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PRAISE FOR
Dr. Ro's Ten Secrets to Livin' Healthy


“Praise to Dr. Ro for offering us such a clear process for caring for our body temples. We need to know what works and what doesn't, what to do and how we must do it to get results. Dr. Ro's Ten Secrets is clear, clever and practical. Read it. Use and honor the process. Be well!”

—Iyanla Vanzant, bestselling author, spiritual life coach




“Dr. Ro's ‘ten secrets to livin' healthy’ are on-target. They are science-based and culturally relevant.”

—David Satcher, M.D., 16th U.S. Surgeon General




“A valuable and inspirational book on how to eat and exercise. If African American women use this book as a guide, it will bring about a complete revolution in the health and well-being of the black community. Follow her advice, cook a few of her recipes, and see for yourself.”

—Floyd J. Malveaux, M.D., Ph.D., Executive Director of the Merck Childhood Asthma Network




“Minorities are more likely than whites to have health problems, including obesity. Clearly we must take our health matters into our own hands. We desperately need to know Dr. Ro's ten secrets, and use them!”

—Congressman Jesse L. Jackson Jr.




“Dr. Ro's book is written to create a healthy mind-set which will produce healthy choices by the reader. It is insightful, life-changing and I couldn't put it down! As a cancer conquerer I strongly recommend it to anyone who is serious about livin' healthy. This book is going to change lives!”

—Les Brown, author of Live Your Dreams




“This book will help you to move on, move up, and move ahead in living the best and healthiest life possible. Read it, reread it, and tell your friends and family. Once you do, livin' the good life will be a secret no more.”

—Malik Yoba, actor




“Dr. Ro has produced a seminal work which provides highly accurate nutrition information in a very readable format. It reads almost like a novel.”

—Allan A. Johnson, Ph.D., L.N., Professor and Chairman, Department of Nutritional Sciences, Howard University




“Dr. Ro is the bomb! I highly recommend Dr. Ro's Ten Secrets to Livin' Healthy. It will help you physically, mentally, and spiritually!”

—Willie Jolley, author of A Setback Is a Setup for a Comeback and It Only Takes a Minute to Change Your Life
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A woman is free if she prizes her own individuality,
creates her own destiny, and puts no
boundaries on her hopes for tomorrow.
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For Larvenia and Rosetta, who loved me more than I thought humanly possible. For my husband, Murray who today picks up where they left off. And for the multitude of sisters who await the opportunity to give themselves permission and who need the motivation to put their lives in order; use this work to take the first steps of your journey.
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To Change Your Life,
You Have to Change Your Mind

[image: image]My mother, Larvenia Brock, who got pregnant with me, her only child, when she was 44years old, died from stomach cancer when I was 9. She was diagnosed with the deadly disease the same year I was born.

Larvenia had a very independent, entrepreneurial spirit—she owned a successful cab company in Washington, D.C., which she ran during the week, and operated a thriving juke joint on weekends—but she couldn't translate her business smarts into smart health choices. Though my mother in her younger days was a shapely bombshell with an hourglass figure, she didn't lose her pregnancy weight after my birth and remained heavy throughout my childhood. To add insult to injury, healthy eating wasn't on her radar screen. Believe me, you rarely get stomach cancer unless something is really wrong with your diet. And something was definitely wrong with my mother's diet. Larvenia never met a steak she didn't like; she ate chitlins on holidays and downed pig feet and whiskey on weekends at the juke joint. Though vegetables were plentiful in our house, they were usually prepared with lard or fatback and either deep-fried or slow-cooked until all the nutrients leached out.

That diet finally caught up with my mother, and she became very sick. The overweight powerhouse I had known for my first nine years ended up confined to bed, a tiny shrunken shell of her former self. During her final days she was unable to keep down even a forkful of watermelon, which had been one of her favorites. Her best friend, Rosetta Lewis, would send me off for it, saying, “Run to the store as fast as your little legs will carry you.” I did, thinking if I could just make it to Safeway get my mom's watermelon, and race back without delay, I could somehow stop the bandit that was robbing me of my precious mother. I was wrong. Even the love and unyielding dedication of a 9-year-old could not stop the inevitable. Finally, the person I depended on for everything, even life itself, died. The devastation of that blow crippled my spirit.

