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INTRODUCTION


After any type of heartbreak, be it romantic, familial, or otherwise, you’re likely to feel a wide range of emotions. You might feel hopeless, hopeful but directionless, a sense of freedom, deeply in pain, or unable to move or take a physical step forward. Sometimes multiple emotions—sadness, relief, anticipation, anger, despair—coexist at the same time. There are as many emotional responses as there are individuals, and these undulating waves of emotional turmoil can feel all-consuming, overwhelming, paralyzing, depressing, and very hard to ride out on your own.


I wrote this book to be your life raft. Within its pages, I will take you on an intimate, twelve-week journey that will use physical and mental exercises to integrate your diverse emotions and help you develop a new, healing relationship with your heart. That’s not to say there’s a time frame for grief, like twelve weeks and you’re good to go. The path to emotional wellness is an ongoing process—you can’t rush it. I know this firsthand because it took me almost five years to fully recover from my first broken heart, and I’m still recovering from my last relationship—and that’s after a solid year apart. But I found that a schedule and framework for the journey, which is what this book provides, help focus emotional energy in a particular direction, and that twelve weeks is enough time to learn how to tap into a self-love that will carry you through. No matter how you’re feeling right now, you can take action, and those actions will create new thinking. I promise.


If you’re feeling crushed, this might seem like an impossible idea, but it is not only possible to achieve—through directing your emotions and using them to fuel actions—it is entirely doable and completely transforming.


It also might be nice to know you’re not alone in your plight. Heartbreak is a universal experience, and no one has the luxury of avoiding it, including my clients, who are well known for their successful careers and their runway-worthy bodies. Being a celebrity and “having it all” doesn’t exempt you from pain. There is no fast pass that allows you to skip being human. My client and friend Jennifer Aniston had one of the most famous and scrutinized breakups on the planet. She credits our work with helping her get through it and discovering that she could act her way into correct thinking. Jennifer is living evidence that moving your body with heart produces the emotional result you’re looking for. Using her emotional energy positively has transformed her. She has reached an entirely new level of personal power and comfort in her own skin. I hold very dearly the very first time we practiced yoga together. It was a devastating time, when she was exposed to more pain than most of us with a freshly wounded heart can handle, and I suggested that we simply move the energy with some yoga. I let her know that if she needed more energy she could tap into what she was feeling, and if that didn’t do it, she could tap into me. That is what I suggest to you, too, through this book.


“There’s a saying—‘Move a muscle, change a thought’—that perfectly reflects this dynamic.”


Jennifer isn’t the only one who found her way to me at a devastating time. Many of my students first came to my class or began working with me during a difficult life phase. While many can become paralyzed by mourning and find it difficult to take a physical step forward, others, sometimes unknowingly, seek to find a way to release some of the pent-up grief by taking a yoga class. Perhaps intuitively they know that one of the best things you can do to help yourself heal is to find action-oriented ways to love yourself through physical movement. As an instructor, I’ve found that once people get into the routine of showing up for themselves, the endorphins kick in and they want to come back for more of that good feeling. Consequently, they end up getting in the best shape of their lives—while healing the emotional body, too.


The practices in this book are distinct from my first book, Yogalosophy: 28 Days to the Ultimate Mind-Body Makeover, in an important way. There I talk about emotion being a motivating force: take your emotion and change your body with it. Here, we flip that dynamic to discover how you can shift your emotions by getting physical—and, conversely, change your thinking by fully expressing your feelings through action tools and movement. There’s a saying—“Move a muscle, change a thought”—that perfectly reflects this dynamic.


So here we are. At your new beginning. Follow this book and I guarantee you’ll change your thoughts, your habits, and your body. But before we dive in, I want to share a bit about myself and my experience. This is something I’ll do throughout these pages because opening up and relating my personal experiences has always been key to my teaching—whether in my classes, with my private clients, through my DVD, or in my first book, Yogalosophy: 28 Days to the Ultimate Mind-Body Makeover. In the deeply personal arena of heartbreak, I will allow you inside my own journey as it speaks to each of the movements in the twelve-week process. Sharing is a way of teaching and also of learning. Instead of the feeling of isolation that often accompanies sadness, we can open ourselves up and widen our circle. In this sharing I also want to explain a bit about how this book works, so once you get into the twelve weeks you’ll know what to expect.
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OVERVIEW


How Yoga Broke My Heart Wide Open


Let me tell you a little secret. I kind of hate yoga. You might think I’m kidding, but I’m not. Well, sort of not. Yoga caused my first heartbreak. Yoga represented the breakdown of my family when I was a child. It’s ironic that yoga means “union”—considering it was what tore my parents apart.


