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Slim. Calm. Sexy.

Wouldn’t it be fantastic to feel that way all the time?

The reality is that we’re often too busy, too tired, too stressed to do what it takes to get those results. Things like eating well, exercising, even just taking a deep breath now and then seem beyond our grasp in the hectic world we live in. And that hectic way of living leads to an endless cycle of stress, exhaustion, weight gain, anxiety, and frustration. There goes slim, calm, sexy.

Well, go ahead and take that nice long, deep breath.

Because I’ve got some great news: There is something you can do to radiate slim, calm, sexy from the inside out—in just 15 minutes a day. It’s a revolutionary new approach to the ancient discipline of yoga, and it’s proven by research to work.

With this simple guide, I’ll teach you how to focus on the little things that make your life seem hard—a sore back, a pounding head, a growling stomach, even a nagging boss—and show you how to turn them around in just 15 minutes a day. My approach is based on harnessing the healing power of yoga and applying it in the most targeted way possible—fixing whatever hurts you, stresses you, or makes you sad, in less time than it takes to wash and dry your hair.

And you will be amazed at how it will transform you.

There’s a reason I believe in the 15-minute yoga fix. See, I know exactly what it’s like to think you’re too stressed, too busy, and too exhausted to feel slim, calm, or anywhere close to sexy. So before I get into the details of how yoga will change your life, let me tell you a little something about how it changed mine.

I grew up in rural Illinois, and there weren’t many kids to hang out with, so I spent a lot of time on my own scrambling up trees, sitting, thinking, and just breathing as I soaked in the nature that surrounded me. I honestly believe that all that time I spent alone in the treetops contemplating the mysteries of the universe was my first experience with what I now know as meditation. But it wasn’t until I was in my teens and enrolled in a rigorous classical dance program that I had formal contact with yoga. Once a week, as part of our training, a yoga teacher sat serenely in front of the group leading us through poses and meditations to relax our tightly wound bodies. And while I loved to dance, doing yoga made me feel more alive than endless plies at the barre. It was like being back up in the trees. I felt at home.

My story would be nice and simple if I could tell you that once I discovered yoga, I’d found my calling and lived happily ever after. But in real life, signs are not always so clear, and the paths we start on aren’t always so easy to jump off.

I had chosen classical dance as my path at an early age. Like a lot of little girls, I wanted to be a ballerina almost as soon as I could walk. I was a born performer with natural grace and skill, gifts that served me well in my smalltown recitals. It was a good fit—until I saw how competitive the real world of dance is.

I started formal training at a professional level when I was 10, and I found myself surrounded by ballerinas who had trained in far more hard-core programs than I had. To keep up, I had to work doubly hard. And it was tough not to compare myself obsessively with these girls. My confidence shriveled. By the time I was in my late teens, I’d evolved from a happy, intuitive kid into an insecure, people-pleasing young adult.

It didn’t help that at 5 feet 9 inches tall, I was considered a giant in the world of ballet. In pointe shoes, I towered over all my potential dance partners. (Yes, dancer guys are on the small side.) In a roomful of petite girls, I felt like a big, clumsy monster. I grew to dislike my body and began to have doubts about my talent and purpose. My self-esteem plummeted.

At least my height served one purpose: Onstage I was hard to miss. A Chicago photographer took notice, and we did a fashion-inspired ballet shoot. He showed the pictures to an agent, and I signed with Aria models (now the prestigious Ford agency) and started to work in magazines and TV commercials. But when I quit dance and moved to New York City in the summer of 2000 (I was 20) to model full-time, things on the confidence front didn’t get much better.

Don’t get me wrong. Many people would consider a modeling contract in New York a dream come true. And it was definitely an exciting time, full of glitz and glam. But as yoga took a backseat to endless go-sees and photo shoots, I continued to struggle with my self-worth and started to feel lost. I was 800 miles from my family and trying to survive in a Chutes and Ladders industry. My job description was to be slim, calm, and sexy, but let me tell you, often I felt nothing like that. I felt misplaced, misunderstood, and unfulfilled.

Then one day, a couple of years after moving to New York City, I had a moment of clarity. I was doing insanely long back-to-back shoots (a music video shoot all night, straight to a Lady Foot Locker campaign in the morning). I was exhausted to the point of tears. I couldn’t and didn’t want to continue down the path I was on. It had no substantial meaning for me and didn’t fuel me with anything positive. I had seen much more exciting things meditating in the trees and on the mat in yoga class. I began to wonder if yoga could bring me back to myself.

