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CHAPTER ONE

DON’T CAGE ME IN

What, Me Listen?

I DON’T ALWAYS WORK out, I don’t always eat perfectly, and I don’t always get enough rest, but I have learnt to tune in to how I am feeling – how my clothes feel, how my head feels, what my thoughts and feelings are telling me – and trust these clues to tell me what I need. This tuning in has become an absolute necessity to my overall well-being.

In the past, I went through periods when I felt all I did was muddle through. At hyperspeed, I went from job to job, activity to activity, house to house. I could not settle down. Constant movement was the only thing that made sense to me. The turning point came the first time I hit a wall and felt like I couldn’t handle my life. Granted, I was young, still a teenager at nineteen, but my career had started to take off. I had started to get roles in films and begun travelling around the world – Ireland, Toronto, New York City. I was away from home for about eighteen months straight. I had not yet accumulated enough income to have my own place, so I lived out of hotels and with friends. When I had a few days back home in Los Angeles, I stayed with my parents.

I was having all these amazing experiences and meeting all sorts of interesting people, but part of me was becoming unhinged. One day I was on a Jetway, ready to take off on yet another flight to god knows where, and I just kind of lost it. As soon as I got to my seat, I called my mum, very upset.

I was homesick. I missed my parents. My family.

All of a sudden the whirlwind had settled and I was feeling insecure, lonely, and young – like I was in over my head and my feet were not at all on the ground.

As only mothers can do, my mum told me to take a deep breath and then squint my eyes.

‘I want you to squint your eyes – I want you to squint your eyes really small and get your vision really fuzzy.’

‘Mum,’ I moaned. ‘How is that going to help?’

‘Just do it,’ she said. ‘Squint your eyes and imagine you’re seeing everything around you for the first time.’

So I squinted my eyes tightly and began to look around me. Everything looked really small and strange. I found myself staring at a groove on the seat, a hole in the leather on the back of the chair. I looked at the signs around the plane.

And then I started to calm down. I got what my mum was trying to help me understand: Sometimes we just need to slow things down so we can reframe – our situation, our thoughts and feelings, even our lives. And not to take everything so seriously. What she was telling me, and what she explained later on, was not to forget that you are good and that everything is all right. You’ve been working without a pause and your brain is on overdrive. The situation is what feels out of control. You are okay.

That was a huge lesson, one that really was the beginning of me taking responsibility for my own state of mind. I feel lucky to have a mum like her!

So now this process of tuning in, framing or reframing what is going on with me and around me, gives me the feedback I need to take care of myself. Sometimes the information signals that I’m out of balance somehow. Maybe I spent the day before eating junk food on set, or I’ve been travelling so much that I haven’t exercised in a week. Sometimes I tune in and I realize I’m hungry because I haven’t eaten enough. Sometimes the signals indicate that I’m anxious or worried. Sometimes I just need to take a long nap.

My point is this: I trust my body to talk to me. To tell me what it needs and what it doesn’t. I trust it to send me signals about whether I am eating well or not so great, whether I’m getting just enough rest and fun. If my body feels tight and achy, I need to carve out more downtime, relax, or try a different type of physical activity. (But if you have a persistent issue, you should seek professional advice or see a specialist.) Sometimes my body tells me very simple things, like that I need to drink more water. Really. These are simple fixes, but they make a huge difference in how I feel on the inside and look on the outside. When I tune in to these sensations and read the emotional and physical signals my body is giving me, I can then begin to process what it is I need, if anything, or what I need to stop if my body is telling me that something is not right. If I have a breakout on my skin, I know it’s probably from eating too much refined sugar or a change in hormones. If I feel bloated and irritable, it might mean one of two things: I ate too much sodium or starchy carbs, or my gut is out of whack. (Be forewarned: I’m going to share lots about healthy flora!)

Like a lighthouse at the edge of the ocean, your body signals information about how it is feeling and provides direction for where to go. When we learn to pay attention to the signals our bodies are giving us, we have a better chance of making healthier, cleaner choices about what we eat and what we do, and resisting the foods and activities that deplete us.

I also pay attention to the signals of my heart and mind. Am I so stressed that I can’t even focus on work or be patient with my kids? Am I so reactive that I seem to jump out of my skin when someone speaks to me?

Listening to my body and mind, learning to understand the cues and signals, has become the single most important way for me to take care of myself. It’s how I lose weight when I need to. It’s how I keep myself toned and strong. It’s also how I stay grounded and connected – in my head, heart, and soul.