On her deathbed, Larvenia left instructions for Rosetta to raise me, with the assistance of my extended family, to adulthood. Rosetta was a wonderful second mother to me, but unfortunately her health choices weren't any better than Larvenia's had been. She overate on a regular basis. She had lived through the Depression, so throwing away food was unthinkable. A native of Rocky Mount, North Carolina, Rosetta was accustomed to eating standard southern fare: greens seasoned with fatback, pig feet, potato salad, chitlins, pork chops, and anything smothered in rich gravy, including crispy fried chicken and rabbit. Over the years, I watched Rosetta battle heart disease, high blood pressure, and breast cancer—all illnesses that probably could have been prevented, or at least delayed or lessened, had she chosen a healthier lifestyle. Despite the duration and variety of her ailments, Rosetta lived to be 86, so I got to have her with me until 1996. Some of you might ask, “What's wrong with that? She lived a long life, right?” Well, yes, she did, but it certainly was a hard one. Her kidneys had failed, her heart problems weakened her, and eight years before she died she suffered a stroke that left her paralyzed on her left side. That she had a long life is true. But was her quality of life what it could have been? I think not.

A Product of the Environment

By now I have learned an enormous amount about food and physical activity and their relationship to health, but when I was growing up I had no concept of a healthy diet. I ate what my family ate: country ham and fried salt fish (sodium count through the roof), scrapple, fried potatoes and onions, fried apples, hoe-cake (a corn bread of white cornmeal and water cooked on top of the stove in a skillet), and my grandma's “stand-up-straight” coffee (we called it that because it was so strong it could almost stand on its own). And that was just for breakfast! Sure, I flirted briefly with being what a friend and I thought of as “vegetarian” when we were in high school, but that was because it was a fad, not a choice I made in the interest of health. For lunch my friend and I would bring cans of tuna and shrimp and make salads. Our food looked more interesting and appealing than the cafeteria's offerings, and we became the cool kids, setting the lunchtime style for the rest of the student body.

Even that casual flirtation with a different way of eating didn't last long, because along with my mother's strong spirit, I also inherited her love of steak and fried foods. Despite the fact that my mother's early death had shown me there is a connection between healthy eating and a healthy life, I developed an addiction to the steak and cheese subs from Trio's. If you've never had a steak and cheese (excuse me, Philly folk, but in D.C. we call ‘em steak and cheese, not cheese steaks) from Trio's, a fixture in Washington, D.C.'s restaurant world, you haven't really lived. There's so much seasoned meat on this sandwich, it's as if a cow wandered onto a sub roll and fell apart. All kidding aside, there must be 18 ounces of meat on one-half of the sub, not to mention the slices of pro-volone cheese that complete the sandwich. But because I'd always been a fairly trim person, I thought I could eat anything I wanted without paying the price of weight gain. And until I turned 26, I did. I weighed somewhere around 99 pounds.

Actually, like a lot of black women, in my teens and twenties I worried not about being too fat but about being too skinny. When you keep hearing how you need to put a little meat on your bones and get yourself some curves, it gets to you. And the truth was, I really was too thin. Although I was a grown woman, I had a childlike body, and I figured surely the brothas would be more attracted to me if I looked more like a woman. So when I was in my mid-20s, even though I was now a practicing nutritionist in hospitals and nursing homes with a lot of knowledge about what a healthy diet should be, I began a program of intentionally overeating—and you better believe it wasn't fruits and vegetables, soy and whole grains I was gobbling down. No, it was those steak and cheese subs I mentioned earlier, mammoth amounts of ice cream, and all kinds of junk food. I made sure to go to bed on a full stomach every night, and I was eating like this all in the interest of gaining the kind of weight that would make me more desirable. Needless to say, my strategy worked, and I gained plenty of weight—about 30 pounds in all. I thought I looked great, and there were plenty of friends and relatives congratulating me on my new curves.

But eventually, after about four or five years of intentional overeating, life had its way with me. One day I looked at myself in a mirror and in shock wondered aloud, “Who the hell is that following me back there?” It happened while I was out shopping with a friend. As shocked as I was, however, I didn't do anything about it. In fact, things were about to get worse.

The very next year, 1987, when I was 31, I quit my job to enter graduate school in nutrition. It was a really exciting time for me, because not only was I studying for an advanced degree, but I also began my television career, signing on to serve as the nutrition correspondent for a newsmagazine show on Howard University's PBS station. This was the beginning of many years of work on television and radio, which included stints for the Howard PBS affiliate and eventually for Black Entertainment Television (BET), where I had various gigs as health correspondent, general assignment reporter, and medical correspondent. Later I also worked for the University of the District of Columbia, hosting both TV and radio shows. There was even a year when I was on TV and radio for UDC and doing a nutrition news segment for an NBC affiliate.

