Chapter 1: The Diet
Merry-Go-Round

Dr. Alvarez did not look alarmed. That was
somehow worse. If she had looked alarmed, Olivia
could have treated the appointment like an
emergency, something to react to with urgency and
then move past. Instead, Dr. Alvarez looked at the
blood pressure reading, looked at Olivia, and said, in
the mild tone of someone who has had this exact
conversation many times before, "This isn't a crisis.
But it's trending in a direction I'd like to talk about
before it becomes one."

Olivia's blood pressure was creeping into the
range where a doctor starts paying closer attention,
not because anything was wrong that day, but
because of where the pattern was heading if nothing
changed. Her energy had been low for months, in a
way she had chalked up to work stress and bad sleep.
Her knees ached more on stairs than they used to.
None of it was dramatic. All of it was worth noticing.

"I've done this before," Olivia said, meaning the
appointment, meaning the lecture she assumed was
coming, meaning the whole tired ritual of being told
to lose weight by someone who would then hand her a
pamphlet she'd never read.

"I know you have," Dr. Alvarez said, and pulled up
Olivia's chart. "I can see it right here. You've lost a
meaningful amount of weight at least four times in
the years you've been coming to this practice. Which
tells me two things. One, you're clearly capable of
making changes when you decide to. Two, whatever
you've been doing hasn't been built to last. Those
aren't the same problem, and they don't have the
same solution."
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That distinction sat with Olivia longer than
anything else said in the appointment. She had
always treated her weight regains as evidence that
she lacked something: consistency, resolve, the right
genetics, the right plan. It had never occurred to her
that the plans themselves might be the reason
nothing lasted.

Why Diets Work Until They Don't

Almost every popular diet produces results in the
beginning. That is not an accident, and it is not
usually a lie. Cutting out an entire food group,
slashing calories sharply, or following a rigid daily
schedule will almost always cause the scale to move,
at least for a while. The trouble is not that these
approaches fail to produce short-term loss. The
trouble is what happens next.

A restrictive diet asks you to follow a set of rules
that do not resemble how you actually want to eat for
the rest of your life. That mismatch is the entire
problem. While you are following the rules, you are,
in effect, living in a temporary version of yourself: the
version that doesn't eat bread, or skips dinner after
six, or drinks a shake instead of a meal. As long as the
rules hold, the results hold. The moment life gets in
the way, a work trip, a holiday, a hard week, a
birthday, the rules tend to break, and the old habits
are still there waiting, because they were never
actually replaced. They were just paused.

There is also a physical side to this. Severe calorie
restriction changes the signals your body sends about
hunger. Appetite-regulating systems shift to defend
against what the body reads as scarcity, which is part
of why extreme diets tend to become harder to follow
the longer they continue, not easier. This is not a
personal weakness. It is closer to a design feature:
bodies that survived scarcity well were bodies that
got hungrier, not less hungry, the longer food was
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restricted. You are not failing a willpower test when a
crash diet becomes unbearable in week six. You are
running into biology that has been shaped over a very
long time.

It is worth saying clearly that the popular idea of
yo-yo dieting permanently "wrecking" a person's
metabolism is more overstated than the diet industry
likes to admit. Large reviews of the research have
found little solid evidence that cycles of loss and
regain cause lasting metabolic damage on their own,
and people who regain weight after a diet generally
return to roughly where they would have been
anyway, not somewhere worse. That is, in a strange
way, good news: trying to lose weight and not fully
succeeding is not the harmful act it is sometimes
made out to be. The real cost of yo-yo dieting is not a
broken metabolism. It is a broken relationship with
the whole process: the discouragement, the sense of
failure, and the exhausting repetition of starting over
using the exact method that didn't work the last four
times.

The Habit Gap

Here is the simplest way to describe what tends to
go wrong: a diet changes what you eat. It rarely
changes how you eat, why you eat, or what you know
how to do when the original plan ends. Call this the
habit gap. It is the space between "I followed a plan
and lost weight" and "I know how to live in a way that
keeps the weight off," and for most people who have
tried and failed at dieting, that gap has never been
addressed at all.

Closing the habit gap is not glamorous. It does not
photograph well for a before-and-after post. It looks
like learning to recognize a reasonable portion
without a food scale. It looks like understanding the
difference between hunger and boredom, or hunger
and stress. It looks like building a handful of meals
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you can make on a tired Tuesday without a recipe.
None of that produces the fast, dramatic numbers a
restrictive plan can produce in a month. All of it is
what makes the difference between temporary loss
and permanent change.

Olivia's five previous diets had each, in their own
way, skipped this step. The juice cleanse taught her
nothing about eating solid food. The keto plan taught
her to fear carbohydrates rather than understand
them. The meal-replacement shakes taught her to not
cook, which was fine for six weeks and useless for the
next forty years. Every plan handed her a set of rules
and none of them handed her a set of skills.

Choosing a Different Goal

Sitting in her car in that parking lot after the
appointment, Olivia did not decide to start a new diet.
She decided, somewhat to her own surprise, not to.
She had eleven years of evidence that another round
of strict rules would work for a while and then stop
working, the same as every round before it. What she
wanted instead, though she could not yet have named
it this clearly, was to finally close the habit gap: to
learn the skills underneath the results, slowly enough
that they had time to actually become hers.

That decision did not come with a clear plan
attached. It came with something closer to relief. For
the first time in over a decade, Olivia was not about to
start counting down to an end date. She was, without
fully realizing it yet, about to start building a life she
did not need to escape from.

Try This This Week

Write down, honestly and without editing yourself,
every weight-loss approach you have tried in the past
five years. Next to each one, write a single sentence
about what it taught you to do differently, not what it
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made you eat or avoid, but what skill or habit it
actually left behind once it ended. If the honest
answer for most of them is "nothing," you have just
found your own habit gap, and identifying it is the
first real step in closing it.
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