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 A PLUME BOOK

 FAT FAMILY / FIT FAMILY

The MORELLIS are a family that struggled with obesity—and conquered it. In January 2009, Ron Morelli and his eighteen-year-old son, Mike, were cast as contestants on season seven of The Biggest Loser, making it to the final four and losing four hundred pounds combined. At home, Becky (who has previously lost 125 pounds) and her youngest son, Max, watched with America as her family shrank. Inspired by his father’s and brother’s success, Max went on to lose almost 150 pounds. Now, the formerly fat family has become a fit family, inspiring millions along the way. The Morellis live in South Lyon, Michigan, and continue to educate others about nutrition, fitness, and weight loss.
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This book is dedicated to everyone who has struggled—or is still struggling—to beat obesity.

 

Never give up! You can change your life!
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Introduction

food·a·hol·ic—noun: a person having an excessive, often uncontrollable craving for food.

—Dictionary.com

What do you get when two foodaholics get married?

A fat family.

A dad whose weight spiked over five hundred pounds.

Two teenagers, both nearly four hundred pounds.

And a mother, who, after beating her own obesity, then tried desperately for years to stop her husband and sons from eating themselves to death.

That was us: Ron, Becky, Michael, and Max.

The Morelli family.

Like millions of American parents and kids right now, we lived to eat—as much, and as often, as we could. Food was love. Food was happiness and fun family time. Food was comfort.

Food was our addiction.

We lived for those lost-in-the-moment highs as burgers and ice cream and cookies and pizza and fried foods had a party with our taste buds and filled our bellies well beyond satisfaction.  Whether our appetites were stoked by stress, bad habits, cravings, or some deep emotional yearning, food was the ultimate feel-good remedy. All day, every day, it was our legal, socially celebrated drug of choice.

And we hated it.

We hated the misery, the fat, the discomfort, the health problems, the self-disgust, and the guilt. Worst of all, we hated the hopeless feeling that we could never control our eating enough to lose weight and stay thin. We hated the overwhelming idea that it would take forever and a day to diet and exercise away hundreds of pounds. We prayed for an extreme solution that would change our lives forever.

Little did we know, our prayers would be answered—in front of millions of TV viewers around the world.

“The Biggest Loser is having auditions here,” eighteen-year-old Michael announced in our kitchen one evening in June 2008. “I heard it on the radio on the way to work.”

“I heard that commercial too,” said Ron, who’d watched every episode of the hit NBC prime-time show since its premiere.

“Me too,” added Max, who had recently finished his sophomore year of high school. “The show’s looking for teams.”

“I also heard it,” said Becky, while preparing her usual vegetables and Egg Beaters. Since losing 125 pounds after gastric bypass surgery twelve years before, she’d usually eaten the same dinner every day before taking a walk around the neighborhood.

The kitchen fell silent. You could almost see a lightbulb going off in our heads as we stood around the kitchen island—the same counter where we’d eaten countless meals and snacks that we were literally still wearing as fat.

Could The Biggest Loser finally help the Morelli men lose weight and keep it off? “Let’s try out, Dad,” said Michael.




Mike 


Desperate for Change 

I was only eighteen, but I weighed almost 400 pounds. I’d gained 150 pounds in high school alone. I had just graduated from Detroit Catholic Central High School with a 3.9 GPA and was headed to Michigan State University in the fall. Despite good grades and good friends, I was worried. How could I enjoy college when I loathed everything about my body? Being obese had squashed my self-esteem; I dreaded going to college, where I was bound to make a horrible first impression in my premed classes, in the dorm, and at parties.

I was so grossly overweight that I needed an extreme solution. Standing in the kitchen in my size 56 jeans, I reflected on my eating habits: I worked at McDonald’s, where I’d not only eaten breakfast, lunch, and dinner but snacked on chicken nuggets like they were popcorn. I had easily consumed five thousand calories, without even blinking an eye, and the day wasn’t over.

Another summer was here: another summer during which I wouldn’t dare bare my sixty-five-inch waist at a pool or beach; another summer with sweat forming in the folds of fat on my back.

Being fat and eating huge amounts of food had been my identity for as long as I could remember. And it wasn’t always bad. Some of my happiest memories are of Christmas at my grandma’s house, where everybody was having a great time and eating like there was no tomorrow. We feasted on homemade Italian food from a huge buffet: lasagna, spaghetti and meatballs, sausage, pizza, breadsticks, roast beef, and cannoli. The basement was set up like a banquet hall, with Frank Sinatra playing as dozens of relatives feasted in celebration of life and family. You could feel the love just exploding in the house, and food was an expression of that love.

Dad and all my uncles were really big men who devoured enormous portions. Max and I looked up to them as strong and masculine; we wanted to be just like Dad. So we always refilled our plates at least three times.

For both of us, it was cool to be “the big kid” until middle school, when we both became “the fat kid.” Being an obese teenager was miserable.

I prayed that The Biggest Loser would be my escape. I’d seen the trainers work contestants so hard that they puked and cried. If that’s what it would take to transform me from a fat foodaholic into a normal-weight person, then I was ready.




Max 


Hoping to Audition Too 

As we stood around the kitchen, I could feel everyone’s excitement. For me, going on a TV show sounded like it would be a blast. And shrinking my body down to a size where I could play sports and wear cool clothes and move around as easily as my thin friends? Well, that sounded amazing. But it also sounded like an impossible dream that I’d never been able to achieve. I just couldn’t see myself giving up the lifestyle I’d known for as long as I could remember.

I loved food—lots and lots of it, all day long and into the night. I didn’t like limits or boundaries.

Feasting on great food was fun for us Morellis. We were always going out to eat, or Dad was bringing home a pizza from work, or we were taking a vacation with endless snacks and meals. Eating with my family meant no judgment, just pure enjoyment. And we were so caught up in that enjoyment that it was easy to ignore the fact that our fun was also causing our misery.

While hanging out with friends in high school, food was  always the focus of our fun. We’d go out for Mexican, or chicken wings, and then sit around watching TV or playing video games. I’d been a Little League baseball star back in elementary school, but weighing two hundred pounds in fifth grade meant my sports days were numbered. Like Michael, I played freshman football in high school, but after that I was just too fat to play.