Needless to say, I seemed to be on the move every minute of the day during those insanely busy years, so I was always grabbing food on the run, snacking every chance I got, eating larger amounts of food more often. With time being such a precious commodity, I developed the habit of scarfing down poorly planned meals of fast food to survive. Although it was a contradiction to be pursuing an education in nutrition while ignoring the information that I was gaining in my own life, that's exactly what I did during all my years of graduate school.

By age 34, I felt like I had finally arrived. I had completed my master's degree in nutrition and broadcast journalism, and I was now a health correspondent on a national news show that aired once a week on Black Entertainment Television. Life was good. But even while I was gaining greater success in my television career, I kept my education goals center stage and began working on a doctorate. As life got ever busier and crazier, I was eating myself into two dress sizes larger than I had ever been in my life.

But even then I kept getting the “you look good with a little weight on your bones” comments. Friends and family applauded the extra weight. So I listened to them, lied to myself that it was okay, and gradually ate myself into a size 8. This may not sound so big to you, but a size 8 body on a frame that's supposed to fit into a size 4 is not a pretty sight. By age 37, I was an overweight nutritionist and television personality. My career was still going well, but my spirits were low, because I knew my life had spun out of control. There I was on television telling people how to eat, but I wasn't following my own advice, and anyone could tell that just from looking at me. The hypocrisy began to consume me. I had to do something about it.

Making the Lifestyle-Diet Connection

Watching the two most important women in my life suffer from diseases that were at least partly diet-related should've scared me straight long before then. And on some level this did happen, inspiring my choice of a career, even though I wasn't putting what I learned in my nutrition classes and preached on my television shows into practice. It amazes me now to think about how I continued to live such an unhealthy lifestyle despite what I knew. Not only did I have my mother and Rosetta as examples, but even before my mother got sick I was aware that black people had all kinds of health problems because of what they ate. I remember that I first made a connection between health and diet in elementary school, when my friend Bryant's dad had to have his legs “cut off”—because of “di-a-bee-tes,” Bryant said. I asked my mother why this was happening to him, and her explanation was that people who had “a touch of sugar” had to watch what they ate.

Gradually I realized that having a “touch of sugar” described practically everyone in my family and my community. What I began to notice as time marched on was that like Bryant's dad, people did not in fact watch what they ate, and many of their health problems were the result.

My understanding of the role of food in health and disease increased during frequent trips to the hospital with my mother. It was during those years that I first realized I was interested in nutrition. This was thanks to Ruby Cavanaugh, the dietitian who counseled patients at the hospital about their food habits. Ruby who was a friend of my mother's, used to take me to her office while my mother was being seen by her doctors. Spending time in her office, I first saw up close and on a rather personal level what important work this could be. I was very young, only 9 years of age, but even I could see that “Mrs. Cavanaugh” had something to do with making people feel better through food.

By the time I was old enough to go to college, I knew I wanted to study nutrition as a profession, because my family and my community needed help. The hit list of diseases and conditions that plague us— hypertension, heart disease, obesity, diabetes, cancer— were in my family and all around me. During college I started to make more of a connection between what I was learning in my textbooks and the lifestyle choices people made that led to poor health. And when I did two internships at Howard University Hospital, I saw hundreds of people whose experience mirrored what was going on with my family and in the community. I realized that many diseases these people suffered from began with or were made worse by what they ate.

By the way it was Ruby Cavanaugh—the same dietitian in whose office I spent so much time almost 20 years earlier, when my mother was in the hospital— who became my teacher when I began my internship in nutrition. So it's in part thanks to her that I now preach the gospel of nutrition and the importance of a healthy lifestyle. I do it because of Larvenia and Rosetta. I do it because of my community, my fellow black people. I do it because I want you, sista-friends, to make the changes necessary to live healthy full, productive lives. And I do it for myself, too. But I didn't start on my own path to health until years after I'd been preaching it to others.

