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PRAISE FOR

happy herbivore light & lean

“Lindsay Nixon knocks it out of the park with Happy Herbivore Light & Lean. Eat these delicious recipes, start engaging in these low-impact exercises, and watch a health kingdom emerge from within.”

—RIP ESSELSTYN, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF MY BEEF WITH MEAT

“Lindsay Nixon now is a household name in developing cookbooks that have the kind of recipes for the future that are healthful, tasty, and easy to prepare. Here’s another that you need for your collection.”

—T. COLIN CAMPBELL, COAUTHOR OF THE CHINA STUDY AND THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING WHOLE, AND KAREN CAMPBELL

“No comment can truly capture the totality of Lindsay’s magic in the kitchen! Once again, in Happy Herbivore Light & Lean, she creatively proves that plant-based eating is not only delicious but also low-calorie and so satisfying.”

—CALDWELL B. ESSELSTYN, JR., MD, AUTHOR OF PREVENT AND REVERSE HEART DISEASE, AND ANN CRILE ESSELSTYN

“Happy Herbivore Light & Lean is a wonderful book full of simple, delicious meals to get you started on a healthy vegan diet. Lindsay not only provides a wealth of creative plant-based recipes but also gives great tips to help you lose weight, gain energy, and feel fantastic. I invite everyone to read this excellent new book and get started on your journey to health.”

—NEAL BARNARD, MD, FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT OF THE PHYSICIANS COMMITTEE FOR RESPONSIBLE MEDICINE

“Lindsay Nixon has done it again! Another fantastic cookbook filled with easy, delicious, low-fat vegan recipes that everyone will love. Recommended to all McDougall Program followers as well as anyone desiring better health through healthy eating.”

—JOHN AND MARY MCDOUGALL, BESTSELLING AUTHORS AND FOUNDERS OF THE MCDOUGALL PROGRAM

“I am thrilled to discover in her new cookbook what many of you have known for a while—that girl can cook!”

—DEL SROUFE, AUTHOR OF BETTER THAN VEGAN AND FORKS OVER KNIVES—THE COOKBOOK

“Happy Herbivore Light & Lean provides inventive, easy-to-make recipes and sensible do-it-yourself exercises, to get you on the road to excellent health.”

—BRIAN WENDEL, EXECUTIVE PRODUCER, FORKS OVER KNIVES
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by calories



Here’s a rundown of every recipe in the book by its calorie count (in parentheses) and the page on which you can find it. Broths, condiments, and dressings vary in their caloric values, but the ones I have in Happy Herbivore Light & Lean are all fewer than 50 calories per serving.


25 CALORIES OR LESS







		Balsamic-Dijon Vinaigrette (1)

		137




		Overnight Iced Coffee (2)

		247




		Vegan Worcestershire Sauce (6)

		266




		Ketchup (8)

		261




		Red Pesto (9)

		156




		Vegan Mayo (10)

		262




		Poultry Seasoning Mix (10)

		268




		Italian Dressing (11)

		137




		No-Chicken Broth Powder (12)

		264




		Chocolate Surprise Frosting (12)

		227




		Vegan Sour Cream (13)

		262




		Thai Peanut Dressing (19)

		140




		Golden Dressing (21)

		141




		Hummus (21)

		269




		Zucchini “Mozzarella” Sticks (21)

		192




		Chickpea “Cheese” Spread (25)

		212










26–50 CALORIES







		Sweet Pea Guacamole (27)

		209




		No-Beef Broth (27)

		264




		Maple Vinaigrette (30)

		140




		“Cheese” Ball (30)

		200




		Tempeh Wings (30)

		204




		Bloody Mary Mix (33)

		251




		Tofu Jerky (33)

		214




		Marinara Sauce (35)

		263




		Tempeh Bacon (36)

		36




		Lemony Asparagus (38)

		183




		Dark Chocolate Truffles (39)

		230




		Carol’s Cabbage Soup (42)

