














Also by Joseph C. Piscatella


Don’t Eat Your Heart Out Cookbook


Choices for a Healthy Heart


Controlling Your Fat Tooth


The Fat-Gram Counter


The Fat-Gram Guide to Restaurant Food


Fat-Proof Your Child


Take a Load Off Your Heart


The Healthy Heart Cookbook


The Road to a Healthy Heart Runs


Through the Kitchen





Positive Mind, Healthy Heart


Take Charge of Your Cardiac Health, One Day at a Time


JOSEPH C. PISCATELLA


WORKMAN PUBLISHING • NEW YORK




As always, to my wife Bernie, with love and gratitude.
Sharing a lifetime with you has been my main motivation.


Copyright © 2010 by Joseph C. Piscatella
All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced—
mechanically, electronically, or by any other means, including photocopying—without written permission of the publisher. Published
simultaneously in Canada by Thomas Allen & Son Limited.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.
eISBN 9780761158295


We are grateful for permission to reprint material from the
following sources: The Word for Today by Bob Gass (United Christian Broadcasters); Rebuilding the Front Porch of America by Patrick Overton (Columbia College, Columbia, MO, 1997); and Footprints: Images and Reflections of God’s Presence in Our Lives by Margaret Fishback Powers
(Harper Collins Canada, Scarborough, Ontario, Canada, 2002).


Workman books are available at special discounts when purchased in bulk for premiums and sales promotions as well as for fund-raising or educational use. Special editions or book excerpts also can be created to specification. For details, contact the Special Sales Director at the address below.


Workman Publishing Company, Inc.
225 Varick Street
New York, NY 10014-4381
www.workman.com





Foreword
by Bernie Piscatella



My husband, Joe, has written 10 books about cardiac health and lifestyle habits. I contributed all the recipes (more than a thousand of them!) and lots of constructive criticism, but Joe is definitely the author. So why am I, the author’s wife, writing the foreword to his most recent book? Simply put: Joe feels awkward telling you the details of the story himself. And he certainly doesn’t want to brag about the mental attitude that has allowed him to stick with a heart-healthy plan for more than three decades. I’m going to do it for him.


Here’s the story: In 1977, at age 32, we went through coronary bypass surgery. Joe had the actual surgery, but I felt as if I were right there with him on the operating table, sharing each step of that terrifying procedure. Through his recovery and the decades since, it has always felt like our surgery.


We lived in Tacoma, Washington, and had two wonderful children—Anne, age six, and Joe, age four. A consciously healthy lifestyle had taken a backseat to other priorities like school, carpool, volunteering and supporting Joe’s work. Besides, we had always been in good health. Serious diseases such as heart disease and cancer happened to other people. Sure, we knew that Joe’s cholesterol was too high, that we both could stand to lose a few pounds, that our exercise regimen was sporadic and that, like most Americans, we lived with a chronic stress caused by never having enough time. We talked about living healthier, but doing something about it—that was for tomorrow. Then I found out that you can’t have a tomorrow if you don’t have a today.


For about a month, Joe had been complaining about shortness of breath and a pain in his chest that came on when he warmed up to play tennis. He described the pain as “dull, more like a feeling of fullness or pressure,” and it would usually disappear by the end of the warm-up. He ignored it, hoping it would just go away. Then one day it stayed with him through two hours of play. I made him call our family doctor, who said he should come in right away. Neither of us was worried, because Joe had had an annual physical four months earlier and the results were excellent.


Joe’s exam indicated that his lungs were just fine. “But as long as you’re here,” the doctor said, “let’s do an electrocardiogram.” The EKG indicated a very serious heart problem: an obstruction of a coronary artery. “I want you to see a cardiologist right now, today,” said the doctor. “In fact, I’ll drive you. I don’t want you behind the wheel of a car.” Now, that got Joe’s attention. He spent the next hour undergoing a thorough cardiac workup that included an exercise stress test. The results were not good; the cardiologist recommended an immediate coronary angiography, an X-ray of the coronary arteries.