Being obese was the only hugely negative thing about my life. I had great friends, loving parents, and a nice house; went to private school and on family vacations; had a car that Michael and I shared, and all the latest video games. At school I was known for being the life of the party because I did things like paint myself blue and cheer the loudest of anybody at basketball and football games. But nobody saw the times at home when I would cry to my mom because I was so fat.

The fatter I got, the more I felt like all the normal, fun stuff teenagers are supposed to do was passing me by. Especially with girls. They loved me—as a friend. Not as a boyfriend. That depressed me, so I’d eat more and get bigger. I needed a huge change. Unfortunately, as we stood around the kitchen contemplating what seemed like a magic solution, I realized it wasn’t for me. According to the radio commercial I’d heard, I was too young to audition. But if Dad and Michael got on The Biggest Loser, I wondered, could that help me too?




RON 


I Had to Save My Sons 

“Let’s give it a try,” I said that fateful evening in our kitchen. “We’ll audition. What’s the worst thing that can happen? We waste a day. But at least we’ll have tried.”

Doing the physically grueling challenges that were part of the  show seemed impossible for a sick, broken-down guy like me. But at that point, I would do anything to spare Michael and Max from my miserable fate.

Five decades of stuffing my body with food was killing me. At fifty-four I was shooting myself up with insulin and taking fourteen pills a day for diabetes, high blood pressure, hypertension, and high cholesterol. I had to sleep with a mask connected to a machine because the fat squeezing my throat and chest made me stop breathing at night. And excruciating pain continually shot through my knees.

I’d tried every weight-loss gimmick out there, from shakes and pills to having my jaw wired shut for six months. Another time, I sold my house, my car, and my business to pay for a long stay at a residential weight-loss center. I’d dropped more than a hundred pounds every time I’d started on one of those plans—five times already!—but I’d always gained it back, and then some.

Even gastric bypass surgery hadn’t kept me thin! It’d been thirteen years since surgeons had reduced my stomach to the size of an egg.

But a foodaholic always pushes the limits. After the operation I was supposed to eat only low-fat, pureed foods while my stomach adapted. I couldn’t stick to that: once I actually pureed a Big Mac in the food processor! And by sampling a french fry here or a cookie there, I forced my tiny stomach to tolerate fatty foods and stretched the opening to my small intestine. It wasn’t long before I was back to my favorite chili-drenched hot dogs, pizza, and my mother’s home-cooked Italian food.

So there I was, huge and pretty hopeless, and my son wanted me to go on national TV and expose it all. Male contestants on The Biggest Loser wore nothing but shorts as they did the most  humiliating thing for a heavy person: to get weighed, and for the entire world to watch!

But somehow I had to save myself and my sons. Still, The Biggest Loser felt like a fantasy, like when the lottery is up to $300 million and you think, “Oh, I should buy a ticket,” but you don’t. The odds seemed one in a million that we’d get picked.




BECKY 


I Didn’t Think It Would Happen 

Ron could hardly get around the house. How would he be able to exercise in The Biggest Loser gym and do those crazy challenges? I would watch him struggling and think, “No wonder you can’t move—you’re so fat.”

I never said that. Ron’s weight was like an elephant in the room that nobody talked about. However, it had been our favorite subject when we’d met, twenty-one years before, at a residential weight-loss center. Happy and in love, we had vowed to never get big again. But when the boys were small, I’d blown up to 260 pounds (I’m five foot seven). So when Michael was in first grade and Max was in preschool, I also had gastric bypass surgery. Thankfully, I lost 125 pounds, and I’d kept it off for thirteen years.

But Ron had gone back to eating like it was an Olympic sport. And the boys had sided with him, eating thousands of extra calories every day, ballooning toward four hundred pounds each.

As we talked about The Biggest Loser, I didn’t want us to get our hopes up, only to have them smashed by disappointment. But I was also thinking, “We have to do something before Michael and Max end up like Ron.”




FIT FAMILY 


If We Did the Impossible, So Can You 

“Pack your bags for five months,” the producer said, when he called in three months after Michael and Ron auditioned. “Because you’re coming to California.”

But once there, we still had to compete with ninety-eight other people for just twenty-two spots on the show. The anxiety ended when the show’s host, Alison Sweeney, told us, “You’re going to the ranch!”

Now, thanks to that extraordinary experience, we are a fit family.

But it isn’t easy. They say, “Once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic,” because one sip can set off that insatiable craving that drowns all self-control. Well, we could say, “Once a foodaholic, always a foodaholic.” But the difference is that an alcoholic can stop drinking forever; foodaholics, however, must still eat, at least three times a day.

Sometimes we struggle to resist urges to indulge in old favorites like cookies, pizza, burgers, and fries. But we feel so much better now that we never want to go back to the unhealthy misery of being obese. As a result, we’re winning the battle against our foodaholic past.

We’ve done what millions of American families dream of doing. That’s why we’re sharing our story, to show how we transformed from a fat family with a food addiction into a fit family committed to healthy eating, exercising, and living a life far better than we ever imagined.

You might think it’s impossible, but you can beat obesity. If our family did it, so can yours.

—Ron, Becky, Mike, and Max Morelli




CHAPTER 1

RON It Was Love at First Sight

If you had seen me back in 1987, when I was thirty-two, the words “tall, dark, and handsome” would probably not have come to mind. Sure, I was six feet tall. I had “dark” covered with my full beard and shoulder-length black hair. And some women even said I was handsome.

But I weighed nearly five hundred pounds.

And I was miserable.

I wasn’t living. I was existing. All I did was work, eat, and sleep.

So I gave myself an ultimatum: either slay the foodaholic beast within or allow my self-destructive compulsion to continue squeezing the life out of me, literally and figuratively.

The choice was clear. I had to beat my lifetime battle with obesity once and for all. I wanted to feel excited about life. I wanted to fall in love and share my future with a wonderful woman who loved me for me.

And I knew just where I could make that happen.

With spring in full bloom, I checked myself into a weight-loss center in Durham, North Carolina. Durham is known as the  diet capital of the world because so many weight-loss clinics are located there.

As I entered the building designed to look like an old southern home, I was a man on a mission. Passing through those white double doors into the cozy home-style lobby, I beamed with confidence—even euphoria—that yes, this time I would finally end my struggle with food and fat, and live a happy life as a thin guy.