Taking My First Steps

In order to lose all the unhealthy weight I'd gained by age 37, I first had to make a mental commitment to change. That's everybody's first step, and everyone has a different motivation for doing it, usually some kind of wake-up call having to do with either the way they feel or the way they look. I have to admit that at first my own motivation was mainly vanity. I'd been aware for quite some time that I didn't look as if I was practicing what I was preaching, but what really jump-started my commitment to change—and I'm sure you'll recognize this kind of incentive for weight loss—was a big event that was suddenly on the horizon. I was invited to a formal affair where I would be given the first ever Rovenia Brock Excellence in Journalism Award by Swing Phi Swing Social Fellowship, a women's sorority of sorts to which I had belonged since college. For this very swanky affair I wanted to look my best. Showing up without all curves tightly tucked into place, arms buffed and toned, and thighs and butt slimmed simply would not do. What would people think?
Lucky for me, I was in the position of being able to use what I did at work to get to work on myself. I was at that time hosting my first cable television show in Washington, D.C., At Your Service, which was a government-funded consumer affairs television show that gave me free rein to do just about anything I wanted, as long as I helped someone in my audience while I did it. It occurred to me that I could focus my show for the next several months on my own weight loss diet and exercise regimen, inviting my viewers to join me in learning a healthier way of life. Each week I would give them nutrition pointers, heart-healthy recipes, tips on exercise, and so on. If they could eat the way I encouraged them to eat, and follow my exercise routine, we'd all have a win-win scenario. So I started by working out with a personal trainer on the air. The cameras followed us to the YMCA, where we worked out, combining strength training with aerobics. We began with two days a week; then as things progressed we stuffed three and sometimes four days a week into both our busy schedules.

This turned out to be a great plan. Not only was I sticking to my commitment, but I was inspiring members of my audience to make a commitment to getting healthy, too. The support I got from them was tremen dous, and I surely needed it. I received letters, phone calls, and many requests on the street—in the grocery store, in line at the bank, and in restaurants—to help women shed their unwanted pounds. I was the nutritionist they saw as having it all together, the expert who could help them by serving as their example. The show was a success, and so, after several months, was I. When I walked up to the dais to receive my journalism award at the Swing Phi Swing event, I looked exactly the way I had hoped I would.

As I think back now on my zeal for fitness at that time, I realize that I was pumped up to do the right thing for all of the wrong reasons. That's probably why my weight loss didn't last. Within six months of that gala affair, I had stopped working out with the trainer, I did nothing on my own, and—you guessed it—I'd ballooned again. I was having exactly the same experience most dieters have: a brief period of inspiration and terrific results, followed by a return to the pre-diet weight, and eventually even more pounds than I had before I started. In the months that followed I'd have short periods of trying to get back to an exercise routine, but they never lasted, and I continued to struggle with my eating habits, too. Since I'd spent so many years eating whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted, and in any amount, I found it hard to break the old habits. My addiction to the steak subs at Trio's was no exception. In fact, during the next couple of years I frequently took visiting friends there at 2 A.M. after getting off work.

By 1996 I not only had my own local cable television show, At Your Service with Dr. Rovenia Brock, but also a daily, hour-long radio show bearing the same name. Though my schedule was absolutely insane, I had finally finished my Ph.D., and my work in TV and radio had taken a giant leap, so I was now on my way to doing what I had always wanted to do—making a full-time career of giving the public information about how to take better care of themselves. The problem was, once again I wasn't taking my own advice, and the result was that I was now heavier than I'd ever been— a size 10.

So two years after my first experience with a personal trainer, I did another self-evaluation and decided for the second time that I would make myself into an on-air experiment in healthy living. In search of yet another savior, I wandered into the fitness center near my office and found just the person I was looking for. This time it would be Megan who'd whip me into shape, and we'd be doing our work for the benefit of my radio audience. Each week I informed my radio show listeners of my progress and talked to them about the exercise routines I was following, the diet I put myself on, and the health benefits I enjoyed as a result. They loved it. Many of them called and wrote to tell us that they were rooting for me and that they would step up to the proverbial plate themselves. In the course of three months I lost several inches off my waist, hips, and thighs; got fit enough that I could climb several flights of stairs without feeling winded; and by the end of six months had lost 15 pounds and still more inches. Fifteen pounds may not sound like much, but it added up to a lot of inches, because thanks to all the weight training my fat was being re placed by muscle, which weighs a lot more than fat but takes up less space and looks a lot better! During this time I also adopted a cute little cocker spaniel, Destinye, who became my muse for long walks and jogging in the park. She gave me no choice but to get my butt out of bed each morning at six to let her do her business. Because I had to walk Destinye (who loves a good run) I was forced to work some exercise into my day even when I didn't want to. About three months of this and it became second nature. Walking was now a part of me.

Unfortunately the weight didn't stay lost this time, either. Although I kept up my walking, I also kept up my eating—and then some. My quick morning and evening walks with Destinye weren't nearly enough to counteract my unhealthy eating habits, but I couldn't seem to change my diet, and without Megan to encourage me, I'd stopped my gym workouts, too. So I gained back much of what I had lost.