On the outside, we appeared to be the perfect family. My parents were attractive and charismatic. They had two kids, myself and my brother, and a nice home with a pool in the ritzy Los Angeles neighborhood of Bel Air. My mom was a dedicated parent, Girl Scout leader, and everyone’s listening ear. My father was an attorney. He was also a seeker; he had a knack for discovering things about thirty years ahead of their time. It was the late seventies when Dad found yoga and a macrobiotic diet. After a bout with severe slipped discs, which had him flat on his back for over a month, a friend of his from the gym, actor Dirk Benedict (to date myself, he was from the 1970s television series Battlestar Galactica), introduced him to a macrobiotic diet and told him that yoga and cycling would heal his back. It was the beginning of a journey that would last a lifetime, and would make my mother a slave to the kitchen, whipping up four-course macrobiotic meals—no easy task.


We were strict—not merely avoiding certain foods, but also using food as medicine. In the macrobiotic tradition, the head of the household—my mother—was in charge of getting a bead on how to best balance each family member’s condition, reading characteristics of the tongue, the face (using physiognomy), and the eyes (using iridology). My mother was responsible for this diagnosing and then preparing the appropriate foods in the appropriate ways, based on the principles of Yin and Yang. This was much more than “dairy free,” “gluten free,” or “vegetarian”; this was a complete lifestyle overhaul. My mother still tells the story about when she took my brother, David, and myself to the market and showed us the section we would be able to select food from, and how we burst into tears. Thank goodness for the moments of levity when Mom used her wooden spoons to break into an outstanding Mick Jagger impression while preparing brown rice in a pressure cooker, or when we would read stories to her in different accents while she was making tempura!


My parents’ arguing had always been an issue, and now some of it surrounded yoga, health, and wellness. It’s no wonder that I became averse to sitting down to meals with the family. But I wasn’t the only one. Each of us, with our own separate way of eating, was on our own. Soon, my father was eating in a kneeling position at the head of the dining room table all by himself. My brother, vegged out in front of the television with his nonvegetarian Stouffer’s frozen dinners. And my mom ate out of the pots she was cooking from, scraping the pan, delighting in the extra flavor of the burnt morsels at the bottom.


I preferred to stay out of it entirely. Due to the family dynamics and my own need for control, I survived on very little. I distinctly remember using the cap of a white grape juice bottle to enjoy a thimbleful of the sweet elixir after a day or two of starvation. In an effort to gain my father’s attention, I began to practice from B. K. S. Iyengar’s Light on Yoga, just as he did. My flexibility, although inherited from him, impressed my father. My efforts to practice and expand my knowledge of yoga came from a competitive place, one that stemmed from a deep admiration of and longing for my father’s approval.


As my folks continued to contract and expand around these lifestyle issues, I contracted into eating disorders and expanded into my imagination to become an actress. Perhaps, I thought, if I eliminated food entirely from the plate, there would be no conflict in my world. Everybody would leave me alone. My brother found his individuality in the art and drug scene, and my family seemed to be unyoking. Meanwhile, my father’s expansion into more esoteric yogic practices led him into the arms of another woman, Alex. She was not only the mother of one of my friends at school but she was also my dad’s “yoga buddy.” Alex and dad were two peas in a pod, practicing yoga and exploring their spirituality together. And when my father would feel a spasm at “the left tip of my right kidney,” she concurred—he was so deeply enamored of her he even thought she was able to see into his internal organs. They were like two aliens dropped onto planet Earth and into the “body experiment.” My mother was left crying over the loss of the only thing she had ever been raised to do: get married and have children. Be a family. This was no longer an option. She sobbed for months on end. Looking back, I am so grateful that she allowed me to see and hear her tears. But at the time, I was a sixteen-year-old girl. I was on the brink of embarking on life as a young woman, and I had spent most of my years witnessing the deterioration of a relationship. I wanted to get some space from my parents’ woes.


And so I developed a love-hate relationship with yoga. Is it any wonder? There was no yoga community like there is today to turn to, but what was there was related to my father and his newfound partner, so I often felt isolated. As a result, I practiced the yoga positions halfheartedly, never really feeling that they were my own, but rather a shadow of my family that I was trying to hang on to.


“Yoga has helped me accept that the cracks in my heart are the openings where the light shines through.”


The irony doesn’t escape me that my family broke up over yoga while so many people turn to it to attain wholeness. But I have learned that, like homeopathy, the cure is often in the poison.