		107




		AJ’s Vegan Parmesan (45)

		271




		Brody’s Gluten-Free Flour Blend (46)

		267




		Vegetable Broth (49)

		265










51–75 CALORIES







		Lemony Couscous (51)

		186




		Sweet Potato Chips (51)

		205




		Quinoa Taco Meat (55)

		67




		Everyday Mushroom Gravy (60)

		189




		Chocolate Chip Cookies (61)

		220




		Kale Chips (67)

		206




		Pink Lemonade (67)

		257




		Deviled “Eggs” (69)

		203




		Sangria Spritzer (70)

		244




		Olive Gravy (72)

		34




		Pineapple-Carrot Muffins (72)

		47




		Taco Burgers (72)

		74




		Quick Gravy (73)

		188




		Pumpkin Spice Latte (74)

		256










76–100 CALORIES







		Thai Sweet Potato Curry Sauce (78)

		166




		Sonoma “Chicken” Salad (79)

		60




		Lemon-Zucchini Muffins (81)

		45




		Quick Nacho Sauce (83)

		212




		Pumpkin Pancakes (89)

		20




		Baked Potato Samosas (90)

		210




		Whole-Wheat Drop Biscuits (93)

		33




		Pineapple Pancakes (94)

		22




		Cobbler (97)

		228




		Oatmeal Pancakes (97)

		29




		“Cheater” Peanut Butter Muffins (99)

		43
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101–125 CALORIES







		Breakfast Corn Muffins (101)

		51




		Meatloaf Bites (101)

		79




		Sweet Potato Ice Cream (103)

		236




		Tofu Ice Cream (103)

		237




		Ruby Chocolate Muffins (105)

		41




		“Eggnog” (107)

		246




		Granola (107)

		30




		Thai Green Curry (111)

		164




		Banana Ice Cream (112)

		234




		Irish Stew (112)

		113




		Mojito (112)

		253




		Pesto Burgers (112)

		72




		Roasted Chickpeas (114)

		213




		Spice Cake Surprise (114)

		223




		Lentil & Oat Burgers (115)

		80




		Blueberry Yogurt Muffins (116)

		48




		Sweet Kale Salad (118)

		180




		Bangkok Curry (119)

		163




		Pizza Burgers (124)

		73




		Banana–Chocolate Chip Scones (125)

		52
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126–150 CALORIES







		Quinoa Curry Cakes (128)

		68




		Brownies (128)

		231




		Chocolate Cake (128)

		224




		Hot Chocolate (128)

		254




		Chipotle Sweet Potato Salad (129)

		174




		Classic Cornbread (131)

		55




		Slow-Cooked Baked Potatoes (131)

		268




		Lentil Joes (131)

		59




		Oven Fries (131)

		188




		Skinny Mac ‘n’ Cheese (131)

		150




		Lentil Marinara Sauce (133)

		155




		Chocolate Chip Muffins (135)

		44




		Microwave Peach Cobbler (137)

		233




		Dublin (138)

		248




		Butternut Soup (140)

		106




		Skinny Cupcake (140)

		240




		Creamy Kale Salad (142)

		180




		Breakfast Tacos (145)

		25




		Kale Slaw (147)

		177




		Easy Mashed Potatoes & Gravy (147)

		187




		Oatmeal 300 (150)

		27
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151–175 CALORIES







		Chipotle Pasta (152)

		153




		Thai Tacos (152)

		64




		Garden Chili (153)

		120




		Parmesan Greens (156)

		181




		Spinach Love Wrap (159)

		98




		Olive Gravy & Whole-Wheat Drop Biscuits (165)

		33-34




		Mint Mocha (166)

		254




		Molasses Cake (167)

		221




		Hungover Mary (169)

		251




		Smoky Apple Baked Beans (169)

		172




		Tempeh Burgers (169)

		77










176–200 CALORIES







		Mediterranean Quinoa Salad (177)

		127




		Yellow Curry Dal (177)

		109




		Chickpea Tenders (183)