At that point, Joe called home. He danced around the topic, trying not to alarm me, but he finally had to get to the point. “They want to look at my coronary arteries,” he said. “I don’t think it’s any big deal, but you might want to drop the kids off at your mom’s and come on down to the hospital.”


I got there just as Joe was being wheeled into the catheterization lab. We met up again in the recovery room. “Joe has coronary heart disease, a buildup of blockages in three coronary arteries,” the cardiologist told us. “It looks pretty aggressive. He has two blockages better than 50%, and one that has closed about 95% of the artery. This is life-threatening. I recommend bypass surgery within the next few days. He’s a heart attack waiting to happen.”


Joe tried to be calm and logical (for my benefit, I’m sure) as we discussed the options, but I was gripped by pure, stomach-churning fear. Old age was something I’d looked forward to sharing with Joe. What would happen to the kids and me if he wasn’t around? I had to face the fact that his death not only could happen in the near future, but probably would happen as a result of the time bomb inside his chest. Over the next hour, the doctor explained how coronary heart disease progresses, what would happen in the surgery, how the heart-lung machine works and the risks involved. With all that information in our heads, we made the hard decision: Joe would undergo bypass surgery in two days.


On the drive home, we tried to shore up each other by focusing on mundane issues. “You call the insurance agent. I’ll check with our attorney about the will and power of attorney.” “Who will call our parents?” “What do we tell the children?” But when we got home, and all through the night, we clung to each other.


The next day was a kind of sleepwalk as we took care of life’s details, reassured the kids and placed them with relatives. One thing sticks out in my memory, though. Joe and I had a running joke about how expensive dentistry had become. I got my teeth cleaned four times a year, but two times was the max for Joe. “I’m too frugal,” he’d say. Well, he kept a dental appointment that he’d made for that day, and when he returned I voiced my fear: “Do you think you won’t make it through the surgery?” His answer was pure Joe: “Do you think I’d waste money getting my teeth cleaned if I thought I was going to die tomorrow?” Nothing could have given me more confidence.


We headed to the hospital in the afternoon, since the surgery was scheduled for six o’clock the next morning. Joe settled into his room and had all his tests done. Then, after an orderly shaved his chest, we had nothing to do but wait. Luckily, it was the night of the major league All-Star baseball game, so we put the TV on. Before we knew it, people started to arrive. Friends, family, neighbors . . . soon the room was overflowing with laughter and friendship as everyone watched the game.


In the fourth inning, Joe received a telephone call from Ron Cey, the Los Angeles Dodgers third baseman. He was playing that night, but he had heard about our situation from his father, who had a service station in our neighborhood, and wanted to wish Joe good luck. After they talked, other National League players got on the phone and also wished him well. For a true baseball fan, as Joe was and is, nothing could have been better. That was the night I became a National League fan!


Finally, the cardiac surgeon arrived and shooed everyone away. “Be sure to get a good night’s rest,” he said.


“Don’t worry about me,” Joe replied. “You be sure to get a good night’s rest!”


The surgery seemed to take forever. I sat in the waiting room with my sister and brother-in-law, trying to keep my thoughts positive while fearing the worst. Finally, after five hours, the surgeon came out and told us that all had gone well and Joe was in recovery. We found him in intensive care, still not conscious, with multiple tubes running out of his body. I was so happy to see him alive, yet so sad that he had to go through all this. He just didn’t look like my Joe.


At a certain point, the doctors and nurses were happy with his progress and told us to get some dinner and go home to rest. We headed out to a waterfront restaurant, ordered a bottle of wine and drank to Joe’s health. We didn’t know that a leak had sprung at the bypass site and blood was filling the pericardium, the heart’s protective sack. The pressure was putting Joe’s life at risk. The hospital called the restaurant to tell us that Joe was on his way back into surgery; I got there just in time to see him. “He won’t die, will he?” I asked the surgeon. “There’s a chance that he will,” he said. “We’ll do the best we can.” A week after surgery, Joe was home. He was happy to be alive and with his family again, but he was filled with concern about the future. Bypass had not “cured” him. As the surgeon had counseled, “You had heart disease the day before surgery, you had heart disease the day after surgery and you have heart disease today. The surgery took away the pain and the threat of an imminent heart attack, but it did not remove the disease.”