As I grew older and experienced my first romantic heartbreak, I found that the antidote to my hurt was contained within yoga. After my first big break-up, I signed up for a yoga teacher’s training and immersed myself in the studies, physical action, and ritual of the yoga practice. But yoga classes felt like a haunted house to me. Each woman that I saw in the class had the potential to be “the other woman.” In fact, one of the teachers who trained me actually had slept with my ex-boyfriend. My nightmare did come true, over and over again. Now I don’t see this so much as coincidence as it was my path. Life tends to open the old wounds as it presents us with circumstances that cut straight to the bone—which ache like original betrayal—in order for us to view them and heal from them from a new, empowered position. My journey with yoga has been a way of reclaiming myself by moving toward the pain of heartbreak and finding the wisdom in the broken-openness. Yoga has helped me accept that the cracks in my heart are openings where the light shines through. They leave me vulnerable and allow me to be truly seen, whether I like it or not. The process of going in deeper and leaning in toward the pain is a constant practice in yoga that requires patience. It cannot be forced; if it is, it can set you back. Yet if discomfort is avoided completely, growth and change will remain untapped. But meeting myself at the edge of my pain—without force, without avoidance—is a place of sweetness. It reminds me that I am human. It reminds me that this, too, shall pass, and that I am equally capable of love and loss. And that when I lean into the pain, and can be with it, there is bliss just on the other side of that threshold.


How to Use This Book


You don’t need to know anything about yoga to make it through the next twelve weeks. All you need to do is read one chapter per week in Part 2: The Weekly Companion to Emotional Wellness. Then follow the included physical and mental/emotional exercises, which are meant both to align your heart and body and to tap into two of the main concepts in yogic tradition—the eight limbs of yoga and the chakra system. (I will further explain these in Part 1: Moving Through Heartbreak.)


At the core of this book’s weekly plans are five Yogalosophy-inspired routines. If they are unfamiliar to you, don’t worry. I’ve included photos and descriptions of the poses in the upcoming Moving Through Heartbreak section. You’ll do one of these routines each day for five days, plus cardio for an additional day.


In addition to these routines, in Part 1 you’ll also find a nutritional support section called Eat Your Heart Out! because there is a close connection between what you eat and how you feel. I’m not putting you on a diet. It’s enough that you are experiencing a fundamental loss, so the point is not to take away anything else. There are, however, foods that support your heart and make you feel better. Eating cleanly will allow you to attain more emotional balance. For example, sugar can be a comfort, but it is not your friend when you’re looking for stability.


You’ll also find basic food guidelines for emotional wellness, which will help you to eat whole foods, hydrate, avoid refined sugars and processed foods, fuel up with protein for breakfast, and experience pleasure through daily nutritious, delicious treats.


Along with a weekly routine of yoga and healthful eating, each week focuses on healing various elements of your heart through the following practices, which you’ll find at the end of each chapter.


MANTRA: This is your weekly affirmation to help put your mind and emotional body in the right space.


TRACK OF THE WEEK: Music helps you access your emotions and touches the intangible spirit that connects us all. This track is meant to evoke the theme of the week on an emotional and spiritual level.


HEART-OPENING POSE: Each pose includes accompaniment, instruction, and reflective text that relates to the theme of the week.


LOVE MOVEMENT: This is your weekly cardiovascular activity to strengthen your heart and keep your energy in motion.


HEART-HEALING MEDITATION: This is your weekly meditation or breathing exercise to bring clarity and harness the mind.


LOVE NOTES: This is a weekly topical journal or writing exercise for expressing emotions on the page.


RITUAL: Powerful actions help to express and release emotion through ritual. This can be a real catalyst for change.


STRENGTH FOR THE SOUL: This section offers a mixed bag of food lists, self-care suggestions, playlists, and activities that connect you with others.


HEART FACT: For your information, a fun fact about the heart.


HEART-HEALTHY TREAT: Eat your heart out with a special food item, recipe, or “treat” related to the theme of the week.


Along the way, you’ll also find stories and recipes or other remedies from my circle of women, who are experts in their fields and have greatly impacted me with their wisdom and experience. My contributors are strong women. Nutritionists, chefs, daughters, mothers, friends, teachers, jewelry makers, artists, yoginis, actors—women just like you and me who have come to know that each loss has brought with it a blessing. When we share our stories, we heal together, and create a network of love that unifies us all. Join us here. Share with us in the bittersweet beauty that connects and softens us all: vulnerability. I would like to invite you into this sacred circle. Heartbreak is a turning point where we get to choose what we do with the broken-openness—and that choice is how we take part in writing our story. We are each different and pull wisdom from one another.


As you move forward in this process, remember that you can pick and choose what works for you. Though these exercises are tools for you to use as needed, the main idea is to rekindle a love relationship with yourself. You will discover so many new strengths that emerge from self-acceptance, self-love, and simply learning to be present with yourself as you are. I will never forget my father’s words of wisdom when my heart was aching with grief. He reminded me that the gifts I would garner from this heartache would far outweigh the gifts of the relationship I had lost. Even through my pain, I heeded his words because I sensed from within that this was true.