I knew I could do it, because I’d done it once. Two years before, I’d lost more than a hundred pounds here at Structure House. The weight had fallen off so easily and quickly that I’d wowed the staff and inspired the clients. No one had been more thrilled than me, because after a lifetime of being obese, “thin Ron” was finally within reach.

But that dream had disappeared just as fast.

Spending eight hundred to one thousand dollars every week for five months had bankrupted me. So I returned home to suburban Detroit, still weighing well over 300 pounds. I stuffed down burgers, fries, cookies, pizzas, and home-cooked Italian food until I gained 150 pounds. Fast.

Now I was back at Structure House for the second time. With the beautiful tulips and magnolias, it was the perfect season to escape my gloom and finally shine as the happy, successful person I was supposed to become.

That was my first wish. My second wish was to meet a woman who would share that new life with me. Just hours after arriving, I walked into orientation in a gymnasium with about a hundred overweight and obese people, and caught sight of a pretty brunette in jeans and a red blouse. Something about her was radiant and comforting; I felt a connection on a visceral level. I knew my second wish would come true too.

“I’m going to marry that girl,” I told a stranger beside me. I  had never been surer of anything. It didn’t matter that I was not the typical eligible bachelor. Structure House was different from the real world, where being fat often makes you a social outcast. When everyone around you is overweight or obese, “real world” standards of beauty don’t apply. Instead you’re judged by your personality.

At Structure House, making friends came naturally. Everyone around you shared a similar disposition. When I told a guy named Harry that I weighed 487 pounds, he shot back, jokingly, in his heavy New Jersey accent, “What’s the matter with you? Couldn’t you just gain 13 more and join the nickel club?”

Harry was almost as big as me, but older, and we became instant buddies. That first night I joined him and a half-dozen people, including a woman named Pepper, in the southern-style dining room. I was delighted when the mesmerizing brunette approached our table where her friends had joined us.

After Pepper introduced us, Becky said, “We’re playing water volleyball tonight. Do you want to play?”

I felt like Cupid had just shot me up with a bunch of arrows. I was love-struck. Becky was twenty-three and from Atlanta, Georgia. She had graduated from Emory University with a degree in marketing. At 210 pounds, she was one of the thinner people there. And she was perfect. I learned that she’d been at orientation to help greet newcomers; she had already been there for a week.

“My group is going home,” Becky said playfully, “so I need to start being nice to other people so I can have some friends.” New groups of ten or fifteen people arrived every seven days, while others left. You could stay as long as you wanted, if you kept paying the eight hundred to a thousand dollars every week for meals, lectures, group and individual therapy, nutrition classes, exercise activities, and lodging in apartments.

I laughed, and when I looked into Becky’s blue eyes I saw a twinkle that left no doubt: Cupid’s arrow had struck her too.

That night we all played water volleyball in the pool. It might sound weird for a bunch of heavy people to get excited about putting on bathing suits—something many normal-weight people dread. But when everybody’s big, nobody really cares. Plus the water is up to your chest, and at Structure House, everyone is confident that in a matter of weeks or months they will be much thinner. We had an absolute ball, even inviting a few well-known actors who were there to join our game.

After that night, Becky and I became inseparable.

We spent seventeen hours a day together. In the morning we left our respective apartments and walked in groups through the pretty, tree-lined streets of Durham. Then we went to breakfast in the dining room. That was usually an egg-white omelet with mushrooms, a slice of dry toast, and strawberry sorbet.

During the day, we talked with a psychologist, in groups and individually, about why we were so addicted to food. In nutrition seminars, we learned about balancing fat, carbohydrates, and protein. And we burned tons of calories in exercise classes. Afterward Becky and I would take romantic walks through the botanical gardens at nearby Duke University.

Falling in love with Becky was as close to a fairy tale as I’d ever get. In fact, our first date was to see the movie Snow White. I asked her out when we went with a dozen friends to see The Rocky Horror Picture Show at the local theater. We couldn’t sit together, but later, I referred to the preview we’d seen for Snow White. “We should go see that.”

“Okay,” Becky said eagerly. Another time we saw Harry and the Hendersons, but we could’ve been watching paint dry, because it was thrilling to be together.

Nighttime was the best. I went to Becky’s apartment on the Structure House campus (my apartment was off-campus), and we would talk for hours, about everything.

After years of feeling fat, lonely, and unacceptable, it was incredible to connect with a pretty girl who wanted to know everything about me. She liked me for me, and that was the best feeling in the world. Over the course of our three-month stay, I shared the most intimate details of my life with her.




 I WAS ALWAYS BIG 

Peanut butter.

Boy, did I love peanut butter as a kid. When I was about five years old, in the late 1950s, it seemed like that big glass jar of Velvet-brand peanut butter would call my name from the kitchen cabinet. Since Mom was so busy with a new baby and three toddlers, and Dad was at work, I would sneak into the small green kitchen at the front of our ranch-style home.

My heart would pound with anticipation as I lifted the jar from the shelf. Then, as I unscrewed the lid, I got even more excited at the sight of the smooth, untouched surface with a little dollop where a machine had filled the jar.

I was totally lost in the moment as I inhaled the salty-sweet scent. I’d plunge a spoon into the soft surface, scoop up a creamy glob, raise it to my mouth, and savor it as it melted on my tongue. Sweet, salty, creamy, rich. I was never happier than when I was eating peanut butter. Of course, I was always listening to make sure Ma wouldn’t walk in and catch me sneaking food between meals.

Years later she would tell me that I had been a normal weight  until I was four. But at age five I had started to pack on the pounds—and never stopped. It was no wonder, as I secretly binged on one of the most fattening foods you can eat. But as a kid I had no concept of calories or fat. I just had an overwhelming desire to eat as often and as much as I could.

As my taste buds had a flavor fest under globs of peanut butter, my eyes would drift to the yellow label on the jar. Below the letters that spelled out “Velvet” in a blue, green, and red accordion of jesterlike squares were three little guys’ faces and the words “creamy peanut butter.”

Even today, if you look at a jar of Velvet Peanut Butter, you’ll see my three little binge buddies: One, beside the word “fresh,” looks mischievous and mad. Below him, the middle boy, next to “pure,” has a halo. And the third guy is licking his lips beside “delicious.”