This sobering fact was instrumental in our desire to find a course of action that would allow us to manage the disease, to arrest its progression. There were no statin drugs back then. No beta-blockers or stents. And very little information about managing heart disease. But Joe knew that his cholesterol was a key issue, so he searched out a nationally known specialist for advice. We got more than we bargained for. “My cholesterol is over 250,” Joe told him. “Should I change my diet? Do more exercise?”


“Don’t bother,” the specialist replied. “You have an aggressive form of coronary heart disease at an early age. Frankly, I’d be surprised if you live to be 40. The chances of you seeing your children graduate from high school are slim.”


His bedside manner certainly left a lot to be desired, but we took him seriously. At first, I watched Joe mope around aimlessly, but then common sense told me that doing something had to be better for his (and my) mental health than doing nothing. So I got up my courage and tried to put it all into perspective for him: “It’s true, you can’t change the cards you were dealt. But you can change the way you play those cards. And we’re going to do everything possible to eat healthier and exercise more effectively to even up the odds. It’s the only chance we have.”


And so we committed ourselves to a healthier way of living. The problem was, there was no road map for what to do or how to do it. In an effort to eat better, I cleared out the “unhealthy food” from our kitchen cabinets. But I had no idea what constituted “healthy food.” Joe’s first week home, I made the same lunch—a turkey sandwich on cardboard-like bread—for three days running. On the third day, Joe spoke up: “Bernie, I may have survived the surgery, but I don’t think I’ll survive another lunch!”


A couple of months later, Joe bought a pair of running shoes (the original blue-and-yellow Nike waffles) and devised his own exercise program (there was no cardiac rehabilitation program in our area). As he was out walking, he got a sharp pain in his side and thought it was the start of a heart attack. “I thought they would find me by the mailbox,” he said, “clutching my American Express bill.” It turned out to be a stitch.


Two steps forward and one step back. That was our dance for the next year as we tried to institute and maintain a heart-healthy lifestyle. But by year’s end Joe’s exercise had become a daily routine and I felt more comfortable in the kitchen, preparing healthier recipes—many of which tasted better than the original versions. And Joe’s cardiac markers—his cholesterol, weight and blood pressure—were better than ever.


Impressed with our progress, Joe’s doctor asked him to write down what we were doing and how we were doing it so he could share the information with other patients. The result was the Don’t Eat Your Heart Out Cookbook, one of the first books in the country to deal with diet, exercise and cholesterol. It was endorsed by many heart experts—the legendary Dr. Denton Cooley among them—and became a national bestseller. Over the next three decades, we would collaborate on many more books on healthy living and Joe would become a recognized expert on cardiac health and lifestyle.


More important, our healthy way of living worked. In 2009, to celebrate the 32nd anniversary of his bypass surgery, Joe hiked Mount Rainier with me. He is now one of the oldest living bypass survivors in the country, perhaps the world. His current cardiac markers show that he is in better health now than he was in 1977. His heart disease has actually reversed itself.


As a result, we’ve experienced the joy of seeing our daughter and son graduate from high school, college, law school and graduate school; of Joe walking our daughter down the aisle and making a toast at our son’s wedding; of celebrating 42 years of marriage; of gathering with family at Joe’s 65th birthday and presenting him with a bottle of his favorite wine from 1977, the year of his surgery; and of buying our four grandchildren their first baseball gloves.


