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CHAPTER 1

THE CYCLE OF RELAPSE

As of the writing of this book, I have been clean and sober from drugs and alcohol for 27 consecutive years. Prior to getting clean, I was a 20-year-old high school dropout addicted to crack cocaine and selling my body to stay high. After committing to recovery, I was able to complete my Ph.D. in brain and cognitive sciences, get married, and become the mother of three incredible kids. I know that everything I have in my life is dependent on one consistent, mandatory commitment: I have to stay clean and sober. But it isn’t just a commitment. It is a practice. It is the application of a series of habits I have and choices I make every day that support my recovery.

I have also been abstinent from sugar and flour for 18 years. But not 100 percent perfectly. I estimate that for 94 percent of those days, my food recovery has been intact; some of the stretches have lasted for years and years. And then there were times when I was white-knuckling to string two abstinent days together. But my commitment to living free from the stranglehold of sugar and flour has allowed me to live the last 17 years in a slender body. To move through the world with energy and freedom. Then to lose that freedom and watch myself win it back. To return to a place where every day I am making life-affirming choices about how I care for myself with food.

I see myriad ways food recovery parallels drug and alcohol recovery, and important ways that they are qualitatively different. Frankly, food is uniquely wily and relapse more likely, for a host of reasons, so effective food recovery requires the dedication of a Special Forces squadron commander. When I put the two experiences side by side and compare them, it can feel like, once it’s solidly established, drug and alcohol recovery practically runs on autopilot. As someone who has experienced the gamut—hope-to-die drug addiction, decades of clean time, more relapse with food than I would wish on any breathing soul, years of consecutive abstinence from sugar and flour, decades of coaching people to achieve lasting recovery of all sorts, and years of teaching the neuroscience of food addiction in college courses—I offer this book as an instruction manual from a battle-tested expert in the field. I invite you to use it as a guidebook, keeping top of mind that food recovery isn’t a one-and-done decision to lose weight and/or eat better. As with abstaining from drugs and alcohol, it’s first a commitment and then a lifelong practice. And because your drug of choice must continue to be a part of your life multiple times a day, that practice involves a level of self-examination, grit, and vigilance unparalleled in the addiction-recovery landscape.

For the last seven years, I have been running a company that has helped thousands of people from over 100 countries make and sustain a commitment to lose weight and break free from food addiction. It is called Bright Line Eating (BLE), and when it comes to weight loss, it has long-term success rates unlike any other program out there. We have people in our community who have lived their entire lives addicted to sugar and flour, in various categories of obesity, who since coming to us are able to live in what I call Bright Bodies—ones that have reached their personal goal weight, enabling them to enjoy any activity, even just sitting still with themselves.

I created this program for them, not just because I had found a way to sustain my own Bright Body, which is an anomaly in the weight-loss annals, but because as a brain scientist I had hit upon ways to work with our brains, not against them, to accomplish seemingly impossible things.

But after several years, I noticed that while some people were able to embrace the tenets of Bright Line Eating, much as I had embraced the tenets of recovery from drugs and alcohol, others struggled.

The struggle, the cycle of success and failure, was its own animal. Meanwhile, as I was observing others’ challenges, I was also going through my own. The gift of that confluence is that once I came out the other side, I had a new conception of how to manage a long-term food recovery journey that was unlike anything I had conceived of before—or seen offered to people struggling with food addiction.

What I learned is that if we reconceive relapse and learn to work with our cycles—in much the same way that Bright Line Eating works with our brains to release weight—instead of operating in a paradigm of “perfect” or “FUBAR,” we begin to see recovery as a wave. Sometimes we are cresting high above the temptation to eat harmful foods, and sometimes we are skimming the bottom, but if we are honest with ourselves every day and gather that honesty as data, we can learn to coast, to surf our addiction without ever crashing on the rocks of relapse.

To help you do that, I am going to teach you how to rezoom. Whether you are an experienced Bright Lifer, have come to this book from a 12-Step food recovery program, or have been on your own journey with your food and weight, this book will give you three potent tools to end your relapse cycle. The first is the Rezoom Reframe, a powerful psychological shift that will fundamentally change the way you conceive of your journey. The second is the Rezoom System, the step-by-step guide to pouring your foundation strong so you stand on solid ground and have the tools to sustain it. And the third is a clinically proven psychological technique called Parts Work, which will ensure that every part of you is on board with your intention to live in your well-earned Bright Body, free of cravings and in alignment with the food you nourish yourself with every day.