		63




		Black & White Cookies (184)

		239




		Citrus Couscous (185)

		184




		Cream Sauce (189)

		157




		Pumpkin Muffin (189)

		50




		Jerk Tofu (193)

		66




		Blueberry Muffin (193)

		50




		Spinach & Artichoke Dip (195)

		199




		BBQ Wrap (200)

		95




		Scott’s Burrito (200)

		101










201–250 CALORIES







		Eggplant Parm (202)

		148




		Harvest Salad (205)

		133




		Classic Veggie Wrap (207)

		96




		Asian Orange Kale Salad (209)

		179




		BBQ Salad (211)

		133




		Pineapple Stir-Fry (215)

		168




		Tofu Scramble (219)

		35




		Loaded Mexican Potato (223)

		195




		Chipotle Harvest Chili (228)

		115




		Carrot Soup (236)

		105










251–300 CALORIES







		Spicy Mango Quinoa Salad (257)

		142




		Pumpkin Chili (262)

		118




		Soba Peanut Noodles (274)

		158




		Roasted Red Bell Pepper Wrap (278)

		96




		Italian Bowl (294)

		95




		Skinny Pad Thai (296)

		161




		Thai Crunch (300)

		139




		Tropical Taco Salad (300)

		130
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301–350 CALORIES







		Nacho Bowl (301)

		93




		“Cheater” Ancient Bowl (304)

		87




		Skinny Puttanesca (304)

		147




		Celeriac Soup (305)

		110




		Caribbean Chili (308)

		116




		Leftovers Potpie (314)

		121




		Shep’s Pie with Easy Mashed Potatoes (328)

		122




		Asian Rice Bowl (330)

		88




		Burrito Bowl (337)

		89




		Game Day Loaded Potato (338)

		196




		Ginger Cabbage Stir-Fry (339)

		167




		Lentil & Pear Salad (340)

		128




		Waldorf Salad (341)

		130




		Caribbean Bowl (347)

		90




		Smashed White Bean Wrap (350)

		100




		Cajun Corn Chowder (350)

		111
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introduction
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a word from lindsay

My mission with Happy Herbivore has always been to show how easy, affordable, approachable, realistic, and, most importantly, delicious, eating healthy can be.

It started with creating recipes—easy, no-fuss recipes that are built around your busy schedule (read: in 30 minutes or less) and that use normal “everyday” ingredients that you already have in your pantry or can find at your local supermarket.

But I wanted to take my mission to another level, making it even easier for you to eat healthy. I wanted to take out all of the guesswork and planning because I know from my own experiences that finding the time is often the hardest part of being healthy.

That’s when I created 7-Day Meal Plans (getmealplans.com) using my no-nonsense cooking style and personal approach to eating.

Since the majority of my clients were looking to save time and lose weight using the meal plans, I started paying closer attention to calories—creating recipes and meals that were delicious, filling, and satisfying, while still staying within a tight calorie budget and without using any weird diet foods like artificial sweeteners. I keep it healthy, keep it whole, keep it simple, and keep it delicious.

Although the recipes in this cookbook are different than the recipes you’ll find in the 7-Day Meal Plans, they celebrate my new “light” approach to cooking. All the recipes are 350 calories or less—but they don’t scrimp on flavor or satisfaction! True to my cooking style, these recipes use only wholesome, everyday ingredients, without added fats like oil and this time, with calorie count in mind too.

And because this book is titled Happy Herbivore Light & Lean, I’ve included “recipes” for your body as well, including my basic workout and workouts that will accommodate all levels, from beginners to advanced. It’s never too late to get moving!

Let’s get light and lean together!
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getting started

Having a supply of healthy ingredients on hand makes eating well infinitely more likely. With my 7-Day Meal Plans (getmealplans.com), I recommend that my clients make or prep their meals for the week on their day off, then reheat them throughout the week. If you multitask, making several meals at once, it only takes two to three hours to make all of your meals for the week. And if you have a healthy meal ready and waiting for you, you’re less likely to be tempted to eat out or hit the drive-thru.

