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This book is for our children, Jorge Luis and Paulina, the two reasons that we want to be the best that we can possibly be. They are our future and a reflection of us, in the same way that we, too, are mirrors of our own parents.


Both of us come from strong families with marriages that have lasted for more than forty years, fathers who toiled long and hard but always pushed us to be the best; and mothers who always had a warm home-cooked meal waiting for us when we returned from a day at school, or after our games and practices—dicing the onions small enough day after day so that we wouldn’t complain. Their love for us was truly endless, just as ours is today for our own.


Thank you, dear parents, for driving us all over Puerto Rico in pursuit of baseball, softball, and volleyball games and every other sporting event in which we decided to participate. It was always a blessing to see that smile on the sideline, even when we struck out or missed a serve. No matter what, we always felt like we were your little champions. We only hope you know that you were also ours.
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Foreword


by Bernie Williams of the New York Yankees


If there is any one thing about baseball that I can say with 100 percent assuredness, it is that the individual is only as good as the rest of his team, and that the group dynamics of any successful team essentially ride on all of the players’ ability to collaborate unconditionally. There is a very special strength in the collective force, a sense of empowered unity born directly from the might of a group and its strong determination to prevail victorious. One of the most remarkable things about Jorge Posada, my longtime teammate and close friend, is his ability to apply this lesson about group dynamics to the very place where it matters most—home.


Instead of preaching to their son and daughter about the importance of fitness, Jorge and his wife, Laura, themselves participate in their children’s experience of exercise—teaching the kids by example and, more important, creating a healthy and productive forum that fosters quality family time. In this way, they not only perpetuate an atmosphere of everyday well-being and vigor but they also instill a sense of personal and collective accountability in the form of fun.


Given the epidemic of obesity among children in the United States, the Posada family approach is one to admire and should also be one to inspire. After all, here is a family who understands firsthand the power of overcoming disease, having endured an eight-year battle with their eldest son’s illness, craniosynostosis, a rare condition of the skull. With lionlike courage, the Posadas looked the disease dead in the eye and, with their strong determination, were able to overcome it. But they did not stop there: they consciously decided to make their household one that cherishes wellness above all else, and have since dedicated themselves to this noble pursuit.


In baseball, the catcher is the one who sees everything happening on the field, a vantage point that provides a unique sense of perspective like no other. Jorge Posada, our esteemed catcher and friend, knows this better than anyone else, using his own perspective on life and its tribulations as tools for a greater good. Together with his wife and children, they teach us the power of being strong individuals, and even more so, the unwavering force of their strength as a team.
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Introduction


When our son was just a tiny little baby, barely able to get himself from point A to point B, we used to (with no regard for our home décor) turn our living room into a sort of crazy funhouse-like obstacle course for him, a microworld of colors, shapes, sizes, challenges, activities, and surprises; each turn heralding a new challenge for our son, and each challenge teaching him something new about mobility, coordination, balance, and many more attributes that would become paramount in our teachings as parents. Little Jorge Luis was entranced by the playful trajectory that we carefully laid out before him, and we, as parents, remained transfixed watching him, at his desire and motivation to get through the game. We saw it as the finest quality time, enriched by the possibility of stimulus, education, and creative activity for our son; plus, it kept us on our toes about new and fun ways to entertain him. Those early months and years taught us time and again the invaluable lesson that every moment with one’s children is an opportunity to impart some kind of wisdom. That cardinal rule has become the crux of our mission as parents, and so our time together as a family has evolved into a dynamic lifestyle of activities, games, laughs, and delicious food—the building blocks of what great memories are made of and also the building blocks of what strong, healthy kids are made of . . . which is exactly what Fit Home Team is all about.


We wrote this book mostly as a testament to our firm belief that our health and our families are perhaps the most important things humans have; and because we believe that, through our experience as this family, we have fine-tuned an interesting balance of health, happiness, and the consistent and collective pursuit of optimal wellness—all through the eyes of our unshakable appreciation for life.


You see, things were not always so rosy: there was a time when we were not sure if our son was going to survive a rare craniofacial condition when he was only a few months old. We can tell you from the bottom of our hearts that putting a baby on an operating table is no easy task. We suffered in uncertainty for many years, and spent many a night not knowing what the next day would bring, if our eldest son would be able to have a normal life, if he would always be afflicted with some kind of pain. But nine years and eight surgeries later, our son prevailed and has fully recovered, growing up into a little warrior of a person—smart, sharp, loving, and strong. We feel it is precisely this blessing that inspires our own gratitude for life, and because of this special miracle, we have dedicated our own lives to raising the healthiest, happiest kids possible. In fact, by having to stay indoors so much in the early phases of his illness, we were forced as parents not only to come up with creative ways to keep him active and entertained but also with the challenge of having to get resourceful about our own workouts. We got ideas from each other, from the various things we had around the house, and even from the physical therapy exercises we picked up for our son as he worked through his recovery to rehabilitate the left side of his body. In this way, what we once considered to be our tragedy transformed itself into our total sense of healing and wellness—for all of us.