That image became forever imprinted in my mind because the little guys’ expressions would ultimately mirror back my feelings about food—as a kid and even now that I’m well into my fifties. But at the time, my only thought was that it tasted good, and I wanted to enjoy that feeling for as long as possible.




 FOOD WAS MY ESCAPE 

My mother came home from the hospital with a new baby seven times before my tenth birthday. As devout Catholics, my mother and father, whose parents emigrated from Italy, believed in having as many children as God would provide. So when I was one year old, my sister was born. On my second birthday, another sister arrived. Then came five more babies. Eight kids in ten years.

Imagine all those babies, toddlers, and kids, with cribs, playpens, toys, strollers, and car seats, crammed into our 1,800-square-foot  house in Lathrup Village, which at the time was a new suburb of Detroit, Michigan. We had one bathroom and three bedrooms; the girls shared a room, and the boys had a room with two double beds.

As the oldest kid, I was the babysitter, the diaper changer, the clean-up crew, and the mediator when my siblings bickered. If one of them did something and got yelled at, I got yelled at too, because it happened on my watch. It was rare when you could be by yourself and not worry about what someone else was doing.

I had no privacy. No alone time. Except when I was secretly eating. Food was the one thing that didn’t cry, didn’t need a diaper changed, wasn’t yelling at you, wasn’t taking your toys.

Food was my escape. Even if the pleasure lasted only a minute or two—when I’d sneak a piece of chicken from the refrigerator or a cookie from the cabinet—eating made me feel happy. Food was my best friend. It gave me comfort when I was by myself. As the tastes and textures delighted my senses, everything was okay. Not that the rest was bad. It just wasn’t as good as eating.

I was always thinking about what I would eat next. I guess I was born into the right family, because for my grandmothers and my mother food was everything. They were never happier than when they were feeding you. For them, the kitchen was the heart of the home. They began preparing dinner in the morning, making everything from scratch. The house smelled heavenly all day long.

Peppers bubbled in olive oil on the stove, while garlic-and-herb-rubbed roast or chicken or Italian bread baked in the oven. Made-from-scratch tomato sauce simmered on the stovetop too. All this tantalized my taste buds from the moment I arrived home from school.

Dinner was at five thirty every day. Being late was a cardinal  sin in the Morelli family. We each had our own spot around the table, and we ate family-style, after my father said grace and my mother covered the brown Formica table with huge platters. A typical dinner would include pasta with tomato sauce, vegetables, and meat—usually baked chicken, turkey, ham, or roast beef—and salad with my mother’s homemade vinaigrette. She also made the best lasagna, spaghetti, meatballs, and cannoli you could ever imagine.

We kids even handpicked some of the ingredients. During the summer, my parents and grandparents would take us to these big farms in rural Michigan to pick tomatoes. Then the adults would make and can enough sauce for the year, and they’d roast a twelve-month supply of peppers to keep in the freezer. We also had a garden, where Ma would get fresh herbs, tomatoes, and cucumbers to serve during the warmer months.

Food was love, and Ma lavished it on us at every meal. She put all her efforts into making sure we had the most delicious foods in front of us. But you had to grab it fast, or you wouldn’t eat—not with ten people around the table and twenty hands reaching for my mother’s home-cooked magic! At the end of the meal, the food was gone. If she made a four-pound roast, we’d eat four pounds of roast. If she prepared a six-pound roast, we’d eat six pounds.

Sometimes she’d bake five chickens, and all the kids loved the wings. We’d each take one. While my brothers and sisters were bickering over who’d get the remaining two, I’d eat them. End of argument.

Our father was quiet as he ate at the head of the table, tired from getting up at 5:00 a.m. to work at a construction job that he hated but went to every day of his life. Muscular and swarthy, with a perpetual five o’clock shadow, he had eight kids by the time he was thirty-five.

After serving in the United States Army at the end of World War II, Dad abandoned his dream of going to college and becoming an architect. Instead he did what a good Italian son was supposed to do: work with his father in the family business, in this case a small excavating company. Dad was all about work and responsibility and providing for his family.

My father’s whole life was work. He hated winter, but he worked in snow and frigid temperatures for four or five months of the year. If a rainstorm or blizzard struck, he couldn’t work, which meant he didn’t get paid. Even our summer vacations revolved around work: we’d rent a cottage in northern Michigan in places where he could take construction jobs.

His workday always ended with the same ritual. He’d come home, enter through the garage, and go to the basement. He’d remove his dusty work clothes that reeked of diesel fuel from the cranes and other heavy machinery he operated. He’d change into clean clothes, and then come upstairs for dinner. By the time he sat down with us, he must have been too tired and have had too many worrisome things on his mind to chitchat about what we’d done all day at school, where his hard work paid the tuition. It was our stay-at-home mother who would ask, “Ronald, how was school today?”

As you can imagine, it was pretty noisy in our house. I used to get horrible earaches. As a result, I had four or five operations, including a tonsillectomy and the insertion of a mastoid bone from a cadaver in my left ear. The earaches stopped, but they left me legally deaf in that ear. Of course I could still hear the noise that my brothers and sisters usually made together.

“You have buck teeth!” someone would taunt.

“You have frizzy hair!” someone would shoot back.

Even though I was the chubby one, I don’t remember them making fun of my weight. And if kids at school poked fun at me, it was behind my back.

We had a comfortable life because our parents worked hard every day. If you had to describe my parents in a few words, it would be “dutiful” and “devoted,” to family and church. Every Sunday my mother corralled the eight of us—babies, toddlers, and kids—into a pew at St. Bede Catholic Church. Dad was an usher, so he did not sit with us. During the service, I would look forward to the big Sunday dinner we would enjoy later. Then, like every night of the week, we older kids would clear the table, do the dishes, and sweep the floor.

“Ronald,” my mother would say, “watch your brothers and sisters while I get the babies ready for bed.”

I would do as I was told, looking forward to the opportunity to sneak back into the kitchen to grab a cookie.




 FOOD BRINGS PLEASURE AND PAIN 

When I was nine years old, I loved playing football. Since I was so big, the coaches put me on a team with twelve-year-old boys who’d been playing in our city’s parks and recreation league for three or four years. The rule was that boys in that group could play only if we weighed a maximum of two hundred pounds in our gear.

