what you need to start doing. It may be uncomfortable at first, but with practice, you are going to become kinder to yourself. That alone will be a strong foundation for bringing your body back to its optimum health and weight. Love thyself. Love thy body. You will be amazed at how much power you have to change what you wish to change when you start with love.

		So how did you get here? How did your empathy, and the other factors in your complex relationships with your body and your food, affect you?

		A LIFE’S TAPESTRY: FINDING PATTERNS IN THE FABRIC OF YOUR REALITY
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		What if you could look at your life as if it were a giant tapestry, woven with brightly colored threads that tell the story of you? The fabric of your reality would be so easy to understand! Imagine that the threads going across represent your life experiences and the conditions of your life—your family, friends, opportunities. The way you respond to those conditions, with or without awareness, determines the vertical threads. Wouldn’t it be great to have such a tangible depiction of your life experiences? Then, it would be so easy to understand how you got from A to B in your story. You would be able to see all the repetitive patterns that have marked your life and could recognize their origins. Here is where this one begins, and here is where that one begins. Look there! That one stopped repeating. That pattern in the tapestry only happened once and never again.

		Your issues with food and your body would show up in one or two obvious colors, which would make it easy to see the conditions that caused the pattern to repeat—and keep repeating. Then you would have a thread representing your feelings. It would be so easy to recognize how your emotions and your relationships to food and your body come together. This pattern might run continuously through the whole tapestry. The patterns would change according to your choices or would repeat when you didn’t, wouldn’t, or maybe couldn’t make a choice that might alter them. You could discover the conditions that trigger your issues by looking at the way the threads that represent them cause the pattern to shift. From that outside perspective, you could see what you couldn’t when you were inside the tapestry, aware of your experiences and emotions but unaware of the patterns they were weaving.

		Looking at your life as a tapestry, you’d find that all the troublesome issues you’ve faced would finally make sense, because you could follow the threads woven into the pattern and find the place where the pattern changed into something new. Here’s where I lost weight; here’s where I started to gain it again; here’s where I kept hating my body, which made me get even fatter; here’s where I tried to control things. Here are the same conditions that repeated earlier! Here is where I dieted and gained weight; here’s where I ate well but couldn’t lose the weight. Right here is where the threads got all twisted and balled up and left a hole.

		“What’s this?” you ask. “Did some crazy phantom weaver wreck my tapestry? How did I not notice this?”

		Somehow, another colored thread got in there and changed the pattern. When you look closer, you can separate that thread, finding its beginning and tracing how it parallels all the other threads in the pattern. Why didn’t you or anyone else notice this rogue thread? It’s always there when the pattern gets twisted or a hole appears. This is the thread that represents empathy: the ability to sense the bonds between all living things and, especially, the emotional energies of others. As you peer closely at this thread, you ponder why it wrecks the pattern or leaves a hole in the tapestry.

		Wouldn’t it be great if it were that easy to discover the roots of our problems and behavior patterns? Find the thread, untangle it, fill the hole. Snip, snip—tapestry repaired. We’d have instant food control, wouldn’t hate our bodies any longer, wouldn’t isolate ourselves or be too sensitive to the moods of the universe and its breathing population. If understanding how weight issues and tendencies to feel overwhelmed by the world were as easy as following the threads in a tapestry, you wouldn’t need this book.

		But if you identify with my story and with others in these pages, you will start to see how the unique and confusing strands in the tapestry of your reality form a pattern. Then you’ll get the relief, understanding, and information you need to stop the struggle to release the excess weight sticking to you like a puffy coat. You’ll learn to love and accept yourself, and to find ways to manage your emotions, especially the emotions outside of you that have gotten all mixed up with your own. So, bear with me while I show you the individual strands that make up the most perplexing and challenging patterns that lead to the dysfunctional relationship many of us have to food, feelings, and fat.

		I know I am not alone in this because, as an intuitive counselor, coach, and life strategist for the past twenty-three years, I have met thousands of people who are just like me. Maybe you are one of them, too? We are people who have three things in common that up until now have not been correlated:

		
			    1. We have little or no control over our weight. Weight can fluctuate without changing what we eat, and dieting does not work (and we’ve tried everything).