Even if you can’t make your meals in advance, just having these ingredients on hand so you can make any meal from this book when you get home is a game changer! Many recipes come together in less than 20 minutes. Even a trip out of the house for “fast food” or waiting on delivery takes longer than that!

If any ingredient is unfamiliar to you, look it up in the Glossary of Ingredients (pg. 294). While most of these items should be at your local supermarket, a few items may require a trip to the health food store. You can also order many of these items online in bulk, often at a discount. My favorite bulk sites are Amazon.com, Bulkfoods.com, and Vitacost.com.

shopping list

breads & dry goods


		brown rice

		couscous

		lentils

		quinoa

		red lentils

		yellow split peas



canned goods


		black beans

		chickpeas (garbanzo beans)

		coconut milk (lite)

		green chilies

		kidney beans

		pineapple (crushed, diced)

		pumpkin (pure, not pumpkin pie filling)

		refried beans (vegetarian)

		tomato paste

		tomato sauce

		tomatoes (diced)

		white beans (e.g., navy beans, cannellini beans, butter beans)



condiments & dressings


		apple cider vinegar

		balsamic vinaigrette (fat-free)

		barbecue sauce

		Dijon mustard

		hot sauce (e.g., Tabasco)

		Asian hot sauce (e.g., Cholula, Sriracha)

		hummus

		ketchup

		mayonnaise (vegan; optional)

		miso (yellow or white, not brown)

		pineapple salsa

		salsa (regular)

		soy sauce (low sodium)*

		sweet red chili sauce

		Worcestershire sauce (vegan; optional)

		yellow mustard



soy & nondairy


		nondairy milk (e.g., soy, rice, almond)

		tempeh

		tofu (firm and extra-firm)

		vegan yogurt



fresh produce


		apples

		avocado (optional)

		baby spinach

		bananas

		basil

		bell peppers

		blueberries (or frozen)

		broccoli (or frozen)

		cabbage

		carrots

		celery

		cilantro (optional)

		cucumber

		garlic cloves

		ginger root

		grapes

		green onions

		greens (e.g., kale, collard greens, spinach)

		jalapeño

		kale

		lemons

		lettuce

		limes

		mango (or frozen)

		mint

		mushrooms

		onions

		oranges

		oregano

		potatoes

		spaghetti squash

		strawberries (or frozen)

		sweet potatoes

		thyme

		tomatoes

		zucchini
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freezer


		corn

		edamame (optional)

		fruit (e.g., blueberries)

		greens (e.g., spinach)

		mixed vegetables

		nuts (optional)

		peas

		pineapple chunks

		stir-fry vegetables



pantry


		almond extract

		apple cider vinegar

		applesauce (unsweetened)

		artichoke hearts

		balsamic vinegar

		black olives

		brown rice vinegar

		dates

		green olives

		kalamata olives

		liquid smoke

		pasta (various shapes and sizes)

		noodles (whole-grain; e.g., buckwheat)

		oats (instant and rolled)

		pizza sauce or marinara sauce

		pure maple syrup

		raisins

		roasted red peppers (in water, not oil)

		peanut butter

		tofu (soft, shelf-stable; e.g., Mori-Nu)

		vegetable broth (low-sodium)



spices & dry herbs


		allspice

		bay leaves

		black pepper

		black salt (pg. 294)

		cayenne pepper

		chili powder

		chipotle powder

		curry powder (mild)

		dried oregano

		garam masala

		garlic powder (granulated)

		ground cinnamon

		ground coriander

		ground cumin

		ground ginger

		ground nutmeg

		Italian seasoning

		nutritional yeast

		onion flakes

		onion powder (granulated)

		paprika (regular and smoked)

		poultry seasoning (granulated, not powdered)

		pumpkin pie spice

		red pepper flakes

		rubbed sage (not powdered)

		salt

		taco seasoning (packet)

		Thai green curry paste (jar)