Fit Home Team for us represents the power of group effort for the sake of strong lives, and it is our pleasure to bring our passion, experience, and insights to you. With this book we aim to show you how optimal health begins at the root level, with the basic elements of food and fitness at the base of that root— and with your family as the fundamental core of that base. This book is an impassioned invitation to get creative about your approach to total family wellness. It asks you to redefine your conventional sense of fitness, fun, and food by always putting family right next to all three words in your mind and day-to-day group reality. It aims to inspire you into a new attitude of collective wellness—one based on the principles of resourcefulness, motivation, creativity, love, and positivity.


One of the most disconcerting (not to mention tragic) phenomena we have noticed in this country is the obesity epidemic, especially among children. It is as if the whole nation has been sitting idly by as its children gorge themselves on junk, not knowing that there are healthy, and even tasty, alternatives; not knowing that exercise does not have to mean walking a treadmill tediously for an hour or begrudgingly jogging around the block. According to the Office of the Surgeon General, the prevalence of obese adolescents has nearly tripled in the last two decades, and overweight adolescents have a 70 percent chance of becoming overweight or obese adults. Worse, the risk factors involved in excess weight include heart disease and related conditions such as high blood pressure and cholesterol, which can lead to more grave problems down the line, including (but not limited to) premature death, type 2 diabetes, hypertension, dyslipidemia, stroke, gallbladder disease, respiratory dysfunction, gout, osteoarthritis, and certain kinds of cancers. Why would anyone tamper with their bodies and invite anything on this horrendous list?


When we begin to understand the concept of wellness as a two-headed beast, we begin to crack the code of optimal health. One of the heads represents fitness and exercise; the other, nutrition. The two work symbiotically, and when mastered in tandem, they can yield life-changing results.


Let’s start with one head at a time. We see the pursuit of fitness tracing back to the ancient Greeks, who made it a defining tenet of their culture and philosophy. So why not get with the Greeks, and think of it this way: balance, coordination, strength, and flexibility—these are all words we associate with fitness. But aren’t these also words that extend beyond the scope of exercise and fitness into a broader realm of health and wellness? Shouldn’t we all aim to be more balanced, coordinated, strong, and flexible—be it on a sports field, in a relationship, or on the job? Today the gamut of exercise is opened up to all kinds of fun-filled possibilities, and so, as parents, our ability to keep our families active has become easier, more dynamic, and more exciting.


We will not only give you tips and suggestions about what kinds of activities to plan for your kids; we will also help you to rethink the possibilities, by looking at basic principles, such as the seasons, to help get your juices flowing. We will show you that you don’t need much to keep the family active—and that all you really do need is a little creativity, determination, and the desire to improve as individuals and as a group.


But, as we know, fitness is only one half of the whole—food and nutrition being the other elemental half, and one that matters critically in your mission to run a healthy home. We will start from scratch with regard to nutrition—emptying refrigerators and cupboards of those items that have no role in our master plan of optimal health, and learning how grocery shopping with kids can be a fantastic opportunity to educate them about their food. We will share how to make the entire life cycle of food a collective experience, with tips like family trips to farms, where you can pick your own produce as a team, and the always gratifying act of planting and caring for an herb garden at home together. Finally, we will look at healthy, quick, kid-friendly recipes that are easy on Mom and Dad and still bring on the smiles.


The bottom line is this: Kids learn from example—it’s not “do as I say” but instead “do as I do.” If they see families who are healthy, active, joyful, and generally well, they will know that healthy lifestyles are a good thing. They will mimic. They will copy. They will imitate. That’s why we, more than anything, need to lead by example. Plant the seeds of wisdom now, and your family will flourish into a group of strong, vibrant, powerful individuals—all fueled by the same desire to live well.


So we invite you to embrace our mantra—healthier families equal stronger individuals—and let the games and the gourmandizing begin.