Taken together, the three tools of rezooming compose an entire reframe in the domain of addiction, recovery, relapse, weight loss, and human behavior change. Learning to surf the rezoom wave without crashing requires learning the places where the rocks of relapse hide beneath the water. Now, of course people’s experiences differ, but generally speaking there are a handful of common hiding spots that throw people off track. I’ve experienced them, some of them many times, and here’s what I know: whether you feel like you're addicted to certain foods or not, whether you have 300 pounds to lose or 30, or zero, learning the most common places these rocks hide will be invaluable.

And nothing illustrates that like a story.

MY ADDICTION STORY

Addiction is a mysterious thing. I don’t precisely know why I became addicted to the extent that I did. Certainly, I have addiction in my family. And the circumstances of my childhood were at least somewhat conducive; I was the only child of divorced parents who both worked hard to pay the bills, and I was alone a lot. I turned to food for entertainment, for comfort, for companionship.

Food became my first addiction, followed shortly by drugs. I started drinking and using in my hometown of San Francisco at age 14, and over the next six years, my drugs of choice got more and more dangerous and my life more and more chaotic. By an absolute miracle, I got clean and sober when I was 20. But my greatest addiction struggles were just beginning.

Several months into my recovery, I had a moment of clarity. I had enrolled in community college and was renting a little room in a shared house, and on one particular night I’d just come in from smoking a cigarette. It was now after 4 a.m., and whatever channel I’d been watching on TV had switched from programming to the wide, colorful vertical bars and the long, awful sound of “boooooooop.” I was sitting on the floor, surrounded by my binge foods—a pot of really cheap pasta with some kind of creamy cheese sauce, a near-empty bowl of raw cookie dough, an empty pint of ice cream, and a plate of mostly eaten English muffins slathered with butter and strawberry jam.

I was sitting there looking around, and the TV kept going “booooooop,” and suddenly I had the deep awareness that this is not sober behavior. I am using. This feels exactly like being in the crack house.

But at that moment, I didn’t know what to do about it.

A year later, after I had transferred from community college to UC Berkeley to major in cognitive science, someone finally tipped me off about what I could do. On their suggestion, I marched myself down to my first 12-Step food meeting. But people there weren’t talking about addiction; they were talking about compulsive overeating. I was left to my own devices when it came to what to eat, what not to eat, and when and how to eat. I was told to “find a sponsor who has what you want,” and maybe I wasn’t willing, or maybe I never found the right sponsor, but the magic never happened.

I think of that period as eight years of yo-yoing, which is kind of like dieting, just with wonderfully supportive meetings to go to. My weight went up, my weight went down. But I could never reach the natural, healthy size that I am today, let alone stay there. The closest I got, for a brief moment, was about 20 pounds heavier than I am now. Overall, during those eight years, my weight went up. It peaked just above the “obese” marker on the BMI chart when I was about 26 years old.

More insidious, there was a lot of playing around with the food. I never got into a groove where I could move past my food and my weight as the focus du jour. It was always there. At various times I was reluctant to let go of all flour or all sweeteners, or I was eating yogurt with aspartame, or barbecue sauce, or I was stuck in a pattern of consuming half a dozen diet sodas a day and then awakening to the awareness that I was really addicted to them.

Without clear guidelines on precisely how to handle my food, I soldiered on, obsessed by food thoughts and struggling to manage my weight.

This period ended when I found a different 12-Step group that had broken away after recognizing the need to work a more rigorous program in order to achieve full recovery. People in this new group talked about food as an addiction. They were precise and prescriptive about what the addictive foods were and what to abstain from. In other words, they did the equivalent of defining the first drink so that members could get clear on what food recovery is.

I define food recovery (also known as abstinence, or playfully in Bright Line Eating, “squeaky-clean Bright Lines”) as a way of eating that creates as much peace around food as the long-term sober alcoholic has around drinking. It is attained by eliminating sugar, flour, and any other foods that have hijacked the brain’s reward center and putting boundaries around when and how much we eat.

By that time, the original 12-Step food group had formally disallowed consensus on food plans in their very bylaws. As a result, multiple other 12-step food programs cropped up because they concluded that they could not help anyone recover without being prescriptive. To them it would have been as preposterous as AA saying, “Well, choose whether you want to drink or not.” And so a fundamental divide was born.

I feel like it’s important to acknowledge, in a book about relapse, that the prescriptive program also worked in part by silencing the people who weren’t having success in sticking to it. Relapse was still rampant, as it always is when true addiction is in play. But their approach to that reality was to not let anyone speak at a meeting unless they had maintained 90 days of continuous abstinence. It took a while to realize that only a small fraction of the people in the room at any given meeting were actually allowed to speak, share, and contribute, which, when I cottoned on, struck me as kind of horrifying and eerie.