But let me be clear: I don’t treat my body as some kind of delicate temple – no – I’m way too busy, way too practical for that. I’m also not trying to be perfect, because perfection is too subjective to measure.

What I’ve done is create a relationship with my body that is based on the idea that all of us – our bodies – possess natural intelligence. Bodies and brains are designed to eat and digest a wide array of foods so that we get enough basic nutrients to function optimally. Without these basics, the body’s systems will malfunction – the body will gain weight, it will bloat, it will become irregular and slow, it will develop inflammation and pain, it will not sleep. These signs of illness or distress are the body’s way of telling us something’s wrong – with what we are eating, how much or little we are eating, whether we are eating foods that our bodies can neither process nor absorb. Our bodies will eventually break down when they are not given what they need (i.e., nutrition) or when they are inundated with toxins that interfere with proper functioning.

Since we are each distinct individuals, our food and nutrient needs vary, as do our bodies’ abilities to withstand toxins, stimuli, and bad food choices. So yes, we all need the basic vitamins, minerals, protein, fats, carbohydrates, and water to survive. But there is no one precise way to obtain these nutrients. Of course this makes sense – think of all the world’s amazing cultures and how varied their cuisines are!

This is why I would never declare one way to eat is the best way – I won’t assume that you share my taste buds!

The same is true of exercise. What I do for fun reflects what gives me pleasure. And, as you may have gathered from photos, I like all kinds of things. My choices are constantly changing! An adventurer at heart, I probably will try anything once – from surfing to mountain climbing. But what I enjoy doing matters less than what you enjoy doing.

If you want to really own your body and honour it, you need to spend time playing around and finding what you enjoy. You don’t have to already be good at something – feel free to be a beginner and try a new activity! But the truth of the matter is this: If you want to feel in sync with your body, you need to get it moving. Our bodies are designed to move, and without daily activity, they will begin to break down.

It’s Never One Size Fits All

WE ALL KNOW – from years of personal experience and the existence of thousands of diet programmes, fitness crazes, books, and gurus – that there is no one diet or exercise plan that works for all people. Atkins, Mediterranean, Paleo, The Whole30, vegan, raw, CrossFit, TRX, Barre, Pilates – you name it. Any diet will work if all you want is to lose weight. Any fitness plan will work, at first, if you stick to it for a while. But if you want to create an intimate relationship with your body, understand its needs and wants, what it likes (what makes you feel energized and satisfied) and what it doesn’t like (what it reacts negatively to), then I’d like to share some tips with you. Read on if:


* You want to find that inner trust that centres and guides you.

* You want to tune in to yourself so you don’t have to overthink what you eat every day.

* You want to integrate movement into your daily life in a way that makes you feel vital, strong, and in control.

* You want to find peace of mind and calm so you can sleep well and wake rested.

* You want to be able to listen to your body when it speaks to you.
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It Takes a Village

THROUGH MY OWN experience and by reaching out to experts in various fields of integrative medicine (those are the docs who treat the whole person in health) and other specialists and mind-body experts, including nutritionists, physicians, Ayurvedic medicine practitioners, and authors like Deepak Chopra, Michael A. Singer and Tina Vindum, I’ve come to the conclusion that, just as it takes a village to raise a child, it takes a variety of points of view to understand your body and create the mind-body connection that is so crucial to overall health. What I do for myself is glean from these different sources. I’ve tried many approaches to wellness and discovered what works best for me. Really, it’s a process of trial and error because everyone is different, and you need to learn what works best for you.

Ayurveda, for example, combines conventional Western medicine with complementary treatments such as herbal medicine, yoga, and stress-reduction techniques – all in an effort to treat the whole person. (Proponents prefer the term complementary to emphasize the point that such treatments are used with mainstream medicine, not as replacements or alternatives.) Ayurveda teaches you to think of your whole person and that all areas of life impact your health. According to Ayurveda, molecules of negative or toxic emotion, such as anger, fear, sadness, jealousy, etc, are lipophilic, which means they take safe haven and store themselves in our fat cells, causing physical and emotional disturbances for years and years. When we burn our fat cells, we release these old patterns of behaviour that we find ourselves repeating over and over again. Ayurveda is not a one-size-fits-all system. Instead, its regimes are tailored to each person’s unique prakruti (Ayurvedic constitution), taking into account individual needs for nutrition, exercise, social interaction, and emotional sustenance. In other words, how we live affects every aspect of our bodies. For me, this is why Ayurvedic eating, which emphasizes whole foods that are alkaline, not acidic, makes so much sense.