At first it was cool to be so young and be the big kid on the team. I also loved that my dad took time away from work to come to the games. But as the other boys were growing stronger and faster, I was getting fatter and slower. I went from being the star on the team to being the last one picked, unless we were playing tug-of-war, in which case I was suddenly every team’s top pick.

Each year the kids trying out for the team had to step on a scale to make sure they qualified for the weight class. Each year  I’d dread it. When I was ten years old, in fifth grade, I stepped on the scale and was shocked. I had exceeded the two-hundred-pound limit. The coaches told me I had to stop playing football because I was too heavy. It was one of the worst moments of my childhood. How ironic that, years later, I would revisit this trauma by stepping on a scale in front of millions of people on television! As a kid, though, I coped by burying myself in the very thing that caused the problem in the first place. Like the alcoholic who didn’t get the job because he had booze on his breath, then leaves the interview and gets drunk, a foodaholic goes on an eating rampage when he’s disappointed or sad. Rejected from the local football team, I ate to comfort myself. Peanut butter, cookies, pasta, you name it—I ate it. During those fleeting moments when I was eating, I felt good. But then I went right back to the misery, because the eating high only lasts a moment: after you finish gorging, you’re still fat.

With eight kids in the house, we were constantly going through food, so no one seemed to notice if I sneaked a bite here or there. It wasn’t unusual for us to have ten or twelve boxes of cereal in the cabinet at once. And it’s not as if my brothers and sisters didn’t snack too. But the difference between me and the other kids was that, no matter how much they ate, they never gained weight. They were all thin. “Geez,” I wondered, “why aren’t they putting on weight too?”

When I was ten, we moved into a much bigger house, three miles away in a brand new neighborhood in Southfield. Our 2,800-square-foot colonial had five bedrooms, a family room with a wet bar, a formal dining room, and a first-floor laundry with a sewing room. The exterior was red brick with white aluminum siding upstairs and black shutters, and there was a giant tree on the front lawn.

Southfield was mostly Jewish, but we lived in a small pocket of  Catholic families. When another Italian family moved in behind us, I developed my first crush, on Michelle, who was also ten.

“Someday, when you grow up, you’ll get married to each other,” our mothers would say playfully. I felt shy and never believed someone as pretty as Michelle would want a guy who weighed twice as much as most kids our age.

Some of my happiest times were going to “the yard” where my dad and my grandfather kept heavy equipment near a trailer-type office. I was awed when they dug a basement next to my grandparents’ house in Detroit. Dad was so strong; once he put one hand on a waist-high chain-link fence and leaped over it. In my eyes, he was Superman. As we kids watched him and Grandpa work, I thought, “Boy, is that ever great! I wanna be just like them.”

But I wasn’t: I was fat and getting fatter. My dad, however, treated me like all the other kids. He wasn’t a warm and fuzzy guy, but he made sure we had wholesome family fun. In the winter, he’d take us to a local park where they had bonfires, skating rinks, doughnuts, and cider. Then we’d take rides down a hill on an eight-foot toboggan that he bought for us to ride together.

Despite all this activity, I kept gaining weight.

My mother was desperate to help me slim down, because she’d been a chubby girl. She’d gotten thin before marrying Dad, but eight pregnancies had padded her with an extra fifty pounds. “I gotta lose weight,” she would always say. She was on a perpetual diet that never worked.

Holidays—when I would eat more than ever—were the only time when my mother would say, “Ronald, maybe you shouldn’t eat so much.” As Italian Americans, holidays revolved around food and family. We would spend every Easter and Christmas at Grandma and Grandpa Morelli’s house a few miles away on Winthrop Street in Detroit. The house was a twenty-four-foot  square, as was the basement. Down there they had a washer and drier, a stove, a fruit cellar, and a large work table for making sausage and pasta. On the other side of a cement wall was a huge table where the whole family would enjoy holiday meals.

On Christmas Eve, it was an Italian tradition to eat a dry salty fish called baccalà. We also had Italian wedding soup with chicken meatballs as part of the ten-course meal. Then on Christmas day, we’d be back for another feast.

Regular days at my grandparents’ house were a food fest too. Grandma always kept Lorna Doones and windmill cookies inside a white Hamilton Beach roasting stand in the kitchen. All the grandchildren knew exactly where it was, and she was thrilled when we’d come over and eat.

My grandparents were very frugal. They’d lost their house during the Depression. When Grandma would buy whole chickens at the butcher, any parts that didn’t get eaten at meals went into a giant pot to make stock that would be used for soup. She’d boil the carcass, head, neck, and feet. After she drained the stock, it was fun to nibble on the scraps. I remember grabbing chicken feet and sucking the meat off them as the toes spread out on my face. At the time, it didn’t seem gross. It was delicious. Food in Grandma’s kitchen was love, and I couldn’t get enough.

But when I was eleven years old, my passion for food inspired concern in my mother’s warm brown eyes, and she said, “Ronald, we’re going to a doctor who can help you lose weight.”

“Geez,” I wondered, “why aren’t I good enough as I am?” She was already taking me to tutors and summer school because my grades weren’t good enough. Now my weight was another reason to feel unacceptable. Decades later, as a parent, I realized that my mother, bless her heart, wanted to do everything possible to make sure her firstborn was healthy and happy.

But at the time, I felt downright lousy.

That is, until I discovered a perk to putting on pounds: one-on-one attention from my mother. As my mom drove me to the diet doctor, we were alone in our station wagon. The backseats were empty; the car was quiet. No babies or toddlers were squirming in car seats or on siblings’ laps, crying for her attention.

It was just me and Ma. And I loved it.

The doctors made me feel bad; being alone with my mom made me feel good. I had the same realization when she took me shopping in the “husky” department to buy the only clothes that would fit me—unstylish black or blue polyester pants for my school uniform. It didn’t matter that we were clothes shopping—we were alone, and I felt even happier than if I were eating peanut butter.

Having an amazing Italian cook for a mother was not an ideal weight-loss situation for an adolescent food addict. If the first doctor put me on a diet, I probably stuck with it for a week, maybe two, losing a few pounds. But pretty soon I’d be devouring hefty portions of pasta and sneaking peanut butter again.