However, under their auspices, I was abstinent, lost all my excess weight really fast, and was suddenly a size 4. This coincided with my move to Sydney, Australia, to do my postdoc in psychology at the University of New South Wales.

A few months after moving to Sydney, I found myself getting increasingly tired. It turned out that the congenital and not-yet-treated thyroid disease Hashimoto’s hypothyroidism was creeping up on me. I was exhausted, and my recovery felt more and more like a rubber band that was stretching, stretching, stretching to the point where it had to break. It was clear to me that my abstinence was going to snap—and it was going to be bad.

When the moment came, I was in the open-air mall at Bondi Junction in Sydney. I went from food stall to food stall and ate and ate and ate. Then I threw it all up in a public bathroom and ate some more. This started the most painful, miserable, horrific time in my whole life as I watched myself grow from a size 4 to a size 24 in three months.

Early on in this period of relapse, my husband, David, informed me that we couldn’t afford how I was eating, and he took away my credit and ATM cards. So, I radically simplified it. All I really needed was a sack of sugar that came in large discounted quantities, a sack of flour, and a big block of butter. And I would mash it all together in a metal bowl with a fork.

One hot summer day, I stumbled on an old receipt for some extra office supplies I deserved reimbursement for, and I got so excited that my hands started to shake. Right after the university bursar’s office pushed the few bucks to me under the window, I immediately walked into the Randwick town square grocery store and got my sugar, flour, and butter so I could get that hit.

When people say, “Food can’t be an addiction,” I think, Oh, you have no idea.

MY VOW TO MYSELF

As the weeks and months rolled on, failing over and over again with every earnest attempt to stop eating addictively using the formula that had worked in the past, I just became more and more hopeless, despairing, and scared. One hot Sydney summer day, I was wearing my one muumuu dress. I had not showered in a while and I stank. I was walking back to my apartment with my big sack of sugar, my big sack of flour, and my big block of butter. My thighs were chafing together. Walking was laborious and painful.

On that walk I summoned up everything I had inside me and had a talk with myself in the sternest, most present, most soul-rattling tone I could muster. I said, “Susan, if you ever find yourself with ninety days of abstinence again, with that glorious peace and freedom, safe from the clutches of food, and the thought comes to eat off your plan, and that voice inside starts to convince you that it’ll be delicious, that it’ll be worth it, that you’ll get away with it somehow, that you’ll just get back on track later, that it won’t be that bad, you are promising yourself right now that what you will do is physically go to the Golden Gate Bridge and jump off, not to die, but to let the smack of the cold water knock you back to your senses, because you must never, ever forget what this feels like. This is the worst hell there is, and you must remember this moment.”

I was trapped in some kind of obscene, terrifying maze, where no matter what I did, I always seemed to be back in the same spot, eating enormous quantities of sugar and flour and not being able to stop. I had all the tools that used to work, but somehow they didn’t work anymore. I couldn’t conjure up the power, the force, to stop bingeing and then stay stopped.

During those three months, I burned through nine sponsors. And I remember wailing to one, “I’m doing everything. It’s not working. It doesn’t keep me from eating addictively the next day, or that day. Nothing stops me. I can battle mightily to stay abstinent for this one hour, but it’s torture, and there’s always some future Susan who will eat anyway, so why waste the effort now?”

She was very compassionate. She’d been through some relapse herself, and she said something to me I’ll never forget for its simplicity and its wisdom and its comfort. She said, “Yeah, sometimes the addiction just needs to run its course.”

So I started ad-libbing this prayer on my knees every day: “God, I’m in this food addiction hell, but I can imagine a day when I’m released again and experiencing ease and neutrality with my food. And God, just please hasten the day. Hasten the day that time comes. God, please hasten the day.”

THE DAY ARRIVES

As a consequence of my addiction, I was floundering in my postdoc and feeling offtrack in life, so I hired a life coach. The first week we were working together, he gave me a homework assignment to complete before our next session and I balked at it. I agreed that the assignment had merit, but I said, “I just know I won’t do it, because all I’m doing is eating.”

“Okay, you’ve got to catch me up on what you mean.”

I described what my life was like, what I was doing, and how I was struggling to get back on track with this program.

He asked, “Is this program really what you need?”

And I answered, “It’s all there is, absolutely. What I need to do is stop eating addictively. I need to get back on my food plan. I’ve got to write down my food the night before, and commit it to a sponsor, and then eat only and exactly that.”