Fast-forward another three years to the first season of Heart & Soul on Black Entertainment Television. This was yet another huge career leap for me, because for the first time I was serving as a co-host on a national television show. The pressure was really on, too, because not only was this a much bigger deal than anything I'd worked on before, but it had a younger, hip-per demographic, and suddenly, at the age of 43 and at a size 8, three sizes larger than what I am now, I was expected to shoehorn myself into the show's typical funky, tight, skimpy wardrobe. Mocha, my co-host, was a buff beauty who was built like a brick house. Sitting next to her on the set was what really provided me with the motivation to once again get my butt (pun intended) in gear. Also, just in case I hadn't gotten the point myself, a few close friends had dutifully mentioned something that was already dawning on me: The last thing anyone wants to see on TV is an overweight nutritionist telling you how you should eat. I decided that if I couldn't practice what I was preaching, I might as well get out of the business.

It is no accident that today I dole out lots of advice about how to cut calories and that one of the suggestions I make most often is to always leave food on your plate. Sistas, I've tried it myself, so I know it works. I began by making this behavioral change at Trio's, eating only half of my favorite steak and cheese. Don't get me wrong—I still wanted the whole thing, but I had to start someplace. Did I stop going to Trio's altogether? I won't lie—that steak and cheese sub called to me like Richard Pryor's crack pipe in the corner. But I fought the temptation. Having succeeded at Trio's, I expanded my plan, cutting portions by leaving some food on my plate at all my meals, no matter what or where I was eating. I filled up on water before eating, concentrated on the conversation instead of the food during meals, and in general tried to focus more on the incredible rush I got from my job rather than on my enjoyment of food.

Did my aunts and cousins keep encouraging me to “eat up” at Thanksgiving and family meals? Damn skippy they did, but I had a career to protect, so I did what I had to do. And while I continued to make changes in my eating habits, I also knew I had to stop fooling myself and get serious about working out again. One night around this time I was attending a concert during the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation's Annual Legislative Conference and saw a woman I couldn't stop staring at. It was her arms that grabbed my attention. She looked entirely feminine, but she had beautifully defined arms—so striking that I approached her and asked if she worked out, because I wanted to know what her secret was. With a pleasant nod she confirmed that she did work out; in fact, she trained people for a living. I struck a deal with her that if she could help me get into shape, she'd give me a discount on her regular rates and I'd refer her to everyone I knew.

Patricia came to my home to do an evaluation of me so that she could determine where we should start. About a year earlier I had broken an ankle in two places, so I was nervous about reinjuring myself while working out. After her baseline evaluation, using my treadmill, she saw exactly how out of shape I was. Not only was I out of shape in terms of my cardiovascular fitness, but I wanted to drop at least two dress sizes to get to where I should be for my small frame. Patricia assured me that together we could get there but warned that I had a lot of work in front of me. Just as alarming, for the first time I wasn't allowed to use my status as a minor celebrity on a TV or radio show to get a trainer. No, this time I had to pay out of my own pocket. Even though I was getting a discount, it was still going to cost what seemed like a lot of money to me. For someone who'd never paid for that kind of thing before, this was a colossal step. Surely, I'd happily spend a few hundred dollars at a time on a new dress or shoes, but blow money on a trainer? No way. I had to be honest with myself, though. If I was serious about making a lasting change in my approach to good health, I needed the motivation that Patricia could give me. I decided to save some of the money I spent on suits and clothes for the camera and put it toward a much more permanent way of looking good. Finally I was putting my money where my mouth was—on my own good health. I thought of the money I spent on Patricia as an investment in my career, my looks, and my life.

We began walking, even during the coldest winter days. We would walk for half an hour, then do strength-training exercises for the following half hour. We walked using the treadmill or in the park. Up hills, down hills, across rugged terrain—it didn't matter to Pat. She was on a mission to speed up my metabolism. In addition to the half-hour workouts we did on our walking days, we did hour-long strength-training workouts two days a week, then progressed to three days a week. The walking we did was for fat burning and cardiovascular conditioning, and the strength training, which we did with free weights (dumbbells), was for muscle building and toning. Most days her routines were grueling. She had me doing crunches, inverted crunches, leg lifts, side leg lifts, triceps kickbacks, and triceps dips to make those sagging granny arms disappear. Besides the dumbbells, we used anything in or around the house for equipment, from the side of the bathtub for triceps exercises to the front steps for cardiovascular work.