			    2. We feel too much! It’s hard for us to be around people because the feelings we experience are not always our own, but in fact may be ones we’ve picked up from others. We get cuckoo going through a crowd because we feel bombarded by their emotions. This makes us feel mixed up, and by the end of the day, we’re overwhelmed by the multitude of feelings we’ve taken on.

			    3. We generally have a disordered relationship with food and our bodies, although we’ve had periods of relief from this that may or may not have resulted in weight loss. Nutritional nourishment isn’t the number one reason why we eat. We may even have stretches when eating healthfully is not an issue and we feel on top of the world, but then it all goes down the toilet.

		

		Have I gotten your attention? Could you belong to the People Who Feel Too Much Club?

		I know I do. And I have found a way to manage the feeling of being overwhelmed that comes with that membership package. I can help you release the excess weight you’re carrying, whether it be on your thighs or butt, or weighing down your mind.

		Before we continue, I want to ask you not to compare your story to mine, or the others in this book. Rather, see what you can identify with. It’s the essence of the story that counts, not the details. Also, remember that these threads are sometimes so tightly woven that it takes a while to pull them apart, so be patient with yourself.

		MY STORY: FOOD, FEELINGS, AND EMPATHY
[image: ]

		Looking back over my life, it’s easy for me to see how I have always had a deeply passionate and wildly dysfunctional relationship with food. I am, in fact, a flag-flying, self-confessed foodie! I love food! Food has been my friend, my medicine, and my answer to boredom, rejection, and fear of rejection. It has been a celebration of happiness and an antidote to sadness. Until I learned what I share with you in this book, food gave me a reason to avoid and procrastinate, and to escape anything that I could imagine needing escape from—responsibility, accountability, sex, and power—although I couldn’t see it at the time. I never gave eating much real thought. Eating was my go-to instinct whenever I craved safety. The fact that food had something also to do with nutrition interested me only when I was trying to control my weight. Food was a festivity, an encounter, a senses-filled experience! Food was a living companion with a personality.

		I even argued with it!

		Why are you doing this to me?

		Ooo! Yummy! I love you so much!!!

		Then right, afterward:

		I hate you! Blechh! You’re going in the garbage!

		Wait—don’t go. I need you now. I can start again, and never taste you for the rest of my life, on Monday!

		You are disgusting and you make me sick!

		If I eat you standing up, you won’t hurt me, right? Just a little?

		I don’t think it’s normal to have such heated discussions with a chocolate cookie.

		At age three, whenever I cried, the only thing that would shut me up was to give me a crust of bread or a cookie to suck on. Then I would happily gurgle away in the corner. I also didn’t like to be hugged. I would push everyone away, but if someone did manage to grab me for longer than a few moments, I would immediately beg for a sweet or anything else that I could put in my mouth that was edible—including dog biscuits, much to the chagrin of our golden retriever. Take note of this, as I will discuss this very important parallel thread of sensitivity later; that was an early sign that I was a person who feels too much. (Hint: I needed to eat something after I had contact with another person’s energy. That lady hugged me and squeezed my cheeks! Help! I’m being invaded!)

		Part of my complex emotional relationship with food was based on my relationship with my mother. She hid from me a secret past of being a Holocaust survivor, and her subsequent fears of being unsafe and starving; in part, I continuously intruded on her psychic space (which I wrote about at length in my first two books). There was intense connection and much love between us, although it seems to me that the love was almost always expressed through food. For me, “mother” was associated with food and nurturing—and there was confusion about where I ended and she began.

		For many people who feel too much, food has become a substitute for the missing maternal force, whether it’s because they grew up without a mother, Mom had her own issues and couldn’t be nurturing, or she couldn’t keep her baby safe from abuse and harm, for all that she tried.

		Like many people who feel too much, my relationship with food changed at adolescence, a time when we assert our own, individual identity and discover our autonomy and sexuality. Freak me out! I chafed at my parents’ control over me and the lack of personal privacy and boundaries in my home. I began to connect with the frightening truth of my sexuality, and I sensed the “otherness” of my own self and my body. To regain control, a few weeks after I started menstruating, I began bingeing and purging. Then I discovered diet pills and spent years trying every diet or intervention I could find. Even so, my feeling of not knowing where I ended and others began continued to haunt me.