“Are you kidding me?” my mother scolded, once she discovered my hollowed-out jar trick. “Did you eat this?” She was upset that the jar looked full in the cabinet and she hadn’t bought more.

So my mother took me to one doctor to “cure” my peanut butter habit. Even as a twelve-year-old, I knew the doctor was a quack. He did an allergy test on my skin to pinpoint reactions. He said I had a sensitivity to peanut butter, so he gave me a tiny bottle of peanut butter extract.

“Put a few drops of this under your tongue when the craving strikes,” he said. Of course that didn’t work.

I was almost thirteen at this time, and I was beginning to notice girls. But as the fat kid, I was invisible to them. “That will soon change,” I told myself as I stuck to my new diet.

So I created the peanut butter diet. At first, it worked! I’d eat  small amounts of it, with controlled portions of baked chicken, vegetables, and salad. It worked because I was consuming fewer calories, thanks to smaller portions.

The initial water weight melted off. But pretty soon my appetite roared back. The immediate gratification of eating was far more powerful than the far-off idea of dieting for months to become attractive to girls.

Yet I didn’t understand why, if I had always wanted desperately to be thin, I had never been able to simply eat less and lose weight. The equally confusing answer was that this voice, this power, this beast, was deep inside me, telling me to stuff myself. It told me to use food to feel good, even though it made me feel so bad.

At school I’d wonder how normal-weight classmates could just stop eating when they were full. What was it like to wear clothes from the regular kids’ department? What was it like to run and play with a light, mobile body? How did it feel to have your thoughts not be consumed by eating or the self-consciousness of being fat? My biggest wish was to reprogram my brain to think and eat like a “normal” person.




 YOU TRY TO MAKE YOURSELF INVISIBLE 

My self-consciousness hit an all-time peak in high school. In tenth grade, I became one of three thousand students at Southfield High School. Public school felt huge, indifferent, and scary compared to the intimate Catholic-school environment I was used to.

I hated high school. I never took my coat off. Never went to my locker. I didn’t even know where it was. I loved to retreat to the bedroom I built in the basement of my parents’ house. It had a pool table and a stereo. In the neighborhood, I hung out with the same guys I’d known since I was ten.

When you’re heavy, you try to make yourself invisible. You walk around with this awful self-consciousness that makes your heart pound with worry that something could happen at any moment to remind you just how unacceptable you look.

That’s why I never put myself in a position where people could make fun of me. I rarely went to a football or basketball game. I joined no clubs. I never had a date, never went to homecoming or prom.

“This is the hand I’ve been dealt,” I told myself. “I am what I am, and I certainly can’t twitch my nose like in Bewitched and change it. This is what it is.”

I raised my hand once during high school, in English class, to talk about the racial tensions simmering in and around Detroit after the riot in 1967. Our school was mostly Jewish, with one black student.

I put as little effort as possible into academics. If I had to write a book report, I’d do it in the class before it was due.

Did I get teased?

I was occasionally called “fat.” But being legally deaf in one ear probably helped me not hear cruel comments. A few overweight guys were teased, but they were slobs. Their hair was messy and their clothes were dirty and wrinkled.

My mother made sure that my collar was pressed, my hair was combed, and my clothes were clean.

In the lunchroom, I’d have milk and a sandwich then flee. If nobody saw me eat, then they wouldn’t think I was fat, right?




 FAST FOOD, FAST FAT 

I weighed 352 pounds when, as a sophomore, my mother took me to my first Weight Watchers meeting.

“Ethel!” shouted the older woman who was weighing me on a scale that went up to 350. “He’s too heavy! Can you get the adapter so I can weigh him?”

I wanted to disappear. No big surprise, I abandoned the program and dove back into my comfort zone: eating like there was no tomorrow.

That summer of 1969, however, I decided to lose weight once and for all. So I locked myself in my basement bedroom during times when I was tempted to eat. Rather than join the family for meals, I made up my own diet and would only eat tiny portions from a small refrigerator in my room.

My parents pretended to oblige my request to lock the basement door at night so I couldn’t sneak up to the kitchen. But I know they unlocked it just as quickly so I would be able to escape if there was a fire.

I lost weight at first. But when you’re addicted to a fork, and you have to use it three times a day, it’s easy to lose control. I’d gain back everything I lost, and then some.

Little did I know, my food addiction was about to go haywire. The first fast-food restaurant, McDonald’s, opened near our home in 1970. I was one of its best customers.

I went there in my 1966 Galaxie 500 coupe with a 352 cubic inch, four-barrel carburetor engine, dual exhaust pipes, and Mickey Thompson tires. It was black with a red interior. “Jackin’ up cars,” as we called it, was what I loved to do with my friends after school and on the weekends. We’d also build go-carts and mini-bikes with engines. We’d race or cruise Woodward Avenue, then later Telegraph Road.

After all, it was the Motor City, home of Henry Ford and the world’s first freeway.

My hot rod put me on the fast track to morbid obesity. I just couldn’t get enough hamburgers and fries under the glowing  yellow arches. I’d hang out there with my buddies, who would talk about homecoming and prom. Sad that I was missing out, I’d return to McDonald’s alone and order four times what I’d nibbled with my friends.

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” I thought while eating alone in my car. My monstrous appetite was roaring. I had no power over it; I just had to feed it, as much and as often as possible.

But at the same time, I wanted to finally control my hunger and my weight. I would never truly enjoy life, or have a girlfriend or a wife, if I kept getting fatter.

I was ready for something drastic.

I’d heard about the first intestinal bypass surgery in the late 1960s: doctors had devised a procedure to remove part of the small intestine to promote weight loss. (Today’s procedures leave the organs in). I’d heard reports about people suffering horrible health problems and death after this surgery, and my mother was very upset that I would even consider it. But I was desperate.

So in 1971, I consulted a doctor, who said that at age seventeen I was too young for the surgery.

“You’re never going to be thin,” he said. “You’re always going to be fat. If you eat twice as much as everybody else, then just eat every other day.”

What a screwball!

Hopeless yet again, I just kept growing. When I graduated in 1972, I weighed four hundred pounds.

Only once did my father speak of my weight. An article in the newspaper about an eight-hundred-pound man prompted me to say, “Geez, how does that guy get around?”