PART ONE


Moving Through Heartbreak
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BASICS OF YOGIC TRADITION


The Eight Limbs of Yoga


The Eight Limbs of Yoga, also known as the Eightfold Path, is part of the teachings derived from the Yoga Sutras, as dictated by Patanjali. It is a nonreligious text about how to live in union with the Divine. The word sutra translated from Sanskrit means “thread.” They are seen as the thread between the knowledge of and the experience of yoga.


Since yoga has been adopted by the West and integrated into our Western lifestyle, it is no surprise that we have focused on the physical aspect of the practice more than any other. The physical practice, asana, is just one of the eight limbs! When you see practitioners engaged in a class in a variety of postures, the physical practice is what you are seeing, and that is just a fraction of what the yoga practice addresses. Physicality is a wonderful way to confront issues of the mind and to unwind areas of tension that impede us from more contemplative practices, but there is so much more to it.


The eightfold path is as follows:


       [image: ][image: ]   Ethical standards relating to others (Nonviolence, Truthfulness, Nonstealing, Abstinence, Nonhoarding)


       [image: ][image: ]   Ethical standards relating to self (Cleanliness; Contentment; Heat, spiritual sternness, to burn; Study of text and self; Surrender)


       [image: ][image: ]   Postures


       [image: ][image: ]   Therapeutic breathing


       [image: ][image: ]   Withdrawal of the senses


       [image: ][image: ]   Concentration
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       [image: ][image: ]   Absorption with the universe
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The Seven Chakras


Yogic tradition believes in energy bodies, that we are not merely physical. When you have a holistic yoga practice, you address multiple layers of that energy field in order to awaken and enliven the energy centers that exist in your subtle body. These wheels of light are called chakras. The word chakra means “turning” or “wheel” in Sanskrit, and refers to the vortex-like energy center in and beyond the flesh. They store all our energy and life force, which is also called prana. The release of this energy is controlled by the breath. The seven major chakras are located on the chief energy path, called the sushumna, that runs up the spine. There are two sides to this column, one governing the masculine principle and the other governing the feminine principle. These are not gender-based—they are simply qualities contained within each of us. Yoga postures and breathing techniques can help to keep the polarity of masculine and feminine, also known as Yang and Yin, in harmonious balance. To follow is a brief reference point for each chakra and what part of the self each affects.
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ROOT CHAKRA (Muladhara)


Located at the sacral center, the root chakra is connected to our survival and creativity and is concerned with such basics as food, shelter, and staying alive. The first chakra grounds and connects us to the Earth. The root, located at the base of the tailbone, is the basis for creativity and self-expression.


COLOR: Red


MANTRA: “I have”


ELEMENT: Earth


SOUND: Lam


PHYSICAL ASPECT: Anus, genitals, feet, legs, sacrum


MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL ASPECT: Family ties and all our relations (to the planet, tribe, etc.). Feelings of the basic needs of survival and belonging. Providing for ourselves, our sense of safety in the world. If we have a strong root chakra, we have the confidence to stand up and take care of ourselves. When it is blocked or out of balance, we may feel needy, have low self-esteem, or have self-destructive tendencies.
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SACRAL CHAKRA (Swadhisthana)


Located at the pelvic region, the second chakra is experienced through sexuality and how we relate with others. It is creativity and helps us to understand how our emotional/mental states affect us. When empowered, it honors our intuitive nature and allows us to be receptive and intimate.


COLOR: Orange


MANTRA: “I feel”


ELEMENT: Water


SOUND: Vam


PHYSICAL ASPECT: Reproductive sexual organs, lower back, hips


MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL ASPECT: Feeling deserving of pleasure, creativity, and abundance. Literally, the themes of sex, money, power, relationships, truth telling, creativity, and procreativity are at play. When it is out of balance, it rises in the form of emotional instability, especially in being hard on ourselves.
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SOLAR PLEXUS CHAKRA (Manipura)


Located at the solar plexus center, the third chakra is related to the “I am”: identity and willpower. It helps us to stand up for ourselves. It gives us the ability to think and reason, feeling the knowing from our gut. It is connected to the umbilical cord and the original cell in the body. When healthy, the third chakra allows us to get clarity of the mind while allowing fun, play, liveliness, and pleasure with a positive, childlike innocence.


COLOR: Yellow


MANTRA: “I do”


ELEMENT: Fire


SOUND: Ram


PHYSICAL ASPECT: Abdominal wall, chain of obliques, thoracic spine


MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL ASPECT: Gives a sense of self-esteem and allows us to take action. Key words are: gut feelings, backbone, standing up for one’s self, navel center, umbilical cord, digesting life. This gives us a sense of inner power (willpower) and helps us to take risks. When it is blocked, it can read as lacking courage and feeling stuck.
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HEART CHAKRA (Anahata)


Located at the heart, the fourth chakra has the quality of compassion. It gives us vitality for being alive and allows us to feel for others—to be truly connected and interested. And as it is the pathway from the body to the mind, feeling and unconditional love are the gateway from the lower realms to the higher realms.