		Thai red curry paste (jar)

		turmeric



baking


		agave nectar (optional)

		baking powder

		baking soda

		banana extract (optional)

		brown sugar

		chocolate chips (vegan)

		chocolate extract (optional)

		confectioner’s sugar

		cornmeal

		cornstarch or arrowroot

		lemon extract (optional)

		mint or peppermint extract

		molasses (not blackstrap)

		pure maple syrup

		raw sugar

		unsweetened cocoa

		vanilla extract

		vital wheat gluten*

		white whole-wheat flour



spirits & other—for drinks


		cola

		Guinness (or other stout)

		Kahlúa

		red wine

		dark rum

		sparkling water (plain and flavored)

		vodka



*gluten-free substitutes


		gluten-free all-purpose flour blend

		Orgran Gluten-Free Gluten Substitute

		gluten-free tamari



*soy-free substitutes


		chickpea miso

		coconut aminos





caloric density

A few years ago, I read two books that changed my life and approach to food forever. The first was The Volumetrics Weight-Control Plan: Feel Full on Fewer Calories! by Barbara Rolls and Robert A. Barnett (HarperTorch, 2000), and the second, Mindless Eating: Why We Eat More Than We Think by Brian Wansink (Bantam Books, 2006).

[image: Image]Volumetrics introduced me to the concept of caloric density or energy density—the concentration of calories in a portion of food. For example, what would leave you more satisfied: 2 tablespoons of nuts or 2 cups of cantaloupe? They’re both approximately 106 calories. Nuts are high in caloric density while cantaloupe, like many other fruits and vegetables that are loaded with water and fiber, are much lower. Think of it another way: How fast can you eat 25 mini pretzels? Can you eat 31/2 bell peppers that fast? 5 carrots? 45 celery stalks? It’s hard to believe they’re all roughly the same amount of calories—but they are!

If you have a voracious appetite like me, or you just like to eat a lot of food (also like me), caloric density can make a huge difference in your diet and approach to food. Caloric density is also the principle on which I base my 7-Day Meal Plans (getmealplans.com). I get more e-mails about just how stuffed everyone is from our big portions than I do from people who are still hungry. In fact, no one ever complains they are still hungry! Our users cannot believe how much food they can eat for 1,200+ calories.

The 7-Day Meal Plans are so filling because they center around the caloric density concept: more food, fewer calories. If you focus on selecting foods with a low caloric density you can worry less about how much of them you’re eating and you’ll lose weight without ever feeling hungry or deprived. It’s really that simple!

Take a look at the caloric density of common foods to help put this idea in perspective (see chart on opposite page).

If you want to lose weight without scrimping on your portion size, it’s clear what types of food you need to center your diet around: vegetables, fresh fruits, whole grains, and legumes. One (tricky) note: although 1 cup of garbanzo beans has about the same calories as a 5-oz serving of chicken, they don’t create the same satiety. Chicken, for example, doesn’t contain water or fiber, so you could easily eat two or three servings more, but you could not eat two or three servings of garbanzo beans with that same ease. These water-rich and fiber-packed foods—vegetables, whole grains, legumes, and fruits—not only help control hunger by filling you up, but they also do so on fewer calories. (Good thing those ingredients are my primary focus with the recipes in this cookbook!)





		FOOD

		→

		CALORIES













		Spinach (1 cup)

		7 calories




		Lettuce (1 cup)

		8 calories




		Broccoli (1 cup)

		31 calories




		Carrots (1 cup)

		45 calories




		Strawberries (1 cup)

		49 calories




		Apple (1 cup)

		57 calories




		Pineapple (1 cup)

		78 calories




		Tofu (1 cup)

		176 calories




		Black Beans, cooked (1 cup)

		210 calories




		Chicken (5 oz)

		214 calories




		Brown Rice, cooked (1 cup)

		218 calories




		Lentils, cooked (1 cup)

		226 calories




		Beef (5 oz)