And that brings us to the real point of Joe’s story: how he has successfully kept with the program for more than 30 years. No matter what the situation, through the ups and downs of life, he has stayed committed to healthy living. Let me give you an example. In order to perform bypass surgery, the surgeon has to split the breastbone to get to the heart. This often produces some distress for several months after the surgery, and that’s how it was for Joe (his chest, he said, could predict rain). By the sixth or seventh month his chest felt fine, but then he was in a car accident. His small sports car was violently rear-ended and pushed into the back of a stationary truck, and his breastbone was broken along the lines of the surgery. Needless to say, it was extremely painful, but that didn’t keep Joe from his daily run. The day after he returned from the hospital, I found him taping up his chest with an elastic bandage. “I need to take a slow jog,” he said. I tried to talk him out of it, but he told me, “When I was in the hospital, I thought about never being able to jog again—what I wouldn’t give for just one more run. Well, I’m lucky enough to have many more runs, and the first one is today.”


That’s Joe. In the first section of this book, he sets out six simple principles to help you succeed in living healthy and fit for a lifetime. The second part is a collection of 365 of his favorite motivations, inspiration stories, quotes and health tips. They are what keep Joe focused on change, and our hope is that they’ll do the same for you. Remember, it is only what your mind sees—whether it’s taking a brisk walk or making a healthy choice for lunch—that your body can perform.





PART ONE
The Yogi Principle



“What you do today can
improve all your tomorrows.”
–RALPH MARSTEN


Growing up in Connecticut, I was a die-hard Yankee fan. I followed the team religiously, knew players and managers from the early days, celebrated World Series victories, hated the Red Sox and lived for those trips with my father and brother to Yankee Stadium. Like most fans back then, I was crazy for Mickey Mantle, Roger Maris, Whitey Ford and Bobby Richardson—the guys who played exceptionally well but also looked the part of Yankee “supermen” in the tradition of Lou Gehrig and Joe DiMaggio. But I always had a special place in my heart for Yogi Berra.


Yogi presented a paradox. On one hand, he was a fabulous baseball player. But on the other, he didn’t resemble a big-league player at all. Of just medium height with a stocky body and, let’s say, a less than classically handsome face, Yogi lacked DiMaggio’s grace, Mantle’s power and Maris’s all-American good looks. He simply didn’t carry himself like an elite athlete. But with one swing of the bat he would drive in the runs to beat you; with one throw from his powerful arm, your chance of stealing second base had just disappeared. And no catcher ever called better games. He was a winner.


He still is. His unique views on life—his “Yogi-isms”—continue to mystify as they enlighten: “If you come to a fork in the road, take it.” “It ain’t over till it’s over.” “The future ain’t what it used to be.”


My favorite Yogi-ism is his answer to a question on how to be successful at the major league level: “Baseball is 90% mental—the other half is physical.” Like many of Yogi’s quotes, this doesn’t make sense until you ponder it for a bit. Then you begin to see his wisdom: A positive mental attitude is at least as important as the physical tools you bring to the game. What your mind sees, be it positive or negative, becomes your reality. What Yogi knew by instinct, many scientific studies have found to be factual.


Let me give you an example from my own experience with golf. How many times have I set up to take a shot, seen the ball in my mind’s eye take flight and land in a bunker, and then done in reality what I’ve already done in my mind? My negative thoughts produced a negative result. But when Phil Mickelson plays the round in his head before he steps to the first tee, he visualizes each shot as perfectly placed. Guess who plays better golf?


Not everyone can be a major league ballplayer or a PGA golfer, but we all can use a positive mental attitude—what I call the Yogi Principle—to improve our performance and our lives. After my coronary bypass surgery, my first step was to do research and collect information on heart-healthy living. The prescription was clear enough: eat better, manage stress and move my body more. That was the plan. But I soon found that information alone, even when part of a plan, does not bring success. Cognitive understanding does not always lead to behavior change. If it did, we would be a nation of nonsmokers.


I started out fine. I ate more vegetables and less red meat, took a morning jog or after-dinner walk, made time to de-stress by listening to music. But then a cheeseburger would creep into my diet, or a favorite television show would preempt my walk, or I would run out of time to take time for myself. Why was this turning out to be so hard?