COLOR: Green


MANTRA: “I love”


ELEMENT: Air


SOUND: Yam


PHYSICAL ASPECT: Heart, shoulders, clavicle, arms, hands


MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL ASPECT: A healthy heart chakra allows feelings of unconditional love, compassion, forgiveness, and acceptance. It is the highway between the animal self and divine self; in other words, the heart keeps the balance and allows us to be in healthy relationships. Due to fear of rejection, a blocked heart chakra is isolated and can become possessive or codependent.
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THROAT CHAKRA (Vishudda)


Located at the throat, the fifth chakra revolves around speaking your truth, which comes from the higher self. Communication, self-expression, imagination, and ease in communicating our needs (especially during transitions and life changes) are its territory. Singing or chanting can be a wonderful way to connect with this chakra.


COLOR: Blue


MANTRA: “I speak”


ELEMENT: Ether


SOUND: Ham


PHYSICAL ASPECT: Throat, neck, occipital lobes, jaw


MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL ASPECT: Speaking your true inner voice. It includes speaking up for the self, voice, and aligning the human will with the Divine will (as in “Thy will be done”). When aligned, this chakra allows clear communication of the emotions in speaking and listening. When blocked, you may have trouble by being too verbal or not being able to listen to others.
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THIRD EYE CHAKRA (Ajna)


Located between the brows, the sixth chakra is connected to “knowing or intuition,” otherwise known as the “sixth sense.” This chakra allows insight and calls to your inner guidance. This is a spiritual energy center and deepens your connection to a higher calling. It knows intuitively in the silence.


COLOR: Indigo


MANTRA: “I see”


ELEMENT: Light


SOUND: Om


PHYSICAL ASPECT: Between eyes, ears, center of head


MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL ASPECT: Intuition, night vision, foresight, cellular-level knowledge, silence. It governs all of the other chakras and aids in trusting our inner wisdom to face life on life’s terms. When it is blocked, we can be too serious, with an overbearing logic, lack of trust, and cynicism.
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CROWN CHAKRA (Sahasrara)


Located at the crown (which is open at the top of the head when you enter the world!), the crown chakra is true awareness and helps you to stretch beyond self-imposed limitations. This chakra gives understanding and the ability to expand into new ways of being. It is devotion, prayer, and surrender.


COLOR: Violet


MANTRA: “I understand”


ELEMENT: Cosmos


PHYSICAL ASPECT: Scalp, head, crown, beyond the actual physical body


MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL ASPECT: Spirit itself. It is ether, devotion, prayer, and surrender. The gift of total freedom. When it is out of balance, you can forget that all is well in the spiritual realm and can think that happiness comes from what you “have” instead of what you are—both of which can cause suffering.
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HEART HEALTHY SUPPORT: EAT YOUR HEART OUT!


I know from experience that one of the first things that drops off during a time of loss is one’s diet. People often let themselves go, either by not eating (as many of us lose our appetite when grieving) or by drowning their sorrows with emotional eating. Using food as a distraction or to numb emotions is very common. The last thing I want to do is restrict you, but what you put into your body is key to your emotional state. The first thing that I do when experiencing a loss is make sure I’m taking care of my health needs. Since I cannot fully trust my appetite during these times, I take extra care to give myself support for healing. Here are some of my tips.


Mandy’s Guidelines for a Healthy Diet


HYDRATE


Increase your intake of water and fluids. By the time you’re thirsty, you are already dehydrated. The general rule of thumb is to calculate your body weight, and divide that in half. The number you get is the minimum amount of ounces you should be drinking per day. So if you are 130 pounds, that would be 65 ounces of water. I’ve actually taken to drinking (in ounces) almost my entire body’s weight, meaning I don’t divide that number in half. Whatever amount you go with, set aside a 20-ounce glass water bottle and fill it with spring water or filtered water 4 or 5 times a day. Glugging your water down will just go right through you, so instead sip throughout the day. Begin your day with an additional 16 ounces of warm water and lemon. Hydration is the key to your digestion, as it will help your digestive juices and aid proper elimination. It will keep your body metabolizing, and increases your daily calorie burn. Gut health is the foundation to your organs functioning properly and will help you to eliminate any stored toxins. In short, staying hydrated is essential to your health!


EAT AT LEAST FIVE SERVINGS OF FRUITS AND VEGETABLES


Eating at least five servings of fruits and veggies each day is a good guideline for making sure you get enough nutrients and antioxidants in your diet. There are a variety of fruits and vegetables that you can choose from. Select locally grown, organic produce if you can. I love going to the farmer’s market because I love knowing my local farmers and where my food is sourced. Avoid genetically modified produce that can be contaminated with pesticides.