And he said, “Well, Susan, you hired me, and if you can’t do any work on anything in your life until you get this done, then this is the first thing. Your homework assignment for next week is to write down your food and eat only and exactly that. For seven consecutive days. And I’ll talk to you next week.”

I didn’t think I could do it, but I agreed.

And it worked.

Somehow, I granted him authority in a way that I hadn’t been able to grant a sponsor authority, and that commitment held me.

Chalk one up for finding the right accountability structure!

So began eight years of glory days with my food. I moved back to western New York, where I’d done my master’s and Ph.D., became a psychology professor, and worked the 12 Steps over and over again. But there, too, I had a couple of “breaks,” though I wouldn’t call them breaks now—I would call them red flags and lessons.

The first was that artificial sweeteners were still allowed in that program (a huge loophole that serves no one—the science is clear on that). After I put a sugar-free syrup shot in my coffee at a café, the next day I went back and had another one, and then a stronger one, and suddenly I felt owned by artificial sweeteners. So I cut them out of my life. Lesson learned.

Then I was trying to balance my hormones by taking some supplements, like vitamin E and evening primrose oil in gelatin capsules. But instead of swallowing them, I was chewing them and feeling the oil explode in my mouth like a little firework, and it was just yummy. One day, I had my normal dose—and then a handful more. My sponsor said, “That’s not taking supplements—that’s a snack.” And she put me back at Day 1.

I had eight years’ adherence to my food plan, but the syrup and supplements show that food recovery can be a “both/and” situation. Yes, my food was clean and in its place, and there were times when the addiction would get reawakened and I would need to learn a helpful lesson and clean some things up.

That was my life all the way up until I decided to try to leave the 12-Step abstinence framework altogether.

A NECESSARY EXPERIMENT: A.K.A. PLAYING WITH FIRE

By the time my third daughter, Maya, was born, my twins were about to turn four, and I was concerned about giving them subtle, unhealthy messages from weighing and measuring my meals and eating differently than them. Also, I really wanted to model eating everything I was serving at the dinner table, including all the starch kids need.

At that point, after eight years of sanity and stability, I felt healed and whole. I genuinely didn’t believe that I could ever, would ever, hurt myself with food again. I thought that, with enough support and the right honest motivations, I would successfully be able to reintroduce all foods back into my life—including foods made of sugar and flour. The permission-based approach I wanted to try is called competent eating, described very well by Ellyn Satter in her Feeding with Love and Good Sense book series. You get to eat whatever you want, at mealtime, until you feel absolutely satisfied. But while I found that sometimes my natural “stopping place” was a very moderate amount of food, at other times I could eat eight sugar cookies the size of a medium dinner plate and very calmly reason, No, I don’t think I’m satisfied yet. I think I really want one more. And I would keep going.

Of course, my weight started to creep up. I had expected that and thought I was prepared to accept it. But when size 4 became size 6 and threatened to keep climbing, I had to ask myself how many new wardrobes of clothes I was willing to buy in service of this experiment. The answer was none. Therefore, I had to start putting boundaries around my eating. That put me into a whole new universe because in the Competent Eating/Intuitive Eating world, there could be no such boundaries. Full permission was a must.

So I abandoned the full permission idea and tried other approaches . . . and my life got more and more unmanageable. My thinking got more and more unmanageable. I started to feel, once again, like a hamster on a wheel. Suddenly I had a crappy new full-time job managing my food and weight, and I didn’t want it.

But I think the urge to try this experiment, after some months or years of food recovery, is something that nearly every recovering food addict is going to have. Because experiencing the peace, ease, and relative normalcy of successful food recovery is very much like the person with schizophrenia who forgets that it’s the medicine they’re taking that is helping them be well.

They say insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. I would add that insanity is finding what really works and then deciding to stop doing it.

Two and a half months after the Competent Eating experiment began, I went back to the 12-Step program, the rigid one that worked. At that point I was pretty desperate again. I cried. I couldn’t stop eating ice cream. I felt out of control and really scared. But once I surrendered the addictive foods and got back on a simple food plan, I was abstinent again for another three years. Which brings us to the birth of Bright Line Eating.

BRIGHT LINES

It was impossible to be living in my right-sized body, surrounded by friends and family I cared about who were struggling with their weight, and not feel the need for a broader, more workable version of the doctrinaire 12-Step program I was in. When I taught my Psychology of Eating course, most of my college students needed some help with their food and their weight, yet rarely did any of them come and check out the program. As a mother of young children, I knew it was too exacting with its requirements, for example, to attend three 90-minute meetings a week . . . forever. So when I heard, “Write a book called Bright Line Eating,” during my regular meditation one dark, winter morning, I guess I was ready. I started working toward getting a Bright Line Eating book published and learned pretty quickly that I needed to build an audience first. So I launched the Bright Line Eating email list, and before long it mushroomed into a worldwide movement.