I had to admit there were days when I wanted to quit, but Patricia, who had become my confidante and my friend as well as my trainer, wouldn't hear of my failing. As far as she was concerned, that would mean that she had failed, and she wasn't willing to consider failure as an option—for either her or me. For the third time I began to see the inches disappearing from all over my body, even as my biceps and triceps muscles were developing and becoming newly visible now that the fat wasn't covering them up. I had been through this process enough times, finally, to understand that the only way to achieve lasting effects on my health and on my appearance was through working out. Though I'd gotten the food issues under control some time before, it had taken me a while to come to grips with the fact that the moment I slowed down my activity level, the weight was sure to come back, even if my eating habits remained sound. And that weight was going to come to rest on my thighs and hips and all the other parts of my body—and on my spirit as well. Eventually I felt psyched enough to begin working out on my own. Patricia remained my friend but was no longer my trainer. And this time I was able to keep myself motivated.

Even on those days when I wanted nothing more than to stay under the covers for an extra hour of shut-eye, I hauled my butt out of bed and, with Destinye in tow, hit the pavement. The experts say it takes only three weeks to form a habit. According to Dr. Louis Aronne, an obesity specialist at New York-Presbyterian Hospital, doing anything repeatedly for three weeks— even a fitness regimen—triggers habit formation in our systems. Dr. Aronne says there are several stages to successfully forming a habit: pre-contemplation (I thought about my weight gain predicament), contemplation (I wanted to do something about it), preparation (I hired a trainer to help me stay motivated to make a positive change), action (I actually worked out and changed my diet and eating habits), maintenance (I kept up my end of the bargain for four to six months at a time), and finally, alas, backsliding. Remember, I enlisted the help of a trainer three different times to lose the same 15 pounds, so to say I know something about backsliding is an understatement. But I knew enough by now not to give up, to just make myself start over again, because every day is a new day. The fact that I have continued my 6 A.M. workouts and my calorie-cutting tactics (for the most part, anyway) is a testament to the effectiveness of habit formation. After getting into a routine for at least three weeks, it had finally once again become a part of me. Only this time it was real.

I persevered with my new regimen, because week after week I'd watch the tapes of myself on Heart & Soul and think, “That extra 20 pounds has got to go!” The 20 pounds I was trying to get rid of, on top of the 20 pounds TV adds to your face—and the rest of you—really made me look fatter than anyone who called herself a nutritionist should be.

As I kept on keeping on, I didn't tell anyone what I was doing. I had done that too often before. So this time I just tried to work quietly on myself and hoped that eventually people would notice without my having to call attention to the results. Notice they did! My public encouraged me to stay in the fight, both for my sake and for theirs. Once again sistas like you called, e-mailed, wrote letters, and stopped me on the street, on a national ten-city tour I was doing, the Tampax Total You Tour, to say I was an inspiration. That was reward and pressure all rolled into one!

Taking Your First Steps

Now we're all in this fight together. Armed with the right information and an ounce of discipline, we've got the right recipe for success. You may struggle a bit at first, too. Still, we have to understand that there's a link between our Saturday night drinking binges, our holiday chitlin meals, our church-on-Sunday fried chicken dinners, our cigarette-smoking obsessions, and the state of chronic ill health in which most of us find ourselves. In our high-tech society we'd like to believe that we can deal with the consequences of overcon-sumption immediately by getting a shot, taking a pill, or drinking a special potion. But it's not that simple. Just because you decide it's time for a change doesn't mean you'll be able to make it happen overnight.

Melinda's Story: [image: image] Melinda Jefferson, a fan of Heart & Soul, understands this. She's a 24-year-old woman who, as she says, was always “a heavyset child.” Her twin sister, Lucinda, was heavy, too. As is often the case in the black community, family members didn't see anything wrong with the girls' excessive weight; in fact, many of these relatives were overweight as well. Both girls spent much of their childhood eating fatty foods with hardly a thought about what these foods might be doing to their health. In fact, nobody ever gave a thought to how their diets might be affecting the girls' future health, even though Melinda's mother, several aunts, and two grandparents suffered from diabetes and high blood pressure. “No one made the connection to dietary habits, or between being sedentary and being sick,” Melinda says now.

Identifying the Problem: [image: image] Melinda's weight, when it was thought about as a problem at all, was only an issue of dress size. Melinda's twin, Lucinda, had lost 50 pounds in high school because she didn't want to be fat at her prom. But Melinda didn't go to her prom, so she didn't even think about losing weight. Then, during college, she not only gained the infamous freshman 15, but kept on accumulating pounds throughout her school years. “My joints hurt,” she says. “I was out of breath just walking to the mailbox. I couldn't find attractive clothes, and I was uncomfortable in cars. Flying was almost out of the question.” Still, she didn't see the link between her weight and her health.