EAT DARK LEAFY GREENS FOR DETOXIFICATION


Greens are excellent for your blood, and the darker the better. For those who find it a challenge to work greens into your diet, adding a 16-ounce cold-pressed green juice (all veggie) is the equivalent of two servings of vegetables. I recommend drinking one green juice daily. You may also supplement with Vitamineral Green, or toss a cup of dark leafy greens into your morning smoothie.


NOURISH YOUR BODY EVERY THREE-TO-FOUR HOURS


When you wait too long to fuel your body, your blood sugar levels drop. When this happens you can not only lose energy but also become emotional without realizing why. Set your timer to go off after three hours to make sure that you’re taking care of yourself the way you would your own child. You don’t want to wait until your child is crying—you want to keep the homeostasis of your body. Each time you recharge yourself, consider it a mini prescription for self-love.


START YOUR DAY WITH A HEART Y BREAKFAST


The first meal of the day sets the tone for your day. Of course, if you are not a morning eater, you must honor that, but do create some sort of ritual around the first meal of the day. If it’s got to be quick and light, a smoothie or shake with protein powder is a great way to keep your muscles fed and to give your body foundational support to build upon. I plan my morning meal the night before, sometimes preparing my steel-cut oats by precooking and soaking them overnight for a quick morning prep. I also prepare a to-go container in case I need to rush out of the house. Other quick options: eggs with sliced avocado, or fresh berries with Greek yogurt.


TREAT YOURSELF


Yes, it’s important to find the foods that taste like treats to you. There are plenty of them out there these days. Make a list of the foods that are heart healthy and that you love to eat. In this book I have included recipes and suggestions for some delicious heart-healthy treats that I enjoy, but feel free to play around with your favorite healthy foods and find your happy place.


ABSTAIN FROM SUGAR AND COFFEE OR FOODS THAT SPIKE YOUR BLOOD SUGAR LEVEL


I have a sweet tooth just like anybody else. Plus, coffee is my on-again/off-again love affair, and it even zoomed me through the grieving period after my father’s passing. I will say, though, that each of these stimulants will have you riding above your emotions while offering little nutritional value. This is your choice, and do with them as you will; however, note that restriction or minimal intake of both may help your moods. Just saying.




 






HEART-HEALTHY FOODS FOR YOUR PANTRY


       •  almonds


       •  apples


       •  artichokes


       •  asparagus


       •  avocado


       •  banana


       •  blueberries


       •  black beans


       •  broccoli


       •  brown rice


       •  Brussels sprouts


       •  cantaloupe


       •  carrots


       •  cauliflower


       •  chia seeds


       •  dark chocolate


       •  flaxseed


       •  grapefruit


       •  green tea


       •  kale


       •  kidney beans


       •  mackerel


       •  oatmeal


       •  olive oil


       •  oranges


       •  papaya


       •  pomegranate


       •  popcorn


       •  rainbow trout


       •  raisins


       •  red bell peppers


       •  salmon


       •  sardines


       •  spinach


       •  sweet potato


       •  tea


       •  tomatoes


       •  tuna


       •  walnuts









ask the expert


I asked registered dietician and nutrition communications professional, Sarah Romotsky—who has an extensive background in writing and speaking on health and wellness issues and is a respected leader and spokesperson in the nutrition community—to chime in on nutrition and physical heart health. Knowledge is power, and although the best way to find out what works for you is to listen to your body and discover for yourself, in general, having an expert to guide you toward incorporating these foods into your diet will help give you a starting point.


SARAH’S TOP-FIVE FOODS FOR HEART HEALTH


We all know that keeping your heart healthy is important. This complex organ is literally at the “heart” of all biological functions, circulating blood throughout the body, maintaining blood flow, and regulating cholesterol levels. There are a variety of strategies we can incorporate into our lives to promote heart health, including managing weight and stress, getting regular physical activity and sleep, and maintaining a heart-healthy diet.


You may often hear about “superfoods” that contain heart-healthy benefits, but it’s important to remember that superfoods are only “superior” to other foods when there is science behind them. Don’t get fooled into the latest trap of the hot new food that is “guaranteed” to improve heart health. As a registered dietitian, I can tell you that there are some foods that have proven associated health benefits and some that are not worth the money. We are always told to “go with your heart” when making decisions, but when it comes to foods with health benefits, I’m here to give you some science to back that up—so you can “go with your head” as well.


Here is my list of the top-five foods to incorporate into your diet to improve your heart health. Backed by research and supported by experts, the following list will help guide you in making these heart-healthy decisions.


HEALTHY FATS IN FISH


After the anti-fat days of the 1980s and ’90s, dietary fats have a new lease on life with the compelling research that proves healthy fats can positively impact health. These healthy fats include polyunsaturated fats such as omega-3 fatty acids. From salmon to tuna to sardines, fish are a large source of omega-3 fatty acids, including eicosapentaenoic acid and docosahexaenoic acid.