		263 calories




		Garbanzo Beans, cooked (1 cup)

		269 calories




		Oats, uncooked (1 cup)

		310 calories




		Raisins (1 cup)

		434 calories




		Flour (1 cup)

		455 calories




		Almonds (1 cup)

		546 calories




		Black Beans, uncooked (1 cup)

		662 calories




		Lentils, uncooked (1 cup)

		678 calories




		Brown rice, uncooked (1 cup)

		688 calories




		Garbanzo Beans, uncooked (1 cup)

		728 calories




		Sugar (1 cup)

		774 calories




		Cashews (1 cup)

		786 calories




		Olive Oil (1 cup)

		1,728 calories
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the 100 factor—calories

I did not wake up one morning 40 pounds heavier. The weight crept up gradually, seemingly unnoticed over several years. Although my diet wasn’t perfect, I wasn’t binging on cheesecake or ice cream, or eating greasy fast food very often. In other words, I wasn’t engaging in any of the behaviors that I assumed I needed to do in order to gain weight.

After reading Mindless Eating: Why We Eat More Than We Think by Brian Wansink, I finally understood how I’d gained weight and why many of us do without noticing. You don’t need to be binging on junk food. You don’t even need to be binging.

100 CALORIES. THAT’S ALL IT TAKES.

You can lose 10 pounds a year by simply shaving off 100 calories per day—that’s one tablespoon of mayonnaise, a slice of bread, one tablespoon of peanut butter, or six crackers. It doesn’t take much. On the flip side, you need to only exceed your daily calorie needs by 100 calories to gain 10 pounds a year.

Here’s how it works:

By leaving out 100 calories per day, you are eating 36,500 fewer calories a year (100 calories/day × 365 days = 36,500 calories). It takes a deficit of 3,500 calories to lose 1 pound of fat, so a deficit of 36,500 works out to a little more than 10 pounds of lost fat.

On the flip side, by overeating 100 calories per day, you are eating an additional 36,500 calories a year. Divide 36,500 by 3,500 (the amount of calories in 1 pound of fat) and you end up with 10.4 pounds—a (more than) 10-pound weight gain per year. Go one step further and multiply that by 10 years and that’s more than 100 extra pounds!

According to Wansink, on a day-to-day basis we “wouldn’t know if we ate 200 or 300 calories more or less than the day before.... If we eat too little, we know it. If we eat way too much, we know it. But there is a calorie range—a mindless margin—where we feel fine and are unaware of small differences. That is, the difference between 1,900 calories and 2,000 calories is one we cannot detect, nor can we detect the difference between 2,000 and 2,100 calories. But over the course of a year, this mindless margin would either cause us to lose ten pounds or gain ten pounds.”

[image: Image]

Shaving 100 calories off is easy, especially if you start choosing foods based on caloric density. You can also shed an extra 10 pounds a year by burning an extra 100 calories a day with movement—riding a bike for 10 minutes, walking for 30 minutes on your lunch break, cleaning your house, etc. (See the Lean section for 42 ways to burn 100 calories, pg. 279)

If you do both—shave 100 calories off your food and slip in a tiny bit of exercise—you’ll lose 20 pounds a year pretty effortlessly. Now that’s light and lean!



my journey to health

Fans and the media frequently ask me about my “story”: my personal journey to health. Over the years I’ve given away bits and pieces, but I’ve never really sat down and spelled it all out—told the whole story. I guess a part of me was always shy about it. Am I ready to share my deepest, darkest thoughts and personal insecurities out loud? I decided with this book, now is the time.

I can remember the day I became self-conscious with my body. I was a child, about eight years old or so, at a pool party in the two-piece bathing suit I’d persuaded my mom to buy me. (She insisted I was much too young for one, but I insisted all the girls my age were wearing them and putting water balloons in their tops to look like they had boobs.)

I was so excited to be wearing that two-piece. It hardly showed my stomach at all, but I felt cool, like a teenager. I was sitting on the patio, noshing on watermelon, feeling awesome as ever when an adult at the party pointed out all my fat rolls.