Then Lucinda got pregnant. Seeing her twin eat for two, Melinda thought, “If she can eat, so can I.” Sadly, Melinda's weight ballooned to a whopping 300 pounds.

One afternoon shortly after her niece's birth, Melinda experienced severe chest pains. The pains turned out not to be anything serious, but when she overheard the folks in the emergency room talking about her weight and expressing surprise that she hadn't had some sort of serious health issue before then, she became frightened by the prospect of what could happen.

It was at this point that Melinda recognized she had to make some changes. “I was determined that my weight had gone up as much as I could stand. I kept thinking that if I could just eat less food, I'd lose the weight. But I kept gaining. I'd skip breakfast, have a big fast-food lunch, then skip dinner,” she says. Then, late at night, Melinda, starving, would raid the refrigerator and the kitchen pantry. “I thought I was eating less— and during the day I was. But the calories I ate for lunch were mostly all fat calories, and I didn't count the after-dinner calories from my nightly binges.” Soon she was tipping the scales at 347 pounds. “I was frustrated and depressed. I wanted to lose weight, but what I was doing wasn't working.”
Then, when Lucinda's daughter was a year old, she started trying to lose the weight she'd gained during her pregnancy, and she began to make some headway in the struggle. Meanwhile, an overweight family friend, having recently been diagnosed with diabetes, had also embarked on the weight loss path. Seeing the commitment of these two women, Melinda was inspired to try to tackle her own weight problems. So two years ago she made the decision to change her lifestyle in a radical way.

Creating a Plan: [image: image] First, Melinda decided to reduce her fat intake by cutting out all fried foods, fast foods, and meats. It wasn't easy at first. “I felt like I was starving all day long,” she says. “And I missed my pork chops and my Whoppers with Cheese something terrible!”

But she'd heard my Heart & Soul mantra to drink a minimum of eight 8-ounce glasses of water a day, so she committed to drinking that 64 ounces every day. The water took some of the edge off her hunger by filling her up and gave her sluggish metabolism a boost.

Next she decided that she needed to start doing some exercise. So she waded through feelings of inadequacy and embarrassment as she made her way to the gym to work out. “Everybody else there seemed to be thin and already in shape. I was the only whale in that place,” she jokes now. “I just knew they were all talking about me behind my back.”
Determined, Melinda started on Nautilus machines, 30 minutes at a time, every day. She had heard my reports on Heart & Soul that weight training not only strengthened bones but also burned calories. But Melinda wasn't quite prepared for what she would learn about herself. “Surprisingly, working out was actually harder than cutting back on the food,” she says. “I was so out of shape. I had never really been active before then, not even as a child, and I hated every minute of it in the beginning. I watched the clock so I could hop off the equipment the second my 30 minutes were done.” Within a month, however, she was extending her gym visits beyond that half hour; some days she didn't even realize how much time had passed. She just knew she was starting to feel better about herself.

Watching Heart & Soul, Melinda had also learned that walking is a good way to get an easy workout, particularly if you're not an athlete. Interestingly enough, a workout buddy at the gym suggested she start walk g, so Melinda switched from the Nautilus and put on her walking shoes, traveling a mile a day. For a while she was joined on these treks by the two women who had first inspired her to lose weight, but then Melinda got ambitious and decided to switch from walking to jogging, and because her sister and friend wanted to stick with walking she was now on her own. “The hardest part about jogging was figuring out how to breathe properly to maintain my stamina,” she says. So she turned to a high school cross-country coach for tips. Even then, she could barely jog a mile. But she strapped on her Walkman and “put one foot in front of the other. Each day I ran at least one additional block,” she says. Now Melinda runs three miles a day, and Lucinda walks at least one. She and her sister each pay a $20 penalty if either of them backslides.

Was it easy to do? Hardly. Melinda is quick to admit she has driven to late-night fast-food joints on more than one occasion, then eaten her taboo booty in secret in her car, praying no one would look through her window and catch her. And there are days when she would've preferred a root canal to that three-mile run. But her results tell a real success story. She lost 10 pounds the first week, and though she knew it was mostly water, it kept her motivated enough to stick with the plan. A year after starting her quest for health, Melinda had lost 45 pounds. She'd replaced high-fat meals such as hamburger and ribs with baked chicken and tuna. And she'd started keeping a food log, because, as she puts it, “I'd be lost without it.” To date, she has lot a total of 90 pounds. That's what I call coming a long way! Her journey from weighing in at more than 300 pounds is not over—she figures she still has another 97 pounds to go—but she has made the necessary adjustments to change her lifestyle. And she's so thrilled with the results that she's finding it easier and easier to stick to her commitment.