Benefits That Can’t Be “Beat”


Research has demonstrated that increased consumption of fish reduces coronary heart disease mortality as well as reduced cardiovascular disease risk factors. Omega-3 fatty acids may also decrease triglyceride levels, slow the growth rate of plaque accumulating in arteries, and slightly lower blood pressure. Omega-3 fatty acids may also lower the risk of developing other diseases such as certain cancers, neurological disorders, and complications from metabolic syndrome and diabetes. Some studies also show an association between omega-3 consumption and improved bone health among older adults, healthy pregnancy outcomes, and good cognitive and visual development among infants.


Eat Your Heart Out


Omega-3 fatty acids can be found in freshwater fatty fish such as herring, salmon, mackerel, and tuna. Fish oils can also be bought in the form of a capsule. You can also get omega-3 fatty acids in nonfish sources such as walnuts, flaxseed oil, soybeans, and canola oil.


To promote cardiovascular health, the American Heart Association recommends at least two servings of fish (or other omega-3 rich foods) per week.


WHOLE GRAINS


Although grains (and carbohydrates in general) may get a bad rap from some, they have rightly earned their place on a heart-healthy plate. Whole grains are unprocessed grains that contain the same relative proportions of endosperm, bran, and germ as found in intact grains. They can be consumed as a single food, such as barley, brown rice, oatmeal, popcorn, or quinoa, used as an ingredient in foods such as whole wheat flour in bread, cereal, or bars. The fiber content of different whole grain foods can vary considerably, depending on the food category and serving size. Refined grains differ from whole grains in that they have been milled to remove the bran and the germ from the grain.


Benefits That Can’t Be “Beat”


Eating a diet rich in whole grains may provide many health benefits, including weight management, digestive health, maintaining normal blood glucose levels, and reduced risk of type 2 diabetes. Additionally, studies continue to show that including enough whole grain foods as part of a healthy diet may help with heart disease prevention and management. Researchers have even observed that diets rich in whole grain foods tend to decrease LDL cholesterol (the “bad” cholesterol), triglycerides, and blood pressure, and increase HDL cholesterol (the “good” cholesterol).


Eat Your Heart Out


There are many different types of whole grains, including whole wheat, whole oats, whole grain cornmeal, popcorn, brown rice, whole rye, whole grain barley, wild rice, buckwheat, triticale, bulgur (cracked wheat), millet, quinoa, and sorghum. Other less common whole grains include amaranth, emmer, farro, grano (lightly pearled wheat), spelt, and wheat berries.


The USDA’s Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommend consuming at least half your grains as whole grains. This means that at least three-ounce equivalents of whole grains per day are necessary to achieve the dietary recommendation of making half your grains whole.


FRUITS AND VEGETABLES


Of course, it isn’t big news to say that fruit and vegetables provide health benefits, but their positive impact on cardiovascular health can’t be understated. The key is to have a variety of fruits and vegetables in your diet so you’ll be taking in a range of the important nutrients associated with heart health. Here are a few examples of different fruits and vegetables and their associated heart-healthy benefits.


Benefits That Can’t Be “Beat”


Tomato: Tomatoes are a rich source of lycopene, a class of antioxidants that has been shown to promote heart health. Studies have shown a negative correlation between lycopene and negative heart health outcomes such as arterial stiffness and LDL cholesterol levels.


Berries: Whether it’s strawberries, blueberries, or any other type, berries all contain important antioxidants called polyphenols that promote heart health by increasing good cholesterol and lowering blood pressure.


Avocado: Full of phytosterols, this versatile food has cholesterol-lowering properties. They are high in monounsaturated (good) fats and high in fiber. Monounsaturated fats can help reduce “bad” cholesterol levels in the blood—in addition to lowering your risk for heart disease and stroke. Avocados also contain potassium, vitamin E, and B vitamins, which are important micronutrients in the regulation of blood pressure, preventing coronary heart disease and decreasing risk of stroke or heart attack.


Eat Your Heart Out


Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends filling half your plate with fruits and vegetables. With such a broad recommendation, there are so many ways to fulfill these requirements. The foods listed above are only examples of the myriad of ways fruits and vegetables can have a positive impact on your health.


YOGURT


Packed with so many healthful nutrients, yogurt really is powerhouse food for health. Yogurt is an excellent source of calcium, potassium, and protein and also contains beneficial components called prebiotics and probiotics that maintain a healthy digestive and immune system.


Benefits That Can’t Be “Beat”


Although yogurt is most commonly associated with digestive health benefits, studies have shown that it can also play a role in improving cardiovascular health as well. Studies have shown that 100 grams of daily yogurt intake (slightly less than half a cup) protected against heart attack and stroke by preventing plaque buildup in arteries. Research has also found that daily yogurt consumption increased HDL (good) cholesterol levels.