From nutritionists I’ve learnt the basics about what our bodies need in terms of lean protein, good fats (not the bad, such as trans fats), carbohydrates (again, the good, not the overly processed or heavily starchy), fibre, and all the wonderful antioxidants we get from vegetables and fruits. I’ve learnt why we need to take processed foods out of our diets, and to reduce refined sugar consumption to less than a teaspoon a day to avoid creating cravings and addiction-like relationships with sweet things. I’ve learnt why many of us have developed intolerances to dairy and gluten. I’ve also learnt how to make my diet more alkaline and less acidic. Highly acidic diets are associated with everything from weight gain and osteoporosis to irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) and Crohn’s disease. Ever since I began eating foods with a high alkaline impact, my skin is clearer and I feel more energetic, and just plain lighter on my feet. (You will read all about these ideas and more in chapter 4.) I’ve incorporated all this varied information into a way of living that works for me, and I share it here so that you don’t have to do the research but can trust that I have.


Ever since I began eating foods with a high alkaline impact, my skin is clearer and I feel more energetic, and just plain lighter on my feet.


I’ve taken the same deep-dive approach to exercise. My research in that arena, as you may have guessed, is to try everything! I move in myriad ways, in different places, at different times of day, and for different amounts of time. I work to find ways of integrating exercise into my life seamlessly, or as seamlessly as possible. The same goes for how I approach meditation and mindfulness. And with clean eating, exercise, and meditation, you will learn what I do – but again, it’s up to you to try lots of things, find what you enjoy, and decide what makes you feel satisfied and well.

Your Body Is Smart

FOR ME, READING my body, paying attention to its signals and honouring its natural intelligence, is the key to staying slim, fit, and healthy.

If you want to lose weight and keep it off without deprivation or some crazy kind of eating regime, then tuning in to your body will give you the power to take some control over your hunger, and get rid of cravings or the need for extremes – in terms of either food or exercise.

And that takes me to my next point. By truly connecting with yourself and accepting who you are and whatever shape you have, you reject perfection and the idea of extremes. From this vantage point, all of us can be happy – happy just being ourselves. Suddenly, instead of pushing against the grain, we give our bodies what they naturally need to stay centred and feel strong and agile. We don’t have to force ourselves to eat a certain way or exercise a certain way. We work with the body, not against it. And you can trust that your body is smart and knows what it needs and doesn’t need.

Thinking of my body in this way helps me not freak out if I’ve gained ten pounds (or seventy, like I did when I was pregnant with my son Ryder!). Because when I feel bad, I trust that I know how to get back on track. This kind of relationship with myself has not only helped me stay grounded and balanced in the midst of a very hectic career and being a mum of two young boys, but also has made me feel much more trusting of my body. I am so much more relaxed now, not needing to overthink what I eat, how much I eat, when I exercise, or what I do.

Not too long ago I would try to assert control over my body, pushing it way beyond what was good and healthy. I would work out to the point where I was exhausted. I would also eat raw and super-healthy, pushing my stress hormones through the roof because I put so much thought into every bite. In other words, if I gained weight, I tended to overcorrect and get so over-regimented and obsessed that I would either not lose the weight I wanted or sometimes gain weight. Then I would swing the other way and not work out at all. For example, I stopped dancing, an activity I loved, completely for a couple of years. When I eventually went back to it, I had to ask myself, ‘Why haven’t I been doing this? I love to dance!’

Always trying to control everything around me and within me only made me want to break the rules. Think of a tiger in a zoo – sure, the tiger might seem happy in an almost natural, jungle-like confined space, but after a while, the wild animal inside will show its true nature. It will escape if given the chance, or attack if cornered. It may be still and seem to live for its next hit of raw meat. But we kind of know that underneath that behaviour is its real wish: it wants to be free!

I’m not saying I’m a tiger at heart, but I definitely feel a kinship. I need space to run and the ability to wander; I need to feel my strength and flex my spirit. But I can’t be that person if I feel at all caged in. I don’t follow any steadfast rules about how I eat or get my exercise every single day. I am not an automaton. But it’s through discipline that I found freedom.

It’s Up to You

UNLIKE THE GENERATIONS that came before us, we are not waiting to get ill. We understand that our health is in our own hands and is an everyday, lifelong affair. So it’s up to us to make good lifestyle choices. I must say, I learnt this lesson early – from my parents, who, in many ways, were ahead of their time when it came to healthy living.