I learned that I wasn’t the only one to have trouble. National Institutes of Health data showed that up to 50% of bypass patients abandoned their low-fat diets within six months of surgery. These patients had received information on healthy eating from doctors, dietitians and cardiac rehabilitation professions, and had experienced a never-to-be-forgotten surgery. Yet just a short six months later, with their chests barely healed, they were back to chicken nuggets and fries.


That’s where I found myself. Contemplating change was the easy part. Taking action and maintaining the change over time was elusive. That’s because my thinking was so negative. Instead of solutions, I visualized problems and roadblocks.


It was then that I discovered the Yogi Principle: See the positive results in your mind to be successful in your actions. This was a complete turnaround for me. No longer limited by fear of failure, I began to think of new ways to solve problems. My good friend Dr. Barry Franklin, director of the Cardiac Rehabilitation Program and Exercise Laboratories at William Beaumont Hospital in Michigan, makes this point by telling a story about two salesmen sent to the Australian outback to sell shoes. They each encounter barefoot Aborigines in their travels. The first salesman e-mails back to his company: “No potential for sales here. The people don’t wear shoes. I’m coming home.” The second salesman looks at things differently. His e-mail? “Wonderful potential here. The people don’t wear shoes.”


Now, don’t get me wrong. Despite what many gurus preach, just thinking positively doesn’t cut it. Everyone who accomplishes something, whether it’s hitting a sales goal or becoming a top-tier surgeon, accomplishes it the same way: by taking action. Positive people simply have an edge because they believe, they know, that the object of their desire is attainable. When I started to collect the information I needed to make healthy changes, I wanted to develop a “can do” attitude. But I soon found that such an attitude was all about potential. It wasn’t until I had established a “will do” attitude that change really began to take place.





Building on the Foundation: Six Principles for Success


Once you start your journey down the road to health by employing a positive mental attitude and a “will do” mind-set, you’ll be ready to use six basic principles that will assist you in achieving your diet, exercise and stress management goals.


1. DEVELOP RESILIENCY


Everyday life is filled with events that can knock any of us down. No one is immune, but the way a person reacts to a blow can be 180 degrees apart from how somebody else responds. One person can be devastated by losing a job, while another takes a deep breath and moves on. One person simply collapses under the weight of his troubles, while his neighbor actively looks for a way to get through them and even thrive. That’s the resilient guy I want to focus on—the fellow who, whatever comes his way, manages to keep control of his thoughts, feelings, focus and actions. He’s the person who, when knocked down, bounces back.


By way of example, let me tell you about Jim and Tom, a couple of cardiac patients in their mid-fifties whom I met after giving a talk at a hospital. They worked for the same company and had undergone bypass surgery in the same month, but there the similarity ended. Jim was doing wonderfully. He viewed the changes in his life—healthy eating, regular exercise—as welcome arrivals. He was thankful that the surgery had given him a second chance and additional years of life, and was determined to live those years to the fullest. Excited about his future, he could visualize himself growing and prospering. When I met him, he was planning an 80-mile backpacking trip into the mountains with his sons. For Jim, lifestyle change was a beginning, a way to demonstrate his new resiliency.


Tom was as far removed from Jim’s state of mind as anyone could be. Soon after the operation, he crawled into a mental fetal position. My life is over, he thought. In his mind, he was an old and frail person with a bad heart, and that became his reality. He grew more fearful, unwilling to try new things, socially isolated. Though still alive, he was a cardiac casualty, and he left the rehabilitation program without completing it. Researchers investigating how the mind-body connection affects health have become increasingly interested in people like Jim. Studies show that resilient people often share distinctive habits, including a positive attitude that helps them shape a “hardy” personality. In other words, you can develop a resilient response to any situation as the result of the way you think. Resilient people look at each situation as an opportunity for growth, often by focusing on immediate issues rather than far-reaching ones.


Early on in my attempt to practice healthy lifestyle habits, I came across a study that examined the responses of executives laid off in a corporate restructuring. Many were career men in midlife whose entire working lives had been with one company. The study described the stress and anxiety (and sometimes depression) that many of them exhibited. But what I found really interesting was that some people not only accepted the change, but flourished as a result of it. Each of this latter group of executives had four particularly helpful character traits:


• A sense of control. They felt that they could shape events and turn situations, even bad ones, to their advantage.