Yogurt is also a complete protein source, meaning it contains all the essential amino acids in the right amount. Dietary protein plays a significant role in overall health and wellness and, more specifically, is linked to improved cardiovascular health, weight management/weight loss, bone health, immune health, and maintenance of lean muscle mass.


Eat Your Heart Out


The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommend that individuals ages nine and older consume three servings of milk, cheese, or yogurt each day; children of four to eight years old should consume two and a half servings. One serving of yogurt is one eight-ounce cup or container.


NUTS


These crunchy snacks pack a punch since they’re loaded with beneficial nutrients and heart-protective fats. They also contain important vitamins and minerals linked to positive health outcomes.


Benefits That Can’t Be “Beat”


Loaded with protein, fiber, vitamins (folic acid, niacin, vitamin E, and vitamin B6), minerals (copper, magnesium, and potassium), and unsaturated fat, nuts are a powerhouse food that promote heart health. Additionally, nuts have high contents of bioactive compounds such as polyphenols, which further enhance their positive heart-health effects. Studies demonstrate that nuts reduce blood lipid concentrations and decrease blood pressure. Research has also shown that consuming nuts more than five times per week was associated with reduced incidence of heart disease. Interestingly, a review of the science on nuts shows that the proven health benefits are not specific to one kind of nut, which therefore emphasizes the importance of consuming a variety of nuts for a healthy cardiovascular system.


Eat Your Heart Out


Research suggests that eating 1½ ounces of most nuts per day as part of a low-saturated-fat diet may reduce the risk of heart disease. Luckily, there are plenty of nuts to choose from to get these health benefits, including almonds, hazelnuts, walnuts, pistachios, pine nuts, cashews, pecans, macadamia nuts, and Brazil nuts.


Taking These Recommendations to “Heart”


Of course, this is not an exhaustive list of the foods that have associated heart healthy benefits. There are a variety of foods that can have a positive effect on your cardiovascular health, and I encourage you to use additional resources such as the American Heart Association, the Mayo Clinic, and USDA MyPlate to explore the types of food that can fit into a heart-healthy diet that’s right for your taste, preference, budget, and lifestyle. As always, if you have questions about certain foods or how to eat for certain medical conditions, please consult an experienced healthcare professional such as a registered dietitian.









YOGALOSOPHY FOR INNER STRENGTH DAILY ROUTINES


How to Approach This Program


There is no set formula for healing from loss. We each heal in our own way and at our own pace. As always, you can pick and choose what works for you; there is nothing here that you’re required to do during this twelve-week journey. Note, however, that the routine I’ve assigned for each day is based on the planetary energy of the day of the week. In other words, you might find that sticking to the program as designed will prove to be your most beneficial course. Regardless of what you choose, plan to set aside thirty to sixty minutes per day for your physical practice.
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SUNDAY


BE HAPPY YOGA: I developed this routine to open the heart, awaken the spine, and release any pent-up grief or resistance. Plus, Sunday is a sun day! So it’s the day to feel the joy of being the center of everything, and to shine brightly. So I incorporated cardiovascular flow yoga, which includes Sun Salutations, as well as postures to open your heart and keep your spine flexible—plus breath work to uplift you.


[image: ]


MONDAY


BACK-TO-BASICS YOGA: This is a basic routine designed to restore the nervous system and energize, strengthen, and stretch the body. Monday is moon-ruled, so your emotions and how you care for your body are highlighted with yoga basics. These postures will make room for your feeling and nurturing side.
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TUESDAY


CARDIO MOVEMENT: This is simply a cardio workout in accordance with the theme of the week, such as running, jumping, Spinning, swimming, or dancing. Heart-rate training helps you burn fat as fuel, regulates your blood pressure and your resting heart rate, encourages blood flow, and is a natural antidepressant. Tuesday, being a Mars day, is action oriented. Mars is the go-getter, and it aims to conquer. It also rules desire and anger, so cardio work will offset excess angst by channeling that energy into physical activity.


[image: ]


WEDNESDAY


BOUNCE BACK! YOGA: This routine incorporates a rebounder (a mini trampoline), and provides interval training using cardio and yoga. Wednesday corresponds with the planet Mercury, which needs the mind to be engaged in multiple activities, so Wednesday is the perfect day for a variety of interval training with a mini trampoline and yoga.


[image: ]


THURSDAY


DAY OFF: Your body actually strengthens when you rest. A rest day is the body’s opportunity to rebuild itself. Plus, sometimes it is important to sit in the emptiness and simply feel. Thursday is an expansive Jupiter day, so it’s a great day to take off and expand into the world without restriction.
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