“Maybe you should start thinking about that,” Dad said.

I think my father stayed out of my weight problem because he knew my mother wasn’t staying out of it.

But even her efforts to help were not enough to stop me from  blowing up like a balloon. As a result, I was ordering bigger and bigger clothes from the KingSize catalog. The clothes were drab: giant dress shirts and black or blue polyester pants. I was lucky to get a decent-looking coat.

I got so big that when my buddies would invite me to the movies or to a Tigers, Lions, or Red Wings game, I’d pass. I didn’t fit in the seats. After a while, they’d stop inviting me. I had a “chick magnet” car, but no chicks.

Food was my best friend and my worst enemy.

Soon after high school graduation, I did one of the dumbest things of my life: walk out of registration at Oakland Community College, about twenty miles from my parents’ house. After standing in a long line leading to the crowded registration table, I learned that the only available auto mechanics’ classes met very early in the morning or late in the evening. I thought about driving back and forth, and how much I’d hated high school. And I just left without registering.

Fortunately, my brother-in-law’s uncle sponsored me to take classes on auto mechanics and auto sales at the General Motors Technical Center in Warren. He also helped me get hired as a mechanic at Les Stanford Chevrolet.

My life revolved around doing two things I loved: working on cars and eating.

Since I was living with my parents, every day my mom made my lunch. I ate it while driving to work. There I bought more food from “the roach coach,” a truck that sold tuna sandwiches and egg-salad sandwiches, Hostess pies, pop, and other junk. It returned for lunch, and I’d eat more. In the evening, I’d go out with my buddies to chug beer and eat pizza.

My weight spiked well over four hundred pounds.

At that point, the only place I could weigh myself was the giant outdoor scale at the post office in Redford. My aunt had  worked there and told me the scale went up to one thousand pounds. At night, when the post office was closed, I drove there to weigh myself.

The experience was all wrong, from start to finish. First, I was driving my cool hot rod, which should have been used for the kind of fun that young men usually enjoyed—going on dates, hanging out with friends, or going to drive-in movies. Instead I was pulling up, after dark, to the deserted post office dock.

Even though I was alone, I felt this awful sense of shame and self-consciousness. I was so heavy that I didn’t dare step onto a scale for humans. And I prayed that no one would drive up and catch me in the midst of my shame. My heart was pounding so hard that I barely heard the traffic sounds from the street on the other side of the post office. Then when I stepped onto the metal pad on the scale, I watched in horror and disgust as the red dial shot past one hundred, two hundred, three hundred, and finally came to rest on four hundred pounds!

The reality of that number made me open my eyes wider and stare, to make sure it was real. At the same time, though, it was no surprise. I weighed twice what a normal man should weigh because I ate three to four times what a man should eat in a day. Harsh as it was, this reality was not powerful enough to motivate me to change. My brain’s automatic response to negative feelings was to soothe myself with food. So I zoomed away from the post office, pulled into the nearest fast-food drive-through, and stuffed down all those bad feelings with a bag full of burgers and fries.

The following year, I was so disgusted with my body that I signed up for the new Optifast liquid diet at a local hospital. I thought, “Here’s the magic! Here’s the answer to my lifetime of struggles!” I thought this diet would change my body and my  life, that I’d never struggle with weight again, and that I’d be happy.

Inspired by these visions, I consumed the nutrient-rich protein drinks. I went to the hospital several times a week for doctors to monitor my blood sugar, blood pressure, and heart rate.

I quickly lost more than 100 pounds. But as I approached 330 pounds, something happened. The possibility of being thin scared the crap out of me. As ironic as it sounds, my fat served a purpose, to literally create a comfort zone around me that shielded me from taking risks. I’d never get rejected or heartbroken if I never dated. I’d never face defeat in sports if I were too fat to play. I wouldn’t have to worry about failing in a spectacular career if I felt too bad about myself to go to college. I wouldn’t have to worry about being popular and being invited to ball games, concerts, or movies if I made myself too fat to sit in the seats.

Why I was so afraid, I didn’t know. But this was how I had always felt. And rather than analyze that fear and get over it, I retreated back to the euphoria of eating. Those hundred-plus pounds returned fast.

Meanwhile I was promoted to car salesman. When I became too fat to fit into the cars, I sold trucks.

In 1975 I was hired at Bob Ford in Dearborn. My coworkers smoked; I started puffing through a pack or two every day.

Fatter than ever in 1977, I walked into an orthodontist’s office and said, “Look, I want to lose a ton of weight, and I want to know if you can wire my teeth shut.”

The orthodontist agreed. It cost a couple of hundred bucks, plus twenty dollars every week for him to remove the wires so I could brush my teeth. Then he’d wire them back.

Meanwhile, since I talked for a living as a salesman, I cut little rubber wafers out of an old football mouthpiece to hold the back  of my teeth open. That way my speech sounded natural, and nobody knew that my teeth were wired shut.

I lived on gross-tasting stuff called “predigested liquid protein,” which I bought at the drugstore. To prevent myself from choking if I vomited, I carried wire cutters on a string around my neck so I could cut the wires if necessary.

I thought it was okay to put my life in danger, because I was desperate to try anything. Since I’d had braces as a kid, my thinking was that if I couldn’t put any food in my mouth, I’d lose weight.

After six months, I’d lost 140 pounds. At 320, the same fear of being thin roused that beastly foodaholic with a vengeance. I cut the wires off my teeth. In ninety days, I gained back all the weight, and then some. One day at a store, I ran into the dental tech from the orthodontist’s office. She exclaimed, “Oh my God! We thought you died! You never came back.”

“I was embarrassed,” I confessed to her, “because I took the wires off myself.”

Fortunately, I was doing well as a truck salesman. In 1978 I bought a house in South Lyon, a quiet suburb northwest of Detroit. But a recession hit; car sales tanked.

So I started a company with another guy and began painting apartments for a hundred dollars a day. I hated everything about it—the detail of doing the edges, the smell, the mess. Sloppy paint clothes made me feel worse about my ballooning weight.

One day when I got home from work, my mother called, “Come to the hospital, Ronald. Your father had a heart attack.”

Still wearing paint-splattered clothes, I stood in the hospital hallway with my mother and siblings as they wheeled Dad past on a gurney. He waved and smiled as if nothing was wrong.