It didn’t happen overnight, but soon after I made yoga a priority in my life, I started feeling alive again. The physicality of yoga reminded me how to feel good in my body. Its meditative side made me feel good in my head. Practicing yoga helped me f i gure out how to sync up my body and mind so I could return to my own intuitive sense of well-being, the one I’d had so naturally as a kid. I’d forgotten what I was capable of, but once I was back to a regular practice, I realized I was finally on the right path to a healthy and satisfying life. It was a game changer.

In the past decade, I’ve made up for lost time. I’ve devoured the teachings of such major players as Paramahansa Yoga-nanda, Krishna Das, Ram Dass, Dharma Mittra, and many other meditation masters, mystics, and healers. I continue to explore, meditate, and learn through my own practices and the wisdom of others. I still model now and then, but I’ve devoted my life to helping other people through yoga. Today I run my own studio, called Strala Yoga, in New York City, where I teach some of the most successful, hard-charging people in the world—from busy executives to professional actors to members of the military—to be slim, calm, and sexy.

And I want to teach you, too.





CHAPTER 01

15 minutes to a
slimmer,
calmer,
sexier
you!

Your transformation starts here
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Here’s my promise: If you let it, yoga can change your life. Maybe you’ve always thought yoga is reserved only for the superskinny, or for Hindu converts who make regular pilgrimages to India. Maybe you think it’s just a bunch of stretching and deep breathing, and a total nonworkout.

But before you dismiss it, consider this: Yoga’s many benefits—including a slimmer body, stronger immunity, lower blood pressure, improved mood, better sex, and more—are backed by a growing pile of research. There are very real and exciting results.

If you’re already a yoga regular, no doubt you’re familiar with that amazing feeling you get right after a class. Some people call it the yoga buzz. And scientists have discovered the potent mechanism behind it: Turns out, yoga has a direct effect on your brain. It actually raises levels of a chemical in your noggin called gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA), which is linked to well-being. Researchers at Boston University School of Medicine and McLean Hospital used MRI scans to measure baseline GABA levels in study volunteers. The scientists then asked half of them to do an hour of yoga while the others read a book. When the participants were rescanned afterward, the yogis had increased their GABA levels by an average of 27 percent, whereas the bookworms showed no change. Those are some serious feel-good results.

In another study, UCLA researchers measured significant and immediate mood changes in people who had just taken a yoga class. Their bad moods decreased while their good moods increased, and they were less tired and more energetic. That’s good stuff. It happens each time you practice, and you can be practicing all the time, whether you are on your yoga mat or not.

I’ll share more results like this throughout the book, though once you get into a full-on yoga kick, you may not feel the need to have doctors and studies tell you what’s good for you. You’ll feel the difference yourself. Yoga has a way of waking up your intuition about your own health and well-being. But, for the science-minded among you, consider these compelling facts.

Yoga Will Make You Slimmer

There is a common misunderstanding that yoga isn’t effective for weight loss. I am here to tell you that that couldn’t be further from the truth. For starters, you will sweat, blast calories, and tone and shape your entire body, especially if you practice a more physically active style of yoga, such as ashtanga, Vinyasa, or Bikram (hot yoga). In fact, you’ll burn 400 calories in a 90-minute Bikram class, roughly the same as in 40 minutes of running at a moderate pace—but with a lot less stress on your body.

That said, calorie burning is not where the bulk of yoga’s weight-loss power lies. An added benefit, even from practicing more gentle styles of yoga and meditation, is that it helps you get a handle on what your body needs to be healthy and feel good.

OK, I don’t blame you if you’re thinking, “That sounds like bullsh--. What if my body needs french fries?” I totally get that. But believe me when I tell you that doing yoga gives you a special fat-fighting power. Here’s how it works: Yoga requires your full attention and concentration to move through the poses and to hold them. (Just try staying in plank pose while obsessing over those boots you saw at Anthropologie.) Cultivating attention and awareness on the yoga mat shines a spotlight on habits and behaviors of the mat, including choices about what—and how much—is for dinner. And over time, a regular yoga practice will sharpen your ability to gauge how hungry or full you are, (Do you really need that piece of chocolate lava cake?)

Still skeptical? Maybe this will help. A recent study published in the Journal of the American Dietetic Association found a strong association between yoga practice and weight control, and researchers attribute it simply to eating “mindfully.” Down dog devotees, they say, learn to stay calm in the face of discomfort, and that tendency spills over into other parts of their lives—making it easier to turn down that cake (or fries), no matter how good it looks.

What’s more, the study found no such link between mindful eating and other types of physical activity, such as walking or running. I can vouch for this from personal experience. When I first moved to New
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