		As I moved toward adulthood, I couldn’t tell if I was feeling my feelings, if I was reacting to sensing others’ feelings, or what was going on. My hunger was to feel safe inside my skin and to plug those holes I couldn’t see. I knew they were there, though. People who feel too much always know their boundaries are porous; they just don’t know how to say it, how to manage it, or what it really means to them.

		I hope by now you’re beginning to identify some things we have in common. Although my story is extreme—you may not have been obsessed with food, addicted, bulimic, or anorexic—the pattern of distorted eating, emotional agitation, and confusion about boundaries is the same for all people who feel too much. The patterns begin long before they reveal themselves as a problem.

		By age 27, I was a full-blown drug addict and alcoholic, on top of having many issues with food. My life wasn’t working, there was no escape, and by the grace of Spirit, I hit bottom. On January 2, 1986, I woke up clean and sober, and have been so a day at a time ever since. Though I continued to struggle with food, weight, and empathy overload, I began to sort out all my addictions and issues. I learned a lot about controlling my weight and eating when I was in Overeaters Anonymous, which I joined after I stopped drinking and I began to gain weight. There, I heard from many people who shared the same experiences I’d had—weight gain that couldn’t be explained by a simple equation of calories in, calories out. We all knew and understood that out-of-control emotions often led us to overeat, or to eat mindlessly. For me, that mysterious-weight-gain piece just hung out there, a cipher that I hoped would explain itself someday. Meanwhile, the numbers on my scale went up and down, which challenged my self-esteem. I hated not being able to control my weight, and I wore my shame and frustration in every extra pound.

		Then, as I became more confident in my sobriety and worked through some of the more painful issues, thereby developing a stronger sense of self-worth and self-esteem, I found that with very little effort on my part, the pounds just started coming off. Wow, what was that about? Who cares? Something’s working! I’m getting thinner! Woo hoo! I was lead singer and songwriter in an all-girl group called Isis, and I was loving my life. Singing was medicine. The more I sang, the more grounded I felt. I was finally doing what made me happy and inspired me. One of my musician friends was a student of Tibetan Buddhism, and he seemed always “chill” and relaxed; since I was definitely not that, I joined a meditation group as part of my new healthy lifestyle.

		A health food store near my home sold Himalayan salts for the bath, and in conversation with the owner one day, I told him I was on a clean-living path. He suggested using the baths as a detox and calmative, and I started to meditate while taking salt baths before bed as the final part of my daily routine. I ate well, without too many restrictions (I avoided white sugar and flour, but that’s about it—although that’s a key to my maintaining a healthy weight today, too). I exercised moderately, walking for about an hour a day. Each day, I had a plan. As suggested in twelve-step programs, I turned my will and my life and my food and my body over to a higher power. I’d created this structure to ensure my mental, spiritual, and physical wellness, and I found it made me feel liberated regardless of the outer conditions of my life that were mired in stress.

		My father had lost all the family’s money in a bad business venture a few years before this, and both my parents became ill from the stress. My father developed rapid-onslaught Alzheimer’s disease and then died of a stroke. Somehow I stayed sober and clean and numb, without too big a detour into foodville. It appeared I could handle everything that life threw at me—no problem. Then, a year later, everything changed.

		I was 138 pounds the day my mom was diagnosed with cancer. By her funeral four months later, I weighed 219 pounds. I did not eat enough calories to have gained 80 pounds in less than four months! This bizarre weight gain when my mom died was the first, most obvious sign that there was some mysterious thread affecting my life tapestry that I needed to discern and understand. The fact that feelings alone could make me fat was unthinkable, unscientific, and impossible—yet I couldn’t deny what had just happened. I stayed very heavy for another couple of years, ignoring many of my good habits other than not picking up a drink or drug. Nothing miraculous occurred the day I surrendered, but I guess you might say I just got sick and tired of being sick and tired; and so I began to embark on a new journey of self-acceptance, working with a therapist, meditating again, and being honest with myself about my detours.

		Things improved again, I met a man, and I married

		
		
		
		WEIGHT AND LIFE STAGES
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		ARE WE ALL GETTING MORE EMPATHIC?
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		KEEP IN MIND …
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