Looking back at old photos, I don’t think I was ever a chubby kid, but I wasn’t particularly slender either. I probably would have been slimmer if I had been physically active. As a child I had more of an active mind than an active body. While other kids played sports, I wrote poems and short stories. Maybe you could say I had a little “pudge” or baby fat. The point is, from that day forward I became self-conscious about how I looked. I’m in my 30s now, and I still look down when I sit in a bikini.

But I’m a success story. I lost that baby fat (and the adult fat I gained too). After years of struggling and torturing myself with myriad diets and the latest exercise fads, I finally found a solution—a real solution. I lost the weight and kept it off (easily!) when I adopted a low-fat, plant-based diet. I also changed my relationship with food, as well as my relationship with eating and “dieting,” and that’s the success I’m most proud of. That’s the success I hope to give you by sharing my story—my journey—to real health.

I grew up a vegetarian largely out of a love for animals. When I was seven, I was eating a hamburger as we drove past grazing cows, put two and two together, and that was that. I fell out of my vegetarian ways in my teen years from peer pressure and familial pressure, and my health started to decline immediately. I developed acne and constant, crippling migraines. I also gained weight. My doctor chalked it all up to puberty.

[image: Image]

Being a teenager in Florida was exciting but hard because I had to be in a bathing suit year-round among my peers. I masked my insecurities by acting confident and a bit egotistical. Secretly I hated my thighs and love handles and cursed my beautiful girlfriends who had such skinny, “perfect” bodies. Why them and not me?

In college, I lived a busy life: work, class, extracurricular activities, boyfriends—and between my hectic schedule and being broke, I missed meals pretty often (unintentionally). I slimmed down noticeably in the first year and loved all the attention and compliments my new body was getting me. For the first time in my life, my friends were jealous of me.

This continued until my senior year when I met my now husband. A few weeks after we started dating, Scott made a passing comment that when we first went out, he thought I was anorexic and didn’t eat. I was mortified. I hadn’t ordered much food on our first date (or second, or third!) because I was so nervous and I felt bad that he—someone who also was struggling financially—was graciously paying for my meals. But then I became worried he wouldn’t like me because I’d been peckish, and I already liked him so much. So I made a point to eat. I sort of let loose and ate foods with abandon. I wasn’t binging or gorging, I was just eating (and drinking) whatever I wanted without pausing to figure out what the healthiest option was. If I gained weight, I told myself it wouldn’t matter, Scott would love me anyway.

By the time our first anniversary rolled around, both of us were the chubbiest we’d ever been in our entire lives. What’s the saying? We were fat and happy.

Scott and I met in January and the following fall, I can distinctly remember pulling my winter clothes from the closest and being baffled—truly baffled—why none of them fit. I kept trying them on and wondering what the problem was. How did all my clothes shrink in the closet? I just wore them eight months ago! Never did the thought occur to me that I had put on substantial weight. No, no. I was the same. I continued to live in my denial until a serious health scare changed everything.

Just as I had been in college, in law school I was busy, juggling a full-time job, classes, my studies, and my long-distance boyfriend. I knew I needed to go to the doctor for a regular exam, but I just couldn’t find the time. Besides, I was in my early 20s and healthy. What was the big rush? I wasn’t dying!

Eventually I found the time to go (truthfully, I’d run out of migraine pills and knew I couldn’t get more without a new prescription). When the exam was over, I knew something was wrong. If everything is perfect, doctors don’t ask you with a worried look to come back as soon as possible.

It turned out that my cervix had visitors: precancerous cells—and a lot of them. I was shocked. How could I face cancer at such a young age when my whole life was still ahead of me? Thankfully, the doctor detected it early enough that the cells could be removed without much disturbance to my life, and so they were. But the entire experience (and procedure!) rattled me. It was my wake-up call.