My parents, especially my mum, have always been enormously inspiring and influential role models. And it was from my mum that I learnt to take responsibility for my body. I watched both my parents transform their bodies for their craft. Depending on the role, they had to puff up, slim down, add muscle, get lean. Their bodies were extensions of the characters they were playing.

But at the end of a project or film, they had to go back to their own Drawing Boards and restore their own inner balance, get back to the weight that was right for them, and get back to eating the foods they enjoyed and that made them feel healthy and energetic.

Observing my parents paying attention to their bodies in this way and taking responsibility for their health gave me a head start in knowing how to take care of my own body, and was how I learnt that what I put into it had various effects. But eventually I learnt that I couldn’t just copy my parents. I figured out that it was up to me to take responsibility for myself. The older I got, as I would diet to lose weight and sometimes gain weight when I was (and wasn’t) pregnant, I began to understand that the lack of control I was feeling was something that I was actually allowing to happen. I’m not being judgmental here or self-critical. I am simply making an observation about how I used to be. I had to learn – slowly – how to consciously make and then own my choices about how I ate and worked out, which I still do today. Sometimes I make good choices, sometimes not so good. It’s still a process and it’s always changing. And all of that’s fine because I go back to my Drawing Board and take a second look at what I’m feeling, thinking about, and reacting to in my life. Then I figure out when I want to make new decisions or choices. I know I can always clean up my diet, change my workout routine, or restore sleep habits because my Drawing Board has the blueprint of what works best for me.
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Your Drawing Board

THIS MAY SOUND contrived, New Age even. Maybe the concept of the Drawing Board sounds like a mood board or vision board to you. That’s fine – whatever association you want to make is acceptable because you can create your own Drawing Board however you want.

Your Drawing Board is a place (or number of places) where you track your thoughts, feelings, questions, and fears. You write down what your body is doing and how you feel about that. You write down what your health goals are, or what you want to be able to do and share with your family. You can make lists. You can draw pictures. You can use Post-its and scatter them throughout your home.

I use a journal.

Your Drawing Board is a mirror of the inside of your head, heart, and body. It’s a dynamic, ever-changing reflection of what’s going on inside of you so you are aware of all of you.


DRAWING BOARD

Where are you right now?

We are at the beginning of a long and winding road. One way to get ready for what lies ahead is to think about where you are now, this very minute. First, on or in your Drawing Board, write down responses to the five prompts below.

I just ate

After eating, I felt

The last time I exercised was

The last time I had some quiet time to do nothing was

I was [place or location]

Next, respond to the prompts below to connect to how you are feeling emotionally and your awareness of yourself and your surroundings.

I am

I feel

I think

I wish

I hear

I smell

I fear

What’s going on in your life? How would you describe your mood? Keep it simple, but try to be as clear and concrete as possible. This kind of tuning in to your physical body, your habits and how they make you feel, and your emotional life can help steer you in the direction of a more intuitive relationship with yourself.

Harmony Within

WITH A LOT of hard work and dedication in the last three years, I have finally found harmony. Before this time, I knew pieces of the puzzle but had not truly understood the whole picture. I was never an emotional eater, but I made bad choices about food or exercise sometimes. Now, after a lot of trial and error, I’ve figured out how not to overthink what I eat. I don’t restrict myself. I use my Drawing Board to ground me, to reflect back all of what I’m doing and feeling so that if I feel off, I can make a few small adjustments. Because I know I am always changing. I’ve learnt to enjoy new foods and new ways to be inside my body – and there are always new options to discover! And because I’ve experienced moments that felt like there was no light at the end of the tunnel but found support and got myself on the other side of some very challenging emotional struggles, I have learnt to trust myself. There’s no better feeling than realizing I have the power to get through the muck and the hard stuff to get to all that’s good! This doesn’t mean some of my old patterns or bad coping mechanisms won’t crop up again – they will – but now I know I’m ready for them. In a way, writing this book is almost like a reminder to myself of how I learnt to turn to nutrition, exercise and meditation as a way to manage upheavals in my life – whether they are daily and routine or more complex and existential.

My Drawing Board has become my lifesaver, my safety net. It’s the place where I can be brutally honest with myself. And as such, it enables me to always understand what is going on with me – why I decided to go off the rails for a few days, or why I feel so damn good, and everything in between. I hope that you can use your own Drawing Board to create that completely truthful relationship with yourself. It has worked wonders for me.
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