Battling Denial

Ever greater numbers of Americans, according to a report released by former U.S. Surgeon General David Satcher just before he left the Surgeon General's office in early 2002, are becoming overweight (defined as having a BMI of 25 or greater) and obese (a BMI of 30 or more). The report estimates that a staggering 61 percent of American adults currently meet the medical definition of overweight or obese, putting them at increased risk of heart disease, diabetes, stroke, arthritis, depression, and several forms of cancer. Each year, nearly 300,000 deaths can be attributed to this epidemic. Obesity rates have gone up 30 percent since the 1970s, and only one-third of U.S. adults meet recommendations for at least 30 minutes of exercise five days per week. The report attributes this hefty increase to poor diets and the sedentary lifestyles that have become synonymous with American culture.

These rates are even higher in the African American community. According to the third National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (1988-1994), nearly 79 percent of black women in this country are overweight or obese, compared to less than 50 percent of white women.

Now, you may be one of those sistas who thinks, “That report doesn't apply to me. I'm nothing like Melinda; I don't weigh 300 pounds.” You may think you've got your act together. As long as you can wiggle into that size 10 sundress every year when the mercury hits 80 degrees, you figure you're just fine. Well, you may be fine—for now. But as time marches on, girlfriend, you'll find it more difficult to maintain your shape, energy level, weight, and health. Looking good is virtually effortless at 18, when you're more likely to be physically active, but keeping that physique and that glow as you age requires a great deal more than an occasional liquid diet and regular trips to the hairstylist and a day spa.

Unless you develop a plan, one day you will look up and realize, like I did, that there's an extra person behind you and you're about 10 minutes away from calling your mama's doctor, because you both have the same weight-related problems. You may be used to seeing how obesity, heart disease, diabetes, and high blood pressure affect your mother, aunts, and older sisters as the years go by, but that does not have to be their fate. Nor does it have to be yours.

Rationalizing Yourself to Death

Will you need to adjust your attitude before you can start your personal journey to a healthy lifestyle? Yes. This is especially true if you're one of those sistas who tells herself one (or more!) of the following rationalizations: 

[image: image]Rationalization #1: So what if those chitlins are a little fatty? Hot sauce and vinegar will burn it off, and they taste good.

[image: image]Truth: Chitterlings are definitely a fat-laden food, and nothing you put on top of them will make them less so. They may taste good, but they have very little nutritional value.

[image: image]Rationalization #2: That “thin is in” stuff is the white world's perpetuation of European ideals; we're supposed to have a little meat on our bones.

[image: image]Truth: You might hear this comment from your grandmother or great-aunt. One of my clients, Ann, was stick thin throughout her childhood and early adulthood, weighing in at about 110 pounds. By age 27, however, she'd started a sedentary job with long hours that left little time for physical activity. In addition to consuming fast food at nearly every meal, Ann ate the cookies, cakes, or doughnuts that always seemed to be in the office, and she gained 50 pounds in a two-year period. By the time she came to see me, she was still squeezing (barely) into her size 6 clothing, but she was unhappy with her potbelly, her jiggly thighs, and the rolls developing on her back. But every time Ann complained to her family about her weight gain, they said, “That's crazy talk. You needed to gain some weight, baby. Those curves look good on you. You ain't a white girl. Your body is different; you're supposed to be round.” The truth is, your sista-body may be slightly different from a white woman's (more about this in Secret 2), but this argument is just an excuse to lug around extra weight. You're not supposed to be overweight or obese, and you're certainly not supposed to be in ill health for the sake of a few extra curves.

[image: image]Rationalization #3: What does it matter if the potato salad and fried chicken dinner from last Sunday's church supper were loaded with fat? It was in church, and God can't be wrong. Right?

[image: image]Truth: C'mon, you're not going to blame God for your unhealthy eating choices, are you? God didn't fry that chicken in oil or use fatty mayonnaise in the potato salad. He didn't force you to eat it, either.

[image: image]Rationalization #4: I don't make enough money to lose weight. Only celebrities like Oprah and Janet Jackson, who have the money to hire a personal trainer, can afford to get in
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Performing a Self-Assessment Test


You Are as Well as You Feel
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