Just a few years earlier, my grandmother had died—no, she wasted away painfully and slowly—of cancer, and I refused to have the same fate. Cancer wasn’t going to happen to me again, I resolved. I got busy making changes: I joined a gym. I started cooking meals rather than eating out. I started reading books on nutrition. Before long, I found myself migrating back to the vegetarian diet of my childhood. I thought being a vegetarian would help me make better food choices, and it did. I started to lose weight and generally feel better.

About a year later I went vegan as an experiment. I’d heard that a vegan diet was great for weight loss and I still had weight to lose. I’d also heard that going vegan could clear up your skin, and after a decade of embarrassing acne, I was willing to try anything. There were other motivations, too. I’d become increasingly more aware of the plight of farm animals and the ecological consequences of animal products, so on a trip to San Francisco—a town known for being vegan-friendly—I gave it a whirl.

I decided to stick with my new diet after returning home to Boston, but I was also worried about my health—where would I get my protein and calcium, I wondered. I started reading more books. I read Skinny Bitch1 and The China Study2, two books that solidified my decision to adopt a 100 percent plant-based diet and take it one step further: I eliminated oil and most added fats, and I focused on eating whole foods.

My world changed. I lost weight quickly and effortlessly. I started sleeping better. My acne went away and so did the stomach issues that I thought were “normal.” My migraines were all but nonexistent. I had so much energy that 10 months after adopting my new diet, I ran a marathon even though I was too out of shape to walk a 5K the year before. I started snowboarding and mountain biking—two sports that had previously seemed so extreme and beyond my reach.

Those around me took notice. Friends asked my secret. Strangers asked how I got my glow or my long, shiny hair. It was like that time in college all over, except this time I’d achieved my healthy appearance in a wholesome way.

Still, there was a part of me—that self-conscious part—that was terrified I’d gain all the weight back. So I went to the gym. A lot. For a few years, I was a bit of a gym rat. I had to go five days a week to feel sane. Sometimes I went seven days a week. I liked working out and being at the gym so much that I became a personal trainer.

Then something happened. I don’t know how or why exactly, but I lost my gym mojo. It was gradual, but before long I was going so infrequently that I started to think I should cancel my gym membership—but that scared me. If I canceled, then I wouldn’t go at all, and what would happen to my midsection? So I kept the membership, hoping it would motivate me to go back to the gym.

Eventually life got in the way. We moved abroad to the Caribbean and a gym membership wasn’t an option. Our new apartment complex had a gym, but it was tiny—two treadmills, an elliptical, and some free weights. I’d go sometimes, but not regularly. There were a few months in which I didn’t go at all.

A year later we moved back to the States, to Colorado. I told myself I didn’t need to go to the gym because I’d be snowboarding all the time. And I did snowboard pretty often, a few days a week. Usually for a few hours of time (but a lot of that time involved sitting on my butt on the lift), and given our unseasonably dry and warm winter that year, some weeks we didn’t get any snow and I didn’t go at all. So in reality, I wasn’t much more active than I had been on the island.

At this point I had spent two years without really exercising or stepping foot into a gym. Realizing this, I decided to get back into working out and joined a gym when we moved to California. Part of the gym orientation involved meeting with a trainer for a fitness evaluation. I dreaded it for days, but when I finally mustered the courage to go I was delighted to see that after two years, my weight/BMI was still in the low end of the healthy range for my height, and my body fat percentage was also in the low end of average. And, worried about those old midsection rolls (where everything started!), I looked down to check: I had no more rolls than when I was working out almost daily.

[image: Image]Finally, I had found my balance. I’d found what worked for me. Even in a period of inactivity, I’d become able to keep my weight—and my health—in check. It wasn’t a vanity diet. It wasn’t a diet that required me to exercise excessively. I just had to keep myself naturally active and eat right. Eat a low-fat, whole-foods diet. It’s that diet—and that balance—that I’m celebrating in this cookbook.

1   Skinny Bitch: A No-Nonsense, Tough-Love Guide for Savvy Girls Who Want To Stop Eating
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