I took his resilience as a good omen for my future, especially after learning that he’d driven himself to the hospital. But Dad’s  health scare didn’t make me think about what I was doing to my body.

I was horribly lonely. Sometimes I would go home on the weekend and not speak a single word until I returned to work on Monday.

Food became more of a best friend than ever.

I couldn’t do grocery shopping for the week because I would eat until all the food was gone, usually within two days. If it was in the house, I had to eat it. If I bought lunch meat and cheese, or peanut butter and jelly, and a loaf of bread, I would just keep making sandwiches. I’d make one or two and eat them. Every fifteen minutes, another sandwich would end up in my hands, mouth, and stomach. Over and over, until the bread, meat, cheese, peanut butter, and jelly were gone.

If I bought a Boston cream pie, I’d eat the whole pie. If I made a pot of chili, with the goal of eating a serving or two each day for a week, I’d eat bowl after bowl until the pot was empty. Sometimes I would cook two pounds of ground beef, make five burgers with five buns, and devour them in one sitting. That usually happened on the couch, while watching the local and national TV news.

My craziest binge involved an entire loaf of bread made into French toast. Imagine: twenty slices of bread, six or eight eggs, milk, cinnamon, and nutmeg, all mixed together and cooked on a griddle. Then I put the French toast into a ten-by-thirteen-inch Pyrex dish, smeared it with butter, and poured on maple syrup.

I sat at the small table in my kitchen and ate it all.

Part of me believed that I liked the sensation of feeling like my stomach was about to burst, because I always ate until I reached that feeling. It mellowed me out, weighed me down, and made me so focused on the discomfort that I stopped thinking about my loneliness.

For me, this feeling was like the alcoholic who chugged drinks until he passed out. A drunk or a drug addict, however, couldn’t function at a job. As a foodaholic, I could.

In 1982 my cousin and I opened a video game arcade about an hour away, in Bridgeport, Michigan. I rented out my house and converted the back of the arcade into an apartment.

Kids came to play games after school and on weekends, while I sat all day behind the counter. My meals came from the nearby Chinese restaurant, Wendy’s, and McDonald’s. During the four years that I owned the business, I probably gained eighty pounds. I hid under giant flannel shirts and dark polyester pants, long hair, and a bushy beard.

When you’re that heavy, personal hygiene is tough. I used a shower brush with a long handle to clean under various skin flaps and folds of fat. I sweat a lot and always had to carry a hanky to mop my forehead. My pants would wear thin between the thighs from the friction when I walked.

I saw no way out of my foodaholic nightmare. When you get like that, you’re almost at a point of no return. Unless you can go somewhere to lose massive amounts of weight, you don’t even want to try the conventional stuff. It would take too long. You think, “Weight Watchers isn’t going to do it if you’re 450 and want to get down to 190.” Instead you always look for that easy, fast fix.

My next fix came through the television screen, as I watched The Phil Donahue Show. The equivalent of a male Oprah back in the eighties, he was interviewing actor James Coco, who said he’d lost a lot of weight at a residential weight-loss facility called Structure House in Durham, North Carolina. We had no Internet back then, so I called information, got the phone number, and called. Structure House mailed me brochures, and I read every word. As I’ve mentioned, it cost eight hundred to one thousand dollars every week.

“I’m either gonna come back broke or thin,” I told myself as I sold the business and my house.

I was euphoric, thinking, “This is the magic solution for all my problems!”

I was thirty years old and weighed 460 pounds when I drove to Durham the day after Christmas in 1984.

As I’ve mentioned, I, amazingly, soon became the star of the show at Structure House. I was losing weight faster than any person who’d ever been there. I lost fifty pounds in thirty days and then dropped one hundred pounds in ninety days.

I even got engaged! Imagine a guy who’d never had a real date or a girlfriend falling in love and discovering the joy of sex! I was excited about life and love and my future. Since sticking with the diet and exercise program felt so easy at Structure House, I was sure that I could maintain the same self-control back home as a thin guy.

Some of my greatest dreams were coming true.

And then I ran out of money.

After five months in weight-loss nirvana, I went home broke and still well over three hundred pounds. It was June 1985. I was thirty-one, living with my parents, with no job, no college degree, and no money. I drove a beat-up car. Fortunately, I got a job making a couple of hundred bucks a week moving fifty-pound sacks of flour at a food-distribution company behind a pizzeria. Soon I was delivering cheese and dough to other restaurants around metro Detroit.

Sadly, my fiancée lived in another state, and I realized that we had shared a romance of convenience, nothing more. She broke off the engagement; I buried myself in food.

The scent of baking pizza tantalized me all morning. For lunch I’d devour a whole pie, a giant meatball sub, or an antipasto salad covered with cheese, fattening meats, and oily dressing. Since I  lived with my parents, I couldn’t bring home a bag of five burgers for my dinner. They would say, “What the hell are you doin’?”

But I sure could eat them in my car before I got home. A short time later, I got an apartment. Many nights I would lie in bed painfully bloated.

“Please, God, help me,” I cried. “What am I doing to myself?”

Then I would have the same dialogue in my head that every heavy person has had a million times: “Tomorrow I’ll do better. Tomorrow I’ll eat healthily. I’ll stop abusing my body with food. I’ve dropped a hundred pounds in a couple months. I can do it again. Easy. Starting tomorrow.”

Tomorrow comes. You’re not nauseous and stuffed anymore. You’re thinking, “Okay, I can do this.” You whistle off to work.

But lunchtime comes, and you’re hungry. You eat way more than you’d planned. That triggers an “all or nothing” mentality—now that you’ve blown the diet for the day, you might as well just eat whatever you want. So you do, especially in the evening when you’re home alone. And then you’re right back where you started.

Miserable. Confused about why you torture yourself. Desperate to kill your addiction before it kills you.

At least I was making progress at work. In 1985 I led a startup company called R & P Foods, a distribution center for a local pizza franchise.

In 1986 I quit smoking—and ballooned up to 487 pounds.

The sadness in my eyes and the depressed expression on my face inspired my family to stage an intervention. My family, which worked for the same company that owned R & P Foods, convinced the owner to hold my job if I went back to Structure House to try it again.

I agreed. That was the best decision of my life, because I met Becky.
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