During that first year, I was the Assistant Chair of the Psychology department while teaching four or five college courses each semester. I was still in that 12-Step program for food addiction and doing 20 to 30 hours of volunteer work a week for that organization in various capacities. My daughters were still little, and I was making dinner every night for the family and working with my husband to get the kiddos through bath time and story time and bedtime. And I also grew Bright Line Eating to the point where it was serving thousands of people in 90 countries around the world. I was so passionate about the work that somehow I just squeezed it all in. Honestly, I don’t know how.

For that first year, I kept my Lines Bright amidst the unspeakable overload and intensity and excitement that my life had become. And then I was at a baby shower, and I broke my Lines. There were platters of food out, which is a tricky situation, and the way to navigate it is to put what you’re going to eat on your plate and be done.

But I didn’t do that. I just kept going back to the platters and eating cheese and salami, cheese and salami. There was a point where I noticed that I was eating too much, and I kept going. I always say, “When you become aware, you become responsible.” At that moment, I didn’t want to be responsible—I just wanted to eat. And I kept going.

After eating my fill, I went out to the car and sat there for a long time before driving home. I thought back to Sydney, how my universe had altered completely and profoundly with that first addictive bite. Was I now back on that horrific roller coaster that would take me into the depths of a living hell?

To fight against that, I tried to make meaning out of what had just happened, because my life was not the same as it had been when I lived in Sydney. I was now a very public figure representing a new way of eating, and every week I went on camera sharing my experience, my perspective, and my scientific knowledge.

At that time I only had one template for a relapse: this is the end of the world as you know it. But there was a huge difference this time. I could not gain weight because my identity as someone who needed to share a message of recovery from food addiction through Bright Lines was so deep and so strong. And I knew that I couldn’t be credible as the Bright Line Eating spokesperson if I gained a bunch of weight. So I was forced to rethink relapse.

Right up front, I had to grapple with the framework I had internalized: that anyone who has recently taken an addictive bite of food clearly knows nothing about food recovery and has to be silent. Impostor syndrome is hardly uncommon, but boy, was it especially strong in me at that juncture.

I started down a radical new path when, a short while later, I decided to be public about the fact that I was struggling with my food and released a video called The Morning After a Binge. The surge of positive, reassuring comments beneath that video felt like cold running water on burned skin. What surprised me most was that people felt my video had helped them. It burst the bubble of isolation and shame they were living in and made them more apt to follow, not less. Thus, I encouraged a culture in Bright Line Eating to invite and elevate the voice of the Rezoomer, while still wholeheartedly celebrating long stretches of unbroken Bright Lines.

The next set of years was a maelstrom. I wish I could say that I had one or two breaks and stayed Bright from then on, but alas, it took me quite a while to learn to stay consecutively Bright again amidst the intensity that had become my new life. Once the option to eat over stress was back on the table, the pernicious urgency of my food addiction, bumping up against the necessity to not eat addictively in order to maintain my role as the leader of Bright Line Eating on camera, created an accelerated learning environment—a pressurized laboratory. And within four years, I got more experience in breaking and rezooming than I might have gotten over four decades if there hadn’t been so much pressure exerted by those two forces.

Whenever I broke, I was honest about it in the Bright Line Eating community. The love and compassion that flowed in allowed me to watch my journey and extract its lessons. And as the cycles of breaking and rezooming continued, the nature of the cycles changed.

First, I learned to remain calm and gentle. When a break happened, I’d just immediately orient myself toward some very simple actions to correct the situation with a guiding voice inside that said, This is not an emergency. This happens sometimes, and we know exactly how to address it.

Then the breaks became spread so far apart that I was really living Bright for the most part.

And then the breaks stopped.

THE INTERVENTIONS

The three elements that supported me in making this shift are the focus of this book. And they inextricably work hand in hand. The first is the Rezoom Reframe, which I will teach you in Chapter 4. This shift will enable you to approach your breaks like a compassionate scientist, gathering data to continually strengthen your program. The second is a set of behavioral interventions I’m going to teach you that I call the Rezoom System. They are designed to up-level your choices around your food (Chapter 5), your actions (Chapter 6), and your support (Chapter 7) so your recovery stays humming, with your food and your weight handled, so you can focus on life.

However, if those are the only tools you have, in my experience, the problem is you won’t use them. At least not consistently. Inner resistance will crop up and create some form of self-sabotage. That’s where the third element comes in. At the end of each chapter, you will
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