Getting Organized





A Call to Rise


Mission: Optimal Group Wellness


If you are a mother or a father, we invite you to—no, we insist that you—redefine exactly what that means, starting right now. We invite you to look in the mirror, and in that reflection, see beyond your outdated, preconceived, and preconditioned sense of what it means to be a parent. Instead, we dare you to see a teacher. See a coach. See a chef. See a nutritionist. See a hype man. See a buddy. See an instigator. See a motivator. See a confidante; a mentor; a champion; a challenger. See a partner. See a role model. See a fighter. See a winner. See and feel all of these new dimensions as part of your newly revamped role as a mother or a father. Give yourself the eye of the tiger, and commit to a serious-business, you-mean-it paradigm shift in your household, all fueled by the desire to make your family healthier and happier. As parents, we are at the helm of some very special entities—our precious families—and, as the designated adults in the mix, it is our job not only to take care of our children and provide the basics that we already know about, like food and shelter, but also to feed them tirelessly with wisdom and love. But let’s leave all the sweet stuff aside for a second and get down to business.
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We believe that in order to start something, you have to be willing to ignite something, which is exactly how we suggest you begin. Sometimes it takes a little passion and creativity to make a point. For example: make it a point to call an all-important family meeting, with a serious look in your eye but a playful smirk on your face, a vibe that signals to your kids that something interesting and fun is about to happen. Take it seriously by showing up with a clipboard and a whistle. Play the part of team leader with real gusto, and zone them in—wake everybody up, shake them from their laze and haze, because from this moment forward, through this call to rise, you declare to the members of your family that happiness will be defined in the context of group wellness and health.


Explain to your children, with a tone and attitude that you know will engage their interest and curiosity, about the fundamental merits of true wellness, and what it could mean to live an exceptionally strong life of excellent health. Make it clear to everyone that this is the dawn of a new era for the family, one based on fortitude and wisdom—as individuals and, what’s more important, as a family. Get everyone excited about the prospect of partaking in thrilling activities and games, interesting new foods and recipes, day trips and seasonal excursions.


Tell them that changes are coming, the kind that will make their lives immeasurably better and endlessly more fun. obviously, kids will have a hard time understanding the importance of longevity and wellness, given their inborn sense of invincibility—so remember to keep it fun, playful, and in the spirit of good times a-comin’.


Growing up, we did not live in the technologically developed game-playing society that our children inhabit today, each with their own laptop, PDA, Game Boy, and all other varieties of simulated recreation; we did not have virtual video games, cell phones, pagers, or computers that could download whatever our little hearts desired at the drop of a hat. All we had were our God-given imaginations, which is exactly what we were forced to tap into if we wanted to have a good time. And we had a great time. It was the old-school classics, like tag, hide-and-seek, monkey in the middle, and tug-of-war that, despite being basic and stripped-down, engaged our spirits and kept our little bodies strong. Most significantly, these were the very games that created some of our fondest childhood memories.


Maybe tell your family a bit about the tragedy of the obesity epidemic in the United States, and how unfortunate the whole thing is, considering that being healthy can actually be fun. Explain to them that a healthy body equals a healthy mind, and convince them that it is possible to have both and at the same time entertain quality family time. Make it known to them that moving forward, the family, as a group, will commit to making these key changes toward health and wellness. The changes will mostly affect food and fitness, but above everything they should reflect a profound change of your collective attitude— one that promotes strength, love, health, and joy. Start to make healthy the operative word when making decisions about food or fun, and get everyone excited about the prospect of making a “healthy choice” as often as possible. Perhaps even tell them that the person who wins in the end is the one who made the most healthy choices. Lure them in to this concept and have fun with it. Explain to your family that this meeting marks the start of your very own Fit Home Team Challenge—and get everyone revved up about the pleasure and games that are about to begin. Get your spouse involved. Do anything you have to do, but do whatever it takes to ignite something.


Congratulations. You have gotten everyone excited, the mojos are rising, people are happy, and the momentum is yours. Time to lay down some ground rules. These rules, as you will explain, will serve as the basic code of behavior (and even attitude) that everyone will agree to honor. This has to be emphasized, so do whatever you have to do to make it clear. Insist that everyone (yourselves included) promise to keep all of these rules as often as possible. Write up a contract. Make it official. Make it matter. And most important, make it FUN.



THE S (AS IN SUCCESS!) LIST


Safety


Safety first. It’s a cliché because it’s true. Safety does come first, and that is exactly why we’re starting here. For every activity, every game, every sport, everything that we discuss in this book, safety should always be the number-one measure that we check against and the first thing we think about before we do anything. Safety includes the obvious, like having the proper gear and equipment for activities such as soccer and in-line skating, and sunscreen at the beach; as well as other, less obvious, practices, such as knowing some first aid. You might suggest that the family take a CPR class to pick up some basics. Instill in your kids the concept that any sense of fun has to begin by respecting safety, and make them promise that they will always aim to be conscious of it. That said, as the adult(s) in charge, you too should familiarize yourself with any relevant safety measures that correspond to games or activities that you will lead the family in.


Sunshine


Rule number two: When the sun is out, we should be too. Say good-bye to lazy afternoons in front of the television or playing video games on a perfectly crisp and gorgeous blue day. The sun should be your reason to be outside, and your family should make it its mission to live in its warmth as often as possible. Granted, sunscreen is always a must, and one quick internet search on the dangers on sunburns should answer any questions you may have about this, but assuming you are diligent in your sunscreen application (for your kids and yourselves!), you should relish in the positivity (and vitamin D) that come directly from the rays of the sun.
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