• A commitment to life. They believed that their actions were worth doing at full tilt since their lives were of use—to themselves, their families and society.


• Love of a challenge. They demonstrated a willingness to accept and anticipate change as natural and exciting, not threatening.


• A sense of purpose. This helped them overcome obstacles in their path.


Can you learn resiliency? The answer is yes, if you have a positive mental attitude.


2. DEVELOP PERSEVERANCE


Simply thinking positive thoughts will not get the job done. Whatever you call it—perseverance, stick-to-it-iveness, commitment—you need to not only take action but keep on doing it. That’s the difference between “can do” and “will do,” and it’s the only way you can develop the new habits you desire.


Here’s a favorite story of mine. A sales manager is firing up his people. “Did the Wright brothers quit?” he asks.


“No!” they answer in unison.


“Did Rocky quit?”


“No!” they yell.


“Did Lance Armstrong quit?”


“No!” they bellow.


“Did Thorndike McKester quit?”


A long confused silence. Then a salesperson shouts from the audience: “Who in the world is Thorndike McKester? Nobody’s ever heard of him.”


The sales manager shouts back: “Of course not. He quit!”


You need to just keep plugging on, no matter what happens in the course of any particular day. It is said that when his crew grew discouraged after three weeks at sea, Columbus urged them on by shouting, “Adelante! Adelante!” —“Sail on! Sail on!” Persevering means stopping not when you lose heart but when the task is done. As Robert Strauss, diplomat and adviser to U.S. presidents, once remarked, “It’s a little like wrestling a gorilla. You don’t quit when you’re tired. You quit when the gorilla is tired.”


Let me tell you, this is easier said than done, particularly when success eludes us. But failure, which is part of the human condition, does not have to equal weakness. In fact, it can motivate growth—if you stick with the program. This is where your ability to paint a positive mental picture comes in. If you’re trying to eat healthy but fall off the wagon with a hot fudge sundae, your thought might be Can’t I do anything right? I’m always eating something wrong. I’m just a loser! That message triggers emotional stress and you give up. But what if you say to yourself: That sundae was great! Everyone deserves a now-and-then indulgence. Tomorrow I’ll be back to eating healthy again. That response strengthens your resolve and, ultimately, your ability to persevere.


3. TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR YOURSELF AND YOUR ACTIONS


Too often the answer to the question “Who or what is responsible for your health?” is “my doctor” or “my genes.” As a game show host might say, “Wrong answer!” Sure, heredity plays a part in our health, and so do the people who take care of us. But what we do to and for our bodies is a personal responsibility.


After my surgery, I visited my cardiologist. I had done some research on diet and heart disease, and now I was ready to take action. “My diet is a critical factor in recovery, isn’t it?” I asked.


“Yes, that’s true,” he replied. “Your cholesterol and triglyceride levels are too high and you need to lose a few pounds. Healthy eating will help.”


“What are we going to do about that?” I asked.


“Darned if I know,” he said. “I’m a doctor and I understand disease. If you have another blockage, come back and see me. But what you’re talking about is not disease; it’s health. And frankly, health is not my field.”


I was stung by his comments and so angry that I could hardly speak. Fortunately, he had to leave the exam room for a call, which gave me time to cool down.


While it’s true that no doctor today would say such a thing (remember, this was more than 30 years ago), I was grateful for his directness. He could do a lot for me—direct me to a cardiac rehabilitation program, give me books to read, line me up with a dietitian and lend me his support—but he couldn’t change my lifestyle. He knew that. He also knew that I was looking for a pill or a prescription, a quick fix for my problem, and that I wanted to make him the person in charge. His dismissive tone literally shocked me into a profound understanding of my responsibility. It was my heart, my life, my diet, my health. The decisions and actions were mine, too.
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